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D mitri Shostakovich is today one of the most 
programmed composers in the Netherlands. 
There is almost no Dutch orchestra without a 

symphony by Shostakovich in its repertoire and almost 
no Dutch festival without at least one chamber work by 
the composer. There are, however, still very few pianists 
who are interested in Shostakovich's piano works, and 
a meagre handful of vocalists who dare to perform his 
songs. As for his operatic, balletic, and cinematographic 
repertoire, the general public can usually only refer to 
recordings-foreign, not Dutch. 

This article-in two parts-relates the reception of 
Shostakovich as a composer, and as a person, seen 
through the last eighty years of Dutch musical life. It 
also covers the influence of critical reception upon 
specific choices made for concert performance, and 
details the role of Dutch researchers and musicians 
in the introduction and popularisation of Dmitri 
Shostakovich and his music in the Netherlands. 

Context 

The past few years (2010-2016) constitute some
thing akin to a "new Shostakovich wave" in Holland. 
There are new recordings of his chamber music, the 
song cycles have at last been performed, and even new 
instrumental arrangements have appeared, such as 
Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District arranged for two 
actors and a piano sextet consisting of five wind players 
and a pianist. 

Among the most ambitious initiatives of recent years 
are the "Composer Days" or even "Composer Weeks;' 
organised by orchestras to attract a new, and preferably 
young, public. As an example, during the "Shostakovich 
Week" in April 2011, the Gelders Orchestra played a 
lunch concert and five evening concerts featuring two 
of Shostakovich's symphonies (nos. 1 and 9). One of 
the concerts was played as an experimental, so-called 
Orchestra Laboratory's "Suppressed & Surprised con
cert;' which was followed by a post-concert party 
(entitled "In Russian Spheres") with a DJ, Russian vodka, 
and Soviet dance music. 

A subsequent "Shostakovich Day" was scheduled for 
January 2015 by the philharmonie zuidnederland. This 

Part 1: 1930s 

Shostakovich marathon consisted of an introductory lec
ture followed by several orchestral and chamber music 
concerts. The public could attend all or a selection of 
concerts from early afternoon until midnight. 

The Roaring Thirties 

The Dutch public's first acquaintance with the music 
of Dmitri Shostakovich took place on 22 May 1932. 
The Concertgebouw Orchestra played the Dutch pre
miere of the composer's First Symphony under the 
baton of Eduard van Beinum at the Concertgebouw in 
Amsterdam. Four years later, the orchestra performed 
the piece again, this time with Bruno Walter. 1 Other 
Shostakovich premieres were conducted by Julius 
Ehrlich with the KRO Symphony Orchestra (US0)2 

and Issay Dobrowen, a guest conductor of the Residentie 
Orchestra in The Hague.3 Dutch music critics baptised 
Shostakovich's music as "the work of a young compos
er": energetic, enthusiastic, and daring, but not without 
youthful imperfections. The reviewer of Ehrlich's concert 
featuring the op. 11 Prelude and Scherzo for string octet 
(1924-25) described the music as "tamer and flatter" 
in comparison with Stravinsky but "less shiny" than 
Rimsky-Korsakov.4 Hugo van Dalen, a reputable spe
cialist and advocate of Russian music in the Netherlands, 
wrote in 1937 that the First Symphony was impressive 
thanks mainly to its orchestration and "striking themes:'s 

Hugo van Dalen 

During the pre-War period, Hugo van Dalen 
(1888-1967) was the only Dutch musician to have met 
Shostakovich in person. Pianist, music critic, and pro
fessor at the Conservatory in The Hague, Van Dalen 
was proud of this encounter and often referred to it 
in interviews.6 The two men met during Van Dalen's 
visit to Leningrad in September 1937. In his newspa
per report, the Dutchman described the composer as 
a "simple young man:' One of his best memories of 
this meeting was when Shostakovich spoke about his 
piano education and his early compositions, and when 
the composer showed Van Dalen the manuscript of the 
Fourth Symphony.7 

Their acquaintance was subsequently confined 
to official congratulations on anniversaries and to 
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Shostakovich's polite reactions to Van Dalen's publica
tions about him, which were clearly translated by the 
Union of Soviet Composers. A celebratory article, dedi
cated to Van Dalen on his 60th birthday, mentions "the 
expressions of recognition" demonstrated on several 
occasions by "Prokofiev, Khachaturian, Shostakovich, 
and Rachmaninov:'8 An example of such recognition, 
written by Shostakovich, was published in Van Dalen's 
collection of quotations in 1940. Here, the Russian com
poser thanked the critic for "feeling the spirit of his 
works" and "the intuitive discussion of his last work (the 
symphony):'9 

Piano music 

Any precise critique of Shostakovich's works, in combi
nation with meaningful musical analysis, could only have 
been possible through the use of the printed score. Here, 
Hugo van Dalen benefited from the latest Soviet editions, 
which were supplied specially for him by VOKS (the 
All-Union Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign 
Countries). Van Dalen's private archives include a set of 
VOKS letters from 1937 to 1941.10 A letter from 19 April 
1937, for example, refers to postcards sent by the organ
isation featuring portraits of Soviet composers such as 
Shostakovich, Shaporin, and Dzerzhinsky. Two months 
earlier, VOKS had also sent material about Shostakovich 
and several other composers.11 A letter from 8 March 
1939 refers to the despatch of a package containing new 
published Soviet piano music, including Shostakovich's 
Three Fantastic Dances. In his article "Modern Russian 
Piano Music" Van Dalen describes the short movements 
as "very satisfying pieces:'12 He personally preferred the 
second movement, which he appreciated for its very 

"beautiful sound:' The Dutchman was also fond of the 
Piano Concerto, in which "every bar was typical" and 

"the harmonies [were] richly inventive:'13 But much more 
daring, according to Van Dalen, was the "wild sanguin
eous" [First] Sonata, with its "rough harmonies" and 

"barbaric, vital" rhythms-features that reminded him 
of Stravinsky.14 

These Soviet musicological resources proved useful 
in Van Dalen's well-informed and detailed publications 
based on the composer's life and music. Two articles 
from the spring of 1937-"Russian Modern Composers: 
Dmitri Dmitriyevich Shostakovich" and "Dmitri 
Dmitriyevich Shostakovich: Very Personal Music; The 
Pioneer of Soviet Film" -give an overview of symphonic, 
chamber, piano, stage, and film music in the years leading 
up to 1936.15 For van Dalen the musician, the music is 

"highly personal and technically very interesting:' 
Van Dalen describes the development of the 

composer from the "peculiarities" of a young com
poser, influenced by Scriabin and Glazunov, to a more 
Western-oriented musician: "His music became simpler, 
and at the same time strongly personal in expression. 
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But until now, the composer has not been able com -
pletely to overcome formalistic influences. This fact 
can be seen clearly in Shostakovich's second opera Lady 
Macbeth:' 16 This "formalism;' however, did not prevent 
Van Dalen from proclaiming the young Soviet compos
er "a genius, from whom people have much to expect:' 

A decade later, Van Dalen's appreciation of the com
poser had changed so little that he reworked the same 
text as the basis for a chapter about Shostakovich in 
the second edition of his book Russian Composers, 
published in 1947. 

In addition to articles on Shostakovich's oeuvre, 
Van Dalen dedicated a special piece to the piano 
music entitled ''About Creative Piano Work by Dmitri 
Shostakovich:' It opened with a remark regarding the 
absence of "the Soviet Russian style" in piano music. 
Although the influence of Liszt and the French impres
sionists were no longer suitable for new Soviet music, 
many of Liszt's technical traits could still be found in 
compositions by Shostakovich (e.g., in the solo arpeg
gio passages in the second movement of the Piano 
Concerto). 

In his paper, Van Dalen discusses only those piano 
compositions that he had seen or played himself.17 In 
his view, Three Fantastic Dances are "not so fantastic 
at all." They are repetitive, without any worked-out 
themes, and are rather reminiscent of Prokofiev and 
Ravel, though one can still perceive the "colour" of 
Shostakovich's future compositions. 

The First Piano Sonata, op. 12, is "a great failure" 
without any clear concept or form, and Aphorisms 
exhibits "a more pronounced melody" with a "richer" 
construction and dynamics. As for the Twenty-Four 
Preludes, op. 34, and the Piano Concerto, op. 35, Van 
Dalen hears murmurs of Stravinsky, Ravel, Scriabin, 
Chopin, and Strauss, but concludes that these com
positions are nevertheless written in the composer's 

"own style:'18 The Piano Concerto, played by the Dutch 
Chamber Orchestra with Paul Frenkel as soloist in 
1936, provoked the reviewer A.v W into joking about 

"Shostakovichism" as a new style: humorous, logical, 
modern, and with many musical discoveries.19 

Van Dalen's performance of fourteen of the Twenty
Four Preludes at his "Modern Russian Composers" 
recital in 1939 received a positive reaction. The critic 
found these compositions "very personal;' different 
in colour and mood, from "gloomy" and "satanic" to 

"comic':20 

A striking detail: the pianist Arthur Rubinstein 
had attempted to introduce a selection of Preludes 
to the Dutch public four years earlier, but had failed 
to convince reviewers of their value. Shostakovich 
appeared as something of an "odd duck" in Rubinstein's 
recital programme, amid the more "comfortable" 
Debussy, Franck, Liszt, de Falla, and Chopin. Being 
a young composer provided no guarantee of quality, 
















