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Polystylism in Alfred Schnittke’s music has been considered by scholars as a central 

aspect of his music. Although there are many published analyses of his choral music, 

symphonies, concerti and violin sonatas, there is no known published research for Schnittke’s 

first cello sonata.  

Alfred Schnittke grew up in a culturally diverse environment influenced by many 

different composers and compositional styles under the restrictions of a communist Russian 

government. These aspects influenced the development of Schnittke’s polystylism, 

characteristically represented by his Cello Sonata (1978). The detailed musical analysis of this 

sonata in this study serves the purpose to reveal Schnittke’s polystylistic tendencies and his use 

of cyclic elements.  These polystylistic elements in the sonata illustrate how Schnittke de-

familiarizes listeners from rules commonly accepted as unavoidable and re-familiarizes listeners 

with the expressive qualities of tonal, twelve-tone and atonal music. Although Schnittke 

introduces polystylistic materials in de-familiarized contexts in this sonata, this study finds that 

Schnittke particularly re-familiarizes the audience’s musical and stylistic perception through the 

reappearance of sections, textures and motifs. Abrupt polystylistic conflicts contrast with the 

repetition of previous materials, thereby forming a combination of traditional styles with features 

of discontinuity in 20th century music.
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CHAPTER I 

 

 

INTRODUCTION AND PREMISE OF THIS STUDY 

 

Polystylism in Alfred Schnittke’s music has been considered by scholars as a central 

aspect of his music. Although there are many published analyses of his choral music, 

symphonies, concerti and violin sonatas, there is no known published research for Schnittke’s 

first cello sonata.1 Through this study, a detailed musical analysis of this cello sonata will 

reinforce Schnittke’s polystylistic tendencies and his use of cyclic elements. Analysts, 

performers and listeners will benefit from this analysis and gain a deeper knowledge about how 

Schnittke de-familiarizes listeners from rules commonly accepted as unavoidable and re-

familiarizes listeners with the expressive qualities of tonal, twelve-tone and atonal music, which 

make him stand as a unique composer of the twentieth century.  

 The detailed music analysis explains which compositional styles, motifs and cell groups 

Schnittke uses in different parts of the cello sonata. In turn, by understanding where these 

elements form different sections and make cyclic reappearances in this sonata, one may have a 

better understanding of how Schnittke incorporates polystylism in this piece. Of special interest 

is Schnittke’s abrupt alternation between different styles, which creates a lack of seamless 

connections between the structural parts of his Cello Sonata (1978).  In some sections, the 

analysis reveals how Schnittke combines different motifs in two or more simultaneous layers and 

alters their character and quality of expression. The findings in this study may guide performers 

to a more authentic interpretation of the sonata.  
                                                
1 This sonata is dedicated to Natalia Gutman. 
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The purpose of this study is to answer three questions: 1) which factors contribute to 

Schnittke’s polystylism? 2) which polystylistic tendencies are seen in Schnittke’s first cello 

sonata? and 3) how does Schnittke refresh many listeners’ stereotypical perception of tonal, 

atonal and twelve-tone music through his first cello sonata composed in 1978? 
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CHAPTER II   

 

 

SCHNITTKE’S BACKGROUND 

 

Schnittke's Diverse Background and Upbringing – Its Influence on  

His Personality and His Polystylism 

Alfred Schnittke was born in 1934 to a Jewish father, who had emigrated to Engels2 from 

Frankfurt, and a Volga German Catholic mother. Although Alfred Schnittke lived in Russia most 

of his life and spoke Russian, his mother tongue was Volga German. The Schnittke family lived 

in Vienna for a short time, from 1946-1948, where Alfred was greatly influenced not only by the 

Austro-German culture and composers, but also by his piano teacher, Charlotte Ruber, who 

taught him piano and theory. The Viennese culture became part of his compositional repertoire, 

especially Mozart’s and Schubert’s music. The brief stay in Vienna gave Schnittke a close 

connection to the Viennese culture; therefore Aleksandr Ivashkin maintains that “Vienna was 

Schnittke's first cultural motherland.”3 In 1949, following the family’s return from Vienna that 

had taken place in 1948, the fifteen year-old Schnittke entered the October Revolution College in 

Moscow to further his studies in classical and folk music. 

Four years later, Schnittke was admitted to the Moscow Conservatory. It was at this 

conservatory that Schnittke studied and learned about many important twentieth century 

composers: Schoenberg, Berg, Webern, Stravinsky, Hindemith and Orff, to name a few. In 1963, 

Schnittke became acquainted with Luigi Nono, and two of his contemporaries: Karlheinz 

                                                
2 Engels was located in the Volga German Republic of the Soviet Union. 
3 Aleksandr Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke, (London: Phaidon Press Limited, 1996), 32. 
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Stockhausen and György Ligeti. These composers all played an important part in contributing to 

Schnittke’s knowledge and understanding of compositional styles. He slowly molded his 

compositional aesthetics as he continued to study serial music and aleatoric music. At this time 

Schnittke worked for the Mosfilm studios, where he composed many soundtracks for movies. 

Since Schnittke resided in Russia for most of his life, and many of his works were 

performed there, his music was watched closely by the Russian authorities. Performances of his 

music were restricted and he was often not allowed to travel abroad to attend Western European 

premieres of his works. It was not until 1977 that his fame grew outside of Russia and critics 

began to recognize him as a major composer. Although Schnittke had gained critical acclaim for 

his works and achievements, Russia did not officially honor him with the Lenin Prize until 1991. 

However, because of the title that came along with the prize, Schnittke refused this honorable 

award. From the late 1980s to the 1990s, Schnittke spent much time abroad, where he enjoyed 

living, first in Berlin and later in Hamburg. 

 The diverse cultural influences caused by Schnittke’s family background, the constantly 

changing living situation and Russian government restrictions, left deep imprints on Schnittke’s 

personality and, accordingly, on his compositions. Schnittke acknowledged: “Although I don't 

have any Russian blood, I am tied to Russia, having spent all my life there. On the other hand, 

much of the music I've written is somehow related to German music. Like my German 

forefathers, I live in Russia, I can speak and write Russian far better than German, but I am not 

Russian. My Jewish half gives me no peace: I know none of the three Jewish languages - but I 

look like a typical Jew.”4 

 

                                                
4 George Odam, ed., Seeking the Soul, the Music of Alfred Schnittke, Guildhall Research Studies 1 (London: The 
Guildhall School of Music and Drama, 2002), 6. 
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Difficulty of Russian Censorship 

The Moscow Conservatory was heavily monitored in the 1950s since it was an “official 

institution.”5 Within the conservatory, student composers talked about “forbidden” works in 

secret gatherings. Included were works by Stravinsky (Rite of Spring), Boulez, Hindemith, 

Bartok and Schoenberg.6 Several colleagues of Schnittke at the Moscow Conservatory became 

important composers, perhaps the most well known were Edison Denisov and Sofia Gubaidulina. 

Among these colleagues and other Russian composers, Shostakovich’s hidden and double 

meanings in his music particularly influenced Schnittke. Shostakovich’s music appealed to 

Schnittke because it portrayed the difficult life a composer bore in Soviet Russia. The constant 

struggle, balance and “relationship between art and reality”7 were the core similarity among most 

Russian composers. The Russian government paid meticulous attention to anyone who seemed to 

be against its Communist ideals. As a result, Schnittke’s works were sanctioned and his travel 

was restricted. It was not until the 1980s that the government relieved this confinement.  

In addition to relaxation of travel restrictions by the Soviet government, many Russian 

cultural sanctions were lifted in the Khrushchev era, 1958-64. Some publications of previously 

banned artists were permitted in Russia. As a result, the arts, music, literature and many other 

areas of cultural life benefitted from this loosening of restrictions. With this change cultural 

connections to the West were also strengthened: the emergence of the International Tchaikovsky 

Competition was an important outcome of the new established bond with the West. As Russia’s 

cultural life took its transformation, Schnittke used this time of increased freedom to familiarize 

himself with the technical knowledge of Western European music by analyzing musical scores of 

contemporary composers. Schnittke also benefitted from the loose Russian government 

                                                
5 Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke, 55. 
6 Composers who explored dodecaphony, avant-garde and other compositional styles. 
7 Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke, 61. 
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censorship in the movie music genre, and beginning in 1962, used the movie studio as his 

compositional playground, where he worked for the film industry. Although the restrictions on 

composers were loosened in the 1960s and many composers and artists benefitted from this 

change, Schnittke was again faced with travel restrictions that did not allow him to attend 

premieres of his works in Western Europe. Schnittke’s first symphony was a highly influential 

polystylistic work, and was scheduled to have its premiere both in Moscow and in Western 

Europe. However, the government did not permit the performance in Moscow in 1974 because 

the officials decided that the piece did not fit “Russian positive ideology.” As a result, the 

musicians traveled to Gorky to carry out this premiere. It was not until 1986 that this work was 

performed in Moscow. In spite of Schnitttke’s countless appeals and letters, begging for 

permission to travel abroad, it was not until 1977 that Schnittke was granted the first trip to the 

West. In the Gorbachev era, 1985, the year of Schnittke’s first stroke, traveling restrictions for 

him were finally lifted.  

 

Influential Composers and Styles before 1978 and the First Cello Sonata  

Schnittke’s first important theory teacher was Vasily Mikhailovich Shaternikov from the 

October Revolution College in Moscow and his first significant composition teacher was Iosif 

Ryzhkin, a famous theorist. Ryzhkin taught Schnittke music theory from 1950-1953 and 

introduced him to sanctioned treatises of Western European music theorists. Ryzhkin also taught 

Schnittke composition and improved his skills and knowledge dramatically. In 1953, Schnittke 

applied to the Moscow Conservatory to study with Ryzhkin’s teacher Evgeny Golubev.  

Schnittke was deeply influenced by listening to famous violin concertos and 

consequently wrote several compositions for violin. In the late 1950s and early 1960s Schnittke 
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focused mainly on twelve-tone music and the European avant-garde. He experimented with 

combinations of aleatoric music, quotations, pop and jazz episodes. Schnittke graduated from the 

Moscow Conservatory having composed the oratorio Nagasaki.8 This work was badly received 

and was rejected as “formalist” by the Russian government.  

Schnittke constantly adjusted, learned and absorbed from his surroundings: different 

performances, teachers and colleagues. He retained styles and ideas that he found interesting and 

incorporated them into his own compositions. In some aspects, Schnittke’s ideals were opposite 

from those of his teacher because his early compositions favored vivid contrasts of 

compositional textures without smooth connections. In the mid 1950s, Schnittke studied scores 

by Schoenberg, Webern and Berg. As early as in 1950, Schnittke’s compositional style was 

deeply affected by Dmitri Shostakovich. Schnittke imitated Shostakovich’s approach in building 

up tension towards big climaxes within a piece. In addition to Shostakovich, Mahler was also a 

very influential composer for Schnittke. Richard Taruskin observes: “With a bluntness and an 

immodesty practically unseen since the days of Mahler, Mr. Schnittke tackles life-against-death, 

love-against-hate, good-against-evil and (especially in concertos) I-against-world.”9 Schnittke’s 

works of the 1960s to 1980s were marked by stark contrasting elements. He combined extremely 

opposite styles by means of juxtapositions and layering techniques. The different styles he used 

range from serialism, atonality and bitonality to classical music paradigms. 

As Russian cultural sanctions were lifted in the Khrushchev era in 1958-1964, Schnittke 

desired to acquaint himself with Western composers and compositions. In this period, Schnittke 

finally gained access to scores and works by such composers as Stravinsky, Schoenberg, Berg, 

                                                
8 In this work Schnittke first explored the juxtaposition of tonality and atonality within one section. This should later 
influence his polystylism to a great extent. 
9 Richard Taruskin, “A Posteverythingist Booms,” The New York Times, 12 July 1992, quoted in: Ivashkin, Alfred 
Schnittke, 62. 
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Webern and many others. Schnittke was also able to meet Luigi Nono, who had once criticized 

Schnittke’s polystylism vehemently. 

Schnittke began teaching at the Moscow Conservatory in 1961. His teaching focused on 

the analysis of classical composers’ scores by using different perspectives of analysis. Moreover, 

he taught his students to compare classical music with contemporary music. Schnittke’s diverse 

teaching methods mirrored the polystylistic aspects of his own compositions: he introduced and 

combined different ways to look at, approach and understand various compositions. Ivashkin 

suggests that Schnittke may have been greatly influenced by the theorist Philip Gershkovich who 

studied under Webern.10 

In 1962 Schnittke began composing for film studios. Unlike the general public audience, 

the movie directors recognized Schnittke’s talent as composer almost instantly. Schnittke’s 

dramatic and polystylistic compositional style was well suited to developing dramatic plots and 

sudden scene changes in movies. The movie studio gave Schnittke the perfect opportunity to 

experiment, explore and combine new styles. As a movie studio composer, Schnittke learned to 

express different characteristics of a movie through music, and matched timings of different 

sections of his music to the length of the scenes. Schnittke also learned to make sudden 

adjustments in his music to the constant switch of camera frames and scenes.   

One of the most important changes in Schnittke’s compositional style occurred in the 

Khrushchev era: His music no longer used characteristics of sounds from nature, and styles 

similar to chance music: “music is no longer a poem but prose.”11 His musical style became 

more dramatically oriented. This change of compositional style is clearly audible in his first cello 

sonata as well as in some of this other compositions from the late 1960s.  

                                                
10 Ivashkin, Alfred Schnittke, 87. 
11 Ibid., 92. 
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The idea of placing extreme contrasts in pieces was already a stable characteristic in 

Schnittke’s compositions in the late 1960s. As Schnittke continued to shape his compositional 

style years later, he gradually abandoned the concept of strict dodecaphony.  Ivashkin observes 

that Schnittke was convinced “modern music should not merely be rational, well structured and 

sterile.”12 Instead, modern music should follow the directive of human feelings representing a 

humanization and personalization of music. In Schnittke’s opinion, strictly organized serial 

music lacked a human quality. 

Ivashkin also maintains that Schnittke’s music for Glass Accordion was “probably the 

first consistently polystylistic score in post-war European music.”13 Schnittke wrote this work as 

early as 1968. In the 1970s Schnittke mixed waltzes, sonatas, fugues, passacaglias and many 

other genres in his compositions. Similar to his other compositions after 1970, Schnittke 

composed his first cello sonata by combining different genres (waltzes and jazz), laments, tonal 

and non-tonal sounds.  

The death of Schnittke’s mother in 1972 contributed to changes in his compositional style 

in the following years. From this time a feeling of “endlessness” is evident as a prominent 

characteristic in his music. This effect is accomplished through the use of cyclic elements. With 

this change Schnittke’s style drew closer to the styles of Arvo Pärt and Olivier Messiaen. These 

different genres and cyclic characteristics are clearly reflected in Schnittke’s first cello sonata.14 

Schnittke incorporated styles from different composers and eras into his compositions 

because he wanted to allow a “democratization of style” in his music.15 Schnittke was opposed to 

                                                
12 Ibid., 92. 
13 Ibid., 110. 
14 The second movement of his first cello sonata (for example the repetitive eighth note patterns) and the cyclic 
returns of motifs in both second and especially third movements convey these characteristics. 
15 Alfred Schnittke, A Schnittke Reader ed. Alexander Ivashkin, trans. John Goodliffe with a foreword by Msistlav 
Rostropovich (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002), 90. 
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the rigidity of rules that determine the framework of a composition; he opposed specifically the 

strict rules that he believed Schoenberg had imposed on twelve-tone music. It is important to 

note that Schnittke did not oppose twelve-tone music, but he thought serialism was too restrictive 

and did not permit freedom of expression. 

 Schnittke’s diverse cultural background was the foundation and cornerstone of his 

polystylism. Schnittke desired to raise the ears and the standards of listeners through polystylism 

because he believed  “greater demands [are] placed on the general cultural knowledge of the 

listener, who must be able to recognize the interplay of styles as something done deliberately.”16 

 

                                                
16 Ibid., 90. 
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CHAPTER III 

 

 

  SCHNITTKE’S CELLO SONATA (1978) 

 

Motivic Material and Tonal Ambivalence in Movement I (45 Measures) 

The first movement of this sonata presents the struggle between tonality and atonality in 

juxtaposition with the struggle between major and minor modes. In total, this movement revolves 

around the key of C. The clashes between its major and minor thirds keep the listener from 

recognizing a certain and definite mode. The tonal aspect in this movement is “undermined” by 

the presence of dissonance and atonality. In this movement, the cello part is the struggling factor 

which seems to thwart the piano's efforts to establish a framework of tonal harmony. The most 

important motif in the first movement occurs at its very beginning, in measures 1 and 2. Two 

aspects here make a deep imprint on the sonata: 

1. The interval sequence of minor third, minor seventh and major third (see Ex.1a).  

2. The minor third E-flat juxtaposed with the major third E natural, above the note C. 

Virtually all motifs in the first movement are restated in an altered version in Movements II and 

III.  

Beginning of Movement I: 

 The cello enters by itself and presents the opening statement (mm. 1-8, see Ex. 1a) in the 

first movement of this sonata. From the beginning, Schnittke introduces the clash of the major 

and minor mode, commonly known as modal mixture. 
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Ex. 1a. Movement I, cello part, mm. 1-8. 

 

 

 

C minor is set against C major in mm. 1 and 2, the major third and the minor third 

juxtaposed. Graham Phipps describes the use of “split thirds” in Webern’s Variations for 

Orchestra, accomplished by placing the minor third above or below the major third, creating a 

major-minor combination.17 This is a common feature of Second Viennese School music. The 

first two measures of Schnittke’s sonata are the kernel of its musical content. This kernel 

symbolizes a struggle between an upward directed motion in major keys (measure 1) and a 

downward directed motion in minor keys (measure 2). Hans Brandon Twitchell describes this 

opposition gesture in major and minor as “duality.”18 Measures 3-4 open up into an intervallic 

wedge shape (Ex. 1b: some pitches need to be transposed by an octave to establish a visual and 

aural wedge): 

 

                                                
17 Graham H. Phipps, “Harmony as Determinant of Structure in Webern’s Variations for Orchestra,” in Music 
Theory and the Exploration of the Past, ed. Christopher Hatch and David W. Bernstein (Chicago; University of 
Chicago Press, 1993), 473-504. 
18 Hans Brandon Twitchell, “Alfred Schnittke's Cello Sonata No. 2 (1993/1994): Referential Music in the 
Composer's Late Style” (DMA diss., University of Connecticut, 2006), 40. 
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Ex. 1b. Movement I, mm. 3 and 4, cello part, circled notes form a wedge. 

  Measure 3 

Measure 4 

May be represented as: 

 Measures 3 and 4 

   

 Measures 4-6 (see Ex. 1) waver between two keys above a pedal point on D. The B minor 

harmony shifts to C-sharp major in measure 4 and to B-flat minor in measure 5. In measure 6 the 

D clashes with the D-sharp while the harmony of the same measure is indecisive between G-

sharp minor and C major. From this point, reference to a governing tonal center becomes 

increasingly unclear with the resulting disappearance of a tonal center in measure 8. 

In measure 9, the cello starts a new section on a dissonant major ninth C-D; the D waits 

for a resolution, that never occurs. In measure 20 the cello ends on B-natural (seventh of C). 

Simultaneous with the cello's dissonance, the piano makes its first appearance in measure 10, 

juxtaposing its tonal elements with the dissonant cello part. The piano emphasizes modal mixture 

by juxtaposing C minor against C major, combined with “horn fifths” in mm. 10 and 12. In mm. 

11 and 13 the piano arrives at a c-sharp minor sonority instead of the “expected” C minor (see 
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Ex. 2). This motif from mm. 10-16 is reminiscent of the hunting horn calls often found in 

classical Viennese symphonic repertoire. The B minor/major in measure 14 leads to C 

minor/major on top of G minor/major in measure 16, creating an ambivalence of mode. In mm. 

17-20 the sustained dissonant piano chord and the cello line remain unresolved - there is no 

return to C minor or major. Measures 1 to 20 of this movement outline two struggles: the 

struggle between tonality and atonality and the struggle between major and minor modes.  

Ex. 2. Movement I, mm.10-16. 

 

 

Similar to the previous section, the tonal “church chorale-like” section in mm. 22-25 does 

not lead to a normal or desired resolution (see Ex. 3). 

 

 

 

 



 

15 

 

Ex. 3. Movement I, mm. 22-25. 

 

 The section leads to B minor instead of the expected B-flat major as illustrated in Table 1. 

Table 1. First “church chorale” section in Movement I, mm. 22-25 

Measures Key  Function19 
22 G minor vi 
23 E-flat major IV 
24 F major V 
25 B minor instead of 

B-flat major 
? 

 
This "chorale" leads to another solo statement of the cello in mm. 26-37. Schnittke 

separates this statement into a bass and a soprano voice in the cello line by using double stops 

and broken chords (see Ex. 4). The drone bass on notes C and G, symbolize the “genderless” 

tonic of C without its third. C clashes against C-sharp minor of the soprano voice; this conflict 

culminates in mm. 34-37: The C minor, represented by the notes C-E-flat, clashes with the notes 

D-flat, E, and the key of C-sharp minor, represented by the notes C-sharp-E. 

Ex. 4. Movement I, cello part: mm. 26-27. 

 

                                                
19 Function in B-flat major 
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In mm. 38 and 39, the returning “church” motif chords in the piano, and later in the cello 

line in mm. 40-44, fail to produce the final cadence. Table 2 illustrates the struggle. 

Table 2. Second “church chorale” section in Movement I, mm. 38-44 

Measures Key/Pitches Function 
38 B-flat major V of E-flat major 
39 E-flat Major I 
40 G major V of C major 
41 C major + C-sharp Almost I 
42 G major V of C major 
43 C minor + C-sharp Almost i 
44 B-flat, D, B Remainder of V/ 

B-flat major plus a sharp root 
 

The last chord of the movement has the dynamic marking of ppp in the pizzicato cello 

line, and does not resolve to the anticipated tonic. What does this chord symbolize? Could it 

possibly be G minor/major, without the root G? or is it B-flat major with a simultaneous sharp 

root? One could see this ending as a sign of resignation to a music in which a tonic is not 

recognizable.  

 

Movement I De- and Re-Familiarized:  

Schnittke uses tonal elements in this movement to evoke a sense of tonal centers. In this 

movement, the most prominent tonal center is C. However, this key becomes drastically de-

familiarized by juxtaposition of the major and minor third of the key of C. Although the C-

harmony is apparent, the mode is de-familiarized. Another important element of de-

familiarization in this movement is the addition of vertical dissonances, especially the sharp tonic 

root. 

The piano part attempts to re-familiarize the listener with tonality, seen in the “horn 

fifths” section in mm. 10-16. A stronger re-familiarization occurs in the “church motif” sections 
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of Movement I due to its conventional tonal harmony. However, Schnittke never allows the 

listener to feel too familiar with the music: at the point of familiarity, Schnittke jerks the listeners 

with unexpected “non-resolutions” and atonal juxtapositions to remind listeners that a decay and 

a deterioration of tonal harmony has already occurred and is irreversible. 

 

Movement II (440 Measures): Layering Technique and Tonal Elements  

Versus Twelve-Tone Cells and Rows 

This movement consists of distinct compositional techniques which reappear in a variety of 

developed forms: they include layering techniques, canons, a 13-measure motif, an alberti eighth 

note figure, twelve-tone alberti sections, jazzy twelve-tone elements, waltz motives, “classic” 

twelve-tone rows,20 and allusions to the opening motive in Movement I. Schnittke toys with 

these different technical elements either by layering them simultaneously or by placing them 

successively. This movement as a whole projects the feeling of interruption between and within 

voices, and stands firm at extreme opposition to that of a seamless texture (see Table 3 for 

reference). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
20 A “classic” twelve-tone row defines here a row where all twelve notes appear in immediate succession and 
without a repetition of pitches.  
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Table 3.21 Compositional techniques in Movement II and their reappearances 

Compositional technique 
 

First appearance in  
Movement II (mm.) 

Later 
appearances 
(mm.) 

Cello Piano 
RH 

Piano 
LH 

Layering technique 
 

1-104  
249-280 
303-362 

* 
* 
* 

* 
* 
* 

* 
* 
* 

Canon 141-161  
281-296 
371-391 

 
* 
* 

* 
* 
* 

* 

13-measure motif 
 

1-104  
303-309 
418-439 

* 
* 

 
 
* 

 

Alberti eighths (non-
twelve-tone) 

249-280  
310-342 
343-347/351-
355/359-362 

* 
* 

 
 
* 

 

Twelve-tone alberti   
Section 

105-136  
137-168 
169-192 

 
* 

* 
 
* 

* 
 
* 

Jazzy twelve-tone  
Elements 

193-196  
219-223 

* 
* 

 
* 

* 

Waltz motif 196-198  
205-213 (i) 
216, 218 (i) 
225-236 (i) 
297-302 (i) 
363-370 

 
 
* 
 
 
* 

* 
* 
 
* 
* 
 

* 
* 
 
* 
* 
 

“Classic” twelve-tone  
rows (no repeated notes) 

193-195  
200, 211, 214 
215, 217 
219-221 
222-223 
230, 234, 239, 
246 
298, 300, 302 
363-366 
364, 366 

* 22 
* 
 
* 
*23 
* 
* 

 
 
* 
* 
 
 
 
* 
 
* 

* 
 
* 
 
 
 
 
 
* 

(table continues) 
 
 

                                                
21 Table guide: * explains in which part the compositional technique occurs (cello, piano right hand or piano left 
hand); (i) stands for an occurring interruption. 
22 Eleven-tone row 
23 First eight notes of row 
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Table 3. (continued). 
Compositional technique 

 
First appearance in  
Movement II (mm.) 

Later 
appearances 
(mm.) 

Cello Piano 
RH 

Piano 
LH 

Allusions to the opening 
motif of Movement I24 

363-370  *   

Diminished chords25  41-56  
221-223 
249-250 

 * 
* 
* 

 

Whole tone collections 57-72   *  
 
 
Beginning of Movement II: 

There are three independent layers from mm. 1-104 in the second movement. The cello 

part forms Layer I, the left hand of the piano represents Layer II and the piano right hand forms 

Layer III. The movement introduces a 13-measure motif (see Ex. 5). 

Ex. 5. Layer I in Movement II, cello part, mm. 1-13. 

 

 

 

The motif is repeated eight times by the cello, representing Layer I, and it develops 

pitches in a wedge shape26 starting from B-flat by using scalar motions up and downward. The 

eight repetitions of the 13-measure motif in the cello part fill the first 104 measures of the 

movement (see Table 4). Methodically, the dynamic levels increase at every new appearance of 

                                                
24 This is the closest allusion found in this movement, there are more distant allusions found in this movement. 
Those are mentioned later in the analysis. 
25 The waltz motives in the piano often start on diminished chords as well, but these examples are here omitted. 
26 The wedge shape in this movement is similar to the one in the first movement of Bartok’s Music for Strings, 
Percussion and Celesta. 
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the motif until its last appearance. 

Table 4. Increasing dynamics of the 13-measure motif in Movement II, mm. 1-104 

Occurrences of the  
13-measure motif 

Measures Dynamics 

1 1-13 ppp 
2 14-26 pp 
3 27-39 p 
4 40-52 mp 
5 53-65 mf 
6 66-78 f 
7 79-91 ff 
8 92-104 fff 
 

 The first measure of the repeating 13-measure motif is stated many times in the second 

movement of this sonata. The intervallic directions of the first four notes (B-flat, A, B natural, C) 

of the 13 measure motif are as essential as the opening two measures of the sonata and the 

opening of the third movement, because they initialize the wedge shape of the theme and appear 

in each reoccurrence of this 13-measure motif. 

The texture of Layer II consists of two pairs of quarter note octaves, separated by a quarter 

note rest. This texture gradually thickens until m. 105. The first appearance of Layer II 

“comments” every four measures on the continuous cello motif (mm. 17-41), and later at two-

measure intervals (mm. 41-72). From measure 73, Layer II is present in every single measure, 

forming a constant pattern of quarter note followed by quarter-rest. In measure 105 the greatest 

density of Layer II is reached appearing now in consistent eighth notes. As seen in Ex. 6 and 

Table 5, Layer II gradually evolves and intensifies. 
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Ex. 6. Layer II in Movement II, piano left hand, mm.17-20, mm. 25-28, mm. 41-44, mm. 73-76 

and mm. 105-108. 

 

mm. 17-20 

 

 mm. 25-28 

 

mm. 41-44 

 

mm. 73-76 

In measures 73-104 a continuous motion of octaves, in a quarter note and quarter-rest rhythm, 

forms different partial scale patterns. 

 

mm. 105-108 
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Table 5. Piano entrances in measures 17-41 

Measure Measure of cello motif appearance Pitches 
17 Fourth of second appearance B-flat 
21 Eighth of second appearance B-flat 
25 Twelfth of second appearance B-flat, D-flat 
29 Third of third appearance B-flat, D-flat 
Etc.   
   

In measures 41-72, entrances of Layer II occur every two measures (see Table 6). 

Table 6. Entrances of Layer II in Movement II, mm. 41-72 

Measures Pitches 
41-44, 45-48 
49-52 

B-flat, D-flat 

53-56 A, C (half step lower  
than above) 

57-60, 61-64, 
65-68 

B-flat, D-flat 

69-72 A, C 
 

The right hand of the piano represents Layer III, which appears first in measure 41 and 

spans until measure 72. Layer III introduces chords. Each chord sustains for 4 measures (see Ex. 

7). In the third layer, Schnittke introduces all three possible diminished-seventh chords,27 and the 

two whole tone collections (see Table 7). 

Ex. 7. Layer III in Movement II, piano right hand, mm. 41-52. 

 

 

 

                                                
27 Hereafter labeled as d07 chords. 
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Table 7. Layer III in Movement II, mm. 41-56 

Measures Pitches D07 chord 
41-44 D, F, A-flat, C-flat I 
45-48 E-flat, G-flat, A, C II 
49-52 (See above) I 
53-56 C-sharp, E, G, B-flat III 
 

In Layer III, d07 Chord I and d07 Chord II are not consonant with the pitches B-flat and 

D-flat of Layer II in mm. 41-52. D07 Chord III would be consonant with B-flat and D-flat, but at 

its appearance, the piano left hand switches immediately to the pitches A and C, which are not 

consonant with d07 Chord III. Schnittke purposefully mismatches the notes of Layer II and 

Layer III, going against the rules of traditional harmony. In mm. 57-72, Layer III explores whole 

tone collections very methodically, as seen in Table 8. 

Table 8. Whole tone collections in Movement II, mm. 57-72 

Measures Pitches Whole tone scale type Whole tone scale 
number 

57-60 A-flat, B-flat, C, D, E, F-
sharp 

Whole tone scale starting from 
C 

I 

61-64 D-flat, E-flat, F, G, A, B Whole tone scale starting from 
D-flat 

II 

65-69 See above  I 
69-72 See above  II 
 

In measure 73, a change in Layer III occurs. In mm. 73-88 stacked minor-third clusters 

move up and down from one measure to the next by half step. Another change of Layer III 

happens in mm. 89-104 where continuous quarter notes form different partial scales. 

From mm. 17-104, Layer II and Layer III in the piano part gradually approach the scalar 

wedge shape motion closely related to the 13-measure motif of the cello. The new section from 

measure 105 makes extensive use of twelve tone rows. These rows are divided into three-note 
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cells. Each cell is almost always played simultaneously in all voices: cello, piano left hand and 

piano right hand. However, the order of pitches within the cell is different in each voice. The 

cello has double-stop-glissandi in fifths in a low register, outlining the notes of the cell in the 

bottom voice of the fifth (see Ex. 8). 

Ex. 8. Three-note-cells, Movement II, mm. 105-108. 

 

In the piano right hand, the cells contain ostinato eighth notes, changing every four 

measures, while the left hand eighth note figures move in contrary motion. The piano left hand 

and right hand contain the same three notes cell, but not in unison. This alberti-bass like figure in 

both piano lines seems to contradict the strict rules of twelve tone music because Schnittke 

purposefully repeats the notes of each cell two to eight times depending on the pattern in both the 

cello and the piano parts. Measures 105-192 contain two twelve-tone rows in all voices. In Table 

9 the pitches of the cells are listed in the order they appear in the cello part. 
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Table 9. Organization of twelve-tone rows in Movement II, mm. 105-192   

Row I 
Measures Cell 
105-108 C, D, E-flat 
109-112 C-sharp, E, F 
113-116 G, B-flat, B (C-flat) 
117-120 F-sharp, G-sharp, A 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Both cello and piano parts have the same three notes across each of the four-bar 

segments, but have different rhythmic patterns. In measure 137, the cello and the piano switch 

roles: the cello line takes over the piano pattern and the piano pattern takes over cello line. In 

measure 169, the eighth notes return in the piano pattern, and the cello line has a “two eighth 

notes-quarter rest” pattern. 

Measures 193-248 create one of the most dense polystylistic sections in this movement 

because they consist of integrated twelve-tone motifs in different textures. Schnittke incorporates 

“classic” twelve tone rows here, which call for the statement of all twelve notes without 

Row II 
Measures Cell 
121-124 F, G, A-flat 
125-128 D, E-flat, G-flat 
129-132 A, B-flat, C-flat 
133-136 C, D-flat, E 

Row I 
Measures Cell 
137-140/141 C, E-flat, D 
141-144 D-flat, E, F 
145-148 B-flat, B, G 
149-152 A, F-sharp, G-

sharp 

Row II 
Measures Cell 
153-156 F, A-flat, G 
157-160 E-flat, G-flat, D 
161-164 A, C-flat, B-flat 
165-168 C, E, D-flat Row I 

Measures Cell 
169-172 C, D, E-flat 
173-176 C-sharp, E, F 
177-180 A-sharp, G, B 
181-184 F-sharp, G-sharp, A 

Row II (incomplete – only  
six notes of the row) 

Measures Cells 
185-188 F, G, A-

flat 
189-192 D, E-flat, 

G-flat 
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repetitions. In these 56 measures, rhythmical jazz elements are juxtaposed with waltz sections 

and twelve tone rows.28 In mm. 193-196 and 219-224 a “jazzy twelve-tone” section appears (see 

Ex. 9). This section is mixed with a “strange waltz”(see Ex. 10) from mm. 193-236 and is 

suddenly interrupted by eighth note twelve-tone rows (see Ex. 11). The “jazzy” feeling in mm. 

193-196 is achieved by grouping hemiola patterns in the cello line together with a quarter note 

bass line in the piano. It is “twelve-tone-jazz” because the 11-tone row in the cello part29 is 

accompanied by a twelve tone row in the piano. 

Ex. 9. Movement II, mm. 193-196. 

 

 

Ex. 10. Waltz in Movement II, piano part, mm. 205-207. 

 
                                                
28 Jazz elements can be found in other works by Schnittke as well, for example in his first Symphony. Waltzes are 
also found in Schnittke’s Piano Quintet (1976). 
29 Measure 193 until the downbeat of measure 195: E-flat-D-C-sharp-C G-G-sharp-A-B-flat-E-F-F-sharp (B is 
missing). 
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Ex. 11. Movement II, twelve tone rows: measure 200, Cello part and mm. 214-215. 

 

 

 

Not only does the waltz start “on a left foot” because it starts in the second half of the 

measure, which creates a sense of weakness, but it is also “interrupted” by the sighing motives in 

measure 199, mm. 201-203, and the cello’s twelve-tone row in measure 200.30 This waltz section 

contains a similar tonal struggle as the first movement: In mm. 196-197 the high C-sharp in cello 

clashes with low D in the piano, recalling the previous clashes in the first movement. The half-

step dissonance and major-minor conflict could be observed in two places: In measure 197 the 

D-flat major in the piano right hand clashes with D minor in the piano left hand. In measure 198 

the A-flat major in right hand clashes with A minor in the left hand above an A-flat pedal. Both 

chords in mm. 197 and 198 have a bitonal nature. After the first failed attempt, the waltz makes 

its entrance again in measure 205, only to result in another clash of harmonies. The eighth-note 

                                                
30 In measure 200 the 12 tone row in cello A-sharp-B-G-flat-F-C-C-sharp-D-D-sharp-E-A-G-sharp-G. 
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twelve-tone rows stated by the cello31 and the piano32 interrupt the flow of the waltz. 

Not only are these clashes seen in the different parts of the waltz section, but clashes are also 

seen within the piano part. 

In mm. 205-210, G minor clashes with the d07 chord F-sharp, A, C, E-flat. In mm. 212-

213 and 216 the piano part simultaneously clashes C minor against two d07 chords, F-sharp, A, 

C, E-flat and G-sharp, B, D, F, resulting in a three-layered harmonic texture. The waltz falls 

apart with a temporary exchange of cello and piano roles in mm. 215-218 and is again 

interrupted by the “jazzy twelve tone section,” which switches into 2/2 meter in mm. 219-224. 

The following table illustrates the development of all three d07 chords in mm. 221-223. 

Table 10. D07 chords in Movement II, mm. 221-223 

 

 

The waltz starts again in measure 225.33 The waltz finally ends in mm. 237 - 239 through 

the statement of five dissonant chords in the piano.The fifth chord in measure 239 is in 

fortissimo dynamics, and consists of four fourths stacked a half step apart on top of each other 

(see Ex. 12). This chord is embellished by the twelve-tone row in the cello in measure 239: the 

first eight notes of this row are the eight notes of the piano chord counting from bottom to top . 

                                                
31 In measures: 211,214, 230, 234, 239 and 246. Other twelve tone rows in the cello part occur in mm. 200, 211, 
214-215, 219-221, 222-223 (first six notes only), 230, 234, 239 and 246. 
32 In measures: 215 and 217. Other twelve tone rows in the piano part occur in mm. 215, 217, 219-220, 242-246 (last 
4 notes of the row sound together). 
33 The waltz resumes the same chords as measure 212 with interruptions in mm. 230, 234 (twelve tone rows in the 
cello, similar to the interruptions in mm. 200, 211 and 214) and measure 233 (a sigh motive similar to mm. 201-
203). In mm. 231-232 the waltz chords change to F minor against d07 Chords I and III. In mm. 235-236 the waltz 
chords change to C-sharp minor against d07 Chords III and I. 

D07 Chord # 
I 

Pitches Measure Decaying dynamics 

I G, B-flat, D-flat, E 221 mp 
III G-flat, A, C, E-flat 222 p 
III F, A-flat, B, D 223 pp 
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The cello trill section starts immediately after the twelve-tone motif in measure 240.  

Ex. 12. Movement II, end of waltz and beginning of trill section: mm. 239-241. 

 

The trills in the cello part from mm. 240-241 shape six notes of a whole tone scale 

upwards, and the line of trills in mm. 242-245 fashions a twelve tone row: F, E, D, E flat, D flat, 

C, B, F sharp, B flat, A, G, A flat. The motion of the cello line continuously moves downwards 

until the arrival in measure 249. 

 

The Return of Previous Material: Measure 249 until the End of Movement II 

From measure 249, previous motives from the first movement and the second movement 

revisit in altered versions and in different combinations. As in the beginning of Movement II, 

Schnittke employs the three-layer technique in mm. 249-280. Layer I is the cello part, Layer II is 

now in the piano right hand34 and Layer III is formed by the piano left hand part. 

Measures 281-296 (see Ex. 13) embrace a canon-like imitation by only using quarter 

notes and intervals that are related to mm. 169-192. The striking similarity between this section 

and the opening of the first movement is astonishing when comparing interval sequences of 

minor third, minor seventh and minor second. 

                                                
34 This layer was assigned to the piano left hand in the previous section (mm. 17-104). 
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Ex. 13. Movement II, mm. 281-284, both cello and piano right hand state a twelve-tone row from 

mm. 281-283. 

 

 

Measures 303-309 are related to first measure of the 13-measure motif. Nevertheless, this 

motif is developed in a sequence to lead in a downward direction (see Ex. 14). 

Ex. 14. Movement II, cello part: mm. 303- 309, compare to Ex. 5. 

 

 

In measures 310 to 342, the cello ostinato eighth notes35 form twelve-tone rows made up 

of four cells each. In mm. 311- 342 the piano states a motif closely related to the piano part from 

mm. 89-104. As seen here, Schnittke brings back previously stated material and combines layers 

from different sections. In mm. 343-362 the cello trill motives have a distant intervallic relation 

to the beginning of the first movement. These trills are interrupted by twelve-tone rows in mm. 

348-350 and mm. 356-358. The piano right hand joins the cello in mm. 343 with ostinato eighth 

notes. These eighth notes are an immediate continuation from the cello part in mm. 311-342. 

                                                
35 Compare with mm. 105-136 in the piano part; mm. 137-168 in the cello part; Piano mm. 169-192 in the piano 
part. 
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A new segment of returning material spans from mm. 363-370 (see Ex. 15).  

Ex. 15. Movement II cello part: mm. 363-366. 

 

 

The cello has a motif, related to the opening of the first movement that consists of two rows.36 

The piano accompaniment is related to the previous waltz sections of this movement with twelve 

tone elements. In measures 371-391 the cello recites a twelve tone row twice: in mm. 371-377 

and in mm. 378-385 (see Ex.16). 

Ex. 16. Movement II, mm. 371-376. 

 

 

  After that, two more futile attempts of the first four notes of the row occur in mm. 386-

                                                
36 The two rows are a twelve tone row in mm. 363-366 and an eleven tone row in mm. 367-370 (the twelfth note is 
downbeat of measure 171 and forms the beginning of a new row). 
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391. From mm. 372-391 the piano right hand plays two-eighth-note motifs similar to the “jazzy” 

sections seen in mm. 192-196 and mm. 219-220. The first eighth note of each two-eighth-note 

motif outlines the same twelve-tone row as the cello. Here, the delay causes a canon to form. The 

piano left hand recites the diminished-seventh chords and tritone-chords, which make frequent 

appearances in this movement. 

The cello states a motif similar to an ornamented glissando over one octave from D" to 

D'", and continues in a glissando to an undefined highest pitch in m. 401. This pitch is also 

accompanied by an undefined cluster in the piano part, asking the performer to execute the notes 

with the elbow. This cluster is held in the pedal from m. 401 until the end of the movement. 

In measures 405-417, the cello plays pizzicato chords in fortissimo while the piano leaves 

its chord resonating. All of the pizzicato chords are major with a sharp tonic pitch added to the 

"normal" tonic pitch. This gesture is one of two prevalent and essential pitch juxtapositions in 

this piece: 

1: The "sharp" tonic juxtaposed with tonic.  

2: The major-minor third as major/minor juxtaposition. 

The three different combination cello-chords are organized into consecutive pairs a minor 

third apart. There is a total of ten pairs with a different duration of rests between them (see Ex. 

17).37 Each chord combination is only connected once by a glissando. The bottom notes of the 

connected chords are first D-flat-E, then D-F and lastly C-E-flat. The last combination is related 

to the initial C-E-flat in the first movement and possibly hints at a key of C. 

 

 

                                                
37 The pairs consist of the keys C-major and E-flat-major, D major and F major, D-flat major and E major. 
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Ex. 17. Movement II, cello part: mm. 405-410. 

 

 

The piano left hand continues to sustain its cluster from m. 401 while the piano right 

hand plays an upwards directed and clearly modified version of the movement's 13-measure 

opening motif. The motif soars upwards after the opening pitches E-D-sharp and reaches to the 

highest register. This upward motion could be seen has one reaching to the heavens at the end of 

the movement.38 

 

Movement II De- and Re-Familiarized:  

Schnittke re-familiarizes the listeners to the music through his traditional use of form in 

the second movement. The return of previous motifs is characteristically found in such classical 

forms as Sonata-, Rondo- or ABA-Forms. The most apparent return of previous material starts 

about half way through the movement in measure 249. Although assigning a traditional label to 

this returning feature could seem difficult to the listener due to many factors of de-

familiarizations of different techniques, there is no doubt one would be reminded of a 

recapitulation when one hears it. The section makes a clear return of previous material, and gives 

the performer, the listener and the analyst a familiar feeling, similar to the moment one hears the 

                                                
38 Hans Brandon Twitchell, “Alfred Schnittke's Cello Sonata No. 2 (1993/1994): Referential Music in the 
Composer's Late Style,” 22, 32. Anabasis stands for an ascending motion as symbol for ‘going to heaven.’ 
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recapitulation of a Viennese Symphony’s first movement. Schnittke achieves this effect mainly 

through both textural and formal return of material.39 In some sections, for example starting in 

measure 200, Schnittke uses twelve-tone rows in a “familiar” and easily recognizable way. In 

many other places, for example from measure 105, he uses twelve-tone rows almost 

unnoticeably. They are hard to notice because of the cells’ repetitiveness. These rows are, on the 

one hand, de-familiarized from being a “typical” twelve tone row, and on the other hand, re-

familiarized to sound more like Viennese classical music through the alberti-bass-like structure 

of each cell. 

Other than using re-familiarization in this movement, Schnittke also de- 

familiarizes the audience. The canons between two or three voices in this movement are de-

familiarized to such an extent that the listener might not recognize them as canons instantly. 

Schnittke uses familiar elements from tonal harmony, for example diminished-seventh chords, 

and juxtaposes them later vertically with chromatically dissonant clashes. 

Even though we do recognize waltz and jazz elements in Movement II, they are de-

familiarized by being non-tonal or twelve-tone. Even though their interruptions remind listeners 

of the Mahlerian concept of interruption, these interruptions are more drastic here and represent a 

vision of a collage. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
39 A textural return is for example the reappearance of Layers I, II and III in measure 249. Formal returns often 
happen concurrently with textural returns, for example the reappearance of the waltz in measure 297. 
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Tonal Struggle and Cyclic Return of Motifs:  

The All-Encompassing Movement III (183 Measures) 

In Movement III, the elements from the previous two movements are combined and 

reintroduced here. The motivic material is connected to the first movement to a large extent (see 

Table 11). The beginning of the movement develops identical major-minor juxtaposition as in 

the first movement with similar pitches and juxtapositions: pitches E and E-flat above a C-related 

harmony. Therefore one of the dominating tonal characteristics in this movement is the clash of 

C minor with C major and the half step “sigh motifs.” 

Table 11. Returning material from Movement I in Movement III 

Occurrence in 
Movement I 
mm. 

Cello Piano 
RH 

Piano 
LH 
 

Reoccurs in 
Movement III  
mm. 

Cello Piano 
RH 

Piano 
LH 

1-2 *   31-34 
35-42 
47-5240 

* 
* 

  

1-5 *   147-156 *   
4-7 *   53-62 *   
10-13  * * 38-44 

48-53 
 * 

* 
 

14-15  *  43-45 *   
26-44    157-183 *   
27 *   64, 66  *  
28 *   53-54  *  
34-37 *   63-66 *   

 

The sigh motif and its kernel are seen at the opening of the third movement, mm. 1-7. 

The sigh leans upwards and then downwards. This particular gesture is closely related to the 

juxtaposition of E-flat and E natural in the opening of the first movement.41 The initial kernel of 

Movement III is expanded to measure 13 when the E-flat is transposed to the lower octave. 
                                                
40 The order of the first two notes of each measure is switched. This variation of the opening motif evolved from 
changing the direction of opening motive intervals in the second movement (for example Movement II, mm. 281-
284, 363-366). 
41 Lamenting gestures can be found as well in Schnittke’s Piano Quintet (1976). 
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These transpositions amplify the dramatic character of the motif.  

The sighing theme in the cello line (mm. 1-13, see Ex. 18) starts from E natural and 

departs upwards toward F (sigh motive from above); this clashes with the C minor chord in the 

piano.  

Ex. 18. Movement III, mm. 1-13. 

 

 

 

In mm. 4-7 the cello sigh motif continues with E-flat going downwards to D (sigh motive 

going below); there is a clash between the piano right hand (C minor) and piano left hand 

(pitches C-flat and G-flat). The following table illustrates the continuous vertical clashes, 

juxtapositions and mismatches of cello, piano right hand and piano left hand: 
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Table 12. Mismatches between cello, piano right hand and piano left hand 

Measures Cello Piano 
RH 

Piano 
LH 

8-11 D from last bar, C, E-flat, E  
are the only pitches until measure 12 

A-flat major A, C (A-A-flat 
clash) 

12a D (match with G minor) G minor G-flat major 
(G-G-flat clash) 

12b C (match with F major) G, A-flat, C 
(A-A-flat 
clash) 

F major 

13 Held B from last bar (matches with B, but not C) G-sharp, B C major (B-C 
clash) 

14-20 As beginning, but on G major/minor instead of C 
21-25 G-sharp oriented (21-24), G in measure 25 G major G-sharp minor 

(clash) 
26-27 F minor-major clash (enharmonic) E-B 
28-30 D major-minor (enharmonic) clash D-flat-A-flat 

(D-D-flat clash) 
31-32 Solo, same pitches as 8-11 - - 
31-34 This cello motif is derived from opening 

statement of the 1st movement (E-flat-D clash, 
G-A-flat clash) 
 

- - 

 
    

The section starting in measure 35 is analogous to mm. 10-16 in Movement I. It 

represents a “new tonal start” with fuller texture. The piano right hand establishes C minor most 

of the time.42 This is the most extended and full tonal section in the entire sonata. For the first 

time, there is an arrival in full C minor in all voices. This is a modified version of mm. 10-13 in 

the first movement, now with a cello “comment” in mm. 38-42 in Movement III, and outlines the 

central E-natural-E-flat conflict of the sonata. In measure 43 of Movement III the cello line is 

similar to the top voice of the piano right hand in mm. 14-15 in Movement I. 

In mm. 46-62 of Movement III, the cello line is developed from the beginning of the first 

movement (see Ex. 19). The initial minor third is now directed downward. 

                                                
42 Except measures 43 (C major) and 46 (C-G-D-flat). 
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Ex. 19. Movement III, mm. 46-52. 

 

 

This change or development could also be seen in Movement II: mm. 169-192, mm. 281-296 and 

mm. 363-370. Measures 46-58 in the third movement have mostly C minor harmonies and 

chords in piano and cello with occasional pulses of a C harmony mixed with C-sharp minor: 

Piano left hand:  C-G-E-flat stands for the C minor background; this is the most common 

combination. 

   C-G-E natural is juxtaposed with C-sharp minor in measure 43. 

C-G-D-flat is here typically juxtaposed with C-sharp minor, including 

enharmonic spellings, occurring in mm. 50, 53, 55, 57 and 59. The C-

sharp still clashes "peacefully" with the C natural. 

The motif in the piano right hand seen in mm. 38-44 and mm. 48-53 of Movement III 

(see Ex. 19) is developed from mm. 10-16 in the first movement piano part. In mm. 53-54 of the 
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third movement the piano restates the cello solo part of measure 28 from the first movement 

while measure 46 of Movement III in the piano part is almost equal to the cello solo motif in 

measure 26 from the first movement. In mm. 53-62 of Movement III the cello states a variation 

of mm. 4-7 of Movement I material. The piano plays concurrently a variation of mm. 26-33 from 

the first movement. In mm. 53-71 of Movement III the piano takes over the cello parts from 

Movement I (see Table 11). 

The cello uses the motif from the measures 34-37 of the fist movement in both mm. 63-

66 and mm. 164-167 of the third movement. The sigh motif from the third movement's beginning 

comes back in mm. 67-76 in a transformed and varied version. Measure 77 starts with subito 

piano in the cello and subito pianissimo in the piano. The screaming pain of the sigh motif turns 

into an almost silent suffering. This sudden change from ff to p/pp is supported by a change in 

accompaniment texture. The thin line in the cello part in mm. 77-87, is made up of mainly 

broken d07 chords and minor thirds. The piano starts with broken chord patterns from measure 

77 where the chords are often crossing bar lines. In mm. 77-78 the piano outlines d07 chords. In 

mm. 79-83 the continuous quarter notes in the piano form partial chords in mostly minor mode 

and end in tritones and fourths in an unclear harmony in mm. 84-86. The general direction of the 

accompaniment in mm. 77-86 is upward but does not lead to a goal or home key. 

Measures 88-99 continue the material from mm. 67-76, derived from the beginning of the 

movement. The cello sigh theme is this time accompanied in clear minor mode by the piano, but 

with added dissonances. Minor and major are clearly divided here: 

 -F-minor with an added pitch G occurs in mm. 88-89, 91, 94, and 97-98 

 -C-minor with an added pitch F occurs in measure 90 

 -E-flat major with added dissonances occurs in measure 93 and mm. 95-96 



 

40 

 

-In measure 99 the key of C minor/major is combined with the pitch F resulting in 

“incorrect” voice leading according to traditional functional harmony: the pitches D-A in 

the low piano left hand in mm. 97-98 resolve to C-G, resulting in parallel fifths. 

A new sub-section, mm. 100-105, is based on an F minor-like harmony and contains 

again the sigh theme in the cello. Now the sigh theme appears in a low register and pizzicato. 

The cluster chords in the right hand piano project now "peaceful" dissonances and outline the 

previous cello melody from mm. 88-93. In mm. 100-105 the cello's range is limited, it only 

moves within the interval of a minor third from G to B-flat. In mm. 106-110, the 7/4 time 

signature seems to augment the sighing and suffering.  One extra beat has been added to the 3/2 

time signature of the initial sigh theme. The cello melody is centered around C and then moves 

downwards in a descending chromatically inflected motion . The piano right hand accompanies 

the cello with one twelve-tone row. A second row starts in measure 108 but remains unfinished. 

In this section the piano left hand has mostly d07 chord material. 

The cello part in mm. 111-114 is the same as in mm. 97-99.  This time it resolves to F 

major and changes to F minor. In mm. 115-124 the piano and the cello go together to the lowest 

register of the sonata. The cello line descends in a long embellished chromatic scale from the 

notes A to C. The C is kept as a pedal point from measure 121 until measure 163. 

At the same time the piano descends chromatically in mm. 115-124 from F to F-sharp, staying 

far below the cello. While the cello holds the pedal point C in mm. 125-135, the piano states in 

the right hand the beginning of Movement III (mm. 1-9, cello part). Simultaneously the piano left 

hand quotes the beginning of the third movement piano part in a reduced version. The piano part 

in mm. 136-146 is developed from mm. 26-30 in Movement III (cello part); the upward motion 

of the two tritones in measure 146 end the section with an intervallic and harmonic question 
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mark. It can be called a question mark because the stability of the preceding C-harmony 

disappears at that moment. 

 In the last section of Movement III, mm. 147-161 (see Ex. 20), the cello pizzicato is 

expanding on the first motif of the first movement while the piano reintroduces the 13-measure-

motif of Movement II. In mm. 157-174, the cello brings back a varied version of the ending of 

the first movement. Both Movement I- and Movement II-motifs appear simultaneously in this 

section. 

Ex. 20. Movement III, mm. 147-150. 

 

 

The following list shows related sections: 

(“=” stands for “related to”)  

Cello: mm. 147-156 = Movement I, mm. 1-5 
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 mm. 157-163 = varied form of Movement I, mm. 26-33 

 mm. 164-174 = varied form of Movement I, mm. 34-44 

 In measure 148 (see Ex. 3), the piano is given the cello part from the beginning of the 

second movement, however it is in a slower tempo and different meter. 

Related sections are: 

Piano: mm. 148-156 = (one time only) the 13-measure motif from Movement II 

 mm. 157-163:  a) mm. 157-160 = motif of measure 105 in Movement II 

b) mm. 160-163 = ending develops eighth notes from the 13-measure 

motif of Movement II 

 In mm. 164-174 of the third movement, (measure 164 to end: low C pedal in the piano) 

the piano part states a variation of the motif seen in measure 41 of the second movement. From 

measure 175 to the end, the cello sustains C and C-sharp, emphasizing the continuous existence 

of a struggle. The piano plays approximately half of the 13-measure motif of the second 

movement in a very high register (some notes are different: C-sharp in measure 176, C-sharp in 

measure 177, F in measure 178), and the end of measure 179 is different from the original 13-

measure motif (F-sharp, G). 

 At the very end of the third movement, mm. 180-181, the piano ends the piece 

with extreme high eighth notes (A-flat, B-flat, C-flat, A), similar to the ending of the second 

movement of the sonata. Listeners might expect the final chord in Movement I to be resolved at 

the end of the last movement. But the opposite happens: the last movement ends with another 

question mark, again juxtaposing the root of the final chord with its sharp root in the cello part.43  

 

 
                                                
43 Compare Movement I, measure 44 (Table 2) and Movement III mm. 175-end. 
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Movement III De- and Re-Familiarized: 

Throughout most of the third movement, Schnittke attempts to re-familiarize the listener 

through the return of motifs and sections from previous movements. He also achieves re-

familiarization by establishing a large ABA form over the sonata. Movement III as a whole could 

be seen as a culmination movement of Movements I and II. Because of Schnittke’s similar 

compositional techniques and intentional quotations the third movement could be seen as a 

compositional comment to Movement I and Movement II. The elements creating de-

familiarization in this movement are akin to the techniques Schnittke used in the first movement: 

The tonal clashes44 in this movement also prevent listeners from hearing a “pure” tonal section; 

with the exception of mm. 35-37.  

 

                                                
44 Similar to the first movement: Major thirds clashing with minor thirds of the tonal center. 
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CHAPTER IV 

 

 

SIMILARITY, CONNECTION AND DEVELOPMENT OF MOTIFS  

THROUGHOUT THE SONATA 

 

Return of Movement I Motifs in Other Movements 

Movement I introduces many salient motifs in this sonata. The cyclic return of first movement 

material throughout Movement II and especially in Movement III allows the listener to be re-

familiarized with the formal conventions of the nineteenth century. 

First movement motifs return in the following sections of the second movement:  

The initial upward minor third of the opening of Movement I appears in mm. 25-71 in the 

piano left hand, in mm. 249-295 in the piano left hand, in mm. 281-296 in all voices and in mm. 

405-417 in the cello part. A variation of this motive makes its appearance in the form of a 

downward minor third in mm. 169-192 (all parts) mm. 343-362 (cello part), mm. 363-370 (cello 

part) and mm. 371-391 (cello part and piano right hand) of the second movement. These similar, 

recurring and varied motifs are an important part of the cyclic nature in the second movement 

and remind listeners distantly of  “developing variations” in Schnittke’s music.  

First movement motifs return in the following sections of the third movement cello part:  

Measures 31-34 and mm. 35-42 in the third movement are related to measure 2 of the 

first movement because of their motivic similarity.  In the same manner, measures 47-62 are 

related to mm. 1-7 in the first movement. The motifs in measures 63-66 and 164-167 are almost 

exactly identical to mm. 34-37 of the first movement (see Ex. 21) while the section from mm. 
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115-121 represents a drastically different version of measure 1 of Movement I. Measures 147-

156 are motivically similar to mm. 1-5 of the first movement. Although mm. 157-end are varied, 

they clearly correspond to mm. 26-end of first movement and are one of the most extended 

reiterations of first movement material. 

Ex. 21. Movement I, cello part: mm. 34-37. 

 

First movement motifs return in the following sections of piano part of the third movement: 

On the one hand, both measures 38-43 and mm. 48-53 of the piano part in Movement III 

are the reoccurring motifs of Movement I mm. 10-16 (piano part). This return creates a sense of 

classical familiarity to the listener. On the other hand, Schnittke uses the more dissonant material 

in mm. 53-54, 64 and 66 in the third movement as cyclic gesture to relate to measures 28 and 26 

of the first movement to remind the listener of the previous clashes in the first movement. 

 

Return of Movement II Motifs 

Return of Movement II motifs in Movement II: Within Movement II, the 13-measure 

motif comes back in mm. 303-309 of the cello part in an extremely varied version45 and in mm. 

418-end of the piano part in a mildly varied version.46 The reoccurrences of this material are 

often allusions to the 13-measure motif with a direct relationship to its first measure.  

Return of Movement II motifs in Movement III: In Movement III, the 13-measure motif 

                                                
45 The varied version in mm. 303-309 consists mostly of the motif’s first measure and moves downward until 
measure 309. 
46 The varied version in mm. 418-end starts similar to the original 13-measure motif and moves upward to a very 
high register at the end of the movement. 
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reappears at first in its original wedge shape. At the very end of the movement, the motif appears 

in an upward directed version.47 In addition, the last section of Movement III re-states in essence 

the development of the 13-measure motif in Movement II.  

The piano right hand part in Movement III brings the 13-measure motif back in mm. 148-

156 and mm. 175-181. In the third movement, the reminiscences of the 13-measure motif are 

very similar to the original motif.  

The piano pattern in mm. 157-160 of Movement III is related to the eighth note alberti 

cells in second movement. Measures 164-174 in the third movement piano part are related to the 

piano part of measure 41 in the second movement. The reminiscence of Movement II material in 

the third movement reflects inclinations to traditional classical form in Movement III. 

 

Return of Movement III Motifs Within Movement III 

The last movement of this sonata reworks several motifs of the first movement. Most 

importantly the opening motif, which has been already modified in second movement, reoccurs 

in the last movement in new textures not yet explored in the first movement. On the one hand, 

the cello and the piano accompany each other in Movement III when stating first movement 

material.48 On the other hand, first and second movement material appears simultaneously in the 

last section of Movement III. Therefore the texture in the last movement can be seen as a 

combining texture.  

The most common reoccurring musical element belonging solely to the third movement 

is the initial sigh motif stated in the cello in mm. 1-13. Third movement motifs come back in the 

following sections within the same movement: The cello part develops the sigh theme in mm. 

                                                
47 Compare mm. 148-156 and 175-181 in Movement III. 
48 Cello and piano parts have been appearing mostly separately in Movement I. 
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12-25. Further variation of the motif occurs in the cello part in mm. 26-30, this variation is the 

inversion of the minor seconds, so it could be turned into complimentary intervals of major 

sevenths.  The cello part in mm. 67-76 further develops the motif. Other developed statements of 

this motif occur in the cello part in mm. 88-99, mm. 100-105 and mm. 111-114. 

The piano part has only two statements of this sigh theme. Both of them occur one after 

another. Measures 125-135 mark the nearly exact restatement of mm. 1-13, with a different 

ending. The second statement of the piano part concludes on its greatest elaboration and 

variation by adding triplets in mm. 136-146. 
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CHAPTER V  

 

 

CONCLUSION: SCHNITTKE’S APPROACH  

TO REFAMILIARIZE THE LISTENER 

 

In this study I focused on the polystylistic aspects in Schnittke’s Cello Sonata. Other 

areas and styles of his composition may still be investigated. For example, there may be allusions 

to Renaissance music and quotations of other pieces in this sonata, which could be further 

studied. Not all research materials were available online at the time this study was written, and 

there may still be additional scholarly sources available in Russia. 

Schnittke’s first cello sonata, composed in 1978, is a wonderful illustration of the 

composer’s way of combining and connecting various discrepancies between different and 

opposing styles into two conversing voices: cello and piano. Ivashkin states: “He was looking for 

a universal language that could combine different stylistic elements, but not necessarily direct 

quotation. The hidden, extra-musical energy emerges in clashes of completely different styles, 

different languages, even different musics.”49 

Alfred Schnittke’s Cello Sonata is a wonderful example of his polystylism resulting from 

his diverse background. Besides polystylism, the cyclic reappearance of motifs and textures is 

also a cornerstone of this sonata. Schnittke manages to successfully de-familiarize the listener 

from commonly accepted rules and re-familiarize the listener by his dramatic juxtaposition of 

tonal, twelve-tone and atonal motifs. These qualities in Schnittke’s compositions make him a 

distinctive composer in the twentieth century. 
                                                
49 Schnittke, A Schnittke Reader, 5. 
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Schnittke’s diverse environment was determined at first by his parents’ diverse 

background. His places of residence additionally made him experience a wide variety of different 

governmental, social, artistic and musical cultures. Even though Schnittke’s artistic freedom was 

severely limited in Russia, he adapted to the situation and was able to acquire familiarity with 

western European compositional styles. Ongoing conversation with important composers, his 

teachers and fellow students and his work at the film studios helped shape his works.  

In his Cello Sonata (1978) Schnittke reinforces polystylistic tendencies throughout each 

movement. Schnittke introduces the listener to unusual juxtapositions of vastly and abruptly 

contrasting styles and textures. The variety of styles ranges from classical Viennese idioms 

(waltzes, horn calls) to twelve-tone music, atonal elements and even jazz. There is a polystylistic 

difference between (1) the atonal material and twelve-tone motifs representing twentieth century 

styles and (2) the frequent cyclic reappearance and repetition of sections and motifs. 

Although Schnittke presents familiar and de-familiarized elements in the sonata, the 

manner in which the voices are put together, presented and associated with each other, does not 

seem to be a process one ‘ought to expect.’ In a proverbial way, the slow-fast-slow tempo 

succession of the three movements in this sonata reminds listeners of the movement order in a 

traditional church sonata. On the one hand, Schnittke mixes elements, styles and motifs to de-

familiarize the ears of the listeners, so their musical senses would be refreshed. On the other 

hand, Schnittke allows motifs to reoccur either through almost literal repetition with small 

changes or as distant allusion. Schnittke re-familiarizes the listener with traditional classical 

music with the return of motifs and textures throughout Movement II and especially Movement 

III. The coherence of all three movements, resulting in an ABA’ form, is the most re-

familiarizing aspect of Schnittke’s Cello Sonata (1978). 
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Through this composition, Schnittke demonstrates that his background, the toils of 

censorship and oppression, did not hinder him from writing polystylistic music. Instead, he is 

encouraged to combine different compositional styles in his music to reflect and portray his 

experiences in life. He achieves it not by a synthesis of styles but rather through sharp contrasts 

and from a “Patchwork Quilt”50 in his Cello Sonata (1978). At first the listener is unfamiliar with 

this collage of different material, but cyclic reappearances of these innovative ideas confirm and 

familiarize the combined material. Schnittke refreshes his audience of their hearing and 

analytical senses by prioritizing expression over traditional form and rules.  

 

 

                                                
50 Kirsten Peterson, “Structural Threads in the Patchwork Quilt: Polystylistics and Motivic Unity in Selected Works 
by Alfred Schnittke.” (DMA diss., University of Connecticut, 2000). 
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