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Three-Tone Motif and the DSCH Monogram
in Shostakovich’s Twelfth Symphony:
A Tentative Study on the Relationships and Semantics

NAKATA Akemi

This paper reports a tentative study on the interpretation of the relationships and semantics
seen between the three-tone motif ES-B-C (in German) and the DSCH monogram in Shosta-
kovich’s Twelfth Symphony. The motif is observed repeatedly in the first, second and fourth
movements, mostly appearing without multilayered changes and just before entry into the
various themes of the individual movements. This three-tone motif usually progresses to a
fixed D (the first note of the next theme), although sometimes after a few repetitions. This
orientation means that the motif progresses to the four-tone ES-B-C-D or D-ES-B-C through
its repetition at the end of the fourth movement. In the middle of the fourth movement also,
D-ES-B-C appears once in four completely homogeneous tones. Examination of this ongoing
motif development enables consideration of the relationship between the motif and the DSCH
monogram Shostakovich consistently used in the 8th String Quartet Op. 110, which was written
in the same period. However, it is difficult to define this sound as an allusion of the
monogram itself because such development shows a kind of estrangement from the original
monogram than kinship, despite some external similarities.

Shostakovich’s works exhibit several instances of his use of this monogram, which gently
accord to his creative history: inclination or humble usage of derived tone row or anagram
(seen in works from early to late); organic development of approximate near-miss motives (1st
Violin Concerto); explicitly practical signature (10th Symphony and 8th SQ); and parody
(Preface to the Complete Collection of My Works and Thoughts). The 12th Symphony falls
between the types of practical signature and parody in terms of chronological order, but
exhibits a clear difference in terms of exclusion of the allusion function. Further interpreta-
tion of Shostakovich’s intention requires more primary-source information. However, this
affinity with the monogram clarifies the heterogeneous phase of this sinuous framework in the
background of the successive development of major themes in each movement of this long-

anticipated symphony.
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