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When Alfred Schnittke suffered his first stroke in 1985, no one could have predicted the 

groundbreaking transformation this event would give rise to: a transformation of the mind and the 

creative self of the Russian composer. Because a stroke is a physical trauma- a serious health condition,

its effects are assumed to be debilitating. However, Schnittke’s case raises the question of whether a 

stroke can possibly lead to insight and provide access to new functions of the brain. Stroke survivors 

like neuroscientist Jill Bolte Taylor, have reported positive aftereffects of strokes, such as the overall 

stabilization of the mood, or an increase of creative output. Schnittke’s left hemispheric stroke didn’t 

only leave him more productive than before, it also led him to change his compositional style 

completely. Before 1985 Schnittke’s music was known to be particularly complex: his early 

symphonies featured big orchestras, melodic and rhythmic patterns, and the individuality of each 

instrument. After his stroke, these indicative compositional factors dissolved and left room for a 

newborn Schnittke. In his symphonies no. 2 and 8, his inner and outer transformation are clearly 

noticeable.

Before Schnittke suffered his first stroke, his compositions were complex and precisely 

thought-out. His 2. symphony, “St. Florian,” is an example of his compositional style prior to 1985.  

This symphony, homage to Austrian composer Anton Bruckner, was composed in 1979.During this 

time of his life, Schnittke had managed to establish himself as a Russian composer even though his 

actions were constantly controlled and restricted by the Soviet authorities. During one of his limited 

trips to Europe (Schnittke visited a friend in Linz, Austria) Schnittke was inspired to compose his 

second symphony.1 An analysis of this piece provides insight into the style of his works composed 

before 1985.  Briefly worded, “St. Florian” can be described as a left-hemispheric composition. The left

1 Alfred Schnittke, 2. Symphonie - Universal Edition. Musiknoten Seit 1901 - Universal Edition. Accessed April 
15, 2017. http://www.universaledition.com/Alfred-Schnittke/composers-and-works/composer/651/work/337.

http://www.universaledition.com/Alfred-Schnittke/composers-and-works/composer/651/work/337
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hemisphere is known to be the logical hemisphere: it is the thinker; the right brain, on the other hand, is

the feeler. When it comes to music, the left hemisphere is responsible for form, tempo, rhythm, reading,

writing, sequence, analysis, patterns, and individuality.2 Looking at Schnittke’s second symphony, 

these traits can be found in numerous places. It is obvious that his left hemisphere was dominant in his 

early compositional processes. The first movement is complex: it is focused on details, the individual 

value of each instrument, and rhythmic and motivic patterns. No part of this movement seems random 

or unplanned. The most obvious left-hemispheric tool Schnittke used in his second symphony is 

rhythmical patterns: he presents rhythmical motives, develops and  augments them. One voice plays the

motive, another one follows, repeating the same motive but augmented, etc.: together they create a 

bigger picture.

Alfred Schnittke, Symphony No.2, Rhythmic patterns

 .  

Since the left hemisphere is focused on form, this symphony perfectly embodies those cognitive

functions. Schnittke takes the word form to a whole new level by creating actual dimensional forms: 

triangles. These triangles occur when rhythmical motives are augmented: a motive is played by one 

instrument and then, repeated, by another instrument. Placed throughout the piece, these triangles 

appear so many times that it seems unlikely for it to be a coincidence. In this introduction to his piece, 

Schnittke himself talks about the symphony’s form as follows: “All the harmony in this symphony is 

2  The Two Sides of Music. Jack's Home Page. Accessed April 10, 2017. 

http://jackhdavid.thehouseofdavid.com/papers/brain.html.
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constructed according to the principle of a cross, as too is the form. How, though, can one build up a 

chord according to the principle of a cross? In this case it results in two chords intermingling; they are 

not symmetrical, but their intermingling produces a symmetry against which a horizontal motion reacts,

so that visually, on the page of the score, a cross appears.”3 Like a cross, a triangle is a religious symbol

that represents the holy trinity.  Schnittke was aware of this symbolism and placed it purposely: 

possibly to hint at Anton Bruckner’s strong religious believe. Because this symphony is predominantly 

focused on form and symmetry, precision and rhythmic patterns play a more important role than the 

melody itself. The melody appears secondary as a configuration of the form. It is rather simple, moving

stepwise in major or minor seconds. As clearly discernible in Schnittke’s statement about the form of 

this piece, he was absolutely aware of note placement and formal construction. He presented 

motives/details, combined and developed them, and created a bigger picture. 

Alfred Schnittke, Symphony No.2, Triangular Shapes                   Alfred Schnittke, Symphony No. 2, Orchestration

                                                                                      

3 Alfred Schnittke, 2. Symphonie - Universal Edition. Musiknoten Seit 1901 - Universal Edition. Accessed April 
15, 2017. http://www.universaledition.com/Alfred-Schnittke/composers-and-works/composer/651/work/337.

http://www.universaledition.com/Alfred-Schnittke/composers-and-works/composer/651/work/337
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Besides symmetry, this symphony features the individuality of each instrument. The sections are 

divided in several subsections: there are six cellos, six violas, twelve violins, etc., and each stand plays 

its individual line. Schnittke’s orchestration design represents the sense of being separated from the 

world, the sense of uniqueness and individuality, which are controlled by the left hemisphere. 

According to recent studies, professional musicians tend to approach music with their left hemispheres.

Through technical training that involves music analysis and the isolation of particular motor skills, a 

musician’s attention to details and forms in music increases.4 Before his stroke, Schnittke used his 

professional training and his knowledge about music to create pieces that could be “understood.” His 

left hemisphere was predominant.  

Another one of Schnittke's works which suggests left hemispheric dominance is his Concerto 

Grosso No.1 (1977).5  In the last of six movements, the “Rondo,” Schnittke emphasizes repetition,  

rhythmical patterns, and the individuality of each instrumental group within the orchestra. At the 

beginning of the movement a rhythmic motive  is introduced by the solo violins, which is then repeated

by the orchestra throughout the piece. 

Alfred Schnittke, Concerto Grosso no. 1, Rhythmic Motive

The placement of orchestral entrances and repetitions very clearly serves the purpose of creating

audible and visible shapes. This composition is insofar similar to Schnittke's second symphony, as it is 

also composed in shapes of triangles. Schnittke, who described his piece as “a play of three spheres,the

4  McGilchrist, Iain. The Master and His Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western World (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2009), pp. 544.

5 Alexander Ivashkin and J. D. Goodliffe. A Schnittke Reader (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002), pp. 296. 
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Baroque, the Modern and the banal,” 6picked up the piece's three dimensional symbolism (three united 

characters)  and made it visible by repeating motives and expanding/diminishing rhythmical patterns.

Alfred Schnittke, Concerto Grosso no.1, Triangular Shapes

Another compositional trait which can also be found in his second symphony is the emphasis on the 

individual.  By splitting up the violin, cello, and bass sections into subsections, Schnittke creates 

several small chamber groups with individual entrances. 

6 Scott Donald Barton, “Understanding Musical Discontinuity” (Ph.D. dissertation University of  Virginia, Virginia, 2012)
vol. 1, pp. 169.
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Alfred Schnittke, Concerto Grosso no. 1, Subsections

 Patterns, individuality, detail, and rhythms: Schnittke's early music was filled with left 

hemispheric traits until 1985, when his left hemisphere completely shut down. Jill Bolte Taylor, who 

also suffered a left hemispheric stroke, is still able to vividly recall such a shutdown: “When the time 

keeper in my left hemisphere shut down, the natural temporal cadence of my life s-l-o-w-e-d to the 

pace of a snail. As my perception of time shifted, I fell out of sync with the beehive that bustled around

me.”7 Her experience and Schnittke’s experience appear to be quite similar. When asked about his first 

stroke, Schnittke stated, “I have a different sense of time now. As if I had begun my life-circle a second

time. I now have a different sense of the world. It no longer seems fixed and crystalline…rather 

something that’s constantly in motion(…).”8 When Schnittke woke up after his first stroke, he woke up 

as a different person –  a different composer. Everything he had cared for in his earlier career moved to 

the background, vanished,  and left space for something new. Schnittke’s friends and family noticed 

this change. His brother remembers: “Initially, it was more about his personal drama, and now it is 

about the drama of mankind – of humanity. Compassion plays a big part (…).”9  Comparing his 8. 

7 Jill Bolte Taylor, My Stroke of Insight: A Brain Scientist's Personal Journey (New York: Viking, 2008), pp. 224. 

8 The Unreal World of Alfred Schnittke - Pt 3 of 3." YouTube. n.d. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FgcJIg_SzCk. 

9 The Unreal World of Alfred Schnittke - Pt 3 of 3." YouTube. n.d. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FgcJIg_SzCk. 
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symphony, written in 1998, to his 2. symphony, it is striking how different these compositions are. It is 

almost as if everything of former value was devalued, as if someone switched off a light in Schnittke’s 

left hemisphere and enlightened the right hemisphere even more. In his 8. symphony there is no sense 

of complexity or individuality. Everything revolves around one simple melody: a melody that is slow 

and dark.  

Alfred Schnittke Symphony No. 8. First Movement, Opening

 

Alfred Schnittke, Symphony No. 8. Limited Orchestration

 

Compared to the orchestration of the 2. Symphony, the instrumentation in no. 8 is limited. The 

highest number of instruments playing at the same time is fourteen; in Symphony no. 2, it’s twenty. 

The orchestra is small and the sections aren’t divided in subsections. The rhythm is simple and limited 

to the subject, which is handed from voice to voice in a fugue- like manner. The meter, 6/4, stays the 

same throughout the movement. Schnittke’s dramatic shift of time perception is clearly noticeable in 

this composition. The melody moves in a slow and steady rhythm, the accompaniment is mostly slow 

(pedal tones), and numerous measures are left blank.10 Other than no. 2, this symphony features holism,

simplicity, and continuity: traits that are connected to the right hemisphere. The right hemisphere is 

10 Gavin Dixon, Schnittke Studies, ( New York : Routledge, 2016), pp. 1-302.
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said to capture the big picture: it is the creative side of the brain, the side of insight and imagination. 

This composition is concise, the orchestra is small, and the melody stands in focus- runs like a lifeline 

through the entire piece. Short, separate motives don’t exist: rather than building a formal construct by 

developing motives (like the triangular forms in his early works), Schnittke presents the final product 

(the theme) from the start. In Symphony no.8, the theme functions as common ground for all 

instruments: a connective tool. Comparing these two different approaches, it appears that Schnittke’s 

early compositional style was much more active: he built forms, motives, and patterns. After his stroke,

he became more passive in his approaches: he “picked up” the music, rather than building it. 

Another section of a  piece which supposedly manifested itself in Schnittke's mind in its 

entirety, is the final movement of  his Cello Concerto no 1. Schnittke started composing the concerto in

1985, but his compositional process was interrupted by his sudden left hemispheric stroke. Still in 

recovery, Schnittke managed to finish his Cello Concerto nevertheless,  relying merely on his right 

hemispheric functions. In the process, Schnittke displayed a completely passive approach to 

composing: “Suddenly, I was given this finale from somewhere, and I’ve just written it down,” he 

commented. More so than an architectural construct, Schnittke's last movement presents itself like an 

impressionistic painting. One has to step away and look at the whole picture in order to make sense of 

it. Just like Symphony no 8, the Finale exhibits a clear tendency towards continuity and connectedness. 

The soloist doesn't stand on his/her own, neither does any other instrument group of the orchestra, their 

voices are all intertwined. Pedal tones, which are first introduced by the basses (on D in octaves), are 

spun throughout the entire piece. 
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Alfred Schnittke, Cello Concerto No. 1, Pedal Tones

Not only do those pedal tones connect the sound of the orchestra, their drone-like character also creates

a sense of simplicity. Drones are often associated with folk music and the sound of backpipes. They 

stand for simplicity and continuity which are both traits the right hemisphere gravitates towards. 

Alfred Schnittke, Cello Concerto No. 1, Common Pedal Tone

Even the soloist plays a passive role at times: starting in measure 112, both soloist and orchestra melt 

into one long pedal tone which the soloist then holds for 22 measures.11 A pedal tone of such length in a

solo concerto can only be intended as a statement. A statement on the importance of connectedness and

the drastic shift away from only one soloist to a whole solo orchestra. 

 Jill Bolte Taylor comments on her heightened sense of connectedness frequently:  “ Our right brain 

perceives the big picture and recognizes that everything around us, about us, among us and within us is 

made up of energy particles that are woven together into a universal tapestry. Since everything is 

connected, there is an intimate relationship between the atomic space around and within me, and the 

11 Schnittke, Alfred, Eleonora Turovsky, Natalya Turovsky, Catherine Perrin, Yuli Turovsky, Arvo Pärt, and Henryk M. 
Górecki. Concerto Grosso No. 1. (Colchester, England: Chandos, 1997.)
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atomic space around and within you–regardless of where we are.”12 

Alfred Schnittke, Cello Concerto No. 1, Finale, Limited Orchestration

 Another indicator of Schnittke's right brain dominance in movement IV, is his creation of 

simplicity through limited instrumentation. At the beginning of the piece the soloist is only 

accompanied by Timpani and basses. Just like his symphony no.8,  instrumentation, dynamics, tempo, 

and the movement of the melody line, is reduced to a minimum. “I try to listen to the world more 

closely now,” said Schnittke when asked about his stroke.13 He did, in fact, listen more closely: the 

years after Schnittke’s strokes were the most productive years of his life, where clearly his listening 

transformed his creativity. It seems like something freed him from his perfectionism, his need to put 

notes in order, his need to create something that could be understood rather than felt. The fact that 

Alfred Schnittke’s compositional style in his second symphony is so different from his 8th could be 

considered a coincidence, but it’s not. His piano sonatas, his Cello concerto no 1, his 9th symphony, all 

these pieces written after his stroke share the same traits: a sense of holism and simplicity- a sense of 

right hemispheric dominance.

12 Taylor, My Stroke of Insight, pp. 1-224. 

13 The Unreal World of Alfred Schnittke - Pt 3 of 3. YouTube. n.d. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FgcJIg_SzCk. 
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Alfred Schnittke, Piano Sonata No. 1, Opening

 
After Schnittke’s left hemisphere shut down and he had to rely on his right hemisphere, he 

became more productive than he had ever been. “[It’s] as if I can visualize the final shape of a piece, 

while previously I would see something more or less suitable,”14 the composer stated when asked about

his increased productivity. Schnittke viewed his creative and personal change as positive: he found 

insight in the neurological outcomes of his stroke. Schnittke’s, and also Jill Bolte Taylor’s, cases prove 

that the pure focus on the right hemisphere can open new possibilities for musicians. Specific right 

hemispheric training could make them more productive and sensitive to the sounds of the world. Jill 

Bolte Taylor, who calls her stroke a “Stroke of Insight,” emphasizes that a change of mind and a shift 

to the right hemisphere could help humanity in general: “I believe that the more time we spend 

choosing to run the deep inner-peace circuitry of our right hemispheres, the more peace we will project 

into the world, and the more peaceful our planet will be.”  15

14   Zagvazdin, Yuri. “Great Musicians And Their Neurological Disorders.“
        Stroke, Music and Creative Output: Alfred Schnittke and Other Composers. Eds. Eckart Altenmüller, Stanley Finger,   
Francois Boller. Amsterdam: Elsevier, First Edition 2015. 165 p.

15 Taylor, My Stroke of Insight, pp. 1-224. 
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