
Violinist Craves gives Shostakovich the passion he sought
American Philharmonic dazzles with rare program at Spreckels

By Nicolas Grizzle

The spirit of  Dmitri Shostakovich was channeled through violin soloist Evan Craves this weekend. Normally the concertmaster of  the 
American Philharmonic - Sonoma County, Craves demonstrated the chops, and more importantly the passion, to match Shostakovich's 
demanding violin concerto No. 1 in A Minor.

The piece is not easy, technically speaking, and it's not easy from a listening point, either. This concerto is rarely performed, in part due to its 
technical difficulties. But the orchestra, comprised entirely of  volunteers (conductor included), proved more than capable. Craves impressed 
the ears in Spreckels, garnering a two-minute standing ovation Friday night.

The piece is difficult for any professional musician, let alone one who spends 40 hours a week working as an engineer in Santa Rosa. 
Craves said he took a few lessons for the piece, but lessons can't teach passion. His demonstration of  Shostakovich's frustration with politics and 
government was especially relevant in today's turbulent political times.

The orchestra begins in the first movement searching for a key. The violin plays the part of  a soldier walking through a battlefield of  
slain comrades - slain by Russia's own dictator, Joseph Stalin. The violinist finally comes to a realization when the orchestra hits the lowest 
note in the piece, holding a striking chord.

In the second movement, a scherzo, the pace is picked up and the violin "dances around dead bodies," as Craves described in his pre-performance 
description. It is reminiscent of  the piano trio in e minor in which Shostakovich, a Russian Jew, writes a "dance" movement representing Nazis 
making Jews dance on their own graves before shooting them. Needless to say it's not "easy listening."

The passacaglia third movement is a main theme repeated nine times in different ways, and in the seventh repeat the violin picks up the theme 
and "comes to its senses," says Craves. This ends in a 10-minute cadenza, which is like a movement in itself, really, and allows the soloist to shine.

Shostakovich (1906-1975) was on the hit list of  Stalin for his entire professional career. He was No. 1 on this list for a while due to the political 
disdain in his works. The violin concerto was written in 1948, but it was not performed until 1955, after Stalin was dead. He lived in fear of  his 
own government most of  his life. His fifth symphony, considered by many to be his most remarkable, was written in part during a weekend which 
Shostakovich thought would be his last. He was informed by government agents on Friday that he would be questioned and it was hinted that he 
would be killed due to his political connections and beliefs the following Monday (government employees always had the weekend off). 
It was during this weekend he wrote the most passionate and political part of  the fifth symphony.

The concerto's cadenza emphasizes this sentiment, and Craves' performance exemplified it. The chords ringing from the wood were sour, 
nasty, dirty, unlovable, not fun. Not only is this difficult to play, but interjected into a difficult melody at a fast tempo, it's murder for the left hand. 
Craves said after the performance that he would start to lose focus of  the music if  he thought about what his hands were doing. But he just let the 
music take hold. He would even lightly stomp his foot at times, and it seemed as thought his bow would set the strings aflame at any second by the 
fury with which he was playing.

Tears were lined up at the gates until the orchestra came back in and brought everything back into place. It was like a group of  friends comforting 
a grieving soul.

The emotional piece was sandwiched between two lighter, shorter pieces by Richard Strauss. Til Eulenspiegel's Merry Pranks and the operatic 
suite Der Rosenkavalier kept the audience upbeat before and after.

What's the local orchestra up to these days? That's a question only those living in a privileged area can ask. But an answer like 
"Shostakovich (again) and Richard Strauss," only the very privileged can give. Add the fact that it's volunteer-based and only asks for donations at 
each performance, and you have something entirely unique to this area.


