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The Music

I recorded these piano sonatas and “Estampes” at different stages of my life. It was a long journey: practicing,
performing, teaching and doing the research… all helped me to create my own mental pictures and images of these
piano masterpieces.
Beethoven:
Piano Sonata No. 27 in E minor, Op. 90
“Why do I write? What I have in my heart must come out; and that is why I compose.” Those are famous words of
the composer.1
There is a 4-5 year gap between Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Op. 81a (completed in 1809) and Op. 90, composed in
1814.
The Canadian pianist Anton Kuetri (who has recorded Beethoven’s complete Piano Sonatas) wrote: “For four years
Beethoven wrote no sonatas, symphonies or string quartets. There were years of fermenting change for the
composer, by now completely deaf, during which he turned ever more in on himself, incubating the creative energy
for the stunning achievements till to come”.2
Beethoven’s Sonata No. 27 op 90 was published by Steiner in 1815 and had been dedicated to Count Moritz von
Lichnowsky. It is one of the first works in which Beethoven gave bilingual tempo indications: Italian and German).3
The first movement is headed “Mit Lebhaftigkeit und durchaus mit Empfindung und Ausdruck. Con vivacita e sempre
con sentiment ed espressione”; the second “Nich zu geschwind und sehr singbar vorzutragen. Non troppo vivo e
cantabile assai”.
Joachim Kaiser describes these composer’s notations as “carefully weighed words that relate to a precisely
composed musical language.”4
According to Romain Rolland, Beethoven once admitted that he “never worked without a picture in his mind”.5
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So, there is a question for performers — what pictures do we create in our interpretations? What we are playing
about?
E. T. A Hoffman wrote: “Beethoven’s music sets in motion the level of fears, of awe, of horror, of suffering, and
awakens just that infinite longing which is the essence of Romanticism. He is accordingly a completely Romantic
composer.”6
I think that one thing is missing in this quote. Hoffman did not write about love in Beethoven’s music. In my
interpretation, the second movement of this sonata — the incredibly beautiful Rondo — is all about love…

Alexander Scriabin:
Piano Sonata No. 10, Op. 70
Here are two quotes from the composer:
“…only my music expresses the inexpressible…”7
“Creativity is life and it is the game of contradictions and struggle, in contrasts, in the ups and downs […] It is
necessary to have a celebration of life, to have an upflight, somewhere to take off from.”8
This Piano Sonata was composed at the same time as Scriabin’s sonatas No. 8 and No. 9. Scriabin gave the first
performance of the Sonata No. 10 at a piano recital held in the Great Hall of the Society of Nobles in Moscow on 12
December 1913. In a review of the concert in the newspaper Novosti sezona (News of the season) (no.2768, 1913)
Evgeny Gunst wrote: “The Tenth Sonata deserves to be acclaimed as one of Scriabin’s most inspired works. … It is
hewn as if from one single piece of granite: one can neither omit nor add even a dash – so stringent and logical is
the whole.”9
In the English sources and books the 10th Sonata appears under two ‘nicknames’: “The trill sonata” (obviously,
because the trills are predominant in this piece) and “The insect sonata”. Many sources quote what Scriabin himself
told about his work: “My Tenth Sonata is a sonata of insects. Insects are born from the sun… they are the sun’s.”10
It is interesting to note that in Russia this Sonata is known as “The Forest sonata.” Leonid Sabaneev (the Russian
musicologist, composer and scientist who was Scriabin’s friend) in his book Reminiscences of Scriabin describes one
evening in the composer’s apartment when Scriabin played the beginning of the 10th Sonata:
“I have composed something different… I am curious, what you would say… It is something totally different!.. Tell me”
said Alexander Nikolaevich (Scriabin)… “What this? Which mood?”
He played the beginning of the 10th Sonata…
I (Sabaneev) said that it is associated with the contemplation of nature and with the God Pan (Greek mythology).
“It is a FOREST!” said Scriabin, looking at me “— the sounds and moods of the forest. And, yes, you are right. There is
something from Pan here… I never composed anything like this, right?”
He played over and over again the beginning of the 10th sonata…” 11

It should be noted that opinions about Reminiscences of Scriabin have been divided: many consider this book quite
true and convincing, while there are certain critics of Sabaneev’s work who have suggested it contains many
inaccuracies.12
The Russian musicologists Leonid Gakkel in his book Piano Music of the 20th Century wrote about Scriabin’s sonority
in the 10th sonata: “Scriabin’s forest… is not an imitation of cuckoo’s bird sounds (!)…; Scriabin’s forest is all about
sun and light!...13 The 10th sonata is a phenomenon of the late romantic pianism…”14 Gakkel refers to one of the
composer’s notations, ‘radieux’ (brilliantly sunny) which means so much for the “physical picture of the world”15
and also for my interpretation of this piece.
Sergei Prokofiev:
Piano Sonata No. 2 in D minor, Op. 14
Prokofiev composed nine piano sonatas. They are “among the high points of the piano repertoire of the twentieth
century. Together they span the composer’s entire creative path, reflecting all the stylistic variety of his music over
the years”16 The Second Piano Sonata was completed in 1912 and premiered by Prokofiev himself in Moscow in
1914.
It is interesting to read Alexander Glazunov’s notes, made while adjudicating one of Prokofiev’s piano examinations
at the St. Petersburg Conservatory: “An original virtuoso of a new kind with original technique, he is trying to
produce the effects, which are often beyond the piano's abilities, often at the expense of beauty of the sound. A
tiresome affectation, not always sincere.”
Or we can read the review in the St. Petersburg Gazette on the first performance of the Second Concerto in 1913
(one year before the premiere of the Second Sonata) which mentioned Prokofiev's "sharp, dry touch.” 17
Prokofiev identified several "basic lines" of his composition style:
“The first was the classical line, which could be traced back to my early childhood… This line takes sometimes a
neo-classical form…” According to the Russian musicologist Leonid Gakkel, the Second Piano Sonata represents
neoclassical style in Prokofiev’s music. In his book Piano Music of the 20th Century he compares this Sonata with
Scriabin’s works, composed in the late Romantic style (including Scriabin’s 10th Sonata from Russia) and Debussy’s
works in Western music.18
Sergei Prokofiev entered the St. Petersburg Conservatoire in 1904. It is interesting that “within a mere four years
this sheltered, provincial youth, conservative in his tastes and behaviour, turned into a darling of the modernist
circle…”

The composer later looked back on his studies with the illustrious professors with disappointment. This is how he
remembers, for instance, Lyadov's composition class: “Anyone who dared to depart from the conventional path was
bound to incur his wrath. Thrusting his hands into his pockets and swaying back and forth.... he would say, ‘I cannot
understand why you bother to study with me. Go to Richard Strauss, go to Debussy.’ He might as well have said, ‘Go
to the devil.’”
Prokofiev continues: “The second line, the modern trend, begins with that meeting with Taneyev when he
reproached me for the ‘crudeness’ of my harmonies. The third line is toccata or the ‘motor’ line. The fourth line is
lyrical. This line was not noticed until much later. For a long time I was given no credit for any lyrical gift
whatsoever, and for want of encouragement it developed slowly. But as time went on I gave more and more
attention to this aspect of my work. I should like to limit myself to these four ‘lines,’ and to regard the fifth,
‘grotesque’ line which some wish to ascribe to me, as simply a deviation from the other lines… As a matter of fact
the use of the French word ‘grotesque’ in this sense is a distortion of the meaning. I would prefer my music to be
described as ‘Scherzo-ish’ in quality, or else by three words describing the various degrees of the Scherzo —
whimsicality, laughter, mockery.”19
From my point of view as a performer, all these ‘lines’ are represented in the Second Sonata.
There is another very important ‘line’ in Prokofiev’s composer’s style. It is associated with the Russian folk music
and with the Russian fairy tales. The Russian fairy tales are about magic, fearless Russian vityazs (knights), beautiful
princesses, or Baba Yaga (the Witch). The fairy-tale images can be found in many of his piano works, including
Tales of an Old Grandmother, and the Second, Third and Fourth piano sonatas.
Natalia Andreeva
The three sections of Debussy’s Estampes are included here as ‘bonus tracks’. They provide a fascinating comparison and
contrast with the Prokofiev and Scriabin works of roughly the same date. The work was completed in 1903. The first
movement, Pagodes, evokes images of the Far East, utilising pentatonic scales with imitations of Chinese, Japanese and
Indonesian styles.
The second movement, La soirée dans Grenade, is a picture of Granada, in Spain, and uses the Arabic scale and mimics the
strumming of a traditional Spanish guitar.
Jardins sous la pluie brings us back to Debussy’s home in France during a rainstorm, where we here the wind, rain and thunder
graphically. This movement is extremely chromatic with use of major, minor and whole-tone scales and can be described as
representative of Debussy’s best-known stylistic approach.

Stephen Sutton

The pianist
The Russian pianist and researcher Natalia Andreeva was born in St. Petersburg. She started learning piano at the
age of five. She graduated from the Rimsky-Korsakov Musical College and the State Conservatorium of Music. Natalia
continued her musical education in Chicago as the Fulbright scholar. In 2007 she performed Galina Ustvolskaya’s
piano Sonata No. 5 at the Ganz Recital Hall in Chicago.
In 2013 she completed her PhD in Piano Performance in Australia, at the Sydney Conservatorium of Music. She
studied under the Russian pianist, Professor Viktor Abramov and the international concert pianist Andrej Hoteev (an
assistant to the legendary Lev Naumov).
Natalia performs as a solo pianist and with a number of different chamber groups in Russia and Australia. She also
makes recordings for Russian and Australian broadcasters including ABC classic FM, Sydney. She has recorded several
piano solo CDs at the former recording studio “Melodiya” in St. Petersburg, Russia.
Natalia currently holds the position of the Lecturer in Piano at the Sydney Conservatorium of Music, Australia.
Natalia started her ‘Ustvolskaya project’ in 2006 in Chicago. Since then, she has regularly included Ustvolskaya’s
solo piano and chamber works into her recitals. In 2012 she completed a recording of all Ustvolskaya’s piano works,
released on Divine Art in 2015 as well as an album of Preludes and Fugues.
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