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Sergei Prokofiev : The Piano Sonatas 2
Ilya Yakushev

Sonata No.1 in F minor, Op.1
1 Allegro - Meno mosso - Allegro 6.52

Sonata No.2 in D minor, Op.14 17.13
2 Allegro ma non troppo 5.49
3 Scherzo. Allegro marcato 1.58
4 Andante 5.12
5 Vivace 4.14

Sonata No.9 in C major, Op.103 23.31
6 Allegretto 7.38
7 Allegro strepitoso 2.42
8 Andante tranquillo 7.48
9 Allegro con brio, ma non troppo presto 5.23

   Total playing time 47.36
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Russian pianist Ilya Yakushev, with many awards and honors to his credit, continues to 
astound and mesmerize audiences at major venues on three continents. His three-concert 
series at the San Francisco Symphony’s Prokofiev Festival under Michael Tilson-Thomas was 
named one of the “Top 10 Classical Music Events of 2007” by the San Francisco Chronicle. 
He has also appeared as concerto soloist with the Boston Pops, the BBC Concert Orchestra 
and the Utah Symphony under Keith Lockhart; the Arkansas Symphony and the Las Vegas 
Philharmonic under David Itkin; the Syracuse Symphony and the Wichita Symphony under 
Daniel Hege; the Mariinsky Orchestra under Tugan Sokhiev; the Rochester Philharmonic 
under Michael Butterman; the St. Petersburg Philharmonic under Emmanuel Leducq-
Barome; the Wisconsin Chamber Orchestra under Andrew Sewell; the Edmonton Symphony 
under Mei-Ann Chen; and the Rhode Island Philharmonic under Larry Rachleff, among many 
others.

As a concert soloist, Mr. Yakushev has performed in Lincoln Center’s Great Performers Series, 
at the Ravinia Festival (Chicago), the Tanglewood Music Festival (Lenox, MA), the 
PianoSummer (New Paltz, NY), and the International Keyboard Institute & Festival (New York 
City). He has also performed at such prestigious venues as Symphony Hall (Boston), Great 
Philharmonic Hall (St. Petersburg), Victoria Hall (Singapore), Davies Symphony Hall (San 
Francisco), Musikverein (Vienna), Alice Tully Hall (New York City), and Sejong Performing 
Arts Center (Seoul).

Among his many awards are the Gawon International Music Society’s Award (Seoul, Korea), 
and first prizes at the World Piano Competition (Cincinnati, Ohio), and the Donostia Hiria 
International Piano Competition (San Sebastian, Spain). 

Mr. Yakushev attended the Rimsky-Korsakov College of Music in his native St. Petersburg, 
Russia, and subsequently came to New York City to attend Mannes College of Music where 
he studied with Dr. Arkady Aronov and later with legendary pianist Vladimir Feltsman.

In addition to his performing career, Mr. Yakushev is presently serving as Executive Director 
of the International Keyboard Institute & Festival at Mannes, a position he has held since 
2002.
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in his so-called ‘War Sonatas’ (Nos 6-8), as well as the F minor Violin Sonata: indeed, there 
are apparent allusions to all four of those works in the first two movements of the Ninth 
Sonata. 

We enter a rather different world in the Andante tranquillo third movement: its A flat major 
key and melodious themes drawn from the richly sonorous middle of the keyboard both echo 
the slow movement of Beethoven’s Pathétique Sonata. It is as if Prokofiev is recalling a past, 
more innocent age when as a young student he studied such repertoire; indeed, the same A 
flat tonality appears in the poignant slow movement of his Seventh Symphony, its quality of 
nostalgia all the more heightened by its reuse of themes Prokofiev originally composed for 
an unrealised production of Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin. There is an interruption: a jangling, 
would-be playful theme for a moment brings us back to the opening movement’s C major; 
this, though, eventually peters out, returning us to the initial tranquil theme. The finale’s 
fanfare-like opening suggests something of a reveille from this nostalgic mood (Poulenc 
appears to have recalled this brisk mood when 15 years later he composed the finale of his 
Clarinet Sonata, companion to the Oboe Sonata which, notably, is dedicated to Prokofiev’s 
memory). Prokofiev, though, brings his Sonata full circle with a dream-like recollection of the 
first movement’s opening theme, the music then appearing to melt away as in the treble 
rocking crotchets steadily yet ambiguously suggest either a fanfare or perhaps – typically for 
Prokofiev – time ticking away, as happens in the original ending of his Seventh Symphony.

Prokofiev completed his Ninth Sonata in his dacha (summer house) in Nikolina Gora on 27 
September 1947. He intended the work for the rising young pianist, Sviatoslav Richter, who 
had so effectively launched his spectacular Seventh Sonata. At first, Richter was disappointed 
by the “domestic” character of the new sonata, which Prokofiev admitted was “not the sort 
of work to raise the roof of the Grand Hall”. Yet by the time Richter gave its first performance 
on 21 April 1951, two days before the composer’s sixtieth birthday, he had grown “to love 
it and feel its magnetism”, and judged the work to be “perfect”. 

© 2016 Daniel Jaffé
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Prokofiev has generally been represented as a rebellious enfant terrible – an image that he 
himself relished and encouraged. Yet he had a genuine appreciation of more traditional 
qualities: most obviously melodiousness (which he claimed was suppressed in his own work, 
or at least not encouraged, as critics and his audiences tended to relish his music’s more 
iconoclastic qualities), and, rather less often acknowledged, the late-Romantic style of writing 
for the piano exemplified by his celebrated older contemporary, Sergey Rachmaninov. 
Indeed, Prokofiev sincerely admired Rachmaninov’s technique and indeed much of his music, 
only objecting to Rachmaninov-the-recitalist’s increasing tendency to play safe with his 
audience by presenting fairly exactly the kind of repertoire he knew they loved. 

Prokofiev was himself a talented pianist. He was just five when he wrote his first piece for his 
own instrument; by the age of eight, he had completed his first opera, The Giant. Not long 
afterwards, under the private tutelage of Reinhold Glière, Prokofiev was composing “songs” 
for piano (named after the standard song-form Glière introduced to the budding composer, 
in which the opening theme returns to end a piece after a contrasting middle section). In the 
winter of 1903-04, before he reached his thirteenth birthday, Prokofiev essayed his first 
piano sonata, in B flat major. Some three years later he composed his Second Sonata, the 
first movement of which he later reworked, in 1909, to become his official Piano Sonata No. 
1, Op. 1. 

By that time, Prokofiev was studying at the St Petersburg Conservatory under the renowned 
piano pedagogue Anna Yesipova. Though often remembered by Prokofiev specialists as 
something of a reactionary, largely due to her attitude to Prokofiev’s first two piano concertos, 
Yesipova was initially quite supportive of his compositional efforts; indeed, she took some 
trouble to go through the revised version of his First Piano Sonata, and profoundly flattered 
her student by adding detailed pedalling to his manuscript. One may struggle to find hints 
of Prokofiev’s own distinctive voice in this fluent exercise in late-Romantic piano writing – one 
which either Rachmaninov or Scriabin might have been composed in their youth – yet it 
nonetheless comes across as a sincere essay in that style, one whose freshness is comparable 
to Stravinsky’s Rimsky-Korsakov-style early Symphony in E flat major (completed, as it 
happened, just two years earlier in 1907). Prokofiev certainly had great faith in his First 
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Sonata, anticipating in his diary of 1911 that it “would undoubtedly enjoy wide circulation 
and make a heap of money”. Thinking that the firm of Jürgenson, who published Glière’s 
work, would give it such circulation, Prokofiev swallowed his pride and accepted the 
publisher’s paltry fee of 100 roubles for the publication of his Sonata together with his Four 
Etudes Op. 2 and two sets of piano pieces, Opp. 3 and 4. 

With the First Piano Sonata published, Prokofiev felt emboldened to create something more 
daring and individual with his Second Sonata, Op. 14, started in February 1912 – almost 
concurrently with his even more ferocious Toccata. He had originally planned to write a 
sonatina, starting with a Scherzo he had originally written as an exercise for one of his 
Conservatory professors, Iosif Wihtol; with a newly composed trio section, this became the 
Sonata’s second movement. By May 1912 Prokofiev had made sufficient progress to tell 
fellow Conservatory student, Maximilian (“Max”) Schmidthoff, that he would dedicate the 
work to him. Max was one of the young Prokofiev’s closest friends, inspiring both his sartorial 
tastes and his interest in Schopenhauer, particularly the philosopher’s theory that music was 
the most direct expression of Will (as in the will to live). One may perhaps detect something 
of Max’s character in the Sonata’s wryly humorous style, but also a new depth of feeling that 
was probably inspired by Schopenhauer’s writings, particularly in the third movement 
Andante – surely the movement which persuaded Prokofiev that he was composing a 
full-scale sonata rather than his anticipated lightweight sonatina. Prokofiev completed his 
Sonata on 28 August (OS) 1912 while holidaying with his mother at her favourite resort at 
Kislovodsk in the Caucasus; Max was also there, and delighted in the new work when 
Prokofiev first played it through.

Prokofiev’s mischievous delight in shocking his audience, characteristic of many of his other 
works of that period, is evident from the Second Sonata’s very first movement: its opening 
half dozen bars unfold in fairly conventional if impetuous fashion before the pianist suddenly 
and alarmingly hits – literally – a hiatus, the right hand insistently jabbing an insistent yet 
unmoving series of clashing seconds against which the left hand dissonantly hammers out a 
theme on steadily see-sawing crotchets. Yet the theme proves far from gratuitous, and plays 
an important role in the movement’s development section, demonstrating a convincing 
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relationship with the apparently quite different opening idea.

After the Scherzo follows the Andante, whose mood of brooding contemplation was certainly 
inspired by Rachmaninov. Yet that influence is here thoroughly digested into an idiom that is 
genuinely Prokofiev’s own: one can even hear a foreshadowing of the slow movement of 
Prokofiev’s Sixth Sonata of 1940, not least in the way the Andante’s slightly lugubrious mood 
is broken by its lighter-toned second subject, which rises above the steady 4/4 pace with a 
more asymmetrical, looser-limbed 7/8. The Sonata concludes with one of Prokofiev’s most 
scintillating and sparkling finales, which midway – in approved cyclic style – refers back to a 
theme from the opening movement, a striking fore-echo of a similar episode in the Sixth 
Sonata.

The Ninth Sonata was the first piano work Prokofiev composed after the Second World War. 
It was also the last he ever completed (if we discount the revised version of the Fifth Sonata) 
before his death in 1953. According to the composer’s first biographer, Israel Nestyev, 
Prokofiev largely outlined his Ninth in the summer of 1945 while staying at the Composer’s 
House in Ivanovo. At that time he was also sketching his tragic Sixth Symphony, and 
completing the music for Eisenstein’s film Ivan the Terrible Part II. The Sonata, in this context, 
appears at first glance something of a jeu d’esprit, presenting four contrasting movements, 
each of which yet starts, from the second movement onwards, with an idea presented at the 
end of the preceding movement. Prokofiev’s playing of such structural games in his 
compositions, however, does not necessarily suggest an innocent exercise in abstraction. 
One may see a similar game even in his darkly tragic First Violin Sonata in F minor – a work 
largely conceived before the War during the years of Stalin’s ‘Terror’ (when several of 
Prokofiev’s close colleagues were arrested, never to be seen again), but which he only 
completed at around the time he was composing the Ninth Sonata: originally, Prokofiev had 
attempted to compose the entire first movement of that work in strictly alternating 3/4 and 
4/4 bars, possibly in an attempt to keep an objective distance from what was otherwise 
emotionally loaded material (as did Brahms, for instance, by using a passacaglia theme to 
structure the finale of his Fourth Symphony). With the Ninth Sonata, Prokofiev seems to have 
been taking this objectifying exercise a step further, digesting the kind of music he had written 
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1 Sonata No.1 Op.1 6.52

2-5 Sonata No.2 Op.14 17.13

6-9 Sonata No.9 Op.103 23.31

   Total playing time 47.36


