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Alexander Scriabin (1972–1915) 
Etudes, Op. 8 / Preludes, Op. 13 & Op. 16
Piano Sonata No. 10 / Vers la flamme 

 12 Etudes, Op. 8 30’40 
1. No. 1 in C sharp major (Allegro) 1’30 
2. No. 2 in F sharp minor (A capriccio, con forza) 2’12 
3. No. 3 in B minor (Tempestoso) 2’01 
4. No. 4 in B major (Piacevole) 1’53 
5. No. 5 in E major (Brioso) 2’19 
6. No. 6 in A major (Con grazia) 1’38 
7. No. 7 in B flat minor (Presto tenebroso, agitato) 2’07 
8. No. 8 in A flat major (Lento) 3’31 
9. No. 9 in G sharp minor (Alla ballata) 5’07 
10. No. 10 in D flat major  (Allegro) 2’00 
11. No. 11 in B flat minor  (Andante cantabile) 3’46 
12. No. 12 in D sharp minor (Patetico) 2’35

 6 Preludes, Op. 13  8’15

13. No. 1 in C major (Maestoso) 2’27 
14. No. 2 in A minor (Allegro) 0’49 
15. No. 3 in G major (Andante) 1’25 
16. No. 4 in E minor (Allegro) 1’09 
17. No. 5 in D major (Allegro) 0’59 
18. No. 6 in B minor (Presto) 1’24
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 5 Preludes, Op. 16  7’37 
19. No. 1 in B major (Andante) 2’38 
20. No. 2 in G sharp minor (Allegro) 1’26 
21. No. 3 in G flat major (Andante cantabile) 1’52 
22. No. 4 in E flat minor (Lento) 1’00 
23. No. 5 in F sharp major (Allegretto) 0’39

24. Piano Sonata No. 10, Op. 70 12’34

25. Vers la flamme (Poème), Op. 72  8’00
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Alexander Scriabin’s creative career described a brilliant but tragic trajectory. He 
began as a pianistic prodigy in an elaborated Chopinesque style, as exemplified by his 
early Piano Concerto, sonatas and etudes. But his development was prodigious, and 
by the start of the 20th century he was capitalising with truly Russian fervour on the 
influence of Wagner – and the imaginative stimulus of the grandiose esoteric beliefs he 
was developing from Nietzsche and Theosophy – to create a personal language heady 
and erotically voluptuous in its chromatic freedom, extravagant and flamboyant in its 
gestures. This new language reached its apotheosis in the orchestral Poème de l’extase 
and Promethée and the heaven-storming Fifth, aloofly hermetic Sixth, and triumphant 
Seventh (White Mass) Piano Sonatas. These latter works, however, already show a trend 
towards concision (they are all in one movement) and to allusive but logical development 
out of germinal motifs and chordal structures – characteristics which Scriabin continued 
to explore and refine in the ever more inward, mystically self-communing piano works 
of his last years. In Scriabin, virtuosity is innate in the musical ideas themselves: it is the 
medium of communication with the divine, the portal to Nirvana.

Apart from his sonatas Scriabin devoted himself primarily to the same lyric, miniature 
forms that Chopin had established and practised: nocturnes, preludes, impromptus, 
mazurkas, etudes. But through his swift stylistic development he transformed these 
genres into something rich and strange – a process that can be traced, for example, 
in his complete etudes. The great etude cycles, from Chopin through Liszt to Debussy 
and Ligeti, always exhibit a two-fold aspect: on the one hand the exploration and mastery 
of specific technical issues, and on the other the making of enthralling, poetic music out 
of that process of exploration. Scriabin’s etudes, of which he composed 26 in all, display 
this characteristic duality.

Alexander Scriabin (1972–1915) 
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With the heroic set of 12 Etudes, Op. 8 completed in 1894, Scriabin entered into his 
first maturity. He worked hard on these pieces, constantly revising some of them before 
publication, and included some of them in his debut recital in St Petersburg in 1895. 
The model here is surely Chopin’s two sets of twelve etudes each, Opp. 10 and 25, 
but the rhythmic complexity and increased chromaticism of the harmony show Scriabin 
speaking in a supercharged and often turbulent version of that lyric idiom, and with his 
personal voice.
The first of the set, No. 1 in C sharp major, is characterized by a butterfly flight of triplets 
played first by the right hand, then by the left, and finally by both, and a constant rhythmic 
play of two against three. The second etude, No. 2 in F sharp minor, takes rhythmic 
complexities further as the pianist is required to play five-note sequences with the right 
hand against three-note sequences in the left. A rhapsodic, ‘oriental’ vein is apparent 
in the moody arabesques, but the piece subsides to a reasonably peaceful close. 
No. 3 in B minor, in a swirling 6/8 time, is marked Tempestoso, and justifies the epithet 
by its angular melodic writing against streams of alternating single notes and octaves, 
and violent left-hand cross-rhythms. The undulating arpeggios of the delicately fragranced 
No. 4 in B major are more serene, but again Scriabin makes play with cross-rhythms of 
five against three.
No. 5 in E major, marked Brioso, is a sprightly octave study that after an initial dance-like 
section turns more serious and passionate; the opening music is reprised in elaborated 
form, in triplets rather than the original duplets. No. 6 in A major a contrasting study in 
elegant legato sixths, rather pastoral in feeling despite its waltz measure. Etude No. 7 
in B flat minor, marked Presto, tenebroso, agitato, opens with a sinister riding motion 
and develops a dark-hued chromatic melody in its central section; the ride becomes 
positively spectral in the closing bars. Although in most performances the longest, 
the beautiful No. 8 in A flat major is technically the simplest of these etudes: Scriabin 
wrote it for his pupil and first love, Natalya Sekerina, and it is a kind of love-song in the 
guise of an ‘album-leaf’.
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The last four Etudes of Op. 8 are also the most ambitious: more imposing in size, 
and dramatically raising the stakes in the requirements of bravura technique. No. 9 in 
G sharp minor is marked Alla ballata and makes clear reference to the Ballades of 
Chopin. Technically it is another octave study, but its rapid, toccata-like writing immediately 
establishes a mood of passionate struggle. It rises to a climax only to swiftly subside to 
broader melodic writing, but the quiet quieter ending suggests exhaustion rather than the 
achievement of tranquillity. The pulsating Etude No. 10 in D flat major is one of Scriabin’s 
fluttering, fugitive evocations of flight, achieved through the combination of a chromatic 
kaleidoscope staccato thirds in the right hand against wide-ranging patterns in the left, 
sometimes involving cross-rhythms of five against six. No. 11 in B flat minor seems 
like a more mature revisitation of Op. 2 no. 1: it has a melancholy, post-Tchaikovskian 
atmosphere, its drooping falling sequences redolent of Russian folksong. It provides a 
necessary moment of repose, albeit a lyrically sorrowful one, before this marvellous 
etude-sequence ends with the magnificent No. 12 in D sharp minor, perhaps Scriabin’s 
most famous piano piece. Marked Patetico, this is sometimes called his ‘Revolutionary’ 
etude, and is clearly his answer to Chopin’s Op. 10 no. 12: a final octave study thrumming 
with internal excitement and both defiant and sorrowing in its outward gestures and the 
fusillade of repeated chords in which it climaxes.

The 6 Preludes, Op. 13, were composed the following year, in 1895; Scriabin had 
already composed most of a much larger cycle of 24 Preludes that would be published 
as his Op. 11; and the 5 Preludes, Op. 16 date from those same years 1894–95. Like 
nearly all his preludes, the members of these two collections are generally short and 
pungent, though the first prelude of Op. 13, No. 1 in C major, is on a somewhat larger 
scale. This, marked Maestoso, is one of Scriabins most Lisztian utterances, its serene 
melody, harmonic richness, and ecstatic atmosphere seeming to recall some of the 
Hungarian master’s religious pieces. The nervous, capricious second prelude in A minor 
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is a very brief Allegro contrast. While the third, an Andante in G major, is chaste and 
melancholy, giving way to the charming No. 4 in E minor, with its wandering main 
theme, like a dance danced by oneself. No. 5 in D major is another nonchalant miniature, 
but the final prelude of the set is altogether weightier, a harried B minor Presto whose 
main theme is built out of a series of descending chords. Eventually finding an uneasy 
peace, this piece does much to balance up with the Maestoso first prelude. 
The Op. 16 set begins with a B major Andante in Scriabin’s most straightforwardly 
romantic vein, its main melody almost recalling his rival and contemporary Rachmaninov. 
Prelude No. 2 in G sharp minor opens with a hesitant motif that Scriabin manages to 
transform into a passionate yet always nervous theme. The third prelude, in G flat, 
bears the marking Andante cantabile, and its lyrical beauty again recalls the religious 
manner of Liszt. The most remarkable number of the set is surely No. 4 in E flat minor, 
calmly mournful, with a funereal air that is intensified by the quietly tolling chords 
in the pianist’s left hand. The set concludes with a fifth prelude, in F sharp major: 
a tiny, glittering Allegretto which evanesces like a will-o’-the-wisp.

These early works, full of promise and significant hints at the future, remain nevertheless 
within the confines of orthodox late-Romantic piano virtuosity. But in his later works 
Scriabin the virtuoso metamorphoses into a prophet, his music speaking with a strange 
intensity as it seems to presage revelation of a new cosmic order. We see this clearly in 
his last nine works, Opp. 66–74, all of them written for solo piano in a final sustained burst 
of creativity in 1913–14. These pieces are in many ways a summation and distillation of 
all his earlier stylistic advances. In them, an ever-freer fantasy combines with ever-sparer 
gestures and an increasingly systematic use of ‘mystic’ harmonies. (Scriabin’s chordal 
structures, largely based on superimpositions of fourths and tritons, were extremely 
radical for his time – and indeed the sketches for his uncompleted Le Mystère show 
him experimenting with harmonies containing all twelve tones of the chromatic scale.) 
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In this music, too, spiritual exaltation and timeless meditation are ever more closely 
interwoven with music that suggests exhaustion and disillusion: a profoundly moving, 
yet ambiguous, final testament.

Scriabin’s two last piano sonatas are brief, drastically compressed, more like extended 
etudes. Sonata No. 10, Op. 70, the last of all, is one of his greatest works. It effects 
a moving reconciliation between the darker and lighter sides of his musical nature, 
containing music of a new simplicity and serenity, yet also a buoyant, dance-like element 
which carries the music forward with a rare optimistic verve. There are three main ideas, 
the first (with its characteristic falling thirds) serving also as a slow introduction before 
the principal Allegro tempo gets going. The development, progressively invaded by the 
pulsing trills which are so much a part of Scriabin’s vocabulary of fevered aspiration, 
reaches a shimmering climax marked ‘Puissant, radieux’. The recapitulation then omits 
the slow opening idea, which Scriabin brings back at the very end to close the Sonata’s 
expressive circle after the Icarus-like flight of the remarkable ‘winged’ coda.

According to different accounts, Vers la flamme, Op. 72 (Towards the Flame) was either 
originally conceived as an orchestral piece, or as Scriabin’s eleventh piano sonata. Vladimir 
Horowitz, one of its prime interpreters, used to maintain that the piece was inspired 
by the idea of the eventual fiery destruction of our planet. It is an astonishing pianistic 
tour-de-force, a through-composed musical act of esoteric invocation which begins in 
incense-laden gloom and progresses gradually, through ever more virtuosic figuration 
and ever brighter harmonic content, to a concluding blaze in the light and confidence 
of a blinding E major. The work is conceived as a continuous crescendo, and seems to 
possess virtually no melodic content apart from the endlessly-falling semitones, varied by 
occasional whole tones. Yet with its visionary intensity, esoteric harmonies and turbulent 
trill passages, it is clear that here the creative fire burns very bright. The whole piece 
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seems to embody the mystic’s desire (I quote W. B. Yeats) ‘that flesh and bone should 
disappear . . . And there be nothing but God left’.

Malcolm MacDonald
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Olli Mustonen has a unique place on today’s music 
scene both as a pianist, conductor and composer. 
As a pianist, he has challenged and fascinated audiences 
throughout Europe and America with his brilliant 
technique and startling originality. At the heart of his 
piano playing Mustonen has a deeply held conviction 
that each performance must have the freshness of a 
first performance and this tenacious spirit of discovery 
leads him to explore many areas of repertoire beyond 
the established canon.
As a soloist, Mustonen has worked with most of the 
world’s leading orchestras, partnering conductors 
such as Ashkenazy, Barenboim, Blomstedt, Boulez, 
Chung, Dutoit, Eschenbach, Gergiev, Harnoncourt, 
Masur, Nagano, Salonen and Saraste. Mustonen is also increasingly making his mark 
as a conductor with recent highlights including leading the Staatskapelle Weimar, 
West Australian Symphony Orchestra and the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra. 
Recent conducting engagements include a return to the Netherlands Radio Chamber 
Philharmonic, Northern Sinfonia and Tchaikovsky Symphony Orchestra and soloist 
appearances with the Leipzig Gewandhaus Orchestra under Herbert Blomstedt and the 
Mariinsky Theatre Orchestra under Valery Gergiev. 
Olli Mustonen’s recording catalogue is typically broad ranging and distinctive. 
His recording for Decca of Preludes by Shostakovich and Alkan received the Edison 
Award and Gramophone Award for the Best Instrumental Recording. In 2002 Mustonen 
signed a recording contract with Ondine, with whom he has released several albums, 
including the Complete Beethoven Piano Concertos with Tapiola Sinfonietta.

Olli Mustonen
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