
PROGRAM NOTES: SUN / OCT 6 
By Bill Crane, Director of Audience Engagement, Portland Piano International 

“When it comes to translating human emotions, the piano is the most perfect 
instrument I know.”  

– Marc-André Hamelin  

in his recent interview  
for BBC Music Magazine 

Whether as listener, student, teacher, composer, or performer, one has so many ways to 
approach the seemingly endlessly varied sonorities of the piano, ripe for expressing myriad 
emotions. As well, the piano allows a single performer to create such abundance of music – 
with such satisfying results, when in good hands – that composers for it have stretched its 
capacities tirelessly, always exploring possibilities.  

We live in a time well after all constraints of harmonic and formal practice that characterized 
music before the “modern” period were thrown off. Much of the music after the end of the 19th 
century, indeed, was quite reflective of the tumultuous times in which the Western world lived 
with boundless conflict and astounding change. This is particularly true, of course, of the 
Russian piano tradition, from which we will hear stellar examples in these recitals, but not 
there only. French music comes to mind, of course, with its own special harmonic innovations 
and suave, evocative ways. 

You are about to encounter bazillions of notes, more than seems humanly possible. More 
important, though, you are in for sublime artistry. 

This swirling world of music and musical ideas borne of many profound influences, some 
directly “artistic” and some esoteric (spiritual matters, political intrigue, lovers’ longing and 
laments), some clear to understand and others distinctly not so. I would bet that a majority of 
the pieces found in these two programs will be new to you, as they were to me. Have a fun 
ride! We couldn’t be in better hands than with Marc-André Hamelin! 

ALEXANDER SCRIABIN 

FANTASY IN B MINOR, OP. 28 

COMPOSER: born December 25, 1871 in Moscow; died April 14, 1915 in Moscow 

WORK COMPOSED: 1900 

ESTIMATED DURATION: 9 minutes 

Those with any acquaintance with Scriabin’s music probably know that he was, at least, a 
peculiar figure among composers. Much devoted to arcane spiritual practices, atonality in 
music, and many avant-garde interests in visual art and literature, as well as being affected by 
synesthesia (the perception of specific colors related to specific tones), Scriabin set for himself 
an objective to radically change the making of music. In this pursuit, a bit like Wagner, but 
even more so, he hoped to “heal” many of the world’s woes, although to us it remains unclear 
how such transformation might have come about through his music. 



Early in his composing life, he indeed wrote in a late-Romantic style (voluptuous melody, over-
the-top emotional content), showing influence from some of the great composers of that era 
and style, such as Wagner, Brahms, and Liszt. The influence of Chopin, too, is quite clear in the 
early sonatas and, I think, in today’s Fantasy in B minor. Composed in 1900, when Scriabin was 
a professor at the Moscow Conservatory, it is one of his most demanding pieces. There are 
moments when, with competing rhythms and ideas piled on top of one another, it seems that 
the whole structure might come apart. The Chopin-esque bit, to my ears, comes through with 
the “tidal” arpeggios and pleading melodies. But, Scriabin’s harmonic practice is quite 
different, marking this music as utterly his. 

In form, it is actually a single sonata-form movement and, in a sense, serves as a bridge 
between his third and fourth sonatas. Its opening, harmonically, is a bit ambiguous and as it 
proceeds, he avoids the tonic (the beginning of any scale; the “home base” to which music so 
often longs to return), a practice that also can be found in Chopin’s ballades and much of 
Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde. This is music that may make the intent listener feel a bit “at sea,” 
but don’t worry about capsizing or going overboard. The end of the fantastic voyage will see 
you to safe arrival. 

SERGEI PROKOFIEV 

SARCASMS, OP. 17 

COMPOSER: born April 23, 1891 in Sontsivka, Ukraine; died March 5, 1953 in Moscow 

WORK COMPOSED: 1912 - 14 

ESTIMATED DURATION: 11 minutes 

Prokofiev, of course, delighted in being a “bad boy” of music. Maybe not every day of his life, 
but he certainly liked to more than challenge the conventions and practitioners of music of his 
day. His bold proclamations of startling harmonies and brusque melodies certainly unglued his 
early audiences. And, as we know, he got into a good bit of trouble with Soviet authorities, as 
did so many composers of his time, putting him in an easily recognizable place in the history of 
modern music.  

Originally focused on a career as a performer, which he achieved well, he soon turned to 
composition and took great pleasure in shocking his audiences with surprising dissonances 
and harmonies with extra hot sauce. With an early work, his Suggestion diabolique, Opus 4, 
No. 4, composed in 1910-12, Prokofiev quickly established a reputation for himself as quite 
distinct from other contemporary composers. His first two piano concertos further earned him 
renown as being more than ornery.  

Thus, the Sarcasms of 1912-14 are made of Prokofiev’s most radical musical thinking in the 
young composer’s beginnings. It would be wrong to think of them as merely episodes of 
thumbing his nose at his audience for, indeed, his lyrical nature, so generously evident in his 
later compositions, can be heard here, too. 

With a brutal opening, we can instantly recognize this as being from Prokofiev. But, then he 
turns lyrical. We get contemplation, nonchalance, furiosity, frenzy, anxiety, seeming 



improvisation, as the movements proceed. The last movement is, surprisingly, quite subtle, 
showing a dark and hazy world. 

Is this laughter we are hearing? Of that last movement, Prokofiev himself said, “Sometimes we 
laugh maliciously at someone or something, but when we look closer, we see how pathetic 
and unfortunate is the object of our laughter. Then we become uncomfortable and the 
laughter rings in our ears, laughing now at us.” 

 

SAMUIL FEINBERG 

SONATA NO. 3, OP. 3 

COMPOSER: born May 26, 1890 in Odesa, Ukraine; died October 22, 1962 in Moscow  

WORK COMPOSED: 1916 - 17 

ESTIMATED DURATION: 25 minutes 

Although the name of Samuil Feinberg may be new to many in this audience, as it was to me, it 
is one well worth remembering as even scant study of his catalogue reveals many wonderful, if 
complex, works. He was, of course, yet another composer in the Stalin era who suffered 
neglect and repression, but in his composing he helped to continue the revolutionary Russian 
avant-garde style in the first two decades of the twentieth century. Interestingly, it was in his 
early years as a composer that he was most experimental and later in life rather more 
conservative. That later music even shows the influence of folk music, Bach, and contrapuntal 
practice. Most of his compositions are for piano solo, including three concertos, and several 
songs. 

He bears a kinship with Scriabin in that much of his music has a “mystical” aesthetic. Too, 
Feinberg did not shy away from extreme dissonance. Some listeners will find moments in the 
second movement, a funeral march, to be, frankly, uncomfortable. The third movement, 
confusingly also labeled “sonata,” is relieved by moments of nearly tonal stasis (that is, getting 
back to a harmonic place that feels like home-base), but still has all the nervous agitation of 
melodies and ideas that we encounter in quite a few composers from Schumann on. Feinberg 
was a deeply respected professor and pedagogue at the Moscow Conservatory from 1922 
until his death. His monumental treatise on piano-playing is considered to be the definitive 
work on the Russian approach to legato. 

CLAUDE DEBUSSY 

PRELUDES BOOK 2 
COMPOSER: born August 22, 1862 in Saint-Germain-en-Laye, France; died March 25, 1918 in Paris 

WORK COMPOSED: between the last months of 1912 and early April 1913 

ESTIMATED DURATION: 40 minutes 

In my many years of studying, playing, talking about, and arguing about music, in its many 



varieties, I don’t believe I’ve ever met anyone who didn’t like Debussy. In fact, I can’t think of 
anyone who had ever heard any of his music who was indifferent about it. Debussy’s music, I 
think, is just necessary. Our world would be considerably smaller without it. 

Isn’t it interesting that, except for maybe Claire de lune, that none of it has been appropriated 
for commercials or, worse, background music? I heard “Girl with the flaxen hair” in a hotel 
elevator once, but the bellhop apologized to me for it.  

Thus, today’s presentation of Book 2 of the Preludes of 1913 by Mr. Hamelin fills one of those 
spiritual holes that we might not even have noticed until it started to get filled. Will anyone 
leave the hall this afternoon unchanged? 

The two books of his preludes are among the highest achievements in the piano literature and 
stand along those of Chopin, Rachmaninov, and Scriabin (well, for that matter, let’s not forget 
Bach’s in the Well-Tempered Clavier), but really are their own genus for their quickly 
recognized Impressionist characteristics: special scales, complexly colored chords, a sound 
that gets to the feeling of an experience. In Book 1, heard either completely or selectively 
every now and then on this series (as has been true of Book 2, too), Debussy seemed quite 
dedicated to fantasy, to images. Book 2 is made of different stuff: symbolism, the meanings of 
things observed, less about utter depictions. Pianists and musicology fanatics will want to 
know that nearly all of the pieces are noted on three staves in place of the usual two because 
of the expansive and complex approach taken. 

Like many of the other composers noted above in this program, Debussy was a very fine 
pianist and was originally intent on a career as soloist. Equally, he had sophisticated 
knowledge of literature, poetry, and painting of his day, engaging collegially with many of the 
most distinguished people of those fields. His music is reflective of the play of light in 
paintings that he knew and admired. The Symbolist and Parnassus poets – from a time in 
which poetry played a much larger role in daily life than it does in our contemporary time – 
inflected his creative activities. 

In addition to these things, we must recognize other influences, as well: the gamelan 
orchestras of Java, heard in the 1889 Universal Exposition, the somewhat Arabic harmonies of 
the Spanish guitar and flamenco traditions, although he traveled to Spain only once, and his 
acquaintance with Slavic folk music and Russian composers because of summers spent with 
Tchaikovsky’s patron, Mme von Meck. His quite new and evocative sonorities, we can imagine, 
were met with a few raised eyebrows by his first audiences, and perhaps crankiness initially 
from first critics, but now we delight in all those things. 

As the Book 2 Preludes proceed, we take quite a tour: shadows, dead leaves, a certain gate in 
the Alhambra in Grenada, a habanera, fairies, a pastoral with birdcalls, shimmering moonlight 
on a terrace, a water nymph, humor via a parody of “God Save the Queen,” death in metaphor 
via Egyptian canopic jars long held on Debussy’s desk, and, finally fireworks like one has 
never heard nor seen before. 

Finally, it is good to note that Debussy in the printed scores put the titles of each of the 
preludes at their ends, each preceded by an ellipsis and enclosed in parentheses, as if to let 
the imagination run wild before letting one know just what he means to evoke moment to 



moment. So, happy dreaming … 

 


