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Feinberg was born in Odessa 0n 26 May 1890 but was raised in Moscow.
From a very early age he showed a remarkable ability at the piano. Later he studied at the Moscow
Conservatory with Alexander Goldenweiser for piano and Nikolai Zhilyayev for composition.
He graduated from the Conservatory in 1921 and began his career as a recitalist. In fact he has become
known as a pianist rather than as a composer. He met Scriabin before he went off to war in the Russian
military but he became seriously ill and had to recuperate in Moscow.
From 1915 to 1962 the year of his death he composed 12 piano sonatas which make up the bulk of his
work and I set out a few brief comments on them with an approximate duration of each.
Sonata no 1 Op 1 1915

7.30

This work is original, strong but not demonstrative, harmonically rich in a sort of modernistic romanticism,
profound, lyrical, melodic but never banal.
Sonata no 2 Op 2 1915-6

8.49

This carries on in the same vein and is another thoughtful and deeply felt work of character and excellent
pianism again displaying his original voice
Sonata no 3 OP 3 1916

23.00

A big work, somewhat dry but not like a book but like a wine. Every note is well calculated and
purposeful. It has chords of gorgeous harmonies but the work meanders. He does not work so well on
an expansive canvas.
Sonata no 4 Op 6 1918

8.41

The florid style continues. There is plenty of activity and thematic ideas and the work is rewarding and
while it is not sentimental it has a controlled emotionalism at times. The music is progressive and not
stuck in a rut. There is an amazing passage after about three minutes of a powerful virtuosity which is
never excessive or playing to the gallery. It calls for a pianist of tremendous skill.
Piano Sonata no 5 Op 10 1920-1

8.07

This is an inventive work with excellent contrast, underlying sincerity. It has the richness of the Berg
sonata and the sensitivity is incredible particularly in the hands of Nikolaus Samaltanos. It is musical
that transports you to the realm of satisfaction.
Piano Sonata no 6 Op 13 1923

13.24

At times a very serious work with cascades of virtuosity and moments of heightened excitement and
high energy but retaining control. The big climaxes are natural progression of the music.
Piano Sonata no 7 Op 21 1924-1928

18.51

Close harmonies introduce this work. Like the big Sonata no 3 this work may lose its way a little and is
introspective but it should not be dismissed since it has much to admire.
Piano Sonata no 8 Op 21a 1933-34

14.52

No one has offered an explanation as to the Opus number.

The same comments apply as they do to sonata no 7
Piano Sonata no 9 Op 29 c 1939

9.06

This is a fine sonata, often brilliant but never excessive and always natural. The drama and excitement
is as good as you will find anywhere.
Piano Sonata no 10 Op 30 ‘1940-44

11.46

This is very well-written, coherent and often impressive
Piano Sonata no 11 op 40 1952

13.38

Again a logical and well-constructed piece with excellent contrasts and that original brand of nonshowy virtuosity. It is more conservative that some of the sonatas but none the worse for that. There is
a telling chorale like theme with variations and sometimes the music sounds disarmingly simple but it
calls for a pianist with a cool head and super technique. There are pages of beauty and tunefulness.
Piano Sonata no 12 op 48 1962

12.51

This, his last sonata, is thoughtful, mellow but perhaps a little cold.
There are three piano concertos but they are somewhat anaemic. The orchestration is acceptable. They
are like the curate’s egg, good in parts.
There are sets of piano preludes Op 8 and a set from 1923 ; the first piano suite Op 25 are etudes ; there
is a children’s album, two violin sonatas and transcriptions of Bach and the scherzo from Tchaikovsky’s
Symphony no 6 a real tour de force.
In 1922, Feinberg joined the teaching staff at the Moscow Conservatory, a post which he held to his
death. He gave recitals throughout Russia with an emphasis on Russian music. In the late 1920s, he
toured Europe. His approach to the classics was somewhat unusual and he played Bach, Beethoven,
Chopin and Scriabin.
When his mentor, Zhilyayev was arrested in Stalin’s reign of terror Feinberg felt that his progressive
style of composition would also be subject to Stalin’s irrational rules and he was concerned about his
sixth and seventh sonatas and the first piano concerto, and so his later music became more conservative
and he held back publication of his more progressive works, some of which tried to employ the serial
technique.
In 1951, his heart condition declined but he kept on composing.
He died in Moscow on 22 October 1962. He was one of the finest Russian pianists of his time.
His piano sonatas should be taken up.
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