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CHAPTER 1 

THE LIFE OF ALEXANDER SCRIABIN 

Alexander Scriabin was born in 1872 and died in 

1915. He studied music with his aunt until he was twelve, 

and then took piano lessons from George Conus and later 

Zverev. At sixteen he entered the Moscow Conservatory, 

where he became a piano student of Safonov and a composi- 

tion student of Taneyev. Rachmaninoff and Josef Lhevinne 

were two of his fellow students. His desire to acquire 

a keyboard technique equal to that of Lhevinne's caused 

him to overpractice, and he injured his right hand so 

seriously that he was unable to use it for some time. He 

did, however, win a gold medal for piano and graduated 

in 1892.1 

Before he left the Conservatory he had written 

several piano pieces which so impressed the publisher, 

Belaiev, that he offered him a contract and later financed 

his first European tour (1895 -96). Scriabin possessed 

a brilliant piano technique, but he never became a vir- 

tuoso, playing only his own music at his recitals. 

1. T. W. Gervais, "Alexander Skryabin ", Grove's 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians (5th ed., 1954), VII, 
p. 830. 

1 
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From 1898 to 1903 he taught at the Moscow Conser- 

vatory, but beginning in 19024 an annual grant from a 

patron allowed him to give up teaching and concentrate on 

composing. 

From then on Scriabin spent considerable time in 

the West, first living by Lake Geneva in Switzerland, then 

in Paris, and from 1908 to 1910 in Brussels, where he was 

a member of a Theosophy circle. He continued to appear 

as a soloist performing his own works in Russia and the 

European capitals. He also performed in New York, Chicago, 

Detroit, and other American cities during the 1906-7 

season. His last public appearance was in Petrograd on 

April 15, 1915. His untimely death at the age of forty- 

three was caused by blood poisoning.2 

Scriabin wrote no vocal, choral, or chamber music. 

His compositions are either for the orchestra or for the 

piano, for which he wrote some two hundred works. His 

early piano pieces are in the tradition of Chopin, but 

are also individualistic. After his Opus 30 he began 

to introduce harmonic innovations including his "mystic 

chord" of six notes built on fourths. Extreme chromat- 

icism, approaching polytonality and atonality, mark his 

later works. 

2. Gervais, p. 831. 



CHAPTER 2 

SURVEY OF PIANO WORKS 

Scriabin is a figure of unusual historical inter- 

est. He stands at the end of one era and at the beginning 

of another. His musical style changes gradually through- 

out his life; he begins with Chopin and ends close enough 

to Schoenberg that his late style is discussed in publica- 

tions on serial technique. An example of one such study 

is George Perle's Serial Composition and Atonality, Faber 

and Faber, London, 1962, which presents four pages 

(pp. 37 -39) concerning Scriabin's Seventh Sonata.3 

In an article on the music of Scriabin, the 

Russian critic, Boris de Schloezer, the composer's brother- 

in-law, divides his work into three periods, approximately 

as follows: 

1. An early period, from 1886 until about 1903, 

containing the Three Pieces for Piano, Opus 2; the first 

three piano sonatas; the Twelve Etudes, Opus 8; the Pre- 

lude and Nocturne for left hand alone, Opus 9; the Twenty - 

Four Preludes, Opus 11; and the Fantasy in B Minor, Opus 28. 

3. Samuel Randlett, "Elements of Scriabin's Key- 
board Style," Piano Quarterly, (Winter, 1970 -71), p. 21. 

3 
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2. A middle period, beginning in 1903 with the 

Fourth Sonata, Opus 30, and extending through 1909. This 

period includes Two Poems, Opus 32; the Tragic Poem, Opus 

34; the Satanic Poem, Opus 36; the Eight Etudes of Opus 

42; the Fifth Sonata, Opus 53; and many smaller works. 

Etude, Opus 56, No. 4 was the first example of Scriabin's 

abandoning the key signature. There are no key signatures 

indicated in any succeeding compositions. 

3. A final period, extending from about 1909 

until 1915. To this period belong the last five sonatas, 

Opuses 62, 64, 66, and 70; the Poem -Nocturne, Opus 61; 

the Three Etudes (in ninths, sevenths, and fifths), Opus 

64; Toward the Flame, Opus 72; the Two Dances, Opus 73 

(Garlands and Dark Flames), and many small pieces.4 

The music of the first period is of a nineteenth - 

century idiom; the works of the second period are more 

experimental in nature and harmonically less conventional; 

the compositions of the last period are Scriabin's own 

highly individual style. This division into periods will 

be used throughout the present study. Each of Scriabin's 

keyboard devices will be examined within the framework of 

the three- period scheme. At the end an attempt will be 

4. Randlett, p. 21. 
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made to draw the threads together in the presentation of 

a general view of Scriabin's vocabulary. 

Scriabin's opus numbers do not always reflect, in 

strict order, the sequence of compositions, but neither 

do they skip about from one period to another. The opus 

numbers serve as a general guide adequate for purposes of 

examination and study.5 

5. Randlett, p. 21. 



CHAPTER 3 

SCRIABIN AS A PERFORMER 

Scriabin's early piano works are much like those 

of Chopin's and Liszt's. The etudes, impromptus, mazurkas, 

nocturnes, preludes, and waltzes all show affinity with 

Chopin in his preference for miniature forms. At night 

Scriabin would sleep with Chopin's music under his pillow. 

Scriabin's earlier works have similar melodies, rhythms, 

harmony and suspensions to Chopin's compositions. A har- 

monic vocabulary later evolved into a highly individual 

style, closely related to his mystic- theosophic interests. 

Almost all of Scriabin's piano music is difficult. The 

piano works generally require a large hand span and a 

good sense of pedaling. Widely- spaced writing, melodic 

leaps, irregular rhythmic groupings, and thick sonorities 

are characteristics of his style.6 

The bulk of his teaching material was drawn from 

Chopin and Liszt, less often from Schumann, Bach, Beethoven, 

Grieg, and Tchaikovsky. He hardly ever used his own com- 

positions, and then only on special request. He demanded 

6. Maurice Hinson, Guide to the Pianist's Reper- 
toire. Bloomington: Indiana University Press (1973), 
p. 588. 

6 
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above all, "soul, nervous excitement." All his interpre- 

tations were intensely subjective, completely changing 

from day to day, his pupils say. Everything had to take 

a stamp of his own personality. A Beethoven sonata be- 

came merely a pretext for the expression of his individual - 

ity.7 

Scriabin has had much written about him as a per- 

former. Sabeneeff best expressed the unusual quality of 

his playing by calling it "a secret liturgical act." He 

said that even "passive, unconditioned listeners" felt 

"electric currents touching their psyche," as Scriabin 

performed his music. "This was not simply an artistic ex- 

perience, but something quite irrational, something that 

really crossed over the frontiers of art as we think of 

it . . ." His playing apparently was "ineffable" or inaf- 

ferando, as he marked his famous theme -song, Poem, Opus 32, 

No. 1. As such, it was inexplicable in its effect.8 

Belaieff, the publisher, in writing about a very 

young man, states: 

As a performer, he is regarded less trustfully 
than as a composer. It seems to me that this is 
not without foundation. Is this the result of 
his nervousness? Is it because he never plays with 

7. Gerald Abraham, Masters of Russian Music. 
(New York: Alfred Knopf, 1936), p. 466. 

8. Faubion Bowers, The New Scriabin: Enigma and 
Answers. (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1973), pp. 198 -199. 
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partners but always solo? Sometimes he confuses 
the auditor by the way he ruffles through a 
piece. You can't follow either the melody or 
the meter, and there seems, sometimes, to be a 
kind of studied affectation about the way he 
plays. This is not his true nature. My de- 
sire is for him to play his music so superb- 
ly that his performances will create a 
tradition for posterity.9 

In 1916 in Petrograd, a leading pianist and piano 

teacher, N. N. Cherkass, published a monograph, Scriabin 

as Pianist and Piano Composer. Cherkass states, "The 

memory of Scriabin as a composer will remain unchanged for 

centuries, thanks to the worth of his music. But the 

truth about Scriabin, the pianist, has already begun to 

fade, and the historian of the future will come to con- 

clusions that are wrong . . . ." The core of Cherkass's 

book is: "Scriabin was a bad pianist." The author con- 

tinued on to explain why: "As he played, he tensed his 

entire body (which is why he was so physically exhausted 

after concerts) and made muscular compensations which dis- 

torted not only his appearance but his sounds. His fin- 

gers moved, in short, incorrectly. This 'muffled and 

dampened' his tone, and the improper tension and muscular 

contraction of his hands and arms prevented a proper 

legato connection of tones, and impeded a correct staccato. 

9. Bowers, p. 196. 



These 'defects of technique' affected the nuances of his 

playing and limited the degree to which he could increase 

his tonal . piano and forte. 
,,10 

9 

One method of compensating for these muscular de- 

fects was Scriabin's use of excessive rubato . . . Even 

within one measure Scriabin could not play metrically. 

His rhythms zigzagged. As an example he cited the Etude, 

Opus 8, No. 12. It is written as Figure 1 demonstrates: 

Figure 1. Etude, Opus 8, No. 12. 

Scriabin, however, actually played it in perfor- 

mance this way, giving it, as Cherkass says, "a most in- 

conclusive, diletante effect ", as shown in Figure 2. 

Figure 2. Etude, Opus 8, No. 12. 

Cherkass dryly warns that Scriabin's own "perfor- 

mances should not be the authority for playing his music 

. Better pianists can better sculpture his music." 

10. Bowers, p. 200. 
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As for Scriabin's pedaling, Cherkass is blunt. 

"He took his foot off the pedal only to put it down again, 

but in rare instances played without pedal." This was 

because of his faulty legato. Had he been capable of a 

correct legato, he would not have overused the pedal, 

he says. 
11 

When it came to displaying harmony at the piano, 

Scriabin, Cherkass says, "had an amazing ability. His 

innate sensitivity to harmonic clarity kept him in 

line . . He could separate voices clearly." He 

quotes a critic who once said, "When you look at Scriabin's 

harmonies, they seem muddled and yet, when you hear him 

play, they for some reason sound clear. "12 

Prokofiev, in his autobiography, contrasts Rach- 

maninov and Scriabin as performers. "When Scriabin played 

the Fifth Sonata, every note soared. With Rachmaninov 

all the notes lay on the ground." 

The question of interpretation and the whole arena 

of liberties an interpretive artist can take with a com- 

poser's music is disturbing . . The only piece of 

Scriabin's Rachmaninov ever recorded (although he taught 

the Eighth Sonata to Gina Bachauer and occasionally played 

11. Bowers, p. 201. 

12. Ibid., p. 202. 
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the Fantasy, Opus 28 in recitals) was the Prelude, Opus 

11, No. 8, in F -sharp Minor. It is marked "Allegro 

Agitato" and the metronome marking Scriabin gave the piece 

(at Belaieff's insistence) clearly indicated the speed and 

drama Scriabin wished from it. However, Rachmaninov 

played the piece as if it were a very slow lento, which 

turned into something wistful, a wisp of nostalgia.13 

"Touch" may be a somwehat outmoded concept in 

piano playing today because of better pedagogic methods, 

more sensitive pianos, but the principle certainly oper- 

ated in Scriabin's mind and it affects his performance. 

Scriabin had strong feelings about how to "attack" the 

keys (he detested that word and considered it detrimental 

to the creating of "beauty ") and he used many different 

kinds of "touches." By sinking into the keys and letting 

the wrist drop, he seemed to gain in depth of tone. He 

glided over the keys for lightness (one of the hallmarks 

of his particular style of performing), and Arthur Ruben- 

stein remembers Scriabin "skittering" over the keys so 

fast that he was reminded of a spider. Scriabin also 

struck the keys briskly when he wanted a certain "ping" 

or "zing" in the sound . . . .14 

13. Faubion Bowers, "How to Play Scriabin," 
Piano Quarterly, (Winter, 1970 -71), p. 17. 

14. Ibid. 
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There are two schools of Scriabin playing: empha- 

sizing the top melody in the right hand, and emphasizing 

the inner or lower melodic voice. Some Westerners, exem- 

plified by the late Walter Gieseking, stressed the tenor 

melody, usually played by the left hand thumb and second 

finger.15 

Ideally, Scriabin wanted both strands of his coun- 

terpoint of soprano and tenor melodies made clear, as 

can be seen from his markings of Poem, Opus 32, No. 1. 

Figure 3 illustrates the counterpoint of soprano and tenor 

melodies: 

M ..or.. Cs. ....... 
Le due voce, ma dolce 

1 .v'AIMUMes.r! s..._ f.rt ro-si.+r ..ie:.=MINIM Ma m.Y.S.M" M - rubato 

ben marcato 
P a 

Legato 

Figure 3. Poem, Opus 32, No. 1. 

Scriabin designates "ben marcato le due voce, ma dolce' at 

the beginning of Poem, Opus 32, No. 1. The treble empha- 

sis stems from Heinrich Neuhaus, the great pianist and 

father of Soviet pianism, teacher of both Richter and 

Gilels, and the only pianist ever to have played all the 

sonatas in concert.16 

15. Bowers, "How to Play Scriabin," p. 17. 

16. Ibid. 



CHAPTER 4 

ELEMENTS OF STYLE AND 
SUGGESTIONS FOR PERFORMANCE 

The sonority is ultimately responsible for vir- 

tually the entire content of the printed page throughout 

Scriabin's work. It is responsible for a number of 

pianistic devices and figurations. 

The pedal sustains the sonority. The spacing of 

the notes is determined largely by the demands of sonority; 

wide stretches and skips on the keyboard are the result 

of this spacing. Octaves and double -notes intensify the 

sonority of single lines. Interlocked thumbs solidify 

the sonority by an overlapping of doublings. It is to 

suggest certain effects of tonal balance that chords are 

sometimes marked with staccato dots even though the pedal 

will be depressed when they are played.17 

Chords extended considerably beyond the reach of 

the average adult hand are found throughout Scriabin's 

music. Usually they appear in the left hand, but they 

17. Samuel Randlett, "Elements of Scriabin's 
Keyboard Style," Piano Quarterly, (Spring, 1971), pp. 
18 -23. 

13 



14 

occur also in the right hand, and both hands sometimes 

cooperate in rolling the notes on one large chord. 

Scriabin often omits the arpeggiation sign, but it is 

assumed that most pianists will roll the chords -- some of 

the chords are beyond the span of any human hand. The 

ripple is a part of the music, and for this reason, it 

is often a mistake to play the notes of these chords 

simultaneously (even in the absence of an arpeggiation 

sign) by rearranging the distribution of the notes between 

the hands. Note the arpeggiation sign in the following 

Figure :l8 

Andante x ev e.¡sr.+carrav w :___-_- t 
I 

-L 

-. 
'.r r. a= aawr= i r 
s r , 

1 ¡ t t . + 
Pf 

1; + 1 { . 1 -i .-QF = t . . . itS i a a et = v s iINMMIIIMMINIiIINIMINIMMMIII 

Figure 4. Etude in C -Sharp Minor, Opus 2, No. 1. 

Etude in C -Sharp Minor, composed in 1893, is in 

binary form which is repeated with some variation. Re- 

peated notes characterize the bass and the rising penta- 

tonic scale motive at the beginning occurs motivically 

throughout the work. Many of his earlier works show the 

influence of Brahms. For example, the third movement of 

18. Randlett, "Elements of Scriabin's Keyboard 
Style," Piano Quarterly, (Spring, 1971), p. 20. 
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Brahms' Sonata in F Minor, Opus 5 has the same repeated 

bass patterns in eighth notes, the same rising motives in 

chordal passages in three -four time signatures. Compare 

Figure 4 with Figure 5. 

espressivo 

PPPuna corda -1 i 

Figure 5. Third Movement of Brahms' Sonata in 
F Minor, Opus 5. 

Scriabin's wide -ranging bass figures are fundamen- 

tally broken -chord figurations of a quasi- ostinato charac- 

ter. These figures are common throughout Scriabin's work. 

The support of the pedal is, of course, always assumed. 

Observe the wide -ranging bass figures in Figure 6 and 

Figure 7.19 

' = I mr, .__ - - r 
a 

s r sw- 
e r a sm.. ...=1= 

t Z + /\ 

, ' 
Q J 

} 
1 _ 

Figure 6. Etude in B Major, Opus 8, No. 4. 

19. Randlett, "Elements of Scriabin's Keyboard 
Style," Piano Quarterly (Spring, 1971), p. 20. 
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Figure 7. Etude in D -Flat Major, Opus 42, No. 6. 

Etude in B Major, Opus 8, No. 4, is a study of 

rhythmic patterns, three against five alternating between 

four against five. The Etude is in A -B -A form. In the 

A section are irregular stress or emphasis marks for 

melodic emphasis in the five -note rhythmic motive. In the 

B section the five -note melodic material is exchanged from 

the right hand in the A section to the left hand in the 

B section. 

There are irregular phrase groupings in the B sec- 

tion which are similar to this example from Chopin's F Mi- 

nor Ballade, Opus 52. 

Figure 8. Chopin's Ballade in F Minor, Opus 52. 
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Both Etudes of Opus 8, No. 4 in B Major and No. 8 

in D -Sharp Minor, composed in 1895, show the influence of 

Chopin. Opus 8, No. 12 is much like Chopin's Etude, Opus 

10, No. 12 in C Minor, known as the "Revolutionary Etude." 

Both the Chopin and the Scriabin Etudes have the military - 

type dotted rhythms throughout the Etudes. There is varia- 

tion of the monothematic material in both compositions. 

Both Etudes are in three -part form. 

According to Bowers, Rimsky (or "Korskov," as 

Scriabin called him) was the decisive vote in Belaieff 

Publishing House as to what was or was not published. 

Certainly, Scriabin's music was always printed, although 

in one instance, Rimsky selected the well -known version 

of Scriabin's masterpiece, the Etude in D -Sharp Minor, 

Opus 8, No. 12, instead of its alternate version.20 

Scriabin had sent both manuscripts to Belaieff 

saying that he simply could not make up his mind between 

the two. The alternate version is more interesting, more 

erratic, more Scriabinic (hence Rimsky's choice for the 

other). The second theme is in a major key. There is 

extra drama throughout, and a more exciting climax at the 

end. Unfortunately, too, the pianissimo (pp) ending 

20. Bowers, The New Scriabin: Enigma and 
Answers, p. 68. 
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which Scriabin marked in both versions is omitted in the 

Belaieff edition, doubtless another Rimsky suggestion 

based on his more conventional concept of how a "warhorse" 

should end in a blaze of volume as well as glory.21 

In the manuscript the dynamics of the ending are 

altogether different, namely: Figure 9 presents the 

original version of the ending. 

{ 

g 3¡ 
+ , 1 J tar !! 

7,7 

f ` 
y 

' Ü L.r , .. .0 oft- 0001 OIM Mill 
-=-- 

d --- r.111 r"r1..r"1"--+ rr:1.rT2 è- _ - - - .=.--.7==- _ - - _7.--_-_ __-_ 
_ - ---_-_-. _ _=o_ __ _ _.- 

_ - 

Figure 9. Etude in D -Sharp Minor, Opus 8, No. 8. 

Wide melodic skips are found mainly in the left 

hand, and mainly in the works of the first period. Their 

function is not the display of virtuosity, difficult 

21. Bowers, The New Scriabin: Enigma and 
Answers, p. 68. 
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though they may be; they serve to outline a widely spaced 

sonority to be sustained and gathered into rich chords by 

the pedal.22 

Few pianists understand the pedal techniques which 

are possible in Scriabin's music and which Scriabin him- 

self utilized. When there are masses of Scriabin chords, 

only a fluttering pedal and a quarter depth, constantly 

wavering up and down, keeps excess resonance from the 

ear.23 

Randlett further describes Scriabin's use of the 

pedal: Scriabin's love of the piano pedal was apparent 

even during his childhood: 

The piano itself seemed to obsess him: 
he knew and understood every part of its 
action, and regarded the instrument as a 

sacred shrine of music to be treated with 
reverence. He loved to improvise -- with 
such liberal use of the pedals that he wore 
holes in many of his shoes -- and would even 
adopt graceful poses at the piano, imagining 
himself to the cynosure of a vast audience. 

By the time he was sixteen years old, he had 

achieved an unusual mastery of pedaling: 

In January, 1888, at sixteen, Scriabin 
entered the Moscow Conservatoire . . 

His piano professor, V. I. Safonof, who 

22. Randlett, "Elements of Scriabin's Keyboard 
Style," p. 20. 

23. Bowers, The New Scriabin: Enigma and 
Answers, p. 18. 
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succeeded Taneief as Director the following 
year, was delighted with him, above all with 
his pedalling. "He made an instrument breathe." 
"Sasha-like pedalling" was the highest praise 
Safonof could give. "Don't look at his hands; 
look at his feet," he told the class once when 
Scriabin was playing particularly well. 

What the English composer and musicologist Wilfred 

Mellers says about the later music of Scriabin is true of 

his earlier work as well: 'It depends on the pedal effects 

of the modern grand piano, which dominates all Skryabin's 

musical thought, even that for orchestra.' The utter de- 

pendence of Scriabin's sonorities on skilled and generous 

pedalling remains a fixed feature of his style throughout 

his life. But the use of the damper pedal in late roman- 

tic piano music is so complex that it resists notation, 

and so basic to the style that its use is most often taken 

for granted. Scriabin's scores contain relatively few 

pedal markings. Where these notations do appear, they 

are almost always cautionary in nature, instructing the 

performer not to release the bass note prematurely because 

of exaggerated respect for printed note -values and rests. 

The bass supports the entire sonority, and it must be 

sustained so that this sonority can accumulate above it.24 

Scriabin's style is characterized by a great many 

stretches and skips (especially for the left hand, which 

24. Randlett, "Elements of Scriabin's Keyboard 
Style," Piano Quarterly, (Winter, 1970 -71), p. 23. 
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is responsible for the larger intervals in the bass); 

. . . Any gap to be "explained away" as the sonority 

returns to normal . . . . The clearest example is the 

Nocturne of Opus 9, a piece for the left hand alone. 

{ 

- ,-. 
iir,,r .i6tL ry=+i+ i 

I 

; , 

Figure 10. Nocturne for Left Hand Alone, Opus 9. 

Like the Chopin Nocturne in D -Flat Major, Opus 

27, No. 2, composed in 1836, the Scriabin Nocturne for 

Left Hand Alone, Opus 9, composed in 1895, was also writ- 

ten in D -Flat Major, Both have cadenzas in their middle 

sections. The left hand bass patterns have repeated 

arpeggiated figures. Both compositions have ornamented 

melodies. They are both in three parts and have codas. 

It is known that Scriabin's left -hand was extremely 

well- developed if not excessively so. When he came to 

America in 1907, he was called "the left- handed Cossack," 

and photographers took almost as many pictures of his left 

hand as of his face. Reviewers, if they were sarcastic, 

sometimes spoke of how Scriabin's left -hand figurations 

make formidable demands on a pianist. An excellent test 

for memory is to play the left -hand part of a Scriabin 



22 

piece of music while shadow -playing the right hand along 

with it. Often, the left hand will form a sort of sketch 

piece of music, all by itself, as in Figure 11. 25 - - - _----- --- - - - 
r rtx c. 
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Figure 11. Etude in C -Sharp Minor, Opus 2, No. 1. 

Scriabin wrote preludes throughout his career, 

eighty -five in all. Few of them are more than two pages 

long. Like Chopin, Scriabin was a pianist who wrote a 

great deal for the piano. The Twenty -Four Preludes, 

Opus 11, are among the best of Scriabin's early works. 

They resemble Chopin's Twenty -Four Preludes, Opus 28, in 

number, length, and in key relationships. Both Scriabin 

and Chopin begin in C Major and progress to the relative 

minor keys through the circle of fifths until the twenty - 

fourth Prelude in D Minor. 

The Prelude in A Minor, Opus 11, No. 2 has bass 

patterns in three -four time which are similar to the bass 

patterns in many of Chopin's piano works. Note the simi- 

larities in Figures 12 and 13. 

25. Bowers, The New Scriabin: Enigma and 
Answers, p. 18. 
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Figure 12. Prelude in A Minor, Opus 11, No. 2. 

=1.... 

To. 

s + 
* * Taz. * * * 

Figure 13. Chopin Ballade in F Minor, Opus 52. 

The Prelude in G Major, Opus 11, No. 3, is a 

study based on triplet rhythms, two against three, and 

three against four. The Prelude in F -Sharp Minor, Opus 

11, No. 8, has right hand leaps of a tenth while the left 

hand has widely -spaced arpeggiated figures. The two quar- 

ter note motives occurring in sequential patterns in 

two measures followed by two against three with triplets 

in the right hand, constitute the main theme which is 

stated twice, transposed up an interval of a fourth the 

second time. The form is A -A' with a codetta using the 

same motivic material in the A material, only fragmented. 

In addition to the various rolled chords, Scriabin 

uses an alternative method of widening the effective range 

of the hand beyond its normal reach; he writes grace notes. 

These may be single notes, octaves, or in the later works, 
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full chords, sometimes in both hands. Almost always they 

are the notes of the bass sonority, which the pedal must 

catch and sustain while the hands are busy in the middle 

and upper registers. Technically, the device is a rapid 

skip away from it. Rhythmically, it is a type of extreme- 

ly short upbeat. It is an integral part of Scriabin's 

rhythmic and technical styles; but its fundamental purpose 

is the maintenance of a normally spaced sonority. (This 

aspect of Scriabin's piano writing has its analogy in the 

upward skips and breaking of chords found in pieces for 

unaccompanied cello or violin; in both cases, the device 

is absorbed into the style).26 

An example of a passage using grace notes and 

arpeggiated figures can be found in the Fantasy in B Minor, 

Figure 14. 

Figure 14. Fantasy in B Minor, Opus 28. 

26. Randlett, "Elements of Scriabin's Keyboard 
Style," Piano Quarterly (Spring, 1971), p. 22. 
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The Fantasy in B Minor, Opus 28, composed in 1901, 

is an example of a composition at the end of Scriabin's 

first period. The rhythmic motive at the beginning occurs 

throughout the piece. The Fantasy is a theme with seven 

variations based on the opening rhythmic motive. The 

chromatic harmony shows the influence of Wagner and the 

arpeggiated passage work using double note figures show 

the influence of Liszt. The passage work of arpeggiated 

thirds alternating with single notes show similarities 

between Liszt and Scriabin compositions, Un Sospiro, one 

of Three Concert Etudes in D -Flat Major by Liszt (Figure 

15), and the Fantasy in B Minor, Opus 28 (Figure 16). 

Figure 15. Liszt's Un Sospiro, Concert Etude in 
D -Flat Major. 

act-vier. poca, a oto 

crest. poco a oro 

z 

Figure 16. Fantasy in B Minor, Opus 28. 
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Double notes play a small part in the works of 

Scriabin's first period; in the second period they are 

used only rarely; in the third period they return to play 

an important role. 

Octaves are common in Scriabin's first period, 

much less common in the second period, and are rare in the 

third period. In his earliest works there are a few exam- 

ples of virtuoso octaves as shown in Figure 17. 27 
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Figure 17. Fantasy in B Minor, Opus 28. 

In 1903 Scriabin, at thirty -one, had written half 

of his music. He died at age forty -three. In all Scriabin 

wrote twenty -six etudes. The Opus 42 are more sophisti- 

cated than their famous predecessors, the Twelve Etudes of 

Opus 8. The Opus 42 Etudes are complex rhythmically, 

three against five, four against three. The Opus 42 Etudes, 

written in 1903, are middle period works. Number 4 in 

27. Randlett, "Elements of Scriabin's Keyboard 
Style," Piano Quarterly (Fall, 1971), p. 26. 
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F -Sharp Major is a good example of a slow etude in 

A- B -A' -B form. Number 5 in C -Sharp Minor is marked affa- 

nato (breathlessly); it is the largest and most gloom -cast 

etude Scriabin ever wrote. Scriabin played it in perform- 

ance more than any other etude. Its theme (a contraction 

of major thirds (a -c- sharp; e -g- sharp) into minor thirds 

(a -c- sharp; e-g)) appears three times in the same key in 

succession. A new theme occurs twice as an interlude be- 

tween the main theme and its variations. 

Number 6 in D -Flat Major is a melody marked exal- 

tedly in the beginning. This is a study of three against 

five. The texture is thick. There are wide -ranging bass 

as in Figure 7 on page 16. 

Number 7 in F Minor is a short, two -page etude, 

metered in three against four. The melody is constructed 

on double sixths alternating with single notes in the 

right hand. 

Number 8 in E -Flat Major is a study of complex 

rhythms, complicated harmony, and Scriabin's characteristic 

descending melodic line. The B section is a contrasting 

slow chordal section using fourth chords or quartal harmony, 

which is any of various chords consisting of superimposed 

fourths in dissonant combinations with other intervals. 

In a few pieces written during his first and mid- 

dle period, Scriabin uses a simple and traditional chordal 
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texture that moves along slowly and steadily in the middle 

register of the piano. There are no such pieces in his 

last period.28 There are examples of this hymn style in 

Chopin's compositions; for example, the Chopin Ballade in 

F Minor, Opus 52 and the Chopin Ballade in F Major, Opus 

38. Observe the similarities in the following three 

figures. 

1)1j 1) .15,J ar) .;.1! 777 
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3 

Figure 18. Etude in E -Flat Major, Opus 42, No. 8. 
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Figure 19. Chopin Ballade in F Minor, Opus 52. 
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Figure 20. Chopin Ballade in F Major, Opus 38. 

28. Randlett, "Elements of Scriabin's Keyboard 
Style," Piano Quarterly (Spring, 1971), p. 23. 



29 

Scriabin was the first to make deliberate use of 

fourth chords. Several of his compositions are based on 

a single fourth -chord combination, e.g., the so- called 

"mystic chord," c -f- sharp -b- flat- e'- a' -d''. 
JCL a 

Figure 21. "Mystic Chord." 

The German musicologist, Zofia Lissa, suggests that 

Scriabin derives his quartal harmony which led to his 

"mystic chord" from the Chopin Ballade in F Major 

(Figure 20). The first example, the Scriabin Etude in 

E -Flat Major, Opus 42, No. 8 (Figure 18), and the third 

example, the Chopin Ballade in F Major, Opus 38 (Figure 

20) illustrate the use of chords built on fourths.29 

The fourth chords play an important role in the 

harmonic idiom of modern composers (Scriabin, Casella, 

Hindemith, Bartok), replacing the traditional harmonies 

resulting from the superimposition of thirds (triad, 

seventh chord, ninth chord).30 

29. Sofia Lissa, "Zur Genesis des Prometheischen 
Akkords bei A.N. Skrjabin." In Musik des Ostens, Vol. II, 
(1963), p. 172. (Carolyn Gabel, trans.). 

30. "Fourth Chord," Harvard Dictionary of 
Music. 2nd edition, p. 329. 
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Prelude, Opus 74, No. 3, one of the Five Preludes, 

Opus 74, composed in 1914, is an example of Scriabin's 

latest works. The Prelude, No. 3, is constructed on a 

rhythmic motive which occurs in imitation, the left -hand, 

imitating the right -hand. There is no key signature. 

Scriabin used no key signatures after 1908. The tempo 

marking is Allegro drammatico. It is only twenty -six 

bars long. 

The contrast between the two sets of Preludes, 

Opus 11, and Opus 74, is so great as to make one believe 

that two different composers had written them. It is 

amazing that the lyrical, romantic, Chopinesque Opus 11 

Preludes could have been created by the same man who wrote 

the sparse, bleak, almost atonal, Schoenbergian Preludes, 

Opus 74. By the time he had written his last keyboard 

works in 1914, Scriabin was striking out in new directions 

of harmony, theories of mysticism of the relationships of 

light, color, and sound, of a whole new world which we find 

even in the psychedelic seventies. 



CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Like Chopin, Scriabin was a pianist who wrote a 

great deal of music for the piano, including many miniature 

pieces. His earliest compositions are reminiscent of 

Chopin. Even some of the titles are identical: Nocturnes, 

Etudes, Preludes, and Waltzes. Both Chopin and Scriabin 

wrote the same number of opuses, seventy -four opus numbers. 

According to Gervais, what will be the ultimate 

judgment on this music, no one can foresee with certainty. 

The piano works recorded by British pianist Edward Mitchell 

are effective; Mitchell is a disciple of the composer and 

has played Scriabin's entire output . . . . What accounted 

for Scriabin's immediate success was that he appeared in 

an age of transition and experiment which could not ignore 

his creation of new "sonorities" and of a multitude of sub- 

tle effects, both musical and pianistic.31 

Here was a man who had composed for scarcely twenty- 

five years. His compositions for piano number around two 

31. Gervais, p. 830. 

31 
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hundred, and for orchestra, less than a dozen. His entire 

lifetime of sound can be heard in little more than twelve 

hours of listening.32 

32. Bowers, The New Scriabin: Enigma and Answers,' 
p. 101. 



APPENDIX A 

LIST OF WORKS PUBLISHED BY ALEXANDER SCRIABIN 
(1872 -1915) 

33 
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Op. 1. Valse for piano 1893 
Op. 2. 3 pieces for piano 1893 
Op. 3. 10 Nazurkas for piano 1893 
Op. 4. Allegro appassionato for piano 1894 
Op. 5. 2 Nocturnes for piano 1893 
Op. 6. 1st Sonata for piano 1895 
Op. 7. 2 Impromptus á la Mazur for piano . . . 1893 
Op. 8. 12 Studies for piano 1895 
Op. 9. Prelude and Nocturne for piano 1895 
Op. 10. 2 Impromptus for piano 1895 
Op. 11. 24 Preludes for piano 1897 
Op. 12. 2 Impromptus for piano 1897 
Op. 13. 6 Preludes for piano 1897 
Op. 14. 2 Impromptus for piano 1897 
Op. 15. 5 Preludes for piano 1897 
Op. 16. 5 Preludes for piano 1897 
Op. 17. 7 Preludes for piano 1897 
Op. 18. Allegro de Concert for piano 1897 
Op. 19. 2nd Sonata for piano 1898 
Op. 20. Concerto for piano with orchestra . 1898 
Op. 21. Polonaise for piano 1898 
Op. 22. 4 Preludes for piano 1898 
Op. 23. 3rd Sonata for piano 1898 
Op. 24. Réverie for orchestra 1899 
Op. 25. 9 Mazurkas for piano 1899 
Op. 26. 1st Symphony for orchestra and chorus . 1900 
Op. 27. 2 Preludes for piano 1901 
Op. 28. Fantasia for piano 1901 
Op. 29. 2nd Symphony for orchestra 1903 
Op. 30. 4th Sonata for piano 1904 
Op. 31. 4 Preludes for piano 1904 
Op. 32. 2 Poems for piano 1904 
Op. 33. 4 Preludes for piano 1904 
Op. 34. Tragic Poem for piano 1904 
Op. 35. 3 Preludes for piano 1904 
Op. 36. Satanic Poem for piano 1904 
Op. 37. 4 Preludes for piano 1904 
Op. 38. Valse for piano 1904 
Op. 39. 4 Preludes for piano 1904 
Op. 40. 2 Mazurkas for piano 1904 
Op. 41. Poem for piano 1904 
Op. 42. 8 Studies for piano 1904 
Op. 43. 3rd Symphony ( "Divine Poem ") 

for orchestra 1905 
Op. 44. 2 Poems for piano 1905 
Op. 45. 3 pieces for piano 1905 
Op. 46. Scherzo for piano 1905 
Op. 47. Quasi -valse for piano 1905 
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Op. 48. 4 Preludes for piano 1906 
Op. 49. 3 pieces for piano 1906 
Op. 50. Never published 
Op. 51. 4 pieces for piano 1907 
Op. 52. 3 pieces for piano ed Russe de Musique 

1911 
Op. 53. 5th Sonata for piano 1911 
Op. 54. The Poem of Ecstasy, for orchestra . 1908 
Op. 55. Never published 
Op. 56. 4 pieces for piano 1908 
Op. 57. 2 pieces for piano 1908 
Op. 58. "Feuillet d'album," for piano 

(in an album of pieces by Russian composers) 
Op. 59. 2 pieces for piano 1913 
Op. 60. "Prometheus" (The Poem of Fire) for or- 

chestra and piano with organ, chorus, 
and clavier a lumiere 1913 

Op. 61. Poeme- Nocturne for piano 1913 
Op. 62. 6th Sonata for piano 1912 
Op. 63. 2 Poems for piano 1913 
Op. 64. 7th Sonata for piano 1912 
Op. 65. 3 Studies for piano 1913 
Op. 66. 8th Sonata for piano 1913 
Op. 67. 2 Preludes for piano 1913 
Op. 68. 9th Sonata for piano 1913 
Op. 69. 2 Poems for piano 1913 
Op. 70. 10th Sonata for piano 1913 
Op. 71. 2 Poems for piano 1914 
Op. 72. "Vers la flamme" Poem for piano 1914 
Op. 73. 2 Dances for piano 1914 
Op. 74. 5 Preludes for piano 1914 
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