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Samuil Feinberg was an important performing pianist, composer, and one of the 

protagonists of Russian Piano School. Among his numerous piano compositions, the 

Sixth Sonata is one of the most complex and illustrative of his deeply personal musical 

ideas. The following performer's guide offers some ideas on interpreting and performing 

the sonata from the perspective of Russian school pianism. Having trained in Russia for 

nearly a decade with two of Feinberg's most eminent disciples and assistants (Tatiana 

Galitskaya and Liudmila Roschina) makes this author part of living chain back to his 

pedagogical principles. I draw upon my knowledge and expertise to illustrate how 

interpretation of Feinberg's Sonata No. 6 embodies many of the particular and subtle 

aspects of the Russian piano school technique. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Samuil Feinberg (1890-1962) was one of the key figures in the cultural 

phenomenon known nowadays as Russian Piano School. As a piano student of 

Alexander Goldenweiser (1875-1961), Feinberg was a direct descendant of the tradition 

which derives from the romantic pianism of Franz Liszt (1811-1886) and of brothers 

Anton (1829-1894) and Nikolai (1835-1881) Rubinstein, both founders of professional 

music education in Russia, and which continues to Sergey Rachmaninov and to 

Goldenweiser. 

A pianist of “an extraordinary variety of touch and sound, a sharp rhythmic and 

agogic sense, and charisma”1, Feinberg, along with Heinrich Neuhaus (1888-1964) and 

Goldenweiser, was a teacher at the Moscow Conservatory and was one of the most 

active and significant proponents of Russian School piano pedagogy. Feinberg served 

on the faculty of the Moscow Conservatory for forty years (1922-1962), mentoring 

during that time such pianists as Vladimir Natanson (1909-1994), Victor Merzhanov 

(1919-2012), Liudmila Roschina (b. 1928), Tatiana Galitskaya (1938-2002), Victor Bunin 

(b. 1936), Zinaida Ignatieva (b. 1938), and many others. He left several written records 

that nowadays represent the most informative source of knowledge of his pedagogical 

principles: a six hundred-page long treatise Pianizm kak Iskusstvo2 (Pianism as an Art), 

the book Masterstvo Pianista3 (Mastery of a Pianist), and a number of miscellaneous 

articles. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Robert Rimm, The Composer-Pianists: Hamelin and The Eight (Portland, Oregon: Amadeus Press, 
2002), 88. 
2 Samuil Feinberg, Pianizm kak iskusstvo (Moscow: Muzyka, 1969). 
3 Samuil Feinberg, Masterstvo pianista (Moscow: Muzyka, 1978).	  
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In addition to his teaching, researching, and performing, Feinberg dedicated a 

significant part of his artistic life to composition. He studied composition with Nikolai 

Zhilyayev (1881-1938), eminent pupil of Sergey Taneyev (1856-1915), and he was also 

greatly influenced by Alexander Scriabin (1872-1915). Feinberg’s compositional output 

includes three piano concerti, dozens of songs for voice and piano, works for violin and 

piano, and twelve sonatas for piano solo. 

Since Feinberg was accomplished as a composer, a performer4, and a 

pedagogue, his pianistic writings offer an opportunity for an in-depth analysis not only of 

his music, but also of his deeply personal and powerful tenets as piano performer and 

teacher. Such tenets include all the fundamental concepts of Russian piano school 

comprising sound quality, handling of polyphony, subtle use of the pedals, use of 

fingering and of technical solutions to achieve an artistic goal, and a particular way of 

dealing with rhythmical complexity. The present work will demonstrate, through detailed 

interpretive suggestions, how these aspects should be applied in performance. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 In addition to his concert performances, Feinberg has done many recordings that are available 
worldwide. 
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CHAPTER 2 

OVERVIEW OF THE SONATA 

Feinberg’s Sonata No. 6, composed in 1923, is a visionary, multifaceted, and 

remarkably complex work in the early twentieth century modernist style. It is a one-

movement sonata prefaced by an epigraph. Other Russian composers who repeatedly 

wrote one-movement piano sonatas, Feinberg’s contemporaries Alexander Scriabin and 

Nikolaj Medtner (1880-1951) had already used the practice of epigraphs; however, it is 

remarkable that this is the only sonata by Feinberg that has a literary foreword. Initially, 

the epigraph was from Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West: “schauerliche Symbole 

der rinnenden Zeit, deren Tag und Nacht von zahllosen Türmen über Westeuropa hin 

hallende Schläge vielleicht der ungeheuerste Ausdruck sind, dessen ein historisches 

Weltgefühl überhaupt fähig ist” (the dread symbol of the flow of time, and the chimes of 

countless towers that echo day and night over Western Europe are perhaps the most 

wonderful expression of which a historical world-feeling is capable”.5 A short time after 

the first publication of the work, Feinberg replaced the original epigraph (because its 

author was proclaimed in the USSR as Fascist ideologue) with one from the Russian 

poet Fyodor Tyutchev (1803-1873): 

Часов однообразный бой, 
Томительная ночи повесть! 
Язык для всех равно чужой 
И внятный каждому, как совесть! 
 
 
Кто без тоски внимал из нас, 
Среди всемирного молчанья, 
Глухие времени стенанья, 
Пророчески-прощальный глас? 

 

(A monotonous toll of clocks,  
A lingering story of the night!  
It is a language that is foreign  
And clear to everyone, like a voice of 
conscience! 
 
Who of us have listened without anguish,  
In the all-embracing silence,  
To these obscure moans of time,  
To this prophetic voice of a farewell?) 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Oswald Spengler, The Decline of the West (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1939), 14.  
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The philosophical meaning and the emotional atmosphere of the literary images 

are reflected in the sonata’s dense and lugubrious music. The reference to the sound of 

the bells as well as the depiction of the night, found in the original epigraph as well as in 

the second one, play an essential role in both the flow of the piece and in the 

performer’s choice of tonal palette. 

The sonata’s opening motive is a clear representation of the image of the bells, 

and this initial motive will dominate throughout the sonata, appearing repeatedly and 

playing the role of leitmotif. The motive is built on two melodic intervals: a perfect fourth 

followed by an augmented fourth. 

A group of themes make up the first part of a freely interpreted sonata allegro 

form.6 This thematic group starts with the opening motive in B minor and lasts for 

several pages, undergoing variations and both polyphonic and motivic development. 

The transitional theme (measures 72-85) modulates to F minor, the key of the second 

section, which is also composed of a group of themes. The conclusion of the exposition 

starts in measure 118 and is in B flat minor. Thus, the key structure of the exposition 

represents the inverted intervallic sequence of the opening motive: B minor – F minor (a 

tritone distance from the first key) – B flat minor (a perfect fourth away from the previous 

key). 

An abundant use of polyphonic and motivic development of the themes in the 

Exposition allows for a relatively short development section (measures 125-159), 

followed by the abbreviated recapitulation. Remarkably, the tonics of the two themes of 

the recapitulation (second part in E minor and Conclusion in B minor) are a perfect 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 The full score of the sonata is available for review online at 
http://imslp.org/wiki/Piano_Sonata_No.6,_Op.13_(Feinberg,_Samuil). 
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fourth apart. “The choice of the intervals that serve for the bell-like motive as well as for 

the harmonic basis of the sonata is not arbitrary: the tradition of combining the tritons for 

the sake of imitation of the sound of bells goes back to Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov. 

Therefore, such intervallic sequence does not only have a depictive role, but it also 

provokes certain imagery associations.”7 

As Larry Sitsky says in his article on Feinberg8, “Feinberg's importance as a 

composer lies… in the singularity of his thought and the pushing further the boundaries 

of piano technique”, and his “Sonata No. 6 is possibly the most successful of the series 

as a total work of art”. This sonata is fertile ground for exploring the problems that 

pianists encounter in interpreting Russian music. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Irina Ukhova, “Fortepiannye sonaty S. E. Feinberga”, in S. E. Feinberg pianist, kompozitor, issledovatel’, 
edited by Irina Likhacheva (Moscow: Sovetskiy kompozitor, 1984), 100.  
8 Larry Sitsky, Music of the Repressed Russian Avant-garde, 1900-1929 (Westport/London: Greenwood 
Press, 1994), 183-198.	  
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CHAPTER 3 

PIANISTIC AND PEDAGOGICAL ANALYSIS 

3.1 Sound Quality 

The most fundamental concepts of Russian piano school include sound quality, 

handling of polyphony, subtle use of the pedals, use of fingering and of technical 

solutions to achieve an artistic goal, as well as a particular way of dealing with 

rhythmical complexity. 

The performer’s attentiveness to sound quality can certainly be identified as a 

central focus in the preparation of the sonata. Each note needs to have a singing tone, 

according to the tradition which “started at the times of Anton Rubinstein, was confirmed 

and developed by Rachmaninov and thus became a radically new way of sound 

production… ‘Russian’ sound sings”.9 

Included in the concept of Russian sound is a search for the sound character, i.e. 

for a specific timbre that corresponds to a musical image and to the character of every 

fragment of a phrase. This work has been the cornerstone of Russian piano school 

since the very beginning. Anton and Nikolai Rubinstein amazed their contemporaries 

with their mastery of sound production, which “served as practical school to many 

pianists”.10  Since that time, Russian piano school has considered sound to be the main 

expressive means of a pianist.  Heinrich Neuhaus wrote that “the first task and the most 

important duty of any pianist is the work on the sound”11, continuing the tradition of 

9 Vladimir Kraynev, “Sploshnaya elektrifikatsiya: vsem vsyo do lampochki”, Novaya gazeta Issue 11, 
2000, URL: https://www.novayahazeta.ru/articles/2000/02/14/9747-vladimir-kraynev (accessed 
September 16, 2016). 
10 Aleksander Alekseyev, Istoriya fortepiannogo iskusstva Chast' II (Moscow: Muzyka, 1988), 284. 
11 Heinrich Neuhaus, Ob iskusstve fortepiannoy igry (Moscow: Muzyka, 1982), 66.	  
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Anton Rubinstein who used to say that the piano is “one hundred instruments”.12 The 

sound of each note is made up of many component parts – its articulation, duration, 

pedal, dynamic etc. – but its timbre or “touch” is the component that is in the primary 

focus of Russian school pianism. Pianists, according to Feinberg, “are capable… of 

giving to each voice, to each phrase and even to every single note a special 

expressiveness, its own nuance”.13 According to Alexander Alekseyev, Feinberg’s 

sound was “elevated”, “nervously expressive”, “impulsive or flying”, and “it also 

characterizes the sound of his compositions”.14 

Work on the character of sound is one of the most challenging stages in the 

preparation of the Sonata, and it is also the most creative one. A performer needs to 

discover the meaning of the musical text and to find appropriate timbres for every 

section, every phrase and every note. Obviously, the composer’s markings and 

character suggestions serve as the main guidance in this search for “colors”. 

The first example of this work on sound can be found at the very beginning of the 

Sonata, in its two initial measures. 

1  2 

Example 1. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 1-2 

12 Neuhaus, Ob iskusstve fortepiannoy igry, 67. 
13 Feinberg, Masterstvo pianista, 23. 
14 Aleksander Alekseyev, Istoriya fortepiannogo iskusstva Chast' III (Moscow: Muzyka, 1982), 214.	  
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According to the composer’s indication, a pianist needs to create a mysterious 

atmosphere in a pianissimo dynamic. It is important to note that the tempo indication 

Non troppo largo along with the metronome marking  speak not only about the 

tempo but also about the character. The whole notes are marked staccato (which is 

already attention-grabbing), yet they have the laissez vibrer slurs for all of them except 

for the last one in the measure. 

In order to achieve the right sound quality, it is essential to conjure the image 

connected to each sound. The first epigraph to the sonata, “chimes of… clock towers 

that echo day and night…”15, is depicted by the alternation between low and high 

registers, painting night and day respectively. Additional iconographic sound imagery 

references the sound of bells – a typical reference in Russian music as a whole. Both 

the visual image and the contextual interpretation of these measures may, of course, 

differ from one pianist to another, but it is essential for a performer to have a clear 

image before embarking on the opening bars. 

In order to obtain a brighter sound for the three unisons in the high register 

(“day”), while still maintaining the same pianissimo dynamic intensity as the notes 

before, the pianist must find a very special balance not only between the notes inside 

the octave unison, but also between the lower motive and the sonority of the higher 

notes. In addition, the “aftersound”, the vibration that remains in the air, is also needed. 

This can be understood from the additional ligatures without notes. To create a feeling 

of the air, of the atmosphere in the pianistic sound, a pianist needs the following: 

15 Spengler, The Decline of the West, 14. 
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1) An appropriate hand position: fingers not too curved16;

2) Wrist kept very high, distant from the keys, with the maximum of relaxation

and flexibility in it;

3) A lot of space under the palm (between the palm and the keyboard);

4) A slow and well-directed motion – up or sideways – of the lower arm and, as

a consequence, of the wrist, and

5) A very soft and gentle touch with all the weight focused on the fingertips.

The sixth note, without a staccato and a slur, should be produced with a motion 

down and a change in both the touch and in the hand position: staying wholly above the 

keys to maintain pp, the hand now needs a more rounded shape with curved fingers, 

with as much space as possible between the hand and the keyboard.17 Such changes 

result in a more closed sound, which is needed at the end of a measure with a  above 

the bar line. 

Another fragment that needs special guidance in terms of sound color is the 

phrase in measures 10-13, with the composer’s marking Inquieto: 

9     10

16 See the illustration in Appenix A, Figure 1. 
17 See the illustration in Appenix A, Figure 2.	  
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11                                                                                              12 

 

13                                                                                              14 

 

Example 2. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 9-14 

 

The challenge here is to create a sound that is both anxious (inquieto) and 

sustained (sostenuto), as indicated by the composer. This can be done with the 

following technique: the “A”s in the top voice should all be deliberately played with the 

same touch (and volume) with the fifth finger, keeping this finger as tall as possible and 

with a motion that has a clear direction down. The middle grace notes should be played 

with very distinct dynamic differences. For example, one could crescendo to the lowest 

note, sometimes play the second and third grace notes marcato while playing the lowest 

note on the chord piano; and occasionally one could play all three notes following the 

top A at the same dynamic level. By varying the treatment of the short notes while 
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maintaining the equal dynamic treatment of the “A”s the effect of inquieto and sostenuto 

can be achieved. 

There is another challenge inherent in this phrase. Even though the texture in 

both hands appears to be very similar, the sound of the lowest notes in each hand 

needs to be completely different. In the right hand, the lowest notes should be played 

with the thumb in a tall position in order to touch the key with just a thin part of its tip. 

This is because the role of these notes is to contribute to the harmony and to the above-

mentioned mixed feeling of inquieto and sostenuto. Quite to the contrary, the lowest 

notes of the left hand are part of the melody. To play these melodic notes with a singing 

tone, they should be taken with a slow attack and accompanied by an elbow motion 

outward.18 

The sound of the chords with such dynamic markings as ƒƒƒ, ƒƒƒƒ, and sƒƒƒƒ 

requires particular attention from a performer, especially when this extreme volume 

dominates through the whole page of musical text: 

185     186    187     188     189         

18 See the illustration of the elbow positions in Figures 3a and 3b. 
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190                                          191                    192                    193                          194 

 

 
 
195                              196                      197                 198                         199                      200 

 
 
 
201                                 202                                   203                            204                     205        

 

Example 3. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 185-205 
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A pianist needs to read the dynamic markings in view of the character and tempo 

markings given by the composer: accelerando, precipitato, furioso. Obviously, ƒƒƒƒ 

requires the maximum amount of sound a pianist can produce. However, the performer 

needs to voice the chords in such a way that they continue to be part of a musical line, 

not just a vertical series of chords. Such voicing can be achieved by emphasizing only 

some of the notes in the chords, mostly those that are not next to each other. For 

instance, the first chord of measure 194 (Furioso) should be voiced as follows: the 

strongest notes, from the bottom to the top, are E (the bass), B♭, G♯, C♯, and G♯, while 

the notes in the middle “fill in” the chord with a gentler sound. Such voicing requires not 

only creativity, but also the ability to listen harmonically. This ability contributes to a 

convincing voicing decision for each chord in the progression. In addition, a pianist 

needs to distribute the power according to the register of each chord, taking into 

consideration that the different registers of the piano, depending on the make and 

model of the instrument, have dissimilar powers of projection. 

3.2  Work on Polyphony 

In addition to the attention to characteristics of sound, another basic feature of 

Russian piano school is a particular attention to performing the polyphonic textures. The 

abundant presence of polyphony is typical for Russian piano music in general. The use 

of polyphonic genres, especially fugues, has an important role in the compositional 

outputs of Mikhail Glinka (1804-1857), Alexander Glazunov (1865-1936), Sergey 

Taneyev, and Dmitry Shostakovich (1906-1975), among others. The music of Pyotr 

Tchaikovsky (1840-1893), Sergey Rachmaninov (1873-1943) and Sergey Prokofiev 
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(1891-1953) widely use various types of contrapuntal and polyphonic textures 

throughout their music. An understanding of the nature of this polyphony is vital to a 

good interpretation of the music of Russian composers, and thus tradition of Russian 

pianism. 

The presence of polyphony throughout Feinberg’s Sixth Sonata is an intrinsic 

part of its very complex philosophical and emotional content, ranging “from the great 

concentration of an icy funeral march, through a melancholic waltz, to the waves of 

mighty emotional splashes symbolizing world cataclysms”.19 Such “polyphonic 

sophistication demands very complex voicing”20, and a pianist must be able to use 

“myriad ways of producing a sound which corresponds to myriad timbres and 

nuances”.21 In order to properly achieve this mastery of touch, a pianist needs first to 

recognize each type of polyphonic texture in the text of the Sonata, including not only 

visually obvious polyphonic textures with independent voices developing autonomously 

or imitating one another, but also the typically Russian non-constant 

“multivoicedness”22: “the main melody and the landscape-like background are almost 

indistinguishable, intertwining with the third voice, which joins suavely this complex 

polyphonic lacework”.23 This particular kind of polyphony is a direct consequence of the 

folk-song origin of Russian piano music24, with its earliest works being variations on folk 

tunes, in which homophonic nature is inseparable from the idea of multivoicedness. It 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 Mark Fuksman, “The Toll of Time: Samuil Feinberg’s Sonata No. 6”, DMA diss., Arizona State 
University, 2010, ProQuest Dissertations Publishing (3425764), 31. 
20 Fuksman, The Toll of Time, 53. 
21 Feinberg, Pianizm kak iskusstvo, 175. 
22 The term is borrowed from Rethinking Language, Mind, and World Dialogically: Interactional and 
Contextual Theories of Human Sense-Making by Per Linell (Charlotte, NC: Information Age Publishing, 
2009), 117. 
23 Vera Bryantseva, Fortepiannye p'yesy Rakhmaninova (Moscow: Muzyka, 1966), 117. 
24 Aleksander Alekseyev, Russkaya fortepiannaya muzyka (Moscow: Izdatel’stvo Akademii Nauk SSSR, 
1963), 13-17. 
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should be first recognized in the apparently homophonic texture, and when found and 

“heard”, it needs to be brought to the listener’s attention by particular pianistic means. 

In measures 34-39 of the sonata, the sixteenth notes first constitute a melodic 

figuration that accompanies thematically more important material in the left hand. All of 

a sudden, this voice bifurcates, and the imitation of the bass line, indicated in the score 

with the stems up, needs to be played expressively, as it has transformed into thematic 

material, and is no longer accompanying figuration. If a pianist does not pay special 

attention to the color of this new voice, listeners will not perceive it as such. The 

distinctive color for this new voice can be achieved with a very fast attack of the fingers. 

In each of the two note motives in the right hand, the fifth finger should always be used 

on the first note, and the fourth can be used on the second, if a pianist’s hand allows 

such stretch. It is also necessary to maintain a difference in the dynamic level of the two 

voices in the right hand: none of the notes that belong to the remaining figuration line 

should be louder than the new voice. 

 

34                                                             35                                                      36 
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37                                                                   38                                                   39 

 

Example 4. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 34-39 

 

The polyphonic sound implies different “timbres”, “colors” of the voices and 

layers. This does not come exclusively from dynamics, yet dynamic differences serve as 

the initial but very important step in preparing to perform the polyphonic texture. In the 

Sonata, the polyphonic voices may require different timbres even while following only 

one dynamic path, as in measure 15. 

 

15                                                

 

Example 5. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, m. 15 

 

The pianist’s first task is to separate out the distinct voices and determine the 

dynamic differences (balance) between the voices. After having practiced the voices in 
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their different volumes, the dynamic range may be brought closer, keeping the direction 

of each voice as clear as it was before. After this, a pianist needs to distribute the colors 

between the voices in such a way that: 

1) The top voice has the most focused sound (A♯ – B – C♯ – D – G♮ – G♯ – G♮ –

G♯ – A♯), achieved by a fast attack and "tall" fingers25, i.e. not too curved; 

2) The “hidden” voice in the middle should be played legatissimo and with the

smoothest crescendo, so that it can also be heard as a separate line (G♮ – F♮ – E – 

C♯);  

3) The sound of both the highest and the lowest voices is very distinct from the

middle voices: each note of the outer voices needs to be accompanied by a slight hand 

motion, so that the hand’s weight makes the sound present even when not played 

above a mf; 

4) The “echoing” sixteenth notes (two C♯ in the right hand) are not to be

confused with any of the structurally important voices, as well as the tritones doubling 

the middle voice (B♭ and G added to E and C♯, respectively, in the left hand). All these 

must be heard only as an addition to the voices and not as a separate voice, because 

both “echoing” notes and “doubling” notes form the same tritone. 

All polyphonic passages in this Sonata require a performer to be able to play at 

least two “sound images” at once, sometimes even in one hand. This incredible variety 

of touch requires maximum freedom of technical command. 

25 See the illustration in Figure 4. 
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3.3  Rhythmic Organization 

“A Musician’s Bible starts with the words, ‘and there was the rhythm’, never 

forget this”26, said Feinberg’s colleague Heinrich Neuhaus. Russian piano school’s 

protagonists Goldenweiser, Neuhaus and Feinberg have dedicated many pages of their 

writings on piano playing to the issue of rhythmic organization in music and how to 

manage it in performance. 

The rhythmic organization of the Sonata is extremely challenging, as it is based 

not only on the use of complex, syncopated rhythms and diversity of the rhythmic 

figures in all voices participating in the polyphonic texture, but also on constant changes 

of the multi-rhythmic patterns and of the tempo. In order to achieve a satisfying 

performance, such an intricate musical text needs, in the words of Alexander 

Goldenweiser, to “first of all be set on the railway of rhythm”27, which means that in the 

first place the interpreter must find the musical direction and move in the very strict 

limits of rhythmical precision. Only after that can it be “turned into a free, live rhythm”.28  

This way the rhythm of the composer becomes a “performer’s rhythm”, as Feinberg 

called it, considering this performer’s rhythm to be one of the tools for an individual 

interpretation. “The actual sound of the music”, he wrote, “is a synthesis of the given 

metrical basis and of a performer’s rhythm. Every new interpretation combines the 

constant qualities of the meter with a variable of the rhythm, which allows for the change 

of view on the composer’s design”.29 

26 Neuhaus, Ob iskusstve fortepiannoy igry, 65. 
27	  Aleksander Goldenweiser, Sovety pedagoga-pianista, in Pianisty rasskazyvayut, ed. by Mikhail Sokolov 
(Moscow: Sovetskiy kompozitor, 1979), 166.	  
28 Goldenweiser, Sovety pedagoga-pianista, 166. 
29 Feinberg, Pianizm kak iskusstvo, 424. 
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The extremely complex rhythmic and metric organization of the sonata includes 

not only the nearly comprehensive variety of values (from thirty-second notes to whole 

notes) accompanied by continuous meter and tempo changes, but also, in many 

instances, an intricate combination of the rhythms of different voices present at the 

same time, as in measures 129-130. 

 

129                                                                                        130  

 

Example 6. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 129-130 

 

A pianist’s work on the rhythmical organization of this fragment should start with 

the most precise reading and metronomic performing of each value, with a particular 

attention to the gradation between the sixteenth note and the thirty-second note at the 

ends of the measures and the grace notes in measure 129. Secondly, the pianist needs 

to make sure that the accents in the left-hand octaves in measure 130 should not 

provoke a shift of the bar line: the downbeat needs to be clearly felt and marked. To do 

so, the downbeat must not only be played with a slightly heavier sound than the rest of 

the measure, but also legato beginning with the pick-up. Legato between G♯ and B can 

be achieved by maintaining the brightest timbre for these two notes and, most 
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importantly, by keeping exactly the same volume proportion between the main voice 

(top voice on the left-hand line) and all the lower voices. When the above-mentioned 

rhythmic ideas are clearly performed, a pianist’s task is to express the composer’s 

marking grave ma poco inquieto in measure 130. Such indication implies principally a 

steady tempo with minimum rubato, which should be achieved by a tiny lengthening of 

the first sixteenths of the second and third beat in measure 130. This tiny rubato will not 

only create a somewhat disquieted feeling in the main voice, but will also mark the 

syncopated line of the right hand chords. 

Performer’s rhythm very often depends not only on the musical image of a given 

phrase, but also on the metric and tempo context in which a phrase is found. From this 

standpoint, it is very challenging to find the appropriate amount of freedom, for instance, 

for measures 16-24. 

 

15                                                                                        16                                     17  
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21                                                                                            22  
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23                                                                                                              24 

 
Example 7. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 15-24 

 

Remarkably, in the midst of the long measures with the most complicated 

texture, there is a measure that consists of only one note (measure 18), with the meter 

changed to ¼ for this sole bar and the tempo marking Grave (  di cominciamento). 

This measure is followed by a section which consist of a few lengthy bars. At the end 

of these bars there is a fermata on an eighth-note rest and a slow pick-up (both in 

ritardando) to a much faster section. Obviously, the ¼ measure has a crucial role in 

the structure of the piece, due to the context it creates for the theme that follows 

(Grave). Therefore, a performer needs to find an appropriate length for the E♯ of the ¼ 

measure, so that it sounds as a single measure and by no means as a continuation of 

the measure before. The composer indeed leaves the decision totally up to the 

performer, as the previous measures have many relative tempo indications (poco 

allargando – più mosso – accelerando – calando), and none of them has a metronome 

marking. The appropriate length of this measure is the one that differs perceptively 

from a quarter note tempo length of both the tempos before and after. It is also 
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indispensable to evaluate the time of the rests with a fermata and the ritardando at the 

end of the phrase (in measure 23) and make them shorter than the ¼ measure 18. 

The performer’s rhythm in measures 19-23 is predisposed by the indication 

Grave and the allusion to the beginning of the sonata. In this section, the leitmotif of 

the work is framed with sixteen-notes triplets, and both of those should certainly be 

played with almost no rubato, in order to maintain the bell-like nature of the leitmotif, 

and also to make it heard as a separate voice that does not disappear in the 

surrounding figurations. However, some freedom is needed in this fragment, 

especially when piano echoes fortissimo passages. The given short rest before the 

piano should be slightly prolonged in order for the post-sound to go away, and the 

following grace notes should add time to the rest rather than to the notes they 

precede. In addition, between measures 19 and 20 a short breath can also be very 

convincing, as it would reflect the initial structure of the leitmotif, with the fermata on 

the bar-line in measures 1 and 2. Such an interpretation of the rhythmic organization 

of this fragment represents a performer’s rhythm along with an accurate realization of 

the composer’s indication – Grave. 

3.4 Work on Pedaling 

Subtle and expert use of pedaling is, undoubtedly, among the most principal 

components of Russian piano school. This includes everything from the deep pedal (all 

the way down to the floor) to half- and even quarter-pedal, with different frequency; it 

also includes hand-pedal as well as a particular skill of re-taking silently the pedaled 

notes in order to allow for an extra pedal change. In Feinberg’s own words, pedaling 
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needs not only “to correspond to the style of the composition’s epoch, of the 

composition itself, and to the articulation used in every given case”, but also “to be 

varied and courageous”.30 Feinberg also used to say that music, like a human speech, 

needs breathing, in which the pedal plays the main role, not only through wise use of it 

but also with a “purposed absence of it in the appropriate places, especially on the 

edges between different parts of musical material”.31 

In many parts of the sonata, such as, for example, Largo funebre in measures 

218-219, a virtuoso command of all possible varieties of pedaling is required. 

 

218                                                                                           219 

 

Example 8. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 218-219 

 

In this fragment, frequent pedal changes are indispensable for the top voice of 

the left hand – otherwise the pp could be ruined by the accumulation of chromatic notes. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Eleonora Iosiovich, Ob ispolnitel’skikh i pedagogicheskikh printsipakh Samuila Evgen’evicha Feinberga 
(zametki uchenitsy), in Professora ispolnitel’skih klassov Moskovskoy Konservatorii, Vypusk III, comp. 
and ed. Alexander Merkulov (Moscow: Moskovskaya Konservatoriya, 2007), 162-163. 
31 Iosiovich, Ob ispolnitel’skih i pedagogicheskih printsipach Samuila Evgen’evicha Feinberga, 163. 
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However, a pianist needs to represent clearly the return, this time in the lowest voice, of 

the first motive (the bell-like theme from the opening of the sonata) in which the third 

note of the slur was sustained on a long pedal. Therefore, the half note C♮ needs to be 

played on the pedal and then needs to be retaken silently after the A♯ octave is played, 

so that it remains audible when the new pedal is used on the following D♮. In addition, 

finger pedal should be used in the right hand in these measures: the triplets also allude 

to the opening motive and therefore should be performed with the same sustained 

sound. 

One of the structurally important components of the first part of the sonata 

allegro, the motivic element that appears for the first time in measure 10 (see Example 

2) and comes back multiple times throughout the sonata, also requires a particular 

attention to the pedaling. In the first representation of this one-measure long motive, 

pedaling is challenging mostly due to the texture: the motive is played in the lowest 

layer (the bass line built with the accented quarter notes E♯ – F♯ – C♯ – C♯ – C♮ – B), 

and the quarter notes above are, apparently, the chords that provide harmonization. 

However, each of these chords is preceded with three grace notes, with the first and the 

third ones being sustained for the whole value of the chord. For almost the entire 

measure the sustained grace notes have purely harmonic function, but on beats 5 and 

6, the accented D♮ and D♯ are given the role of Russian-style polyphonic inserts. The 

composer’s dynamic indication for the motive is crescendo at the beginning and 

diminuendo toward the end, while the new “voice” has not only the accents but also a 

crescendo indication. However, the structurally important motive must not get lost 

because of the multivoicedness of the texture, so the dynamics should be scaled down 
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as much as possible, and the voice born from the harmonic notes of the previous 

chords should be heard through particular use of pedal. The special pedaling of this 

fragment should be as follows:  

1) For the first two beats, the pianist needs to take the pedal on the first grace 

note and then retake it on the third one, so that the sustained notes keep 

ringing in spite of the hand stretch that does not permit all the sustained 

notes be held by the fingers alone;  

2) For beats three and four, since the accelerando is starting and it is possible to 

sustain all the slurred notes with the fingers, the pedal should only be used on 

the lowest notes, not on the grace notes; 

3) On the last two beats the pedal should be taken right on the first grace note 

and be kept without a change until the following beat. 

Such use of pedal serves to represent the insertion of the new voice, and in 

measure 13, where all of the three grace notes need to be sustained, it also helps in 

performing their longer duration. 

 

13                                                

 

Example 9. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, m. 13 
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The Affrettando section in measures 62-65 calls one more time for a virtuosic use 

of pedal. In the repeated rhythmic pattern the sixteen-note pick-up leads to the quarter 

note on the beat, in the fast tempo, while the articulation is staccato on both longer and 

shorter chords. 

 

62                                                  63                                  64                                         65	  

 

Example 10. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 62-65 

 

The harmonies on the sixteenth-note chord and on the following quarter-note 

chord are always different, therefore one pedal connecting the two chords cannot be 

used. Two pedals (one per each chord) are not possible either, as the tempo is fast 

and the composer’s indication affrettando requires a continuous flow, uninterrupted and 

in accelerando. The solution here is to use a very light pedal, not even a half-pedal but 

one with just a superficial touch of the foot, one for both chords. Such pedaling allows 

only a minimum part of the overtones to be heard, avoiding a dry sound while still 

allowing the composer’s articulation of portato (staccato under the slur) to be fully 

achieved, with a due difference between staccato on a sixteenth note versus staccato 

on a quarter note.   
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Measures 70 and 71 of the following Pesante section have an apparently similar 

texture to the one in measures 62-65 (the above-mentioned Affrettando). 

 

70                                                71 

 

Example 11. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 70-71 

 

The use of pedal here is, however, completely different. A pianist must not get 

confused with the same grouping of pairs of chords and needs to realize that there are 

important differences here. Besides the obvious tempo change, the harmony is now 

the same on the sixteen-note chords and on the following eighth-note/quarter-note 

chords, unlike the previous passage, and the articulation is different on the longer 

chords. Such simplification of the texture allows for a simpler use of pedal, which can 

be taken in a regular “deep” way on the pick-up chord and held until the end of the 

second chord (in which case the articulation of the pick-ups needs to be staccatissimo). 

Another solution can be to retake the pedal on the second chord, in order to have a 

clear staccato on the pick-up and no staccato on the second chord. 
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3.5  Other Interpretive Aspects 

In addition to the above-mentioned examples of work on sound quality, 

polyphony, rhythmic organization of the musical text, and pedaling, there are some 

other aspects of pianistic work that Russian piano school prioritizes, which also need to 

be incorporated into interpretive work on the sonata. Such aspects include a varied and 

specific dynamic palette, properly proportioned tempo relationships, precise fingering to 

facilitate both technical and expressive goals, and careful use of agogics.  

The dynamic palette of the sonata, which includes such extreme forte as in 

measures 191-203 (where the composer’s markings range from ƒƒƒ to sƒƒƒƒ), also 

includes an extensive variety of piano markings. Even though the soft dynamic 

markings are mostly p and pp, they should be considered in the context of their 

expressive and structural role. For instance, pianissimo in measure 1-2 (misterioso) 

compared to pianissimo in measure 128 (quasi coro), as well as piano in measure 10 

(sostenuto) versus piano in measures 35-36 (volando), suggest not only the difference 

in the timbres of pianistic sound, but also differences in volume.  

1   2 

Example 12a. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 1-2 
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127                                                                                    128 

 

Example 12b. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 127-128 

 

9                                                                                    10 

 

Example 13a. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 9-10 

 

34                                                           35                                                     36 

 

Example 13b. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 34-36 
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 This way, the same dynamics are being performed differently, which helps the 

performer to create a relationship among them throughout the piece. The listener should 

be able to then perceive a pathway of the dynamics, from the softest spots to the more 

intense ones – not necessarily in progressive or diminishing order, of course, but with a 

logical development that the pianist needs to create. This pathway, or relationship 

among the dynamic differences, is one of the indispensable tools of representing the 

musical form of the piece in performance, illuminating the architecture of the sonata. 

Another essential element in the presentation of form in the sonata is the 

proportion between its continuously changing tempos. Extremely frequent tempo 

changes are very characteristic of Russian piano music of the early twentieth century. In 

this sonata, where the tempos often change every two or three bars, each of the new 

tempos should be planned not only in relationship to the previous and the following 

ones, but also in correlation to all the other tempo changes throughout the sonata. 

Essential to creating the necessary sound world is the choice of fingering. 

“Fingering, along with other technical means, depends not only on a comfortable and 

efficient distribution of notes between the fingers, but also on the character and the style 

of the piece”, Feinberg wrote in his treatise “Pianism as an Art”.32 “Fingering is an 

extremely important artistic factor… the fifth finger is deprived, to a certain degree, of 

the intense expressiveness which is characteristic of the second and of the third fingers. 

The fourth finger, on the contrary, is capable of a superior refinement of the sound… 

fingering in piano performance plays a role of instrumentation”.33 Therefore, relying on 

the composer’s own ideas, even in such a technically demanding piece as this sonata, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 Feinberg, Pianizm kak iskusstvo, 288. 
33 Feinberg, Pianizm kak iskusstvo, 287-288. 
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the pianist needs to make fingering choices not just for the gymnastics of hitting all the 

notes, but in order to achieve the most sophisticated sound. 

The sonata has a lot of helpful and meaningful fingering indications by the 

composer. In measure 33, for example, Feinberg writes what at first seems to be an 

unusual fingering for the right hand: finger five immediately after the thumb, with a jump 

from F down to D: 

 

31                                                             32                                                     33 

 

Example 14. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 31-33 

 

One might think that another finger (perhaps three or four) would be safer for the 

jump from F to D. The composer’s choice of fingering, however, serves an expressive 

purpose here. Having fingers one and two on F and G♭, with the weaker fingers five and 

four on the remaining notes, makes F and G♭ sound like a hidden voice, thus creating a 

counterpoint to the half-step motives of the left hand. 

Agogics in performing the sonata require particular attention. Feinberg, a devoted 

follower and advocate of the music of Scriabin, demands the same strong agogic 

sense in his own piano music. A use of “mini-rubato” is constantly needed in 

performing the sonata: in order to shape its motivic elements and emphasize the 
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important notes without an excessive use of accents or dynamic changes, the duration 

of some notes can be slightly lengthened or shortened, depending on the context. For 

example, in measures 123-124 the unusual grouping in the right hand requires a 

minimum lengthening of the first eighth-note of each group, which will allow the 

grouping to be heard, while the sense of downbeat will be evident with the help of the 

dynamics: 

 

123                                                                               124 

 

Example 15. Samuil Feinberg Sonata No. 6, mm. 123-124 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Since the art of piano performance was born, there has been a debate about the 

balance between a precise execution of the composer’s notations and the role of the 

performer’s own artistic personality in interpreting the musical text. In the treatise 

Pianism as an Art, Feinberg argued that it is when a performer puts his maximum effort 

into understanding and transmitting the composer’s intentions, that he will inevitably 

deliver his own interpretation to the maximum extent: “The deeper and more penetrating 

is the reading of the composer’s text, the richer and more significant is our performance 

of it”.34 

Undoubtedly, the composer’s indications are very closely connected to his or her 

intentions as to structure and content of the music. Therefore, it follows that a performer 

needs to adhere to those indications in order to get closer to the original ideas 

expressed with the musical text. However, most of the composer’s indications, with the 

exception of metronomic markings and pitches, are relative and not absolute, and 

therefore provide for an infinite number of possible realizations. Any given indication (for 

example, crescendo or ritenuto) can be understood and performed in numerous 

different ways; besides, any single indication is always found in the context of many 

others indications. Thus the number of possible realizations increases dramatically 

when we consider performing all of those indications simultaneously. Therefore, with 

immeasurable interpretive variants, the more carefully the performer strives to follow the 

composer’s indications, the more room there is for the performer to reveal his or her 

individuality. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Feinberg, Pianizm kak iskusstvo, 78. 
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In Feinberg’s Sixth Sonata, there is hardly one measure without a tempo, 

dynamic, articulation, or character marking. It allows and obligates a pianist to generate 

and deepen a thoughtful interpretation based on a careful reading of the composer’s 

intentions. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

The present performer’s analysis of Feinberg’s Sonata No. 6 uses the sonata to 

explore the philosophy and implementation of some of the fundamental concepts of 

Russian school pianism. These concepts include determining the goals which a pianist 

sets as indispensable for working on a piece of music and which concern a particular 

and dominating attention to the quality and to the variety of sound, to performing the 

intricate and diverse polyphonic textures, to managing the complex rhythmic 

organization, and to particular and virtuosic use of pedaling, among others. 

Furthermore, these concepts embrace some technical solutions and principles that 

pianists can apply to achieve their artistic goals. 

In the art of piano performance, the most vital way of transmitting knowledge is 

from mouth to mouth from one generation of pianists to another. It is essential, however, 

to constantly explore, collect and spread also the aspects of knowledge that can be 

described and discussed on paper. This part of knowledge should be written, and the 

present study is a humble attempt to make a contribution in this field. 
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Figure 1. The illustration of the hand position used for the performance of the first notes 

of the initial motive of the sonata, with the fingers not too curved (measure 1, beats one 

to five) 

Figure 2. The illustration of the hand position appropriate for the closing sound of the 

sixth note of the initial motive of the sonata (measure 1, beat six) 
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Figure 3a. The illustration of the left elbow position used for playing the sustained grace 

notes of measure 10 

Figure 3b. The illustration of the left elbow position after it has moved outwards as the 

melodic note of the bass line is played (measure 10) 
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Figure 4. The illustration of the “tall” fingers used for the polyphonic passage in measure 

15 
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