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The compositions on this third volume of Eller’s piano music inhabit popular genres – lyric pieces, studies, 

preludes and a sonata. Though the Preludes and Etudes here date from the early and middle periods of 

Eller’s œuvre, the centre of gravity is to be found in his later years, from 1940 to 1970. These three decades 

produced numerous happy and simple, if not naïve, songs and dances in a markedly folk-like style – the result 

of the ever-present demand for ‘Socialist Realism’ in the Soviet arts. But this programme presents nothing 

in that vein. The Ten Lyric Pieces were written during the German occupation in World War II, and reflect 

the tragic loss of Eller’s wife. The Fourth Sonata, written in 1957–58, in many ways continues the serious, 

psychologically charged and inward style of the Lyric Pieces, drawing a rather solemn and melancholic 

portrait of the composer. Eller’s predominantly pastoral, nature-inspired mind-set and his gentle humour are 

revealed only occasionally on this disc (perhaps best in the Etude in A flat major  and the 1919 Etude in 

G flat major ).

 In spite of Eller’s acknowledged fondness of Grieg, lyric pieces for piano did not figure amongst his 

numerous early works.1 The Ten Lyric Pieces were written between August 1942 and January 1943, at a time 

of personal tragedy and suffering. In July 1942 his wife, Anna, who was Jewish, was arrested by the Nazis and 

disappeared without a trace; it was confirmed only years later that she had been executed in November of that 

year. This event probably accounts for the prevalence of tragedy and darkness in these pieces. The Ten Lyric 

Pieces form Eller’s largest cycle for piano, but it was never printed, and in 2010 I was the first to perform the 

cycle in its entirety. In 1945 Eller transcribed six of the pieces (Nos. 1, 2, 3, 8, 9 and 10) for string orchestra and 

named them Lyric Suite (just as Grieg had transcribed some of his own Lyric Pieces for orchestra under the 

name Lyric Suite). This string version is better known than the original, not least since it was later also printed 

and recorded. It would have been impossible to publish the Ten Lyric Pieces during the Stalinist era, as their 

content was distinctly incongruous with the Socialist Realism officially required of Soviet composers. In 1955 

the pianist Heljo Sepp, student of both Anna and Heino Eller in the 1930s, was helping Eller in preparing the 

publication of Ten Selected Piano Pieces. She recalls now: ‘By that time the hunt for “formalists” had receded2 

and I recommended the inclusion of some of the Ten Lyric Pieces for this publication, in the memory of Anna 

1 here are, though, two Lyric Pieces for piano trio (1915), and two for oboe and orchestra (1932, 1955); for piano there are another 
Four Lyric Pieces, written between 1945 and 1947 and published in 1947.
2 An allusion to the ‘anti-Formalist’ campaign in Soviet music initiated by Andrei Zhdanov in March 1948 (by what was known as 
the Zhdanov Decree) which lasted nearly until Stalin’s death in 1953 and afected most of the prominent Soviet composers in most of 
the Soviet republics. Eller was sufered severe criticism from 1948 to 1951, accused of being the leading formalist in Estonian music.
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Eller’.3 Nos. 1, 2 and 9 – the most overtly tragic in tone – were renamed as ‘Preludes’ – ideological caution was still 

necessary – and included in this collection. This recording, of course, presents them as ‘lyric pieces’. 

 Beside their importance in biographical context, the more psychologically charged and inward style of the 

Ten Lyric Pieces stands in contrast with the epic-national (Symphony No. 1, 1934–36; Estonian Dance,4 1934) and 

pastoral-lyrical (the symphonic suite White Night, 1939; Second Piano Sonata,5 1939–40) works of the previous 

decade, and heralds the late period in Eller’s œuvre. No. 1, Andante con moto 1, is the most concise piece of the 

cycle. An expressive confession, dated 4 August 1942, it is probably the first composition written after Anna Eller’s 

arrest. The fervour in the main theme of the second, Allegro con passione 2, is contrasted by the poco tranquillo 

middle section and long pensive coda, both with an undercurrent of gently undulating hemiolas. The third piece 

in the cycle, Andante meditativo 3, was included in 1965 in a compilation of Eller’s piano pieces under the 

title ‘Piano Music in Folk Tone’, where its intense lyricism was conspicuous amongst the other, predominantly 

perky, folk-like works. In the fourth 4, impassioned Allegro molto outbursts alternate with lyrical meno mosso, 

sostenuto sections, until desperate shrieks suddenly conclude the piece. In the fifth Lyric Piece 5 the extended, 

balladic Mesto, moderato assai main section encloses a placid and yet sensuous dolce e semplice middle section. 

The effusively melodic Sostenuto espressivo theme of the sixth 6 goes from soprano to tenor in the recapitulation; 

in between there is a timorously imploring più mosso episode, an echo of which brings the piece to a close. In 

the seventh piece 7 the disjunct phrases of the Allegro agitato main section are balanced by the balladic poco 

tranquillo middle section with continuous semiquaver passages in the left hand, and the work concludes with a 

cadence of furious accentuated chords. At a cursory examination No. 8, Allegretto grazioso in A minor 8, would 

seem to be out of place: it is the only dance in this cycle of otherwise solemn pieces. Its mazurka-like character 

and the Grieg-like sharpened fourth, sixth and seventh degrees seemingly make a stylised reference to the original 

Lyric Pieces, where dance idioms were common. The middle section, marked un poco meno mosso, moves to a 

gloomier C sharp minor. But this piece may have a rather unexpected relevance to the whole cycle, as Eller’s 

second wife, Ellu, recalled: 

It was an afternoon in June 1942. The apartment is very quiet. Eller is resting in bed. In the neighbouring room 

Anna Eller is playing Chopin’s Mazurka in C sharp minor. Her hand that was fractured two years ago has not 

yet healed, the bone healed incorrectly; but the fingers can already gently push the keys. She quietly hums the 

melody along. There is some painful sadness in the sounds, as if a premonition of the tragic fate that arrived on 

4 July when she was taken with her husband to the SS-police for interrogation and stayed there. The foreboding 

mood of that afternoon stays forever in Eller’s memory.6

 

3 In a telephone conversation with Sten Lassmann on 4 May 2012.
4 Recorded on Volume Two of this series, Toccata Classics tocc 0132.
5 Recorded on Volume One of this series, Toccata Classics tocc 0119.
6 Ellu Eller’s reminiscences, preserved in the Estonian heatre and Music Museum (as M 39:1/133A), and published in Hedi Rosma (ed.), 
Heino Eller in modo mixolydio, Estonian heatre and Music Museum, Tallinn, 2008.
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One day Ellu happened to play the same mazurka7 as Anna had played and Eller opened up, recounting these 

memories. In this light the eighth Lyric Piece might well be interpreted as a painful, private allusion to Anna; 

rather than being incidental to this cycle, it may even have a central role. And as for the key of C sharp minor – 

whatever prominence one might attach to it – the first and the last pieces in the cycle are also in that tonality. 

There is also a formal detail in the eighth that does stand out: the ternary form that is adhered to throughout this 

cycle (except also the last, tenth Lyric Piece, which is a theme and variations), is here truncated. After the middle 

section there is no recapitulation of the initial Griegian mazurka – it would be out of place – but rather a short, 

resigned coda.  The ninth piece, Adagio elegiaco 9, is dated 24 December 1942 – Eller’s first Christmas without 

Anna. The expressive melody here is in the left hand (it was later transcribed for cello and piano), and reaches a 

culmination of heartrending despair. The tenth and final piece in the cycle is strangely enough a cycle in itself – a 

theme with variations – and takes up more than twice the length of the longest piece so far. The hymn-like theme 

 is followed by eight variations, some of which display the only bright and cheerful moments within these Ten 

Lyric Pieces. The last variation  is a four-part fugue that leads to the repetition of the theme, and a majestic 

conclusion in C sharp major. Even though this tenth Lyric Piece contains music of breathtaking beauty – such as 

Variations III, Andante piacevole , and VI, Allegretto grazioso  – it is a slightly ill-judged conclusion to this 

remarkable cycle, undermining the unity in form and content that is otherwise palpable throughout. 

 Eller wrote piano studies only in his early period, producing six between 1913 and 1919. The Study in A flat 

major (1918)  bears no title in the manuscript, but acquired the name later, probably through the advocacy of 

Heljo Sepp. As she was writing her candidature thesis at the Moscow Conservatory in 1949–52, she looked into 

Eller’s numerous juvenilia, which at the time were stacked in his cupboard. In her thesis, published a few years 

later, she writes: 

in the A flat major study there is an inspired nature-lyricism; here one can feel the mystical poetry and the crisp 

freshness of the early hours, conveyed with an almost graphic imagery. As the work develops the tonal colours 

change brighter and brighter, the dynamic ascent gathers ever more pace until the culmination, which is placed 

near the very end, and in this setting has an effect of a shining, dazzling sunrise.8

She also notes that there are intonations here that are close to Grieg and Sinding. But most directly, perhaps, the 

beginning of the pieces invokes Liszt’s ‘Waldesrauschen’, the first of the two Konzertetuden of 1862. The Study in 

G flat from 1919 , Eller’s last, is a slight and jocular work. The syncopated middle section with its chromatic 

lines and mischievous slowdowns is especially charming. Mart Humal, the foremost Eller scholar, has suggested 

that this work might be the only one in Eller’s output to display the influence of the popular dance music of the 














7 It is not known which of the ive C sharp minor Mazurkas (Op. 6, No. 2; Op. 30, No. 4; Op. 41, No. 1; Op. 50, No. 3; Op. 63, No. 3) by 
Chopin is meant here.
8 Heljo Sepp, Heino Elleri klaverilooming (‘Heino Eller’s Piano Works’), Eesti Riiklik Kirjastus, Tallinn, 1958, p. 38.
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early twentieth century.9 The Study in G flat from 1917 , though, is a lengthy and technically challenging 

work, governed by ceaseless demisemiquavers from beginning to end. The main section, with its harp-like 

detailed passagework, is above all else concerned with nuanced colouring. Even though the thumb of the left 

hand attempts throughout to give rise to a melodic line, it does not achieve enough immediacy and remains 

secondary to the passagework in the right hand. The middle section is of marked contrast, for here the drama 

is real: the right hand declaims a passionate melody while the left arduously toils in the accompaniment. It is 

almost a paraphrase of Chopin’s ‘Revolutionary Study’, but a tricky one: a semitone higher, in C sharp minor, the 

passages are more taxing.   

 The five preludes here, composed around 1930, are characterised by sparse textures, cautious tempi, and a 

laconic, enigmatic style. These individual preludes are cognate with his Preludes, Book III,10 of which they might 

have been intended to be part. The Lento in E flat minor  was published in Eesti Muusika Kuukiri (‘Estonian 

Music Monthly’), 1929, No. 1; no manuscript survives and it could have been written any time earlier in the 1920s. 

The Moderato assai in B flat minor (1929)  is the only one of these preludes to have a key signature, and it is 

also the most melodious. The Sostenuto (1929)  is built on a short, questioning phrase that acquires various 

emotional nuances in all its subsequent occurrences. The Lento in B flat minor (1930)  is full of affliction, 

embodied in the chromatic four-note leading motif. After this figure appears solo in the bass, the prelude is drawn 

to a close by a magical blending of major and minor. The most distinctive part of the Moderato (around 1930?) 

 is the languid and sensual middle section, juxtaposing the legato in the melody with staccato in the bass. It is 

followed by an irate animato that leads to a robust final statement.

 After Stalin’s death in 1953, the stifling oppression of all artistic creation – the anti-formalism campaign 

initiated by Zhdanov in February 1948 – gradually receded. It became possible again to compose music that 

looked beyond the narrow margins of the overtly simplistic and positivist ‘Socialist Realism’. This loosening of 

constraints is palpable in Eller’s works from around 1955 onwards, the most notable large-scale works being the 

Third Symphony (1955–61), the Sinfonietta for strings (1965–67), and the Fifth String Quartet (1958–59). The 

Fourth Piano Sonata (1957–58), Eller’s last, is the most important piano work of this late period. A contemporary 

testimony says that the Sonata ‘is an example of how an artist who takes an active part in the advancing of 

life around him does not age, but is even more modern than many representatives of middle and younger 

generations.’11

 The Allegro risoluto first movement  combines Neoclassical restraint and objectivity with a psychological 

tension in a manner that has no precedent either in the earlier sonatas or in Eller’s œuvre as a whole. The 

language here is not as explicitly modern as in some works from the 1920s (nor should that be expected after the 

9 Mart Humal (ed.), Heino Eller oma aja peeglis (‘Heino Eller in the Mirror of his Time’), Eesti Raamat, Tallinn, 1987, p. 27.
10 Recorded on Volume Two of this series, Toccata Classics tocc 0132.
11 Valter Ojakäär in Sirp ja Vasar (‘Hammer and Sickle’), 17 April 1959, quoted in Mart Humal (ed.), op. cit., p. 227. 
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purgatory of the recent ‘hunt for formalists’), but it is nevertheless novel in its own right. The difference can better 

be described in aesthetic than technical terms – the search for modern idioms that was apparent from around 

1920 until 1932 (in piano music mainly within the Preludes of Books II and III) was by its nature expressionist, 

whereas the first movement of Fourth Sonata is most akin to the anti-expressionist Neue Sachlichkeit (commonly 

translated as ‘New Objectivity’) in music most often associated with some works by Paul Hindemith. 

 The nucleus of the terse opening statement, the semitone D sharp–E, becomes the starting point of all the 

subsequent thematic material (thus, from an analytical point of view, which is that taken by Mart Humal,12 the 

Sonata could be construed as monothematic): the melodious second subject accompanied by flowing quavers; 

the ruminative theme of the second movement ; and the lilting theme of the third movement  that 

organically grows out of the end of the second. The laconic main theme of the first movement ends resolutely 

with accentuated chords. After polyphonic development in the transitional section, the second subject, a long and 

expressive melody, enters, poco tranquillo. The exposition ends when a descending sequence of dissonant chords 

fades into a quiet cadence in G minor. The development section is launched with a vehement treatment of the 

main theme in the bass. A quiet weft of ceaseless quaver passages then incrementally builds up the tension for 

the recapitulation, a passionate and powerful reiteration of the main theme and also the culmination of the whole 

movement. Once all the music of the exposition has been replayed in modified form, the movement is drawn to 

a close by a short, vigorous phrase in fortissimo. The second movement is a pantheistic contemplation, where the 

sustained melody of the main theme alternates with more agitated animato sections. When the theme makes its 

second return, this time in the tenor register, the movement promtly ends with a short impressionistic passage 

leading straight into the theme of the third movement. This bright, gently lilting and gracious melody undergoes 

a series of metamorphoses during the sonata-rondo form of the final movement. After a passionate con affetto 

central episode with massive chordal texture, the initially coy and gently swinging theme appears as a witty poco 

scherzando, soon to be transformed into a vehement syncopation in left-hand thumb accompanied by fierce 

staccato chords. This development leads to a dramatic coda on a pedal point, where the theme is in the form of 

a tragic outcry. The Fourth Sonata is masterly both in form and content – a towering achievement within Eller’s 

extended career. 

© Sten Lassmann, 2013

12 Ibid., p. 68.
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 Since winning first prize in the Sixth Estonian National Piano Competition in 2002, Sten 

Lassmann has been regularly appearing as soloist and chamber musician. Concerts and 

competitions have brought him all over the world, to play in some of the most prestigious venues, 

such as the Glenn Gould Studio in Toronto, Purcell Room in London, the Large and Small Halls 

of the Tchaikovsky Conservatoire in Moscow, the Giuseppe Verdi Conservatoire Concert Hall 

in Milan and the Forbidden City Concert Hall in Beijing. In 2010 he toured Beethoven’s Fifth 

Concerto, and in 2003 Prokofiev’s Second Concerto, with the Estonian National Symphony 

Orchestra, and in 2008 played the Estonian premiere of James Macmillan’s Second Concerto. 

His solo repertoire includes works from the Baroque to the modern. Since 2008 he has been 

engaged on a project to make the first-ever recording of the complete piano works of Heino 

Eller, which was also his PhD project at the Royal Academy of Music in London. He is also a 

keen chamber musician, with a large repertoire of duo works for violin, cello and clarinet, piano 

trio and piano quintet.

 Sten Lassmann was born in 1982 in Tallinn in a family of musicians. He started his musical education at the Tallinn 

Central School of Music in 1989, studying piano with Ell Saviauk and Ira Floss, and continued at the Estonian Academy 

of Music and Theatre (BMus, MMus with Distinction) with Ivari Ilja. He later studied also at the Conservatoire National 

Supérieur de Musique et de Danse de Paris with Brigitte Engerer and at the Royal Academy of Music in London (MMus,  

Dip RAM, PhD) with Ian Fountain. Sten has played in master-classes with such musicians as Boris Berman, Konstantin 

Lifschitz, Victor Merzhanov, Michael Roll, Alexander Satz, Howard Shelley and Maxim Vengerov. An important influence 

also comes from his father Peep Lassmann, an eminent pianist and professor, who studied with Emil Gilels at the Moscow 

Conservatoire.

Recorded 9–11 December 2010 at The Old Granary Studio, Beccles, Suffolk

Steinway model D piano tuned and prepared by Andrew Giller

Recorded and mastered by Eric James for Philosophers Barn Mastering

Produced and edited by Sten Lassmann

An important incentive for this recording project was the support of the Alexander Kelly Memorial Award 

in 2007. The recording and production of this CD were supported by the Harold Hyam Wingate Foundation 

and the Estonian Theatre and Music Museum.
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HEINO ELLER Complete Piano Music, Volume Three

Ten Lyric Pieces (1942–43) 36:00
 No. 1 Andante con moto 1:33
 No. 2 Allegro con passione 2:46
 No. 3 Andante meditativo** 2:23
 No. 4 Allegro molto* 1:40
 No. 5 Mesto, moderato assai* 5:04
 No. 6 Sostenuto espressivo*  3:08
 No. 7 Allegro agitato*  3:05
 No. 8 Allegretto grazioso* 3:01
 No. 9 Adagio elegiaco 2:47
 No. 10 Theme and 8 variations*   10:33
  Theme: Moderato, 
  un poco maestoso  0:45
  Var. I: Un poco più mosso 1:03
  Var. II:  Allegro 0:55
  Var. III:  Andante piacevole 1:58
  Var. IV:  Presto scherzando 0:55
  Var. V:  Allegro animato 0:44
  Var. VI:  Allegretto grazioso 1:12
  Var. VII:  Vivo 0:40
  Var. VIII:  Sostenuto espressivo 2:21

 Study in A flat major (1918)* 2:05

 Study in G flat major (1919)*   1:59

 Study in G flat major (1917)* 4:54
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Preludes
 Lento (before 1930) 1:31
 Moderato assai (1929) 1:56
 Sostenuto (1929) 2:01
 Lento (1930) 1:55
 Moderato (c. 1930) 1:28

Piano Sonata No. 4 (1957–58)** 16:54
 I Allegro risoluto 6:50
 II Andante sostenuto 4:30
 III Vivo 5:34

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

Sten Lassmann, piano

TT 70:51

* first recordings

** first digital recordings
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As both composer and teacher Heino Eller (1887–1970) was one of the founders 

of the classical tradition in his native Estonia. Yet his copious output for piano – 

some 200 works – is largely unknown, an omission this series of eight CDs seeks 

to redress. The central works of Volume Three are the Ten Lyric Pieces, mirroring 

the tragic loss of Eller’s Jewish wife, murdered during the Nazi occupation, and 

Fourth Sonata, a late masterpiece that sums up a life’s work. The three Studies 

here offer a glimpse of Eller’s early, virtuosic pursuits, and the five Preludes 

showcase his endeavours in an expressionist idiom.

HEINO ELLER Complete Piano Music, Volume Three
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**first diGital recordinG
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 Ten Lyric Pieces (1942–43)*  36:00

 Three Studies (1917–19)* 8:58

 Five Preludes (c.1929–c.1930) 8:51

 Piano Sonata No. 4 (1957–58)** 16:54
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Sten Lassmann, piano

27

22

Fanfare on Volume One in this series:

‘The young Estonian pianist Sten Lassmann plays his compatriot’s music very well. Eller’s 

abstract and technically demanding music does not play itself, and Lassmann does a very nice 

job bringing these scores to life. […] The quality of the recorded sound is very good, as are the 

[…] thoughtful and informative liner notes, which were written by Lassmann himself.’


