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Sonatina in G minor (1946)** 15:54
1  I  Allegretto moderato 5:47
2  II Sostenuto quasi andante 4:37
3  III Allegro vivo 5:30
4  Ballade in B flat minor (1910)* 6:35
5  Fantasie in F minor (c. 1910)*  3:53
6  Étude in F minor (1916)* 2:48
7  Impromptu in B flat minor (1915?)* 3:57
8  Valse in B flat minor (1915)* 4:35

Klaverimuusika rahvatoonis (’Piano Music in Folk Tone’; 1965)** 12:41
9  No. 1 Allegretto grazioso 0:43

10 No. 2 Andantino 0:43
11 No. 3 Scherzino, Vivo 0:45
12 No. 4 Moderato 0:53
13 No. 5 Lento 1:06
14 No. 7 Vivace 0:42
15 No. 8 Allegro moderato 1:19
16 No. 9 Allegretto piacevole 1:07
17 No. 11 Andante con moto 1:16
18 No. 12 Moderato – poco allegro 1:08
19 No. 13 Sostenuto espressivo 1:12
20  No. 14 Allegro capriccioso 1:47
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21 Muusikaline hetk in F sharp minor (‘Musical Moment’; 1915)** 1:53
22 Scherzino in B minor (1935)** 1:35
23 Caprice in B minor (1919–24)* 5:12
24 Karjase laul (‘Herdsman’s Song’; 1917)* 3:04
25 La fille du nord (1919)* 2:43

TT 64:53
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Heino Eller’s piano works are mostly miniatures, but there are a half-dozen mature 
and fully developed large forms. Besides the four sonatas (from 1920, 1939–40, 1944 
and 1957–58), there is a set of variations in B minor from 1939 and the Sonatina 
in G minor from 1946 1 – 3 .1 Whereas the variations belong to the final stage of 
Eller’s middle period, covering the period of Estonian independence from 1918 
to 1940, the Sonatina is a work of the Soviet period. After intense battles in the 
summer of 1944, Estonia was once again under Soviet occupation. The first period 
of occupation in 1940–41 had already seen the enforcement of Soviet cultural 
doctrine and institutions, and the return of the Soviets in 1944 continued those 
same policies – although the immediate aftermath of the war was a period of relative 
ease, since the harsh ideological repression of the late Stalinist years was not yet in 
full swing. For Heino Eller the years 1944–48 were very productive: the Third Piano 
Sonata, Sonatina in G minor, Third String Quartet, Second Violin Sonata, Six Pieces 
for piano (‘Estonian Suite’)2 and the Ballade for cello and orchestra all stem from 
then. He was also working on his Second Symphony, but this complex and solemn 
work was abandoned in 1948 when the Zhdanov decree of 10 February unleashed an 
ideological purge in music.3 In three movements and a good quarter-hour in length, 
the Sonatina (1946) is by no means a slight work – Eller’s only other work in the 
genre, the Sonatina in F sharp minor,4 is a mere four-minute movement. In effect, the 
1 Sonata No. 1 was recorded on Volume Four of this series (Toccata Classics tocc 0209), No. 2 on Volume One (tocc 0119), 
No. 4 on Volume Three (tocc 0161) and the variations, Moderato assai, on Volume Two (tocc 0132).
2 Recorded on Volume One (tocc 0119).
3 In 1946 Andrei Zhdanov, a secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party, issued a first decree, attacking a 
number of writers and publications; in early 1948 he turned his attention to musicians.
4 Recorded on Volume Two (tocc 0132).
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Sonatina in G minor is Eller’s fifth piano sonata in all but name, although the distinction 
from a ‘real’ sonata can perhaps be seen in the avoidance of dramatic tension and the 
predominance of a lyrical mode throughout the work. The melancholy first movement, 
Allegretto moderato 1 , is filled with melodic expression; for contrast in the second 
subject, the melody goes to the bass. The second movement, Sostenuto quasi andante 
2 , starts off with an austere tune but then becomes more and more polyphonically 

saturated. The last movement, marked Allegro vivo 3 , is a cheerful rondo that brings 
forth the humorous and bright side of the composer. The Sonatina was premiered by 
Heljo Sepp in Tallinn on 15 October 1946, at a discussion-meeting of the Estonian 
Soviet Composers’ Union – where all new compositions had to be approved before 
public performance. 

The principal focus in the early development of Eller’s compositional career were the 
main Chopinesque genres: ballade, fantasy, étude, impromptu and valse – by emulating 
the Romantics, he was building professional skills and forging his own style. In contrast 
to Eller’s first compositions, from 1909, which were undemanding melodic miniatures 
such as Sostenuto in G minor and Allegretto moderato in C minor,5 the Ballade in 
B flat minor of 1910 4  achieves an altogether new standard in formal and technical 
ambition. It strives towards a Lisztian virtuosity, and the melodic sections have a tinge 
of orientalism that was a commonplace in Russian music of the late nineteeth century. 
Although compositionally crude and slightly pastiche in nature, there is a peculiar 
freshness and spontaneity to this work. The Fantasie in F minor (c. 1910) 5 , exploring 
massive chordal piano writing, is fragmentary, and here, too, any lack of subtlety is 
compensated for by sheer passion. The lack of finish is excusable, too: Eller was a full-
time law student at the St Petersburg University at the time; he entered the Conservatoire 
as a composition student only in 1913.

Eller wrote only six études for the piano, all in the 1910s. As his own instrument 
was the violin, whether there is a natural flair in his treatment of the piano is open to 
argument. Even so, the Étude in F minor (1916) 6  is a complex work with dramatic 

5 Also recorded on Volume Two (tocc 0132).



6

intent. The Impromptu in B flat minor (1915?) 7  explores an archetypally Chopinesque 
texture – a cantilena melody with occasional arabesques in the right hand over a furling 
accompaniment in the left. The middle section provides contrast, with brusque chords 
and rapid unison passages. The Valse in B flat minor (1915) 8 , later orchestrated in 
B major, is an elaborate composition with several contrasting sections and a dramatic 
culmination. 

Eller’s Klaverimuusika rahvatoonis (‘Piano Music in Folk Tone’; 1965) 9 –20  
belongs to the folk-like strand in his music of the Soviet period that began with the 
Thirteen Piano Pieces on Estonian Motives6 in 1940–41. This style often uses authentic 
Estonian folksongs for the basis of composition or mimics a folkish character and is 
intricately tied with the all-pervasive demands of the official Soviet cultural doctrine, 
Socialist Realism. The Klaverimuusika rahvatoonis is a rather loose collection of pieces 
from the 1960s and ones composed in earlier decades – in his later years Eller often 
used compositions from earlier unpublished cycles to include in new publications. That 
readiness to ‘mix and match’ results in a situation where, at least in the framework of 
this complete recorded survey of Eller’s piano music, one sometimes has to compromise 
on the integrity of cycles. With Klaverimuusika rahvatoonis, No. 6 was originally No. 3 
of the Ten Lyric Pieces of 1942–43,7 and No. 10 was No. 2 of the Six Pieces from 1953,8 
and they are therefore excluded from this particular recording; those earlier cycles, 
the Ten Lyric Pieces and Six Pieces, though unpublished, were given priority as more 
substantial and compact works. Indeed, the Klaverimuusika rahvatoonis contains some 
of Eller’s easiest and most approachable music, akin to music for children (Nos. 1–4   9

–12). At the same time, there are also some sombre ruminations (Nos. 5 13  and 13 19) and 
technically treacherous works (Nos. 7 14  and 14 20). Nos. 9 16 , 11 17 , 12 18  and 14 20  are 
based on authentic folk-tunes. As a whole, though, this cycle, which contains Eller’s last 
writing for the piano, exudes humour and innocence. Its first performance was given 

6 Recorded on Volume Five (tocc 0225).
7 Recorded on Volume Three (tocc 0161).
8 Recorded on Volume Four (tocc 0209).
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6 Recorded on Volume Five (tocc 0225).
7 Recorded on Volume Three (tocc 0161).
8 Recorded on Volume Four (tocc 0209).

by Heljo Sepp on 15 June 1965, at another discussion-meeting of the Estonian Soviet 
Composers’ Union.

The Muusikaline hetk (‘Musical moment’) in F sharp minor (1915) 21  is one of the 
first works where Eller is looking for a distinctly Estonian content for his compositions. 
It makes reference to a classic choral song, Kannel, by one of Estonian founders of the 
national choral music, Aleksander Thomson (1845–1917). The unassuming Scherzino 
in B minor (1935) 22  is one of only a few works of the period of Estonian inter-war 
independence that were published during the Soviet era. The delicate Caprice in B minor 
(1919–24) 23  is an extensive work, with a powerful Skryabinesque middle section. The 
soulful Karjase laul (‘Herdsman’s Song’; 1917) 24  is an early example of Eller trying out 
a folkish style – the middle section is a plain and jolly peasant dance. La fille du nord 
(‘The Northern Maid’; 1919) 25 , dedicated to the legendary Estonian dancer Ella Ilbak 
(1895–1997), is a Grieg-like composition, closely related to Anitra’s Dance in Peer Gynt. 
It has a wonderful dramatic arch which culminates in a spectacularly virtuosic coda. 

Sten Lassmann (PhD RAM, ARAM) is one of the leading 
Estonian pianists of his generation. He appears frequently 
as soloist and chamber musician, performing 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. He has 
been playing and recording Heino Eller’s piano works 
since 2008 and in 2018 recorded the final, ninth volume.

Sten Lassmann was born in 1982 in Tallinn into 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 
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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. Sten himself teaches piano at the Estonian Academy 
of Music and Theatre and is the artistic director of the Tallinn International Piano Festival. 
Recent collaborations have included concerts with the violinists Pavel Berman, Anna-Liisa 
Bezrodny, Natalia Lomeiko and Stanislav Pronin.

Recorded on 30 and 31 August 2014 at The Old Granary Studio, Priory Farm, Maypole Green, 
  Toft Monks, Beccles, Suffolk, UK
Steinway model D maintenance and tuning provided by Andrew Giller
Produced and edited by Ben Connellan, Giraffe Productions (giraffeproductions.co.uk)

An important incentive for this recording project was the support of the Alexander Kelly 
  Memorial Award in 2007. 

The recording and mastering of this CD were supported by the  
  Estonian Theatre and Music Museum and the Estonian  
  Cultural Endowment (Eesti Kultuurkapital).
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