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This penultimate volume from the seemingly inexhaustible cornucopia of Heino 
Eller’s piano works sheds light on some of the most arcane corners of Elleriana. The 
album consists almost entirely of first recordings – the only work with a track record, 
so to speak, is Evening Song 24 , of which there are also versions for violin, and for 
cello, with piano accompaniment.1 The genesis of this compilation is unusual, since 
it was never intended to exist. At the early stages of planning a complete recorded 
survey of Eller’s piano works, I naively sketched out a plan to fit all of them onto six 
albums. By 2010, having already recorded three volumes, it became clear that I had 
considerably underestimated the naively of the task. 

The guiding principle of this project, from its very first stages, was that – so 
as to make the colossal number of Eller’s piano works palatable for performer and 
listener alike – the 206 pieces should not be presented in anything resembling a list, 
or in chronological order. Rather, each volume should be like a fresh bouquet, or a 
distinctive portrait of the composer, highlighting different traits of Eller’s musical 
character. In some instances – Volume One (tocc 0119) and Volume Five (tocc 
0225), for example – the disparate stylistic trends and opposing aesthetic positions 
that Eller held during his long life are particularly stark. Though the programme 
presented here, in Volume Eight, veers towards the early works of the period that 
Eller spent in St Petersburg (1907–20) and does not contain any large forms or 
important cycles, it nevertheless further elucidates his characteristics as a composer 
and as an individual. 

1 To be fair, the Spiritoso 25  was recorded by Vardo Rumessen, but he played the work in his own transcription, not the 
composer’s original score, as I do here.
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The first five pieces, all marked moderato, are single miniatures written across the 
whole of Eller’s life. This approach ties in well with Eller’s general outlook, that of a 
moderate observer, outwardly reserved in a way that one might say is typically Estonian. 
In his music the emotional engagement can seem subdued, with explicit statements and 
clear-cut characters often avoided. His moderation and observing (rather that reacting) 
character were tested on several occasions, when he found himself at the centre of the 
most tumultuous events and times. First, during the 1905 revolution in Tsarist Russia, 
several of his classmates at the Tartu Secondary Science School were severely punished 
for taking part in revolutionary activity; the eighteen-year-old Heino stood aloof. 
Eller lived in St Petersburg (later Petrograd) until 1920, through the worst years of the 
Russian Revolution, and later saw the occupation of Estonia, first by the Soviet Union 
in 1940, and then by the Nazis in 1941, and he was in the midst of the repressions of the 
late Stalinist years. By all accounts, he always took a passive position towards all things 
outside the domain of his art, though external pressure could push him into action, as 
with the Thirteen Pieces on Estonian Motifs,2 written when he became chairman of a 
committee of the Estonian branch of the Soviet Composers’ Union, or the writing of the 
‘letter of repentence’ in 1951 that he was made to read out live on air. 

These five Moderatos – as virtually all the pieces recorded here – have been lying 
in obscurity, and there are no sources other than the manuscripts. The Moderato assai 
in G major 1  (?1940s – the manuscript is undated) is an odd attempt to write music 
in 5

4 time. The solemnly hymn-like main section is counterbalanced by an awkwardly 
folky fugue, a genre that occurred in Eller’s œuvre only during the ‘fecund conditions 
of socialism’ after the Soviet occupation in 1940. The rather forcibly upbeat swelling of 
the initial hymn could also be seen as part of the necessity to conform to the Socialist 
Realist agenda. By contrast, the Moderato in F major 2  is a delightful early work that 
is full of sensitive Ellerian lyricism. It dates from 1913, the year in which he dropped 
his law studies at St Petersburg University and re-entered the Conservatoire to study 
composition. The Moderato sostenuto in B minor 3  is brimming with exquisite 

2 Recorded on Volume Five (tocc 0225).
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polyphony imbued with Skryabinesque neuroticism – the work was written in 1919 and 
revised in 1960. The brief and simple Moderato cantando in D major 4  is not dated, 
but according to the seminal Eller scholar Mart Humal3 probably belongs to the 1950s. 
The Moderato assai in B flat minor 5  is the most extensive of the five; because of its 
supposedly Griegian features, in her book on Eller’s piano music Heljo Sepp named it ‘In 
the Spring’, with reference to Grieg’s Lyric Piece, Op. 43, No. 6, ‘To Spring’.4 

Before 1940 Eller hardly made any attempt to make his music sound explicitly 
Estonian by way of direct references to folk-music. The two Dances from 1916 6  7  
are notable exceptions. The elegiac Largo in E minor 8  opens with one of the most 
dominant features of Ellerian harmony, a major-seventh chord. After a lengthy and 
ruminative middle section in 68 time, the theme returns in a convincing tenor voicing.  

The Perpetuum mobile in D major 9  (1933) is written in a markedly simpler style 
than most of Eller’s works from the early 1930s. It might not be a coincidence that the 
piece bears considerable resemblance to the third movement of Artur Lemba’s First 
Violin Sonata from 1931, also entitled Perpetuum mobile. Lemba (1885–1963) – a grand, 
virtuoso pianist, prolific Romantic composer and the first piano professor at the Tallinn 
Conservatoire – had been a professor of piano at the St Petersburg Conservatoire while 
Eller was a student there, and had performed the latter’s First Piano Sonata at Eller’s 
graduation exam in 1920. Their relations cooled when Lemba refused to perform  
Book II of Eller’s Preludes,5 and criticised his music in newspaper reviews. 

Eller compiled his Fourteen Pieces in 1943, using previously written material. Eight 
of them later formed the bulk of the Twelve Bagatelles (1961),6 and one was incorporated 
into Piano Music in Folk Tone7 in 1965. Since in this series collections printed under 
the composer’s supervision take precedence over earlier compilations, only five pieces 
are left for attention here. No. 3, ‘Mõtisklus’ (ʻContemplation’) 10 , is one of the simplest 
of Eller’s works, and came by its title when included in a Soviet compilation of easy 
3 Mart Humal (ed.), Heino Eller oma aja peeglis (‘Heino Eller in the Mirror of his Time’), Eesti Raamat, Tallinn, 1987, p. 69.
4 Heljo Sepp, Heino Elleri klaverilooming (‘Heino Eller’s Piano Works’), Eesti Riiklik Kirjastus, Tallinn, 1958, p. 55.
5 Recorded on Volume Five (tocc 0225).
6 Recorded on Volume Seven (tocc 0611).
7 Recorded on Volume Six (tocc  0475).
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piano pieces by Estonian composers in 1958. No. 8, Vivo 11 , was arranged for string 
orchestra as a ‘Dance’ in 1953, and No. 9, Larghetto 12 , for string quartet in 1954. 
The only pieces that did not find any further application are No. 12, Allegro ma non 
troppo 13 , and No. 14, Tempo di Marcia 14 . The former is an exquisite work, based on 
proto-Ellerian passages that hark back to the seminal Second Sonata of 1939–40,8 but 
the latter is a rather humdrum march in the Socialist Realist idiom.

The next pieces turn back to the very early stages of Ellerian development, to 
the time when he was acquiring the first principles of composition by emulating the 
Romantic style of Chopin and Liszt, and was only starting his composition studies at 
the St Petersburg Conservatoire. The transparent, lilting Waltz in A flat major, marked 
Veloce e leggiero 15 , from 1916, is more elaborate than the rest, since by that time 
Eller had been studying composition in the Conservatoire for three years; an earlier 
manuscript version of the work has Valse vivo as a tempo heading. The two Études 
in E flat minor from 1913 16  17  have to be identified by their time-signatures, as the 
genre, tonality, tempo indication (both Allegro) and year of composition coincide. 
The former is an attempt at Lisztian chordal technique in dramatic con brio character, 
whereas the latter is a mannered elaboration of Chopin’s Étude in F minor, Op. 25,  
No. 2. The beautiful Berceuse 18  might almost pass as genuine Chopin, but for the 
stylised, thumping Estonian peasant dance in the middle section. 

The Fantasie in B flat minor 19  is early – it dates from 1912 – but it is both extensive 
and technically treacherous, with arduous passagework and double thirds. Though long-
winded and uncharacteristic, it has both momentum and an evocative culmination. And 
oddly enough, given its early origins, the initial exclamation of the Fantasie encapsulates 
two of the hallmarks of Eller’s later mature style: the melodic juxtaposition of minor 
thirds in the top voice and tenor in the first two bars, which crash into a major-seventh 
chord in the third bar. 

Although largely a moderate observer in political and social issues, Eller constantly 
demonstrated a dry wit and gentle humour in his interactions and utterances, and never 

8 Recorded on Volume One (tocc 0119).
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sounded pretentious or overly philosophical. The lively Estonian Wedding March in 
D major 20  and the jingling Music Box in G major 21  are filled with a simple delicacy 
that charms the listener. The apparent ‘shepherd’s pipe’ motifs of the Allegro scherzando 
in D major 22  from 1938 indicate an occupation with folk motifs before 1940, an issue 
that has yet to be researched in any detail. It most probably ties in with the success of his 
pupil Eduard Tubin (1905–82) in incorporating authentic Estonian folk-material into 
large-scale symphonic scores, as well as the general tendency towards displaying a more 
patriotic subject-matter in  artistic creation during the increasingly dictatorial Estonia 
after the Päts-Laidoner coup of 1934.9

Hellenistic references are not common in Eller’s œuvre; when they do occur, 
they are solely a reflection of his admiration of French ‘Impressionism’ (a term then 
interchangeable with ‘modernism’), where references to and use of ancient Greek 
subject-matter was a commonplace. The Danse du Faune 23  (1917) is an effective and 
demanding concert piece, which plays on the juxtaposition of the elegant and the 
grotesque.

The placid lyricism of Õhtulaul (‘Evening Song’) 24  is interrupted by passionate 
declamations in the middle section. The massive, chordal Spiritoso in D flat major 25  
is one of Eller’s most powerful compositions, and could be categorised as a prelude. 
The manuscript bears an inscription in Russian after the final chord: ‘dedicated to the 
Memory of Alexander Skryabin’ – a most suitable close to an album released in 2022, the 
150th anniversary of Skryabin’s birth.

9 On 12 March 1934 Konstantin Päts (1874–1956), the ‘State Elder’ (equivalent to president in the Estonian political system then in 
force), declared a state of emergency, in which he was supported by Johan Laidoner (1884–1953), the head of the Estonian armed 
forces. Their suppression of dissent over the next four years is known as the ‘Era of Silence’. Both Päts and Laidoner died in Soviet 
captivity.
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Pianists’ Union with Mihkel Poll and the Heino Eller Trust with Olari Elts, and vice-chairman 
of the Association of Estonian Professional Musicians.

Since 2008 he has been engaged in this project to make the first-ever recording of the 
complete piano works by Heino Eller for Toccata Classics. Volume Two of the series won the 
‘Uncommonly Classical’ recommendation by Expedition Audio in December 2012, Volume 
Three was awarded a ‘Choice’ badge in the July-August 2013 issue of International Piano, and 
was given a glowing review in the Gramophone 2013 Awards Issue. The series will cover all of 
Ellerʼs 206 piano compositions in nine albums. 
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HEINO ELLER Complete Piano Music, Volume Eight
1  Moderato assai in G major (?1940s)  2:58
2  Moderato in F major (1913)  2:25
3  Moderato sostenuto in B minor (1919/1960)  3:14
4  Moderato cantando in D major (1950s)  1:21
5  Moderato assai in B flat minor (1915)  5:01
6  Dance in G major (1916)  1:13
7  Dance in G minor (1916)  1:12
8  Largo in E minor (1919/1944)  4:54
9  Perpetuum mobile in D major (1933)  1:56

Fourteen Pieces (1943) 
10 No. 3    Mõtisklus (‘Contemplation’)  1:15
11 No. 8   Vivo  1:36
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13 No. 12 Allegro ma non troppo  2:25
14 No. 14 Tempo di Marcia  3:30
15 Waltz in A flat major (1916)  2:02
16 Étude in E flat minor (1913)  2:58
17 Étude in E flat minor (1913)  2:14
18 Berceuse in A flat major (1913)  3:08
19 Fantasie in B flat minor (1912)  5:51
20 Estonian Wedding March in D major (1940s)  2:12
21 Music Box in G major (1912)  2:45
22 Allegro scherzando in D major (1938)  2:58
23 Danse du Faune (1917)  2:29
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