
Piano Sonata No.4, Op.30 
 

While making grand statements about the “progressive” curve of history are problematic at best, it is 

worth noting some trends in Western music history around the time the composer Scriabin appeared.  

After the death of Wagner (1883) and Brahms (1897), the rich tradition of German Romanticism was all 

but over.  Some composers, such as Richard Strauss, would continue to write Romantic music into the 

20th century (Strauss’ highly Romantic and tragic Metamorphosen was written in 1947).  Many young 

composers now known for their contribution to the incredible creative surge of the 20th century began 

their careers writing in the tradition of German Romanticism—for instance, Schoenberg’s Verklarte 

Nacht is a hyper-Romantic, ultra-emotional work which may exemplify the “extreme-ness” which this 

well-worn school had reached.  For others, an “alternative” aesthetic was sought.  In France, Debussy all 

but turned his back on the German establishment, writing music which was subsequently deemed 

“Impressionistic” (and certainly, much of his music is in aesthetic accord with the paintings of Van Gogh 

and Monet).  Like the Frenchman Debussy, the Russian Scriabin was inspired by Chopin.  A 

consummately Romantic composer, Chopin also represented to many an “alternative”—in terms of his 

music, a kind which did not necessarily conform to domineering German structure and compositional 

standards.  Scriabin’s first music was also decidedly Romantic, and much of it is “hyper-Romantic” and 

“ultra-emotional,” but his maturity as a composer is marked by a strong, highly idiomatic musical 

language which, while certainly inspired by Romantic music, is something very modern, and “20th 

century.”  Musicologist Jonathan Powell writes: “One of the most extraordinary figures musical culture 

has ever witnessed, Scriabin has remained for a century a figure of cultish idolatry, reactionary yet 

modernist disapproval, analytical fascination and, finally, aesthetic re-evaluation and renewal.”   

 

 

Scriabin’s Sonata No. 4 is situated at the crucial moment in his transition from a Romanticist to a 

“Scriabinist.”  Many have noted the (coincidental?) timing of this change alongside his taking up 

residence in Switzerland and leaving his wife and children.  In many instances it is easy to call Scriabin 

out as a morally reprehensible human being; for sure, his megalomania eventually expanded to  extremes 

many would find absolutely hilarious, if not offensive.  But, “c’est la vie.”  In the revered tradition of 

composers of Western Art music, few can be found who were truly “happy,” let alone morally exemplary.  

And, domestic failures must be accepted as a background truth if we are to appreciate and learn from the 

truth in art (does J.M. Barrie’s own incredibly dysfunctional family situation underscore his creation of 

Peter Pan, a quintessential “family” work of literature?).  It is not my intention to defend Scriabin, but 

only to provide an empathetic framework for his emotionally honest and incredibly expressive music. 

The 4th Sonata is a relatively short work, when compared with most other work in the genre, lasting 

around 8 minutes.  One of the most interesting (and innovative) features of the Sonata is its structure.  

Essentially a one-movement work, it is nonetheless cast in two separate movements, one leading into the 

other.  The opening Andante gives us the unifying theme of the entire work, which will be completely 

transformed in a final outburst of repeated chords marked, in true Scriabin style, “overjoyed,” and 

“passionately.”  This theme consists of a recognizable “head” of 6 notes in a pattern of 1-note, 2-notes, 3-

notes.  In the languid Andante (marked “with desire”), Scriabin first presents this theme, gently 

embellishing on it.  Scriabin wrote an interesting poem which is meant to embody the spirit of this 

Sonata—it begins thus:  

“In a light mist, transparent vapor 

Lost afar and yet distinct 

A star gleams softly. 



How beautiful! The bluish mystery 

Of her glow 

beckons me, cradles me.” 

A reading of the poem may suggest a multitude of possible interpretations.  At its most basic, Scriabin’s 

poem seems to be dealing with the idea of desire, or longing—specifically, the joy or thrill in the process 

of desiring (or working) towards something.  Does this come across in the music?  Most certainly.  

Throughout the Sonata, Scriabin plays with climax.  Sudden surges and driving cascades of notes are 

repeatedly not allowed to reach climax—Scriabin dissipates an enormous amount of energy in flying, 

fleeting jumps around the keyboard.  And indeed, this music is brimming with energy—a surging, joy-

filled energy which is constantly (and sometimes barely) kept in check, until the thrilling final pages.  My 

first encounter with this beautiful, passionate music was in my final year of high school.  A student of Fay 

Adams, my instructor at the University of Tennessee, performed this piece—I will never forget what an 

immense impression this music made on me.  Despite the performer’s “warning” that this work was the 

most “modern” thing on her program (and the pang of dread I felt immediately), I was completely in love 

with the music from start to finish.  A consistent, perfectly crafted curve from “chill” to climax, the 4th 

Sonata is one of the pinnacles of the piano repertoire, and a thrilling experience to play. 

 

 

 

 


