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Mieczysław Weinberg (1919-1996)

Piano Sonata No. 4, Op. 56 (1955) [26.43]
[1] I Allegro 7.01
[2] II Allegro 3.13
[3] III Adagio 8.13
[4] IV Allegro 8.03

Piano Sonata No. 5, Op. 58 (1956) [27.05]
[5] I Allegro 8.40
[6] II Andante 10.27
[7] III Allegretto 7.49

Piano Sonata No. 6, Op. 73 (1960) [12.38]
[8] I Adagio 6.57
[9] II Allegro molto 5.40

Murray McLachlan, piano Total CD duration 66.46



The Music 1

Mieczysław Weinberg – who actually preferred the non-German spelling ‘Vainberg’ – was
born in Warsaw in 1919, the son of a composer and violinist at a Jewish theatre. When he
was only ten he began his musical career there as a pianist and music director; two years
later he started piano studies at the Warsaw Conservatory. After the German invasion of
Poland in 1939 he was forced to flee the country and he went to the USSR, initially to
Minsk. There he attended composition classes at the conservatory for two years, but when
the Germans attacked the USSR in 1941 he had to flee again: he spent the next few years
at the opera house in Tashkent, Uzbekistan. In the meantime his family had been
murdered – burned alive – by the Germans.

In 1943 Weinberg sent the score of his newly completed First Symphony to Shostakovich,
asking for an opinion of the work. Shostakovich arranged for him to receive an official
invitation to Moscow – of especial value in the war years – and thus their close friendship
was born. From the end of August 1943 until his death in 1996, Weinberg lived in Moscow,
working as a freelance composer. From time to time he also made highly regarded
appearances as a pianist – for instance, he performed alongside Galina Vishnevskaya,
David Oistrakh and Mstislav Rostropovich at the premiere of Shostakovich’s Alexander
Blok Songs.

Weinberg’s first wife belonged to a well-known Jewish family. Her father was the actor and
director Solomon Michoels (his real name was Vovsi), the greatest Jewish actor in the
Soviet Union, who was unforgettable as King Lear. Michoels was chairman of the Jewish
Anti-Fascist Committee (JAC), which supported the work of a large writers’ collective.
Under the leadership of llya Ehrenburg and Vasily Grossman, the latter organization
prepared a ‘record of dishonor’ in which the atrocities committed by the Nazis against Jews
in various countries were documented. The authors, however, had failed to predict that
anti-Semitic persecution would reach terrifying levels in the Soviet Union as well.

The respected Russian journalist Arkady Waxberg relates that publication of the ‘record of
dishonor’ was forbidden; half of the contributors were arrested and either shot or sent to a
gulag. A secret trial of the leaders of the JAC ended with the execution of fifteen of its
members on 12th August 1952. With this information, Waxberg also supplies a plausible
explanation for the fate of Michoels, who was murdered by the secret police in Minsk on
13th January 1948. Weinberg, too, could have suffered a gruesome fate: towards the end



Weinberg’s teacher in composition at the Minsk Conservatoire, Vasily
Zolotaryov, and his pupils. Weinberg seated (far right); behind him standing

(far right) Ryszard Sielicki, who was later to return to Warsaw.
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of the Stalinist era, on 6th February 1953 (six months after the above-mentioned trial), he
was imprisoned. It was with a sigh of relief that Shostakovich could write to his friend Isaac
Glikman on 27th April 1953:

“In the past few days M.S. Vainberg has returned home: he has informed me by
telegraph.”

The date is significant (Stalin had died on 5th March and Weinberg’s release was probably
a direct consequence), as is the fact that Shostakovich does not mention where Weinberg
was returning from: such matters were not discussed openly – so much for the hypocritical
Communist legend of the equality of the peoples. A Jewish artist in the Soviet Union did not
exactly enjoy an easy life.

Weinberg was an extremely productive composer with an output ranging from a Requiem
to circus music. He had a (perhaps not entirely fashionable) inclination towards large-scale,
epic music; in this respect Mahler and Prokofiev were important role models. His musical
style was extremely varied, however, and his richly-colored palette ranges from folk ele-
ments to dodecaphonic techniques. Folk-music elements were not only of Polish and
Russian origin, but also Jewish and Moldavian (some of his ancestors had come from
Moldavia).

The first two works in Weinberg’s opus list were both written before he left Poland: Lullaby
for piano (1935) and the String Quartet No. 1 (1937). In an interview in 1994 the composer
maintained that he had only turned to composition later on:

“It was not until the outbreak of war that I began to devote myself seriously to
composition, after the Germans had invaded Poland and I had fled to Minsk in the
Soviet Union, where I began to study at the Minsk Conservatory. Until Hitler
invaded the USSR, I studied there under Professor Vasily Andreyevich
Zolotaryov, who was a pupil of Rimsky-Korsakov. There I completed a course in
counterpoint and music history.”

When questioned about his attitude to present-day pianists by the journal Sovietskaya
Muzyka in 1988/89, Weinberg replied:
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“They all play splendidly; their fingers fly across the keyboard with the speed of
cosmic rockets, but one fails to hear any true involvement with the music that is
being performed. I remember Sauer, Friedman, the last Mohicans from the
nineteenth century! Of course their playing was in the salon style, almost
laughably so: endless ritenutos, and the left hand always played at least one idea
ahead of the right. But they were personalities! The performer gave us his own
interpretation. Whether you agreed with him or not was another matter entirely.
But today, if I close my eyes while listening to three or four pianists, I cannot tell
them apart.”

Later in the same interview Weinberg toned down his criticism and found words of praise
for some present-day pianists, but it is clear that he detested mechanical interpretations; he
wanted to hear an individual style of playing. We should not forget this when considering
his own output for the piano, and it is also important to bear in mind that Weinberg himself
could certainly have enjoyed a distinguished career as a performer. His occasional though
very successful public appearances (see above) are not the only evidence of this. While he
was still a student at the Warsaw Conservatory, he performed for the famous pianist Josef
Hofmann, who was there on a visit (at the instigation of his piano teacher Jozef
Turczynski). Impressed with the young pianist’s talent, Hofmann even gained him an
invitation to pursue his studies at the Curtis Institute of Music in Philadelphia, of which he
was the director. If world events had not prevented this, Weinberg could well have become
a piano virtuoso on the world concert circuit.

For solo piano Weinberg, like most Soviet composers, wrote collections of short,
entertaining pieces such as the three Children's Notebooks or the Easy Pieces, Op. 34, but
in view of his predilection for larger forms it is no surprise that the focal point of his piano
music is the sonatas. The first three of these, along with the Easy Pieces, are available on
volume 9 of this series (divine art dda25105); the rest are on this CD.

The four-movement Sonata No. 4, Op. 56. was completed in 1955. It is dedicated to Emil
Gilels, who frequently performed Weinberg’s piano music, and who gave the première of
this sonata on 19th February 1957.
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Even a preliminary glance at the score reveals the classical inclinations of the opening
Allegro: a repeat mark shows that we are dealing with a traditional sonata form structure,
the simple bass accompaniment could (with minor alterations) have been written by Mozart,
and the music goes straight in medias res, the slightly melancholy main theme beginning in
the very first bar. Moreover, this theme has a certain similarity with the main theme in
Shostakovich’s Second Piano Sonata, although the unease felt in the Shostakovich is
absent here. There follows a warmer, chordally constructed subsidiary theme and then a
large-scale development section in which the musical material rises to a passionate climax;
the coda ends in gentle calm. The second movement is a rhythmically lively, mystical
scherzo in which the crossing of hands is exploited in a virtuoso manner; several passages
are strangely reminiscent of Borodin.

In this sonata the slow movement – an introverted, brooding Adagio – is placed third. One
might suspect that, when writing the finale’s rondo theme, Weinberg had just returned from
browsing through Russian folklore, so typical is the underlying mood of the movement,
which ends the work in peaceful melancholy with a quotation of material from earlier in the
sonata. The Sonata No. 5, Op. 58, which is rather smaller in scale, was written the
following year and dedicated to Weinberg's fellow composer Boris Tchaikovsky. The first
performance was given on 9th November 1958 by Leonid Brumberg, an eminent pianist
and professor of piano at the Gnesin Institute, who emigrated to Israel in the 1970s.

In the entire piano literature it would be hard to find another sonata which begins with a
passacaglia, especially one with the remarkable length of 603 (!) bars. The bass begins
‘nakedly’, in dotted minims, and there follows a counter-voice in rapid 3/4 which is gradually
developed as a free canon. The passacaglia theme does not remain in the bass line all the
time, but is later transplanted upwards: on occasion it even ‘jumps’ to and fro through the
octaves, in a texture which grows increasingly dense until the final dramatic diminution. If
the first movement is extravagant in terms of the number of bars it lasts, the Andante which
follows outshines it in terms of playing time: it is by some margin the longest movement on
this disc.



The Music 5

It begins in the manner of a strange, slow march and is then transformed into a sort of
chorale (bringing to mind Weinberg's remark: “Since the time of my First Symphony a sort
of chorale has been wandering around within me”); the rest of the movement hovers
curiously between these two musical genres and ends in extreme reticence. The finale –
which owes much of its virtuoso character to extreme octave figurations – begins with the
first three notes of Richard Strauss’s Till Eulenspiegel. and is likewise an example of rondo-
form sorcery, bringing the sonata to a close not fortissimo but instead in a ruminative
pianissimo.

The Sonata No. 6, Op, 73, has only two movements and, by Weinberg’s standards, is
remarkably modestly proportioned. It was composed in 1960 and first performed on 26th
February 1964 by the Georgian pianist Marina Mdivani, a pupil of Gilels, who had won the
Marguerite Long Competition in Paris several years previously.

The opening is tentative, with an Adagio which is constructed chordally at first and is then
developed polyphonically, forming a Lamento. The second movement of this astonishing
sonata is a sort of fugue, albeit one with mostly chordal counter-voices: slowly but surely,
the music builds up to a magnificent climax which rounds off both this work and Weinberg’s
cycle of piano sonatas.

Notes © Per Skans 1998



Weinberg in his Moscow study, 1982

Photo courtesy of Tommy Persson
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“Murray McLachlan is a pianist with a virtuoso
technique and a sure sense of line. His timing
and phrasing are impeccable, and his tone –
full but unforced in the powerful passages,
gentle and restrained in the more lyrical – is a
perpetual delight” (BBC Music Magazine)

As a concert artist Murray McLachlan has
received outstanding critical acclaim for
intelligent and sensitive interpretations and
superb technical ability. His prolific
discography, much of it for Divine Art and
Dunelm, has received long-standing
international recognition and includes over
thirty commercial recordings, including the
complete sonatas of Beethoven and Prokofiev
and many rarities such as the 7-CD series of
piano music by Erik Chisholm (Divine Art
Diversions label) which has received glowing
accolades from critics without exception. He
has also championed many other
contemporary British composers, whilst also
gaining a fine reputation as a specialist in
Russian piano music. All of the recordings on
this disc, made in 1996, are world premières.
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McLachlan’s repertoire includes over 40 concertos and he has appeared as soloist with
most of the leading UK orchestras. His recognition has been far-reaching, bringing many
invitations to perform abroad. In recent seasons his engagements have included
performances in the USA, Scandinavia, South Africa, Poland, Byelorussia and Norway. In
1997 he was awarded a knighthood by the Order of St John of Jerusalem in recognition of
his services to music in Malta. In 2003 he performed the complete cycle of 32 Beethoven
Sonatas to critical acclaim in Manchester, and in 2004 his Wigmore Hall Erik Chisholm
Centenary Recital and subsequent national tour attracted superlatives in the national press.

His intense schedule continued in 2006 with a ‘Shostakovich Centenary Recital tour’,
sponsored by the UK Shostakovich Society and including 15 concerts all over the UK. This
included a return to the Wigmore Hall in September.

Murray McLachlan has given first performances of works by many composers, including
Martin Butler, Ronald Stevenson, Charles Camilleri, Erik Chisholm, John R. Williamson,
Michael Parkin and even Beethoven! Recordings of contemporary music have won
numerous accolades, including full star ratings, as well as ‘rosette’ and ‘key recording’
status in the Penguin Guide to CDs, and ‘Disc of the month’ and ‘Record of the month’
MusicWeb and The Glasgow Herald. He is Head of Keyboard at Chetham’s School of
Music and tutor at the Royal Northern College of Music in Manchester, as well as Artistic
Director both of the Chetham’s International Summer School and Festival for Pianists, an
event which attracts outstanding musicians annually from all over the world, and the
Manchester International Concerto Competition for Young Pianists, which began in 2007.

His website can be found at www.murraymclachlan.co.uk
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Divine Art Russian Piano Music Series

Vol. 1: Shostakovich and Comrades
Murray McLachlan
Piano Sonatas 1 & 2, and music by Myaskovsky, Kabalevsky,
Shchedrin and Ronald Stevenson
dda25080

Vol. 2: Vladimir Rebikov
Anthony Goldstone
Virtually all première recordings of engrossing, unpredictable
music in many styles by this unfairly neglected chameleon of a
composer dubbed the father of Russian modernism
dda25081

Vol. 3: Reinhold Glière
Anthony Goldstone
Unknown piano gems written from 1906 to 1909 by the late-
Romantic doyen of Russian early/mid 20th-century
music, including the towering 25 Préludes, Op. 30, Mazurkas
and Esquisses
dda25083

Vol. 4: Sergei Lyapunov
Anthony Goldstone
A monumental Lisztian sonata and gorgeous smaller works,
replete with full-blooded Romanticism, sensual folk-inspired
melodies and complex pianism, from Balakirev’s loyal pupil
dda25084
A MusicWeb Recording of the Year, 2010



Vol. 5: Anton Arensky
Anthony Goldstone
Fabulous little-known miniatures with Romantic fire, passion and
beauty
dda25085

Vol. 6: Sergei Rachmaninov
Sergei Dukachev
The rarely heard Variations on a Theme of Corelli, Preludes,
Etudes and the Second Sonata
dda25095

Vol. 7: Sergei Prokofiev
Sergei Dukachev
The 2nd and 7th Sonatas and several gems from the composer’s
early and later periods in acclaimed live performances
dda25096

Vol. 8: Modest Mussorgsky
Anthony Goldstone
Rare original manuscript version of Pictures from an Exhibition
and several alternative versions of other works, here in first
recordings.
dda25100



Vol. 9: Mieczysław Weinberg I
Murray McLachlan
Piano Sonatas 1, 2 and 3 and the 17 Easy Pieces commence the
fine collection completed on vol. 10 and display why this
composer’s reputation is firmly on the rise.

The Russian Piano Music series has attracted widespread praise from critics: see reviews on our
website, including continuing new releases – Vol. 11 Ustvolskaya; vol. 12 Bortkiewicz; vol. 13
Rachmaninoffr vol. 14 Tchaikovsky; vol. 15 Prokofiev
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