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CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTORY OVERVIEW
As in the old Russian saying,
I have chased three hares
(composing, conducting, and
playing the piano). Can I be
certain that I have captured
one?
Sergei Rachmaninoff1

One of the brightest lights in music of the twentieth century, Sergei
Rachmaninoff was a great composer of his time, a masterful symphony conductor
and a legendary pianist. Rachmaninoff is considered the last in the great tradition
of Russian romantic composers. His profoundly emotional and passionate music
may well be among the most recognizable “classical” music ever written. His
famous Prelude in C-sharp minor has appeared in Hollywood cinema and has
been arranged for such disparate instruments as organ, accordion, banjo, guitar,
voice, military band, trombone quartet, among many others. His work carries on
the best traditions of Western and Russian classical music of the nineteenth
century and particularly those of Liszt, Chopin, Grieg, Tchaikovsky, Rubinstein,
Taneyev and Arensky, and develops them. At the same time, his works reflect the
unsurpassed individuality of a compelling musical style.
1 Culshaw, John. Rachmaninov: The Man and His Music. New York: Oxford University Press,
1950, Introduction
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Sergei Rachmaninoff was born on April 1, 18732 to a well-to-do family.
He was not the first musician in his family: his great-grandfather was an
accomplished violinist and his grandfather was a brilliant pianist who studied with
the noted Irish composer John Field. At the age of nine, Rachmaninoff entered the
preparatory division of the St. Petersburg Conservatory on full scholarship.
In 1885 his family moved to Moscow, where the young Rachmaninoff
encountered a brilliant cultural environment eminently suited to the development
of his musical talent. He enrolled in the prestigious Moscow State Conservatory,
where he studied piano with acclaimed teachers Nikolai Zverev and Alexander
Siloti3, and composition with renowned Russian composers Alexander Taneyev
and Anton Arensky. At the Moscow Conservatory, Rachmaninoff met and played
for many legendary Russians, including Tchaikovsky, who became his musical
idol. He graduated as a pianist in 1891, the year he completed his First Piano
Concerto, and as a composer in 1892, winning the Great Gold Medal for his
opera, Aleko.
Rachmaninoff’s Conservatory years mark the beginning of the first period
in his compositional career. During this period, he composed, in addition to the
Piano Concerto No. 1 and the opera Aleko, such works as Morceaux de fantaisie,
Op. 3 (1892), which included the famous Prelude in C-sharp minor, Elegiac Trio
in D minor, Op. 9 (1893), written to commemorate Tchaikovsky’s death,
2 Some sources list the date for Rachmaninoff’s birth as April 2. However, according to the latest
research, the date of Rachmaninoff ’s birth is April 1, 1873.
3 Siloti, who had studied with both Liszt and Tchaikovsky, was one of the most brilliant figures
of that time in Moscow. He left Russia after the Revolution of 1917 and taught eventually at the
Juilliard School.
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Morceaux de salon, Op. 10 (1894), Symphony No. 1, Op. 13 (1895), and the
Moments musicaux, Op. 16 (1896).
These promising early years came to an abrupt end in 1897 with the
disastrous failure of Rachmaninoff’s First Symphony. Sunk into a deep
depression and fearing―at the age of 24―the loss of his ability to compose,
Rachmaninoff sought treatment from the famous psychotherapist Dr. Nicholas
Dahl. After months of therapy, Rachmaninoff regained his compositional voice
and wrote his immortal Second Piano Concerto4. The worldwide success of this
composition in 1900, when Rachmaninoff was 27, was undoubtedly the most
important point in his life and career. The Second Piano Concerto symbolized his
dazzling recovery from the three long years of depression and silence, and
established his international reputation as a composer.
Rachmaninoff was now entering on what was to be the most productive
period of his career as a pianist, composer and conductor―the first two decades
of the twentieth century. Many of his best compositions, including the Sonata for
Piano and Cello, Op. 19 (1901), two sets of piano preludes, Op. 23 (1903) and
Op. 32 (1910), the Symphony No. 2, Op. 27 (1906-1908), the symphonic poem,
The Isle of the Dead, Op. 29 (1909), the Piano Concerto No. 3, Op. 30 (1909), the
two sets of Etudes-tableaux for piano, Op. 33 (1911) and Op. 39 (1916), The
Bells, Op. 35 (1913), the Piano Sonata No. 2, Op. 36 (1913) and a few sets of
songs for voice and piano, Op. 21 (1900-1902), Op. 26 (1906), Op. 34. (1912) and
Op. 38 (1916) were written during these fruitful years.
4 Rachmaninoff’s Second Concerto is dedicated to Dr. Dahl
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But again, events brought an abrupt change to Rachmaninoff’s life. The
revolution of 1917 forced the composer to leave Russia and pursue a full-time
career as a concert pianist in the West, a career which continued till his death in
1943. Rachmaninoff first lived in France and Switzerland, eventually moving to
the United States. In light of his heavy concertizing schedule, it is remarkable that
he composed to the extent that he did in this final period of his life. Among his
later compositions are numerous piano transcriptions, the Piano Concerto No. 4,
Op. 40 (1926), Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini, Op. 43 (1935), the Symphony
No. 3, Op. 44 (1935-1936), and Symphonic Dances, Op. 45 (1941).
During his lifetime, it was his pianism, rather than his composing, that
brought Rachmaninoff the greatest acclaim. Known as a powerful and aristocratic
keyboard artist, he was considered one of the best pianists of the twentieth
century. Audiences were often fascinated by his exquisite playing. Elena Somova,
Rachmaninoff’ friend and the daughter of the Russian painter Konstantin Somov,
said in March 1944 in Pasadena, California:
The first time I heard Rachmaninoff in recital in
October of 1909, I was immediately conquered by
his genius. His superb mastery, severe nobility of
the style, deepness and richness of the content and
his trademark sound were astonishing. . .5
Ernest Newman (1868-1959), the English critic and music writer, said
after attending one of Rachmaninoff’s first recitals in London:
Slowly he came out to the stage, sadly looked at the
packed hall, took a bow. . . sat at the piano. . .and
5 Z. Apetian. Anthology: Vospominaniya o Rachmaninove. Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe
Muzikal’noe Izdatel’stvo, 1961, p. 85.
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such music started, that all the other pianists seemed
secondary compared to him. I have never heard
anyone play like this. . .6
As a pianist, Rachmaninoff was admired not only by audiences, but also
by his fellow musicians and even his enemies:
Even those who dislike Rachmaninoff’s music―
Stravinsky is the most extreme example―
nevertheless acknowledged his genius at the piano.
His colleagues were unanimous in their respect. It
was not just for Hoffman that he was a “supreme
artist”: for Horowitz he was a musical god whose
memory never dimmed with the passing of the years,
in retrospect “surely the greatest of all pianists”;
for Arthur Rubinstein, “the most fascinating pianist
of them all since Busoni”; for Claudio Arrau, “one
of the greatest pianists of all time and one of the
very truly worthy of immortality.” Even artists not
associated with the Romantic repertoire in which
Rachmaninoff so excelled were no less respectful.
For Gieseking, Rachmaninoff was simply “the
greatest pianist of his time” and Artur Schnabel, in
a posthumous tribute wrote: “I shall never forget the
admiration I felt when I first heard Rachmaninoff
play. His sovereign style, a combination of grandeur
and daring, his naturalness and the giving of his
whole self―all this was absolutely inimitable.”7
Rachmaninoff himself said to pianist Gina Bachauer:
When performing at a concert, a musician must
always have the feeling that the particular work
he is playing at that moment is the greatest music
ever written. Also, the performer must give the best
that is in him, even if he is playing in the smallest
town in the most terrible theater, even if the
audience is only one person―the doorman, holding
the keys, waiting for the concert to finish as soon
as possible, so he can lock the doors. 8
6 Ibid., 110.
7 Martyn, Barrie. Rachmaninoff: Composer, Pianist, Conductor. Aldershot, England: Scolar
Press, Gower Publishing Company, 1990, p. 396.
8 Gina Bachauer. My Study With Rachmaninoff. Clavier magazine, October 1973, p. 14.
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His most productive years as a pianist began after his exile from Russia in
1917. Concert engagements throughout Scandinavia mark the early months of his
exile. His American career began in 1918 with performances in Providence,
Boston, and in New York’s Carnegie Hall. From 1918 onwards, he performed
about fifty concerts each year. According to Barrie Martyn in his book
Rachmaninoff: Composer, Pianist, Conductor, by the end of his career,
Rachmaninoff had made 1,457 appearances as a pianist, of which 1,189 dated
from the launching of his career in America in 1918.
As a symphony and opera conductor, Rachmaninoff was a unique
interpreter of a vast range of works: his own, works by fellow Russians; Glinka,
Borodin, Mussorgsky, Rimsky-Korsakov and Tchaikovsky, and works by
Western composers. His brief collaboration with famous Russian opera
companies such as the Bolshoi Opera and later the Mamontov Opera marked a
highly successful period in the history of Russian opera.
In 1909, Rachmaninoff made his acclaimed American tour, conducting in
Chicago, Philadelphia, New York and Boston―where he was immediately
offered a conducting position with the Boston Symphony Orchestra.
Rachmaninoff’s success as a symphony conductor was growing rapidly
and he was soon being compared with the greatest European conductors:
Musical history has many examples of musicians
with dual careers, such as composers-conductors
Strauss and Mahler and all the composers-pianists
from Bach on, but few have spread their energies at
all extensively or successfully in three directions;

7
only the names of Liszt, Dohnanyi and Benjamin
Britten come readily to mind alongside that of
Rachmaninoff. It is tantalizing to know that
Rachmaninoff was assuredly one of the truly great
conductors...9
Stylistically, Rachmaninoff’s works are not usually programmatic, though
they are filled with images recalling distinctively Russian sounds. Russian bells,
for example, are evoked in compositions of various genres throughout
Rachmaninoff’s career, beginning with the famous Prelude in C-sharp minor and
continuing in the Second Piano Concerto, in his Preludes, piano Etudes-tableaux
and in The Bells:
. . . Rachmaninoff`’s consciousness was
penetrated. . . by the sound of church bells, which
ring out in many of his compositions, whether
written in Russia (First Suite for Two Pianos,
Preludes, Op. 32, Second Sonata), Dresden
(Second Symphony) or even Italy (The Bells).10
Themes redolent of Russian Orthodox chants can be found in the opening
of the Third Piano Concerto and the first theme of the First Symphony as well as
in many other compositions:
The Orthodox Church Chant laid down that, in
order to avoid jarring intervals between adjacent
notes, liturgical music should move by adjacent
steps in the scale, and it is in the gently undulating
contours of many of Rachmaninoff’s most
characteristic melodies―the mottoes of the
Second and Third Symphonies, the opening themes
of the Second and Third Concertos are but four of
many examples―that its influence is most persuasive.
The chanting of church choirs is imitated in the
closing pages of both Aleko and the cantata, Spring,
9 Martyn, 523.
10 Ibid., 30.
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and the ancient chants themselves provided the
thematic material of the First Symphony.11
However, unlike other composers, Rachmaninoff never used any direct
quotes from Russian folk music, a compositional trait noticed by many scholars
and music critics, for instance, Ernest Newman:
Specifically he is perhaps more Russian than the
composers who coquet with Russian folk music. But
in a deeper sense he is perhaps more Russian than
they. . .12
Barrie Martyn quotes Medtner in his book Rachmaninoff: Composer,
Pianist and Conductor. Martyn writes:
The peculiarly Russian quality of every bar
Rachmaninoff wrote originates within the music
rather than being imposed from without by what
Medtner dismissively used to call “ethnographical
trimmings.” Rachmaninoff makes virtually no use
of Russian folk music and yet, as Medtner again
said, “[He] is so profoundly Russian himself that he
has no need of folk music.”13
Melody was always the most important expressive tool in Rachmaninoff’s
music. John Gillespie states in his book Five Centuries of Keyboard Music:
Rachmaninoff had a special skill as a melodist. His
songs contain some of the most hauntingly beautiful
passages to be found in vocal literature.
His famous use of long themes possessing “great, seemingly endless,
arching melodies”14 sound-paint the endless landscapes of Russian nature. John
Culshaw says:
11
12
13
14

Ibid., 30.
Ibid., 27.
Ibid.
Ibid., 22.
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His melodies fall into two distinct types. These
are strongly contrasted, one being long, flowing
melodies with a tendency to progress by intervals
of a third, and the other being short, tight melodies
which hover continually around one note. 15
Rachmaninoff usually preferred the minor keys for his music. His favorites
were A minor, C minor and D minor. However, as Barrie Martin points out:
The apparent preponderance of minor keys in which
Rachmaninoff chose to write is not the unequivocal
evidence of a one-tracked melancholy mind it at
first seems, for although it is true that all three
symphonies, four concertos and the Paganini
Rhapsody are in the minor key, not to mention
fourteen out of seventeen Etudes-tableaux, two
sonatas for piano and one for cello and piano, one
half of the Preludes and not fewer than thirty-four of
the eighty-three songs in the Soviet collected edition
are in the major key, and a further nine end that
way. 16
Some of Rachmaninoff’s works were inspired by fine poetry and
paintings: his opera Aleko was based on Pushkin’s poem The Gypsies, and many
of his art songs were based on poetry: for example, poems by Goethe, Heine,
Schevchenko, Tutchev, Alexei Tolstoy, Fet, and Bunin. Despite Rachmaninoff’s
well-known dislike for new, “popular” schools in literature, including
“symbolism,” some of his compositions are inspired by works of the then-popular
symbolists. His symphonic poem, The Isle of the Dead, Op. 29, for example, is
inspired by symbolist Arnold Boklin’s painting of the same title and his Prelude
in B minor, Op. 32 is inspired by Boklin’s painting The Return. His cantata, The
Bells, is based on a poem by American poet Edgar Allan Poe, which was
15 Culshaw, 50.
16 Martyn, 30.
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translated by Russian poet-symbolist, Constantine Balmont. Finally, the group of
Songs, Op. 38, is based on poems by symbolist poets, Avetik Isaakian, Andrey
Bely, Igor Severyanin, Valery Bryusov, Fedor Sologub, and Constantine Balmont.
Rachmaninoff’s enormous talent as a pianist strongly influenced his
numerous piano compositions. He was especially attracted to the large forms of
piano music, creating two piano sonatas, two sets of variations, two suites for
two-piano duos and, finally, the four piano concertos and the Rhapsody on a
Theme by Paganini. Together with the symphony, the piano concerto was his
primary symphonic genre.
According to the Harvard Dictionary of Music a piano concerto:
. . . is a composition for orchestra and a solo
instrument. . . An essential a trait of the concerto
is that the soloist(s) and the orchestra are not in
master-servant relationship. . . but compete on
equal terms. This meaning is implied by the name
itself, which is usually thought to be derived from
L. concertare, “to fight,” “to contend.” Recently,
another derivation has been suggested, from L.
conserere, “to join together,” “to unite”. . . 17
Throughout the history of the piano concerto, different types of
relationships can be found between piano and orchestra: for example, Bach’s
concertos are predominantly orchestral pieces with a featured piano solo part,
while Chopin’s two Piano Concertos are primarily solo piano compositions with a
relatively supporting orchestra part.
Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concertos do not conform to either of these types.

17 The Harvard Dictionary of Music, Fourth Edition. Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London,
England: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003.
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Rather, following the traditions of the piano concertos by Grieg, Tchaikovsky and
Rubinstein―and in particular Tchaikovsky’s First Piano Concerto in B-flat
minor, which Rachmaninoff also successfully performed―Rachmaninoff
composed concertos featuring a leading piano with an orchestra that is not limited
to the role of accompaniment. The piano and the orchestra are really “competing,”
making the concertos symphonic in nature. Indeed, it is a well-known fact that
Rachmaninoff himself called his concertos “symphonies.” His writing for the
piano had a thick, “symphonic” texture, which later became a Rachmaninoff
trademark. Gradually, the symphonism in Rachmaninoff’s concertos increased,
while the form of his concertos also evolved―from the early Grieg-like First
Concerto to his last composition in this genre, Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini.
Rachmaninoff was the first composer-pianist to make the piano concerto
his primary genre. Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin and Liszt were also remarkable
pianists who created outstanding examples of piano concertos, but none of them
made the concerto his primary genre. In Rachmaninoff’s case, many different
factors no doubt drew him to the piano concerto: his phenomenal career as a
pianist and conductor, his talent as a melodist, and his desire to combine a
symphony and instrument into one.
While many research works by Soviet and Western authors focus on
Sergei Rachmaninoff’s life, career, and compositions, few of those works are
dedicated solely to his piano concertos. Among such works are: Piano Concertos
by Rachmaninoff by A. Solovtsev, Rachmaninoff and His Pianoforte Concertos
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by W. R. Anderson, and an unreleased candidate dissertation, Piano Concertos
by Rachmaninoff by noted Russian musicologist Vera Briantseva. Some other
works simply contain chapters on Rachmaninoff’s piano concertos: for instance,
Rachmaninoff’s Orchestral Music by Patrick Piggot or Rachmaninoff: The Man
and his Music by John Culshaw.
The following dissertation project focuses on the evolution of Sergei
Rachmaninoff’s musical style as illustrated by his four Piano Concertos and The
Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini.
This research work is based on piano and orchestra scores and two-piano
reductions of Rachmaninoff’s four Concertos and the Rhapsody, as well as on
many of the recordings, books and released research works currently available.
Some of them can by found in the bibliography.
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CHAPTER II. PIANO CONCERTO NO. 1, F-SHARP MINOR, OP. 1,
1893: A FIRST STEP
It is the shortest of the
Concertos, lasting little
more than than twenty
minutes in performance, and
is characterized by a youthful
vigour which to some extent
disguises the thinness of the
material. The First Concerto
is certainly not as important
as the others, but as an
example of the melodic gift,
the exuberance and the
brilliance of a Russian
student-composer at the end
the last century it is surely
unsurpassed.
John Culshaw18

Piano Concerto No. 1 in F-sharp minor is considered the first official
composition written by Rachmaninoff: it is marked Opus 1. Rachmaninoff
composed it in 1891 when he was only 18. At that time he was a student at the
Moscow Conservatory and already the author of a number of compositions in
various genres, most of which had remained unpublished until very recently.
Few Russian piano concertos were composed before Rachmaninoff. The
most famous were Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto No. 1 and five Piano Concertos
by Anton Rubinstein. Rachmaninoff’s teachers, Taneyev and Arensky, attempted
18 Culshaw, 14.
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the concerto genre, with differing outcomes. Taneyev’s Piano Concerto was never
completed, while Arensky’s Fantasia on a Theme by Ryabinin, Op. 2, written in
1881, became one of his most famous compositions.
Rachmaninoff conceived the idea of composing a concerto in 1886, when
he was 13. He had attended a recital given by a visiting pianist, Alexander Siloti,
who performed pieces by Schubert, Chopin, and Liszt, as well as Tchaikovsky’s
First Piano Concerto. Although Rachmaninoff had heard the Tchaikovsky
Concerto before, Siloti’s performance was the first time he had heard the
composition with a full orchestra. Rachmaninoff was captivated by the piece. He
abandoned his previous goal of composing an opera and decided that he wanted to
compose a piano concerto: this became more interesting since it would allow him
to both conduct the orchestra and play the solo part.
From that moment, Rachmaninoff started to listen to all the piano
concertos he could and, by coincidence, during that season, piano concertos were
performed frequently. He heard Beethoven’s Piano Concerto No. 4, Liszt’s Piano
Concerto No. 2, Rubinstein’s Piano Concerto No. 4, Mozart’s Piano Concerto
No. 23, and Saint-Saëns’ Piano Concerto No. 2 with the visiting Saint-Saëns
himself at the piano and Alexander Siloti conducting. Later, Rachmaninoff heard
Grieg’s Piano Concerto in A minor and was very impressed; it became one of his
favorite compositions.
In addition to listening to piano concertos, Rachmaninoff prepared himself
to compose a piano concerto by beginning with less complicated pieces for piano
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solo. His first works were three Nocturnes, because he admired the Nocturnes by
Chopin. Among his other early compositions, most of which were never
performed at that time, the most interesting were a group of solo piano pieces and
an unfinished quintet. Later, Rachmaninoff composed a Piano Trio in G minor,
the Prelude for Cello and Piano, the Russian Rhapsody, Romance for six hands,
some songs, and a few opera excerpts. In 1889, now 16 years old, Rachmaninoff
sketched a draft of a Piano Concerto in C minor which was never completed. At
this time he was also performing frequently, most often his own compositions, but
also works by Chopin, Liszt and Tchaikovsky.
Rachmaninoff started to work on the first movement of his First Concerto
in June, 1890 at Ivanovka, the family estate. That was a very happy summer for
the young composer, during which he developed a close friendship with the three
charming Scalon sisters who were his neighbors, as well as distant relatives. Not
surprisingly, he eventually fell in love with one of the sisters, fifteen-year-old
Vera. During that summer, Rachmaninoff finally found a main theme for his
Piano Concerto―his own unique melody, a melody not similar to or inspired by
any others:

Example 1. First movement, main theme. 19

19 Martyn, 50.

16
He threw out the first draft of the concerto that he had started the previous
fall and focused on his new theme. During that summer of 1890, Rachmaninoff
also composed the second theme for the concerto’s first movement, as well as a
main melody for the second movement. These two themes were very different: if
the first one was anxious and sorrowful, the other one was peaceful and dreamlike.
The first performance of his Piano Concerto No. 1 took place almost oneand-a-half years later, in a student recital on March 17, 1892, with Rachmaninoff
at the piano and the Conservatory director Vasily Safonov conducting:
At the premiere of his First Concerto he confidently
overruled the conductor, the fearsome martinet
Safonov, who happened to be the conservatoire’s
Director.” 20
That night only the first movement was performed. It was a very
successful debut for Rachmaninoff. Even the reviewer from the magazine Artist’s
Journal noticed that the first movement had “taste, tension, youthful sincerity and
obvious knowledge.” He also noted, “already there is much promise.”21
The opening of the First Concerto, consisting of an orchestral fanfare and
a descending cascade of chords in the piano, is reminiscent of Grieg, Schumann,
and Liszt piano concertos:

20 Ibid, 22.
21 Alekseev, A. D. S. V. Rachmaninoff. Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe Muzikal’noe Izdatel’stvo,
1954, p. 33.
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Example 2. First movement, opening. 22

The main theme―anxious, tense, yet with hidden sorrow―is one of the
best examples of the youthful romanticism of the composer: “It shows that the
strain of yearning and melancholy was not missing in the young Rachmaninoff.”23

22 Rachmaninoff, Sergei. Concerto No. 1, First Version. Reduction for two pianos. Moscow:
Muzika, 1966, p. 3.
23 Culshaw, 77.
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Example 3. First movement, main subject.

24

In opposition to the main theme, the second subject, consisting of two
themes, takes us to the world of sweet love dreams:

24 Rachmaninoff, Sergei. Concerto No. 1, First Version. Reduction for two pianos. Moscow:
Muzika, 1966, p. 5.

19
Example 4a. First movement, second subject, first theme.25

25 Ibid., 9.

20
Example 4b. First movement, second subject, second theme.26

The second movement, Andante in D major, is written in a simple and
condensed form. Relatively short, this movement is stylistically closer to chamber
music than to concertos. The movement could also be compared to a Chopin
nocturne, albeit “Chopin filtered through the works of Tchaikovsky and Arensky,
who were the two principal influences on Rachmaninoff in his early years.”27 The
second movement’s expansive, slow melody in the upper voice is supported by
the triplet arpeggio accompaniment:
26 Ibid., 11.
27 Piggott, Patrick. Rachmaninoff: Orchestral Music. Seattle: University of Washington Press,
1974, p. 43.
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Example 5.Second Movement. 28

Rachmaninoff rejects everything that can cover the clarity of the melody.
And the melody, simple by itself, sounds different every time it occurs because of
the constant harmonic changes in the accompaniment.
28 Rachmaninoff, Sergei. Concerto No. 1, First Version. Reduction for two pianos. Moscow:
Muzika, 1966, p. 45.
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The last movement, Finale, is a scherzo-like movement in rondo sonata
form which seems to be modeled on Grieg’s piano concerto in A minor:

Example 6. Third movement, main theme29

The middle section–Andante espressivo, with a big piano solo–takes us to
a more tranquil mood:

29 Ibid., p. 53.
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Example 7. Second movement, middle section. 30

Barrie Martin states in his book Rachmaninoff: composer, pianist,
conductor:
Rachmaninoff’s First Concerto is not only a
remarkable achievement for a seventeen year-old,
a work which can stand on its own feet and be
judged on its own merits, but proof that the
composer had come of age and that his own musical
personality was emancipating itself from youthful
influences.
However, Rachmaninoff himself was never satisfied with the original
30 Ibid., p. 63.
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version of his Piano Concerto No. 1. He even refused an invitation to perform it
in London in 1899. Later, in 1908, he mentioned in a letter to his friend Morozov:
There are so many requests for this concerto, and
it is so frightful in its present form―that is the main
thing―that I should like to work at it and, if possible,
get it into shape. Of course, it will have to be written
afresh, for the orchestration in it is worse than the
music.31
Certainly, this is an early piece and echoes the work of other composers:
the romantic piano concertos of Schumann, Chopin, and Grieg, for example. It is
especially close to Grieg’s Piano Concerto in A minor in its harmonic and
melodic material. And although single episodes already show elements of
Rachmaninoff’s unique style, which will be found fully developed in his later
concertos, nevertheless, the language of his First Concerto seams rather simple in
comparison to his later compositions. The piano leads almost constantly and the
role of the orchestra is very modest, sometimes just a simple supporting part, a
light and clear background for the piano similar to the orchestrations in Chopin’s
concertos. In his later piano concertos, Rachmaninoff would make the orchestral
part much richer and the collaboration between piano and orchestra much more
extensive .
A quarter of a century later, in 1917, Rachmaninoff made major revisions
to the Concerto:
Rachmaninoff’s revision were extremely drastic.
Not only he gave the original material a new
and improved presentation, but he reworked it in
infinitely more subtle ways then formerly, clarified
31 Martyn, 278.

25
the orchestration, and recast the the solo part in such
a manner that it demands the utmost panache and
bravura from the pianist. A great cadenza plays an
important part in the first movement, occupying
more than a quarter of its length. . . The slow
movement needed much less revision, and its
charming theme, presented by the soloist without
accompaniment, remained virtually unchanged. . .
The Finale, which in its original form seems to have
been modeled on Grieg’s Concerto in A minor was
the movement to which he gave the most drastic
revision, both its form and its texture being
entirely reworked from beginning to end. 32

Example 8a. First movement, main subject, original version33

32 Ibid., 42.
33 Rachmaninoff. Piano Concerto No. 1, F-sharp minor, Op. 1. Reduction for two pianos.
Original version. Moscow: Musika, 1966, p. 5.
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Example 8b. First movement, main subject, revised version.34

34 Rachmaninoff. Piano Concerto No. 1, F-sharp minor, Op. 1. Reduction for two pianos.
Revised version. Moscow: Musika, 1972, pp. 3-4.
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Example 9a. First movement, cadenza, original version. 35

35 Original version, 36.

28
Example 9b. First movement, cadenza, revised version. 36

36 Revised version, 34-35.
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Example10a. Third movement, main subject, original version37

37 Original version, 53.
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Example 10b. Third movement, main subject, revised version38

The original material and structure remain, but harmonies became richer,
the piano part more colorful and elegant, and the orchestration more diverse:
The original orchestration had been solidly
four-square, whereas in the revision it is infinitely
more varied, flexible and clear, with much
orchestral interplay and enterprising writing for solo
instruments, though he used essentially the same
forces... 39
38 Revised version, 54.
39 Martyn, 278.
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Rachmaninoff finished the revision on November 10, 1917 and sent it to
the publisher just prior to leaving Russia. The concerto in its revised version was
first performed on January 18, 1919 in New York with the Russian Symphony
Orchestra, conducted by Modest Altschuler, and Rachmaninoff himself at the
piano.
With this revision, Rachmaninoff was at last satisfied with his First
Concerto. At the same time, though, he was highly disappointed that audiences
preferred his other concertos over his Concerto No. 1. He said:
I have rewritten my First Concerto, it is really
good now. All the youthful freshness is there, and
yet it plays itself so much more easily. When I
tell them in America that I will play the First
Concerto, they do not protest, but I can see by their
faces that they would prefer the Second or Third. 40

40 Ibid., 286.
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CHAPTER III. PIANO CONCERTO NO. 2, C MINOR, OP. 18, 1900:
WORLDWIDE ACCLAIM
The theme of the inspired
Second Concerto is not only
the theme of his life, but
always conveys the
impression of being one of
the most strikingly Russian of
themes, and only because the
soul of this theme is Russian;
there is no ethnographic
trimming here, no dressing
up, no decking out in national
dress, no folksong intonation,
and yet every time, from the
first bell stroke, you feel the
figure of Russia rising up to
her full height.
Nikolai Medtner41

In its maturity and accomplishment, Piano Concerto No. 2 in C minor
differs radically from the “juvenile” First Concerto written a decade earlier and is
considered to be Rachmaninoff’s most enduring and popular work. This Concerto
brought the composer long-awaited worldwide success. In his own lifetime,
Rachmaninoff saw it become one of the preeminent pieces in the world concert
repertoire. Its preeminence continues to this day: it is often performed in the most
prestigious concert halls and regularly recorded by the best performers and
41 Martyn, 127.
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orchestras.
The composition and success of the Second Concerto is widely regarded
as marking the turning point in Rachmaninoff’s life and career. It signaled his
recovery from three years of debilitating depression and resulting severe
compositional crisis occasioned by the failure of the First Symphony, and
heralded the start of a richly productive period in his career. The Second Concerto
was followed in quick succession by a number of significant compositions: the
Sonata for Piano and Cello, Op. 19 (1901), the Suite No. 2 for Two Pianos, Op.
17 (1901), and the Ten Preludes, Op. 23 (1903).
Rachmaninoff had begun working on his Second Concerto in 1900. He
composed the second and third movements prior to the first movement, which he
finished in 1901. Rachmaninoff credited his sessions with the prominent
psychotherapist Dr. Nicholas Dahl as helping to alleviate his depression,
reinvigorating his creativity and enabling him to begin work on the Second
Concerto. He wrote:
I heard the same hypnotic formula repeated day after
day while I lay half asleep in an arm-chair in Dr.
Dahl’s study. “You will begin to write your
concerto―You will work with great facility―The
Concerto will be of an excellent quality.” It was
always the same without interruption. Although it
may sound incredible, this cure really helped me.
Already at the beginning of the summer I began to
compose again. The material grew in bulk, and
new musical ideas began to stir within me―far more
than I needed for my concerto. By autumn I had
finished two movements of the concerto―the
[Adagio] and the Finale. . .

34
The premiere of the Second Concerto took place in Moscow on December
2, 1901, in a performance by the Moscow Philharmonic Society conducted by
Alexander Siloti, with Rachmaninoff himself as the soloist. The performance was
a complete success: even Rachmaninoff’s former composition teacher, Sergei
Taneyev, who was notorious for his harsh criticism, wept during the second
movement, calling Rachmaninoff “the genius.”42 Later, composer Sergei
Prokofieff called this Concerto “a work of exceptional, astonishing beauty. . .”43
Other early performances took place in England. Rachmaninoff’s first
London performance of the Second Concerto occurred in 1908 with the London
Symphony Orchestra conducted by Sergei Koussevitsky. The work was also
performed at the Queen’s Hall in London with the Philharmonic Society
Orchestra conducted by Frederic Cowen, with Basil Sapellnikoff at the piano, and
later in Birmingham and Manchester with Siloti as a soloist.
The structure of the Second Concerto is a distinctive mix of the classical
three-movement concerto form and the romantic tone poem of continuous
development. The opening of the first movement is very unusual. It forgoes the
orchestral introduction typical of concertos. Instead, the introduction is a bell-like
piano solo:
One of the most original features of the Second
Concerto is its opening―the chain of alternating
chords and deep bass notes for the piano,
beginning softly in F minor and swelling to an
enormous volume of sound as the harmony shifts
about semitonally towards a final resolution into the
42 Kandinsky, Alexei. S.V. Rachmaninoff. Moscow: Muzika, 1982, p. 64.
43 Ibid., 65.
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real tonic, C minor (a passage which, incidentally,
bears a curious likeness to the conclusion of the
notorious C-sharp minor Prelude, but seen, as it
were, in reverse). This introduction is now so
familiar that one takes it for granted and forgets too
easily its novelty in 1901. 44

Example 11. Second Concerto, opening.

45

Many other sources state that the opening is clearly related to the famous
C-sharp minor Prelude:
Rachmaninoff may have derived this opening from
his Prelude in C sharp minor by inverting the layout
and dynamics of its final bars, where the bass
octaves recede and do not follow the chords.46
One notices this similarity by looking at both scores, specifically, the
opening of the Second Concerto and the end of the Prelude in C-sharp minor:

44 Piggot, 47.
45 Sergei Rachmaninoff. Second Concerto for Piano and Orchestra, Op. 18. Reduction for two
pianos. New York: Carl Fischer Music Library, 2003, p. 3.
46 Martyn, 126.
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Example 12a. Second Concerto, opening47

Example 12b. Prelude in C-sharp minor, Op. 3, No. 2, ending.

48

Even as the first movement’s introduction turns the typical concerto
format upside-down, so, too, does the introduction of the first theme. This C
minor theme is introduced not by the piano, as would ordinarily be the case, but
by the strings with the piano as accompaniment:

47 Sergei Rachmaninoff. Second Concerto for Piano and Orchestra, Op. 18. Reduction for two
pianos. New York: Carl Fischer Music Library, 2003, p. 3.
48 Sergei Rachmaninoff. Prelude in C-sharp minor, Op. 3, No. 2. www.everynote.com, p. 1.
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Example 13. First movement, main subject. 49

The second subject, in E-flat major, is first hinted at by the violas followed
by the full statement of the theme played by the piano:

49 Sergei Rachmaninoff. Second Concerto for Piano and Orchestra, Op. 18. Reduction for two
pianos. New York: Carl Fischer Music Library, 2003, p. 3.
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Example 14. First movement, second subject. 50

This theme, rhapsodic in style, develops to a great dynamic climax. Unlike
the first movement of Rachmaninoff’s other concertos, the first movement of the
Second Concerto does not contain a virtuoso solo cadenza. However, the
difficulty of the whole concerto fully compensates for the absence of a cadenza:
. . . unlike its neighbors among Rachmaninoff’s
concertos, the Second has no first movement
cadenza in which the soloist’s virtuosity can be
unleashed and exploited to the full: nevertheless
the work is difficult, both technically and musically,
demanding brilliant pianism as well as the
musicianship and finesse of an experienced
chamber-music player who is prepared both to listen
and to lead.51
The slow movement can truly be considered one of Rachmaninoff’s
50 Ibid., 8.
51 Piggot, 48.
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masterpieces. The orchestra moves from C minor to E major. For the introduction,
Rachmaninoff used one of his early melodies―the theme of the six-hands piece,
the Romance in A major, composed in 1890 for his special friends, the Scalon
sisters:

Example15a. Romance for six hands, A major, main theme 52

52 Ibid., 45.
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Example 15b. Second Concerto, second movement, main theme. 53

It will at once be recognized that this,
though an accompaniment figuration and not a
melody, is the very essence of the slow movement
of the Second Concerto, and it was with this part of
the work and not the first movement (which was
written last) that Rachmaninoff began his new
concerto. In the Romance written for the Scalon
girls, the passage introduces a different melody from
that of the concerto, and it is, of course, in another
key; nevertheless it is this passage, with its
interesting rhythmic ambiguity, which is really the
vitalizing element in the concerto’s slow movement,
and it was from this seed, sown ten years previously,
but since then lying fallow, that the glowing Second
was eventually to come to fruition.54
The second movement is written in ABA song form with a contrasting
central section and a powerful piano cadenza.
53 Sergei Rachmaninoff. Second Concerto for Piano and Orchestra, Op. 18. Reduction for two
pianos. New York: Carl Fischer Music Library, 2003, p. 25.
54 Piggot, 45-46.
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In the Finale, Allegro scherzando, written in rondo form, the orchestra
modulates to the main key of C minor. The piano part starts with a solo cadenza
that leads to the main theme―a light, dance-like melody which is the most
cheerful theme in the whole Concerto:

Example 16. Third movement, main subject. 55

The second theme is announced by the oboe and violas and later taken up
by the piano. With its sweet lyrical melody accompanied by orientally
harmonized chords, it is one of Rachmaninoff’s greatest melodies;

55 Sergei Rachmaninoff. Second Concerto for Piano and Orchestra, Op. 18. Reduction for two
pianos. New York: Carl Fischer Music Library, 2003, p. 40-41.
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Example 17. Third movement, second subject. 56

The Concerto ends with an exultant proclamation of the second theme in
the triumphant tonality of C major:

56 Ibid., 44-45.
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Example 18. Third movement, climax. 57

Generally, the Second Concerto is much closer to a symphonic poem than
to a traditional instrumental concerto. The competition between the soloist and
the orchestra is almost nonexistent and rarely does one find solo episodes in the
piano part. This break with the traditions of the concerto style did not go
unnoticed by Rachmaninoff’s contemporaries:
Rachmaninoff steps away from the virtuoso concerto and
the piano is not the leading instrument anymore, but just a
first one among equals.”58
Rachmaninoff’s teacher Taneyev wrote in his dairy on October 26, 1901,
57 Ibid, 61.
58 Keldysh, Yuriy. Rachmaninoff and His Time. Moscow: Muzika, 1973, p. 179.
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after attending a rehearsal of the Symphony of the Philharmonic Society, which
premiered the Concerto: “Every time I listen to Rachmaninoff’s Concerto, I like
it more and more. The only thing that could be criticized is that the piano doesn't
play at all without the orchestra.”Another source says:
The solo part is largely accompanimental or
decorative, the burden of melody remaining with the
orchestra to a very great extent. Indeed, the
orchestra is silent less often than the soloist. . . 59
The colors in the orchestra, while warm and rich, lack brightness. Tuttis
are infrequent and brass instruments, such as trombone and trumpet, are used only
in climaxes. Rather, the orchestration is predominantly for strings and woodwinds
in different combinations.
The new melodic and harmonic features Rachmaninoff introduced in the
Second Concerto, as well as his previously untried methods of instrumentation,
inaugurated a new period in his writing style which was destined to last for years.
Whereas Rachmaninoff’s earlier compositions were praised primarily for their
colorful harmonies, now, beginning with the Second Concerto and continuing
with subsequent compositions, reviewers would point to Rachmaninoff’s gift for
creating melodies. The melodic pattern became more precise and accomplished
and attained a flexibility that was lacking in some of his earlier compositions.
Rachmaninoff had a special skill as a melodist. His
songs contain some of the most hauntingly beautiful
passages to be found in vocal literature. In
transferring this talent to the keyboard, the composer
managed to create a characteristically limpid,
59 Piggot, 48.
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nostalgic melodic line. 60
Harmonic features used by Rachmaninoff in his Second Concerto did not
exceed those typical for late romanticism: as a base, he used the major-minor
tonal system with broad use of alterations. However, the manner in which he used
this system was different. The harmonies became smoother and calmer and he
rejected some of the color effects which play an important role in his earlier
compositions. In Rachmaninoff’s harmony as well as in his melody, diversity of
shadows are played out within an essentially unified and consistent setting. The
harmony is characterized by long stays in the same key; all modulations are very
smooth and gradual, without sudden changes to distant keys.
Like most of Rachmaninoff’s piano music, the Second Concerto is very
difficult technically and pianistically, which Rachmaninoff admits himself:
Rachmaninoff himself once said that his Second
Concerto is more “uncomfortable” to play than his
Third. This is a statement with which few
professional pianists will agree, but he probably had
in mind this very matter of close integration
between piano and orchestra and the need for
absolute rhythmic security (the fugato passage in
the finale is a pitfall to this respect) rather than
the degree of pianistic virtuosity required. 61
Many years later, the discussion continues among musicologists and
performers: which one of the two concertos is more accomplished, more popular,
more difficult to play―the Second or the Third Piano Concerto? The answer is
yet to be determined.
60 Gillespie, John. Five Centuries of Keyboard Music. New York. Wadsworth Publishing Co.
Inc., 1965.
61 Piggot, 48.
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CHAPTER IV. PIANO CONCERTO NO. 3, D-MINOR, OP. 30, 1909: A
CROWNING ACHIEVEMENT
The new concerto mirrored
the best sides of
[Rachmaninoff’s] creative
power―sincerity, simplicity,
and clarity of musical
thought. . . it has a freshness
of inspiration that does not
aspire to the discovery of
new paths; it has a sharp and
concise form as well as
simple and brilliant
orchestration, qualities that
will secure both outer success
and enduring love by
musicians and public alike. 62
Barrie Martyn
The Third Concerto is considered to be one of Rachmaninoff’s most
successful creations. Rachmaninoff wrote it in early 1909 especially for his first
American tour, which was to take place later that year. The Concerto was first
performed on November 28, 1909 in New York City with the New York
Symphony Orchestra, under the direction of Walter Damrosch. A few weeks later,
on January 16, 1909, it was performed again, this time with the New York
Philharmonic Orchestra, conducted by Gustav Mahler.
From 1909 to 1917, Rachmaninoff also composed such works as the
symphonic poem Isle of The Dead, Op. 29, (1909), the set of Thirteen Piano
62 Martyn, 210.
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Preludes, Op. 32, (1910), The Bells, Op. 35, (1913), the Piano Sonata No. 2, Op.
36, (1913), and Nine Etudes-tableaux, Op. 39, (1917).
Most of these pieces―like the Third Piano Concerto―were completed at
Rachmaninoff’s estate, Ivanovka. Rachmaninoff described Ivanovka’s importance
to him:
To that place [Ivanovka] I was always attracted,
whether to get complete rest and quietude, or to
be able to concentrate on my work for which that
quietude is very helpful.63
After the October Socialist Revolution of 1917, his estate was overtaken
by the Bolsheviks and Rachmaninoff had to leave his beloved home.
During Rachmaninoff’s lifetime, the Third Piano Concerto was performed
infrequently because only a few pianists could perform it adequately. Technically,
the solo parts of the Third Concerto are extremely difficult for the performer,
demanding high virtuosity. Rachmaninoff used all the existing features of the
virtuoso technique in this Concerto―double notes, runs, polyphony, massive
chords, martellato and many other technically difficult features. Rachmaninoff
had enormously big hands and a remarkable technique. For his level of pianism,
his own compositions were not difficult, but for pianists of his day, the Third
Concerto proved an intimidating work. Today as well, Rachmaninoff’s Third
Concerto is probably one of the most problematic pieces to play, and therefore
one of the most desirable to master. The recent film Shine, for example, relates
the experience of a pianist who virtually sacrifices his emotional and physical
63 Sokolova, O.I. Sergei Vassilievich Rachmaninoff. Moscow: Muzika, 1983, p. 62.
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health in order to reach perfection playing Rachmaninoff’s Third Concerto.
Barrie Martyn, author of the book Rachmaninoff: Composer, Pianist,
Conductor, states that response to the Third Concerto fell short of Rachmaninoff’s
expectations.
Although Rachmaninoff dedicated it to Josef
Hofmann, that renowned artist never performed it.
When Rachmaninoff first played it through to him,
in November 1911, Hofmann, whose small hands
would in any case have found some of the massive
figurations of the piano layout difficult to handle,
thought the work rather cut up. . .Of course,
the composer frequently played it himself, both in
Russia and abroad, over the next thirty years, but it
was not until the advent of Vladimir Horowitz, who
made the work his own, that the work took off. . .
Rachmaninoff told Horowitz that his only success
with the concerto had been his performance with
Mahler. Musicians loved it but not the audiences or
the critics. “They thought it was too complicated.”64
Another source says:
During the earlier years of its existence this now
extremely popular concerto was seldom performed.
This was not because it lacked any of those notable
qualities―romantic melody, virtuoso piano writing,
exciting rhythms―which had at once placed the
Second Concerto among the first half dozen of the
world’s most beloved piano concertos, but because
the sheer physical staying power and digital
brilliance needed for an adequate performance of it
were too demanding for all but a few pianists of
the time. Rachmaninoff’s own playing of the work
set a standard other pianists rarely cared to challenge.
(Even its dedicatte, Josef Hofmann, considered by
Rachmaninoff the greatest pianist of the day, never
assayed it). It was not until the 1930s that the
extraordinary mastery of piano-playing (mastery
which encompasses every subtlety of tone-gradation
64 Ibid., 216-217.
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and pedaling as well as formidable manual dexterity
and untiring muscles) found adequate representation
in such pianists as Vladimir Horowitz, the
short-lived Alexander Helman, Walter Gieseking
(whose amazing performance of the concerto
Rachmaninoff admired more than any others) and
later some of the younger pianists of the British and
Soviet Schools. Even today it remains a testing
undertaking, but with a new race of virtuosi who can
meet this trial of strength and emerge from the
experience unscathed, the Third Concerto is now
almost as frequently played as the Second. 65

The Concerto starts immediately with the main theme, which is prepared
only by a simple accompaniment-like orchestral introduction, rather than by the
impressive, brilliant introduction typical of Rachmaninoff’s other Concertos .
The theme is a simple and long melody reminiscent of folk songs or ancient
church chants, in particular an old Russian chant, “Thy tomb, O Saviour, soldiers
guarding”:

Example 19a. Third Concerto, main theme.66

:)

65 Piggot, 51.
66 Ibid, 50.
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Example 19b. “Thy tomb, O Saviour, soldiers guarding.”67

However, Rachmaninoff himself would always deny any such
correspondence:
The first theme of my Third Concerto is neither
borrowed from folkloric nor from liturgical sources.
It just created itself. I just wanted to sing this
melody on the piano, the same way a singer would
sing it.68
Gina Bachauer, a well-known pianist and a student of Rachmaninoff
recalls:
It has been often suggested that the first theme in the
Third Piano Concerto was taken from an old
Russian folk song or liturgical melody.
Rachmaninoff, to the contrary, told me that “the first
theme of this concerto wrote itself. When I was
composing this theme, I was thinking only of sound.
I wanted a melody that would sing on the piano and
an accompaniment that would not overpower the
piano melody.”69
Rachmaninoff’s presentation of this theme is quite unusual. The theme is
first played by the soloist in simple octaves―one note in each hand. It is
accompanied by a constant orchestral pulse which gives the theme considerable

67 Ibid., 49.
68 Kandinsky, 91.
69 Bachauer, 12.
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rhythmical energy:

Example 20a. First movement, first theme, first appearance. 70

In its second appearance, the theme is played by the orchestra
accompanied by light piano figurations:

70 Rachmaninoff. Third Concerto for the Piano, Op. 30. Reduction for two pianos. Schirmer,
Inc., 1976, p. 2.
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Example 20b. First movement, first theme, second appearance. 71

This main subject is very important for the dramatic conception of the
entire Concerto: not only is the main subject extensively developed in the first
movement, it also returns in the second and third movements:
The three movements of the Third Concerto are
interrelated, with motifs from the first recurring in
the second and third movements. In the second, it
occurs most clearly in the F-sharp minor waltz-like
section near the end, and in the third, most
obviously in the central E-flat section and in the
D minor preparation for the final climax. These
carefully positioned reappearances help create a
highly unified and architectonic design.72
The second subject comprises two images that are similar melodically, but
contrast emotionally. The first image is a virtual dialog between an agitated
71 Ibid., 4.
72 Karin E. Thompson. Third Piano Concerto, Op. 30. Concert Notes. International
Rachmaninoff festival conference, p. 51.
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orchestra and a more settled soloist―disturbed and anxious sharp staccatos from
the strings alternating with calmer answers from the piano:

Example 21a. First movement, second subject, first theme 73

The second image is one of dream-like serenity, created by a lyrical,
tender and charming melody:

73 Rachmaninoff. Third Concerto for the Piano, Op. 30. Reduction for two pianos. Schirmer,
Inc., 1976, p. 9.
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Example 21b. First movement, second subject, second theme 74

The development of the first movement is based predominantly on the
main theme and culminates in a big dramatic climax similar to the tragic climaxes
of Tchaikovsky’s music. It concludes with a large and unusual piano solo
cadenza:

74 Ibid., 10.
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Example 22. First movement, cadenza.75

Customarily, the cadenza functions solely to demonstrate the virtuoso
abilities of the performer. Here, however, the cadenza’s more important role is
developmental: it leads us out of the tragic and sorrowful mood of the first
movement to a victorious and joyful state. Pianist Gina Bachauer recalls:
The cadenza in the first movement of this concerto
is one of the most brilliant cadenzas ever written for
the piano and, as played by Rachmaninoff, absolutely
breathtaking.76
75 Ibid., 23.
76 Bachauer, 14.
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Rachmaninoff originally wrote two cadenzas for this concerto. Although
the second version was a first played only rarely, its popularity has grown and it is
now played more and more often.
The second movement, Adagio, Rachmaninoff called Intermezzo. It is a
group of variations on a choral theme, full of simple sorrow. This theme is played
by the oboe, recalling the Russian folk pipe and transporting us to the villages and
fields of the Russian countryside. When the piano later takes up the theme from
the orchestra, it does not change the musical material, but brings out new colors:

57
Example 23. Second movement, main theme77

Interestingly, the variations develop only the first part of the main theme.
As a result, the variations are not comprised of the sequential changes customary
77 Ibid., 34.
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for variations. Rather the variations function more as an improvisation on the
theme, illustrated by the abrupt key change from A major to D-flat major and
subsequent modulations to distant keys such as F minor, B minor and E-flat
minor.
When all the variations are completed, a new musical image appears: a
graceful and dream-like waltz:

Example 24. Second movement, middle section78

As Tchaikovsky had done in his First Concerto, so too here Rachmaninoff
inserts a fast episode―the waltz―into a slow second movement. The integration
of a fast section with slow ones, moves the concerto form towards the symphony.

78 Ibid., 42.
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The second movement concludes as it began, with an orchestral solo, thus making
the movement’s form remotely similar to ABA.
The third movement, Finale, is:
. . . one of the most dashing and exciting pieces of
music ever composed for piano and orchestra. Every
possibility of the modern piano is exploited in it: the
tempestuous opening theme in D minor; the
rhythmically urgent theme in C and its variant, the
happy, soaring melody in G―all are carried
forward on wave after wave of dazzling
passage-work, backed by an ever widening range
of pianistic resonances, by Rachmaninoff’s
characteristic rhythmic verve, and by effective
orchestration.79
As in the finale of the Second Concerto, the main subject of this third
movement in the Third Concerto is a very energetic and rhythmical theme,
consisting of heavy chords in the piano:

79 Piggot, 52.
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Example 25. Third movement, main subject. 80

The second subject, like the first theme, is also very bright and joyous, but
more lyrical than the first subject:

80 Rachmaninoff. Third Concerto for the Piano, Op. 30. Reduction for two pianos. Schirmer,
Inc., 1976, p. 47.
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Example 26. Third movement, second subject.81

The middle episode of the third movement is quite unusual, being set in a
key―E-flat major―that is so distant from the movement’s home key of D minor.
This middle episode is a “mini” set of four variations. The theme of the variations
includes material heard earlier: portions of both the second subject of the first
movement and the main subject of the third movement. A short interlude between
the second and third variations also include material heard earlier: the first
movement’s first and second subjects. As can be seen, then, the Finale’s middle
section plays a significant role in the dramaturgical concept of the entire
Concerto, serving to interrelate all the movements.
Following the four variations, both the main and second subject of the
81 Ibid. 53.
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third movement are heard again, with the second subject now being presented in F
major, rather than in G major, the key in which it was presented in the exposition.
This last section propels the movement towards its brilliant conclusion, a feature
similar to the closing of the Finale of the Second Concerto. Here in the Third
Concerto, the climax is a majestic hymn based on the second subject:

Example 27. Third movement, climax. 82

As in the Second Concerto, the Third Concerto Finale concludes with a
coda that consists of a rapid sequence of octaves and chords in the piano.
Despite the similarity between the codas of the Second and Third
Concertos, the coda of the Third is obviously more accomplished:
82 Ibid., 77.
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The coda of the Second Concerto is static; it is
simply yet another statement of a theme we already
know, its sole distinction being the fact that it is
noisier than its predecessors. In the Third Concerto
it is not only the tune that impresses; it is the
knowledge that we have felt it grow from the
opening of the work, and that it has been realized the
moment for which the Concerto was waiting and
without which the work must fail.83
Many sources agree that the Third Piano Concerto is the true highlight of
Rachmaninoff’s compositional career. It is free of the weaknesses that one finds
in his earlier concertos, such as imperfections in form and an overuse of repeats:
Anything less similar in form to the Second
Concerto it would be difficult to imagine. Where
the Second is straight forward and even
commonplace―it is not without some rough
edges―the Third is a masterpiece of conciseness. 84
In the Third Piano Concerto, dramatic contrasts increase and deepen,
lyricism becomes more restrained, sometimes even severe. There is no dream-like
and love-like passion here, as there is in the Second Concerto. Whereas the
Second Concerto is characterized by a complete mixing and blending of piano and
orchestra, in the Third Concerto the piano solo unconditionally dominates. The
form of the Third Concerto combines rhapsody with symphony: the solo cadenzas
for the piano are perfectly blended with the development of the form. The piano
alone presents the climax points of all the main themes, except for the theme of
the second movement. It is as if the orchestra is suddenly shutting down, giving
way to the soloist. The piano is not competing with the orchestra here; it is

83 Culshaw, 84.
84 Ibid.
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dictating.
The Third Concerto was so skillfully written that one would expect
Rachmaninoff’s next Piano Concerto to have the same, if not better, success:
The Third Concerto. . . is the ultimate in romantic
virtuoso pieces―the kind of work which it would
be extremely difficult to follow with another essay
in the same manner. Rachmaninoff must have been
very conscious of this. He must have realized that
in his next concerto, should he ever write another,
he would have to adopt quite a different approach to
the form, and that in following a completely
unfamiliar path he might meet pitfalls which would
be difficult to negotiate. It was perhaps the reason
that so many years elapsed between the composition
of the Third Concerto and its successor, and that
when the Fourth Concerto appeared it caused
surprise and failed to please admirers of the earlier
Concertos. 85

85 Piggot, 53.
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CHAPTER V. PIANO CONCERTO NO. 4, G MINOR, OP. 40, 1926: A
NEW MUSICAL LANGUAGE
Those who wish to
understand Rachmaninoff’s
limitations should study the
Fourth Concerto. It shows,
perhaps more clearly than
other of his works, his powers
and his weaknesses. There are
moments of blinding beauty,
and there are pages and pages
of arid, empty virtuoso
writing not worthy of his
lesser piano pieces. 86
John Culshaw
The Fourth Concerto was completed 33 years after the First Piano
Concerto. Although Rachmaninoff started writing the Fourth Concerto in 1917
before he left Russia, he did not complete it until 1926, when he was living in the
United States. It was dedicated to Nikolai Medtner and its first performance took
place in 1927 by the Philadelphia Orchestra under the baton of Leopold
Stokowsky, with Rachmaninoff at the piano. After leaving Russia, Rachmaninoff
did not compose for almost ten years, probably due to his heavy concertizing and
post-emigration depression. Although he wrote numerous piano transcriptions, his
only original compositions during those years were the Fourth Concerto and the
Three Russian Songs, Op. 41, written the same year as the Fourth Concerto.
86 Culshaw, 95.
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Unfortunately, despite the many new features Rachmaninoff brought to his
Fourth Piano Concerto―more economical orchestration, new harmonies,
humorous motives― it did not have as much success as either the Second or
Third Piano Concertos.
Considered a “terrible failure” by some critics, this concerto prompted
John Culshaw to write in his book Rachmaninoff: The Man and His Music:
The Fourth then is the weakest of the Concertos.
It shows the composer in an uncertain state of mind.
We must remember that twenty years separate the
Third and Fourth Concertos, and that at the time of
the composition of the latter, Rachmaninoff’s
creative powers were showing almost definite
decline. One wonders, on hearing this work, exactly
what made the composer decide to write another
Concerto after so long an interval.87
Many Soviet musicologists criticized the Fourth concerto as well, relating
its “weakness” to the composer’s emigration from Russia. In fact, in general most
of the Soviet research works written during the Soviet era state that
Rachmaninoff’s best works were composed while he lived in Russia. For
instance, a noted musicologist and the author of several books on Rachmaninoff,
Nikolai Solovtsev, wrote in his book, Piano Concertos by Rachmaninoff:
This concerto cannot begin to be compared with his
two previous concertos, created in Russia― it has
strong and deeply emotional parts, but in general it
does not rise to the level of Rachmaninoff’s best
compositions. Rachmaninoff’s famous gift for
writing melodies is present here, but the melodies are
not so bright as in the Second and Third Concertos.
Also, the work lacks integrity of form. Because of
excessive harmonic and melodic artificiality and
87 Ibid., 92.
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occasional harshness, the music loses its naturalness.
The piano writing makes a mixed impression here― it
close to his early compositions in its excessive
elaboration , but, on the other hand, the piano texture
becomes somewhat dry and colorless. This is
especially obvious in the first and the third
movements, less so in the second movement.
Other Soviet scholars―for instance, Yuriy Keldysh in his book
Rachmaninoff and His Time―even go so far as to omit from their research the
Fourth Concerto and other compositions written after Rachmaninoff’s
emigration, stating that Rachmaninoff composed nothing of significance after
1917, the year of the composer’s departure from Russia.
The first movement, Allegro vivace: Alla breve, starts with a theme more
typical of Rachmaninoff’s codas and climaxes than of his introductions. The
long, sweeping melody of the piano is presented in a dense chordal texture
supported by a rich orchestral accompaniment which provides the harmonic base:
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Example 28. First movement, main subject.88

The first movement opens with a long melody which
combines a characteristically Rachmaninovian
mixture of energy and pessimism. The theme almost
certainly dates from 1917, and is doubtless a
reflection of the composer’s state of mind during that
last anxious autumn in Russia.89

The second subject combines transparent solo piano writing with
sophisticated orchestral harmonization: it is a dialog between the piano and
woodwinds:

88 Rachmaninoff. Piano Concerto No. 4, Op. 40. Reduction for two pianos. New corrected
edition. Boosey and Hawkes, 2003, p. 1.
89 Piggot, 54.
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Example 29. First movement, second subject.90

It still has Rachmaninoff’s typical warmth and sincerity, but, compared to
other Rachmaninoff second subjects, it sounds tired.
The development reveals and explores both main themes: the first and the
second subject. In the way it expands and contracts, with a growing energy
bringing us to a climax, the development is similar to the development of the first
movement of the Third Concerto. But its climax is not so tragic and emotionally
deep as that in the Third Concerto. However, as in the Third Concerto, so too here

90 Rachmaninoff. Piano Concerto No. 4, Op. 40. Reduction for two pianos. New corrected
edition. Boosey&Hawkes, 2003, p. 8.
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the development plays the role of the recapitulation, with the recapitulation
playing the role of the coda.
The second movement, Largo, is a conversation between the orchestra and
the soloist. Slow and unadorned, the sequence of precisely rhythmical chords in
the orchestra recalls the measured pace of a funeral procession:
Those who expect a Rachmaninoff slow movement
to sound something like a glorified Chopin
nocturne will be disappointed by the strangely
austere largo of the Fourth Concerto. It is, for the
most part, very simple in texture, and Medtner was
probably right when he suggested that it [the second
movement] might have some extra-musical
inspiration such as a solemn religious procession.
Rachmaninoff freely admitted that he was often
inspired by a picture or a poem, although he usually
kept these sources of his inspiration in close secret.91
With the entrance of the piano, the theme gains another character―a lone
mourner’s sorrowful and pensive recitative:

91 Ibid., 55.
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Example 30. Second movement. 92

In the third movement, the musical language becomes overly complicated.
Its harmonies often lack cohesion―very simple harmonies suddenly alternate
either with sophisticated harmonies more typical of impressionism or with the
92 Rachmaninoff. Piano Concerto No. 4, Op. 40. Reduction for two pianos. New corrected
edition. Boosey & Hawkes, 2003, p. 32.
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harsh, sharp harmonies of expressionism. The dominating image of the Finale is
its first subject: a sharp and precisely rhythmical theme. Etude-like and brief, this
theme features light and rapid runs:

Example 31. Third movement, main subject. 93

The contrasting second subject is a singing, lyrical piano melody similar to
some of Rachmaninoff’s art songs, in particular, “How fair this spot”:

93 Ibid., 41.
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Example 32a. Third movement, second subject.94

94 Ibid., 50-51.
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Example 32b. “How fair this spot.”, Op. 27, No. 7 95

This song-like second theme is also similar to the main subject of the first
movement, as well as to the main subjects of his other piano concertos. But
unlike the other concertos, where a lyrical theme determines the mood of the
whole movement, here in the Fourth Concerto’s finale the themes that dominate
are dark, anxious, and mysterious ones. Yet, as he has done before, Rachmaninoff
concludes the Finale not with one of these ominous themes, but with joyful and
victorious music. At the end of the movement, he repeats the majestic and hymnlike theme of the first movement, thus concluding the Concerto cyclically with
one of his typically brilliant endings.
Rachmaninoff later revised this Concerto, making it shorter and more
95 Rachmaninoff. How fair this spot, Op. 21, No. 7. Complete Songs for voice and piano.
Mineola, New York: Dover Publications, 1998, p. 103.

75
compact: he reduced the total length by 114 bars. “After 1 ½ months of hard work
I have finished the corrections to my concerto. . . The first twelve pages have been
rewritten, as also the whole coda,” states the composer in the summer of 1927.
Later, still dissatisfied with this composition, Rachmaninoff decided to revise it
even further, but this revision also failed to secure the Concerto’s success:
In the late thirties Rachmaninoff had notions of
returning to work on it again, evidently still
believing that its failure was mainly due to weakness
in the structure of the third movement. When he at
last found time for the work, in the summer of 1941,
he took the revision of 1927 further, reducing the
work by another 78 bars, concentrating particularly
on the latter half of the last movement but also
tinkering generally with minor details of piano and
orchestra layout. However, the reception accorded
the revised version was as disappointing as before,
and after seven performances in American cities the
composer tried no more. The recording he made of
the work in December 1941 was his last
performance of it. 96
However, despite the Fourth Concerto’s shortcomings and overall
disappointment as a piano concerto, the work can be seen as playing a highly
significant role in Rachmaninoff's compositional career. The new features
Rachmaninoff introduced in the Fourth Concerto―e. g., more economical
orchestrations, new harmonies, humorous motives―were to be more fully
developed in his last concert work, The Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini. Thus
the Fourth Concerto can be seen as a preparation for, and link to, the Rhapsody.

96 Martin, 300.
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CHAPTER VI. RHAPSODY ON A THEME BY PAGANINI, OP. 43, 1935:
THE PERFECT END OF THE JOURNEY
Its form is admirably
planned, its scoring is a
triumph of skill, and its solo
part as rewarding to play as
to hear; added to which it has
wit, charm, more than a dash
of romance, and an unfailing
rhythmic excitement. Even
people who dislike
Rachmaninoff’s music in
general are known to admire
this work: they cannot, in
honesty, deny the originality
of its conception or its
brilliantly successful
execution.
Patrick Piggot97

In 1935, eight years after the fiasco of the Fourth Concerto in 1927,
Rachmaninoff created the Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini, Op. 43―his last
work in the concerto genre. From 1927 to 1941, Rachmaninoff also composed
Variations on a Theme by Corelli, Op. 42 (1931) for solo piano, his Symphony
No. 3, Op. 44 (1935-1936), Symphonic Dances, Op. 45 (1940), and revised his
Piano Sonata No. 2 (1931), the Piano Concerto No. 4 (1941), and four of his
early piano pieces, (1940).
Composed in 1934 at his new home, “Villa Senar” in Hertenstein,
Switzerland, the Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini was first performed in
97 Piggot, 56.
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Baltimore on November 7, 1934, with Rachmaninoff himself as soloist, and the
Philadelphia Orchestra conducted by Leopold Stokowsky. The premiere was a
huge success. Later the same year, the Rhapsody was recorded for the RCA label
with the same orchestra and conductor, and Rachmaninoff again as soloist. Later
that same season, Rachmaninoff performed the Rhapsody six more times in the
United States, in such cities as New York, Chicago, Minneapolis, Washington
DC, St. Louis, and twice in Europe―in Manchester and London. In total,
Rachmaninoff performed the Rhapsody 46 times throughout his career.
This composition was so accomplished that it prompted many critics to
praise it. Even musicologist John Culshaw, author of the book Rachmaninoff: The
Man and His Music who was famous for his harsh criticism of Rachmaninoff’s
concertos, was fascinated with this composition:
. . . in 1934 he deserted the Concerto form and wrote
the Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini, which from
many points of view surpasses anything he wrote for
piano and orchestra. After 1934 he wrote no more in
that medium because, one suspects, he dare not; the
Paganini Rhapsody contained all he had tried to
express since the Third Concerto. And it is a
wonderful thing that whereas the public has shown
no interest in the lush emptiness of the Fourth, they
have taken Rhapsody to their hearts.98

`

The Rhapsody is sometimes called Rachmaninoff’s Fifth Piano Concerto,
because it is a large composition for piano and orchestra. But Rachmaninoff
himself did not name this work a Concerto: the Rhapsody is a set of variations, a
very rare compositional form for piano and orchestra. Only a few other composers
98 Culshaw, 95.
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explored this genre: for example, Liszt in his Tötentanz for piano and orchestra;
Franck in the Symphonic Variations for piano and orchestra; and Tchaikovsky in
his Variations on a Rococo Theme for cello and orchestra.
For the main theme of his Rhapsody, Rachmaninoff used Niccolo
Paganini’s famous violin Caprice in A minor, No. 24, which was composed in
1805:

Example 33. Violin Caprice No. 2499

This Paganini theme became a popular source for many composers. The
most famous works it inspired which predate Rachmaninoff are the final etude of
Lizst’s Grandes études d'après Paganini and two volumes of Variations on a
Theme by Paganini, Op. 35, by Brahms. Many authors contemporary to
Rachmaninoff used this theme for their variation sets as well: for instance, the
Polish composer, Lutoslawski, wrote a set of variations for two pianos (1941) and
Boris Blacher composed a set of variations for orchestra. Since the Paganini
theme had already been used by Liszt and Brahms, it might seem that it would be
difficult to add anything new, but Rachmaninoff succeeded in treating it
99 Paganini, N. Caprice in A minor, Op 1. No. 24. www.everynote.com
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differently, showing it from a different angle:
The composer began with the same theme that
Brahms used in his celebrated set of thirty variations,
the last of Paganini’s twenty-four published caprices
for solo violin. Paganini wrote variations of his own.
Rachmaninoff followed in the footsteps of both men,
his work consisting of twenty-four Symphonic
Variations for Piano and Orchestra. Paganini
considered only the violin. Brahms commited his
studies solely to the piano. Rachmaninoff wrote for
the whole ensemble.100
For his Rhapsody’s secondary theme, Rachmaninoff also turned to an
earlier source, the no less famous Dies irae, which he employed as a contrast to
the more light-hearted Paganini tune. The Rhapsody is not the only time
Rachmaninoff used the Dies Irae:
. . . he had one especial favourite which appears
frequently in his music: it is the plain-song melody
“Dies irae.” One can imagine that in this wonderful
theme Rachmaninoff saw the quintessence of his
message, and its quiet, terrible entrance in The Isle
of the Dead is one of his finest inspirations.101
Rachmaninoff had also envisioned the Rhapsody as a ballet about
Paganini. He discussed this idea with the famous choreographer Mikhail Fokine,
who choreographed a ballet to the Rhapsody in 1939.
Rachmaninoff imagined the ballet as a story about love, art, an evil spirit,
and above all, as a story about Paganini himself, “the demonic violinist.”
In spite of insisting that this work is not
programmatic music, he evidently did feel that a
program could be attached to it. For in one of his
letters to Fokine, great Russian choreographer, who
100 Concert Review: Rachmaninoff and Two New Works. Musical America, January 10, 1935.
101 Culshaw, 51.
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wanted to create a ballet on these Paganini variations,
Rachmaninoff described each variation in detail, as a
visual picture based on the Paganini legend―i.e.,
Paganini’s selling his soul to the devil in exchange
for perfection in his art and the love of a woman.102
As Rachmaninoff himself described the ballet’s scenario:
Why not recreate the legend of Paganini selling his
soul to the evil spirit for perfection in art and also
for a woman? All the variations on Dies irae
represent the evil spirit. All those in the middle, from
variations 11 to 18, are the love episodes. Paganini
appears (for the first time) in the “Theme” and,
defeated, appears for the last time in the 23rd
variation―the first 12 bars―after which, until the
end, it is the triumph of his conquerors. The first
appearance of the Evil Spirit is the 7th variation,
where at figure 19 there can be a dialog with
Paganini, when his theme appears alongside Dies
irae. Variations 8, 9 and 10 are the progress of the
Evil Spirit. The 11th variation is the transition to the
realm of love; the 12th variation, the minuet, is the
first appearance of the woman, up to the 18th
variation. The 13th variation is the first appearance
of the woman with Paganini. The 19th variation is the
triumph of Paganini’s art, his diabolical pizzicato. It
would be good to represent Paganini with a violin,
not a real one of course, but some kind of made-up,
fantastical one. Anther thing: it seems to me that at
the end of the play some of the characters
[representing] the evil spirit in thestruggle for the
woman and art should look like caricatures, absolute
caricatures, of Paganini himself. 103
However, the program of the ballet is not, of course, intended to be the
program of the Rhapsody. The music of the Rhapsody is typical of
Rachmaninoff’s late style―very energetic, masculine, sometimes severe, dark
colored, with a strong and sharp rhythmical pulse. One also recognizes images in
102 Bachauer, 12.
103 Martyn, 328.
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the Rhapsody that were typical for Rachmaninoff’s second subjects: soft, lyrical,
romantic melodies.
Rachmaninoff first called the Rhapsody, Symphonic Variations on a
Theme by Paganini. He wrote to his cousin Sophia Satina:
I have not written to you in a long time, but from the
very day of my return to Lake Como in Monte Carlo,
that is 1 July, I’ve been hard at work “from morning
till night”, as they say. The work is quite a large one
and I finished it only yesterday, late in the
evening. . . the piece I have completed is written for
piano and orchestra and is about 20-25 minutes long.
But it is not a “concerto”, and its name is “Symphonic
Variations on a Theme by Paganini.”104
Rachmaninoff tried yet another, even more elaborate interim
title―Fantasia for piano and orchestra in the form of variations on a theme by
Paganini―before settling on the title by which we know it today.
The Rhapsody’s structure―comprising an introduction, 24 variations and
a coda―is reminiscent of the traditional three-movement concerto. The
Rhapsody’s first ten variations symbolize the first movement; the 11th variation is
a transition to the slow movement, which is represented by variations 12-18; the
remaining variations comprise the last movement.
The orchestra here is quite large, but Rachmaninoff uses it economically,
a tendency derived from the Fourth Concerto. The Rhapsody has more humorous
motives than any of his previous compositions.
The Rhapsody’s introduction is only nine measures long and leads directly
into the first variation. Only after the first variation is completed is the theme
104 Ibid., 326.
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heard by itself:
The very ghost of Paganini―pale, angular,
emaciated―is conjured up for us by the masterly
opening of the work, in which the theme is
anticipated by a “skeletonised” version of it―a
trimmed down outline which is played by the
orchestra and then used by the piano to add bony
edges to the theme itself...105
The first six variations explore and develop the rhythmic aspects of the
theme. The piano writing, breathtaking in its simplicity, gradually gains
complexity. There is a constant dialog between the piano and the orchestra which
always remains in strict tempo.
Dies irae appears for the first time in variation 7, where it is presented by
the piano in chant-like and plain harmonies, in counterpoint with fragments of the
Paganini theme in the cellos and bassoons:

Example 34. Variation 7.106

105 Piggot, 57.
106 Martyn, 329.
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The tempo slows to Moderato. The Dies irae theme reappears in variations
10, 22 and 24, but this does not mean that the Rhapsody becomes a set of
variations on both themes; rather the Paganini theme remains the main theme of
the work. Variation 8 is built completely on the Paganini theme and resumes the
initial tempo, while variation 9 is very complex, with descending piano triplets
played by both hands two octaves apart, accompanied by col legno strings and a
drum. In the midst of this complexity, the theme is almost lost. Variation 10
combines the Paganini theme in the orchestra and the Dies irae in the piano,
where it is presented in octaves:

84
Example 35. Variation 10107

The variation grows to a climax with ad libitum piano and an inverted
Dies irae in the woodwinds.
107 Rachmaninoff. Rapsodie sur in theme de Paganini, Op. 43, pour Piano et Orchestre.
Miniature Score. Miami: Warner Bros Publications, 1985, pp. 31-32.
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Variation 11 is improvisatory, with a cadenza for the soloist that is
reminiscent of Liszt:

Example 36. Variation 11.108

Starting with variation 12, the set develops greater tonal freedom. The key
changes to D minor in variations 12 and 13. Variation 12 is an elegant minuet
decorated with a cello solo. In variation 13, Allegro, the Paganini theme appears
in 3/4 time with the full string orchestra accompanied by octaves and heavy
chords in the piano. The key changes again―to F major―for the next two
variations. Variation 14 consists of triplets derived from the Paganini theme, with
a minimal role for the piano. In variation 15, on the other hand, although it is very
similar to the previous variation, the role of the piano increases significantly. For
fully half of the variation, the piano is completely unaccompanied and is only
lightly supported by the orchestra for the remainder of the variation. In variation
108 Rachmaninoff. Rapsodie sur in theme de Paganini, Op. 43, pour Piano et Orchestre.
Miniature Score. Miami: Warner Bros Publications, 1985, pp. 38-39.
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16, Allegretto, the music moves to B-flat minor, with a time change to 2/4. This
variation, which develops the figure from the first two bars of the Paganini theme,
feels like chamber music―subtle and intimate. By the next variation, number 17,
only three notes of the Paganini motif remain; they serve as the basis of the
variation.
The constant key changes eventually bring us, in variation 18, to D-flat
major―the key of love and romance. This variation, which is one of
Rachmaninoff’s most recognizable tunes, is an example of exquisitely beautiful
and romantic music:

Example 37. Variation 18109

109 Rachmaninoff. Rapsodie sur in theme de Paganini, Op. 43, pour Piano et Orchestre.
Miniature Score. Miami: Warner Bros Publications, 1985, p. 70.
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Written in the lyrical style so typical of Rachmaninoff’s earlier concertos,
but which had become almost forgotten in his late music, variation 18 illustrates
the ease with which Rachmaninoff could return to his earlier style. According to
Horowitz, Rachmaninoff said of variation 18: "I have composed this one for my
manager; well, maybe this will save the piece.”110 In fact, the ballet about Paganini
concludes with this variation. In this variation, the Paganini theme is inverted and
becomes an intensely romantic melody, with warm harmonies. The theme is
presented three times—first, as a piano solo; next, by the violins and cellos with
liberal piano accompaniment; lastly, by soaring strings with a richly harmonized
piano accompaniment. The variation concludes with a coda echoing the Paganini
motif.
Variations 19-24 correspond to the third movement of a three-movement
concerto form and bring us back to the original key, A minor. The first three of
these final variations (19, 20, 21) are all short and based on the rhythm of the
main theme. In variation 22, Marche au supplice, the Dies irae reappears .
According to many sources, this march-like variation was influenced by a piece
called Parade, written in 1930 by the American composer-pianist Abram Chasins.
In the final two variations, the tempo gradually increases; each of these
variations contains a small cadenza. In the Coda, the Paganini and Dies irae
themes are masterfully merged, with the Paganini theme occurring in the piano
and Dies irae in the brass and strings. The whole work appears to be heading
towards the conclusion one would expect: a huge build-up leading to a likely
110 Ibid., 330.
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resolution on an A minor chord. But suddenly the orchestra stops and the piano
concludes the Rhapsody with a last fragment of the Paganini theme:

Example 38. Ending. 111

111 Rachmaninoff. Rapsodie sur in theme de Paganini, Op. 43, pour Piano et Orchestre.
Miniature Score. Miami: Warner Bros Publications, 1985, pp. 117-119.
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CHAPTER VII. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The story of Rachmaninoff’s life and career is perhaps one of the most
unusual among the histories of famous composers. Not only did Rachmaninoff
live in two centuries, surrounded by many dramatic changes in music, literature,
theatre and art, but he also witnessed momentous change in Russia, as well as the
impact of world events on Russian history: the end of the Tsars’ Russia with the
Revolution of 1917, and both the First and Second World Wars. Profoundly
Russian, born in the deeply provincial town of Oneg and having spent his youth in
Moscow, Rachmaninoff in 1917, had to undergo the upheaval of forced exile
from his homeland. After some years of wandering, he eventually found his home
in the United States. His extraordinary life ended in Pasadena, California, far from
his beloved estate of Ivanovka.
Rachmaninoff was born in 1873, one year before the
first performance of Boris Godunov, forty years
before Rite of Spring; Tolstoy was starting to work
on Anna Karenina. His close Russian
contemporaries include Scriabin and Chaliapin,
Diagilev and Benois, Stanislavsky, Gorky,
Rasputin and Lenin. The interval between the births
of Glinka and Rachmaninoff―sixty-nine years―is
almost the same as Rachmaninoff’s own life span:
he died a few days before his seventieth birthday, in
1943, in which year Shostakovich composed his
Eighth Symphony and Miaskovsky his
Twenty-fourth; Prokofiev’s Fifth Symphony
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appeared the following year. Thus the fundamental
fact about Rachmaninoff’s place in Russian musical
history is that he stands Janus-like between the Old
Russia and the new, looking back to the flowering
of Russian nineteenth-century “classical” music and
also ahead to the first generation of Soviet
composers.112
Numerous identified and unidentified sources have called Rachmaninoff
“the last Romantic of the twentieth century,” implying that his style remained
firmly in the Romantic tradition thoughout his career, untouched by twentiethcentury musical influences. In fact, though, his style did evolve, as will be seen.
Yet, compared to many other composers of his time, particularly Scriabin, whose
musical style evolved through clearly defined stages, the evolution of
Rachmaninoff’s musical style was so smooth and subtle, from the beginning to
the end, as to change in ways sometimes all but unnoticed.
Like Sibelius and Elgar, but unlike his
contemporaries Scriabin and Stravinsky,
Rachmaninoff continued to write in a style basically
unchanged from first to last, so carrying over for
forty years in to the twentieth century the musical
tradition he had inherited in the nineteenth.113
Rachmaninoff’s four Piano Concertos and his Rhapsody on a Theme by
Paganini were not only the most famous of his piano works, they also stand out in
the evolution of his musical style as landmarks among his smaller, though not
unimportant, piano pieces.
Traditionally, the Grieg-like First Concerto symbolizes the early
“youthful” or “student” period of Rachmaninoff’s compositional career. The
112 Martyn, 3.
113 Ibid., 13.
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“mature” Second Concerto symbolizes the start of the composer’s “central”
period (1900-1909) that leads to the Third Concerto―another important point in
Rachmaninoff’s career―and the start of a new compositional period (1909-1917),
the composer’s last years on Russian soil. The Second and the Third Concertos
are widely considered to be the high points of Rachmaninoff’s career. The Fourth
Concerto and the Rhapsody relate to the composer’s late period, with the Fourth
Concerto marking a turning point in the composer’s style. Although not the most
successful of Rachmaninoff’s compositions, this last Concerto foreshadows a
major change in Rachmaninoff’s musical language, from romanticism to
twentieth-century expressionism, a change coming to full flower in the Rhapsody
on Theme by Paganini, which is considered the climax of Rachmaninoff’s late
period and style.
These changes in the composer’s style become obvious through analysis of
significant features of Rachmaninoff’s works: features such as harmony, melody,
form, orchestration and piano texture.
In his early compositions, Rachmaninoff’s harmonies are typically very
colorful and rich. Starting with the Second Concerto, his harmonic language
becomes calmer, with Rachmaninoff rejecting his earlier coloristic effects,
though staying within the traditional “Romantic” major-minor system. Beginning
with the Fourth Concerto, his harmony gradually moves away from romanticism
towards expressionism, with the Rhapsody representing the climax of
Rachmaninoff’s expressionistic harmonies.
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Striking melodies were always the strongest assets in Rachmaninoff’s
musical language. His First Concerto and especially the Second Piano Concerto,
contain significant examples of Rachmaninoff’s “big” melodies. In the Third
Concerto, the melodies gradually become shorter, tighter, and more folk-like in
quality. In the Fourth Concerto, Rachmaninoff shortens his melodies still further:
the style of their presentation becomes more recitative-declamatory, rather than
song-like. Finally, in the Rhapsody, the famous Paganini theme in A minor is, in
some variations, distilled to mere three-note fragments.
Regarding the treatment of form in his Concertos, Rachmaninoff
employed primarily a cyclic form, which he sometimes combined with that of the
symphonic poem, and in the Rhapsody, with variations. As John Culshaw states:
Symphonic form was not one of his strong points;
the Second Concerto is about as near as he could get.
In the Third Concerto he used a kind of cyclic form
of his own invention. 114
The themes of Rachmaninoff’s first three Concertos are uninhibitedly
romantic and lyrical: “themes of the homeland,” as they are typically called by
Soviet Era scholars. These themes, so much loved by audiences, almost disappear
in his late compositions, being replaced by the small motives so typical of the late
Rachmaninoff. These humorous motives begin to appear in the Fourth Concerto
and are fully developed in the Rhapsody; but they are nowhere to be found in the
three early Concertos. Yet, the Rhapsody’s lyrical and famous variation 18, in Dflat major brings us back to the familiarly romantic Rachmaninoff, proving that
114 Culshaw, 49.

93
his ability to write such lyrical themes was still alive and always would be.
Rachmaninoff’s orchestration in the Concertos demonstrates a progression
in style. In the First Concerto, the orchestration is minimal and strictly
accompanimental, while in the Second Concerto, the orchestration swings to the
other extreme becoming almost too assertive and prominent. In the Third
Concerto, Rachmaninoff achieves a good balance between orchestra and solo
piano. And in the Fourth Concerto and Rhapsody, Rachmaninoff shows the
mastery of a mature composer with an orchestration that is both colorful and at
the same time economical:
The First Concerto, because it was extensively
revised by the composer in 1917, is not entirely
representative of his early style, but the Second is
definitely too heavily scored. The most pianists
usually manage to get enough tone from their pianos
to cope with the huge orchestral climaxes is largely
to their own credit and not to any consideration on
the part of the omposer. The Third Concerto shows
a much greater appreciation (probably gained from
the composer’s own experiences with the Second
Concerto) of the relative values of piano and
orchestra. The orchestral texture is thinner and
generally more lucid, and the climaxes with solo and
orchestra are more capably handled. The Fourth
Concerto, although inferior musically to the other
works, is if anything the most carefully written of
all from the point of the soloist.115
The relationship between the piano and orchestra was not always ideal in
Rachmaninoff’s Concertos: if the First Concerto is Chopin-like with a strong
piano solo supported by a solely accompanying orchestra, then the Second
Concerto shows complete blending of the orchestra and the piano, with an almost
115 Culshaw, 52.
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complete absence of competition between orchestra and piano, and with almost no
solo episodes. Among the Concertos, it is in the Third Concerto that the piano has
its strongest role: here the piano does not compete with the orchestra, it dictates to
the orchestra. However, in the Fourth Concerto and in the Rhapsody the reverse is
true and the orchestra assumes a very strong role: there are even solo orchestral
variations in the Rhapsody.
As has been mentioned, Rachmaninoff was a brilliant pianist with
unusually big and flexible hands and a superb technique. In his Concertos, he uses
virtually all the technical tools available to a composer, making the Concertos
difficult for performers to master. This is especially true of the Third Concerto,
where the piano texture becomes very virtuosic. Comparing his two most often
played Concertos―the Second and the Third―we find that the Second Concerto
has more lyricism, while the Third Concerto displays more energy and virtuosic
writing. Lyricism and virtuosic writing are probably the two major features of
Rachmaninoff’s piano writing:
Like Chopin, Rachmaninoff explored both the
percussive and lyrical aspects of piano writing, and
succeeded in both. Towards the end of his career
there was a marked difference in his piano style, and
he turned quite definitely towards a more percussive
idiom, his music “thinning out” in the process.
Compare, for instance, the texture of the piano parts
in his Second Concerto and the Paganini Rhapsody.
One is thick with notes, no opportunity being lost
to provide complex inner parts in the piano
writing―often in places where such parts could be
nothing but ineffective because of the heavy
orchestral scoring; the other uses not one note too
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many. 116

Turning to the Fourth Concerto in the context of the evolution of
Rachmaninoff’s style, one suddenly finds that this Concerto, even though it has
been much criticized, actually occupies a very important moment, for it is in the
“imperfect” Fourth Concerto that all the new features which will appear in such a
perfect and accomplished work―the Rhapsody―are born. In the Fourth
Concerto, all the most important features of musical style are starting to change:
the orchestration, harmony and melody. Even rhythmic interest is beginning to
vary here, becoming sharper and more syncopated, paving the way towards the
Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini. Unlike his previous Concertos, the Fourth
contains a few lyrical love-like and romantic themes and the leitmotivs, that serve
to unite the form of the Second and Third Concertos are absent. But many new
stylistic features appear in the Fourth Concerto: the angular, “broken” melodic
line, and the combination of the anxious, nervous and sometimes colorless and
mechanical music so typical of expressionism.
As we can see, Rachmaninoff did gradually step away from romanticism.
Indeed, with the Rhapsody, one could easily prove the composer’s evolution from
romanticism towards a twentieth-century style. Yet suddenly we come upon the
Rhapsody’s variation 18, probably one of the most recognizable of
Rachmaninoff’s tunes and certainly one of his most lyrical. It seems like a
farewell song to the composer’s romanticism―a backward glance of a master
116 Barrie Martyn, 380.
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romantic to what had been his signature style, before he allows his creative
impulses to urge him on towards new means of expression.
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