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Russian Piano Concertos

The piano concerto is now inextricably linked to the Russian repertoire with Tchaikovsky’s First
and Rachmaninoff’s Second Concertos established as two of the most widely known and popular
examples. However, Russia’s geopolitical and cultural isolation in the 18th and early 19th centuries
meant that the concerto as a genre took a long time to establish itself there. Setting aside the works
of visiting pianist–composers, like Daniel Steibelt and John Field or settled expatriates like
Alexandre Dubuque and Alexander Villoing (and the lost Sinfonia concertante by Dmytro
Bortniansky from 1790), it is Anton Rubinstein who can lay claim to being the ‘father’ of the
Russian piano concerto. A pupil of Villoing, he became one of the 19th century’s greatest virtuoso
pianists and a prolific composer of symphonies, operas, oratorios, concertos and chamber music.
(He is sadly now known only for the saccharine Melody in F, composed when he was 17.) He was
also an influential and controversial figure in the world of Russian music through his intermittent
role as director of the St Petersburg Conservatory – established in 1862 as the first school of music
in Russia – where his perceived bias towards the German tradition brought him into conflict with
the emerging nationalist school led by Balakirev. Liszt’s judgement that Rubinstein’s over-
productivity meant that his works lacked individuality is perhaps accurate; nevertheless, his five
surviving piano concertos, written between 1850 and 1874 (two early examples being lost), stood 
as landmarks for his successors. The Fourth of 1864 is generally considered his most successful,
probably because it was revised in 1872. A sonata-form first movement, whose massive cadenza
influenced that of Tchaikovsky’s B flat minor Concerto, is followed by a tripartite central movement
in which the piano plays more or less unaccompanied for long stretches of time. A vigorous finale in
the form of a krakowiak – a popular dance of the period – adds some local colour to the work,
although César Cui thought the effect ‘strange and lacking in artistry’.

Mily Balakirev began working on a piano concerto in 1861, consulting for guidance the concertos 
of Liszt, Litolff and – despite his low opinion of him – Rubinstein. These and Chopin’s Third Scherzo
all left their mark on the work. By 1862 Balakirev had completed the first movement and partially
sketched the second, but then put the concerto aside, only returning to it in 1909 when he revised 
the first movement and completed the second. However, the last movement remained unwritten at his
death in 1910 and the task of composing it fell to his friend and protégé Sergei Lyapunov, who

apparently faithfully fulfilled Balakirev’s instructions, although it is impossible to tell the extent 
of any original contributions he may have made. Balakirev’s late revisions introduced a sense of
thematic unity to the work by recalling the opening theme of the first movement in the second, 
which is based on themes derived from religious chant and folk music, and in the bridging passage 
to the finale, which, with its recollections of Boris Godunov and its ‘troika bells’ effect is the most
successful part of the concerto (perhaps because of Lyapunov’s involvement). 

Lyapunov’s close relationship with Balakirev began in 1885 when he arrived in St Petersburg 
from Moscow, where he had studied at the Conservatory under Nikolai Rubinstein, Anton’s brother.
Balakirev gave him advice and assistance during the composition of his First Concerto (1890), going
as far as making his own alterations to the score during the copying process. Its single-movement
format follows the pattern of the concertos of Liszt, whom Lyapunov fervently admired, and was
influenced by those of Chopin and Arensky (the latter most obviously in the Andante section), which
he had studied at Balakirev’s suggestion. The unusual reversal of the first and second subjects on their
reappearance in the recapitulation of the first movement probably derives from Rubinstein’s Third
and Fifth Concertos, in which the same feature appears. Lyapunov’s Second Concerto, completed in
1909, is an even more obvious homage to Liszt in the transformational treatment of its three themes
and the brilliant pianism of the multiple cadenzas, although its lush Romanticism owes much to
Balakirev, especially to his C major Symphony. 

When Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky began writing his First Concerto, he had no distinctive Russian
precedents to work with other than those of Rubinstein. Indeed, what prompted him to compose
what was to become the best-known example of the genre is a mystery. He always expressed doubts
about the suitability of the piano as a concerto instrument, and although an extremely gifted pianist,
he was not interested in a career on the concert platform and so did not require a vehicle to display
his talent. Nevertheless, in 1874 he wrote to Anton Rubinstein, under whom he had studied in
St Petersburg, that he was working on a concerto which he hoped Anton’s brother Nikolai – director
of the Moscow Conservatory and Tchaikovsky’s colleague there – would perform. Things did not,
however, go according to plan. When he played through the concerto to Nikolai, hoping to gain his
advice on the technicalities of the piano part, he received a damning response – ‘worthless’ and
‘unplayable’ being the more polite of Rubinstein’s withering comments. His offer to perform the
work if it was substantially revised was rejected out of hand by Tchaikovsky, who published it
without changing a note, dedicating it to Hans von Bülow, who gave the first performance in Boston



composition teacher Rimsky-Korsakov – perhaps a double-edged compliment. It is often criticized
for being overly derivative, looking back to Chopin (in the second movement) and Liszt (in the
opening of the first movement and coda of the finale). The first movement’s second subject is based
on a well-known folk melody, which Arensky brings back several times, including a swaggering
rendition at the close that one modern commentator has described as a passage of ‘unbelievable
banality’. The second movement, although – or perhaps because – it channels the spirit of Chopin,
has an undeniable lyric beauty. The rondo finale, whose opening phrase recalls that of the Grieg
Concerto, is the most distinctively Russian and is written in the unusual 5/4 metre of which Arensky
was very fond and which attracted criticism from Tchaikovsky. 

Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov did not attempt a piano concerto until his career as a composer was
well advanced, and apart from the date ‘3rd January 1883’ on the final page of the score, little is
known about its creation. Its virtuoso pianism surprised Balakirev, who did not consider Rimsky 
a pianist; unknown to him, Rimsky had long been secretly perfecting his keyboard technique.
Rimsky described his concerto as a ‘chip off Liszt’s concertos’, and their influence is evident in its
single movement, multi-sectional structure and transformational treatment of its thematic material.
The main theme, chosen on Balakirev’s advice, is based on a folksong from Balakirev’s influential
song collection (Op.66) of 1866 (which Balakirev used in his own concerto). 

Rimsky-Korsakov’s short work was to influence many subsequent Russian concertos, including
those of his pupil Alexander Glazunov, which also came late in Glazunov’s composing career. He had
become Director of the St Petersburg Conservatory in 1905, and his concertos are very different from
those produced by his most illustrious students Prokofiev and Shostakovich. The First Concerto
(1911) is in two movements, the second of which takes the form of a theme and nine variations,
perhaps modelled on the last movement of Tchaikovsky’s Trio Op.50 (although it is very different in
mood and purpose). The Second Concerto (1917) comprises a single movement constructed out of
the expansive opening theme.

Roughly contemporary with the concertos of Arensky and Rimsky-Korsakov are those of two
composers who originated in what is now Poland – Xaver Scharwenka, born in Szamotuły, and
Ignaz Paderewski, who was from Kuryłówka in the Podolia region (where Rubinstein was born,
although his birthplace is now in the Republic of Moldova). While Arensky and Rimsky-Korsakov
were following the single-movement Lisztian pattern, Scharwenka in his Second Concerto and
Paderewski in his A minor work (his only essay in the form) adopted the more traditional three-
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in October 1875. (It was first performed in Moscow in November by Tchaikovsky’s pupil Sergei
Taneyev with, surprisingly, Nikolai Rubinstein conducting.) To produce the version now universally
performed today, Tchaikovsky made some changes suggested by Von Bülow and Edward Dannreuther,
who had given the first English performance, and revised it again in 1889 with the assistance 
of Alexander Siloti. The most substantial alteration appears in the opening bars, where the previously
arpeggiated piano chords are solidified to create one of the most instantly recognisable passages 
of music after the opening of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. The work’s structure has been criticised
for its failure bring back the substantial introductory material, but it is now thought that this does
reappear subtly disguised throughout the work. In creating what Taneyev described as ‘the first
Russian concerto’, Tchaikovsky introduced Ukrainian folksongs in the first and last movements,
although the skittish second section of the central movement is based on a French chanson. 

In 1879, mainly because he had nothing else to do and was bored by inactivity, Tchaikovsky
began another concerto, again intended for Nikolai Rubinstein. He sent Rubinstein the score,
understandably nervous about his response. Rubinstein, anxious to avoid another confrontation,
sought Taneyev’s opinion, which was that there was nothing to change. Rubinstein’s death in March
1881 caused the Russian premiere to be postponed and, like its predecessor, the Second Concerto was
first performed in America, in November 1881. Taneyev, who gave the Russian premiere in May
1882, was critical of its length, and Tchaikovsky, although commenting sarcastically that he should
have said so when he reviewed the score, agreed to make cuts. Some of these were incorporated into
the published edition, but the composer was unable to agree with the more extensive modifications
suggested by Siloti. These were, however, implemented in full by the publisher Jurgenson in the 1897
edition, produced after Tchaikovsky’s death, and for many years the Second Concerto was performed
in a version far removed from its creator’s intentions. Now the original 1880 score is preferred, and 
it is this version that is performed here. In the Second Concerto, Tchaikovsky puts into practice his
belief that piano and orchestra are incompatible, segregating them for long passages in which the
piano plays as a solo instrument. The second movement relegates it to a subordinate position – long
passages for violin, either solo or in duet with a cello make this movement almost a serenade for
strings. The piano only plays a significant part towards the end of the movement, where it forms 
a trio with violin and cello, though even then only in an accompanying role. 

Anton Arensky’s Concerto in F minor, written while he was studying at the St Petersburg
Conservatory between 1879 and 1882, was described as ‘an ideal student composition’ by his
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movement format. The Op.59 concerto of 1889 by Moritz Moszkowski, who also born in what is
now Poland (Wrocław) and who studied in Berlin with Scharwenka, is unusual both in being in four
movements and in E major, a key it shares with Rubinstein’s First, Lyapunov’s Second and
Tchaikovsky’s Third Concertos. 

Alexander Scriabin and Sergei Rachmaninoff were both students at the Moscow Conservatory
in the late 1890s, and each forged impressive, if very different reputations as composer–pianists.
While Rachmaninoff tackled the concerto early in his career, producing his first in 1891, Scriabin’s
only attempt (also in F minor) appeared in 1896 and had a troubled genesis. Scriabin had
experienced great difficulties with its orchestration, and when he sent what he had completed to
his long–suffering publisher Alexander Belayev, it was forwarded to Rimsky-Korsakov and Anatoly
Lyadov, who reviewed everything Belayev intended to publish. Rimsky pointed out several
deficiencies in the scoring, which Scriabin promised to correct, However, when he submitted the
revised work in 1897, Rimsky was even more scathing, commenting to Lyadov: ‘Look at this
filth … I have no time to scrub Scriabin’. It is, however, difficult to detect anything outrageous in
this Romantic work with its conventional three-movement structure – sonata-form, theme and
variations, and rondo finale – and indeed Rimsky later changed his mind about it. The thematic
underpinning of the work is, according to Scriabin, the short descending sequence of notes heard
in the piano’s opening phrases in the first and second movements, and the recurrence of motivic
fragments anticipates the use of thematic recall in his later works 

Rachmaninoff’s Second Concerto also had a difficult birth. After his First Symphony had been
given a critical mauling by Cui following its first performance in 1897 (conducted by a not-entirely-
sober Glazunov), Rachmaninoff took a break from composition. When he began work on a new
concerto in 1899, he found himself unable to make any progress. The process of dispelling this
‘paralyzing apathy’ began in the early months of 1900 when he consulted Dr Nikolai Dahl, who
practised a form of hypnotherapy on him during which Dahl would repeat such phrases as: ‘You will
begin to write your concerto… you will begin to work with great facility… the concerto will be of
excellent quality’. Whether this account (made by Rachmaninoff more than 20 years after the event)
is entirely accurate is uncertain, but something obviously occurred to release his creativity, and the
final two movements were ready for performance in December 1900. Rachmaninoff completed the
first movement by the beginning of April 1901, with the work, which Rachmaninoff dedicated to
Dahl, performed in its entirety in November. Despite its difficult conception and piecemeal

composition it is satisfyingly thematically integrated. The opening bars are clearly related to the
C sharp minor Prelude, and the pulsing theme on strings over an arpeggiated piano accompaniment
represented for Nikolai Medtner ‘the figure of Russia rising to her full height’. 

In June 1909 Rachmaninoff began work on a third concerto, which he intended to perform on a
concert tour of America that autumn, finishing it just before he embarked for New York. He practised
the piano part during the voyage using a silent keyboard (which he must have arranged to have on
board, since it is not the usual equipment of ocean liner), but since there had been no time to have the
score printed, the first performance in November 1909 by the New York Symphony Orchestra under
Walter Damrosch was given from manuscript copies. (Rachmaninoff performed it again in January
1910 with Mahler and the New York Philharmonic.) The opening bars, in which the piano intones a
single-note melody whose rhythmic structure pervades the work, could not be more different to those
of its predecessor. Rachmaninoff claimed that it ‘simply wrote itself’ and is not based on any in any
pre-existing folk or religious melody, although a strong resemblance to the orthodox chant ‘Thy Tomb
O Saviour Soldiers Guarding’ suggests an unconscious influence. The second part of the development
comprises a massive cadenza of which two versions exist. Rachmaninoff himself usually played the
shorter of them in his own performances. 

Nikolai Medtner was a younger contemporary of Rachmaninoff, with whom he became friendly
during their studies at the Moscow Conservatory. Medtner was also a prodigious pianist, but was
temperamentally unsuited to a career on the concert platform, on one occasion walking out of a
rehearsal with Mengelberg in a dispute over the tempi of a Beethoven concerto. Professor of piano in
Moscow at various times, he left Russia in 1921 for a peripatetic existence in Europe, where he tried
to earn a living as a performer – mainly of his own works, about which there could be no argument!
In 1935 he moved to England where, after the outbreak of war, he fell into financial difficulties 
when the income from his royalties ceased. He was supported by his pupil, the pianist Edna Iles, 
who provided him with a home first in London then in Wootton Wawen in Warwickshire, where 
he completed the Third Concerto in 1943. Entitled Ballade and dedicated to Medtner’s patron 
the Maharajah of Mysore, it was inspired by Lermontov’s poem Rusalka, in which a mermaid tries 
to rouse a ‘sleeping’ knight with her kisses and wonders why he does not respond (he is of course
drowned). Medtner privately disclosed that the first section depicts the events of the poem, with 
the Interludium and Finale representing an imagined scenario in which the knight first ‘awakes’ then,
having resisted the temptation of the water spirit, enjoys eternal life. The three continuous sections



flanking more substantial movements in slower tempi. Wittgenstein never actually played it 
(he had previously refused to perform Hindemith’s concerto for him), and it only received its 
first performance in 1956, three years after Prokofiev’s death. The soloist was Siegfried Tapp, 
who had lost his right arm in the Second World War.

In 1923 Wittgenstein asked Sergei Bortkiewicz for a concerto and Bortkiewicz, who described
himself a ‘Romanticist and a melodist’, produced a work, his Second Concerto, which was much
more to Wittgenstein’s taste. It is in four continuous sections with the third recapitulating material
from the first (both are marked Allegro dramatico). This effectively divides the piece into two
unequal halves, the fourth Allegro vivo section standing as a separate ‘finale’. Wittgenstein liked the
work and played it often, but as with all the pieces he commissioned, he insisted on exclusive
performing rights and ownership of the score, which meant that during his lifetime – and, due to
the possessive attitude of his estate, even after his death – it was unavailable to other performers.
(Tapp did nevertheless manage to gain access to a copy and played it in the early 1950s).
Bortkiewicz’s Third Concerto of 1926 is subtitled ‘Per aspera ad astra’ (through hardship to the
stars). Like the Second, it is a continuous multi-sectional work – the second section being a short
cadenza and the third and fourth together constituting the still centre of the work. Like many
C minor pieces, the eventual gravitation towards a triumphant C major provides a gloriously
optimistic ending, with pealing bells announcing that the stars have finally been achieved.

Although concertos had been written by Russians after 1917, most were composed outside
Russia and are not representative of what was deemed the ‘Soviet concerto’. The first example 
of this type is Alexander Mosolov’s Op.14. Mosolov arrived at the Moscow Conservatory in 1921,
having served five years as a volunteer in the Red Army. Despite his relatively late start, he became 
a prolific composer in the constructivist style at a time when modernism was not viewed with
suspicion by the authorities. His later interest in the traditional music of the Turkmen regions 
of the Soviet Union – perhaps in an attempt to distance himself from his avant-garde roots – 
did not prevent him from being arrested in 1937 for alleged ‘counter-revolutionary activity’ or from
spending eight months in a labour camp. His First Piano Concerto displays all the characteristics 
of his early dissonant ‘machinist’ style – the first movement slowly gathers pace like a mighty
engine, the second a set of variations which supposedly parody various contemporary ‘western’
composers such as Krenek and Hindemith (although since it is now difficult to identify the precise
subject in each case, their satirical effect is diminished.)
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are unified by the recurrence of the three principal thematic motifs, and as befits the subject matter,
the piece is characterised by glittering and shimmering passagework. 

Sergei Prokofiev entered the St Petersburg Conservatory in 1904 at the age of 13, and after
graduating in composition in 1909, stayed on to continue his studies for another five years. In 1910,
while working a ‘grand’ piano concerto, he had the idea for a shorter and lighter work along the lines
of Rimsky-Korsakov’s, which he had played for his examination in 1909. He performed the piece in
the summer of 1912 in Moscow and St Petersburg, where it was received with a mixture of critical
censure (‘cacophony’) and approval (‘brilliant’). Two years later he entered the Rubinstein Piano
Competition and with a mixture of bravado and self-confidence decided to play his own concerto,
calculating that since the piece was unfamiliar to the judges, they would not know if he played it well
or not. This strategy was apparently successful, as he won first prize! Its single movement is based on
sonata form – without, Prokofiev noted, actually being in sonata form – with the surging introductory
D flat theme repeated at strategic points to bring a sense of unity to the work. 

Prokofiev’s Third Concerto is constructed from material written over a long period and not
necessarily intended specifically for it. (The opening bars of the finale derive from an idea for a
‘white key’ quartet.) By December 1917, with the first and part of the second movements complete,
Prokofiev discontinued work, resuming in the summer of 1921 while in France working with the
Ballets Russes. He intended to perform the concerto on an American tour later that year, but during
the voyage he realised he had left his sketches for part of the finale behind and had to recompose
them in time for the first performance in Chicago on 16 December 1921. The finished work gives
no sense of its disjointed creation process, and it perhaps the most accessible for Prokofiev’s
concertos – especially the second-movement theme and five variations, which have obvious affinities
with the Gavotte of the First Symphony, which he was composing when he sketched out the theme. 

In June 1930 Prokofiev received a commission from Paul Wittgenstein, who had lost his right
arm in the First World War, for a concerto for the left hand. (Erich Korngold and Paul Hindemith,
among others, had already written such works for him, as Ravel would also do subsequently.)
Despite deeming this a ‘ridiculous notion’, Prokofiev agreed for the substantial fee of 125,000
francs, but what he did not realise was that Wittgenstein was not an easy client to work for: when
Prokofiev played him the themes he intended to use, Wittgenstein described them as ‘meaningless’.
Nevertheless, Prokofiev completed the concerto (lightly scored to avoid overwhelming the soloist)
which, unusually, is in four movements, the relatively short and thematically linked outer sections
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Kabalevsky’s activities in the Union of Soviet Composers and his editorship of Sovetskaya
muzika in the 1940s – a role which made him the effective official mouthpiece of Soviet music –
gave him considerable influence but not the immense power, for good or ill, that Khrennikov
wielded. His conservative style did not change significantly throughout his long career: the First
Concerto of 1928 displays the straightforward melancholy Romanticism of Rachmaninoff; the
Second, composed in 1935 and revised in 1973, combines effervescence (Kabalevsky has been
described as the most ‘French’ of 20th-century Russian composers) with expansive melodies in 
the Russian tradition. The Third Concerto, written in 1952 as the last of trio of works dedicated
to Soviet youth (the others being for violin and cello), was designed for student pianists. As such it
is technically undemanding and employs simple and memorable themes – folksongs and marches –
with the second movement quoting his song Our Land, written for the Young Pioneers. 

Aram Khachaturian’s concerto of 1936 was written for Lev Oborin and was the first of three
concertos he composed for members of the famous trio comprising Oborin, David Oistrakh
(violin/1940) and Sviatoslav Knushevitsky (cello/1946). Khachaturian received encouragement
from Prokofiev, who advised him to note down ideas as they occurred without worrying how to
incorporate them into the work and who, on seeing a draft of the second movement, commented
referring to an oversimplification of the piano part at that point: ‘Your pianist will be catching flies
here’. Although born in Georgia, Khachaturian was Armenian by lineage and culture and coloured
this work with melodies taken from or inspired by Armenian folk music, especially in the Andante,
whose theme and variations are based on a popular Armenian song he had heard in Tbilisi. 
(This movement also includes an obbligato part for a flexatone or musical saw.) Such orientalising
exoticism is complemented by passages of muscular ostinato in the first and last movements, 
with the opening theme returning at the conclusion of the work after a brilliant cadenza. 

Boris Tchaikovsky (no relation to his 19th-century namesake) was a pupil of Shostakovich at the
Moscow Conservatory and like him wrote in a number of genres, including film and theatre music.
His Concerto of 1971 comprises five contrasting movements. The first and last are characterised 
by short cells of repeated note patterns – so-called ‘rythmotifs’; the inner ones feature different
orchestral instruments: double bass in the second, percussion and brass in the jagged scherzo 
and horns in the rondo. 
� David Moncur
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In 1919 Dmitri Shostakovich followed Prokofiev to what was now the Petrograd Conservatory,
graduating in 1926. At first he tried to combine a career as a concert pianist with composition, but in
1930 he gave up public performing music in public, apart from his own. His First Piano Concerto 
of 1933 was a world away from the uncompromising modernism of the roughly contemporary opera
Lady Macbeth of the Mtsensk District (which was to cause him severe problems a few years later),
being closer to the incidental music and film music of which he was a prolific composer. Originally
conceived as a trumpet concerto tailored for Alexander Schmidt, principal trumpet of the Leningrad
Symphony Orchestra, it was influenced by Prokofiev’s First Concerto as well as those of Ravel and
Gershwin (especially in the second movement). From the opening bars it is pervaded by musical parody,
with references to Beethoven’s ‘Appassionata’ Sonata and Op.129 (‘Rage over a Lost Penny’), Rossini’s
William Tell overture and Haydn’s D major Sonata, as well as Shostakovich’s own popular music. 

24 years passed before his next piano concerto, during which period he suffered severe persecution
at the hands of the Soviet authorities, first in 1936, when a review in Pravda (generally believed to
have been written by Stalin himself) savagely attacked Lady Macbeth, and again in the general attack
on Formalism in 1948, in which his works were among those singled out for criticism. Stalin’s death
in 1953 improved matters slightly, but it was many years before Shostakovich felt free to compose
without fear. He described the Second Concerto – written as a joint graduation and nineteenth-
birthday present for his son Maxim, who gave the first performance on 10 May 1957 – as having 
‘no artistic merits’. This is the remark of a man who still deemed it politic keep a low prolife, but
was also a hint not to look too hard for profundity or hidden meanings in the piece. It does probably
contain several private jokes, however – for example the reference in the finale to the Hanon piano
exercises that were no doubt often heard in the Shostakovich household while Maxim was a student.

Shostakovich’s problem’s with officialdom were not shared his contemporaries Dmitry
Kabalevsky and Tikhon Khrennikov, both of whom played an active part in the politics of Soviet
music. Khrennikov’s support for the changing diktats of the regime during his period as leader of
the Union of Soviet Composers after 1948, when he supported Zhdanov’s criticism of Shostakovich,
Prokofiev and others, and later as First Secretary of the Board of Soviet Composers, has damaged
his reputation, but is perhaps not relevant his music. His early lyrical and romanticised style found
favour with the authorities, and in particular Stalin, at precisely the time Shostakovich was being
condemned for his modernism. But he changed with the fashions, and his Second Concerto of 1972
opens with a twelve tone row of the sort he himself had previously referred to as a musical
‘gimmick’ but which since 1968 had been officially sanctioned. 
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