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“I am a ghost forever wandering the world.”
 – The words of Sergei Rachmaninoff, the 
last truly great romantic composer/pianist of 
the 20th century.  Russian-born, he spent the 
second part of his life in self-imposed political 
exile—mainly in America—having been forced 
from his homeland in 1918 by consequences 
of the Russian Revolution. At the age of 44, 
he left Moscow for Sweden on an open sleigh, 
accompanied by his wife and two daughters and 
carrying nothing but a suitcase. He was never to 
return  but he left his heart forever in Russia. 

Sergei Vasilievich Rachmaninoff was born on 
April 1st, 1873 in Novgorod, into an aristocratic 
family. When his father, an army officer and 
an amateur pianist, married his mother, he 
squandered the dowry of five estates that she 
brought with her on her wedding day. The mar-
riage did not last and the young Rachmaninoff 
was brought up by his mother and his beloved 
grandmother who owned a farm called Borisivo. 
He spent many blissful summers there, also 
discovering the sound of the bells of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, which shaped so much of his 
music. “The bells accompanied every Russian 
from childhood to the grave,” he later said, “and 
no composer could escape their influence.”  

Rachmaninoff was one of six children but two 
of his sisters died when he was still a boy. He 
started to play the piano at the age of just four 

but he earned a reputation for laziness. When he 
was eleven his cousin, the composer Alexander 
Siloti, recommended he enrol at the Moscow 
Conservatory with the teacher Nikolai Zverev, 
a notorious martinet. His gruelling time with 
Zverev had a powerful formative influence on 
Rachmaninoff’s early career as a pianist and his 
meetings with Tchaikovsky also left an indelible 
impression upon him. Eventually, Zverev and 
Rachmaninoff parted company in 1888, since 
the teacher could not accept his pupil’s desire to 
be a composer. 

Several bleak years followed. Rachmaninoff 
even became so deeply depressed that he had to 
be treated—successfully—with hypnosis. He 
became engaged to his first cousin and fellow 
pianist, Natalia Satina, whom he had known 
since childhood. The Russian Orthodox Church 
and Natalia’s parents both thwarted the young 
couple’s plans by opposing their marriage, 
which plunged Rachmaninoff into a still deeper 
depression. They finally married in 1902. It 
was at Natalia’s family house, Ivanovka, that 
Rachmaninoff found most solace but in 1917 
the Bolsheviks burnt it down, leaving him dev-
astated. After his flight from Russia he spent the 
rest of his life trying to recapture the peace and 
happiness he felt at Ivanovka. Finally, in 1932, 
he found it in Switzerland, on Lake Lucerne, 
where he built a house and named it Senar (de-
rived from ‘Sergei and Natalia Rachmaninoff’). 

This home became a retreat from his busy 
professional life as a pianist and conductor, and 
the only place where he composed anything 
substantial during his time as an exile. 

In the 25 years between 1918 and his death 
in 1943, Rachmaninoff, living in both the US 
and Europe, completed only six compositions, 
including the famous Rhapsody on a Theme of 
Paganini and the Symphonic Dances. He was 
celebrated and feted as a performer, particularly 
in America, and made numerous recordings 
and concert appearances. While he earned vast 
sums of money, he composed relatively little—a 
consequence of both his busy schedule and his 
homesickness; he seemed to have left part of 
his inspiration behind in Russia. Shortly before 
he died, Rachmaninoff said, “I am a Russian 
composer, and the land of my birth has influ-
enced my temperament and outlook”. When he 
lived for a time in Beverly Hills, he would only 
see Russian doctors, eat Russian food and see 
his Russian friends—many of them also great 
Russian musical luminaries.

During a concert tour in late 1942, 
Rachmaninoff fell ill and was subsequently 
diagnosed with advanced melanoma. His 
family was informed of the seriousness of his 
condition but he was kept in ignorance of its 
true nature. He died in Beverly Hills on 28th 
March, 1943.

During his lifetime, Rachmaninoff’s composi-
tions were often criticised for their enduring 
Romantic nature, indulgent melodies and lack 
of progressive thinking. Deeply hurt by this 
criticism, he never recovered from it. But the 
public felt differently and today a number of 
his works are among the most frequently played 
and best-loved pieces in the classical repertoire. 
His substantial compositional output includes 
three symphonies, the Symphonic Dances, five 
piano concertos, 24 Preludes for piano, two 
piano sonatas, a cello sonata and numerous 
other solo, orchestral and choral works.

As with all my “Composer Portrait” concerts, 
I have scripted Elégie from Rachmaninoff’s 
extensive letters and diaries, as well as from 
those of his contemporaries. 

© 2017 Lucy Parham

“Music is enough for a lifetime but a lifetime is 
not enough for music.”
 – Sergei Rachmaninoff
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The Morceaux de Fantasie (Fantasy Pieces) Op. 3 
were Rachmaninoff’s first set of solo piano pieces. 
Written in 1892, when he was just 18 years old, 
they are very much in the spirit of Chopin, whom 
Rachmaninoff admired greatly. The five pieces 
are dedicated to his composition teacher, Anton 
Arensky, and each has its own distinctive style. 

The first, Elégie, suggests a haunting nocturne 
until it reaches its powerful climax. The fourth, 
Polichinelle, is a virtuosic showpiece based on 
the commedia dell’arte character Pulcinella. Its 
dazzling outer sections contrast with the more 
lyrical central episode, and it consistently proved 
a great favourite with audiences at Rachmaninoff’s 
recitals. Polichinelle’s fame, however, is exceeded 
by the second in the set: the Prelude in C sharp 
minor, inspired by the tolling bells of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, so much part of the composer’s 
childhood. Such was the piece’s popularity that 
Rachmaninoff eventually came to detest it, even 
calling it “this damned little Prelude”. But it earned 
him a substantial amount of money and remains, 
without doubt, his best-loved solo piano piece. 
It was even included in a Walt Disney cartoon, 
Mickey’s Opry House. The composer told Disney: 
“I have heard my inescapable piece done marvel-
lously by some of the best pianists in the world, and 
murdered cruelly by amateurs, but was never more 
stirred than by the great Maestro Mouse!” 

Like Chopin and Scriabin, Rachmaninoff 
composed sets of preludes for solo piano but his 
works in the genre are often more extended and 

substantial in form. “I think the Preludes of Op. 
23 (1901-1903) are far better music than my first 
Prelude in C sharp minor,” he said, “but the public 
has shown no disposition to share in my belief ...” 
Like Chopin’s preludes, Rachmaninoff’s two books 
of preludes cover all the major and minor keys, and 
while the composer never played them complete in 
his concerts, today’s pianists frequently perform 
them as a set. From the second set, Op. 32 (1910), 
the gentle Prelude in G No.5 has an unstable, 
rocking quality, produced by its left-hand motif of 
continuous groups of five semiquavers. The Prelude 
in E flat Op.23 No.6 is one of Rachmaninoff‘s 
most personal compositions for the piano, written 
after the birth of his first daughter, Irina, as an 
outpouring of tenderness and nostalgia.

Tchaikovsky (1840-1893) first met Rachmaninoff 
when the eleven-year-old Rachmaninoff was 
studying with Nikolai Zverev in Moscow. At one 
of Zverev’s famous Sunday soirées, Rachmaninoff 
played Tchaikovsky’s Troika (‘November’ from 
The Seasons) “to the great man himself”. An evoca-
tive and lyrical piece, it captures the essence of the 
Russian winter and you can clearly hear the sleigh 
bells in the right hand as the piece progresses. 
Rachmaninoff recorded Troika three times and he 
was still including it in his recitals half a century 
after he first played it to Tchaikovsky.

The Etude Tableau in E flat Op.33 No.7 was 
composed in 1911 at Rachmaninoff’s beloved 
country estate, Ivanovka. It belongs to the first set 
of Etudes Tableaux and combines a military mood 

with the chiming of bells that pervade so much 
of Rachmaninoff’s music. A virtuoso work, this 
étude belongs to a set that marked a shift in the 
composer’s style. 

The influence of Chopin (1810-1849) on 
Rachmaninoff cannot be underestimated. “His 
exquisite sense of tone colour, his gorgeous 
harmonies and his always pianistic realisations of 
the keyboard, make his works a kind of bible for 
pianists,” said Rachmaninoff. “It seems astonish-
ing that since the time of Chopin no master has 
arisen to enrich the literature of the piano in such 
a magnificent manner”. Chopin’s Waltz in C sharp 
minor Op.64 No.2 is a far more reflective and wist-
ful piece than its predecessor, the ‘Minute’ Waltz 
Op.64 No.1. The waltz was, of course, a popular 
dance in the nineteenth century but Chopin’s 
waltzes were never intended for the ballroom.

Scriabin (1872-1915) was another composer who, 
in his early works, was heavily influenced by 
Chopin. He and Rachmaninoff were childhood 
friends and students together, but Scriabin died 
tragically at the early age of 43. Rachmaninoff, 
who was a pallbearer at his funeral, subsequently 
devoted many performances to his works. With its 
huge climax, the technically challenging Etude in 
C sharp minor Op.42 No.5 is post-Romantic in 
style but Scriabin begins to push new harmonic 
boundaries in the piece.

The vast majority of Rachmaninoff’s music was 
composed before he left Russia. He first arrived 

in the USA in 1918 having escaped the Russian 
Revolution but found it hard to recapture the 
inspiration he had found as a composer at 
Ivanovka. He did, however, make some notable 
arrangements whilst in America, among them 
versions of the American national anthem The 
Star-Spangled Banner and Fritz Kreisler’s Liebesleid 
(Love’s sorrow). In his homage to Kreisler, who was 
Rachmaninoff’s frequent partner in a violin and 
piano duo, he succeeded in creating a challengingly 
virtuosic piano masterpiece, while never losing 
sight of the source material’s waltzing poignancy.

The Moments Musicaux Op.16, composed in 1896, 
were far more substantial and technically complex 
than the earlier Op.3 and Op.10 sets of piano 
pieces. No.3 in B minor (Andante), is a funeral 
march; No.4 in E minor (Presto) is characterised 
by a highly demanding left-hand figuration ac-
companying a right-hand theme full of pathos 
and melodic intensity. The lyrical and gentle No.5 
in D flat (Adagio sostenuto) has a lilting left-hand 
figure that is reminiscent of a barcarolle. It cre-
ates a sense of peace before the concluding item 
in the set, No.6 in C major (Maestoso), which is 
huge, noble and mighty – a kind of apotheosis. It 
features a repetitive chordal structure that begins 
forte. The challenge for the performer is to pace 
it with drive and energy whilst leaving space for 
the final fortissimo climax. While the Moments 
Musicaux are often performed as a set, such is their 
substance that each of them can stand impressively 
on its own.

© 2017 Lucy Parham
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Acknowledged as one of Britain’s finest pianists, 
Lucy Parham applies her sensitivity and imagina-
tion not only to concertos and recitals, but also to 
portraits in words and music of such composers as 
Schumann, Chopin, Liszt and Debussy. Her life-
long passion for the music of Schumann inspired the 
original concept of the words and music evening, 
Beloved Clara. The CD of Beloved Clara (ASV) was 
released to critical acclaim. Three further evenings, 
Odyssey of Love - Liszt and his Women, Nocturne - The 
Romantic Life of Frédéric Chopin and Rêverie - The 
Life and Loves of Claude Debussy, also premiered in 
the London Pianoforte Series at the Wigmore Hall. 
These Composer Portraits have toured the UK and 
abroad, making their US debuts in Los Angeles and 
subsequently broadcast on NPR across the USA.  
Her fifth show, Elégie, Rachmaninoff - A Heart in 
Exile is now touring extensively.

Celebrated actors who appear in these 
programmes include Juliet Stevenson, Henry 
Goodman, Alex Jennings, Robert Glenister, Dame 
Harriet Walter, Simon Russell Beale, Samuel West, 
Martin Jarvis, Dominic West, Simon Callow, 
Joanna David, Rosamund Pike, Edward Fox, 
Timothy West, Patricia Hodge, Roger Allam, Tim 
McInnerny and Charles Dance.

Lucy Parham has made numerous recordings 
including Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue (RPO/EMI 
Gold), concertos by Ravel, Fauré and Franck (RPO 
records) and a solo Schumann CD (ASV). Her CD 
of Clara and Robert Schumann Concertos (BBC 
CO/Sanctuary) won the BBC Music Magazine 
“Critics’ Choice of the Year”. 

She came to public attention as the Piano 
Winner of the 1984 BBC “Young Musician of the 

Year”. Since her Royal Festival Hall concerto debut 
at age 16, she has played throughout the UK as 
concerto soloist with most of the major British 
orchestras and is a frequent recitalist at the Wigmore 
Hall. She also toured the USA with the BBC 
Concert Orchestra on their 50th anniversary, as well 
as Mexico and Turkey with Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra. Abroad, she has toured with the Russian 
State Symphony, Sofia Philharmonic, Bergen 
Philharmonic, Polish National Radio SO and 
L’Orchestre National de Lille.

Lucy Parham is a regular contributor to 
BBC Music Magazine, Pianist Magazine and the 
Guardian. She also appears frequently as a broadcast 
presenter and guest on BBC Radio 3 and 4 includ-
ing Record Review, Proms Plus, The Essay, Music 
Matters, Composer of the Week, Young Musician 
of the Year, Saturday Classics and Sunday Salon. 
She has broadcast several times on BBC TV as the 
commentator on the Leeds International Piano 
Competition and has frequently been a jury member 
for the Final of the BBC “Young Musician of the 
Year”. 

She was the Director of the 2006 Schumann 
Anniversary Festival at Cadogan Hall, as well as 
the Schumann 200 Festival at King’s Place in 2010. 
From 2012 - 2017 she was the Artistic Director of 
the Word/Play Coffee Concert Series at Kings Place. 

Her Composer Portraits were all presented in 
her 2014 “Sheaffer Sunday Matinée Series” at St 
John’s Smith Square, London. This series has been 
repeated in 2017.

Lucy Parham is a Professor of Piano at the 
Guildhall School of Music, London.

www.lucyparham.com

Leading British actor Henry Goodman is a two-
time winner of the Olivier Best Actor Award, Sony 
Award winner, winner of the Critics’ Circle and 
TMA awards, multiple award nominee for Evening 
Standard, Critics Circle, WhatsonStage and TMA 
awards. He received a best actor award in 2012 for 
“The Rise and Fall of Arturo Ui” at the Chichester 
Festival Theatre and in London.

He recently starred in Rattigan’s The Winslow 
Boy (Arthur Winslow) at the Old Vic Theatre and as 
Sir Humphrey in Yes Minister at both the Chichester 
Festival Theatre and in the West End. In 2017 his 
one-man show, Looking at Lucian, at the Theatre 
Royal, Bath, received nationwide critical acclaim.

Other major London, Broadway, RSC and Royal 
National Theatre roles include: Duet for One (Dr 
Feldman/Almeida, Vaudeville), Richard III (RSC), 
Angels in America (Roy Cohn), Shylock (RNT), 
Fiddler on Roof (Tevye/Crucible, Sheffield, Savoy), 
City of Angels (Buddy/Prince of Wales), Feelgood 
(Garrick), Theatre of Angels (Buddy/Prince of Wales), 
Assassins (Guiteau/Donmar), The Holy Rosenbergs 
(David/RNT), Chicago (Billy Flynn/West End), 
Art (Marc/Wyndhams), Broken Glass (RNT), Guys 
and Dolls (Nathan Detroit/RNT), Volpone (RSC). 
He has also appeared on Broadway in title roles in 
Tartuffe, The Producers and Art (Serge).

In film he has starred in Their Finest and Love 
is Thicker than Water, Adam Jones, Woman in Gold, 
The Avengers, Captain America, foreign language 
film The Surprise, Taking Woodstock (Ang Lee), The 
Saint, Notting Hill, Merchant of Venice (BBC) and  
Last Days of Lehman Brothers.

Recent TV roles include Penny Dreadful (Adrian/ 
TV Sky Atlantic), Nixon (Henry Kissinger), The 
Making of Coronation Street (Sky Arts), New Tricks 
& Challenger (BBC Four), Alan Turing (Channel 4 
Docudrama), Midsommer Murders, Penny Dreadful 
and New Tricks.

Henry Goodman frequently appears with Lucy 
Parham in her Composer Portrait concerts - Odyssey 
of Love, Nocturne, Reverie, Beloved Clara and Elégie 
(Wigmore Hall, Kings Place, St. John’s Smith 
Square and UK tours). He joins Juliet Stevenson on 
the CD recording of Odyssey of Love. He and Lucy 
Parham have also recorded Strauss’s epic melodrama 
for piano and narrator – Enoch Arden.p
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Practice … 1:36

Waltz in C sharp minor Op.64 No.2 3:44

 Chopin
Chopin! … 1:38

Etude in C sharp minor Op.42 No.5 3:26

 Scriabin
War … 2:21

Moment Musical No.3 in B minor Op.16 7:01

 Rachmaninoff
When I left Russia … 2:18

The Star-Spangled Banner 1:25

 John Stafford Smith arr. Rachmaninoff 
I may live in America … 2:55

Moment Musical No.5 in D flat Op.16 3:52

 Rachmaninoff
In my own compositions … 2:27

Liebesleid (Love’s sorrow) 5:18

 Kreisler / Rachmaninoff
Yesterday I received a telegram …  5:20

Moment Musical No.6 in C Op.16  5:19

 Rachmaninoff

Dear Sergei … 2:35

Elégie Op.3 No.1 5:13 Rachmaninoff
Besides the fee … 3:09

Polichinelle Op.3 No.4 3:46 Rachmaninoff
My father … 2:18

Prelude in G Op.32 No.5 3:23 Rachmaninoff
It was during my final summer … 3:51

Troika, ‘November’ 3:15 Tchaikovsky
I often think … 3:37

Prelude in C sharp minor Op.3 No.2 5:27

 Rachmaninoff
That damn prelude * …  5:21

Prelude in E flat Op.23 No.6  3:37 Rachmaninoff
I must say … 4:11

Etude Tableau in E flat Op.33 No.7  2:06

 Rachmaninoff
My experience with Anton … 1:20

Moment Musical No.4 in E minor Op.16  3:02

 Rachmaninoff
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* Extract from Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No.2, Adagio Sostenuto, Lucy Parham piano, Philip Ellis 
conductor, Royal Philharmonic Orchestra © 2002 Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. All rights in that recording 
remain the property of the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra Ltd. Used by kind permission. 
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