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 thomas a. Edison, inc.
 recorded in new York, 24 april 1919

 sergey rachmaninov (1873–1943)
 Morceaux de salon, op. 10 (1893–94)
 No. 3, Barcarolle in G minor
1  mat. 6743A; cat. Edison 82202-L 3:52
2 mat. 6743B; cat. Edison 82202-L 3:51
3 mat. 6743C; cat. Edison 82202-L 3:55

 Franz Behr (1837–1898)
 lachtäubchen, ‘Polka de W.r.’, op. 303 
 (arr. Rachmaninov, 1911) 
4 mat. 6744A; cat. Edison 82187-L 4:15
5 mat. 6744B; cat. Edison 82187-L 4:12
6 mat. 6744C; cat. Edison 82187-L 4:13

 Victor talking Machine company
 camden, new Jersey

 Pyotr il’yich tchaikovsky (1840–1893)
 the seasons, op. 37b (1876)
7 No. 11, November: Troika in E major 3:51
 rec. 3 May 1920 
 mat. C-23983-1; cat. Victor 74630

 sergey rachmaninov 
8 Prelude in g major, op. 32, no. 5 (1910) 3:01
 rec. 3 May 1920 
 mat. C-23985-1; cat. Victor 74645
9 Prelude in g minor, op. 23, no. 5 (1901) 3:34
 rec. 17 May 1920 
 mat. C-23984-4; cat. Victor 74628

 louis-claude daquin (1694–1772)
 Pièces de clavecin (1735) 
0 Troisième Suite – I. Le Coucou 2:04
 rec. 21 October 1920 
 mat. B-24635-2; cat. Victor 64919

 Felix Mendelssohn (1809–1847) 
 lieder ohne Worte, op. 67 (1843–45)
!  No. 4, Spinnerlied (‘Spinning Song’)
 in C major: Presto  1:53
 rec. 3 November 1920 
 mat. B-24646-2; cat. Victor 64921

 Fryderyk chopin (1810–1849)
@ Waltz No. 1 in E flat, Op. 18, 
 ‘grande valse brillante’ (1831–32) 4:33
 rec. 21 January 1921 
 mat. C-24903-1; cat. Victor 74679

 claude debussy (1862–1918) 
 children’s corner (1908)
# I. Doctor Gradus ad Parnassum  2:06
 rec. 21 January 1921 
 mat. B-24906-1; cat. Victor 64935

 sergey rachmaninov 
$ Prelude in g sharp minor, 
 op. 32, no. 12 (1910) 2:33
 rec. 21 January 1921 
 mat. B-24642-5; cat. Victor 64963

 Fryderyk chopin
% Waltz in D flat, Op. 64, 
 no. 1, ‘Minute’ (1847) 1:57
 rec. 2 April 1921 
 mat. B-24192-3; cat. Victor 64971

 claude debussy
 children’s corner (1908)
^ VII. Golliwogg’s Cakewalk 3:11
 rec. 2 April 1921 
 mat. B-24193-8; cat. Victor 64980

 Fryderyk chopin
& Waltz in G flat major, 
 op. posth. 70, no. 1 (1832) 1:51
 rec. 2 April 1921 
 mat. B-24904-3; cat. Victor 66007

* Waltz in D flat, Op. 64, 
 no. 1, ‘Minute’ (1847) 2:17
 rec. 5 April 1923 
 mat. B-24192-5; cat. Victor 815

 Franz Behr
( lachtäubchen, ‘Polka de W.r.’, op. 303 
 (arr. Rachmaninov, 1911) 4:04
 rec. 12 October 1921 
 mat. C-25651-2; cat. Victor 74728

 Edvard grieg (1843–1907)
 lyric Pieces, op. 12 (1867) 
) no. 2, Waltz and no. 4, Elves’ dance  2:22
 rec. 12 October 1921 
 mat. B-23963-4; cat. Victor 66105

 sergey rachmaninov 
 Morceaux de fantaisie, op. 3 (1892)
¡ No. 2, Prelude in C sharp minor  3:38
 rec. 14 October 1921 
 mat. B-25650-3; cat. Victor 66016

 Fritz Kreisler (1875–1962)
™ liebesleid (1921) (arr. Rachmaninov) 4:23
 rec. 25 October 1921 
 mat. C-25653-5; cat. Victor 74723

 Ernő Dohnányi (1877–1960)
 six concert Etudes op. 28 (1916)
£ No. 6 in F minor, ‘Capriccio’: Vivace  2:43
 rec. 25 October 1921 
 mat. B-25652-6; cat. Victor 66059

 georges Bizet (1838–1875)
  l’arlésienne suite no. 1 (1872)
¢ II. Minuet (arr. Rachmaninov) 2:44
 rec. 24 February 1922 
 mat. B-26134-3; cat. Victor 66085
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Special thanks: Gerald Fabris (Museum Curator, Thomas Edison National Historical Park) for providing discographic 
information for these recordings and Gregor Benko and Lawrence F. Holdridge 

for loaning pristine discs from their collections



Sergey Rachmaninov was born in Novgorod, Russia, in 
1873. After studies with a few local teachers, his cousin, 
Alexander Siloti (1863–1945), arranged for him to go to 
the Moscow Conservatory to study with Nikolai Zverev, 
a renowned disciplinarian. In fact, Rachmaninov and 
two other boys lived with Zverev under a strict regime of 
rigorous practice. However, in this environment the young 
Rachmaninov met and heard the greatest musicians of the 
time including Anton Rubinstein, Anton Arensky, Sergey 
Taneyev and Pyotr Tchaikovsky. 

At the age of 15, Rachmaninov began piano studies 
with Siloti, and also took harmony with Arensky and 
counterpoint with Taneyev. In 1891 Siloti resigned from the 
Moscow Conservatory, and rather than have a new teacher 
for his final year, Rachmaninov was allowed to take his final 
piano exams a year early. 

The 1890s were spent in composition and conducting 
and it was in November 1901 that Rachmaninov gave the 
first performance of his famous Piano Concerto No. 2 
in C minor, Op. 18. He made his American debut in 1909 
playing his newly written Piano Concerto No. 3 in D minor, 
Op. 30. The years leading up to the First World War were 
taken up with touring, performing and composing, and in 
1914 Rachmaninov toured southern Russia with Serge 
Koussevitzky giving concerts for the war effort. However, 
at the end of 1917 Rachmaninov received an invitation 
to perform in Stockholm and he took his wife and two 
daughters with him, never to return to his homeland. Having 
left all his possessions in Russia, Rachmaninov decided 
at the age of 45 that he would have to start a new life and 
support his family by performing on the piano. 

It was at the end of 1918 that Rachmaninov went to 
America and gave 40 concerts to raise funds to buy a home. 
Edison was the first to entice him into the recording studio 
in April 1919 and this fifth volume of Rachmaninov’s 
recordings opens with two works of his own composition 
(the rest of the Edison recordings are on Volume Four, 
8.111407). The Barcarolle is the third of the set of 
pieces titled Morceaux de salon, Op. 10, dedicated to the 
great Russian pianist Pavel Pabst. Only this and No. 5, 
Humoresque, are heard today with any regularity and these 
are the only two from the set that Rachmaninov recorded.

Long thought to be an original work based on a melody 

by his father Vassily Rachmaninov, it is now known that the 
Polka de W.R. is an arrangement of a piano solo by German 
salon composer Franz Behr (1837–1898) – a scherzo-polka 
titled Lachtäubchen or La Rieuse, Op. 303 (‘The Laughing 
Dove’), first published in 1872, a year before Sergey’s birth. 
Rachmaninov transposes the composition from F major 
to A flat major and works his pianistic wonders on this 
cajoling tune. It was a favourite encore of two wizards of 
the keyboard Shura Cherkassky and Vladimir Horowitz both 
of whom played it inimitably. The Edison engineer seems 
to have moved the recording horn nearer to the piano for 
take 2 (B) as a superior quality of sound is captured here 
and presented impressively in this new transfer. With today’s 
technology, we are hearing much more than Rachmaninov 
did at the time of making the recording. In a 1931 interview 
he stated, ‘Twelve years ago, when I was making my first 
records with Edison in America, the piano came out with 
a thin, tinkling tone. It sounded exactly like the Russian 
balalaika, which, as you may know, is a stringed instrument 
resembling the guitar.’ Rachmaninov seems to allow himself 
to apply a little more rubato to this performance of the Polka 
de W.R. in comparison with the first Victor recording of two 
years later (() even though that recording is ten seconds 
longer. 

Rachmaninov did not have a contract with Edison, 
so in order to continue recording for the company, he 
asked for one which included several conditions. The 
draft received from Edison omitted these conditions and 
Rachmaninov returned it requesting amendments. Probably 
one of the emendations Rachmaninov stipulated was to 
have any takes he did not approve of destroyed, but Edison 
dithered. Meanwhile, the Victor company was pursuing 
Rachmaninov, finally securing his signature on a contract 
dated 22 April 1920, a year after the Edison recordings were 
made. Evidently, this contract included the stipulation of 
rejected takes being destroyed. It was a five-year contract to 
record 25 works with a guaranteed annual advance against 
royalties of $15,000. 

Less than two weeks later, Rachmaninov was in the 
Victor studio at Camden, New Jersey for his first recording 
session for the company. Two ten-inch and one twelve-inch 
sides were made including Chopin’s Waltz in B minor, Op. 
69. None of these were issued. At the next session on 3 May 

1920 Rachmaninov recorded the Waltz in B minor again 
but for this work it would take three years and eleven takes 
before he was satisfied with the result – a not uncommon 
occurrence for a perfectionist such as Rachmaninov. One 
work recorded during the 3 May sessions and again in 
November 1922 was Liszt’s La Campanella. Unfortunately, 
both takes were destroyed. His own Prelude in G major, Op. 
32, No. 5 and the Tchaikovsky Troika, Op. 37, No. 11 only 
needed one take whereas his Prelude in G minor, Op. 23, No. 
5 was only issued from the fourth take recorded at the next 
session on 17 May 1920, with a deviation from the printed 
score at the conclusion. His G sharp minor Prelude, Op. 
32, No 12 was issued from the fifth take and is a lesson in 
controlled rubato, and while the note spinning of Debussy’s 
Doctor Gradus ad Parnassum was achieved in a single take, 
the Golliwogg’s Cakewalk took no less than eight months to 
perfect. Rachmaninov made his second of three recordings 
of Polka de W.R. (his first for Victor) in 1921; the second 
(electrical) recording for Victor was made in 1928. All of 
these first recordings for Victor were made by the acoustical 
process and when electrical recording was introduced in 
1925, Victor recorded many of the popular titles again. 
Rachmaninov’s infamous Prelude in C sharp minor, Op. 
3, No. 2, a work that audiences constantly demanded, was 
also recorded first for Edison and twice by Victor. However, 
at the 12 October 1921 acoustic session for this work, a 
twelve inch matrix was attempted, but this was discarded 
in preference for a ten inch matrix from which the approved 
take, made on 14 October, was issued. After the introduction 
of electrical recording Rachmaninov said, ‘Results produced 
by the acoustical process in use when I began to record for 
Victor in 1920 were far from satisfactory.’ Again, these new 
transfers get more out of the old grooves than Rachmaninov 
would ever have heard.

Rachmaninov was a very literal pianist, rarely 
deviating from the score or interpolating his own ideas to 
the scores of the great masters. It was often the case that 
once he had decided and worked out an interpretation, he 

generally played it that same way each time. However, 
with Chopin’s Waltzes he took a few liberties. While 
the ‘Grande valse brillante’ in E flat, Op. 18 is given a 
straightforward reading, in the Waltz in G flat major, Op. 
posth. 70, No. 1 he sharply accents the third beat in many 
places and in the middle section, to which he harmonically 
changes the introduction, he alters the dotted rhythm and 
adds figuration. In the case of the Waltz in D flat, Op. 
64, No. 1 we have two versions recorded two years apart 
that provide fascinating comparison. The 1921 version is 
respectful to the score and not taken at an unreasonably 
fast tempo as can be the case with this famous ‘Minute’ 
Waltz. The rubato in the middle section is applied with 
taste. In 1923 Rachmaninov makes much more of a point of 
delaying on the highest note (B flat) of the upward moving 
phrase. The middle section is more drawn out, resulting in 
a performance more than 20 seconds longer – a fair amount 
in a track that is only 2 minutes in total. 

Like Rachmaninov, Ernő Dohnányi (1877–1960) was a 
true composer-pianist and his Etude in F minor, or Capriccio 
as it is titled in the score, from his Six Concert Etudes, 
Op. 28 was once a popular piece with pianists. Leopold 
Godowsky recorded it for Brunswick in 1922 while a later 
generation of virtuosos, including György Cziffra, Earl Wild 
and Stephen Hough also added to the discography of this 
work. After his acoustic recording of 1921 Rachmaninov 
did not remake this title for the electrical process – that was 
left to another Victor artist, the young Vladimir Horowitz, 
who recorded a stunning version of it at his first sessions 
for Victor in 1928. The violinist Fritz Kreisler (1875–1962) 
and Rachmaninov were friends and recorded some sonatas 
together but Rachmaninov’s lasting testimonies to Kreisler 
are his exemplary transcriptions of two of the violinist’s 
compositions, Liebesleid and Liebesfreud. Indeed, 
Rachmaninov was a master transcriber as can be heard in 
these compositions, as well as in the less virtuosic Minuet 
form Bizet’s L’Arlesienne Suite No. 1. 

 © Jonathan summers
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Producer and Audio Restoration Engineer: Ward Marston
Special thanks: Gerald Fabris (Museum Curator, Thomas Edison National Historical 
Park) for providing discographic information for these recordings and Gregor 
Benko and Lawrence F. Holdridge for loaning pristine discs from their collections 

Cover Photograph: Rachmaninov in New York, c. 1912 [Private Collection]
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FINAL EdISON ANd FIRST VICTOR RECORdINGS
1919–1923

Playing 
Time
78:37

 Recorded in New York, 24 April 1919
1 Sergey Rachmaninov: Morceaux de salon, Op. 10: No. 3, Barcarolle in G minor 3:52
2 Sergey Rachmaninov: Morceaux de salon, Op. 10: No. 3, Barcarolle in G minor  3:51
3 Sergey Rachmaninov: Morceaux de salon, Op. 10: No. 3, Barcarolle in G minor 3:55
4 Franz Behr: Lachtäubchen, ‘Polka de W.R.’, Op. 303 (arr. Rachmaninov) 4:15
5 Franz Behr: Lachtäubchen, ‘Polka de W.R.’, Op. 303 (arr. Rachmaninov) 4:12
6 Franz Behr: Lachtäubchen, ‘Polka de W.R.’, Op. 303 (arr. Rachmaninov) 4:13

 Victor Talking Machine Company Camden, New Jersey, 1920–1923
7 Pyotr Il’yich Tchaikovsky: The Seasons, Op. 37b: No. 11: November: Troika in E major 3:51
8 Sergey Rachmaninov: Prelude in G major, Op. 32, No. 5 3:01
9 Sergey Rachmaninov: Prelude in G minor, Op. 23, No. 5  3:34
0 Louis-Claude Daquin: Pièces de Clavecin: Troisième Suite: I. Le Coucou 2:04
! Felix Mendelssohn: Lieder ohne Worte, Op. 67: No. 4, Spinnerlied (‘Spinning Song’) in C major: Presto 1:53
@ Fryderyk Chopin: Waltz No. 1 in E flat, Op. 18, ‘Grande valse brillante’ 4:33
# Claude Debussy: Children’s Corner: I. Doctor Gradus ad Parnassum 2:06
$  Sergey Rachmaninov: Prelude in G sharp minor, Op. 32, No. 12 2:33
%  Fryderyk Chopin: Waltz in D flat, Op. 64, No. 1, ‘Minute’  1:57
^  Claude Debussy: Children’s Corner: VII. Golliwogg’s Cakewalk 3:11
&  Fryderyk Chopin: Waltz in G flat major, Op. posth. 70, No. 1  1:51
*  Fryderyk Chopin: Waltz in D flat, Op. 64, No. 1, ‘Minute’  2:17
(  Franz Behr: Lachtäubchen, ‘Polka de W.R.’, Op. 303 (arr. Rachmaninov) 4:04
)  Edvard Grieg: Lyric Pieces, Op. 12: No. 2, Waltz and No. 4, Elves’ Dance 2:22
¡  Sergey Rachmaninov: Morceaux de fantaisie, Op. 3: No. 2, Prelude in C sharp minor 3:38
™  Fritz Kreisler: Liebesleid (1921) (arr. Rachmaninov) 4:23
£  Ernő Dohnányi: Six Concert Etudes Op. 28: No. 6 in F minor, ‘Capriccio’: Vivace 2:43
¢  Georges Bizet: L’Arlésienne Suite No. 1: II. Minuet (arr. Rachmaninov) 2:44

 A detailed track list can found inside the booklet

Sergey Rachmaninov moved to America in 1918 and immediately began giving concerts to raise funds for his new life 
outside Russia. Thomas Edison was the first to entice him into the recording studio, and the compositions captured here 
complete his work for Edison, the rest of which can be found on volume 4 (8.111407). In 1920 Rachmaninov moved to the 
Victor company, and these first recordings, made with the acoustical process, reveal the perfectionist composer-pianist 
at his fascinating best. 


