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was holidaying at Clairefontaine in France while his new Swiss villa was being built. They were
dedicated to Fritz Kreisler, with whom Rakhmaninov enjoyed a successful recording partnership.

The Piano Concertos

The Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini was composed at high speed during the summer of 1934 at Senar,
the Rakhmaninov’s new villa on the shores of Lake Lucerne. His new surroundings apparently fired
Rakhmaninov’s creativity to the kind of sustained outburst that had not occurred since before he left
Russia. Even the composer himself seems to have been taken by surprise and, although normally reticent
about current projects, he apparently telephoned Vladimir Horowitz on an almost daily basis during the
period of composition to report on progress.
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His enthusiasm is entirely understandable, for this is Rakhmaninov at his very best: a veritable tour-deforce of pianistic and orchestral invention, which triumphantly combines rich Romanticism with incisive
wit in a manner which had proved elusive in the Fourth Concerto.
The theme is taken from the famous A minor Violin Caprice, the last of the twenty-four Paganini
published. Its clear harmonic outline and rhythmic shape have proved an abundant thematic quarry for
generations of composers, from Brahms and Liszt in the nineteenth century through to Blacher and
Lutoslawski in the twentieth, but it is Rakhmaninov’s inspired rhapsodising which has had the greatest
lasting success.
© 1991-97 John Pickard

Also Available in this Rakhmaninov series
John Lill, BBC National Orchestra of Wales, Tadaaki Otaka
NI 1736 4 CDs
The Great Works for Solo Piano
Piano Sonata No.1 Op.28, Piano Sonata No.2 Op.36
Six Moments Musicaux Op.16, Variations on a Theme of Corelli Op.42
Preludes Op.23 & Op.32, Etudes Tableaux Op.33 & Op.39
Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini Op. 43
NI 1786 3 CDs
Symphony No.1 Op.13, Symphony No. 2 Op.27, Symphony No. 3 Op.44
Etudes Tableaux Op.39 (orch. Respighi)
Vocalise Op.34, The Isle of the Dead Op.29
8

NI 1720

NI 1720

1

More likely, the Sonata relates to the Third Piano Concerto - it certainly shares with it a number of
formal features, including the inter relationship of material between movements, a finale which follows
the slow movement without a break and a big-tune second subject in the finale, which eventually reaches
fulfilment at the close just before a brief final Presto.

RAKHMANINOV

In 1931 Rakhmaninov made a thorough revision of the Sonata, eliminating many of the extreme
technical difficulties and radically shortening it. This revision remains contentious. It was made at a time
when Rakhmaninov’s musical language was undergoing a change - away from an opulent romanticism
and towards a more objective, almost neo-classical outlook. Many commentators feel that although the
revision renders the work clearer and more concise, it nevertheless imposes upon it a style alien to that
in which it was conceived and thereby emasculates the full-blooded expression of the original. In recent
years there has been a notable swing back towards performing the work in its original version and that
is how the Sonata is presented on this disc.
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The Fourth Piano Concerto is the Cinderella of the cycle, having failed to acquire the popularity even of
the First, let alone the critical respectability of the Third or the almost embarrassing ubiquity of the
Second. Commentators otherwise sympathetic to the composer’s work have often dismissed it as patchy
in quality, whilst those hostile to Rakhmaninov’s lushly Romantic idiom have sometimes condemned it
for failing to exhibit the characteristics which they despise in the first place. Even the composer himself
apparently had doubts about the Concerto and of all his major works this one seems to have had the most
tortuous genesis. It is likely that it was planned as early as 1913, four years after its predecessor, though
some of its music dates from even earlier.
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The first performance took place in March 1927 in Philadelphia with Stokowski conducting and the
composer as soloist. It was not a success and after a performance in New York a few days later the New
York Evening Telegram described the Concerto as ‘long-winded, tiresome, unimportant, in places
tawdry’. Rakhmaninov, who had been oddly worried about its length even before the premiere,
subsequently felt the need to make major revisions, cutting out 114 bars of music. Further pruning
occurred as late as 1941 when another 78 bars were removed. In spite of this the Concerto failed to
establish itself and, in stark contrast with its two predecessors, Rakhmaninov himself gave it barely a
dozen performances throughout the world.
The Variations on a Theme of Corelli are nothing if not disciplined. In fact the work is one of
Rakhmaninov’s most severe - a characteristic no doubt reflecting the Baroque origins of the theme. The
Variations were written in the space of only three weeks during the summer of 1931 when Rakhmaninov
NI 1720
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primarily an introverted and often sombre work. Muted colours and half-lights predominate and, as with
so many of Rakhmaninov’s large-scale compositions, affirmation is only achieved at the very end. It is
as virtuosic as anything Rakhmaninov wrote (certainly the most difficult of the concertos) but the
virtuosity is far from mere decoration. Soloist and orchestra are completely integrated throughout, so
that a successful performance of the work can only be achieved through a unified, symphonic conception
of the whole.
Rakhmaninov worked on the concerto during the summer of 1909 at his country estate at Ivanovka. He
kept the work a secret during its composition but probably intended to have it ready for a concert tour
of the USA planned for that winter. The demands made by the solo part were such that even the
composer had to practise assiduously on a dummy keyboard during the voyage to America in order to
master it in time for the première.
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Adagio sostenuto
Allegro scherzando

Piano Concerto No. 1 in F sharp minor, Op. 12
Vivace
Andante
Allegro vivace

The early performances were, on the whole, greeted with enthusiasm, though with some reservations
about the work’s great length: the New York Daily Tribune noted that ‘...the composition, despite its
many beauties, suffers from over-length...’, going on to suggest that ‘... there is remplissage in the first
and last movements which could be removed to the advantage of the work.’
The first movement’s centre of gravity is weighted to the enormous solo cadenza which occurs about
two-thirds of the way through. In fact Rakhmaninov composed two versions of this cadenza, the second
and more familiar of which - though still horribly difficult - is considerably easier than the rarely heard
first which John Lill plays on this recording. But this cadenza is far more than simply an opportunity for
virtuoso display, forming as it does the climax to the work’s development section. The cadenza is
actually divided in two, separated by brief solos for flute, oboe, clarinet and horn. The first part is a
mediation on the chant-like first subject (which was announced by the piano at the very outset) and it
slowly builds to a climax of ferocious intensity. After the wind solos, the second (and briefer) part of the
cadenza muses gently on the lyrical aspects for the second subject before the orchestra re-enters for what
turns out to be a drastically truncated recapitulation.
During the late summer of 1913, four years after the concerto, Rakhmaninov completed the second of
his two piano sonatas. Like the concerto, the bulk of the work was done at Ivanovka, though the
sketching had been completed in Rome earlier in the summer at the same time as he was writing his
choral symphony The Bells. It has been suggested that the two works share the same inspiration, and
certainly the development section of the sonata’s first movement contains a striking recreation of the
tolling of bells. Be that as it may, Rakhmaninov’s works in general are permeated by bell sounds, so
perhaps one should not make too much of the relationship.
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DISC TWO
Piano Sonata No. 2 in B flat minor, Op. 36
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Piano Concerto No. 3 in D minor, Op. 30

NI 1720

Allegro ma non tanto
Intermezzo: Adagio
Finale (Alla breve)
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DISC THREE
Piano Concerto No. 4 in G minor, Op. 40
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Variations on a Theme of Corelli, Op. 42

Allegro vivace
Largo
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Theme – Variations I-XIII – Intermezzo – Variations XIV-XX – Coda
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Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, Op. 43

23.44

Introduction – Variation I – Tema – Variations II-XXIV
Total playing time 71.17

By the time the eighteen-year-old Rakhmaninov completed his First Piano Concerto in the summer of
1891 he already had a considerable output of juvenilia to his credit, including songs, piano pieces and
chamber music (unfortunately, the score of a symphonic poem called Manfred, written in 1890, is lost,
though sketches do exist of an even earlier piano concerto). By the time he premiered the Concerto’s
first movement in spring 1892, he was already planning a one-act opera, Aleko, and his graduation
exercise from the Moscow Conservatoire. This work achieved the highest possible examination mark
and received a highly successful première in the following year at the Moscow Grand Theatre.
More significantly, from the point of view of modern audiences, Rakhmaninov thoroughly revised the
Concerto in 1917, a quarter of a century after its composition. Work on the revision functioned as partial
distraction from the momentous political events which raged outside his door and which were to force
him into exile within a matter of months - though at this stage he had no idea that this was likely to
happen. As Rakhmaninov himself was to recall: ‘The outbreak of the Bolshevist upheaval still found me
in my old flat in Moscow. I was so engrossed in my work that I did not notice what went on around me.
I sat at the writing table or at the piano all day without troubling about the rattle of machine-guns or
rifle-shots. In the evenings, however, I was reminded of my duties as a “bourgeois” and had to take my
turn with the other flat owner in conscientiously guarding the house and joining in the meetings of the
house committee.’
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The composer’s apparently superhuman powers of concentration resulted in a revision so substantial
that barely a bar of the original remained untouched: the bold principal themes were retained but now
filtered through the sensibility of a mature artist with three symphonies (counting the choral symphony
The Bells) and two more concertos to his credit. In this form Rakhmaninov relaunched the work and,
although it never achieved the popularity of the Second and Third Concertos, he continued to play it
throughout the remainder of his career, and made a very fine gramophone recording of it in 1940.
Between the original version of the First Concerto and its perennially popular successor came the
disastrous première of his First Symphony, which episode has direct relevance here, for it was with the
composition of his Second Piano Concerto that Rakhmaninov eventually managed to restore something
of his earlier equanimity. According to the composer, in the months following the Symphony’s
performance, ‘a paralysing apathy possessed me. I did nothing at all and found no pleasure in anything.
Half my days were spent lying on a couch and sighing over my ruined life. My only occupation
consisted of a few piano lessons which I was forced to give in order to keep myself alive. I did not live;
I vegetated, idle and hopeless.’
Eventually a novel and highly successful cure was discovered. Rakhmaninov’s cousins, the Satin family,
heard of a certain Dr. Dahl whose use of hypnosis was apparently having a dramatic and positive effect
on his patients. For several months at the start of 1900, Rakhmaninov visited him on a daily basis.
Rakhmaninov again: ‘My relations had told Dr. Dahl that he must at all costs cure me of my apathetic
condition and achieve such results that I would again begin to compose. Dahl had asked what manner
of composition they required and they received the answer “a concerto for pianoforte”. Consequently I
heard the same hypnotic formula repeated day after day while I lay half asleep in an armchair in 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. I began again to compose. The material grew in bulk and new musical ideas
began to stir within me - far more than I needed for the Concerto. By the autumn 1 had finished the
Andante and the Finale - and a sketch for a Suite for two pianofortes.’
After performing the two movements to great acclaim Rakhmaninov proceeded quickly with the
Concerto’s completion by writing the opening movement. The finished work was inscribed to Dr. Dahl
and, indeed, it is hard to think of a more deserving dedicatee of any work.
With its soaring melodies, heroic virtuosity and epic dimensions, Rakhmaninov’s Third has a reputation
for being one of the great concerto warhorses. And yet this is only part of the story. True, it has immense
popular appeal and is stuffed full of memorable tunes, but apart from the ebullient conclusion, it is
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