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Cecilia Concert.

II.

An ovation as spontaneous and warm as the one given to the composer and pianist
Rachmaninoff last night following the performance of his second piano concerto is a rarity; it
is all the more significant since, at least as far as the pianist's performance is concerned, it
could not possibly have been provoked by external factors, and since it was delivered after a
new concerto. The impression of the playing and composition must therefore have been very
strong indeed. This will seem incomprehensible to no one, for this second piano concerto by
the sensitive Russian composer is one of the modern works that possess sufficient qualities to
be counted among the best performed here in recent years, a work that, if played as it was last
night, is bound to be a success everywhere. The composer does not deny his nationality in it.
Specifically Russian music, known from works by Tchaikovsky and others, has also
influenced this opus to a considerable extent, but of which almost all Russian composers it
can be said that, alongside fragments intended sincerely and felt, they also write sections that
approach banality very closely; however, this applies least of this concert, with perhaps one
exception.

Promising and captivating, placing directly in the milieu of lofty thoughts, which can be
identified in great numbers in this opus, the concerto begins with strongly crescendo-ing
chords leading to a sentimental theme for string instruments, surrounded by the piano.
Melody is present immediately, and this entire work is rich in melodic inventiveness.
Admittedly, a melancholic tint continues to dominate the whole, at least in the first two
movements; admittedly, the intensity subsides in a few fragments to the mood of half-tones,
but this music gives such a completely complete impression of being honestly intended—it is
so full of the heart and therefore speaks to the heart—that one constantly follows the
composer with increasing interest in the sound and colourful exposition of his material, and
in the interesting arrangement thereof. For this opus is indeed sonorous and colourful, in the
excellent distribution of light and shadow, in the tasteful arrangement between orchestra and
piano, and in the structure of sections that flow into one another logically and very easily
understandably. Rhythmic, interesting, melodious, temperamental, deeply moved inwardly,
but also witty and brilliant—these are the principal characteristics of this music.
Occasionally, during a first audition, it seems that the composer abandons a thought
somewhat hastily to move on to another; one might miss a single effect in the finale, but what
do these minor details signify compared to the many excellent qualities that characterize this
music? What do they mean, given that it can otherwise be attested that Rachmaninoff has
produced here a composition that testifies to very great talent and mastery? That appreciation
could be proven with many examples, and it may well be assumed with certainty that either a
more frequent hearing or a study of the score would reveal even more beauties than were
already audible. But were they not more than sufficient to speak with admiration and
sincerity of this music, which is captivating not only because of the qualities already
mentioned, but also because of its magnificent instrumentation?

We have already pointed out that this work is melodic to a very strong degree, and where that
melody clearly reveals the nationality of the creator, it is all the more striking that it never
loses its interest for a moment, not even as, for example, in the finale with a repeated
exposition of the material. Besides the inner qualities of the music itself, this is also due to
the way in which the two elements—the orchestra and the solo instrument—are in harmony



with one another. For the pianist-composer has nowhere given the solo instrument too
predominant a place, frequently even assigning it the role of being a supplement to the
orchestra. But it is a supplement that has significance for the psyche of the music, that gives
it relief, and that, moreover, demands attention all the more strongly for those sections in
which the piano is indeed the main focus, where it alone prepares a mood or concludes a
period. For all this, the introduction to this concert has been a delight; the melancholy of the
music has not caused attention to waver for a moment; the warm, sometimes passionate
melodies have made one feel the mood of this generally distinguished art; the sorrowful
somberness and the wit have spoken to the emotions. And that Rachmaninoff writes excellent
things not only in the great genre, he proved to those who did not yet know it after the
intermission with the performance of three Preludes for solo piano: a simple, melodious
"Lento" with interesting harmonization, a magnificent piece of structure and mood; a "Tempo
di Menuetto" with an effective descending figure in the bass, a more agitated middle section
and a very interesting postlude, an "Alla marcia", a concise, rhythmically lively composition
with a Slavic middle section, genre pieces that bear witness to extraordinary talent and can
provide a welcome change for pianists who, in their solo numbers, still all too much clinging
to what has already been played so often.

Just as after the concert, the soloist was met with thunderous applause after his solos, so
much so that he gave an encore, the well-known, beautiful Prelude Op. 3 No. 2. Not only the
composer, but the pianist also fully deserved that success. He undoubtedly belongs among
the foremost of the great pianists. It hardly needs to be emphasized anymore that the
technical qualities of his playing are excellent: in contrast to vocalists, instrumentalists
nowadays do not make themselves heard unless they have reached a high level of
development. For him, there are no difficulties: he played the very demanding concerto
technically magnificently with great richness of touch, with intimate poetry and also robust
power. And how completely he mastered this work: he who wrote this mood-rich music, who
felt this temperamental music live within him, and who gave a reproduction of it that was
outwardly so perfectly calm, yet inwardly deeply moved. As simple as his appearance and his
demeanor was his manner of playing, yet the latter was equally grand and conveying a strong
impression.

The artist transferred part of the success after the concert to the orchestra. It is miraculous
how Mengelberg and the siege understood the composer's intention after just one rehearsal
and, through a fervent rendition, helped to amplify the effect of this music. An interplay with
which Rachmaninoff showed himself highly pleased, which deserves unlimited admiration.
For the rest, too, the orchestra contributed its share to this in every respect extraordinary
concert. Mengelberg gave an extremely accomplished, very stylish interpretation of Haydn's
C minor Symphony, full of grace and elegance, as this music demands; a performance that at
no moment made one feel the drawback that this music was played with a larger ensemble
than it was originally written for, in which we note that Mr. Gaillard played the cello solo in
the "Trio" of the Minuet very tastefully. The second movement opened with Strauss's
Salome's Tanz. Subtly, the orchestra rendered the sultry mood of this extremely characteristic
music. What splendor of color, what a heightened atmosphere of wild passion, of sensuality,
what eloquent themes in this music! And above all, once again, what an arrangement! How
Strauss handled themes here—familiar to many from music drama—would it not have been
better if these had been included in the program booklet? recorded—if necessary with the
omission of the motifs from Haydn's symphony—a tremendously captivating image was
given of the fragment from the drama that is its climax. And, as we said almost naturally, this
music was played by the Amsterdammers with a verve, a beauty of sound, a brio, and a



brilliance that will be difficult to surpass. Every part came into its own in this reproduction;
the whole was of a magnificent plasticity. Finally, the three fragments from Berlioz's
Damnation de Faust, which have gained repertoire stability: the Minuet des Follies, which
was played at a very fast tempo, which in our view was too fast; the Danse des Sylphes,
which enjoyed an extremely fine interpretation; and the Marche Hongroise. Certainly here
too the tempo was very, very fast, but it did not detract from the performance. This music has
certainly rarely been heard so strongly passionate, so brilliant in its sound effect, so
electrifying. It is entirely understandable that the very many gave Mengelberg an ovation
after this performance, in which was shared by the orchestra on merit.

KR.

[Translation: Google]



