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SERGE RACHMANINOFF    
The ideal of piano playing   
And then, among the countless excellent pianists, there is still always one Pied Piper of 
Hamelin whom everyone must follow, whether they like it or not. Name whoever you will, 
but not a single one of the great names has such a magnetic influence on the masses as this 
Russian. And naturally, that fame of the "greatest" is well-deserved, for at the slightest slump 
he would begin to wane. The public as a collective is still just that ruthlessly strict!   
Rachmaninoff begins with Bach-Liszt (organ fugue in G minor), and even if Sancta Caecilia 
or the Archangel Michael were to play this organ prelude on a piano, it would still be 
disappointing. There is always an infinite difference between the reverberation of a fast 
organ melody in the vast vaulted spaces of a church and the pedal veil that hangs over it 
when one hears it on a grand piano. And we became apprehensive about the fugue, mindful 
of the way Rachmaninoff played Mozart's Hunting Sonata (D major) here many years ago, a 
performance which was then characterized during the intermission by the witty Alexander 
Schmuller as: "Mozart in a troika!"   
But no, the fugue became one magnificent, brilliant piece of music, played with the clear, 
semi-portato touch that Bach necessarily demands on the piano, and with very little pedal. It 
became a frenzy, that never-ending chain of sixteenth notes played in perfect unison! It is 
indeed one of the main characteristics of this phenomenal virtuoso: the clarity, the precision, 
the matter-of-fact and exact rendering of the notes. For Rachmaninoff reveals himself much 
more of a romantic in his compositions than when he plays. A remarkable difference, for 
example, between Walter Rummel, discussed on Monday, and this greatest of them all! 
Listen to their joint Chopin Nocturne in D-flat.   
Rummel keeps the piece in the soft-poetic of the Romantic, who knows what twilight is, 
whereas Rachmaninoff seeks above all the clarity of the lines and achieves stillness and 
dreaminess only in certain places.    
But what else shall we say of this rare man? He possesses the most conceivably perfect, 
mechanical technique and is, moreover, a fully living human being who imbues his 
interpretations with life and shakes them with a sometimes astounding and gripping 
impulsiveness, which nevertheless always remains within the bounds of style.  Breathlessly, 
the packed hall listens to this superhumanly perfect and ever-illuminated performance. 
Breathlessly, one experiences one surprising moment after another, only to finally find 
release in minutes-long ovations.   
And Rachmaninoff, who was so unrealistically fast with his fingers, stands up very slowly 
and phlegmatically makes a few bows.   
Remarkable contrast!!   
Encores must follow and elicit new storms of applause.   
A big evening for Amsterdam.   
THEO VAN DER BIJL   
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