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Rachmaninoff and his rhapsody    
The composer as soloist at the first Sunday afternoon concert and pianist Serge 
Rachmaninoff, who performed as soloist at this Sunday afternoon concert in one of his 
newest works, a rhapsody for piano and orchestra on a theme by Paganini, received a rare and 
warm reception. And after the performance of his work, the ovations seemed endless. This 
exuberant success must have been directed first and foremost at the performing artist, in 
whom one rightly honours a personality of very special allure.   
Rachmaninoff, who endured his concert tours having undertaken his work for the last quarter 
century no longer from his homeland, but from the United States, he belongs, along with 
figures like Paderewski and a few others, to the last great representatives of a period in music 
that is already part of history. His playing, which must be called of the highest order in 
technical and musical terms, has a remarkably individualistic character and is extremely 
emotional and subjective. Just as he indulges himself in his playing, recreating the work from 
the emotional urge of the moment, so too does he express himself in his compositions. They 
are outpourings in which he speaks his mind fully, and they possess the charm and 
disadvantages of this. The charm lies in the honesty, the spontaneity, the openness. The 
disadvantage lies in the fact that not every personal outpouring is equally interesting to every 
listener. That depends to a large extent on the relationship of that listener to the artist.    
The musical idiom in which Rachmaninoff expresses himself is that of conventional   
Russia from the end of the last century. Men like Rimsky-Korsakov, who died in 1908,   
Scriabin in 1915, Glazunov who passed away a few years ago, not to mention   
Mussorgsky the most modern of them all who died in 1881, are in many respects closer to our 
time than Rachmaninoff in this rhapsody, of which only the instrumentation was adapted to 
newer concepts. As regards style and content, these twenty-four variations on the same theme 
by Paganini, which Brahms used as the basis for his Paganini Variations, are already dated. 
Yet one must simply admire the momentum contained in  this music, its great inner driving 
force, and its clever structure. Is the use of the "Dies irae" motif, which the composer 
contrasts with the Paganini motif, an expression of doubt? Is it intended as a foreshadowing 
of the end of the world, as a warning to repent, or is it merely a musical effect without further 
ado?    
Despite its immense power, the piece is certainly not uplifting. However, it is written with 
great satisfaction for the pianist, and it would not surprise me if it became a repertoire staple. 
It is at least as brilliantly written as the composer's Second Piano Concerto, which is heard so 
often, and is undoubtedly more interesting in content.    
Russian program    
Willem Mengelberg had put together a Russian program around this work. He began with the 
solid, but not exactly captivating, overture "Ruslan and Ludmila" by Glinka, who is regarded 
as the father of Russian music; a work that, in the heavy instrumentation of our  
Concertgebouw Orchestra, acquired a ponderousness that it cannot tolerate. Let us not forget 
that it is not a concert piece, but an opera overture, written at a time when an opera orchestra 
of thirty men could already be considered a luxurious ensemble.    
Glinka was followed by Tchaikovsky with his work, which gradually became most famous 
through radio broadcasts: the Serenade for String Orchestra. An astonishing amount has 
become dated in this music. The waltz and the elegy, in particular, bear the character of 



saccharine salon music. And that sweetness was certainly not softened by Mengelberg's 
overdetailed delivery. However, it is not easy to resist the charm of the string ensemble of the 
Concertgebouw Orchestra goes out, although that charm was interrupted a few times this 
time by less fine moments.    
The concert concluded with the suite from the ballet "The Firebird" by Stravinsky, a work 
from the composer's tame period that, due to its local Russian colour (achieved through the 
use of folk song elements) and its instrumentation—which is unparalleled in terms of exotic 
splendour and brilliance—belongs to one of the most captivating orchestral pieces. In the 
performance, Mengelberg emphasized that colourful splendour of shades and sounds, behind 
which the music, which is also contained in this score, remained hidden.  P. F. S.   
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