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same way as the original version’s transition. Figures 40 and 41 show the latter half of 

the transition to the Coda as found in the two versions of the movement. 

 

 
Figure 40: Piano Sonata No. 2, 1931 Revised Version: mm. 123-124 (Transition to Coda, 

latter half) 

 

 
Figure 41: Piano Sonata No. 2, 1913 Original Version: mm. 159-168 (Transition to 

Coda, Latter Half) 

 

The effect Rachmaninoff achieves throughout his structural revisions is to essentially 

remove the climaxes from the movement’s structure. In the Revised Version, the 

climactic structural function, and associated equal-interval idioms and rhythmic/dynamic 

intensification found in Original Version’s climaxes are removed. 



94 
 

 
 

4. Textural Revisions 

Texturally, the Original Version generally consists of thicker chords with a richer 

sound. In the Revised Version, Rachmaninoff consistently thins the texture, removes 

repeating, similar chords, and reduces rhythmic complexities and chromatic 

accompaniment passages. Rachmaninoff’s textural revisions to the first movement of 

Sonata No. 2 may be categorized similarly to those found in Concerto No. 1, including: 

1) simplified figuration, often involving reduced voices; 

2) decreased dynamic levels, creating more pronounced sectional contrast; 

3) linear approach to articulations; 

4) simplification of articulations to clarify material; 

5) clarification of musical designations such as Italian terms; 

6) varied presentations of themes and motives; 

7) reduction of note-lengths, often with rests inserted, to lighten texture; and 

8) changes in register to clarify orchestration. 

The thinner texture of the revised version may be seen quite clearly by comparing 

the opening of the two versions, shown in Figures 42 and 43, respectively. The latter 

contains simplified figuration with reduced voices. 

 

 
Figure 42: Piano Sonata No. 2, 1913 Original Version: mm. 1-4 (Theme 1) 
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Figure 43: Piano Sonata No. 2, 1931 Revised Version: mm. 1-4 (Theme 1) 

 

An example of a texture change involving a register change may be found in 

Figures 44 and 45. The melody opening the Development section is placed one octave 

higher in the Revised Version, with a resulting change in timbre. 

 

   
Figure 44: Piano Sonata No. 2, 1913 Original Version: mm. 69-70 (Development) 

 

 
Figure 45: Piano Sonata No. 2, 1931 Revised Version: mm. 57-58 (Development) 

 

Texturally, the common thread that runs through all of Rachmaninoff’s revisions to 

Sonata No. 2 is the reduction and clarification of the texture. This points to a change of 

style exceeding simply a change of harmonic vocabulary. While the 1931 Revised 

Version of Sonata No. 2 certainly resembles the original version, the revision sees 

Rachmaninoff employ a tightened and less elaborate compositional style. 
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The revised work features both simplified structure and texture, with dramatic 

implications. I argue that the structural changes to the work’s sequence of idiomatic 

material—leaving sections of pandiatonic idioms intact and sections of equal-interval 

idioms greatly reduced—represents a dramatizing of Rachmaninoff’s habitus. Whereas in 

1913 Rachmaninoff inscribed in Sonata No. 2 a performance and representation of his 

personal and national Russian identity, in his 1931 revision to the work he inscribed a 

remembering and reconstruction of his lost homeland. Like Concerto No. 1, both the 

original and the revised versions retain the designation of Op. 36 and co-exist as an 

intertextual work ripe for future revisions. 

Both versions of Sonata No. 2 reflect Rachmaninoff’s compositional viewpoint at 

the time of composition. Fisk argues that, through the juxtaposition of disparate harmonic 

elements, Rachmaninoff captures: 

The poignancy of his longing for a never-to-be-recovered world and mode of 

expression, and thus the existential complexity of his own cultural and historical 

position: that of an endangered species in a new world, a composer who 

responded to every new discovery by adapting it to the musical language he had 

learned in his homeland at the end of the nineteenth century; but one whose music 

not only was written but could only have been written in the twentieth (Fisk 2008: 

265). 

 

Rachmaninoff arguably maintained his late-Romantic compositional style during his 

post-1917 period as an exile. Referring to European avant-garde composing, he said, “the 

old language is sufficiently rich and resourceful” and that “there is no need for you to 

seek new paths” (Ding 1991: 18). The 1913 Original Version sounds more expansive and 

developmental in nature, and the 1931 Revised Version sounds more direct and 

economical in its development of themes and motives—both versions sound structurally 

and texturally effective in performance. Barrie Martyn (1990) and others argue that the 
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revised version is not meant to be easier, but rather that it is meant to portray a 

performance-oriented approach. Although this may also be true, applying idiomatic 

analysis with a habitus framework to Sonata No. 2 indicates that Rachmaninoff revised 

Sonata No. 2 shaped by his changed political and social circumstances as an exile, and as 

an active response to those circumstances. 

3.2.3 Reviews, Correspondence, and Diasporic Capital 
 

Discourse found in contemporary concert reviews, personal correspondence, and 

programs, emphasize not only Rachmaninoff’s separation from his Russian homeland, 

but also the essential Russian character of his music and its ability to transport listeners 

back to “old Russia.” For example, a 1932 telegram to Rachmaninoff from the Board of 

the United Russian National Organizations ends with these words: 

We are all the more anxious to convey to you our message of welcome as in your 

creative work you have invariably and most gorgeously interpreted the national 

spirit of Russia (Executive Board of United Russian National Organizations to 

Rachmaninoff, Dec 17, 1932, Box 52, Folder 23, Rachmaninoff Archives, Music 

Division, Library of Congress). 

 

Such discourse indicates an imagined community of Russians who understand the 

musical codes found in Rachmaninoff’s music and their extra-musical significance. 

Unlike Rachmaninoff’s revision of Concerto No. 1 in 1917, his revision of Sonata 

No. 2 in 1931 occurred in circumstances that had become impossibly distant from 

knowing Russia as a real home. After the initial trauma of exile and the reestablishment 

of lives, nostalgia for “old Russia” became central to Russians in the diaspora, and part of 

an idea of preserving “true” Russian culture against its destruction by the Soviet 

government. Rachmaninoff’s contemporary and fellow exile, Ivan Bunin, gave a 1924 

speech in Paris in which he described the “mission of the Russian emigration” calling for 
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Russians scattered abroad to protect their inheritance from the Godless usurpers of 

Russia, declaring: 

What is our mission? ... In whose name do we act? ... Despite our failings and 

weaknesses, we act in the name of our Divine image and likeness. We also act in 

the name of Russia – not the Russia that sold Christ for thirty pieces of silver, or 

the Russia that has destroyed, robbed, murdered, and wallowed in the vileness of 

all kinds of evil deeds… but another Russia… There was once a Russia, a great 

home bursting with goods and things, peopled by a great and mighty family in all 

respects… dedicated to honouring God, the memory of the past, and everything 

that bears the name of… culture (Zelensky 2009: 97).69 

 

Here, there is already evident a merging of such disparate concepts as religion, culture, 

nation, and memory into a discourse that authenticates the now “lost Russia” and 

discredits the contemporary Soviet Union. 

Among members of the Russian émigré community, Rachmaninoff symbolized 

the Russian nation in the sense of the word narod, which holds romantic, nationalist 

connotations for Russians. In 1930, Ilia Britain wrote Rachmaninoff a letter exclaiming 

that “for us Russians, you are not only our pride, our genius. You are a symbol of Russian 

creativity, of Russian culture” (Mitchell 2011: 422). Mikhael Bakunin, of the Centre 

International de Lutte Active Contre le Communisme, wrote Rachmaninoff after a Paris 

performance which he gave, declaring that “in two to three days [you] create a unity of 

Russian hearts” (Mitchell 2011: 422). 

Interestingly, although Rachmaninoff revised the work only once, he would be 

approached by pianist Vladimir Horowitz interested in further revision of Sonata No. 2 at 

the end of his life. Rachmaninoff first knew of Vladimir Horowitz through a letter 

                                                           
69 For a discussion of Russian “white émigré” discourse, see Figes: 538; Raeff: 4-5; and 

Williams: 147. 
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received on January 1, 1922 written by Felix Blumenfeld, a Russian colleague at Kiev 

Conservatory: 

Since August 1918 I have had a graduate student, an extremely talented youth of 

seventeen, who is a passionate admirer of your music and of Medtner’s (Felix 

Blumenfeld to Rachmaninoff, December 28, 1921, Scott 2008: 145). 

 

Shortly after Rachmaninoff arrived in New York in December 1927 for performances, 

Horowitz also arrived for his US debut. Alexander Breiner of Steinway introduced the 

eager young Horowitz to Rachmaninoff on January 2, 1928, ten days before his debut at 

Carnegie Hall. When Horowitz approached Rachmaninoff about his intention to combine 

the two versions of Sonata No. 2 in late 1942, near the end of Rachmaninoff’s life, 

Rachmaninoff gave his permission to do so. Rachmaninoff wrote: “You are a good 

musician. Put it together and bring it to me and we’ll see how it is” (Scott 2008: 162). 

Horowitz continued to experiment with different combinations of Sonata No. 2 through 

the 1960s, and Russian specialists like Van Cliburn have taken up the tradition of 

revising Rachmaninoff’s Sonata No. 2 (Walker 1980: 126). 

 In each of the three movements, Horowitz uses more original material than 

revised. His version is largely distinctive, unique, and unpredictable. It is a detailed 

combination of the two versions, favouring the dense chordal language of the original 

version in an innovative amalgamation of the two versions that is meant for performance. 

Horowitz never leaves out a virtuosic passage of colourful sonority. In the first 

movement, Horowitz follows the revised version until the Development, and then turns to 

the original version for one such passage. Horowitz’s approach is complex, picking and 

choosing between the two versions for the density of bell effects, examples of virtuosity, 
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or for ways by which to modify the work’s structure. With Rachmaninoff’s consent, 

Horowitz clearly felt creatively free to blend the two versions of Sonata No. 2. 

We may wonder as to Rachmaninoff’s reason for accommodating Horowitz’s 

innovative performance of Sonata No. 2. Rachmaninoff clearly did not consider his 1931 

Revised Version of Sonata No. 2 to be the undisputedly authoritative version of the work, 

attested by Rachmaninoff’s approval of Horowitz’s integrated version later in life. I argue 

that this approval was tied to the dialogue Rachmaninoff carried on with Russia 

throughout his life, and which even near the end of his life is indicated by contemplations 

such as the following: 

There is another burden, heavier still, unknown to me in my youth. It is that I 

have no country. You must know that I was forced to leave my homeland… 

where I really did achieve great success. Now, the whole world is open to me. 

Success apparently awaits me everywhere. But one place and one place only 

remains closed to me, and that is my own country, the land where I was born. 

True, I have my music, and my memories… If it is true that a composer’s music is 

the sum total of his experience, then it must express his love affairs, his religion, 

above all the country of his birth. And I was born in Russia (Rachmaninoff, 

quoted in Palmer 1998). 

 

In another quote of this period, Rachmaninoff describes his desire for his lost homeland, 

and its connection to his changed relationship with composition: 

But nothing could give us back what we most desired: our homeland. For the 

exile, whose musical roots have been annihilated, there remains no desire for self 

expression. A friend wrote about his feelings of being a nobody, such feelings are 

probably unknown to me, he said. How wrong he is: I am filled to the brim with 

such feelings. I still wrote music, of course. Somehow, it did not mean the same 

to me (Rachmaninoff, quoted in Palmer 1998). 

 

Perhaps Horowitz represented to Rachmaninoff a longed-for connection with his lost 

country. 
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3.3 Diaspora and Memory: Concerto No. 4, Mvt. 1 
 

3.3.1 Compositional Context and Russian Tropes 
 

Rachmaninoff’s Concerto No. 4, more than any other work that Rachmaninoff 

revised throughout his post-1917 period, represents a complex combination of diasporic 

capital, restorative nostalgia, and compositional revision as a means of returning to “old 

Russia.” What makes this work particularly tragic and sorrowful is that these themes have 

been almost entirely missed by musicians, critics, textbook authors, and scholars in 

general. The standard narrative regarding Concerto No. 4 describes the work as an 

attempt at American jazz-inspired modernism, which received unusually critical 

reception, followed by corrections, followed by abandonment.70 Interestingly, this 

narrative includes Rachmaninoff’s other new work of 1926, Three Russian Songs, as the 

redeeming work of the pair, with its clear Russian references and positive critical 

reception. Yet for some reason, Rachmaninoff never conducted that work again in his 

entire life—and he would continue to perform Concerto No. 4, as well as his other 

revised works, until his death.71 Taken in the larger post-1917 context of Rachmaninoff’s 

successive revisions, as well as new works, Concerto No. 4 held a significant place in 

Rachmaninoff’s oeuvre that he returned to at key points in his life. 

Rachmaninoff completed the original version of Concerto No. 4 in 1926, making 

it his earliest composition in exile. After performing lengthy concert tours of North 

                                                           
70 For an example of this historiography of Concerto No. 4, see Bertensson and Leyda 

(2001), or any other published source. 
71 For a complete summary of Rachmaninoff’s revisions and performances of revised 

works throughout his post-1917 period in the context of each other, his most popular 

works, and his late works (Op. 41-45), see the Outline of Rachmaninoff’s Post-1917 

Concert Tours in the Appendices. 
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America from 1918-19 to the fall of 1925, he took a sabbatical during the calendar year 

of 1926 to focus on the composition. By then, Rachmaninoff felt financially secure 

enough to commit himself to any compositional work that he wished (Bertensson and 

Leyda 2001: 252). Yet there are several clues that suggest that Rachmaninoff began 

composing Piano Concerto No. 4 as early as 1914, or even 1911. As to the “narrative of 

abandonment,” Concerto No. 4’s last version appeared after his final opus number, and 

represents Rachmaninoff’s final composition, published the year after his death.72 

The earliest mention of Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto No. 4 appears in an April 

1914 Muzika article entitled “Rachmaninoff is working on a fourth concerto” (Davie 

2001: 10). Rachmaninoff customarily composed his major works at Ivanovka. Martyn 

notes that Rachmaninoff’s stay at Ivanovka during the summer of 1914 was longer than 

other years, and that it did not lead to a major work (Martyn 1990: 298). Rachmaninoff 

himself wrote a letter to Alexander Goldenweiser which describes his difficulty 

composing at that time: 

The summer has passed and for me it passed badly. I was very busy until 15 June, 

but the whole time my work didn’t get along; it didn’t satisfy me, and by the time 

mentioned I had reached the point of being unable to control either the work or 

myself so I gave up working. After a long period when work has not satisfied me 

this point always comes upon me (Martyn 1990: 298). 

 

The object of these remarks is admittedly not specified. However, Scott Davie notes that 

Concerto No. 4 is likely because: 

In all three versions of the concerto, the Largo movement incorporates a section 

of the Etude-Tableau in C minor, op. 33, no. 3. This collection of etudes was 

originally intended to contain nine pieces, as can be noted in Gutheil’s notice of 

publication in 1914. However, when the etudes were published… [the] numbers 

                                                           
72 If a list of Rachmaninoff’s compositions includes his transcriptions of other 

composer’s works, then his final composition was Tchaikovsky’s Lullaby, composed 

shortly afterward. 
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3, 4 and 5 were excluded… It seems logical to assume that Rachmaninoff’s 

reason for the exclusion of the third etude from publication was that he had 

decided to use it in the concerto (Davie 2001: 11). 

 

Further, a reference is made to a fourth concerto by Rachmaninoff in a 1917 Russkaya 

Muzikal’naya Gazetta article, saying: “At the present time Sergei Vasilyevich 

Rachmaninoff is working on his Fourth Concerto” (Martyn 1990: 355). It would be 

understandable if Rachmaninoff had been working on the concerto and unable to finish it.  

The archive donated by Natalia Rachmaninoff to the Music Division at the 

Library of Congress does include material associated with Concerto No. 4, such as a 

manuscript of the original version of 1926 (Cannata 1999: 13-20). Threlfall and Norris 

note that: 

The manuscript of the cadenza written for performances of the Second Hungarian 

Rhapsody by Liszt in 1919, located in the archive of the Library of Congress, has 

on its reverse a fragment from the last movement of the concerto (Threlfall and 

Norris 1982: 127). 

 

While this archive’s sketches are largely from Rachmaninoff’s period in the US, it 

includes several sketches of Concerto No. 4 (Davie 2001: 12).73 When Rachmaninoff left 

for Scandinavia in December 1917 to escape the Bolshevik Revolution, he is known to 

have brought with him the first act of his never-finished opera Monna Vanna, three new 

piano pieces, a score of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Le Coq d’Or, and four sketchbooks 

containing material related to Concerto No. 4 (Threlfall and Norris 1982: 17). A foremost 

authority on Concerto No. 4, Scott Davie argues that when Rachmaninoff emigrated in 

1917, he also brought with him sketches of Concerto No. 4 (Davie 2001: 12). 

                                                           
73 Sketches of Concerto No. 4, which both Martyn, and Threlfall and Norris, include in 

their analysis of Concerto No. 4, indicate the likelihood that Rachmaninoff began its 

composition before his emigration. 
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Rachmaninoff’s decision to bring these sketches of Concerto No. 4 when he emigrated 

indicates its importance to him. He left most of his belongings, such as his library of 

scores and manuscripts, in Russia.74 

Having lost all his financial assets, the first several years required aggressive 

concertizing largely in North America before he could return to composition. During the 

period following his exile, Rachmaninoff expanded his limited canonic repertoire of 

piano works every year. Having committed himself to concertizing for the immediate 

future in 1918, Rachmaninoff chose to leave war-torn Europe for the United States.75 

Arriving in New York on Monday, November 11, 1918 (Armistice Day), by the end of 

his first week in the United States Rachmaninoff had hired an assistant, an agent, and had 

signed a recording contract.76 Just as quickly, he established personal and professional 

connections with such fellow white émigrés as Hoffman, Kreisler, Zimbalist, Elman, 

Ysaye, and Prokofiev.77 After an initial period of social activity including dinners, parties 

and receptions, the Rachmaninoffs increasingly saw only Russians. The years between 

his exile in 1917 and the premiere of Concerto No. 4 in 1927 saw a lengthy process of 

                                                           
74 They are now catalogued as part of an archive in the State Central Glinka Museum of 

Musical Culture in Moscow. 
75 Rachmaninoff travelled on the Bergensfjord from Oslo bound for New York on 

November 1, with the financial support of fellow white émigré Russian banker Alexander 

Kamenka. 
76 In New York, Rachmaninoff took on Dagmar Rybner Barclay as secretary, and Charles 

Ellis as concert manager. Ellis managed Melba, Kreisler, and since Paderewski was 

imminently to become the first Premier of Poland, Ellis had an opening for 

Rachmaninoff. Rachmaninoff rented a piano from Steinway for practicing, signed 

contracts to make Ampico piano rolls and Edison recordings, and Ellis secured for him 

36 recitals for what remained of the 1918-19 concert season. 
77 Despite their differences in Russia, Rachmaninoff and Prokofiev were now fellow 

exiles. Rachmaninoff attended the latter’s debut recital at Aeolian Hall on November 20. 

Prokofiev included three Rachmaninoff preludes. 



105 
 

 
 

adaptation to his new circumstances. The development of his habitus as a white émigré 

may be followed in his professional choices, charity work, and personal correspondence. 

 Rachmaninoff’s professional choices show both resounding decisiveness and 

longstanding commitment. As early as February 6, 1920, Rachmaninoff performed with 

the Philadelphia Orchestra under Stokowski for the first time, in an all-Rachmaninoff 

programme—Stokowski would later conduct the world premiere of Concerto No. 4, as 

well as the premieres of Three Russian Songs, Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, and 

Symphony No. 3. Just as early, critics rewarded Rachmaninoff with negative reviews: 

Pitts Sanborn of The Evening Telegram called Rachmaninoff’s premiere of The Bells “a 

great deal of noise about very little indeed” (Sanborn Pitts, The Evening Telegram, 

February 11, 1920). 

 Every concert year from 1918-19 until 1922-23 saw Rachmaninoff average sixty-

five concerts a year, at a rate of about one concert every 2.8 days during the season, and 

summers dominated by practicing. Rachmaninoff’s 1923-24 season saw a winding down 

for many reasons: his newly hard-won financial security, health problems, but perhaps 

most of all, the need to compose again. On September 24, 1924, the Rachmaninoff’s 

elder daughter, Irina, married Prince Peter Wolkonsky in Dresden.78 At the end of the 

1924-25 concert season, he wrote to Wilshaw that he decided: 

Next year to drastically alter my style of living. My schedule here will last 

altogether only five weeks from 2 November to 5 December. In that time I’ll give 

no more than between twenty and twenty-five concerts. Then two weeks 

recording (Rachmaninoff to Vladimir Wilshaw, May 16, 1925, Scott 2008: 137). 

 

                                                           
78 In August 1925, Rachmaninoff’s son-in-law, Prince Wolkonsky, died tragically at the 

age of 28, leaving Rachmaninoff’s daughter Irina a widow at age 22. Their daughter, 

Sophia, was born after his death. 
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His daughter’s marriage made him want to reorient his life to Europe. During the summer 

of 1925, Rachmaninoff started a publishing house in Paris called Tair, after his daughters 

Tatiana and Irina. Tair’s first publication was Concerto No. 4. Finally, Rachmaninoff 

performed only during the fall portion of the 1925-26 season, planning to take the 

entirety of 1926 to compose Concerto No. 4 and Op. 41. 

 Throughout this period as well, Rachmaninoff adapted to his new circumstances 

through establishing himself as a philanthropist and cultural leader of the white émigrés. 

During 1920, Rachmaninoff began sending money, food, and clothes, first to his mother, 

the Satins79 and other family, and soon to his colleagues and charitable causes of all kinds 

related to people in Russia, particularly needy music students (Norris 1976: 59). The 

1921-22 season ended with benefit concerts in New York on April 2 and 21.80 Letters of 

thanks reached him from musicians, writers, teachers, the staff of the Kiev Conservatory, 

the chorus at the Maryinsky in Petrograd, and Konstantin Stanislavsky of the Moscow 

Arts Theatre, who wrote: 

You cannot know how your attention and memories touch our hearts. It is a very 

fine thing you are doing, the artists are really starving (Konstantin Stanislavsky to 

Rachmaninoff, May 26, 1922, Box 46, Folder 29, Rachmaninoff Archive, Music 

Division, Library of Congress). 

 

Letters like this, written to Rachmaninoff by his beneficiaries, listeners, and admirers, 

indicate that Rachmaninoff himself became an important site of diasporic capital 

construction for members of the white émigré diaspora in general. 

                                                           
79 When Rachmaninoff finally met the Satins as fellow white émigrés in 1922, they asked 

him “Is it possible that in all these years you have not written a single note?” He replied 

“yes, I have written a cadenza to Liszt’s Second Rhapsody” (Riesemann 1934: 198). 
80 The proceeds went to the American Relief Administration, adding up to $7,500, and 

relief of Russian students in the US (Scott 2008: 129). 
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Finally, Rachmaninoff’s personal correspondence with colleagues indicate 

Rachmaninoff’s adaptation to his new life as an exile, and particularly the increasing 

importance to him of completing and perfecting the compositions he had began in Russia. 

A letter to his Russian colleague Nikolai Avierino, a white émigré in Greece, indicates 

his early anxiety. 

Today I am sending you 1,500 drachmas. I know it’s little but forgive me! I 

cannot manage more. No matter how poorly you are living it can’t be compared 

with the conditions in present-day Russia. I have my mother and a sister but 

there’s nothing I can do for them… [In America] there are ten candidates for 

every one musical position. In any case, you’d never get a visa with the 

government’s recent ruling caused by the unprecedented flood of immigrants. Go 

to Paris, or London, or wherever you wish to in Europe, but forget about the 

‘Dollar Princess’. (Rachmaninoff to Nikolai Avierino, Nov 1, 1920, Box 40, 

Folder 2, Rachmaninoff Archives, Music Division, Library of Congress).81 

 

In a letter written two years later to Rachmaninoff’s conservatory friend, Vladimir 

Wilshaw, Rachmaninoff explains his dearth of composing: 

For the whole time—not one note. I only play the piano and give a great many 

concerts. For four years now I have been practising hard. I make some progress, 

but actually the more I play the more clearly do I see my inadequacies. If ever I 

learn this business thoroughly, it will be on the eve of my death. Materially I am 

quite well off—bourgeois! But my health fails; it would be strange to expect 

anything else when one remembers that my dissatisfaction with myself throughout 

my life has scarcely ever allowed me to feel calm. In the past, when I composed, I 

suffered because I was composing poorly. I feel I can better both—that keeps me 

alive (Rachmaninoff to Vladimir Wilshaw, September 9, 1922, Scott 2008: 130, 

italics mine).  

 

                                                           
81 Получил твое письмо. Посылаю тебе сегодня 1500 драхм. Прости меня, что мало! 

Больше не могу. Независимо от того, насколько плохо вы живете, его нельзя 

сравнивать с условиями в современной России. У меня есть моя мать и сестра, но я 

ничего не могу с ними поделать… Здесь на каждое музыкальное место no десяти 

претендентов. Да ты и визу не получишь по новым правилам, появившимся 

несколько недель назад, все ввиду того же наплыва небывалого ностранцев. 

Уезжай в Париж, Лондон, куда хочешь в Европу, но позабудь о ‘Принцессе 

Долларов’. 
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During Rachmaninoff’s exhausting 1922-23 season, his correspondence reveals an 

increasing dissatisfaction with his hiatus from composition. He wrote to Evgeny Somov: 

As for me, I’m nothing: I moan and groan and take no pleasure in deducting the 

passing days from the sum total of my life. Materials and moral satisfaction 

afforded by my concerts are middling. But no-one’s material effects are very good 

now, so I seem no exception. As for the moral side—better not speak of it. I was 

born a failure, and therefore I bear all the hardships of this chaotic era. Five years 

ago, I thought I would get satisfaction playing the piano; now I realize that this is 

unattainable (Rachmaninoff to Evgeny Somov, January 27, 1923, Box 41, Folder 

22, Rachmaninoff Archives, Music Division, Library of Congress).82 

 

Even more telling, Rachmaninoff wrote to Vladimir Morozov of his increasing longing to 

compose: 

Your main question, that I find in all your letters, as to my creative work, I must 

answer thus: either from over-fatigue or from loss of the composing habit (it’s 

been five years since I worked on composition), I am not now drawn to the 

matter, or only rarely drawn. This only takes place when I think about two major 

compositions that I started not long before leaving Russia. When I think of these, 

I long to finish them. This perhaps is the only way of shifting me from this dead-

lock, but to begin something new now seems unattainable. If I get a bit stronger 

perhaps I’ll try again this summer. Your advice and new subjects will have to go 

into reserve and wait there until my reawakening or renaissance (Rachmaninoff to 

Vladimir Morozov, March 4, 1923, Martyn 1990: 296, italics mine). 

 

The two major compositions that Rachmaninoff mentions in this 1923 letter certainly 

included Concerto No. 4 (Scott 2008: 132).83 The year that he wrote these letters saw two 

unexpected contacts from Russia. In January 1923, Rachmaninoff visited the Moscow 

Arts Theatre in New York for a special Broadway season. He took the opportunity to see 

                                                           
82 Что касается меня, то я ничего: кряхчу и стону по маленьку и съ 

удовольствореніе отъ концертовъ и в матеріальномъ и в моральномъ смыслѣ-

среднее. Но дѣла в матеріальномъ стыслѣ и у всѣхъ не особенно хороши, а посему 

я не являюсь исключеніемъ. Что касается моральной стороны дѣла, то объ этом 

лучше не говорить. Я родился неудачникомъ и несу поэтому всё тяготы съ этимъ 

эваниемъ нераэдёльныя. Пять лѣть наэадъ, начиная играть, я думалъ что емогу 

добиться удовлетворенія в Ф.п. дёлё; теперь убѣдился что это дѣло несбыточное. 
83 The other may have been Monna Vanna. 
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many Russians whom he had not seen since exile, including his cousin, Siloti.84 He 

would often entertain Russian company at Riverside Drive, listening to the: 

Sharp and lively stories by Moskvin about backstage life, told in the idiomatic 

fashion of Moscow speech, catching every word and watching every movement of 

his expressive features. Rachmaninoff’s face would become almost childlike, his 

deeply graven wrinkles vanish, as he surrendered himself to the happiest and most 

carefree laughter, throwing back his head, and brushing away tears of joy with the 

back of his hand (Bertensson 1948). 

 

On April 1 of that year, Rachmaninoff celebrated his fiftieth birthday. He received a 

cantata by his Russian colleague Reinhold Glière, with text by Vladimir Wilshaw, which 

read: 

From your far-off native country 

We send you joy and our greeting, 

And from our hearts and souls we say 

Long live Rachmaninoff Sergei! (“Cantata,” Reinhold Glière and Vladimir 

Wilshaw to Rachmaninoff, December 29, 1922, Box 21, Folder 3, Rachmaninoff 

Archive, Music Division, Library of Congress).85 

 

Rachmaninoff’s correspondence with Nikolai Medtner, the eventual dedicatee of 

Concerto No. 4, reveals much about the work. Medtner escaped Russia in October 1921 

and wrote to Rachmaninoff from newly independent Latvia that he was on his way to 

Germany. Rachmaninoff replied discussing the possibility of securing him contracts with 

Steinway and Duo-Art.86 He insisted that composers were better off in Europe than the 

                                                           
84 Siloti had recently come from London to Juilliard School in 1922-23. 
85 Из вашей далекой родной страны 

Мы посылаем вам радость и наше приветствие, 

И из наших сердец и душ мы говорим 

Да здравствует Рахманинов Сергей! 
86 Rachmaninoff warned Medtner how hard getting established in the US would be. But 

he also asserted his own commitment to help. He advised Medtner to give concerts in 

Germany, writing to Koussevitzky, then in Berlin, about possibly publishing his works. 
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US. Although his first letter to Medtner is in German, the following letter in Russian 

reads: 

I am so happy that you are in western Europe, now we can meet again, and you’ll 

be able to live and work peacefully. As for the estrangement I feel, I confess I 

sense it too, I see few real, sincere musicians here. You are the only one left 

(Rachmaninoff to Nicolai Medtner, November 15, 1921, Scott 2008: 127). 

 

Rachmaninoff invested in Medtner a great deal of diasporic capital, based on their 

correspondences. During the summer of 1922, Rachmaninoff writes Medtner a dejected 

letter regretting that needing treatment for his headaches made their meeting unlikely that 

year: 

My last tiny hope is to be able to sneak over to see you from Hamburg, where 

we’ll arrive on the evening of 19 August (Rachmaninoff to Nicolai Medtner, 

August 4, 1922, Box 40, Folder 28, Rachmaninoff Archive, Music Division, 

Library of Congress).87 

 

Martyn conjectures that, when Rachmaninoff finally met Medtner in person for the first 

time since 1917, in Naples in the summer of 1924, “Medtner stung him into action” on 

composing Concerto No. 4 (Martyn 1990: 299). Medtner asked him why he had given up 

composing. Rachmaninoff indicated “how can I compose without a melody?” (Culshaw 

1949: 161). Two months later, on June 20, 1924, Rachmaninoff wrote to Medtner from 

Dresden that he was composing again. Composing had likely been in his mind 

consistently since 1917.88 

                                                           
87 Такимъ образомъ если Вы сами не соберетесь сюда, у меня есть маленькая 

надежда вырваться къ Вамъ изъ Гамбурга, куда мы пріѣдемъ 19 Августа. 
88 As mentioned earlier, sketches of the last movement of Concerto No. 4 appear on the 

back of a draft of his Cadenza for Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody No. 2, which was first 

performed in January 1919. Other sketches appear in a sketchbook he gave to Siloti after 

the latter’s New York arrival in 1921. 
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Around this time, Rachmaninoff resumed a regular correspondence with Medtner, 

to whom he would dedicate Concerto No. 4. In a letter of January 14, 1926, 

Rachmaninoff wrote to Medtner, responding to a letter of Medtner’s complaining about a 

proposition by his publishers that they own his music outright. Rachmaninoff wrote: 

There are three categories of composers: those who compose 1) popular music, 

that is, for the market: 2) fashionable music, that is, in the modern style, and 

finally 3) serious music… to which category you and I are honoured to belong. 

Publishers are very willing to print works in the first two categories, this is easily 

merchandisable—but most reluctant to touch the last—this moves very 

sluggishly. The first two are for the pocket, the last is more “for the soul!” Once 

in a while, however, a publisher does have a tiny spark of hope in the future; that 

by the time the composer of serious music is about to reach his hundredth 

birthday—or, more likely, after his death, his compositions may end up selling as 

well as popular music. But this hope is never serious. The world has many 

publishers of popular music, and modern music. But there’s no-one who publishes 

serious music exclusively. Belayev was the exception but he proves the rule; it 

cost him his entire fortune (Rachmaninoff to Nicolai Medtner, January 14, 1926, 

Box 40, Folder 28, Rachmaninoff Archive, Music Division, Library of 

Congress).89 

 

Rachmaninoff here makes clear that he had saw a need to publish his own new works, 

including Concerto No. 4, as commercial publishers were uninterested in music “for the 

soul.” 

                                                           
89 Объясннюсъ сейчасъ подробнѣе. Существуетъ три категоріи композитоговъ 1. 

сщчиняющіе популярную музыку, т. н. рыночную. 2. модную музыху, т. н. moderne 

и наконецъ 3. "серьезную", очень серьезную музыку, какъ говорятъ дамы и къ 

каковой категоріи мы кмѣемъ честь съ Вами принадлежать. Издатели очень охотно 

початаютъ произведенія первыхъ двухъ категорій, т. к. это товаръ ходкій! И очень 

неохотно послѣднюю категорію - товаръ идущій вяло. Первыя двѣ для кармана. 

Послѣдняя больше "для души"! Иногда вролчемъ у издателя серьезной музыки 

имѣется искорка надежды на будущее, т. е. нато, что когда композитору серьезной 

музыки минетъ лѣтъ что, или, еще лучше, когда онъ умретъ, то сочиненія его 

попадутъ въ первую категорію, т. е. сдѣлаются популярныим. Но надежда эта у 

него никогда не серьезна. 

На свѣтѣ имѣется много издателей только одной изъ двухъ первыхъ категорій, т. е. 

или издателей только попйлярной музыки или только музыки модернъ. Но на свѣтѣ 

не имѣется ни одного издателя, початующаго только "серьезную музыку". 

Исключеніемъ являлся Бѣляевъ, но тому это стоило всего его состоянія. 
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 The composition of Concerto No. 4 took some time for Rachmaninoff. He 

officially began it in New York in January 1926, and continued work through to the 

summer at Villa Suchaistrasse in the Weisser Hirsch district of Dresden. After he 

received back the two-piano version for review, he wrote a letter to Medtner that many 

biographers have referred to in discussions of Concerto No. 4. Rachmaninoff wrote that 

the concerto had developed into the “Ring-like” dimensions of 100 pages long: “It is 

likely to only be performed as the “Ring”: for several evenings in a row” (Rachmaninoff 

to Nicolai Medtner, September 9, 1926, Box 40, Folder 28, Rachmaninoff Archive, 

Music Division, Library of Congress).90 He recalled their earlier correspondence about 

over-long works, and planned that the first movement required the removal of eight 

measures, and for the last movement to be truncated. He expressed concern that the 

orchestra was never silent. “This means it is not a piano concerto but concerto for 

orchestra and piano” (Rachmaninoff to Medtner, September 9, 1926, Box 40, Folder 28, 

Rachmaninoff Archive, Music Division, Library of Congress).91 

It is worth noting that when Medtner responded, he reassured Rachmaninoff 

concerning the length: 

Naturally there are limitations to the lengths of musical compositions, just as there 

are for the size of an artist’s canvas, but it is not the length of a work that creates 

an impression of boredom, but rather the boredom that creates an impression of 

length. A song without inspiration and only two pages seems longer than Bizet’s 

Carmen, and Schubert’s Doppelgänger seems much grander and more expressive 

than a Bruckner symphony (Nicolai Medtner to Rachmaninoff, September 13, 

1926, Box 40, Folder 28, Rachmaninoff Archive, Music Division, Library of 

Congress). 

 

                                                           
90 Вѣроятно будетъ исполняться какъ “Ring”: нѣскольно вечеровъ сряду. 
91 Зто значитъ, не концертъ для ф.п., а концертъ для ф.п. и оркестра. 
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Further, although Rachmaninoff asked Medtner, in his letter of September 9, 1926, if he 

had noticed a resemblance between the theme of the second movement and that of the 

second movement of Schumann’s Piano Concerto, Medtner does not mention this and 

Rachmaninoff never altered it. 

 After returning to New York from Europe, Rachmaninoff began the winter 

portion of the 1926-27 concert season. On March 18, Rachmaninoff introduced his two 

new works with the Philadelphia Symphony Orchestra under Stokowski. Richard Stokes 

of The Evening World described the works—Concerto No. 4 and Three Russian Songs—

as juxtaposing each other: 

The opening attack was made with a new concerto; Rachmaninoff came reeling 

back from the charge in disorder and defeat. But like Napoleon at Marengo, 

yesterday evening he turned the most disastrous rout of his career into decisive 

victory. After the intermission a chorus of twenty proceeded to redeem the 

catastrophe with his three latest settings for voice and orchestra of Russian folk 

songs. The chorus had the effect of a twenty-fold soloist. The composer uses the 

folk melodies as well as text, so that his creative office was restricted to the 

orchestra. But its comment on the narrative of the verses was that of a music 

drama (Richard Stokes, The Evening World (Philadelphia), March 23, 1927). 

 

The concerto was given again in Philadelphia and repeated in New York, Washington, 

and Baltimore. Michael Scott notes that “notwithstanding subsequent tampering he was 

to make with it, during which he reduced it by nearly 200 bars, it is doubtful that it 

sounded very different to his 1941 recording” (Scott 2008: 142). 

 Planning revisions, in the summer of 1927 Rachmaninoff wrote Julius Conus, 

then living in Paris: 

After a month and half’s hard work I have finished corrections to the concerto. 

The first twelve pages have been rewritten, as also has the coda” (Rachmaninoff 

to Julius Conus, July 28, 1927, Scott 2008: 143). 
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Following its publication by Tair in 1928, in November 1929 Rachmaninoff premiered 

Concerto No. 4 in Europe, playing it in London, The Hague, Amsterdam, Berlin, and 

Paris. He put the work aside from concert seasons until the summer of 1941, moving on 

to new projects in the meantime. The 1941 Third Reich invasion of the Soviet Union 

sparked a thaw in “Western”-Soviet relations and led Rachmaninoff and several other 

prominent white émigrés to give charitable assistance to Russia in the war-time context. 

That same year, Rachmaninoff again revised the orchestration of Concerto No. 4, 

including the removal of 78 measures. Rachmaninoff performed this last version in seven 

US cities, followed by an RCA Victor recording in December 1941. 

3.3.2 Revision Process and Habitus Development 
 

Rachmaninoff completed his original manuscript of Concerto No. 4 on August 25, 

1926, which he used at the premiere performances in March and April 1927 but never 

published. He produced two revised versions: in 1928 for publication and in 1941 at the 

end of his career. His main structural revisions included, in 1928, a significant 

compression of the Transition of the Recapitulation from 62 mm. to 35 mm., and in 1941, 

a similar compression in the Transition of the Exposition, from 58 mm. to 33 mm. 

The first movement, Allegro vivace (Alla breve), is in a modified first-movement 

sonata form. In the Exposition, Theme 1 and Theme 2 are connected by a Transition. The 

Development follows, incorporating elements of Theme 1. The Recapitulation sees the 

order of the first and second subjects reversed, followed by a brief coda. Each successive 

revision is shortened from 367 mm., to 346 mm., to 313 mm.  
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Through analysis of Rachmaninoff’s different versions of the first movement of 

Piano Concerto No. 4, I will consider how habitus, code-layering, memory, and politics 

are at play in the music itself: 

1. Rachmaninoff’s music allows for the reflection and construction of an 

idealized self and homeland through the presence of material suggestive of 

Russian folk music, Orthodox modal chant, or church bells; 

2. Through use of pan-diatonic modal structures, Rachmaninoff merges different 

musical “codes,” building an ambiguous picture of “old Russia;” and 

3. The merging of disparate idioms and styles that grows throughout the 

movement indicate the collapsing of genre boundaries that had been clearly 

distinguished in the actual Imperial Russia, but are conflated here into a 

general, “old Russia” memory space. 

Adelaida Reyes’s work examines the music of political exiles, specifically in the music of 

Vietnamese refugees. Like the Russian diaspora, Reyes shows that for Vietnamese 

refugees there is a division made between authentic and inauthentic Vietnamese songs, in 

which the former includes only pre-communist songs (Reyes 1999: 7-8). Like the 

Russian diaspora, Vietnamese refugees engaged in music and musical performance as a 

forum for upholding their mission to preserve the “true” Vietnam, in language quite like 

that of that of the Russian émigrés (Reyes 1999: 47). In Rachmaninoff’s post-1917 

music, that music offers a space for the negotiation of identity and culture in a 

comparable way. After the 1917 Russian diaspora, Rachmaninoff’s effort to preserve the 

traditions and culture of the Imperial Russia in his own home corresponded with the 

broader role assigned to him by Russian émigrés and others. In his performances, 



116 
 

 
 

published material, and through his role as public benefactor, Rachmaninoff became an 

important recognized symbol of “old Russia.”  

1. Motivic Analysis 

I will begin with a motivic analysis of the first movement of Concerto No. 4, 

followed by a summary of the structural revisions, and finally, the textural revisions. 

Although not all references to passages from the score(s) will be shown, those included 

have been selected for their importance to the present analysis. Rachmaninoff intertwines 

the thematic material throughout the movement, precipitating new themes and motives 

through thematic development. His interlinking of themes points to a sophisticated 

merging of different musical ideas in surprising ways. 

The first movement opens with a six-measure orchestral tutti (mm. 1-6) followed 

by Theme 1 (mm. 7-21). The orchestral tutti and Theme 1 are then restated (mm. 22-27 

and mm. 28-43, respectively). Before proceeding to analysis of these sections, it is 

important to return to the insight Blair Johnston offers to analysis of Rachmaninoff’s 

compositions, already discussed in relation to Sonata No. 2 in Section 2 of Chapter 3. 

Johnston argues that Rachmaninoff places two modal idioms in specific contexts that 

shape the piece’s drama: 1) pandiatonic figures (i.e., tonally ambiguous modal figures 

and voicing) and 2) equal-interval figures (i.e., diminished-seventh, augmented, and 

octatonic figures). Johnston argues that Rachmaninoff applied a structural treatment of 

dissonance in which: 

Pandiatonic idioms in Rachmaninoff’s works have introductory, expository, or 

post-climactic associations, whereas equal-interval idioms tend to be intensifying 

and climactic (Johnston 2014:14). 
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Consistent with Johnston’s argument, pandiatonic modal idioms appear in Concerto No. 

4 in introductory, expository, and post-climactic sections, and sound associated with 

timelessness, ambiguity, and rest. 

The sense of timelessness and ambiguity created by pandiatonic idioms in 

Concerto No. 4 are taken to such absolute extremes by Rachmaninoff that the work’s key 

of G minor is expertly evaded throughout the Exposition, not appearing until the very end 

of the jarring and pointedly unsettled Coda. Instead, the movement is characterized by 

tonally ambiguous pandiatonic idioms. The orchestral tutti and Theme 1 are linked in 

utilizing the Phrygian mode, specifically D Phrygian (in a work composed in B♭ minor!). 

Johnston offers an overview of how this mode was used, saying: 

Rachmaninoff seems to have had some special fondness for Phrygian idiom… 

Similar axial oscillating Phrygian idioms are used extensively in works as 

chronologically far-flung and generically diverse as the early character piece 

“Polichinelle,” op. 3, no. 4 (1892), the First Symphony, op. 13 (1895), the 

romance “To Her,” op. 38, no. 2 (1916), the last Etude-Tableau, op. 39 (1917), the 

first movement of the Fourth Piano Concerto, op .40 (1926; later revised), and the 

third movement of the Symphonic Dances, op. 45 (1940) (Johnston 2014). 

 

Rachmaninoff’s fondness for minor modes such as the Phrygian certainly links this post-

exile work to the musical culture of his lost homeland. Mitchell describes 

Rachmaninoff’s “tendency towards minor modalities and mystical-solemnness” as 

echoing the public mood of Imperial Russia: 

In the words of music critic Iurii Sakhnovskii, every piano piece of the composer 

(Rachmaninoff) depicted “a defined experience of the human soul.” 

Acknowledging that many of the moods elicited by the composer carried a “clear 

stamp of pessimism,” Sakhnovskii claimed that this was only to be expected… 

[T] his embrace of pessimistic moods was not only an expression of anxiety about 

the modern age: it was intimately connected with Russian identity itself… Most 

of his compositions drew on minor rather than major modalities… a tendency that 

contemporaries also identified in Russian folk music (Mitchell 2011: 304-305). 
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In Concerto No. 4, Rachmaninoff employs these folk music cultural connotations of the 

Phrygian mode, as well as its potential for pandiatonic ambiguity. 

The first movement opens with a six-measure orchestral tutti. The tutti initially 

sounds like the dominant of G minor, before the sudden appearance of F♯ minor chords, 

containing C♯s that clash with the tonality of the preceding D chords, and springing to C 

minor chords emphasized by bass voicing of C to A♭ down to C (mm. 5-6). Theme 1 then 

appears in m. 7, shown partially in Figure 46, and fully as a melodic transcription in 

Figure 47. Most interestingly, Theme 1 reinforces rather than disrupts the static mood 

created by the orchestral tutti. 

 

 
Figure 46: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 7-8 (Beginning of “Folk” 

Theme 1, Showing Two Pianos) 

 

 
Figure 47: Piano Concerto No 4, Melodic Transcription of mm. 7-22 (“Folk” Theme 1) 
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Theme 1 enters over the “C minor” accompaniment arrived at by the close of the first 

orchestral tutti in m. 6. Whether the key is C minor, or even C Dorian is complicated by 

the melodic emphasizing of the chord tones of D, A, and F, throughout Theme 1. After 

only two measures of the orchestra’s C minor accompaniment, F minor chords in the 

orchestra in m. 8 indicate possible movement to B♭ as a tonic. However, this leads to G 

minor in m. 9. An interesting instance of false V-I motion appears in m. 11, with an E♭ 

minor chord followed by a G minor chord in first inversion. Yet the E♭ to B♭ bass 

movement in m. 11 does not lead to E♭ being tonicized either, and this is followed by 

more instances of false V-I motion in the orchestral bass voicing created by first 

inversion chords (E♭ and A♭ in mm. 13-14; D and G in mm. 14-16; C and F in mm. 16-

17). The “false” V-I motions in the bass of the orchestra follow a descending motion, 

from A♭ (m. 13) to G (m. 15) to F (m. 17). 

 Theme 1 follows a trajectory that first ascends, but soon descends in short 

melodic dips, shown in Figure 48, which are similar to the descending “tonics” of the 

“false” V-I motions. 
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Figure 48: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 13-15 (Melodic Dips in 

“Folk” Theme 1, Showing Two Pianos) 

 

As Theme 1 begins to descend in the melodic dips of mm. 13-17, A♭s appear, initially 

sounding like lowered notes in a descending C melodic minor scale. But as the dips 

progress, the piano melody begins to alternate between A♭ and A♮ notes chromatically, 

avoiding any confirmation of C minor (but anticipating the chromatic alternations found 

in Theme 2). Eventually, the melody plunges chromatically (mm. 18-20), ending with a 

chromatically-approached cadence (mm. 21-22) to a D chord that resembles the opening 

of the orchestral tutti, but not convincingly as the dominant of G minor. The influence of 

Russian folk singing is evident in the stepwise motion and pandiatonic chordal 

harmonization of Theme 1 in the piano. 

As already mentioned, Johnston notes that in Rachmaninoff’s works, generally, 

“diatonic modal idioms are most often associated with introduction, initiation, digression, 

and post-climactic activity in Rachmaninoff’s works. Indeed, many diatonic modal 

idioms seem directionless… static, repetitive, [and] circular” (Johnston 2014: 14). Many 

passages in Rachmaninoff’s works, generally, create a “diatonic field” by oscillation 
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between two diatonically related triads, or the registral or timbral stratification of them. 

This pandiatonic effect is also referenced in Rachmaninoff’s treatment and harmonization 

of Theme 1. 

Theme 1 links these different musical signs of “old Russia” in a way that 

collapses time and space for its listeners. Generally, this music evokes Svetlana Boym’s 

concept of “restorative nostalgia,” which seeks to recreate a “transhistorical 

reconstruction of the lost home” (Boym 2001: xviii). This music corresponds with the 

trend among Russian exiles to “return to a past that never was—a past, in fact, that had 

never been as good, or as ‘Russian’, as that now recalled” (Figes 2002: 538). 

Following the Theme 1 section, Rachmaninoff takes the melodic dip and 

chromatic descent segments of Theme 1 and develops them as motives in the Transitions 

of the Exposition and Recapitulation, and the Development. The melodic dip and 

chromatic descent motives of Theme 1 are shown in Figure 49, in the context of a 

melodic transcription of the entire Theme 1. These two motives are shown in the context 

of the version for two pianos in Figure 50. 

 

 
Figure 49: Piano Concerto No. 4, Melodic Transcription of mm. 7-22 (“Folk” Theme 1, 

Showing Motives) 
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Figure 50: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 14-22 (Latter Half of 

Theme 1, Showing Motives; Showing Two Pianos) 

 

The melodic, chamber music character of the Transition contrasts with the orchestral tutti 

and Theme 1. The Transition of the Exposition begins in m. 44 with motivic development 

of the chromatic descending motive immediately following its statement at the end of 

Theme 1, becoming increasingly chromatic over five measures (mm. 44-48 in all 

versions) and leading to chromatic, rhythmically complex figures (these also anticipate 

Theme 2). In all versions, the Transition ends with an extended woodwind solo (mm. 54-

58, 1941 Revision) based on the descending line of Theme 1, and finally an orchestral 

solo treatment of the chromatic descending line (mm. 73-76, 1941 Revision).  

Theme 2 (mm. 77-93) is characterized by plaintive melancholy and chromatic 

melody. In addition to “sounding Gypsy,” which is an important Russian musical trope 

and is discussed below, Theme 2 is also based on an E♭ “Gypsy scale” (also known as the 
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double harmonic minor scale). Although partially obscured by chromatic alteration, the 

principal notes are: E♭, F, G♭, A, B♭, C♭, D, E♭. This is not to say such a reading is 

definitive: it is complicated by the B♭ dominant-seventh-chord in the orchestra at the 

beginning of Theme 2. Theme 2 is shown in Figure 51. 

 

 
Figure 51: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1928 Revised Version (Two Pianos): mm. 102-104 

(“Gypsy” Theme 2) 

 

After silence for four measures, the orchestra returns with a B♭ pedal, and chords 

that are both harmonically inconclusive and melodic variants of Theme 2. The presence 

of B♭ in the bass of the orchestra does imply a B♭ Phrygian mode. But because D♭ does 

not appear in the piano until the re-entrance of the orchestra, and because D natural is 

emphasized melodically, the B♭ Phrygian modality is also complicated. 

Nostalgia is central to other stylistic elements in this movement as well. 

Performance practice of Russian gypsy songs in Imperial Russia, as well as in the 

Russian diaspora, held a connection to musical representations of toska, the “favourite 
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Russian mood” of nostalgic longing (Frolova-Walker 2007: 29-42). Longing is inscribed 

in melodies and harmonies in Russian gypsy song, particularly. Zelensky notes that the 

“Gypsy” romance was the most popular category of music among first-generation 

Russian émigrés (Zelensky 2009: 65).92 Richard Stites describes the genre, saying: 

The gypsy idiom contained violent and rhythmically exotic flourishes of 

uncontrolled passion…. Particularly effective was the shock of sudden changes in 

tempo and the accelerando-crescendo phrasing that became its hallmark (Stites 

1992: 13). 

 

A cadenza that imitates an emotional outburst, denoting a Gypsy musical trope, is seen in 

the final measure of the Theme 2 section, shown in Figure 52. 

 

 
Figure 52: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1941 Revised Version (Two Pianos): m. 93 (“Gypsy” 

Theme 2 Section, Final Measure) 

 

Marked Veloce or “rapidly,” this cadenza reaches up to an extremely high B♭, followed 

by a dizzying descending chromatic cascade, evoking “Gypsy” sobs. 

                                                           
92 Despite the “Gypsy” label, most “Gypsy” songs were written by professional 

composers, or were Russian folk songs rendered in a fabricated “Gypsy” style. 
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The Exposition ends with a transition to the Development (mm. 120-138, 1926 

Original; mm. 94-112, 1941 Revision) marked Allegro assai, and distinguished by a 

sudden character change from the Theme 2. In the transition, the B♭ Phrygian mode 

seems to return with a variant of Theme 2. The blending of the note B♭ as either Gypsy 

scale tonic or Phrygian dominant is developed by Rachmaninoff throughout this section. 

In the transition to the Development, Rachmaninoff develops the opening interval 

of Theme 2 into a new motive, shown in Figure 53, with minor ninth/falling semitone. 

 

 
Figure 53: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 120-121 (Exposition: 

Transition to Development, Minor Ninth Motive, Showing Piano) 

 

Rachmaninoff uses this transitional motive throughout the movement. The agitated, 

militaristic nature of the transition provides a jarring and immediate contrast to the 

plaintive Theme 2. 

 The Development begins with two, four-measure statements of the melodic dip 

motive from Theme 1 in the orchestra, shown in Figure 54. These melodic dip statements 

are interspersed with a Development motive in the piano based on a “Gypsy scale” 

treatment of the melodic dip motive, shown in Figure 55. 
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Figure 54: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 139-141 (Development: 

Melodic Dip Motive, Showing Strings) 

 

 
Figure 55: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 142-143 (Development: 

Development Motive, Showing Piano Right Hand) 

 

The rest of the Development sees the Development motive elaborated starting in m. 159 

of the 1926 and 1928 versions and m. 133 of the 1941 version for fourteen measures. The 

Development moves through sections of growing intensity and settling, with two 

climactic sections in mm. 183-188 and mm. 212-227. These two sections see the use of 

equal-interval idioms, such as diminished chords and augmented chords, and contrast 

with sections of pandiatonic idioms. The beginning of the second climactic section, 
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marked Allegro vivace, is shown is Figure 56. A particularly intensifying portion of this 

section, in which Theme 1 appears in the orchestra, is shown in Figure 57. 

 

 
Figure 56: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version (Two Pianos): mm. 212-213 

(Development: Second Climactic Section) 

 

 
Figure 57: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 220-221 (Development: 

Second Climactic Section, Showing Theme 1 in Violins) 

 

As with Rachmaninoff’s motivic development in Sonata No. 2, in Concerto No. 4 he 

incorporates pandiatonic figures such as the Phrygian mode, and equal-interval idioms 



128 
 

 
 

such as diminished-seventh, augmented, and octatonic figures, within the overall form for 

dramatic intention. 

At the end of the Development section (mm. 236-245), the deceptive entry of 

Theme 1 (in the tuba), shown in Figure 58, emphasizes the surprise entry of Theme 2 in 

the orchestra at the beginning of the Recapitulation, shown in Figure 59. 

 

 
Figure 58: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 242-244 (Development: 

Transition to Recapitulation, Showing Tuba and Piano) 

 

 
Figure 59: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 246-250 (Recapitulation: 

Theme 2, Showing Flute) 

 

In the Recapitulation, Rachmaninoff reverses the structure of the sections so that Theme 

2 is followed by a transition, which is then followed by Theme 1. The reversal of the 

themes in the Recapitulation is interesting, with Theme 2 (mm. 246-273) preceding 

Theme 1 (mm. 336-347). 
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Even more striking is Rachmaninoff’s interplay and eventual merging of Theme 1 

and Theme 2 as the movement closes, prior to the Coda. In the Transition of the 

Recapitulation (mm. 274-335), there are statements of the Theme 1 dip motive in the 

orchestra that interact with chromatic variants of the motive in the piano. The 

Recapitulation of Theme 1 (mm. 336-347) appears in the orchestra, with the piano 

playing an arpeggiated accompaniment that hints at the Dies Irae theme in its bass notes, 

shown in Figure 60. 

 

 
Figure 60: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 343-345 (Recapitulation: 

Theme 1, Outline of Dies Irae, Showing Piano) 

 

Following the Recapitulation’s statement of Theme 1, Rachmaninoff finally comes to a section 

that sees Theme 1 and Theme 2 merge together into two thematic statements (mm. 348-363). The 

second statement is shown in Figure 61. 

 

 
Figure 61: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 353-357 (Recapitulation: 

Themes 1 and 2 Merged in the Orchestra) 

 

The above section sees the final transformation of the themes into one. After the first ten 

measures of the sixteen-measure phrase, the melody begins to spiral with the appearance 
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of A♭ in m. 348. The melody begins to play chromatically, reminiscent of Theme 2, 

ultimately descending chromatically as the opening statement of Theme 1, but stopping 

on a B♮ trill, and B♭, stopping short of A. The coda then follows abruptly, sounding quite 

harsh and disconnected from the preceding material. 

2. Structural Revisions 

As with the structural revisions analysis found for Piano Concerto No. 1 and 

Piano Sonata No. 2, this section does not intend to give a complete formal analysis, 

although one is included in the appendices. Structurally, Rachmaninoff revises this 

movement by compressing transitional areas and keeping thematic areas intact. In his 

1928 revision, which he undertook following his 1927 US premiere and before his 1929 

and 1930 European premieres of the work, he compressed the Transition of the 

Recapitulation. The 1928 cut from the Transition of the Recapitulation develops the 

relationship of the two themes, and hints later developments in the movement. This 

section is partially shown in Figure 62. 
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Figure 62: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 307-309 (Recapitulation: 

Transition, Showing Material Later Removed in 1928 Revised Version) 

 

Prior to the Recapitulation of Theme 1, there is a reduction of material from thirty-two 

measures to eight measures from what is mm. 301-308 in the 1928 Revised Version (mm. 

271-278 in the 1941 Revised Version). This includes elaboration of the Development 

motive in the piano through four measures of 3/2 time leading to an E♭ diminished-
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seventh chord, six measures of 3/4 time and rising chromatic passages, five measures of 

cut time, and finally eighteen measures that correspond to the six measures from mm. 

303-308 in the 1928 Revised Version (mm. 273-278 of the 1941 Revised Version). These 

eighteen measures see an extension elaboration of the tutti from the opening of the 

movement, before the recapitulation of Theme 1 in the orchestra. The original tutti saw a 

harmonic sequence of the tutti figure that progresses from pp to ff. Altogether, removing 

these sections from the Transition of the Recapitulation compressed the Transition by 

half. This made for a more abrupt transition to Theme 1, and made the Coda (with its 

now unanticipated 3/4 time) seem even more sudden and unexpected then in the original 

version. 

 Near the end of Rachmaninoff’s life, after returning to Sonata No. 2, and then 

completing his final three opus numbers, he chose to revise Concerto No. 4 once more. 

For this 1941 Revised Version, he also compressed the Transition of the Exposition, 

partially shown in Figure 63. 
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Figure 63: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 49-54 (Exposition: 

Transition, Showing Material Later Removed in 1941 Revised Version) 

 

After Theme 1, the Transition of the Exposition in the 1926 and 1928 versions begin with 

the same five measures of the chromatic descending motive with which the 1941 Revised 

Version begins. What follows in the earliest versions was 23 measures of further, 

chromatic, motivic development, containing a short harmonic cycle that hinted the B♭ 

major key of Theme 2 (the key of the accompaniment at least). By removing this section 

in 1941, Rachmaninoff revised the Transition to have less of the structure taken up by 

piano-orchestra dialogue and equal-interval dominated digression and climax, as well as 

fewer hints of Theme 2 and the motives explored in the Development section. 
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 The effect of both these revisions removed sections of rising chromatic lines and 

harmonic sequences that emphasized the correlation of themes. The cut also follows a 

gradual crescendo from pp to ff, making for a climax and an orchestral tutti similar to the 

opening before the Recapitulation of Theme 1. The 1928 removal of chromatic figures 

that quickly descend, shifting to f ascending bell-like chords that reach ff and subside into 

Theme 1, emphasizes the overall restfulness of the Exposition. The 1941 removal of the 

climactic Transition to Theme 2 in the Exposition also allows the structural areas of 

pandiatonic modal idioms to have a larger role in the movement. The effect of these 

revisions may be seen in a decreased exploration of the relationship between themes by 

the Recapitulation of Theme 1, as well as a diminished climatic effect due to the removal 

of climactic material. 

3. Textural Revisions 

 Texturally, Rachmaninoff revised the first movement of Concerto No. 4 to be 

sparser in some sections and denser in others. For example, in the 1928 revision, 

Rachmaninoff rewrites the orchestral tutti to be rhythmically sparser, and removes a 

descending chromatic line in the clarinet, making the pandiatonic “empty space” of the 

tutti preceding Theme 1 to be even emptier. By contrast, Rachmaninoff intensifies the 

orchestration at the entrance of Theme 1 in the piano by having all four horns play 

accompanimental triplets. 

In other places, it seems that Rachmaninoff simply experiments with slightly 

different figures each time, trying to perfect the work. For example, Rachmaninoff treats 

the strings’ pick-up figure to the final phrase of the Transition of the Exposition 

differently each time, writing a sixteenth note figure in 1926, an eighth note figure in 
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1928, and a half note figure in 1941. Each of these examples are shown in Figures 64, 65, 

and 66, respectively. 

 

 
Figure 64: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1926 Original Version: mm. 90-91 (Exposition: 

Transition) 

 

 
Figure 65: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1928 Revised Version: mm. 90-91 (Exposition: 

Transition) 
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Figure 66: Piano Concerto No. 4, 1941 Revised Version: mm. 67-68 (Exposition: 

Transition) 

 

Elsewhere in the Development, Rachmaninoff makes the orchestration sparser with each 

revision (mm. 133-135, 1941 Revised Version), strengthens the piano with octave 

doubling (mm. 140-143, 1941 Revised Version), and writes increasingly contrasting 

rhythms (mm. 177-185, 1941 Revised Version). Rachmaninoff takes areas in which the 

piano and orchestra originally play matching rhythms and creates dialogue between them 

by offsetting figures with rests (m. 169). Rachmaninoff simplifies the rhythmic texture of 

the Coda, especially, which makes for a rhythmically homogeneous conclusion that 

becomes increasingly stark with each revision. Whatever Rachmaninoff intended to 

convey to the audience with this Coda, heard so soon after the masterfully organic 

merging of the movement’s themes, the movement comes as an unsettled conclusion. 

Robert Cunningham notes that critics have accused Rachmaninoff of not being 

able to handle musical form, particularly in large works. This belief, he wrote: 

Drew from misrepresentations of the composer’s diffidence and his proclivity to 

revision. Even Culshaw, whose opinion is otherwise favourable, claims that 

‘symphonic form was not one of his strong points.’ This view has been refuted by 

Richard Coolidge, who analyzed the formal structures of the piano concertos, 

concluding that ‘Rachmaninoff was a master craftsman of the highest order in 

handling large-scale forms’ (Cunningham 2001: 18). 



137 
 

 
 

 

The effects of Rachmaninoff’s revisions on the first movement of Concerto No. 4 include 

the lessening of importance of secondary melodic material, and an increasingly less 

subtle character of the piano in the development. Each of Rachmaninoff’s revisions 

strengthened the piano, made the orchestration sparser, and included fewer time signature 

changes. 

Robert Threlfall describes the revisions Rachmaninoff made to Concerto No. 4 as 

part of Rachmaninoff’s unending “quest for perfection” (Threlfall 1973: 235-37). 

Considering the already-quoted 1923 letter Rachmaninoff wrote to Nikita Morozov, that 

quest for perfection not only meant perfection of a composition, but perfection of “old 

Russia” as he remembered it: 

I am not drawn to the matter, or rarely drawn. This does take place when I think 

about my two major compositions that I started not long before leaving Russia. 

When I think of these, I long to finish them (Rachmaninoff to Vladimir Morozov, 

March 4, 1923, Martyn 1990: 296, italics mine). 

 

Particularly among Rachmaninoff’s works, Concerto No. 4 remains a site for 

representations of Rachmaninoff, his habitus, and ongoing construction of diasporic 

capital a century after his exile. 

3.3.3 Reviews, Correspondence, and Diasporic Capital 
 

During the period in which he composed Concerto No. 4 following his 1917 exile, 

Rachmaninoff became a unifying figure for many Russians abroad. Rachmaninoff 

received letters from fellow white émigrés throughout his exile that demonstrate the 

symbolism of “old Russia” imbued to his compositions and the composer himself. In a 

1984 interview recounted in his obituary, the conductor and second-generation white 
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émigré Igor Buketoff related meeting Rachmaninoff in 1927 at the rehearsal for the 

premiere of Concerto No. 4 and Three Russian Songs: 

Leopold Stokowski was conducting, and the basses in the choir were all deacons 

of the Russian church, because Rachmaninoff wanted a very deep, Russian bass 

sound. Because my father was in the clergy and knew all the other deacons and 

priests who had suitable voices, he assembled the choir… (Allan Kozinn, “Igor 

Buketoff, 87, Conductor and Expert on Rachmaninoff,” New York Times, 

September 11, 2001).  

 

Rachmaninoff’s connections with the white émigré community were clearly personal. It 

was also economic: he donated a great deal of his personal profits to needy Russian 

émigrés as well as musicians, professors, and civilians still in the Soviet Union 

throughout the 1920s and 1930s. 

 Rachmaninoff received updates from the Committee for the Education of Russian 

Youth in Exile, which included requests for support for different Russian émigré 

children, and information on the progress of those he supported: 

Thank you for your letter of January 10th. The Paleologue girl… is 16 years of 

age, having been born in Petrograd in 1914. After the revolution she sought 

refuge in Constantinople with her parents, and was there two years, after which 

they came to Paris, where she is now living with her father and mother, and is 

present studying in the Pensionnat St. Joseph, Boulogne. (Seth Gano to 

Rachmaninoff, January 13, 1931, Box 44, Folder 4, Rachmaninoff Archives, 

Music Division, Library of Congress). 

 

Rachmaninoff received letters from the children themselves: 

In the autumn of 1922, together with our Grandmother and an aunt and both of us 

children, my mother fled from Russia passing on foot with the greatest perils and 

privations the frontier in the region of the Pinsk swamps where we were nearly 

drowned. The Poles arrested us and kept us for some time in a concentration camp 

near Warsaw. From there we succeeded in obtaining the assistance of the 

Bulgarian Consul and were allowed to leave for Bulgaria (Autobiography of 

Nicholas Tzitzeroahine, February 24, 1930, Box 44, Folder 4, Rachmaninoff 

Archives, Music Division, Library of Congress). 

 

He also received photographs, shown in Figures 67 and 68, respectively. 
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Figure 67: Sophie Paléologue, October 

12, 1927 (Box 44, Folder 4, 

Rachmaninoff Archives, Music Division, 

Library of Congress) 

  
Figure 68: Nicholas Tzitzeroahine, 1929 

(Box 44, Folder 4, Rachmaninoff 

Archives, Music Division, Library of 

Congress)

 

Russian émigré and former Moscow professor Iurii Aikhenval’d gladly accepted money 

from Rachmaninoff, because he was one of the last “living rays of Russian glory… It 

makes me happy to acknowledge that Rachmaninoff’s attention has stopped on me also” 

(Mitchell 2011: 308). 

Much of Rachmaninoff’s personal correspondence indicates that his music, his 

very personality, became an important site for others for constructing diasporic capital. In 

a 1925 letter from Konstantin Bal’mont, he describes to Rachmaninoff that the act of 

writing him a letter produced for him a feeling that reconstructed “old Russia” in his 

mind: 

When I write to you, in spirit I am in Moscow, in an overfilled hall, and your 

unerring fingers enchantingly scatter a diamond rain of crystal harmonies 

(Mitchell 2011: 381). 
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In a 1935 letter to Rachmaninoff, a woman named E. Medvedova wrote him of the 

contrast of her appraisal of his music before and after exile: 

Your compositions were incomprehensible to me [before, but an acquaintance 

said] ‘Wait. Your heart will fall sick and you will understand Rachmaninoff’ 

(Mitchell 2011: 381). 

 

From her exile in Dresden at the time, she acknowledged that she found delight in the 

fact that: 

Rachmaninoff exists, that he is recognized around the world, and that he is ours, 

Russian, a Muscovite (Mitchell 2011: 381). 

 

Such letters indicate that Rachmaninoff’s music indeed offered listeners a memory space 

of “old Russia.” Participating in this memory space collapsed the space and time between 

listeners and an idealized, lost Russia. 

 For Rachmaninoff too, during the period that he composed Concerto No. 4 

following his exile he sought through his music to navigate his new circumstances, 

adapting his habitus, and making musical choices that invested in a diasporic identity. 

Following his hectic first four and a half US concert seasons (1919-1923), this became 

increasingly noteworthy. For his scaled-back concert season of 1923-24, he added to his 

repertoire the Schubert/Liszt composition, Der Wanderer Fantasy, S. 366. Although 

Rachmaninoff had conducted the piece once before his exile, it is possible that the piece’s 

well-known themes of exile now struck a chord with him.93 After performing the 

Wanderer during the 1923-24 season, he recorded the work during 1924-25, and 

performed it again during the 1926-27 season. While Rachmaninoff left no text for 

Concerto No. 4, it seems clear that Der Wanderer returned to his mind early during his 

                                                           
93 Rachmaninoff had conducted Der Wanderer Fantasy in a Siloti concert in Saint 

Petersburg on December 13 (November 30, O.S.), 1904. 
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émigré period, leading to the composition of Concerto No. 4. Liszt based his 1851 work 

on Schubert’s “Wanderer” Fantasy in C major, Op. 15 (D 760),94 which took its 

inspiration from a poem by Georg Philipp Schmidt von Lübeck of the same name. 

Lübeck too experienced exile after settling in Denmark in 1801, and wrote the following:

I come from the mountains, 

The valley dims, the sea roars. 

I wander silently, I am little glad, 

And my sighs always ask, where? 

 

The sun seems to me so cold here, 

The flowers faded, the life old, 

And what they say, has an empty sound; 

I am a stranger everywhere. 

 

Where are you, my beloved country? 

Sought, brought to mind, and never known! 

That land, so hopefully green, 

That land where my roses bloom. 

 

Where my dreams go, 

Where my dead ones rise from the dead, 

That land that speaks my language, 

O land, where are you?... 

 

I wander silently, I am little glad, 

And my sighs always ask, where? 

In a ghostly breath it calls back to me: 

“There, where you are not, there is 

happiness.” 

Ich komme vom Gebirge her, 

Es dampft das Tal, es braust das Meer. 

Ich wandle still, bin wenig froh, 

Und immer fragt der Seufzer, wo? 

 

Die Sonne dünkt mich hier so kalt, 

Die Blüte welk, das Leben alt, 

Und was sie reden, leerer Schall; 

Ich bin ein Fremdling überall. 

 

Wo bist du, mein geliebtes Land? 

Gesucht, geahnt, und nie gekannt! 

Das Land, das Land so hoffnungsgrün, 

Das Land, wo meine Rosen blühn. 

 

Wo meine Träume wandeln gehn, 

Wo meine Toten auferstehn, 

Das Land, das meine Sprache spricht, 

O Land, wo bist du? . . . 

 

Ich wandle still, bin wenig froh, 

Und immer fragt der Seufzer, wo? 

Im Geisterhauch tönt’s mir zurück: 

“Dort, wo du nicht bist, dort ist das 

Glück.” 

 

After Rachmaninoff performed the Liszt/Schubert work in Boston two months before he 

premiered Concerto No. 4, a reviewer in The Christian Science Monitor wrote: 

And by all means, let us have a Rachmaninoff to play it [the Wanderer Fantasy], 

whose right hand strikes lightning, and whose left strikes thunder. His is no 

commonplace, piano-wrecking storm, for the lightning gleams clear, and the 

thunder roars with a rich sonority always (No Author, “Music in Boston,” The 

Christian Science Monitor, January 24, 1927). 

                                                           
94 Schubert preceded his 1822 Wanderer Fantasy with an 1816 Lied, Der Wanderer (D 

489), for voice and piano. 
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Reviews such as the above asserted that Rachmaninoff’s performing of Der Wanderer 

could only be interpreted in connection with his own experience as an exile. Yet while 

this does not prove a connection between Rachmaninoff’s revisions and experience of 

exile, it points to the connection that Zelensky emphasizes in her work on the white 

émigré subculture in 1920s and 1930s New York: that diaspora members felt they 

performed their most perfect selves through music. The connection between exile and the 

revisions of Concerto No. 4, in particular, have been overlooked due to an interpretation 

of these revisions as shamefacedness in response to criticism. However, in pointing to 

discourse that connects Concerto No. 4 to exile, I argue that Rachmaninoff himself 

participated in a similar pursuit of an idealized homeland in revising Concerto No. 4. 

 Rachmaninoff premiered Concerto No. 4 in its original version in Philadelphia on 

March 18, 1927, with himself playing piano and Leopold Stokowski conducting. The 

reviews were critical overall. Pitts Sanborn of the Evening Telegram of New York wrote 

on March 23 that the work was “long-winded, tiresome, unimportant, in places tawdry” 

(Bertensson and Leyda 2001: 249). Lawrence Gilman of the Herald Tribune wrote that 

despite its “somewhat naïve camouflage of whole-tone scales and occasionally dissonant 

harmony [it] remains as essentially nineteenth century as if Tchaikovsky had signed it.” 

For Samuel Chotzinoff of the World: “one was left with the impression that a lot was 

said, but not of any particular importance” (Bertensson and Leyda 2001: 249). While 

each of these reviews represent actual negative press written about Concerto No. 4—and 

colour the standard academic narrative of the work’s reception—it is worth noting who 

each of these reviewers were. The first, Pitts Sanborn, was a Harvard graduate and 
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proponent of the works of Henry Cowell. With that in mind, it is interesting to refer to 

Ding’s observation: 

Rachmaninoff avoided the works of contemporary composers besides his own and 

those by his Russian colleagues. As a composer, he held very strong objection to 

futurism and other avant-garde trends in Europe… He claimed to have located 42 

wrong notes from a pile of works which Henry Cowell brought to him for 

suggestions (Ding 1991: 18, italics mine). 

 

Most telling though is the line:  

In his opinion, American audiences were fooled by the novelty of modernist 

compositions, which to him lacked substance (Ibid). 

 

Lawrence Gilman, for whom Concerto No. 4 was “essentially nineteenth century,” was 

also well-educated, and a detailed and informed writer. He even wrote the program notes 

for Concerto No. 4’s premiere. Given his comment, it is surprising to note that he is on 

record as disliking practically every “modern music” movement of the time, from the 

Second Viennese School to Stravinsky to Gershwin, preferring above all these a man old 

enough to be Rachmaninoff’s grandfather, Richard Wagner. As for Samuel Chotzinoff, a 

fellow white émigré who had been seventeen years old during the year of the Bolshevik 

Revolution and became a success story as a music executive, the most well-known and 

ubiquitous anecdote to be found regarding him is that he once wrote an unexpectedly 

negative review for his own brother-in-law, to the latter’s dumbfounded frustration. 

 Yet while these critics were indeed dismissive in their reviews, Rachmaninoff’s 

personal correspondences indicate the support of several of his colleagues for the work. 

Josef Hoffmann, to whom Rachmaninoff had dedicated his previous concerto, also 

attended the premiere and wrote: 

I like your new concerto extremely well. Although it seemed to me that it would 

be rather difficult to play with an orchestra, particularly because of its frequent 

metric changes. I sincerely hope that this won’t be an obstacle to other 
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performances of the concerto. It certainly derives them from a musical as well as 

a pianistic point of view (Bertensson and Leyda 2001: 248). 

 

Considering Concerto No. 4’s future revisions, it is curious that Medtner, to whom 

Rachmaninoff dedicated Concerto No. 4, responded to Rachmaninoff’s original letter 

concerned about the length. His letter of September 13, 1926 reads as follows: 

I cannot agree with you, either in the particular fear that your new concerto is too 

long, or in general on your attitude to length. Actually, your concerto amazed me 

by the fewness of its pages, considering its importance (Bertensson and Leyda 

2001: 246). 

 

For Stokowski, Rachmaninoff’s compositions of 1926 represented deeply important and 

endearing works.  Stokowski wrote Rachmaninoff a letter following the concerto, which 

said of the two works: 

The more I try to penetrate the inner essence of your new concerto and the 

Russian Songs, the more I love this music (Martyn 1990: 312). 

 

Rachmaninoff himself showed a disdain for reviews as early as 1917. In thinking back to 

the disastrously reviewed premiere of the Symphony No. 1 twenty years earlier in 1897, 

he wrote: 

What can I say about it!? It was composed in 1895. Performed in 1897. It was a 

failure, which, by the way, proves nothing. Repeatedly good things have failed, 

and even more often, bad things have succeeded (Cannata 1993: 5). 

 

While I am not arguing that Rachmaninoff was simply unaffected by critical reception of 

his music, these correspondences challenge the seemingly ubiquitous narrative that 

Rachmaninoff revised Concerto No. 4 because of unfavourable reviews, and then 

abandoned the work. On the contrary, Rachmaninoff revisited the work several times 

throughout his émigré period, and never really set it aside. 

 Further, Rachmaninoff’s Concerto No. 4 received both acclaim and asserted 

diasporic capital from more than its fair share of reviewers. In addition to the familiar 
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reviews by Gilman, Sanborn, and Chotzinoff, and their familiar assessment of the work 

as “tawdry,” “naive,” and “unimportant,” Rachmaninoff’s Concerto No. 4 received such 

reviews as the following in The Washington Post: 

The keen interest aroused over the premier hearing in this city of the new 

Rachmaninoff Piano Concerto No. 4 in G minor, played for the first time in public 

by the Philadelphia Symphony orchestra in the Quaker city on March 18, was 

rewarded fully by yesterday’s performance of this modern classic… The concerto 

is a work of musical art. It is in three movements, the first of which the “Allegro 

Vivace,” is typically Rachmaninovian in treatment with spacious melodic designs. 

A beautiful feature of this movement is the B flat major cantabile second theme, 

piano arpeggios, chromatic counterpoints of the strings in the orchestra and lovely 

flute, clarinet and English horn solos all too brief, distinguish this movement and 

will do much to win it fame… Ovation after ovation was given Mr. Rachmaninoff 

at the close of his composition (No Author, “Symphony Concert Pleases Large 

Crowd: Rachmaninoff Wins Acclaim with New Piece,” The Washington Post, 

March 30, 1927, italics mine). 

 

As much as the Evening Telegram, Herald Tribune, and World held an influential role in 

shaping musical opinions, a sizable readership would have first read of Rachmaninoff’s 

Concerto No. 4 as a “modern classic.” As for arguments that the concerto was a misfit 

among Rachmaninoff’s works, the New York Times review of the week earlier connected 

the work to the composer’s personality and style: 

There were first performances in New York of Mr. Rachmaninoff’s Fourth Piano 

Concerto and his settings for chorus and orchestra of three Russian folk-songs… 

These, according to Lawrence Gilman, the informative programmatist of the 

Philadelphia Orchestra, are the first compositions that Mr. Rachmaninoff has 

produced since he made this country his home nine years ago, and they are fresh 

from his pen… The fourth piano concerto is wholly characteristic of its composer 

in the melancholy and sensuousness of the singing themes, the alternation of 

vigorous, sometimes savage, rhythms, and the brilliant and exacting part for the 

piano (Olin Downes, “Music,” New York Times, March 23, 1927, italics mine). 

 

While some commentators evaluated Concerto No. 4 to be overshadowed by Three 

Russian Songs, a third review from 1927 offered this assessment: 

A new concerto, the fourth for piano and orchestra, by Sergei Rachmaninoff, and 

setting of three Russian folk songs by semi chorus and orchestra by the same 
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composer, had their first performances at the concert of the Philadelphia 

Orchestra Friday afternoon and were repeated at the Saturday evening concert. 

The concert began with the more important of the new compositions, the 

concerto... As is to be expected, the concerto is extremely pianistic and it is also 

beautifully scored for orchestra (No Author, “Music News and Reviews: 

Rachmaninoff Novelties Offered in Philadelphia,” The Christian Science Monitor, 

March 24, 1927, italics mine). 

 

If the reviews of the 1927 premiere were not uniformly negative with accusations of 

unimportance, over-modernity, or lacking in modernity, what of the reviews 

Rachmaninoff received for his 1941 Revised Version? One reviewer in Chicago put it 

succinctly: 

Rachmaninoff, the sober Russian-American who both as composer and pianist 

ranks among the most distinguished of living musicians, played the revised 

version of his own fourth concerto with the Chicago Symphony orchestra last 

month and made a striking success (Edward Barry, “Rachmaninoff to Give 

Recital Next Sunday,” Chicago Daily Tribune, December 7, 1941, italics mine). 

 

In New York, another reviewer took issue with the charge that Rachmaninoff simply 

“echoed Tchaikovsky,” pointing to the public’s appreciation of the work at that time: 

For thirty years and maybe more it was said of Rachmaninoff that he composed in 

the past, being not more than an echo, at best, of Tchaikovsky. His 

sentimentalism, his tendency to excessive length—last night’s symphony, with 

substantial cuts, lasted forty-five minutes—and his willingness to follow the 

traditions of classic sonata form were listed among his weaknesses. Meanwhile, 

what has become of Scriabine? And have Stravinsky, early Stravinsky or late 

Stravinsky, materially affected the position of Rachmaninoff? Or has he been 

shaken by the bright young man Shostakovich either? … [He] holds his place as a 

sincere master and an authentic creative personality of his epoch… Of course, 

there are choice spirits for whom, if the public likes something, that something is 

beneath the attention of intelligent or sophisticated beings… At this stage of 

acquaintance we do not like the Fourth concerto as well as the Third or the 

Second, but remembering the fact that we liked the Third less at its first 

performance then we like it today, and that, in the general run of events, that 

concerto has gained rather than lost with the public, we are inclined to go 

cautiously in a hasty estimate of the one heard last night. Its reception was a 

triumph for the man who created and played it and for the brilliant orchestra and, 

in the sum of the evening, for Mr. Ormandy (Olin Downes, “Ormandy Directs at 

Carnegie Hall,” New York Times, Nov 12, 1941, italics mine). 
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Most interestingly, the reviewer for the Los Angeles Times offers a glimpse into a 

positive and constructive interpretation of Rachmaninoff’s practice of revising: 

This master of the keyboard is said to have a passion for revising his own 

compositions. It amuses him to point out how critics throughout the land have 

occasionally chided him because he does not play his famous C Sharp Minor 

Prelude the way it was written. He simply says, “I have revised it since it was 

written” (No Author, “Philharmonic Again Present Rachmaninoff,” Los Angeles 

Times, January 26, 1941, italics mine). 

 

Not only does this reviewer interpret Rachmaninoff’s revision process as a positive 

aspect of his compositional career, but he shows that Rachmaninoff revised even his 

popular works. These reviews offer a fuller picture of the reception of Rachmaninoff’s 

Concerto No. 4. Not only do they indicate enthusiasm for the work, they also offer 

interpretations of the work as a valuable composition, consistent with Rachmaninoff’s 

compositional style and attending discourses of Russian identity and diasporic capital. 

Following Rachmaninoff’s death, Concerto No. 4 has been pigeonholed into a 

certain narrative of obscurity and neglect. Yet the work played a significant role in 

Rachmaninoff’s repositioning of his entire habitus during his émigré period. It also 

received significance during Rachmaninoff’s lifetime as a site for the construction of 

diasporic capital: by Rachmaninoff himself, his friends and colleagues, admirers, fellow 

white émigrés, audiences, and even critics. Even now that Concerto No. 4 seems to hold 

an undeserved reputation as a misfit, there is good reason that it should be revisited. 

Writing concerning Concerto No. 4’s already-earned reputation, the reviewer at Chicago 

Daily Tribune wrote in 1954: 

I mention all this not only in an attempt to set the record straight [prizes nobody 

gives for this!], but also to correct a possible impression that Rachmaninoff’s 

Fourth Concerto has been a neglected work. No doubt the tremendous popularity 

of his Second and Third Concertos has considerably paled the Fourth, but 

Chicago performances by Gradova in 1931, Johansen in 1934, and Rachmaninoff 
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in 1941, and those in Philadelphia and elsewhere brought the concerto to a very 

wide audience. A recording was made by Rachmaninoff and Ormandy. As with 

other compositions of recent generation, more time may be needed for audience 

perspective (Seymour Raven, “Rachmaninoff Fourth Stirs Remembrance,” 

Chicago Daily Tribune, April 18, 1954). 

 

The work’s compositional merit and significance to Rachmaninoff himself should earn 

for it a reconsideration.  
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Chapter Four. Conclusion 
 

This DMA monograph incorporates an examination of the place of 

Rachmaninoff’s music within the history and culture of the Russian diaspora. As stated in 

the introduction, Bourdieu called for the acknowledgment of “capital in all its forms,” a 

call that extends to all systems of value (Bourdieu 1986: 280-281). In the context of the 

Russian diaspora, diaspora members and their allies participated in creating diasporic 

capital. I argue that diasporic capital appears in the context of diasporas as a general 

phenomenon, in which a group or generation recreates itself in a foreign geographical 

context following a mass exile. Like other forms of capital, diasporic capital not only 

holds value for group members, but may be converted into other forms of capital. 

Rachmaninoff’s post-exile revisions of Concerto No. 1, Sonata No. 2, and 

Concerto No. 4, each provide unique topics for further research of music and the politics 

of diaspora. Revised in the context of the revolution that spurred his exile, Concerto No. 

1 has become saturated with themes of Rachmaninoff’s experience of diaspora. Themes 

of diasporic capital appear throughout the performance, analysis, and discourse of the 

work. Indeed, it cannot be performed without performing Rachmaninoff. Sonata No. 2, 

uniquely, was originally composed and then revised by Rachmaninoff on dates clearly 

before and following his exile (1913 and 1931). In many ways, the original Sonata No. 2 

is often described as representative of Rachmaninoff at the height of his career, pre-exile. 

His ongoing creative relationship with the work, seen not only in its revision, but also in 

accommodating further revising by Horowitz, point to an ongoing, lifetime dialogue 

between Rachmaninoff and his lost country. The narrative of obscurity and neglect that 

surrounds Concerto No. 4 should be surprising, considering the work’s deep connections 
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to many of the most celebrated aspects of Rachmaninoff’s life and works. First sketched 

prior to his exile, retained throughout the initial period of diaspora, composed as his first 

fruits as an exiled composer, and finally revised until the end of his life, Concerto No. 4 

is central to Rachmaninoff’s life story, as well as any discussion of diasporic capital. The 

work arguably played an important role in Rachmaninoff’s repositioning of his habitus 

during his émigré period. The most compelling aspect of the role of Concerto No. 4 

within the topic of Rachmaninoff’s works and diasporic capital is the large amount of 

study yet to be undertaken. 

Like many members of diasporas, Rachmaninoff asserted his membership to his 

homeland long after that membership ceased in fact. He did not obtain U.S. citizenship 

until February 1, 1943, shortly before his death on March 28, 1943. During the year that 

he finished his first version of Concerto No. 4—1926—he wrote: 

Although I have the greatest admiration for the American Nation, its Government 

and Institutions; although I am profoundly thankful to the people of the United 

States for all they have done for my countrymen during their darkest years of 

distress, I do not consider that under existing international situations I could 

renounce my country and become the citizen of the United States (Rachmaninoff 

to Nathaniel Phillips, January 28, 1926, Box 40, Folder 37, Rachmaninoff 

Archive, Music Division, Library of Congress). 

 

Rachmaninoff considered himself a Russian citizen throughout his life, hoping that the 

Soviet government would fall in his lifetime and allow his return. He inscribed into his 

émigré period revised works such potent musical representations of longing for 

homeland, and his works received such an eminent position in the production of diasporic 

capital by others—Russian émigrés or otherwise—that they represent unique sites for the 

production of diasporic capital that transcend geo-historical and ethnic boundaries. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A: Concerto No. 1, 1st Movement – Formal Plan 
 

Section 1891 Original 

 

Moscow, 

Gutheil 

1917 Interim 

Revision 

State Publishers, 

USSR (1965) 

1919 Authorized 

Revision 

New York, 

Boosey & Hawkes 

Exposition 

Intro 

Theme 1-Section A 

Theme 1-Section B 

Theme 1-Section C 

Theme 2 

Transition 

Mm. 

1 

16 

32 

49 

60 

74 

Mm. 

1 

16 

32 

48 

57 

71 

Mm. 

1 

16 

32 

48 

57 

71 

Development 

Intro 

Theme 2 

Theme 1-Section A 

Th. 1-Sec. A/Intro 

 

82 

99 

141 

147 

 

75 

109 

150 

162 

 

75 

109 

150 

162 

Recapitulation 

Theme 1-Section A 

Theme 1-Section B 

Theme 1-Section C 

Theme 2 

Transition 

 

167 

175 

192 

203 

217 

 

172 

180 

192 

201 

215 

 

172 

180 

192 

201 

215 

Cadenza 231 225 225 

Coda 287-312  278-295  278-295 
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Appendix B: Sonata No. 2, 1st Movement – Formal Plan 
 

Section 1913 Original 

Moscow, 

Gutheil 

1931 Revision 

Paris, 

Tair 

Exposition 

Theme 1 

Extension 

Theme 2 

Extension 

Mm. 

1 

14 

37 

49 

Mm. 

1 

14 

37 

49 

Development 

Subsection 1 

Subsection 2 

Subsection 3 

 

70 

85 

107 

 

58 

67 

85 

Recapitulation 

Theme 1 

Extension 

Theme 2 

Extension 

 

121 

129 

141 

147 

 

97 

105 

112 

118 

Coda  169-184 125-138 
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Appendix C: Concerto No. 4, 1st Movement – Formal Plan 
 

Section 1926 

Original 

Version 

New York, 

Boosey & 

Hawkes 

(1999) 

1928 

Revised 

Version 

Paris, 

Tair 

1941 

Revised 

Version 

Paris, 

Tair 

Exposition 

Orchestral Tutti 

Theme 1 

Orchestral Tutti 

Theme 1 

Transition 

Theme 2 

Transition 

Mm. 

1 

7 

22 

28 

44 

102 

120 

Mm. 

1 

7 

22 

28 

44 

102 

120 

Mm. 

1 

7 

22 

28 

44 

77 

94 

Development 

Motive (in Orch.) 

Transition 

Motive 

First Climactic Section 

Settling 

Building 

Second Climactic Section 

Peak/Decline 

Transition 

 

139 

159 

173 

183 

189 

195 

212 

228 

236 

 

139 

159 

173 

183 

189 

195 

212 

228 

236 

 

113 

133 

147 

157 

163 

169 

186 

202 

210 

Recapitulation 

Theme 2 (in Orch.) 

Transition 

Theme 1 (in Orch.) 

Themes 1 & 2 

 

246 

274 

336 

348 

 

246 

274 

309 

321 

 

220 

249 

279 

291 

Coda  364-369 337-342 307-312 
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Appendix D: Outline of Rachmaninoff’s Post-1917 Concert Tours 
Year Fall 

Concerts 

(Oct-Dec) 

Winter/Spring 

Concerts 

(Jan-Apr) 

Works Performed 

Revised 

Works 

(Op. 1, 36, 

40) 

“Popular 

Concertos” 

(No. 2 and 3) 

Late 

Works 

(Op. 41-

45) 

1917-18 0 12 

(Scandinavia) 

(Con 1 

revised) 

Son 2 

Con 2 Con 

3 

 

1918-19 15 

(Scandinavia) 

37 (NA) Con 1 Con 2 Con 

3 

 

1919-20 69 (NA) Con 1 Con 2 Con 

3 

 

1920-21 55 (NA) Son 2 Con 2 Con 

3 

 

1921-22 66 (NA), 2 (UK, May) Con 1 Con 2 Con 

3 

 

1922-23 71 (NA)  Con 2 Con 

3 

 

1923-24 34 (NA)  Con 2   

1924-25 9 (UK), 

18 (NA) 

43 (NA)  Con 2 Con 

3 

 

1925-26 22 (NA) 0     

1926-27 0 35 (NA) Con 4   Op. 41 

1927-28 0 30 (NA), 

1 (UK, May) 

(Con 4 

revised) 

 Con 

3 

 

1928-29 25 (Europe) 31 (NA)   Con 

3 

 

1929-30 32 (Europe) 24 (NA) Con 4 Con 2   

1930-31 22 (Europe) 24 (NA) Con 4    

1931-32 28 (NA), 2 (UK/France, Mar) (Son 2 

revised) 

Son 2 

Con 2  Op. 42 

1932-33 50 (NA), 3 (UK/France, Apr) Son 2 Con 2 Con 

3 

Op. 42 

1933-34 25 (NA), 7 (UK/France, Mar)    Op. 42 

1934-35 29 (NA) 28 (UK/Europe)  Con 2  Op. 43 

1935-36 35 (NA) 23 (UK/Europe)  Con 2 Con 

3 

Op. 43 

1936-37 2 (UK, Sept) 

45 (NA), 11 (UK, Mar-Apr) 

 Con 2 Con 

3 

Op. 43, 44 

1937-38 35 (NA) 18 (UK/Europe) Con 1   Op. 43, 44 

1938-39 41 (NA) 16 (UK/Europe) Con 1 Con 2  Op. 43 

1939-40 41 (NA) Con 1 Con 2 Con 

3 

Op. 43, 44 
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1940-41 46 (NA) Con 1 Con 2 Con 

3 

Op. 43, 44 

1941-42 53 (NA) (Con 4 

revised) 

Con 4 

Con 2 Con 

3 

Op. 43, 

44, 45 

1942-43 21 (NA) 

*9 scheduled post-mortem 

 Con 2 Con 

3 

Op. 43, 

44, 45 

*Concerto No. 2 performed every pre-1917 concert season from Dec 15, 1900 premiere, 

Exceptions: 1904-05 (Bolshoi Theatre year) and 1912-13 (Moscow Philharmonic year) 

*Concerto No. 3 performed every pre-1917 concert season from Nov 28, 1909 premiere, 

Exception: 1912-13 (Moscow Philharmonic year) 

*Sonata No. 2 performed every pre-1917 concert season from Nov 22, 1913 premiere 
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Appendix E: Recital Programs 
 

Appendix E-1: Recital Program December 2016 
 

 

December 9, 2016 

6 p.m., von Kuster Hall 

Renee MacKenzie, piano 

 

 

 

 

Variations on a theme from Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen (J S Bach), S180       F. Liszt 

(1811-1886) 

 

 

 

Frühlingsnacht                   F. Liszt 

Ständchen             (1811-1886) 

Aufenthalt 

from Schwanengesang (F. Schubert) 

 

 

 

-Intermission- 

 

 

 

Variations on a theme of Handel              J. Brahms 

(1833-1897) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This recital is presented in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctorate of 

Musical Arts (Performance) degree. 
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Appendix E-2: Recital Program March 2017 
 

 

March 31, 2017 

6 p.m., von Kuster Hall 

Renee MacKenzie, piano 

Reanne Kruisselbrink, violin 

Thomas Beard, cello 

 

 

 

 

Trio élégiaque No. 1, in G minor             S. Rachmaninoff 

(1873-1943) 

 

 

 

Cello Sonata, Op. 19, in G minor             S. Rachmaninoff 

 Lento; Allegro moderato          (1873-1943) 

 Allegro scherzando 

 Andante 

 Allegro mosso 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This recital is presented in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctorate of 

Musical Arts (Performance) degree. 
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Appendix E-3: Recital Program December 2017 
 

 

December 8, 2017 

6 p.m., von Kuster Hall 

Renee MacKenzie, piano 

 

 

 

 

Rachmaninoff’s Piano Works and Diasporic Identity: Compositional Revision and 

Discourse in Sonata No. 2 

 

 

 

Sonata No. 2, Op. 36, in B-flat minor             S. Rachmaninoff 

 Allegro agitato           (1873-1943) 

 Non allegro 

 Allegro molto 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This recital is presented in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctorate of 

Musical Arts (Performance) degree. 
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Appendix E-4: Recital Program April 2018 
 

 

April 23, 2018 

6 p.m., von Kuster Hall 

Renee MacKenzie, piano 

 

 

 

 

Nocturne in C-sharp minor, Op. 27, No. 1            F. Chopin 

(1810-1849) 

 

 

 

Nocturne No. 3, in C minor, from Three Nocturnes           S. Rachmaninoff 

(1873-1943) 

 

 

 

-Intermission- 

 

 

 

Piano Concerto No. 4, Op. 40              S. Rachmaninoff 

Allegro vivace            (1873-1943) 

 Largo 

 Allegro vivace 

 

Natalia Skomorokhova, piano 

 

 

 

Paraphrase of Tchaikovsky: Lullaby             S. Rachmaninoff 

(1873-1943) 

 

 

 

 

Thank you to Natalia for her artistic collaboration. 

 

Thank you to Prof. Stéphan Sylvestre for his musical insight and expertise as pianist and 

pedagogue 

 

This recital is presented in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctorate of 

Musical Arts (Performance) degree. 
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