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Rachmaninofi.

Musie in Manchester does not nowadays
oiten fall under the sway of personal genius.
We have skill and enthusiasm in plenty.
but these are gualities which must suffer
themselves to stand before the bar of
eriticism. Genius needs not abide our ques-
tion—it iz free. The moment Rachmaninoff
stepped on to the platform on Saturday
night we were conscious that a great man
was present and that a great concert was
tuward. Our first impression of him was
enough—mastery bevond ibolh our praise
and our criticism. Rachmaninoff, tall and
hizh.shouldered, with an; inserutable, age-
less face. walked slowly to his piano. le
scarcely deigned to take |notice of us; he
bowed formally. And because he did not
recognise us and behave hikc a * periormer
covetous of public praise—because of these
things we knew all the more that he was
a master.

At the concert’s end there was a demonstra-
tion; one of Manchester’s oldest and most
honourable nusicians deElared that Rach-
maninoff's playing had been wonderiul—in
the lme of Liszt and Rubinstein. This
opinion needs a little elucidation for those
young students of music who at (he present
timne are led mistakenly to suppose that the
Liszt tradition of piano-playing thrived
pretty much on a swollen, insincere rhetoric
and on display for display’s sake. Rach-
maninoff restores the anciert grandeur of
style to the piano, but he disdains the
grandiose. He has not a single gesture of
the showman; his playing may be said to
have an aloofness that does not admit the
presence of an audience at all. As we lListen
to himn we get the impression that we are
eavesdropping. Ile uses lhis'. instrument as
a way of life—to live tllu'ough n sincere,
artistic experience.  His aloofness 15 an
essential trait of the romantic style; as he
sits at the keiboard he seems placed in
sirange isolation. Te plays almost without
bodily motion. His wnsts and fingers
make the music; the fingers are marvel-
lously expressive in their hoverings, their
masterful sweepings and attacks. But the
rest of him is still. He does not look up-
wards, secing his visions coming out of
heaven, in the good old theatrical way. ¥as
eves are always on the keys, pin-points of
eoncentration. At the end of a piece he
nises stiffly, bends forward.to our applause
ever so politely. But his faee remuins also-
lutely inexpressive, except for its aspect of
permanent and quite impersonal indiffer-
ence. His playing was peirhaps the most
significant 1 have cver heard. Consiuder the
progranuue, the main works in it: Beet-
hoven's ¥ sharp Sonata, Op. 78; the
Schumann XNovelette in F sharn minor; the
Nocturne in D flat and the Valse in E flat
of Chopin; the Chopin Scherzo in C sharp
nunor; Tschaikovsky's Variations from Ins
Op. 19—who would cross. the street to hear
music so hackneyed? This nusie, one
watild have sworn until Rachmaninoff had
played it for us, could contain no new
delights, no pleasures that long and
mechanical acquaintance had not staled
years ago. It was Rachinaninoff's achieve-
ment to make these standard works seem
fresh from the forge, every note vital and
full of meaning. Incidenially he caused us
to think we had never before heard them
played, save in a mild, commonplace fashion.
He expresses his power by keeping, like an
atist, within the range 'of his instiument.
His soncrity is unforced, a matler of in-
tensity, not of mnoise. His songfulness, of
which he is sparing, is never too yielding in
line; lie seams always proud of the piano's
essentizgl keenness of tone. He uses the
pedal dexterously in his production of light
and shade. But he does not abuse this
device; indeed, he is often austere in the
niceness with which, by a perfection of
fiming, he releases the éu:miuing pedal 1o
avoil dissonance. His attack is so intense
that ke commands our ears—and our
ninds—at once. He has the composer’s in-
stinet for what is importunt in a structure:
hie seems to see the end in the bepginning
and to lay out lus proportions accordmpgly.
Yet we never get ihe effect of a nierely
studhied interpretation; the sense of form is
quick and instincuve with Rachmaninoff.
It 15, in his control, not only a matter of
outlimes but of strong new-born rhythm
going inevitably its ways, capable of a
gnomie capriciousness. but always subordi-
nate to a big-minded design,

The sonata of Beethoven's Op. 78 is not
for a large hall; Beethoven here is in & mood
of emotional relaxation, giving himself over
to a flow of tone anrd not to a dynamie dis-
tuibanee of tone. Yot would not expect
Rachmammnolf to achiese o good aceount of
this sonata. For lus playmg really loves
the dceps of the piano, the strong, unlighted
bass. The sonata contains hitle or nothing
of Beethoven's apocalyptic thunders; during
its two shart movements the treble elef
usurps the bass clef repeatedly, Rach-
maninoff not only put the music m 1ts
preriod by his adunrable articulation of the
“Mannheim ™ figure of the delicate intro-
duetion, but by Ins uvloquent economy ot
tone he gave us to understand that the work
stunds at one of the crossroads in Beet-
hoven's creatne development.

The Novelette in F sharp minor of
Scehuinunn—the last and longest of the set
of Op. 21—freed the composer fiom the tame
domestieity into which manists for years
have set lum. Here we had no miscellaneity
at all, but a proud fanciful play of an
uragination which could find umty in con-
trast, take quick wings, and come home full
circle. Rachmaninofi’s playing vitalised
Schumnann with an instantaneous touch, a
rnythm plastic as poetry, and, where fascina-
tion of touch was not the main need, the
utmost grandeur of harmony. Every note
was made to mean someithing. The change
of rhythm at4he close, where triple time 1s
accelerated bar by bar. was a delight of
unaginative transformation.

The performance of the C sharp minor
Scherzo of Chopin was perhaps the most
electrical event of an unforgettable night.
The attack and pace of the octaves of the
opening were demonic. Here we could feel
the true spirit of Rachmaninoff's playing—
a  Mephisto-llke irony, caprice, and
masculinity. The entrance of the chorale
would have beén questicnable if a student
had done it. But in all“of Rachmaninoff’s
playing. there sounds a lifetime’s culture
and authoerity, The alternationa between
soncrous harmonies and delicately stroked
broken chords—these were controlled with
not a sinple dislocation of the rhythm. The
coda was breath-snatching in its accumulated
power, speed, and uncanny precision.
Rachmaninoff, though entirely personal,
and though a virtuoso 23 well as a poet,
always plays the music as written—io a
note. The D flat Nocturne was a model of
dual melody, lusciously yet not sentimentally
ornamented. And the three Mediner pieces
were alive with pointed and graphic- accent
and movement.

It was significant of much that Rach-
maninoff’s paraphrase of Ereisler's pretty
tune “Liebesfreud” began heavy as irom
wmn the bass. The Viennese mildness was
dispelled; in its place we had another
Mephisto waltz. Rachmaninoft does not
w00 the impressionable sepses; he has in
him something of the denying spirit. Had
he never written the Prelude in C sharp
minor the crowd could scarcely ever have

known of him, for there is in his music and
his playing neither the geniality that makes
for democratic enjoyment nor the intimate
sentiment that makes for democratic
sympathy. He played the notorious prelude
even before the cowd asked for it—a
condescension probably designed to save
time, Many of us left the hall at the first
descent of the familiar three-note Egure,
satisfied to remember Rachmaninoff as one
of the grest pianists of his period. Has he
an equal at the present day for mingled
technique and powert Bchnabel has the
mind and the technique. Has he Rach-
maninoff’s personal force—a force that lays
hold of yom in a trice and, even after the
concert is done with and the man gone from
yonr sight, remains in the memory, like
something thrown out by a being not of
the common world. N.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



