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Rachmaninoff

Dr. Johnson once said that anybody
chancing to meet Burke, if only for a
moment while sheltering from the rain,
would be bound to say *“This is an extra-
erdinary man.” So with Rachmaninoff.
The moment he stepped on to the platform
on Saturday night the ¥ree Trade Hall
became the habitation of strange and power-
ful genius. If Rachmaninoff had merely
lifted the lid of the piano and proboed it
up and then passed out of our sight we
should have felt the prasence of his damon.
Yet he does not demenstrate at all; he comes
before us and hrws formally—as every great
artist ought to, for genius should command
and not solicit our esteem. Rachmarinoff
is more economical in his movements-as a
pianist even than Schmabel; his technique,
with all its enormousl scope and sovereignty,

I
Legins and ends at the hands—those lithe

hands and long, tapel"ing fingers. sach alive,
sensitive, individual. Never, surely, was
there'a pianist whaice hands were as beauti-
ful to wateh as Rachmaninoii’s. They curve
and hover and sweep and flash and dance
and mareh. The crossing of these hands in
the D flat major Etude of Liszt aould have
rendered the musie audible to a deaf man.
But apart from his hands and tingers, the
carriage of Rachmaninoff, as he plays, is
stohidity itself; he sits there as though
oblivious of an andience. Ie recognises our
presence only so far as politeness desires.
He 1s essentially remote in his romanticism
—and that brings us to a discussion of his
piano playimmg qua interpretation.

We need not go into his unparalleled
technique, excepting in so far as 1t illumin-
ates consideration of him as an artist. He
can do with the keyboard much as he likes;
he can play the * Carnaval de Pesth” of
Liszt with reserves of skill without turning
a hair. If we call him the greatest pianist
of the day we’ll not be far wrong. But that
opimion may gain i weight 1f, while we
give expression to it, we also try to recog-
nise that Rachmaninoff's quahities have their
defects. Or rather—since it is absurd to
talk of *defects” in a great artist—let us
say that his temperament, because of its
very power, must show certain traits which
cannot be affined to all musie, no matter
how admirably Rachmaninoff finds the
appropriate *‘external” stile. At bottom
his mind seems aloof and not exactly warm.
He 1s 2 Russian, with the note of inimiecal
distance in Iis romanticism. Here, of
comse, is a mind very much removed from
the fannliar romanticism of the Germans,
who like to tell their secrets almost com-
fortably, in a quite domestic intimacy. Such
was the mmanticisn:) of Schumann, whose
“ Davidsbundlertanze” was in the pro-
gramme of Saturday.! Rachmaninoff played
these character pieces with a rare range of
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meaning, but the harmonic treatment was

alien to Schumann’s expansiveness. The
iron in Rachmanindff’s nature is revealed
by the stark decision|of his chordal playing;
he contracts harmony, as though for
reticence’s sake, while Schumann expands
it, for the sake of h:is warm, tangible, and
very lovably German conceits.  Rach-
maninoff gave to Schumann uncommon
strength of purpose, and for once the com-
poser was more than a miscellaneous
writer; the pieces we;re marvellously unified
by a rhythmiecal contlrol which saw the end
of the whole set 1n t.h? beginning. We missed
the touch of the instantaneocus, though; the
picturesqueness of Sehumann, mild nowa-
days maybe, was fixed for us as though in
the acid of the engraver's weapon. Here
was a Schumann entirely masculine; more
over, one who kept us rather at a remove
from familiarity.

Rachmaninoff’'s harmony seems a culti-
vated derivation from a rhythm of barbaric
origin. The rather grim sharpness of it is
liberated only during intricacies of melodic
figuration—for example, in Iaszt, whose
musie 1s played by Rachmaninoff as it has
never before been played in our time, It is
to be doubted whether he gives us the com-
plete Chopin. Even in his scherzi Chopmn
addresses himself to what George Meredith
called the ‘‘drawing-room of civilised men
and women”; Chopin must be allowed, in
every reading, to keep his charm, his faseci-
nation, his illusions, his aristocratic rapture
and woe. Rachmaninoff played the B minor
Scherzo with a severe sort of taciturnmity of
expresston which eould not be concealed by
the sheer brilliance of his execution. There
were no rhythmiecal delays or yieldings: the
Iyric section went its way without a single
effort at dalliance; the work as a whole hud
its heart not under a robe but under tough
armour. The B flat minor Scherzo, with its
more heroic stature, was more satisfying;
in the winsome middle section, however,
there was stiil the sense of a distrust of a
feminine phrase, though the playing, as a
whole, in 1ts variety of tone and rhythm,
was something to rave about.

Rachmaninoff's genius as a pianist derives
from Liszt—not the sentimentalist of the
** Liebestraume,” known to the multitude,
but the iromie spirit who wrote the finest
Mephisto music extant. A miracle of tech-
nigue and artistic re-cieation was achieved
in the Valse Impromptu, a piece which
usually 1s played as though of very shght
consequence. Rachmaninoff gave to the
dance the breath and being of the airy fan-
tastic; it was charming, and yet more than
charming. The capricious rhythms told of
the greater Liszt, the composer who knew
well the meaning of Goethe’s denying spirit—
‘“der Geist, der stets verneint.”

Rachmaninoff's incomparable piano play-
ing was at its miost masterful in his own
Etudes-Tableaux, which exploit with a most
comprehensive gemwus the instrument's
range, though as mnusic they reveal little
that 1s new. Here the gradations of tone,
the felicity of the rbythm, were the joy and
despair of every pianist present. The
audience was enthusiastic, and would not
go home until Rachmaninoff, without un-
necessary delay, played the C sharp minor
Prelude and, like the great artist he is,
played the music as though he had never
played it before. N. C.
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