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His concert today at the Redoute. It’s a festive treat to be so big. Then you sit down at the piano,
start a Bach-Busoni organ chorale prelude and serve it in peace, in divine calm. This is how
Rachmaninoff played today. Without any mysticism, without any occult tendency. Each note is robust,
full, straight. Only the majesty of the organ could truly rival this in case a second Rachmaninoff would
be seated at the organ console. Our guest today does not need to do anything interesting, he does not
need to pretend to have hidden secret impulses. Because his art remains a pure and monumental art
even under the brightest sun, with strict straight lines, without expertly applied colors, without learned
palettes — it is pure and monumental art. We have already said it: divine rest. Let us say more clearly:
perfect mastery.

Because everything comes from this mastery. The renunciation of make-up, of small brushstrokes, of
dynamic jokes, of rhythmic shifts. Every minor piano player is more intricate than Sergei Vasilyevich
Rachmaninoff. This master does not need to expect new miracles from sudden inspirations or to take
snapshots of fleeting nervous states. He doesn't rely on improvised stimuli, he brings everything ready-
made. How simple and how rich! Not a fantasist, but an imagination densely filled with all musical
ideas. It must be wonderful when a person is able to reveal his essence in such a crystal-clear manner.
What we have now emphasized also refers to the performance of Liszt's Dante Fantasy. Not only the
piece, but also the style of interpretation also comes from the Liszt era, although Rachmaninoff was
never a student of Liszt. But his playing is reminiscent of the time when large-scale sculpture in art
had not yet gone out of fashion. Now they play in a more oscillating, pastel-colored way, whereas
Rachmaninoff works in metal. He is the down-to-earth baritone, not the dazzling tenor. Everything has
swing and melody. From Liszt's romanticism, our guest does not pick out the adventurous and
fairytale-like, but rather the singing from the male breast, the cantilena as a purified and victory-
conscious expression of a feeling of strength. There is the point in which Rachmaninoff differs from
Scriabin, for example. The latter dreamed of the supernatural, but Rachmaninoff dreamed of a
demonic nature, the essence of which lies not in the mysterious, but in the natural power of an inner
voice.

He almost soberly exposes Chopin's Fantasy, then lets the poetic images emerge from this surface with
even greater clarity. Here it is striking how his playing stands out from the style of another genius,
Dohnanyi. With the Hungarian master, the main line was immediately installed; from the first note we
felt that a broad arc was starting. Rachmaninoff organizes more, cuts more, often makes caesuras, and
it is only later that we notice - generally because of a contrasting sentence - that the past bars, although
jagged by cuts, still form a powerful bulge or the prelude to a bulge.

We would also like to highlight some of Rachmaninoff's impressive techniques, which he used after
intermission in a Chopin sequence and a series of self-written and very popular preludes. Not the
splendor, not the conciseness, but the fabulous purity that we only find in Horowitz among recent
surprises. We are thinking here less about the purity of the range than about the transparency of the
chords. No note ever comes out of these harmonies; the notes of a harmony are given by the hands,
exactly the values that the mind wants to realize as dynamic, utilitarian, coloristic objectives. We
could talk about the incredible art of pedaling and other things, but we prefer to summarize by saying
that today Rachmaninoff seized from the fullness and created something complete.

G.M.

[Translation: J. Falleyn]



