Piano Concerto No. 2  (1900)

Serge Rachmaninoff (1873-1943)

From being a work that almost always featured only the composer as soloist, Rachmaninoff's second piano concerto gradually, then irrevocably after his death, became a choice vehicle of instant acclaim by the large bulk of concertizing pianists.  The public looked forward avidly to its appearances on programs and invariably left the hall exhilariated, huming the exultant theme of the finale.  Then came Noël Coward's "Brief Encounter," with the concerto as background music, underscoring the shifts in a near illicit romance of thwarted passion.  Hundreds of thousands of moviegoers in time forgot the film but remembered the theme.  Finally came the addition of words - "full moon and empty arms" - and fresh millions succumbed to Rachmaninoff.

The concerto was born during the composer's worst crisis of psychic distress and lethargy, which was brought on by the utter demolition by critics, audiences and fellow-composers, even Rachmaninoff himself, of a first symphony he wrote in 1895, at 22 and fresh out of the Moscow Conservatory.  César Cui, one of the famous Five, pronounced its doom thus: "If there were a conservatory in hell, Mr. Rachmaninoff would take first prize for his symphony."

The young man's whole being froze; he could not write, he could not play, he could not even think.  Finally he was persuaded to visit Dr. Nikolai Dahl, who was experimenting with the use of simple hypnosis in the treatment of mental disturbance.  Daily, from January to April 1900, Rachmaninoff visited the doctor's somberly velvet-draped chambers.  From the quiet, Dahl would repeat over and over: "You will begin to write ... you will work with great facility ... the music you write will be good music."  At last Rachmaninoff began to write, and what he wrote was his second piano concerto.

Immediately popular, the concerto soon swept throughout the world, and as long as there are pianists to play it and audiences to listen, it will be played.

