
Rachmaninoff Sonatas Recording Sleeve Notes 

Sonata No. 1 op. 28 

The composition of Rachmaninoff’s Sonata No. 1 op. 28 was inspired by Goethe’s 
tragedy “Faust”, and it is often suggested that the composer later abandoned this 
programme. However, we do not find any evidence of him giving up this idea. On 
the contrary, upon deeper analysis of the work it is obvious that the thematic 
structure of the Sonata and the way in which he consistently develops the 
original motifs throughout all three movements, point to the conscious, 
systematic realisation of this concept.  

Rachmaninoff started composing the Sonata in the spring of 1907 in Dresden 
while simultaneously working on his Symphony No. 2 op. 27 and the opera 
“Monna Vanna”. Working on it alongside two such huge compositions and his 
familiarity with Liszt’s “Faust Symphony” must have influenced the truly 
symphonic scale of the Sonata. 

However, there were also other reasons for its monumental scope. Rachmaninoff 
writes to his friend Nikita Morozov on 8 May 1907: “The Sonata is without any 
doubt wild and endlessly long. I think about 45 minutes. I was drawn into such 
dimensions by a programme or rather by some leading idea. It is three 
contrasting characters from a work of world literature. Of course, no programme 
will be given to the public, although I am beginning to think that if I were to 
reveal the programme, the Sonata would become much more comprehensible. 
No one will ever play this composition because of its difficulty and length but 
also, and maybe more importantly, because of its dubious musical merit. At some 
point I thought to re-work this Sonata into a symphony, but that proved to be 
impossible due to the purely pianistic nature of writing”.  

Rachmaninoff played the Sonata for the first time to a few colleagues in the 
spring of 1907. Those present included Nikolai Medtner, Georgy Catoire, Lev 
Conus and Konstantin Igumnov. According to Igumnov, as a result of his 
suggestions, Rachmaninoff “re-worked the significant part of the recapitulation 
section of the 1st movement, shortening it by more than 50 bars, and also cut out 
about 60 bars in the 3rd movement, again mainly in the recapitulation section. 
Pianistic texture was only changed in the Finale. The 2nd movement remained 
unchanged”. 

The revised Sonata was completed on 12th April 1908 and sent by the author to 
be published on 13th April. When Igumnov, who later gave its premiere 
performances in Moscow, Leipzig and Berlin, visited Rachmaninoff in November 
1908 after the Leipzig recital, the author told him that “when composing it, he 
had in mind Goethe’s “Faust” and that the 1st movement related to Faust, the 2nd 
one to Gretchen and the 3rd was the flight to the Brocken and Mephistopheles.” 
This meeting took place after the Sonata’s publication, which is the further 
evidence that Rachmaninoff had not abandoned the programme idea. 

I believe that the key to understanding this complex work is to be found in 
Faust’s monologue at the beginning of the play, which reveals the inner conflict 
tearing him apart:  



In me there are two souls, alas, and their 
Division tears my life in two. 
One loves the world, it clutches her, it binds 
Itself to her, clinging with furious lust; 
The other longs to soar beyond the dust 
Into the realm of high ancestral minds. (Trans. by D. Luke) 
 
Faust is powerfully drawn to earthly pleasures but at the same time is longing 
for heaven and spiritual rewards. Rachmaninoff uses this dichotomy to build up 
tremendous tension. He masterfully combines sonata form with the use of the 
leitmotif and thematic transformation. This calls for a highly polyphonic texture, 
making this composition arguably his most polyphonic piano work.  

Faust is characterised by several motifs. For the ease of reference we shall assign 
each of them a name. The first of them, which opens the Sonata, is defined by the 
juxtaposition of the questioning interval of the fifth marked p – a very significant 
interval in this work, which we shall return to later – and a sudden defiant 
outburst in f. This theme expresses Faust’s soul-searching, his state of mental 
unrest. We can call it the motif of Questioning. 

Example 1 (Track 1, 0:02): 

 

The descending, groaning 2nd theme that follows it creates the atmosphere of 
weariness and disillusionment. It will reappear throughout the Sonata in its 
original form several times. We shall call it the motif of Sighs. 

Example 2(Track 1, 0:33): 

 

Through the sequence of rising phrases expressing the torment and turmoil of 
Faust’s restless soul, we reach the 3rd theme. It combines a short, snake-like 
chromatic descent with a big upward leap of the interval of the minor ninth. Let’s 
call it the motif of Temptation. 

Example 3 (Track 1, 1:46): 



 
 
At last, we arrive at the 4th theme depicting Faust’s pursuit of the divine. It is 
deliberately limited in melodic range and gravitates to the note D, which makes it 
very similar in character to a Russian orthodox chant. We can call it the motif of 
God.  
Example 4 (Track 1, 2:20): 

 
When it is repeated in the higher register, another ascending contrapuntal line 
joins it in the middle voice. This ascending voice is there not only for harmony – 
it represents Faust’s longing for heaven and spiritual rewards, and rises towards 
“the high ancestral minds”. This movement upwards is reconfirmed in a slightly 
altered form in the last bars of the exposition. This is the 5th theme, the motif of 
Ascent.  

Example 5 (Track 1, 3:50): 

 
Having climbed with difficulty up to the upper A-flat, it then falls back “to earth” 
– down the same interval of minor ninth that we had already encountered in the 
motif of Temptation, leading us back to the motif of Questioning and ushering in 
the development section.  

This scale pattern will be one of the most significant components of the 
development, constantly pushing and pulling upwards (towards heaven) and 
downwards  (to earth), creating a powerful conflict between the forces of good 
and evil.  



The constant collision of all the motifs mounts up the tension, eventually 
reaching boiling point. By the time we arrive at the recapitulation the divine 
forces seem to have won, and the motif of God sounds like a hymn. However, its 
victory is only temporary: it quickly turns from the triumphant major to the 
vulnerable, unsettling minor.  
 
The motifs of God and Temptation are intertwined in a new confrontation: 
Rachmaninoff polyphonically superimposes one over the other. 
 
Example 6 (Track 1, 9:30): 

 
The tension resulting from this clash soon turns into an agony and explodes into 
a violent climax. Here the composer uses the most extraordinary device: at the 
point of the most violent conflict the resolution comes in the form of a new 
theme. This is the motif of Gretchen, which makes its first appearance not in the 
2nd movement, but here, at the end of the 1st.  

Example 7 (Track 1, 11:10): 

 
I consider this to be a philosophical statement on the composer's part: he 
introduces the theme of love at the moment of most intense turmoil, as if to say: 
“only love can offer salvation”. The storm dies down and the “weary” motifs of 
God and Ascent make their last appearances before the motif of Questioning 
peacefully concludes the movement. For now the question is answered and the 
forces of good have won. 
 
The Mahleresque  2nd movement is the hymn to Gretchen’s love for Faust. It is 
built around the interval of the fifth, for which there may be several reasons: it is 
the main interval characterising Faust (see the motif of Questioning); also, as the 
fifth is the most pure interval in music, the composer may be deliberately using it 
to express the purity and innocence of Gretchen’s love. The interval is used in the 
introduction, then as a gently rocking figuration in the left hand accompaniment 
and again in the melody. The latter is constructed out of the elements of two of 



the Faust themes: the descending interval of the second from the motif of Sighs 
and the ascending interval of the fifth from the motif of Questioning. The motif of 
Ascend also appears several times in the melodic line. 
 
Despite the simplicity of the main theme, the piano texture of this movement is 
densely polyphonic. The tender motif of Gretchen is obsessively repeated over 
and over, as if relentlessly speaking the words of love, eventually reaching a state 
of fervour. These pages contain some of Rachmaninoff’s most inspired lyricism. 
The movement closes with an impassioned duet, as if the lovers are bidding an 
emotional farewell. 
 
The 3rd movement with its frenzied galloping is undoubtedly the realm of 
Mephistopheles, but Faust is never far away: we can identify him by now demonic-
sounding motif of Sighs.  
Example 8 (Track 3, 0:44): 
 

 

The galloping pace soon gives way to a sinister march, which is based on the Dies 
Irae, the medieval chant from the Catholic Mass for the Dead that Rachmaninoff 
used in several of his works. Perhaps, it is no coincidence that this march is 
descending. 

Example 9 (Track 3, 1:28) 
 
The motifs of Mephistopheles and Faust are now inextricably linked, the motifs of 
Ascend, Questioning and Sighs having been devilishly metamorphosed.  

 
Example 10.1 (Track 3, 2:24): 



 

Example 10.2 (Track 3, 2:43): 

 

The ecstatic theme that follows the march may appease the listener associating 
Rachmaninoff mostly with grand sweeping tunes, but it is a masterful disguise: it 
is constructed simultaneously out of the motif of Sighs and the reversed motif of 
Ascent.  

Example 11 (Track 3, 3:08): 

 

When the exhilaration reaches fever pitch, the theme breaks down and Faust’s 
motif of Sighs leads to the much darker, vulnerable version of the motif of 
Gretchen. This corresponds directly to Faust’s vision of the spirit of Gretchen at 
the Walpurgis Night:  

FAUST. Mephisto, look! Right over there: 
A young girl stands, so pale, so fair, 
All by herself! How slowly she moves now, 
As if her feet were fastened somehow! 
And as I look, it seems to me 
It’s poor dear Gretchen that I see! (trans. D. Luke) 
 
Example 12 (Track 3, 5:20): 



 
The theme is mercilessly interrupted by the interjecting Dies Irae march. This is 
Mephistopheles trying to divert Faust’s attention: 
 
MEPHISROPHELLES. Let it alone! That is no wholesome vision, 
But a dead thing, a magic apparition; 
I warn you to avoid it. 
 
But Faust cannot shake off the memory of his tragic love. The weeping theme 
returns for the second time:  
 
FAUST. It’s true, it’s true! Those eyes are open wide, 
Closed by no loving hand! I know 
Gretchen’s sweet body which I have enjoyed, 
Her breast that lay by mine not long ago! 
 
The second cynical outburst of diabolical laughter succeeds in breaking the eerie 
spell and starts pushing the music with terrifying inevitability back towards the 
theme of Mephistopheles. The most blatant version of the Dies Irae thrusts us 
with crushing force into the recapitulation.  
 
Unsurprisingly, most of the coda is built on the ubiquitous Dies Irae. Faust’s time 
on the earth is up and this is the final decisive clash between the infernal and 
divine forces. Faust’s theme from the 1st movement strives upwards for the last 
time, while the Question in the bass desperately begs to be answered, and then it 
comes crashing down in fiendish, chromatic cascades. We hear Faust’s agonising 
soul in the throes of death. The motif of God in augmentation reaffirms its power 
and claim over Faust’s soul with colossal, terrifying force.  
 
Example 13 (Track 3, 14:08): 
 

 



The ending of the Sonata is ambiguous. Mephistopheles has the last word, but is 
it a cry of defeat or triumph? 
 

The transcription of Tchaikovsky's "Lullaby” for piano, Op. 16 No. 1, which 
Rachmaninoff made in August 1941, is his last work. It is a remarkable 
coincidence that one of the very first pieces that he wrote as a 13-year-old boy in 
1886 was the arrangement of another composition by Tchaikovsky for piano 
duet, the “Manfred” Symphony. Thus his creative life came full circle. He lived 
only one more year. 

He premiered the “Lullaby” in Siracuse, NY on 14th October 1941 and recorded it 
on 26th February 1942. For some reason, RCA did not release this beautiful 
recording until 1973. 

Sonata No. 2 op. 36 

If the 1st Sonata is characterised by the great thematic diversity due to its 
programmatic nature, the 2nd Sonata, while also written in sonata form, is created 
out of a single thematic seed. It is an astounding feat of ingenuity. The awareness of 
the thematic uniformity when performing it is of paramount importance to the 
structural coherence of this composition – without it the Sonata simply sounds 
disjointed.  

This thematic seed or “idée fixe” is a chromatic descending motif in the opening of 
the Sonata.  
Example 1 (Track 5, 0:05): 

 
 
Not only are all the main themes based on it, but most of the transitional material 
and inner voices are also derived from it.  
 
Example 2.1 (Track 5, 1:55): 

 
Example 2.2 (Track 5, 2:40): 
 



 
 
Example 2.3 (Track 7, 0:34): 
 

 
 
Example 2.4 (Track 7, 0:56): 
 

 
 
The 2nd and 3rd movements are linked by a short theme repeating the opening of the 
2nd movement with some rhythmic variation. Another interesting feature of this 
Sonata is a recurrent imitation of Russian bell chimes. The symbolism of church bells 
has always had a very special significance in Russian culture: they were tolled to 
announce important events such as the imminent invasion by the enemy, a wedding 
or a death of a member of the royal family, a national celebration, etc. The bells are 
considered to be the "voice of God" and are even believed to have the power to 
bring sinners to repentance. That is what happens, for example, to Raskolnikov in 
Dostoyevsky's "Crime and Punishment". 

The sound of the Russian chimes is distinctly different from its western counterpart: 
the bells are deliberately cast not to be tuned to any particular pitch, but rather they 
consist of an overlay of many different frequencies at once. There is a huge range of 
various sizes of bells and professional bell ringers toll them simultaneously in 
particular rhythmic patterns. In Russia such tolling is considered an art form and is 
called "malinovy zvon" – literally, crimson chime.  

Other composers had used bells in their music before Rachmaninoff: Glinka in his 
opera "Ivan Susanin", Mussorgsky in his opera "Boris Godunov" and in the Pictures at 
an Exhibition, Rimsky-Korsakov in his opera "Tale of the Tsar Saltan", Tchaikovsky in 



his 1812 Overture, etc. Rachmaninoff used them in his Prelude op. 3 No. 2, in the 
opening bars of his Concerto No. 2, and later in the Etudes-tableaux op. 39 Nos 7 and 
9, but most significantly, in his choral symphony “The Bells”, which he was working 
on simultaneously with this Sonata. 
 
He masterfully recreates the sonority of the “crimson chimes” with their many 
frequency layers at the climax of the 2nd movement while fashioning it out of the 
original “idée fixe”. And here too such a grandiose sonority has a spiritually 
“cleansing” effect. Subsequently, the coda that follows sounds like a devout prayer. 
 
Example 3 (Track 6, 4:36): 

 

The first version of the Sonata was composed in 1913 and, unlike the Sonata No. 1, it 
was well received at its premiere in Moscow in December of the same year. 
However, as with several of Rachmaninoff’s works, he soon felt dissatisfied with it 
and eventually revised it, significantly shortening it as well as thinning out the 
texture. The revised edition was published in 1931.  

When Horowitz expressed his reservation regarding the second edition of the Sonata 
to Rachmaninoff, the composer agreed with him and gave him the permission to 
make his own version. The question is why would Horowitz - or any pianist for that 
matter - not be content to perform the revised edition – after all, isn’t it the 
composer’s “final say”, his ultimate artistic statement? Perhaps, in order to answer 
this question, we have to address another one first: why Rachmaninoff felt the need 
to revise the original edition in the first place. 

He told his friend Alfred Swann: “I look at my early works and can see how much 
there is superfluous. Even in this Sonata there is so much unnecessary movement of 
the voices, and it is too long. Chopin’s Sonata lasts 19 minutes and everything is 
said”. Coincidentally, while the original edition of the Sonata lasts around 25 
minutes, the revised version is trimmed down to around 19 minutes. 
  
The dissatisfaction with his work was not unique to this Sonata. Due to his 
perfectionism, the conviction that his compositions are no good afflicted him 
throughout his life. In his 1930 interview with London’s “Musical Times” 



Rachmaninoff explains: “...The older we get, the more we lose that divine self-
confidence which is the treasure of youth, and the fewer are those moments when 
we believe that what we have done is good. We get lucrative contracts – more, in 
fact, than we can accept – but we are still longing for that inner satisfaction which is 
independent of outside success, and which we felt at the beginning of our career at 
the time of our troubles when success seemed far away. Nowadays it's very rarely 
happens to feel sincerely satisfied with myself, to feel that what I do is really a 
success. Such occasions stick in the memory for a long time – for nearly the rest of 
my life…” 
  
In addition, his music was often harshly criticised and dismissed as worthless. A 
typical example of that is an article in the 1954 edition of Grove’s Dictionary of Music 
and Musicians, which calls his music “…monotonous in texture, which consists in 
essence mainly of artificial and gushing tunes accompanied by a variety of figures 
derived from arpeggios.” It goes on to state that “The enormous popular success 
some few of Rachmaninoff’s works had in his lifetime is not likely to last, and 
musicians never regarded it with much favour.” 
  
Inevitably, the combination of his own extremely critical judgment and such 
condemning reception of his work led to him becoming increasingly insecure about 
the value of his music. As a result, he would censor his own compositions with 
utmost ruthlessness. To understand just how ruthless he could be, it is enough to 
remember the baffling cuts in his recording of the Concerto No. 3. He writes to 
Nikolai Medtner on 21 December 1931 regarding his performances of the newly 
composed Corelli Variations op. 42 : “I am sending you my new Variations. I have 
played them here about fifteen times, but of those fifteen times only one 
performance was good… I also haven’t performed them in their entirety. I was 
guided by the coughing of the public: as coughing increased, I would skip the next 
variation, if there was no cough, I played it as written. In one concert – I don’t 
remember where – in some small town, the coughing was so bad that I played only 
ten variations (out of twenty). My record was eighteen variations (in New York). I 
hope, however, that you will manage to play them all through without “coughing”.” 
  
It is quite clear from the above examples that Rachmaninoff was capable of 
censoring his music quite mercilessly, even if it was obvious that it was detrimental 
to the form of a composition. 
  
In the case of this Sonata, I feel quite strongly that in his quest for more conciseness 
and clarity, he sometimes went a little too far in the revised edition, so the structure 
of the work suffered. Where I felt that, as a result of the cuts, some of the logic of 
the continuity of ideas was compromised due to missing transitions, bridge passages 
or climaxes, I discreetly reinstated them from the original edition. I hope that the 
listener will not judge me as an insolent desecrator. I did this out of love for this 
extraordinary work and with the humble intention to restore its coherence.  
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Recorded at Wyastone Hall on 7-9 December 2015 

Recording Engineer/Producer: Andrew Hallifax 

Editor: Julia Thomas 

 


