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Symphony no. 2 in E minor, op. 27
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Largo - Allegro moderato

Allegro molto - Meno mosso - Tempo 1
Adagio

Allegro vivace - Adagio - Tempo precedente
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THE COMPOSER

Although his father had gambled away his
inherited fortune, and the family had fallen on
comparatively hard times, Sergei Rachmaninov
was still an obvious target once the Bolsheviks
came to power. With their systematic
persecution of all Russia’s aristocratic families,
it was clear that Rachmaninov and his family
had to flee, and in 1918 they arrived in the US,
where he was to live for the remainder of his life.
Having been regarded in his native Russia as the
country’s greatest composer since Tchaikovsky,
in America he was seen primarily as a pianist
whose music was both out of fashion and
redolent of a long-forgotten and much maligned
era in musical history.

THE BACKGROUND

But even in his homeland, Rachmaninov had
his detractors, and his first symphony was met
with an extremely hostile critical reaction at
its 1897 premiere in St Petersburg. Whether
the conductor had been drunk, the orchestra
under-rehearsed or the work simply not well
enough written, critics heaped vitriol onto
Rachmaninov’s work. It was another 10 years
before he dared approach the composition of
a symphony again, and keen to exorcise the
ghosts of the first symphony, he moved with
his family to Dresden where, as he wrote, “We
live here like hermits: we see nobody, we know
nobody and we go nowhere.” In that secretive
environment, he set about composing his
second symphony.
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Rachmaninov: Symphony no. 2

PERFORMANCE HISTORY

Writing the work in exile in Germany certainly
paid off, and the symphony’s premiere in

St Petersburg on 8 February 1908 conducted by
the composer was a great success. He directed
performances of it over the following weeks

in Moscow and Warsaw, and it quickly gained

a foothold in the repertory. It received much
critical praise, and while most observed that it
was unusually long for a symphony, a recurrent
comment made was that audiences had no
difficulty maintaining their concentration. One
critic wrote how, “After listening with unflagging
attention to its four movements, one notes
with surprise that the hands of the watch have
moved 65 minutes forward.”

THE MUSIC

The first movement begins darkly with the
cellos and basses announcing a simple six-note
idea which evolves organically throughout the
movement. The sense of gradual growth to some
long-distant climax is present almost from the
start with the violins tracing large, graceful arcs
(including a soaring theme which is to return
with incredible emotional impact in the third
movement) while the rest of the orchestra is

in a state of continual tension, the movement
eventually closing with one of Rachmaninov’s
typically abrupt endings; just a single note from
the cellos and basses.

The second movement opens with frantic violins
and a stirring theme from the horns which forms
the melodic basis of the entire movement. This
theme is derived from the opening notes of the
ancient plainchant associated with death, the
Dies Irae. It was a theme Rachmaninov used in
almost all his music in one form or another and
it became something of his musical calling-card.
Quite why he used it so extensively is not known;
it was not part of the Russian funeral rite and

it appears that only in 1931 did he learn its true
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significance and origins. It has given rise to the
perception that Rachmaninov was obsessed
with death, but the fact that he built a scherzo
(or musical joke) around this theme suggests
that his interest in it was purely for its musical
properties.

Above flowing violas, the violins return to a
theme first heard in the opening movement to
introduce the unspeakably lovely clarinet melody
(which is itself also loosely related to the Dies
Irae) around which the third movement-and
the emotional core of the symphony-is centred.
Seeming to hover on the very brink of eternity

it winds its leisurely way through soundscapes

of immense beauty before being taken up by
the rest of the orchestra. For a time, it seems

as if it is going to work itself up into something
passionate, but it soon finds its way to a solo
violin which passes it onto a flute and eventually
back to the clarinet.

For most of its length the fourth movement

is exuberantly celebratory as if Rachmaninov
realises that, despite the anguishes of the
previous movements, he has penned a real
symphonic masterpiece. He does not forget the
pain and sorrow we have already experienced,
and ideas from the earlier movements reappear
in a kind of moment of reminisce before the pure
joy of the movement firmly pushes aside such
memories to bring the movement to a rousing
and, again typical of Rachmaninov, abrupt
conclusion.

Programme notes by Dr Marc Rochester
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Three flutes (one doubling piccolo), three oboes (one doubling cor anglais), two clarinets, bass clarinet,
two bassoons, four horns, three trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, percussion and strings.



