
Piano Concerto no. 3 in D minor    Sergei Rachmaninov 

(1873-1943) 
Allegro ma non tanto 
Adagio 
Finale: alla breve 
 

Rachmaninov’s position in the history of art music is an unusual one. Born in 1873, 
he was an almost exact contemporary of Arnold Schoenberg (born 1874), but the 
latter’s revolutionary renewals by means of his invention and practice of “twelvetone” 
music left the Russian composer cold. In fact, if one regards contemporary trends of 
the time in any way as indicative and binding, Rachmaninov’s “romantic” style can be 
called  anachronistic. This often resulted in him barely mentioned, even ignored in 
academic reference books. It is no coincidence that some popular film scores from 
the previous century gained from his approach in his four piano concerto’s. Leaving 
Russia shortly after the revolution of 1917, he spent his later years in the USA, where 
he died in 1943 as an American citizen. In Soviet Russia his music was naturally 
seen as unacceptable, and was duly described by the authorities as representing the 
“decadent attitude of the lower classes”. His musical idols were Tchaikovsky and the 
piano masters of the time, Liszt and Chopin, and his oeuvre reflect these influences 
clearly in his uniquely Russian melodic style, and his facilitiy as composer for the 
piano. Small wonder, then, that his international fame rests firmly on his excellent 
piano playing and his piano works, more specifically the second and third concertos.  

The beginnings of the virtuoso piano concerto started with the advent of the piano as 
house instrument and revered status furniture in the early 19th century, which led to 
drastic improvements (such as the steel frame), and, in its turn, to composers’ and 
pianists’  exploitations of the technical possibilities of the instrument. The aristocratic 
salons of Paris were frequented by the likes of Liszt, Thalberg and others, who were 
treated as heroes by the (mostly female) admirers. The obsession with technical 
piano acrobatics set the scene for a flood of piano concertos  in the later 19th and 
early 20th centuries, such as Rachmaninov’s. Many a fine pianist would make it his 
life task to complete at least one concerto (fmr’s regular listeners may recall the 
series of early Sunday morning broadcasts of “...our usual unusual piano 
concerto....”), most of which were completely forgotten soon after its first perfomance. 
Attempts at equalising the forces of soloist and orchestra led to the emergence of the 
“symphonic” concerto, where the adjective suggests  bigger involvement of orchestral 
instruments in the unfolding of the music, of which Brahms’ concertos may be seen 
as the best examples. 

Rachmaninov’s third concerto was completed in 1909, and had its first performance 
in New York with the composer himself as soloist.The second performance some 
weeks later was conducted by Gustav Mahler, an occasion that the composer seems 
to have treasured. The popularity of the concerto lies in the composer’s unique piano 



idiom as well as in his equally unique sense of melody and dramatic unfolding, often 
based on small 
and even 

insignificant ideas. The supposedly “typical’ Slavic pessimistic outlook permeates 
most of his compositions. In the second concerto this is audible in the dark, 
foreboding, even morose opening piano chords of the first movement. In no. 3 this is 
replaced by a quietly pulsating two-bar orchestral  introduction, the dotted crotchets 
of which would play an important role throughout the work, especially so in the 
second half of the finale. The piano’s unassuming main theme of 25 bars starts in 
open octaves, supported by a simple orchestral backing. In spite of the composer’s 
repeated denials, the melody shows a fair similarity with a liturgic melody from the 
Kiev area. As a composer who contributed several works towards use in the Russian 
Orthodox Church his music often contains elements from this repertory – possibly 
even without his conscious knowledge. (See  example).  

The danger of 19th century multimovement works falling apart because of their ever 
longer duration was avoided by most composers by introducing means to link 
separate movements in some or other way, the most prevailing one being reapplying 
themes from the first  movement elsewhere in the same work, a technique made 
famous by Liszt. In that sense the catchy melody above – as well as the dotted 
rhythm of the brief orchestral introduction – reappear in some form in both second 
and third movements.   

As is the case with the concertos of one of his idols, Chopin, the orchestra remains 
somewhat restricted to background support. The two-bar orchestral introduction does 
have an important function since it features as one of  several motives in this and the 
final movement. The span of about 100 years between Rachmaninov and Chopin 
means that the sound of the modern piano, and that of the later orchestra are much 
larger than in Chopin’s time. Rachmaninov’s characteristic piano idiom features 
extremes such as fast-moving expansive chords and fairylike piano “coloraturas”, 
both often spanning the whole keyboard of 5-6 octaves, and occupying long episodes 
of pianistic bravura. For most of the duration of the first movement the  soloist is 
occupied; only for twelve bars the orchestra appears without piano, in preparation for 
the second theme. The prominence of the soloist throughout the movement even led 
to the composer to shortening the traditional cadenza; both versions appear in the 
score. The somewhat contrasting second theme appears in dialogue with the 
orchestra:  

True to Rachmaninov’s neo-romantic style, the slow movement is a slow Intermezzo 
which can be more or 
less summarised as a 

dreamy link with the passion and grandeur of the final movement. In its brief middle 
section a variant of the main theme of movement 1 reappears in the woodwinds, 



before returning to the  Adagio mood The A major chords of the final bar leads 
directly (attaca) to the finale.  

The pace of the finale is expressed by the tempo indication Alla breve. According to 
principles of music theory the term refers to mensuration, which means that the four 
crothets per bar should be translated as two very fast beats per bar.  

The music has the character of a scherzo, with the main theme resembling a trumpet 
call, which is actually echod elsewhere by the trumpets (see example). It is 
positioned for both hands in the high register of the piano, and the fast triplet rhythm 
reappears almost everywhere in the score. The second theme is a massive complex 
of soaring  chords, which will be exploited to  the full in building up the tension before 
the final bars. These two themes form the outer main sections of the movement. The 
middle area is taken up by several episodes referring back to earlier ideas, such as a 
section marked scherzando, where the second theme from the first movement makes 
a surprising appearance with glittering piano glissandi in the higher register. The 
slow-moving Lento section (a kind of nocturne), moves gradually in the direction of 
the final Alla breve section, which is a condensed version of the movement’s 
beginning. In the last pages of the movement the pace accelerates in five stages, 
marked più vivo – più mosso – vivace – vivacissimo – presto, resulting in jubilant 
cascades of sound of all involved. 

 


