
Symphony No. 1 in D minor, Op. 13 Sergei Rachmaninov 
(1873-1943) 

Grave – Allegro ma non troppo  
Allegro animato 
Larghetto 
Allegro con fuoco 

There are similarities between the aspiring novelist whose supposed bestseller novel did not 
make it past the editor’s desk, and the budding composer’s dream of his first symphony. As 
with most gifted young musicians Rachmaninov too felt compelled to write a symphony, 
which was finished by the end of 1895, and performed in 1897, but things went wrong. 
Whether the conductor (Glazunov) was at fault, as some would have it, or whether the bad 
reception lay within the work itself, is more difficult to determine. (A footnote here: there was 
at least one 20-year-old Russian composer whose “First” catapulted him into instant world 
fame in 1928, namely Shostakovich.)  

Whatever the case, the criticism, and its effect on the young man, were severe. Some signs of 
disapproval were there before the first performance, and Rachmaninov revised the work, but 
the critics of the performance felt differently. César Cui, a contemporary critic, and member 
of the powerful and influential Group of Five Russian composers, denigrated the work as 
something created in the conservatory of Hell. From then on the symphony was seen as an 
example of failure. It may even be said that the composer never recovered fully from the 
humiliation. (It was only through therapy that he regained creative energy, with the successful 
second piano concerto of 1900 as a happy result.) Probably with a later revision in mind, the 
score was not destroyed, but left locked away. When Rachmaninov left Russia for good 
(1917), he entrusted a friend to keep it safe, but after her death it went missing. Only when the 
instrumental parts were recovered in St. Petersburg (then Leningrad) in 1944 – after the 
composer’s death – could it be restored. The second “first” performance took place in 
Moscow in 1945, and was received with general acclamation (possibly also because Glazunov 
was no longer around ...). 

The symphony is structured along well-preserved historical lines, in four movements, and 
Russian throughout (with evident shades of Tchaikovsky’s last symphonies). The construction 
of the work is very economical – a term that is often used to emphasise the inventive use of a 
minimum of material, including the principle of varied reprocessing of the same material in 
different forms. 

The composer exploits the melody of the Sequence Dies irae (Day of Wrath) from the Roman 
Catholic funeral liturgy. Although the chant does not form part of the Russian Orthodox 
tradition (with which Rachmaninov was naturally well acquainted), it is probably the best-

known chant known to music lovers, 
(or rather, its first two lines) since it has 
been used by a variety of European 
composers, such as Saint-Saëns (Danse 

macabre), Berlioz (Symphonie fantastique), and Liszt (Totentanz), mainly because of its close 
association with death and damnation. Both first lines of the chant (see example in the 
original liturgical notation) is characterised by a descending curve and small intervals. 
Derivatives of the chant (mostly its first four notes) appear in all movements, and seem to 
have special meaning for the younger and older Rachmaninov: According to Barrie Martyn’s 



biography of the composer the chant motto would haunt the composer throughout his life. The 
first occurrence is the second bar of the first movement’s brief Grave introduction.  

Further proof of the work’s thematic economy is the brief four-note “turn” in the very first 
bar. Due to is brevity and fff dynamic level, it has the expression of an ominous warning, and 
also returns regularly: It is the main theme of the second movement (Scherzo), announced by 
the muted (!) violas, and also opens the slow movement. Together with the Dies irae theme 
this forms the main material of the final movement. A third element of note is the use of a 
“mixed” scale in the symphony. Popularly known as the “gypsy” mode, with two augmented 
seconds (as in the scale d-e-f-g#-a-bflat-c#), it lends an exotic mood of grief, even wailing, to 
the music.  

The symphony is an expression of earnest human longing, and an autobiographical essence 
has been suggested. The tragic first movement recalls the same longing as in the lyrical 
moments of Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet music, with much the same orchestral power 
and technique. The Scherzo has been called one of Rachmaninov’s very few happy 
movements, albeit an almost ghostly and suppressed happiness. The role of the solo violin is 
an interesting timbral peculiarity. The Larghetto is the answer to the need for repose in the 
form of the traditional slow movement. It links perfectly with the end mood of the Scherzo, 
and strengthens the musical image of grief and longing.  

The finale is – musically speaking – the final victory. Cast in the major mode, and with the 
full battery of late 19th century orchestral forces, the movement is a statement of glory right 
from the start. It opens, inevitably, with a fierce repeat of the first movement’s first bar, now 
for full orchestra, including all six percussionists and trumpet fanfares. Most themes of 
previous movements recur in one form or another, with the demanding Dies irae theme in the 
foreground. The finale is a textbook example of the classic “romantic” symphonic finale, as 
established long ago with at least Beethoven’s fifth symphony. Whether autobiographical or 
mere historical document, the final movement lends a final seal to a remarkable work of 
exhilarating energy that needs to be heard more often. 

 


