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            vii‘I am a Russian composer, and the land of my birth has influenced my temperament and outlook. My music is the product of my temperament, and so it is Russian music.’
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            People, Names, Dates and Sources

         

         Family

         
            Rachmaninoff, Natalia Alexandrovna (1877–1951)

            Rachmaninoff’s wife and first cousin, whom he married in 1902. Born Natalia Satina, Tambov, Russia; died New York.

            
Irina (1903–69)

            Daughter; after marriage to Prince Pyotr Volkonsky, became Princess Irina Sergeyevna Rachmaninoff Volkonsky. Her family nickname was Boolya. Born Moscow; died New York.

            
Tatiana (1907–61)

            Daughter; after marriage to Boris Conus, became Tatiana Sergeyevna Rachmaninoff Conus. Born Tambov, Russia; died Hertenstein, Switzerland.

            
Volkonsky [Wanamaker], Sophie (1925–68)

            Granddaughter.

            
Conus [Rachmaninoff], Alexander (1933–2012)

            Grandson.

            
Satina, Sofia (1897–1975)

            First cousin and sister-in-law of Rachmaninoff. Sister of Natalia. Research botanist and pioneer of women’s education, working at xiithe Women’s University in Moscow until her emigration in 1921. She later worked at Smith College, Massachusetts, USA.

            
Satin, Sophia (1915–96)

            Sergei and Natalia Rachmaninoff’s niece; god-daughter of Natalia, and niece, too, of Sofia Satina. Later in life lived in London. We have followed her chosen spelling of her name, which may help the reader distinguish her from her (more frequently mentioned) aunt.

            
Siloti, Alexander Ilyich (1863–1945)

            First cousin, friend, pianist, pupil of Franz Liszt, teacher of Rachmaninoff.

         

         Secretaries

         
            After leaving Russia, Rachmaninoff had three private secretaries, important figures in his life who dealt with concert schedules, travel, agents and correspondence.

            
Rybner, Dagmar (1890–1965)

            Born in Switzerland of Danish heritage, she studied piano and composition in Germany and New York. Her father was Head of the Department of Music at Columbia University, where she later taught singing. She offered her services to Rachmaninoff when he arrived in New York in 1918, and stopped working for him after her first marriage (to a lawyer, J. Whitla Stinson) in 1922.

            
Somov, Yevgeny Ivanovich (1891–1962)

            Rachmaninoff’s secretary from 1922 to 1938, and, with his wife, Yelena, a close family friend. They had first met in Russia. Somov xiiilater worked with Michael Chekhov at his Theatre Studio, Ridgefield, Connecticut (his name anglicised to Eugene Somoff).

            
Mandrovsky, Nikolai B. (1890–1966?)

            Took over from Somov as secretary in 1939 until the composer’s death in 1943.

         

         Friends and Colleagues

         
            
Balmont, Konstantin Dmitrievich (1867–1942)

            Russian symbolist poet. Emigrated 1918, died in France. He made a free Russian translation of Edgar Allan Poe’s poem The Bells, used by Rachmaninoff in his 1913 choral symphony of that name.

            
Chaliapin, Fyodor Ivanovich (1873–1938)

            Russian bass. From 1895 sang in the Mariinsky, and from 1896, at the Bolshoi, Moscow, living abroad from 1922; close friend of Rachmaninoff.

            
Chaliapin, Boris Fyodorovich (1904–79)

            Son of Fyodor Ivanovich, painter.

            
Chaliapin, Fyodor Fyodorovich (1905–92)

            Son of Fyodor Ivanovich, Hollywood film actor.

            
Chekhov, Michael (Mikhail Alexandrovich) (1891–1955)

            Russian-American actor, director, author. A nephew of Anton Chekhov and a student of Konstantin Stanislavsky, he established the Chekhov Theatre School at Dartington Hall, Devon, UK and then in the USA. xiv

            
Damrosch, Walter (1862–1950)

            German-born American conductor/composer who conducted the first performance of Rachmaninoff’s Third Piano Concerto (1909) with the composer as soloist.

            
Koshetz, Nina Pavlovna (1891–1965)

            Kyiv-born soprano and actress, who later lived in America. She was the dedicatee of Rachmaninoff’s op. 38 songs.

            
Koussevitzky, Sergei Alexandrovich (Serge) (1874–1951)

            Russian-born double-bass player turned conductor, champion of contemporary music, publisher. Music director of the Boston Symphony Orchestra, 1924–49.

            
Kreisler, Fritz (1875–1962)

            Austrian-born American violinist and composer, friend.

            
Ormandy, Eugene (1899–1985)

            Hungarian-born American conductor. Music director of the Philadelphia Orchestra 1936–80, initially sharing the role with Leopold Stokowski. Conducted the premiere of Rachmaninoff’s Symphonic Dances, dedicated to the orchestra.

            
Scriabin, Alexander Nikolayevich (1872–1915)

            Russian composer; fellow student, with Rachmaninoff, of Zverev.

            
Shaginian, Marietta Sergeyevna (1888–1982)

            Russian symbolist poet who corresponded with, and met, Rachmaninoff between 1912 and 1917, dedicating her first published set of poems to him. After the Revolution she abandoned poetry and xvbecame a Stalin loyalist and high-profile Soviet activist, historian and novelist.

            
Slonov, Mikhail Akimovich (1868–1930)

            Fellow student at Moscow Conservatory.

            
Stokowski, Leopold (1882–1977)

            British-born conductor of Polish origin, who was music director of the Philadelphia Orchestra from 1912 to 1938. He collaborated frequently with Rachmaninoff, conducting premieres (including Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini) and making an historic acoustic recording (with Victor, in 1923–4) of the Piano Concerto no. 2 with the composer as soloist. He was the dedicatee of the Three Russian Songs.

            
Struve, Nikolai Alexandrovich von (1875–1920)

            Musician; business manager and board member of the Russischer Musikverlag, making him a colleague of Koussevitzky and Stravinsky among others. He dedicated a song cycle to Rachmaninoff, with whom he became close friends in Dresden.

            
Swan, Alfred (1890–1970)

            Russian-born, English-educated composer, writer and musicologist, who with his first wife, Katherine, became a friend of the Rachmaninoffs in America, living in California in the 1940s. They recorded their friendship with the composer in an intimate memoir.

            
Taneyev, Sergei (1856–1915)

            Pupil of Tchaikovsky who was director of the Moscow Conservatory from 1885 to 1889. xvi

            
Vilshau, Vladimir Robertovich (1868–1957)

            Pianist and professor at the Moscow Conservatory, 1909–24. He remained a lifelong correspondent and confidant to Rachmaninoff, and a helpful source of information about life in post-Revolutionary Russia.

            
Zverev, Nikolai Alexandrovich (1833–93)

            Pianist and teacher at Moscow Conservatory, whose pupils included Alexander Siloti and Alexander Scriabin as well as Rachmaninoff.

         

         Note on Names

         Russian transliteration has no universal standard for names. I have chosen the spelling of Rachmaninoff that he himself used. In general I have used masculine endings except when a feminine form occurs frequently, or to distinguish it from other names (so Rachmaninoff’s sister-in-law is referred to as Sofia Satina and his niece as Sophia Satin). In quotations I have left diminutives, often longer rather than shorter, as used by the speaker. In press reports, spellings vary widely. I have ‘corrected’ in keeping with the spellings chosen elsewhere (so Sergei, often referred to as Serge, or Sergy, is always Sergei). For Russian speakers, the use of the patronymic (the middle name taken from the father’s first full name, with -ovich, -evich, or if feminine, -ovna or -evna added) comes easily. So Rachmaninoff is addressed as Sergei Vasilievich. With exceptions, according to context, in general I have stuck to first name and surname. xvii

         Dates

         Until February 1918 Russia used the Julian (Old Style) calendar – in the twentieth century, this was thirteen days behind the Gregorian (New Style) calendar used in the West. The Gregorian calendar was adopted by the Bolsheviks on 31 January 1918: the next day, accordingly, became 14 February 1918. For simplicity, I have in this book kept dates before February 1918 to a minimum. They are vital for a history of the Russian Revolution, but less important here except as chronological guidelines. Any which do occur are in Old Style, which at least means that the October Revolution occurs in October, not in November.

         Note on St Petersburg

         The city changed its name to Petrograd in 1914, after the outbreak of World War I (to remove German associations). In 1924, after Lenin’s death, it was renamed Leningrad. In 1991, after a public vote, the name reverted to St Petersburg.

         Sources

         On leaving Russia in 1917, Rachmaninoff left behind his autograph scores and music library (with the exception of the Third Concerto, some songs and the unfinished opera Monna Vanna). Until she, too, left Russia, Sofia Satina had the key to his desk, containing the First Symphony. Maria Ivanova, housekeeper, cook and nanny, then took care of it. After her death in 1925, the desk, and the First Symphony score, were lost. Russian materials relating to Rachmaninoff are held in the Glinka State Central Museum of Musical Culture. After a bequest in 1950 from Rachmaninoff’s widow, Natalia, the xviiiMusic Division of the National Library of Congress, Washington, established an archive of materials from 1918 to 1943, with subsequent help from Sofia Satina and the Rachmaninoffs’ daughters Irina and Tatiana. This is now considered the main Rachmaninoff archive. With material at Villa Senar, Lucerne, Switzerland, due to be released in 2023, the archive is an ongoing project.
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            Preface

         

         Goodbye Russia is an exploration of Rachmaninoff’s departure from Russia in 1917 and his existence thereafter. Rachmaninoff’s time in exile has long fascinated me, but relatively little has been written about it. In the face of the global COVID-19 pandemic, during which this book was written, the world, rich, poor, healthy or sick, was in a form of exile from its old ways. It made me think, again, about Rachmaninoff.

         Few people foresaw the new catastrophe that would occur at the start of 2022. In Ukraine the cities of Kyiv, Kharkiv, Odesa, places Rachmaninoff knew and performed in, were destroyed by Russian bombardment. Rachmaninoff himself once took personal responsibility for elevating the music school in Kyiv to the status of a ‘conservatoire’, so that this noble southern city would have recognition alongside Moscow and St Petersburg. We can only wonder what he would have made of Russians destroying Kyiv and Kyivians today. Hundreds of thousands are fleeing the region. Exile, a potent word at any time in history, now has a yet more deafening echo.

         Rachmaninoff was able to escape Russia in relative safety, but he left, for ever, all that was familiar. He died in Beverly Hills in 1943, surrounded by émigré Russians. During those post-Russia years, transcriptions and revisions aside, he wrote only six new works. Nearly everything that made his name as a composer, pieces we know and love, already existed: three of the four piano concertos, two of the three symphonies, the solo piano music, all the songs, the Trio élégiaque no. 2 in D minor, The Isle of the Dead, xxthe Cello Sonata, The Bells, the Liturgy of St John Chrysostom and the All-Night Vigil.

         Putting composition, and his parallel life as a leading conductor, to one side, he embarked on a highly lucrative career as a virtuoso pianist. Why? What was this new reality like? This is not a book of musicology or straightforward biography, more a broadly chronological set of impressions and excursions, sometimes looping back and forth. I hope I can take the reader with me. Much has been told comprehensively elsewhere – the history of his recording career, for example (those revelatory aural testaments now mostly accessible via digital platforms). If detailed analyses of Rachmaninoff’s compositions are the reader’s priority, several excellent studies exist (see Bibliography).

         In his lifetime, Rachmaninoff was condemned for being popular, as if that tendency cancels out seriousness or musical genius. This has dogged his legacy in the eight decades since his death. A famous entry by Eric Blom, in Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians (fifth edition, 1954) scorned him as ‘highly gifted, but also severely limited’. Blom summed up the music as a popular concoction of ‘artificial and gushing tunes accompanied by a variety of figures derived from arpeggios’, which he predicted ‘is not likely to last’. Harold C. Schonberg, the waspish New York critic of that era, responded that this was ‘one of the most outrageously snobbish and even stupid statements ever to be found in a work that is supposed to be an objective reference’.1

         Critics, all of us, get things wrong. When I realised Blom, as chief music critic of the Observer, was my own predecessor, I felt something of a mission to redress his conclusions.

         While I was writing this book, the biographer Janet Malcolm died. One obituary quoted her study of Sylvia Plath and Ted Hughes (The Silent Woman) in which she said writers (and readers) of biography xxiwere impelled by ‘voyeurism and busy-body-ism … obscured by an apparatus of scholarship designed to give the enterprise an appearance of bank-like blandness and solidity’. This is remote from, even alien to, my own approach. I am an intrigued outsider trying to understand Rachmaninoff across boundaries of language and culture. What would he be like to know? There is a distinction between interpretation and wild speculation. I have tried to stick to the former.

         In one respect I agree with Malcolm. When one of her subjects complained about some errors in her book, she replied that his complaint was an illustration of the impossibility ‘of ever getting the hang of it entirely, and the fundamental problem of omniscient narration in nonfiction’.2 No omniscience is claimed here, only curiosity and fascination, prompted by a love of the music.

         Rachmaninoff’s English never became fluent. He was more at home in German or French, and of course his native tongue. It is one reason this sensitive introvert was ineluctably drawn to fellow Russian exiles. His manner was cool and distant, yet magnetic, in public; generous, loving and humorous at home. Some said they never saw him laugh; others that his sense of mirth reduced him, and them, to tears of merriment. I particularly like the comment of Nathan Milstein (1904–92), the great Russian violinist. He was a child in St Petersburg when, in 1915, he first heard Rachmaninoff perform as soloist in his Second Piano Concerto. As an adult and fellow virtuoso, Milstein got to know his hero well.

         
            Rachmaninoff, despite his grim appearance, was a merry man. You can hear it in his music. There are powerful lyrical moments when the soul is singing, if I may put it that way. And there are other moments when you can see his humour. He liked to be amused. I adored him and loved to make him laugh.’3

         

         xxiiThat paradox is part of the Rachmaninoff enigma.

         The tripwires of life make this a book of its singular time. I had imagined travelling to New York and Beverly Hills, following in Rachmaninoff’s footsteps. I envisaged hours spent in libraries and archives, chasing a blizzard of fruitful connections. Libraries have been shut or, for other reasons, out of reach. Serious family health issues, on top of the pandemic, have meant instead that I have scarcely gone further than a desk in a garden shed. I did, however, manage to visit Villa Senar, Rachmaninoff’s Swiss home on Lake Lucerne, at a vital moment.

         Several English-language books have charted Rachmaninoff’s music and life, leaving me free to take a more discursive route. Geoffrey Norris’s admirable study in the Master Musicians series is a model of its kind, as clear, authoritative and readable now as when he wrote it. He specialised, as scholar and musicologist, in Rachmaninoff when to do so was to court some scepticism. Other studies, by Max Harrison, Barrie Martyn, Michael Scott, Robert Walker, Robert Threlfall and (in French) Catherine Poivre D’Arvor, add insights and depth. Julian Haylock, in his skilful Essential Guide, squeezed as much into a few short pages as humanly possible.

         Now a fresh wave of scholars is taking the story on: Philip Ross Bullock, Marina Frolova-Walker, Rebecca Mitchell, Richard D. Sylvester, David Butler Cannata prominent among them. The late Richard Taruskin threw his capacious if bristly net over the whole Russian music scene. Each has expanded horizons in a Soviet and post-Soviet era. As historians, musicologists, musicians, their knowledge is invaluable. Two excellent new studies appeared just as mine was finished: Rachmaninoff and His World edited by Philip Ross Bullock and published to coincide with the 2022 Bard Music Festival, and Rebecca Mitchell’s incisive biography (Reaktion).xxiii

         I hope that my book can serve as a complementary view. I have followed my own interests, often veering wildly off the main track. At all times I have tried to amplify our understanding of an enduringly elusive figure about whom there is still so much more to grasp.
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         Revolution

         On 15 March 1917, monarchy in Russia came to an end. The double-headed eagle, symbol of imperial power, together with other Tsarist regalia, was torn from public buildings, tossed down on the icy streets. Tsar Nicholas II, the last Emperor of All Russia, abdicated, ending the Romanov dynasty’s three-hundred-year rule. Little over a year later, the Romanov household – Nicholas, his wife Alexandra, five children and four servants – were murdered in a cellar in Yekaterinburg, east of the Ural Mountains, an event still resonant with horror and fascination.

         The man who would order their execution was Vladimir Ilyich Lenin (1870–1924). For now, the forty-seven-year-old revolutionary and political theorist was still exiled in Switzerland, awaiting his moment. In her memoirs his wife, Nadezhda Krupskaya, notes that Lenin was about to go to the library as usual. She was washing the lunch dishes, when a fellow exile rushed in crying ‘Have you heard the news? There’s a revolution in Russia.’1

         Lenin and his small band of allies quickly left Switzerland to shouts of ‘You’ll all be hanged’, with loyalists singing the ‘Internationale’. Travelling in secret, the party was given safe passage through Germany in a ‘sealed’ train, like a ‘plague bacillus’ as Winston Churchill wryly put it. They crossed a stormy Baltic Sea to the Scandinavian peninsula,2 then joined a ribbon of horse-drawn sledges and shuttled across the frozen Tornionjoki river into Finland, heading for Petrograd. That city would eventually adopt Lenin’s name and (from 1924 until 1991) become Leningrad.

         Arriving late at night at Petrograd’s Finland Station on Easter 4Monday, 3 April 1917, Lenin was greeted by flags in red and gold, bouquets of flowers, a guard of honour of sailors, a military band and speeches of welcome. Hoisted atop an armoured car, he was driven to the Kshesinsky Mansion, built a decade earlier in opulent Tsarist style. This villa belonged to the ballerina and socialite Mathilde Kshesinskaya, who had before his accession been the mistress of Nicholas II, with two other Romanov Grand Dukes numbering among her erotic entourage. Having seized and looted her home in the February Revolution, the Bolsheviks now occupied it as their base. Their official newspaper, Pravda, had editorial offices in its salons. From the mansion’s grand balcony, facing Kronverkskiy Prospekt, Lenin addressed the masses.

         This collision of old Russia and new could not have been more symbolic. As a star dancer at the Imperial Ballet, the bejewelled Kshesinskaya was associated with Anna Pavlova, Vaslav Nijinsky and Sergei Diaghilev, as well as being on partying terms with everyone in aristocratic circles. She swirled and twirled at the centre of Russia’s elite cultural life. The great choreographer Marius Petipa described her as ‘a nasty swine’, but nonetheless still collaborated with her on many roles.3 She was a famous Odile–Odette in Tchaikovsky’s Swan Lake and Aurora in The Sleeping Beauty.

         One of her celebrity friends was the charismatic bass-baritone Fyodor Chaliapin, a name that will often visit these pages. An imposing figure, distinguished by his preference for a long coat, Russian shirt and high boots, he was unsurpassed in his interpretations of Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov and Rimsky-Korsakov’s Ivan the Terrible. He, too, knew every artist, writer, actor, musician, a fluid group associated with the final flowering of Russia’s fin de siècle, now known as the ‘Silver Age’: the painter Ilya Repin, the writers Anton Chekhov and Ivan Bunin, the composers Alexander Glazunov, Alexander Grechaninov and Alexander Scriabin. One of 5Chaliapin’s closest friends, as well as a musical ally and mentor, was the composer, conductor and pianist – our subject here – Sergei Vasilievich Rachmaninoff.

         Chaliapin had just had his gossipy, humorous autobiography ‘written down by’ his friend Maxim Gorky, the prominent writer. They had spent the previous summer at a resort in Crimea, Chaliapin reportedly shouting, laughing and running about in a bathing suit, dictating his life story to a patient stenographer. Gorky later polished this raw material into fine prose. One of the liveliest anecdotes involves Chaliapin’s wedding ceremony in a little village church. At six o’clock the next morning, he and his Italian ballerina bride were woken up by ‘an infernal din’. Outside a group of rowdy friends were banging stove lids and various kitchen utensils in a crazed, ad hoc concert, hoping to persuade the honeymoon couple out of bed to come mushrooming. ‘This ear-splitting clamour was in the capable hands of the conductor, Rachmaninoff.’

         Soon, these lives and friendships would be cast to the winds. By November 1917, the country’s fate was sealed. The Silver Age was over. Time was running out for the nobility, called by Russians bélaya kost, meaning ‘white bone’, the equivalent of ‘blue blood’. Bolsheviks narrowly held the balance of power with Lenin as leader. Landowners were under threat, the old social fabric torn apart, estates razed, an entire social class practically destroyed. In this upheaval, the religion, music, art, literature of the past, so treasured by the now-fleeing educated classes, were considered of no value to the workers. Revolution would purge Holy Russia of its ancient cultural traditions: banned, censored, silenced. Some of its guardians emigrated by choice, others were forced to leave. Soldiers and civilians, businessmen and Russian Orthodox priests, artists and intellectuals, loosely called White Russian émigrés, took various routes, via Finland and the Baltic, 6via Istanbul and southern Europe, out of their homeland. Lines grew blurred between refugees hoping for repatriation and émigrés who could never return.4

         They would form the nucleus of a Russian diaspora, swelling over the next five years and reaching (figures vary) an estimated two million people. Chaliapin, at first lionised by the new Soviet regime, would soon choose exile. Gorky, drawing on his ‘proletarian’ origins, became a Soviet literary hero, bouncing around the political arena, falling out with Lenin, embracing the orthodoxy of Stalin. Kshesinskaya fled to Paris where she opened a ballet school, with two of the greatest British classical ballerinas of the twentieth century as her pupils: Margot Fonteyn and Alicia Markova (Diaghilev urged the latter to change her birth name, Alice Marks, underlining the assumption that the finest dancers were Russian). Kshesinskaya’s mansion became the Museum of Revolution. In 1991 it was renamed the State Museum of Political History of Russia, its gilded Tsarist past, once suppressed, now re-glamorised in Putin’s Russia.

         One particular journey into exile, a distorted mirror image of Lenin’s own, was about to begin. At forty-four years old, three years younger than Lenin, Sergei Rachmaninoff was in his prime. A landowner as well as a musician, he was famous at home and abroad, greeted with respect and ovations. His life, in late 1917, was poised to change beyond recognition. As he described it:

         
            On one of the last days in November, I took a small suitcase and boarded a tram, which drove me through the dark streets of Moscow to the Nikolai station. It rained. A few isolated shots could be heard in the distance. The uncanny and depressing atmosphere of the town, which at that hour seemed utterly deserted, oppressed me terribly. I was aware 7that I was leaving Moscow, my real home, for a very, very long time … perhaps for ever.5

         

         From Moscow Rachmaninoff would travel to Petrograd. He was on his way to the very place to which Lenin, a few months earlier, had returned in fevered glory: the Finland Station.

         On the Edge

         As a performer as well as a composer, Rachmaninoff prized his hard-won balance between busy, public periods of giving concerts and conducting, and the quiet retreat of Ivanovka, his country estate in the Tambov region, five hundred kilometres south-east of Moscow. The estate belonged to the family of his wife, Natalia Satina, and was now an additional responsibility in which he took great pleasure. He enjoyed the many practical challenges of managing the land, as well as supporting the peasant community who lived and worked there. He had come to love, too, the landscape. Ivanovka was a precious retreat. There, with his wife and two growing daughters, Irina and Tatiana, nearby, he could work at his composition.

         He and Natalia, herself a trained and skilled pianist, had married in 1902, having battled the highest echelons of the Orthodox Church and the Tsar’s authority to gain permission: they were first cousins therefore strictly not allowed to marry. The ceremony took place in an army chapel outside Moscow, in the heavy rain, with the pianist Alexander Siloti a witness to the marriage. Himself a first cousin to both, Siloti gave them tickets to Wagner’s Ring at the Bayreuth Festival as a wedding present.

         At this period, songs poured out of Rachmaninoff: Twelve Songs op. 21 (1902), which includes his famous ‘Lilacs’, helped pay 8for their honeymoon to Vienna, Venice, Lucerne and Bayreuth. Among the dedications, one is especially touching. ‘Before the Icon’, resonant with Orthodox spirituality and the suggestion of tolling bells, is about a woman in prayer: Rachmaninoff dedicated it to Maria Ivanova, the family’s loyal housekeeper. Rachmaninoff would leave their Moscow apartment to her care and, after 1917, helped her with money. As we will learn, this was a typical gesture.

         An elusive but generous and constant figure throughout his life, Natalia was his support, his companion, a fierce and accomplished critic and his greatest champion. They had known each other since their teenage years. She was not his first romantic attachment. We know this through hints in the letters, diaries and memoirs of the other cousins and via the important figure of Natalia’s sister, Sofia Satina, who played a vital role – through her own letters and diaries, or by assisting others in their writings – in chronicling Rachmaninoff’s life for posterity. The invaluable and detailed picture we have, almost an authorised version, is in large part thanks to Sofia Satina.

         Before their marriage, Natalia suffered as she waited for Sergei to live out his youthful passions. Her constancy was rewarded. He had first fallen in love, under Natalia’s nose, with Vera Skalon, youngest and most spirited of the three Skalon sisters, part of the extended family. All were together, sharing the long hot country days in industry and pleasure, in Rachmaninoff’s first, happy summer at Ivanovka in 1890. The adults disapproved of the teenaged sweethearts. Vera married someone else and died tragically young. In a memoir written after Rachmaninoff’s death, Lyudmila Skalon recounts the romance between her younger sister and the composer and the enduring sadness of a love interrupted: 9

         
            [Sergei] could not have chosen a better wife. [Natalia] had loved him since her earliest years and won him, if I may put it that way, through suffering. She was clever, musical and a deeply endowed personality. We were overjoyed for Seryozha, knowing to what safe hands he had entrusted himself, and were very happy that our beloved Seryozha would thus be staying within our family. […] Natasha dressed for her wedding at the home of my sister Verochka [Vera], who was then living in Moscow with her husband. The two cousins were firm friends and never allowed a trace of jealousy over Seryozha to overshadow their feelings. Almost three years before Seryozha’s wedding, hence in autumn 1899, Verochka had married her childhood friend Sergei Petrovich Tolbuzin. Before her wedding she burnt more than a hundred letters she had received from Seryozha. She was a loyal wife and a devoted mother, but until the day of her death she was never able to forget her love for Seryozha.6

         

         By whatever path, Natalia became Rachmaninoff’s enduring love through mutual devotion, shared parenthood, habit, suffering, care. According to Natalia herself, he used to claim that her opinion was also his. Years later, when his world and horizons were those of a different continent, he pondered (in terms allowable then) what kind of wife a creative artist should have. The artist’s axis is small, he said, revolving around ‘his’ own work. ‘I agree that the wife has to forget herself, her own personality. She must take upon herself all the physical care and material worries. The only thing that she should tell her husband is that he is a genius. Rubinstein was right when he said that a creator needed only three things: Praise, Praise and Praise!’7 He might have agreed with Alice Elgar (1848–1920), the highly talented wife of Edward Elgar, who wrote in her diary: 10‘The care of a genius is enough of a life work for any woman.’ It was the stance of the time.8

         Scriabin and Other Friends

         1916 had been a period of turbulence, public and private. Russia had entered World War I two years earlier, its military weaknesses exposed, civil unrest mounting. Rachmaninoff’s own life was at a crossroads. Unexpectedly, much of his concert season that year had been devoted to the music of Alexander Scriabin. Rachmaninoff’s one-time classmate with Zverev at the Moscow Conservatory and fellow pianist-composer had died suddenly, of blood poisoning, in 1915 at the age of forty-three. Fundraising concerts were immediately held to support his impoverished family. In artistic circles his demise was likened to that of Russia’s greatest, but short-lived writer, Alexander Pushkin (1799–1837). Had his life not been cut short, Scriabin might have matched Igor Stravinsky or Arnold Schoenberg as one of the twentieth century’s great modernists. Instead he has been regarded chiefly as a fascinating maverick who, among many eccentric habits, blithely shunned fashion by walking through Paris without a hat, for reasons of hygiene. That view is now being challenged, his originality celebrated anew: his reputation continues to flourish.

         Scriabin was feted by experimentalists: not least those who responded to the mystical philosophy of the artist Kazimir Malevich, whose painting Black Square caused a stir at its first showing in St Petersburg in 1915, alongside other abstract works by the group who became known as the ‘Suprematists’. Since their youthful rivalry, relations between Rachmaninoff and Scriabin were uneasy, but not as bad as some in the Moscow press tried to make out. Rachmaninoff conducted Scriabin’s First Symphony, as well as his Piano Concerto, 11with the composer as soloist. He would also, in his later career as a pianist, frequently include particular works of Scriabin in his recitals.

         At the same time, there were tensions. Scriabin’s success as a composer of radical imagination had undermined Rachmaninoff’s confidence in his own work. Marie Eustis, first wife of the pianist Josef Hofmann, noted in her diary that Rachmaninoff was depressed, and had considered abandoning composition because he thought ‘no one in Moscow wanted to listen to his music any more. He couldn’t go on composing just for his wife … It is all [the fault of] that crazy Scriabin.’9 The shock of Scriabin’s death, however, had moved him into making a substantial memorial gesture.

         Having until this point played mostly his own works in recital, he had spent the previous summer learning Scriabin repertoire sufficient for sixteen solo recitals of the composer’s music, which he would give in far-flung cities, involving arduous train journeys and day after day of travel. The gesture did not pay off. Many Scriabin adherents disliked the way he approached the music of their visionary, messianic idol. Some shouted curses at him. The two composers were psychologically and musically ill-matched, Scriabin a dreamer, mystical, experimental, rule-breaking; Rachmaninoff an abundantly gifted melodist, stern, applied, above all rigorous and disciplined. Rachmaninoff turned Scriabin’s music into ‘his own’, accused the critics: ‘That super-sensuous melody of Scriabin was brought back to earth, saturated in Rachmaninoff’s own melodic style,’ read one of the more polite assessments.10 Rachmaninoff left us one recording, from 1929, of Scriabin’s music, wistful and flexible, the right-hand melody brought out but the poetic instability between the two hands alive and daring. At under three minutes, Scriabin’s Prelude in F sharp minor, op. 11 no. 8, is not long enough to pinpoint the nature of the noisy complaints. 12

         Rachmaninoff could at least comfort himself with the knowledge that his own compositions were winning followers beyond Russia. The British conductor Henry Wood, who would become a friend and champion, introduced The Isle of the Dead to London audiences at the 1915 Promenade Season. Wood had already made an orchestral arrangement of the C sharp minor Prelude (complete with incongruous harp cascades at the end) and a viola transcription of the popular ‘Vocalise’, the wordless ‘song’ from Fourteen Romances, op. 34. Even so, Rachmaninoff, who had started complaining of old age when he was in his thirties and never really stopped, was still at a low ebb: pains in his wrists as well as his right temple were among various non-specific agues that dogged him all his life.

         In the fashion of the era, but also because he needed a physical rest cure, in May 1916 he went to Yessentuki. This spa in the Caucasus was frequented by many of his friends, including, that summer, Chaliapin. Famous for the medicinal powers of its silty mud cures and carbonated mineral waters, Yessentuki had been a resort since the mid-nineteenth century. It lacked the cosmopolitan flamboyance of Germany’s Baden-Baden, but had its own attraction, a state-of-the-art mud bath clinic, built in the grandiose style of Roman baths, complete with columns, portico and stone lions. Descriptions of Yessentuki’s bath-houses, pump rooms and elaborate therapies make it sound not only medicinal but also somewhat louche.11

         Diversions: Nina Koshetz and Marietta Shaginian

         Four women had a loyal and constant presence in Rachmaninoff’s adult life: his wife, Natalia, his two daughters, Irina and Tatiana, and his sister-in-law and cousin, Sofia Satina. In the period leading up to his departure from Russia he formed close bonds with two others, 13both younger. One was the soprano Nina Koshetz (1894–1965), an excellent and multi-talented musician, and alluring with it. The other was a poet and intellectual, Marietta Shaginian (1888–1982). ‘Close’ is not here intended as a euphemism. With Shaginian the relationship was intimate, psychologically deep but with no obvious frisson of sexuality. The alliance with Koshetz is open to question. Urged on by Sergei Prokofiev’s scurrilous comments in his diaries, many have assumed Rachmaninoff had an affair with her. Evidence is scant, not surprisingly played down by those loving narrators of his life, his close family and friends. Both women were important to him, and deserve recognition for the part each played, whatever the nature of their friendship.

         Shaginian entered his life uninvited in 1912, aged twenty-three. In a flush of enthusiasm, as she put it years later, she sent him a fan letter written in the middle of a snowstorm on a February day, ‘as if the whole city had been swept out to the Russian steppes by Pushkin himself’.12 Pushkin was on her well-stocked mind: Rachmaninoff had just conducted The Queen of Spades at the Mariinsky Theatre, Petrograd. Tchaikovsky’s opera is based on the poet’s short story. Signing herself only ‘Re’ (as in the second note of the sol-fa scale), Shaginian presented herself as an artistic saviour, an intellectual helpmeet. Her timing was excellent. Rachmaninoff, approaching forty and perpetually riddled with self-doubt, had no shortage of female fans. Prominent among the many was the widowed Thekla Russo, whose grief was assuaged by attendance at one of his concerts, after which, in a conspicuous show of gratitude, she sent him white lilacs wherever he played. Like any star artist, he found some hangers-on far more troublesome than others, offering their sundry services and enthusiasms in no uncertain terms (only later, when Irina and Tatiana were older, did Natalia accompany him on all his tours, which no doubt kept the more ardent groupies at bay). 14

         Shaginian was too smart to make herself a nuisance. Her enigmatic identity may have been part of the appeal. He certainly took seriously her observations about life and art, which always seemed to make him their focus. So began an intense epistolary relationship. He shared his anxieties, even revealing to her that he thought he might one day give up composition and concentrate on being a pianist. Perhaps with a degree of self-mocking exaggeration, he listed his morbid dislike of mice, rats, cockroaches, bulls, burglars, high winds, heavy rain on the windows, being alone. ‘I don’t like attics and I’m ready to believe ghosts are everywhere.’13 Shaginian was highly literate, with an intellectual confidence he entirely lacked. They exchanged ideas about poetry and aesthetics, and eventually met in December 1912.

         Vitally, she opened his eyes to more adventurous, modernist texts for song settings and scorned his hitherto conservative choices. He bowed to her knowledge, asking for specific suggestions, as long as ‘the mood should be sad rather than cheerful’.14 Bright tones did not come easily to him, he said. Shaginian showed deft assurance in understanding, and probing, his psyche. He in turn must have felt excited by her interest and perception. She widened his hitherto confined literary horizons. He set poems she suggested, and dedicated to her ‘The Muse’, the first of his Fourteen Romances, op. 34 (1912–15). Would he have been irritated that she sent the same Pushkin poem to the composer Nikolai Medtner, who likewise set it to music and dedicated it to her? Medtner would become a great ally of Rachmaninoff, but only later. For now, the Medtner family were Shaginian’s formidable friends, representing a world of intellectualism alien to Rachmaninoff.

         If he was a complicated individual, so too was this intense young woman. Before approaching him, and again after, she made similar anonymous overtures to prominent strangers, insinuating herself 15unbidden into various situations. She challenged the dashing, well-connected young poet Vladislav Khodasevich to a duel over a woman whom she, Shaginian, admired (she knew neither of them personally). Khodasevich declined her challenge on the grounds of not duelling ‘with ladies’. Her life was irregular: she lived in a room in a half-ruined churchyard, approached through dark tunnels inhabited by bats and rats, and guarded by a drunk ‘gypsy’ woman with a beard. Rachmaninoff would have hated it!

         Taking the Waters

         In 1916, Shaginian visited Rachmaninoff in the spa sanatorium at Yessentuki. He was in his own comfortable rooms complete with a grand piano, but in a state of nervous exhaustion. Remembering that their previous conversations had explored issues of death, artistic disappointment and psychological frailty, she was quite used to his moods and depression. He said he felt a failure as a composer, still crushed by events of his youth including the disaster of his First Symphony, famously mauled by the critics and causing a creative and emotional breakdown. Shaginian knew, too, of his disappointment over the recent Scriabin recitals and the sour critical reaction. He explained to her how he, as a living musician, was trying to bring alive the work of another musician, now gone. Her account is unsparing:

         
            Rachmaninoff looked haggard and spent … for the first time in my life I saw tears in his eyes. In the course of our conversation he several times wiped them away but they welled up again. I had never seen him before in such total despair. His voice broke the whole time. He said that he was not working at all, whereas before he always used to work at Ivanovka in the 16spring; that he had no desire to work and that what galled him was the awareness of being incapable of creative work and the impossibility of being anything more than a well-known pianist and a mediocre composer … He spoke of the impossibility of living in the state he was, and all this in a terrible dead voice, almost that of an old man, with his eyes lifeless and his face grey and ill.15

         

         After the spell at the sanatorium, he went to nearby Kislovodsk. There, inexplicably or all too explicably, his spirits soared. The exuberant presence of Chaliapin always cheered him. Stanislavsky, the pioneering theatre director and founder of the Moscow Art Theatre, was there too. The Tolstoys, the conductor-publisher Serge Koussevitzky and the philosopher-mystic George Gurdjieff were among those passing through, meeting and greeting at mud bath or cure. There too was Nina Koshetz. Rachmaninoff had met her in Moscow the previous year when he accompanied her singing at a concert in memory of Sergei Taneyev. (Both of them had studied with Taneyev; Koshetz had also been coached by Stanislavsky.)

         While Shaginian could stir Rachmaninoff’s mind and soul, Koshetz was a different creature: coquettish, a performer, flirtatious, glamorous, quick to alight on any susceptible male, especially if they could compose a song for her. Rachmaninoff showed Koshetz a playfulness absent in his exchanges with Shaginian. Had his lethargy and agitation with her been the result of an emotional entanglement with Koshetz which, given his marriage and family, or even Shaginian’s own hopes, he could not mention? He was soon enjoying spa encounters with Koshetz. The letter he wrote to her at Kislovodsk was frisky (though written in the formal ‘vous’ not ‘tu’ voice), and a touch desperate. He hadn’t managed to meet her in a ‘pleasant pavilion’ as planned. Stanislavsky’s arrival had quashed his plans: 17

         
            Dear Nina Pavlovna,

            I’ve had my bath and am now resting. Last evening Stanislavsky dropped in unexpectedly and stayed the whole evening. I am very sorry I couldn’t come to you. Today I hoped to see you but the rain came, and stopped, and came again. Perhaps we’ll see each other at 5.30 in our pleasant pavilion near Spring no. 3? Or could you come here at 4.30 for supper? All these plans are good. Which do you prefer? Till we meet. I send this with your umbrella – for the rain and to deceive the eyes. I kiss your hands. SR16

         

         Why did he have her umbrella? Whose eyes did he wish to deceive? Questions without answers. Koshetz, who might today be described as an ‘operator’, had already caught the attentions of leading musicians such as Koussevitzky, Tcherepnin, Medtner and Grechaninov. Her charms intoxicated all. Both her parents were opera singers. Her father, who committed suicide when she was a child, was the first in Russia to sing the title role of Wagner’s Siegfried. An outstanding musician herself, she had studied composition and was a virtuoso pianist: at her graduation concert she played Rachmaninoff’s Piano Concerto no. 2. In vocal recitals, her preferred partner was a young, still unknown pianist: Vladimir Horowitz.

         With whatever motive or artful ploy, that summer Koshetz engaged in a warm correspondence not only with Rachmaninoff, but also with his wife, Natalia. After Rachmaninoff left the spa and returned home, Koshetz was readying herself to perform Tatyana in Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin. She wrote to tell the older woman as much. Natalia’s response, while encouraging, is also that of the knowing wife. ‘Seryozha’, she writes, was much improved after his time in Yessentuki, though he was already losing his suntan. Her attitude to Koshetz is camouflaged by wise psychology. Was she 18maintaining a cordial friendship with the young singer until any passions, hers for her husband or his for her, cooled? Natalia may have stiffened, nonetheless, at a photograph of Rachmaninoff with Koshetz, undated, taken around that time. It shows him, with a hint of a smile rarely caught by any camera, in blithe mood, if cautious in matching his companion’s extravagant and flirtatious gaiety.

         Back at Ivanovka, Rachmaninoff learned of the death of his father. He had been an absent parent since the composer’s childhood, but the emotional attachment between father and son was strong. That year, amid public tumult and personal distractions, he completed only one major composition: a group of six songs, op. 38. The poems were chosen by Shaginian, the songs dedicated to Koshetz. In the new 1916–17 season, Koshetz sang them in recital, with Rachmaninoff as pianist, in Moscow, Petrograd and in the Ukrainian cities of Kharkiv and Kyiv. Shaginian, snubbed by the dedication to Koshetz, refused to come to hear the work in which she had played so vital a part. Little love was lost between poet and singer.

         Both Nina Koshetz and Marietta Shaginian, in different ways, exerted their influence on Rachmaninoff in that febrile year before he left his homeland. One friendship, that with Shaginian, would all but end, abruptly. The other, with Koshetz, surfaced at intervals, often awkwardly, until the end of his life. Three days before Christmas Day in 1916, he wrote to Koshetz, a tone of irascibility all too evident, puncturing whatever intimacy they may have had. The brash young singer had shown independence of mind by making a decision concerning a professional contract without consulting him. His letter reads as a snub: ‘In such matters you are worse than a child. I am afraid that merely because you’ve chatted with some acquaintances about an attractive proposal, you are ready to sign anything. This is, unfortunately, very like you … Greetings on the approaching holiday.’17 19

         Street Mobs, Last Moscow Concerts

         At the start of 1917, Rachmaninoff made his last appearance in Russia as a conductor, at Moscow’s Bolshoi Theatre. Despite his prowess in this activity, he would not conduct again until 1939, many years into his new life. That programme on 7 January 1917 featured his own works: The Rock, a symphonic poem dedicated to Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov and influenced by Chekhov; The Isle of the Dead, inspired by a painting by the Swiss symbolist Arnold Böcklin (‘an ordinary print found in every Berlin home’, as Nabokov put it in his 1932 émigré novel, Despair); and The Bells, to poems by Edgar Allan Poe. This last, a choral symphony, Rachmaninoff claimed as his favourite among his compositions. The sound of bells, as he observed, dominated ‘all the cities of the Russia I used to know – Novgorod, Kyiv, Moscow. They accompanied every Russian from childhood to the grave and no composer could escape their influence.’18

         As far as possible, the family stayed inside their Moscow apartment in these difficult days, shutting their doors against protests and riots, trying to make plans. At the same time Rachmaninoff continued to attend concerts. The chamber music of Prokofiev featured in one, on 5 February 1917, entitled ‘An Evening of Modern Music’. A fellow composer-pianist, Prokofiev bumped uncomfortably up against Rachmaninoff, first in Russia and later in exile. Still only in his mid-twenties, Prokofiev was already acquainted with Diaghilev; his opera The Gambler was about to be premiered (but was postponed, owing to the political situation). His diaries shed light on Rachmaninoff: the two moving in the same musical circles, their activities overlapping, and in one case, their emotions too. Of that chamber concert, Prokofiev noted in his diary that severe weather conditions nearly hijacked it. 20Central Russia was blocked by snow; trains were delayed. All the same, the ‘whole world without exception’ had elected to attend: Rachmaninoff, Medtner, Koussevitzky, Balmont, Mayakovsky, Borovsky, Igumnov, Koshetz – ‘in a word, le tout Moscou’.

         Prokofiev’s autobiography fills out the detail.

         
            Among those invited were Rachmaninoff and Medtner. Throughout the concert Medtner fumed and fussed. ‘If that’s music, I’m no musician.’ Rachmaninoff, though, sat like a stone idol, and the Moscow audience that usually received me well, was confused as it watched its hero’s reaction to my music.

         

         Rachmaninoff, he continues, sat near the gangway in the second row next to Koussevitzky, ‘immobile as a statue of the Buddha’.19

         Comparing Rachmaninoff to a statue of the Buddha was almost as commonplace, throughout his life, as likening him to a prison inmate due to his buzz-cut hair. (Vladimir Nabokov calls this kind of style ‘hedgehog’.20) Chaliapin compared his friend’s appearance to that of a jailbird or, when dressed for the stage, that of an undertaker. Years later the record executive, Charles O’Connell, head of artists and repertoire at RCA Victor’s Red Seal label from 1930 to 1944, would use both descriptions.

         
            Everyone is familiar with his economical and unromantic haircut which, together with certain other features, brought a suggestion of a newly released convict or even of the hangman himself. His eyes were almost Mongolian in their obliquity and generally inscrutable expression, yet they could light up with the most engaging warmth and friendliness. 21

         

         Enjoying a glass of Chianti and a plate of spaghetti at a local Italian restaurant, ‘Rachmaninoff would lose his customary appearance of a deflated Buddha.’21

         Of that future life, of new friends and colleagues, Rachmaninoff as yet knew nothing. For now, he was in the midst of civil war on the streets of his home city, but he stuck to his schedule. Two days before the mass demonstrations that led to the abdication of the Tsar, he gave the premiere of his complete Études-Tableaux op. 39 – the last of the set, his last completed composition in Russia, finished only a week earlier. He had begun these nine pieces, arguably his most experimental and rewarding solo piano works, in the summer of 1916. Eight of the highly expressive, rhythmically bold études were in minor keys. The theme of the Dies irae plainchant, which haunts so many of his works, threads and embroiders its way through these études: conspicuously in the first five, cryptically in the other four. Thoughts of dedicating the Études-Tableaux to Koshetz, as he had the op. 38 songs, were abandoned, though they were well within her considerable pianistic range. To put her name on consecutive opus numbers would have drawn unwelcome attention. He decided against.

         He gave two more concerts, as soloist with orchestra, before the season ended. The conductor was Serge Koussevitzky, a name that would dominate musical life in the mid-twentieth century. On the day Nicholas II abdicated, a report appeared (15 March 1917) in Russkiye vedomosti, a liberal daily paper: ‘Free artist S. Rachmaninoff donates his fee for his first performance in this henceforth free country to the needs of the free army.’ One week later he played Liszt’s Piano Concerto no. 1, also with Koussevitzky. Then on 25 March, he was soloist in a bumper concert conducted by Emil Cooper, a Russian of English origin who later found his niche as a staff conductor at the Metropolitan Opera, New York. 22Rachmaninoff took on Liszt’s Piano Concerto no. 1, Tchaikovsky’s Piano Concerto no. 1 and his own Piano Concerto no. 2 in a single evening. It was his last concert in Moscow, an extravagant farewell.

         Spring Awakenings

         With no concerts in the diary for the rest of spring, Rachmaninoff went alone to Ivanovka. This was where, over twenty summers, he had written so many works, as well as overseeing the sowing and harvesting. It was inextricably bound to every aspect of his life, his family, his being, everything he loved. He had also, since 1909, invested most of his earnings in the estate, bucking the trend of so many other landed Russian families whose wealth had drained away. He was still left with debts. Ivanovka swallowed money. Typically, he attended closely to new technical developments and costly machinery to try to maintain the greatest productivity standards: a passion as well as an important profession, no mere hobby.

         In her short memoir, Natalia Rachmaninoff emphasises her husband’s love of the land, writing:

         
            As a child his favourite pastime in summer was swimming, and in winter skating. A little later on, it was riding. He had an excellent, graceful seat on a horse, and generally loved the animal. Of dogs he was somewhat nervous, but at the same time adored his strikingly handsome Leonberger, Levko. Later still his passions were for motor cars and motor boats. During the last three or four years he spent in Russia, he became seriously interested in agriculture; conversation at Ivanovka revolved about ploughing, winnowing machines, ploughs, binders, sowing, weeding, threshing, and so on. Only the Revolution put a stop to this engrossing preoccupation.22

         

         23Word of Lenin’s return to Petrograd had reached the peasant workforce in Tambov, who were already mobilising. Some had signed up to the Social Revolutionary Party. All talk was of shared land ownership. Rachmaninoff later told Oskar von Riesemann: ‘The impressions I received from my contact with the peasants, who felt themselves masters of the situation, were unpleasant.’23 The peasant community had stolen cattle at night, raided stores, charged around drunk and brandished flares. Usually they would have heard their master, Rachmaninoff, practising. Now the big house was silent. Some workers, devoted to their reserved, gifted overlord, who could speak tirelessly about planting, or tilling, or horses, or machinery, urged Rachmaninoff to hasten elsewhere, before the troubles grew worse. ‘By March of 1917 I had decided I would have to leave Russia but could not carry out my plan, for Europe was still fighting and no one could cross the frontier … I should have preferred to leave Russia with friendlier memories.’24

         Natalia’s reminiscences have a different emphasis:

         
            He set off for Ivanovka in March and stayed there for about two months, after which we went together to spend the summer in Crimea. One day the peasants of the village came to see him in a body. Sergei Vasilievich went out to meet them, and spent a long time answering all the questions they put to him. The peasants behaved with great courtesy, naturally interested mainly in everything to do with the land and who would now be ruling Russia. They then dispersed peaceably and went home. But a few of the older generation soon returned and started urging Sergei Vasilievich not to delay leaving Ivanovka, because there were frequent visits from ‘certain individuals, God knows who they are, who upset our 24people and give them too much to drink. Go away, better to put distance between yourself and this evil.’25

         

         Once again, despite worsening circumstances, Rachmaninoff went off for his summer spa cure at Yessentuki. In June he wrote to Siloti, asking a favour, begging him to act as quickly as possible. He was restless, he admitted to his kindly and supportive cousin, quite unable to work, he had to find a way to leave Russia, and go anywhere. The calm centre of his life had collapsed. Everything he treasured about running an estate, the continuity, habit, solace, rhythm of the seasons, was in jeopardy. He must find a new life, as a performing musician. He hoped that an influential friend of Siloti, Mikhail Tereshchenko, now foreign minister in the Provisional Government, might help:

         
            I’ll be brief. First a few sentences of explanation. I’ve spent almost my entire earnings at the Ivanovka estate. It now represents an investment of about 120 thousand rubles. Yes I am ready to write this off, for I see another crash in store for me. Besides, living conditions here seem so much better than there that I’ve decided not to return there. I have about 30 thousand left – which is ‘something’ especially if I can work and continue to earn.

            But I fear another crash: everything around me affects me so that I can’t work and I’m afraid of going completely sour. Everyone advises me to leave Russia temporarily. But where and how? Is it possible?

            Can you possibly catch M. I. T[ereshchenko] at a free moment to consult him about this? Could I count on receiving a passport to go at least to Norway, Denmark, Sweden? It makes no difference where! Anywhere! Please talk with him. Perhaps he can suggest something else. He who is at the 25summit has the widest view! Please talk with him, and answer me quickly. Yours, SR.26

         

         Rachmaninoff scrutinised the newspapers, on a daily basis. In Petrograd crowds marched under Bolshevik slogans: ‘All power to the people. All land to the people.’ Ever more anxious, he wrote once again to Siloti asking for help. Matters with Koshetz, meanwhile, had soured, not helped by a somewhat farcical, lopsided triangular dance with Prokofiev. After Rachmaninoff left Yessentuki, Prokofiev had arrived, renting a ‘marvellous four-roomed dacha’ near his mother. He was delighted to be in the sunshine and ‘under the southern stars’ as he recorded in his diaries, and on the look-out for Koshetz. She told him of her impatience for his arrival and passed on Rachmaninoff’s less than flattering remarks: that Prokofiev was, of course, talented but had not yet reached his potential.

         ‘By this last I was given to understand that I had not attained that sphere to which he, Rachmaninoff, had compositionally speaking, access.’27 In Prokofiev’s dacha Koshetz wrote in his special notebook he was compiling devoted to insights on the sun ‘that of the two suns that bestowed their rays upon her she wished to be warmed not by the old, long-standing one but the young one. As decoded, Rachmaninoff and Prokofiev.’ Koshetz and Prokofiev dallied in the park – presumably the park with the ‘pleasant pavilions’ to which Rachmaninoff, with a certain pathos, had referred the year before – and generally enjoyed each other’s company.

         She was singing in Halévy’s La Juive in Kislovodsk. Prokofiev went along too: he hated the piece but agreed that she had triumphed. The train journey back to Yessentuki, brimming with all her floral tributes, was ‘like the garden from Kitezh’, he wrote. Next morning he went to her lodging and found her in a state of en déshabille, surrounded by seven trunks, hat boxes and ‘forty or 26so’ dresses, packing for Moscow and apologising for her ‘whirligig gyrations’.28 She wanted Prokofiev to dedicate his Akhmatova songs to her, adding to the catalogue she had already inspired (including Scriabin’s only song, ‘Devotion’, also dedicated to her). He was not keen:

         
            I had not wanted to create an unfavourable comparison with another set of songs dedicated to her. I was hinting at the very good songs Rachmaninoff had dedicated to her. Koshetz said ‘you’re so cheeky but I like that’. It was indeed a cheek to compare them to the best songs of the ineffably divine Rachmaninoff! I love his songs very much, but as a matter of fact mine are better.29

         

         Ready to depart, Koshetz requested he travel with her, discreetly, on the local train as far as her connection with Moscow. Then she revealed that she had made the same journey herself, exactly one month earlier, to wave off ‘someone else’: Rachmaninoff. As a final gesture, ever the minx, she gave Prokofiev a photograph of herself on which she had written (in French) the saying: all passes, all breaks, one tires of everything. This was a reference, she said, to her association with Rachmaninoff which was now over.

         The Moscow train began to pull out. Prokofiev ran along trying to keep up. As a parting shot, she invited him to tour with her that winter. Was it all a repeat of her behaviour with Rachmaninoff? She implied to Prokofiev that the narrow-minded, ‘bourgeois’ attitudes of Rachmaninoff’s family, and of ‘the man himself’, had brought relations to a close. Rachmaninoff may simply have tired of her frolics. She was exhausting company. After the ‘fantastic, volcanic’ Koshetz had gone back to Moscow, Prokofiev, no slouch, spent two full days recovering. It seems that she had worn him out.30

         27Rachmaninoff saw Shaginian, too, that summer, their last encounter. The occasion was a charity gala concert, in Kislovodsk. Koshetz was down to sing as well. Shaginian had recently married. The night was hot, the insects swarming. ‘Sitting next to my husband in the last row, I felt as though I were looking at the stage through the reverse side of binoculars, looking at the diminutive picture of something endlessly far away, disappearing, gone.’31 Shaginian, not one to miss a chance to needle, and still irritated by Koshetz, describes an unpleasant situation:

         
            Next, Rachmaninoff appeared, dressed in tails with a white cape over his shoulders, nervous and seething with anger. Rachmaninoff did not want to accompany Koshetz, and Koshetz pouted and refused to sing without him. Rachmaninoff finally consented.

            We saw him in the intermission. That night in Kislovodsk was full of peculiar smells – a smell of roses and the southern earth was mixed with perfume, a smell of cigars with poplar trees. Swarms of midges were fighting in the bright light. The members of the orchestra paced back and forth on the stage, waiting for the second part of the concert.

            Rachmaninoff was scheduled to start it with the Marseillaise, but he purposely drew out the intermission, while he sat with us on a bench in a garden. Somehow he could not find the courage to say good-bye. I never saw him again.32

         

         Aware of his celebrity, she wrote to Rachmaninoff in 1921, in despising tones, asking how he could bear to live this life of success, idolised but not engaged in composition. Shaginian’s own future lay elsewhere. She took up many Communist causes and hero-worshipped Stalin, to whom she also wrote out of the blue, asking 28him for a foreword to one of her novels. He declined. Her seventy-nine books included Soviet detective thrillers. At her death, aged ninety-three, the Soviet leader, Leonid Brezhnev, praised her four-volume work on Lenin’s family, for which she won the Lenin Prize in 1972. She was not universally popular. In Hope Against Hope, a memoir about life with her husband (the poet Osip Mandelstam) under the Stalinist regime, Nadezhda Mandelstam wrote scathingly of Shaginian, intimating that she was a Soviet puppet. In the final years of the USSR, she still had some cachet: in 1988 she featured on a postage stamp to mark her centenary.

         Oddball she may have been, yet something in her youthful persistence had touched Rachmaninoff. The eventual publication of his letters to her occurred only after his death. His niece Zoya Pribytkova, on reading them, realised Shaginian’s importance at this period of Rachmaninoff’s life:

         
            Very few people knew the real, essential Rachmaninoff. But there were those who became real friends, to whom he was not afraid to reveal his true self, and who straight away became close to him. Sergei Vasilievich talked to me about his correspondence with a certain ‘Re’. He said that he did not know her personally but her letters were full of interest and substance, and she was able to give him advice about texts for songs, and indeed provided him with some actual texts. I could see that he entertained warm feelings for this unknown girl, and that that he revealed to her aspects of his real ‘I’ that he otherwise jealously withheld from everyone.

            At a certain point I came across a copy of one of the Novy Mir journals and saw an article with the heading ‘My Recollections of S. V. Rachmaninoff’, by Marietta Shaginian. I started reading it and realised that ‘Re’ was none other than 29Marietta Sergeyevna Shaginian. And I was overcome by feelings of such warmth and truthfulness emanating from her words about someone so eternally dear to me.

            From what she wrote about Rachmaninoff, and from his letters to her, I realised that Marietta Shaginian was one of the very few people whom Sergei Vasilievich admitted into his inner world as a true and close friend, and with whom he could be the simple, gay, wise – in other words real – person that he really was.33

         

         Last of Russia: Clouds of Wisteria

         Rachmaninoff was depressed about the fate of Ivanovka, worried about his daughters’ future, fearful of being left destitute. The decision was made. They would go abroad. How to achieve this was problematic. First, he and the family went to a Black Sea resort on the Crimea peninsula. Natalia’s family had a house there. Her niece, Sophia Satin (1915–96), a very young child at the time (and not to be confused with Natalia’s sister, Sofia Satina), describes it in her memoir: ‘The house was built of white marble and situated at the top of a hill overlooking the port. It was surrounded by a large garden. I can still see the pergola covered with lilac coloured clouds of wisteria blooms.’34

         She remembers, too, a gramophone with its large horn and, in particular, one record of a political song, probably performed by Chaliapin. That summer of 1917, the Chaliapins were by the Black Sea with the Rachmaninoffs, adding cheer. Chaliapin was by now maintaining two families and several children: it is not known which were there that summer. Rachmaninoff was preoccupied with work. At the end of the holiday he had a concert in Yalta, up the coast. Years before, he had met Chekhov in his White Dacha 30there, where Chaliapin, Tolstoy and Gorky were frequent visitors. Chekhov, who would remain among Rachmaninoff’s most treasured writers, had foretold the young composer’s artistic success, saying, ‘It is written in your face.’ Chekhov’s sister, preserving her dead brother’s memory, still had the house, but the parties were over. In Yalta, on 5 September 1917, Rachmaninoff gave his last concert in Russia, as soloist in Liszt’s Piano Concerto no. 1.

         The Rachmaninoff family went home to Moscow. Food and fuel were in short supply. A responsible citizen, Rachmaninoff went on duty each night as a civil guard to the block in which they lived. In the ‘October Revolution’, the Bolshevik Party confirmed its hold over Petrograd, seizing the Winter Palace and announcing an end to private property and the redistribution of land among the peasantry. The Bolshevik Red Army then turned its attention to Moscow. All but confined to his apartment, Rachmaninoff took up a long-deferred task: the revision of his Piano Concerto no. 1, composed in 1891, at the age of eighteen:

         
            I had started to rewrite my first Concerto for pianoforte, which I intended to play again, and was so engrossed with my work that I did not notice what went on around me. Consequently, life during the anarchistic upheaval, which turned the existence of a non proletarian into hell on earth, was comparatively easy for me. I sat at the writing table or the piano all day without troubling about the rattle of machine guns and rifle-shots. I would have greeted any intruder with the answer that Archimedes gave the conquerors of Syracuse.*35

         

         31The First Piano Concerto, his opus 1, was written at Ivanovka. Rachmaninoff had made his British debut in the concerto, on 19 April 1899, at Queen’s Hall under the baton of Henry Wood. Since as long ago as 1908 he had been wanting to rework it, a lifelong habit visited on most of his major compositions, and sharpen its focus. He considered his revamped, streamlined version successful. He signed the score with the date 10 November 1917. Within six weeks, he would leave Russia. The last music he wrote before leaving his homeland consisted of three miniatures: ‘Oriental Sketch’, a bleak prelude in D minor and some sombre ‘Fragments’, just twenty-six bars, all dated mid-November 1917.

         His account of those last days in Russia, a country now heady with false hopes of Utopia, continued:

         
            I saw with terrible clearness that here was the beginning of the end – an end full of horrors the occurrence of which was merely a matter of time. The anarchy around me, the brutal uprooting of all the foundations of art, the senseless destruction of all means for its encouragement, left no hope of a normal life in Russia, I tried in vain to escape from this ‘witches’ Sabbath’ for myself and my family.36

         

         Exodus

         The chance for that escape came unexpectedly: an invitation to give a short series of concerts in the politically neutral countries of Scandinavia, his first offer of a tour abroad since the start of World War I. This entitled him to apply for visas for himself and his family. Later he learnt they were the last to leave the country legally. He travelled ahead to Petrograd. For an anxious few days, he waited for his family. The British writer Watson Lyle, an early 32biographer, gives a touching pen portrait of Rachmaninoff’s wife. ‘While it was quite possible that [the family] might not arrive, such a contretemps was unlikely. Madame Rachmaninoff is a woman of wit and resource, an experienced traveller and, on that journey, impelled by the strongest of all incentives to win through – love of her family.’37

         They were allowed to take personal luggage and a restricted amount of money. No one waved them off at the Finland Station, though Chaliapin sent caviar and homemade bread for the journey. A newspaper reported that Rachmaninoff was giving concerts in Norway and Sweden, but in the midst of so much political upheaval, not least the first stages of Russia’s withdrawal from World War I, little attention was paid. As 1917 was drawing to a close, the family at last left Russia. They were accompanied by their close family friend, the composer turned publisher Nikolai von Struve. The train, crowded with refugees, was uncomfortable, but they had minimal difficulties with frontier officials. Some of the guards recognised Rachmaninoff’s name and wished him well. In his suitcase he carried the libretto, some sketches and the vocal score to Act I of his incomplete opera, Monna Vanna (which he would never finish), Rimsky-Korsakov’s Le Coq d’or and a copy of the newly reworked Piano Concerto no. 1 (he had also sent the manuscript to his Russian publishers, Koussevitzky’s Éditions Russes de Musique). He left behind many members of his family, his fortune, his apartment in Moscow, the estate of Ivanovka, his land, his horses, the trees he had planted, the lilacs he loved, his pianos, his personal belongings, the world he knew and loved. In terms of worth, his most precious unintended legacy to the new Soviet regime was all his other existing manuscripts, published and unpublished.

         The journey into exile was long and uncomfortable. The train stopped at the Finnish border. The family travelled over the frozen 33snow to the Swedish frontier on a horse-drawn sleigh, known in Finnish as a ‘hen basket’. They went by train to Stockholm, woken up from a sleeping carriage before dawn and forced to move compartments, arriving in the late afternoon to a city in festive mood. It was Christmas Eve.

         Many of their circle disapproved of this departure. Rachmaninoff received a New Year’s message, dated 1 January 1918, from Olga Knipper-Chekhova, the widow of Anton Chekhov. An actress and musician, founder member of the Moscow Art Theatre, and the creator of the role of Masha in Three Sisters, Olga made no attempt to hide her pique: ‘You abandoned Russia.’ She still ‘for some reason wanted to write a few words’, with the fervent hope that when life improved, he might return to Russia.38

         For now there was no prospect of returning. The Rachmaninoffs decided to settle in Copenhagen where the Struves were based. The house they rented was cold, life dismal. Rachmaninoff spent hours each day practising. Lyle writes:

         
            Their daughters went into town on push-bikes to do the family shopping, while Mme Rachmaninoff became cook and housekeeper, the composer doing his share of the housework to the extent of getting up first in the morning to set alight the badly-drawing and damnably troublesome stoves.39

         

         The concerts Rachmaninoff played in Scandinavia in 1918 were a success but he was left with a clear realisation. He would have to find a new way of life, as a virtuoso pianist, to support his family, educate his daughters and survive financially in a foreign land. He was already in debt. Composition would have to be put to one side, for how long he had no idea. Used to playing mainly his own compositions, he would have to build an entirely new repertoire 34of solo works and concertos. Offers of prominent conducting jobs, as music director, came in from the Cincinnati Orchestra and the Boston Symphony Orchestra. He declined, considering his repertoire too limited, with no time for the preparation needed.

         A third invitation also came from the USA, to perform twenty-five recitals as a solo pianist. The fees were high. His mind was made up. His future lay in America. He borrowed money to pay for the family’s Atlantic crossing. On 1 November 1918, they set sail from Oslo bound for New Jersey. Ten days later, they arrived in the New World.

         
            * Archimedes, deep in mathematical rumination, failed to notice the Romans had stormed the city. Ignoring a soldier’s command to accompany him, he was struck dead.
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