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Rachmaninoff’s Prelude Op. 32 No. 10 in B Minor. Doctor of Musical Arts (Performance), 

August 2018, 115 pp., 3 figures, 65 musical examples, references, 65 titles. 

This study uses Bergson’s concepts of duration and spontaneous (now termed episodic) 

memory to reveal how musical material in Rachmaninoff’s Prelude Op. 32 No. 10 in B Minor 

(1910) turns back on itself in recurring remembrances of its own past, bringing the listener out of 

ordinary time; a process that mirrors themes both from Rachmaninoff’s life, and Arnold 

Böcklin’s Die Heimkehr, the painting that inspired this piece.  Time perception slows or even 

suspends when one reflects on the past, either a personal past or the historical past.  Musical 

material in the Prelude undergoes analogous time warps.  In conversation with Bergson’s ideas, 

this study illustrates the unique temporal qualities in the musical language of the Prelude, for 

which standard forms of analysis fail to completely capture the essence.  The overall aim is to 

demonstrate Rachmaninoff’s idiosyncratic approach to piano writing, which many have 

discredited as anachronistic.  This study suggests a new methodology – Bergsonian musical 

analysis – with which to understand the concealed innovations in Rachmaninoff’s piano idiom.  

This study of Rachmaninoff’s B Minor Prelude builds on publications concerning other 

Bergsonian interpretations of music in pursuing a thorough investigation of one work and its 

relationship with broader issues in philosophy and visual art.  The result is a theoretical 

engagement with the Prelude that establishes a new methodology to deal with Rachmaninoff’s 

piano idiom in general.  A Bergsonian analytical technique reveals the real artistry behind 

Rachmaninoff’s compositions – not just remnants of some past romantic idiom, but an 

idiosyncratic musical grappling with the nature of time and memory. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE GENESIS OF A PRELUDE 

1.1 A Prelude and a Painting 

Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943) praised a number of pianists’ interpretations of his 

compositions, including those of fellow Russian expatriates Vladimir Horowitz (1903-1989) and 

Benno Moiseiwitsch (1890-1963).  He also held close friendships with these pianists, and so the 

typically austere and reserved composer shared invaluable details about his creative process with 

them.  In a filmed interview, Moiseiwitsch recounts one such conversation with Rachmaninoff in 

1933 that offers insight into the composer’s Prelude in B Minor Op. 32 No. 10 (1910) and a rare 

glimpse into very personal sides of both artists: 

Rachmaninoff came to the [my] concert, and he was very gracious, complimentary, and 
said, ‘Particularly, I thank you for playing my B Minor Prelude.’  So I said, ‘It happens to 
be my favorite one,’ and he said ‘Well, it’s also my favorite one,’ and that created a link 
of friendship.  I said ‘Did you have a program when you composed the B Minor 
Prelude?’  He said ‘Yes,’ in his bass voice.  I said ‘Good, I won the first round.’  I said ‘I 
know that your idea is not mine, but I know that mine is correct.’  He said ‘Alright, you 
tell me yours and I will tell you mine,’ and we haggled for a while, and eventually I said 
‘Well, mine is a long story.’  He said, ‘If yours is a long story, it cannot be anything like 
mine because mine can be answered with one word.’  So despondently, I sat down on the 
chair, and I said ‘Well to me it suggests a return,’ whereupon a long arm shot out, ‘Stop!’  
So I said ‘Why, what have I done?’  He said ‘That’s what it is, it’s the return.’1  It was an 
exile, and that’s what Rachmaninoff was. 2  

Moiseiwitsch’s account of this conversation conjures a sadness and nostalgia that both he 

and Rachmaninoff felt for the Russia of their youth.  Rachmaninoff and Moiseiwitsch both left 

Russia to escape the Communist Revolution and lived in the West thereafter; Rachmaninoff in 

1 In this filmed interview, it is unclear if Moiseiwitsch says “A Return” or “The Return,” the former perhaps refers 
to a general idea of return, while the latter is one possible translation for Arnold Böcklin’s painting Die Heimkehr 
which will be discussed in detail.  
2Donald Sturrock, The Art of Piano, (WNET Channel 13 New York, 1999), January 26, 2009, video 16:53–18:26, 
accessed November 20, 2016, https://youtu.be/vpiMAaPTze8. 

https://youtu.be/vpiMAaPTze8
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the United States and Western Europe, and Moiseiwitsch in London, both in permanent exile 

from their homeland.  As with many Russian artists, nostalgia for their homeland remained a 

theme throughout their life.3   

Despite Moiseiwitsch’s inference that the Prelude depicts an exile, the Prelude and the 

above conversation have a more complex history.  Rachmaninoff actually completed the piece on 

September 6, 1910, about seven years prior to leaving Russia on December 22, 1917.4  

Moiseiwitsch performed the B Minor Prelude in his 1919 American debut that Rachmaninoff 

attended.  The B Minor Prelude was unfamiliar to the public at that time, eclipsed by the 

ubiquitous C-Sharp Minor Prelude Op. 3 No. 2, which Rachmaninoff had grown to dislike.5  

Rachmaninoff briefly spoke with Moiseiwitsch after the 1919 concert (recall that this is before 

the 1933 conversation referred to above) asking him why he had performed the B Minor Prelude, 

to which Moiseiwitsch responded that it was his favorite of the Preludes.  Rachmaninoff agreed 

with Moiseiwitsch, saying that it was his favorite among his Preludes as well.  They would 

discuss the piece in more depth years later, in the spring of 1933, in the conversation cited above.  

In 1933, Moiseiwitsch and Rachmaninoff met for lunch in London, and the subject of the B 

                                                 
3 Max Harrison, Rachmaninoff: Life, Works, Recordings (London and New York: Bloomsbury Academic: 2006), 
214–15.  Stravinsky, Nabokov, Brodsky, and many others expressed similar sentiments.  Many artists faced a 
dilemma after the communist revolution in Russia; to stay and create there, despite the confines of living in a 
totalitarian state, as figures such as Prokofiev and Pasternak did, or leave their country behind, forever, as 
Rachmaninoff did.  Max Harrison relates Rachmaninoff to other Russian artists as follows: “And so Rachmaninoff 
became a part of the diaspora of Russia’s intelligentsia, a movement from which the country never has, and perhaps 
never will, recover.  It is impossible to guess at his thoughts during that last anxious journey, yet at one level or 
another he must have known that the world portrayed in, say, the photographs of Fitzlyon and Browning’s Before 
the Revolution had gone forever…Had he stayed in Russia Rachmaninoff would have faced a desperate struggle, 
rather like that portrayed by Pasternak in Doctor Zhivago, to escape the consequences of ideological fanaticism and 
preserve a realm of privacy in which his art could have continued to grow.”  
4 Sergei Bertensson and Jay Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music (New York: New York University 
Press: 1956, reprinted in paperback by Bloomington and Indianopolis: Indiana University Press: 2001, by 
permission of New York University Press), 414. 
5 Ibid., 296. 
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Minor Prelude came up once again in a more relaxed setting.6  By then, the Prelude had likely 

taken on a heavier nostalgic meaning for Rachmaninoff and Moiseiwitsch, connoting their desire 

to return to an idealized, pre-revolutionary Russia.  Initially, the Prelude probably invoked 

nostalgia with a slightly different context, perhaps Rachmaninoff’s longing for his childhood, 

much of which he spent in the countryside near Novgorod.  Over time, the meanings of the 

Prelude must have evolved for Rachmaninoff and Moiseiwitsch, becoming an amalgamation of 

nostalgic layers.  During their lunch conversation, Rachmaninoff spoke about the overplayed C-

Sharp Minor Prelude and shared a postcard from an admirer, who wrote about having a specific 

mental image for the famous C-Sharp Minor Prelude, to which the composer responded, “If the 

Prelude conjures up a certain picture in her mind, then I would not disillusion her.”  This 

suggests that he was open to others’ programmatic or pictorial interpretations of his music.7  

Moiseiwitsch said that this revelation gave him the courage to share his own conception of the B 

Minor Prelude with the composer: “‘I had so visualized a certain picture that I could almost 

translate every bar into words.’”8  Biographers Sergei Bertensson and Jay Leyda explain “They 

were both amazed to learn that Moiseiwitsch’s mental picture and Rachmaninoff’s actual source 

                                                 
6 Donald N. Ferguson, Masterworks of the Orchestral Repertoire: A Guide for Listeners (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1954, second printing, 1968), 442.  Benno Moiseiwitsch came from Odessa, a port city famous for 
its great artists, musicians, and characters.  Similar to the culture of New Orleans, Odessa musicians would often go 
by their nicknames, as was the case with Benno Moiseiwitsch, Shura Cherkassky, and Misha Elman.  Benno 
Moiseiwitsch had a notorious sense of humor, and I believe his humor coaxed the guarded Rachmaninoff to share 
details of his compositional process and life with him.  The following anecdote gives insight into this friendship:  
The famously dour Rachmaninoff once visited Moiseiwitsch, and complained, characteristically, about the wide 
jumps in the final variation of his Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini.  As Moiseiwitsch listened, he offered 
Rachmaninoff a glass of crème de menthe, but Rachmaninoff reminded Moiseiwitsch that he did not drink any 
alcohol.  Moiseiwitsch explained that crème de menthe helped him execute large jumps at the piano, so 
Rachmaninoff gave in and drank it, then tested the difficult passage at the piano.  To Rachmaninoff’s surprise, the 
liqueur helped, and from then on, he always drank crème de menthe before performing the Rhapsody on a Theme of 
Paganini.  Because of this story, some call the final variation of the Rhapsody the “crème de menthe variation.”     
7 Bertensson and Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music, 296.  
8 Ibid., 296. 
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were the same: a painting—‘The Return,’ by Böcklin.”9  Max Harrison describes this same 

exchange in further detail: 

Having played it for many years, the great pianist Moiseiwitsch, a friend of the composer, 
came to the idea that it had been prompted by Böcklin’s picture The Return.  This shows 
a man looking towards a cottage to which he is returning, presumably after a long 
absence, and Moiseiwitsch was able to get Rachmaninoff to admit that this had been the 
source of his inspiration, also that this was his favourite among the preludes.10   
 
Die Heimkehr (The Return or The Homecoming, 1887) by the Swiss Symbolist Arnold 

Böcklin (1827-1901), adds another dimension to this story, presenting a concrete image that 

inspired the B Minor Prelude (See Fig. 1-1).   

 
Figure 1-1. Die Heimkehr (1887) by Arnold Böcklin11  

                                                 
9 Ibid., 296. 
10 Harrison, Rachmaninoff: Life, Works, Recordings, 172–3.  Harrison also cites The Gramophone, May 1943 for 
further reading on Moiseiwitsch and Rachmaninoff.  
11 Arnold Böcklin, Die Heimkehr, 1887, painting, private collection, public domain photograph from "Von Anker 
bis Zünd, Die Kunst im jungen Bundesstaat 1848–1900", Kunsthaus Zürich: 1998, upload December 2008, accessed 
November 11, 2016, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Böcklin_Die_Heimkehr_1887.jpg.  
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Böcklin’s painting depicts a man apparently overcome with a flood of memories upon 

returning home. Die Heimkehr elicits a mood similar to Rachmaninoff’s nostalgia for the Russia 

of his youth, which he shared in conversations with Moiseiwitsch, and which appears in his 

letters and anecdotes from his life.12  The painting depicts a man dressed in a red, military 

uniform (note the sword) either from the Middle Ages or the Renaissance, or perhaps from some 

nondescript, imaginary fairy tale past.  According to some sources, an alternative title for this 

painting is Heimkehr des Landsknechts.13  Landsknechts were mercenary soldiers in fifteenth and 

sixteenth-century Europe, often of Swiss origins.14  The man sits at the edge of a pool of water 

that shows his reflection as he stares towards the single, lit window of a house hidden in a grove.  

He slightly reaches toward the house with his left hand.  The landscape seems to be an alpine, 

mountainous area in late autumn.  One can almost feel the cool mountain breeze because the 

mood of this painting is so evocative.15  According to Elizabeth Clegg, Böcklin painted Die 

Heimkehr after moving back to his home country of Switzerland in 1885.  Clegg notes an 

obvious connection between the painter’s feelings about returning home and the mood of this 

painting.16  The autumnal setting of this painting invites many interpretations, perhaps as a 

metaphor for the passage of time and mortality.  The end of the year (autumn) and end of the day 

                                                 
12 “«Сенар» С. В. Рахманинов (1873–1943),” accessed November 11, 2016, http://senar.ru.  This website features a 
collection of letters from Sergei Rachmaninoff. 
13 Heinrich Alfred Schmid, Arnold Böcklin: (München: F. Bruckmann A.-G.: 1922), 49. 
14 Rolf Andree, Arnold Böcklin: (Basel: F. Reinhardt: 1977), 477.  I am grateful to Lee Sorenson, librarian of Duke 
University’s Lilly Library and an expert on German symbolist painting for helping me to locate, and explaining hard 
to find sources concerning this painting of Arnold Böcklin, most of which are in German.   
15 Rachmaninoff was probably initially drawn to the beauty of nature depicted in this painting, which may have 
reminded him of his childhood in the countryside.  Furthermore, Rachmaninoff loved Switzerland so much that he 
built a summer home there in the 1930’s called Senar, a combination of the first two letters of his first name, Sergei, 
the first two letters of his wife’s first name, Natalya, and the first letter of their last name, Rachmaninoff.  
Unfortunately, the Rachmaninoff’s were not able to enjoy living at Senar for very long due to the start of the Second 
World War. 
16 Grove Art Online, "Böcklin, Arnold," by Elizabeth Clegg, accessed June 23, 2017, 
http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T009486. 

http://senar.ru/
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(dusk) could evoke facing death, and the pool of water and its reflection of the man and the sky 

could represent a Jungian notion of the unconscious self; a personal state of mind that exists 

outside of normal time. 

Rachmaninoff seems to have had an affinity for Böcklin and based other compositions, 

such as the symphonic poem Isle of the Dead Op. 29, on his paintings.  Both Böcklin and 

Rachmaninoff seem to have been preoccupied with death, gloom, and fate in their life and 

work.17  Max Harrison describes these dark sentiments in Rachmaninoff’s Isle of the Dead, and 

Böcklin’s painting:  

One respect in which he expanded on Böcklin’s perception of an isolated moment was by 
adding the dimension of time.  In effect The Isle of the Dead charts a crossing of the Styx, 
even if we are given no indication of its starting point.  And it does more, hinting rather 
clearly at the traveller’s state of mind, of, it seems, his longing for a life that is now over.  
Rachmaninoff’s The Isle of the Dead stands with other intense ‘neurasthenic’ 
pieces…representing an ecstatic, dreamlike losing of the self.18 
 

Harrison points out that Rachmaninoff’s Isle of the Dead is really about the nature of time 

passing and about the timelessness desired by the ego.  This holds true for the Prelude Op. 32 

No. 10.  The man in Die Heimkehr, overcome with nostalgia, removes himself from the normal 

flow of time and enters into a state of reflective timelessness.  The painting puts us alongside the 

man in the red uniform, suspended in time.  In their conversation about the Prelude Op. 32 No. 

10, Rachmaninoff and Moiseiwitsch shared the emotional experience of returning to the past 

through memory as depicted in Die Heimkehr.   

                                                 
17 Vladimir Ashkenazy, “The Real Rachmaninov,” interviewed by Rob Cowan, published July 3, 2010, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XmOvz_YuAvM.   Ashkenazy notes that Rachmaninoff was a rather gloomy 
person, preoccupied with fate and death, which is further demonstrated in excerpts from letters, particularly around 
the time of the failed premiere of his first symphony.  Marek H. Dominiczak, “Epidemics and Fear,” Clinical 
Chemistry 59:4 (January 2013), 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ad6d/2e50c62236c78f2ba754198f9451432b4c9d.pdf.  This article demonstrates 
Böcklin’s preoccupation with death and gloom.  
18 Harrison, Rachmaninoff: Life, Works, Recordings, 51. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XmOvz_YuAvM
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ad6d/2e50c62236c78f2ba754198f9451432b4c9d.pdf
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1.2 Introduction to Henri Bergson 

The philosopher Henri Bergson (1859-1941) developed a vocabulary that proves useful 

in a systematic study of the subjective experience of memory involved in the B Minor Prelude.  I 

will draw from two works by Bergson throughout this study, Time and Free Will (1889) and 

Matter and Memory (1896) to frame my musical analyses.  While I do not intend to assert that 

Rachmaninoff read, or even knew of Bergson, I will consider Bergson’s philosophical ideas as 

an analytical framework to explore time, space, and memory in the Prelude, concepts that shed 

light on deep aspects of this composition.  

In Time and Free Will, Bergson distinguishes time from space, explaining that a spatial 

representation of time, utilized in a clock, cannot fully account for an individual’s rich perception 

of time. 19  Bergson calls his vision of experiential time durée (duration), exemplified in the 

familiar phrase “Time flies when you are having fun,” which emphasizes the quality of time 

perception.  To illustrate duration, Bergson recounts his experience of hearing a clock chime 

while writing:  “Whilst I am writing these lines, the hour strikes on a neighbouring clock, but my 

inattentive ear does not perceive it until several strokes have made themselves heard… the 

number of strokes was perceived as a quality and not as a quantity: it is thus that duration is 

presented to immediate consciousness.”20  Bergson hears the clock sounds not as distinct, 

separate units or numbers, but as a sort of cloud, an impressionist haze.  In his view this is how 

we experience time in general—in other words, we feel time rather than measure it.  

Bergson frequently uses music as a metaphor to explain his philosophical concepts, 

perhaps due in part to the influence of his father, Michał Bergson (1820-1898), a composer and 

                                                 
19 Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An essay on the immediate data of consciousness (1889), trans. F.L. Pogson 
(New York: Harper, 1960).   
20 Bergson, Time and Free Will: An essay on the immediate data of consciousness, 127–8. 



 

8 
 

pianist who studied with Chopin.  To further illustrate duration, Bergson states “Like the 

successive notes of a tune by which we allow ourselves to be lulled and soothed…pure duration 

might well be nothing but a succession of qualitative changes, which melt into and permeate one 

another.”21  The notion of musical tones “melting” into one another to form a fundamental 

continuity in duration further illustrates Bergson’s critique of abstract clock time as artificial. 

In Matter and Memory, Bergson expands his theory of time by emphasizing the important 

role that memory plays in the experience of duration.22  He explores how memory or past events 

retained in the mind affect how we perceive the present.  Bergson first observes that people 

retain all of their past experiences, whether consciously or not, in the form of memory-images. 

There is no perception which is not full of memories.  With the immediate and present 
data of our senses, we mingle a thousand details of our past experience.  In most cases 
these memories supplant our actual perceptions, of which we then retain only a few hints, 
thus using them merely as ‘signs’ that recall to us former images.  The convenience and 
rapidity of perception are bought at this price; but hence also springs every kind of 
illusion.23  
 

A reservoir of memories allows us to function in daily life by providing associations from which 

to draw.  In other words, our experiences from the past lead us to generate quasi-automatic 

responses to what is in front of us in the present moment.  Bergson notes the price of retaining 

such a huge array of memories, and he finds that another important aspect of memory is blocking 

or forgetting some: “The brain contributes to the recall of the useful recollection, but still more to 

the provisional banishment of all the others.”24  Scientific research shows that people with a 

number of neurological conditions, such as Autism or Depression, retain too many memories and 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 103–104 
22 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory (1896), trans. Margaret Paul and W. Scott Palmer (Garden City, N.J.: 
Doubleday, 1959. Reprint, New York: Humanities Press, 1978). 
23 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 33. 
24 Ibid., 177. 



 

9 
 

have difficulty forgetting the past, sometimes leading them to feel overwhelmed in carrying out 

even the smallest daily tasks.25  Perhaps Rachmaninoff’s depressive episodes, which I will 

examine in later sections of this study, influenced his strong attachment to memories. 

After asserting that we retain all of our past, Bergson posits that there are two general 

forms of memory, habit memory and spontaneous memory.  Habit memory describes motor 

actions, involved in such mundane habits as brushing teeth or driving a car.  Musicians refer to 

this type of memory as muscle memory, or an automatic memory of intricate physical 

movements required for performing a piece.  Consider Bergson’s description of studying and 

memorizing a lesson: 

I study a lesson, and in order to learn it by heart I read it a first time, accentuating every 
line; I then repeat it a certain number of times.  At each repetition there is progress; the 
words are more and more linked together and at last make a continuous whole.  When 
that moment comes, it is said that I know my lesson by heart, that it is imprinted on my 
memory.  I consider now how the lesson has been learned, and picture to myself the 
successive phases of the process.  Each successive reading then recurs to me with its own 
individuality; I can see it again with the circumstances which attended it then and still 
forms its setting…each reading stands out in my mind as a definite event in my history.  
Again it will be said that these images are recollections, that they are imprinted on my 
memory.  The same words, then, are used in both cases.  Do they mean the same thing?  
The memory of the lesson, which is remembered in the sense of learned by heart, has all 
the marks of a habit.  Like a habit, it is acquired by the repetition of the same effort.  Like 
a habit, it demands first a decomposition and then a recomposition of the whole action.  
Lastly, like every habitual bodily exercise, it is stored up in a mechanism which is set in 
motion as a whole by an initial impulse, in a closed system of automatic movements 
which succeed each other in the same order and, together, take the same length of time.26  
 

Just as musicians learn new repertoire, through slow practicing, repetition, and analysis; “first a 

decomposition and then a recomposition,” performing a musical work becomes automatic and 

unconscious.  

                                                 
25 Ian H. Gotlib and Jutta Joorman, “Cognition and Depression: Current Status and Future Directions,” Annual 
Review of Clinical Psychology 6 (April 2010): 285–312, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2845726/.  
This article is just one example of how certain disabilities prevent the expulsion of superfluous memories.   
26 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 79–80. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2845726/
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The second form of memory, spontaneous memory, is more elusive.  Spontaneous 

memories are triggered by an external stimulus, such as a sound or image that reminds us of 

intimate personal experiences with a highly emotional component.  This form of memory does 

not seem to have the clear, practical purpose that habit memory does, but it is a rich source of 

creativity.  This is the type of memory that comes about in the stories people tell at high school 

reunions and family get-togethers.  Arguably, it is also the form of memory that inspires artistic 

creation.  Bergson compares this form of memory with dreaming, and with removing one’s self 

from the action of the present moment:     

To call up the past in the form of an image, we must be able to withdraw ourselves from 
the action of the moment, we must have the power to value the useless, we must have the 
will to dream.  Man alone is capable of such an effort.  But even in him the past to which 
he returns is fugitive, ever on the point of escaping him, as though his backward turning 
memory were thwarted by the other, more natural, memory, of which the forward 
movement bears him on to action and to life.27  
 
Bergson notes the impracticality of this form of memory.  It is as if habit memory, 

required for functioning in daily life, seeks to dispel with spontaneous memory.  Bergson also 

describes how we can be unexpectedly faced with certain spontaneous memories. For example, 

an adult visits the pre-school that they attended, and the smell of the building, unnoticeable at 

first, unleashes detailed memories of being there as a young child.  Although Bergson’s 

descriptions of spontaneous memory clearly include our emotional responses to them, he does 

not examine emotional memory per se.28  This, however, is beginning to be studied by 

contemporary psychologists.29  Bergson ruminates on this kind of memory, and wonders what it 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 82–3. 
28 Endel Tulving, Fergus I.M. Craik, The Oxford Handbook of Memory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).  
This book cites the influence of Bergson on contemporary memory science.   
29 Tony W. Buchanan, “Retrieval of Emotional Memories,” Psychological Bulletin 133.5 (September 2007): 761–
779, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2265099/.   

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2265099/
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could possibly be useful for:        

Of what use are these memory-images?  Preserved in memory, reproduced in 
consciousness, do they not distort the practical character of life, mingling dream with 
reality?...certain confused recollections, unrelated to the present circumstances, may 
overflow the usefully associated images, making around these a less illuminated fringe 
which fades away into an immense zone of obscurity.  But suppose an accident which 
upsets the equilibrium maintained by the brain between the external stimulation and the 
motor reaction relax for a moment the tension of the threads which go from the periphery 
to the periphery by way of the center, and immediately these darkened images come 
forward into the full light: it is probably the latter condition which is realized in any sleep 
wherein we dream.30  
 
Spontaneous memories may appear useless, however Bergson makes clear his belief that 

in our ordinary lives, we recall them to help us recognize and cope with present circumstances. 

Bergson mentions how a stimulus, or “accident,” can elicit previously submerged memories.  His 

comparison of this process to dreams is the seed of a later short work, Dreams where he presents 

his theory of dreams, which differs from those of the psychologists Freud and Jung.  According 

to Bergson, dreams come about similarly to the way spontaneous memories arise when we are 

awake; an external stimulus activates a memory or group of memories through associations.  We 

thus create hypothetical situations in dreams through a type of false perception, in which the 

brain borrows fragments of memories, through which we become embroiled in imaginary 

scenarios.  

There are many conditions, such as hallucinations and dreams, in which images arise that 
resemble external perception in all their details.  Because as, in such cases, the object has 
disappeared while the brain persists…But it must not be forgotten that in all psychical 
states of this kind memory plays the chief part.31  
 

According to Bergson, memory is so powerful that it can conjure vivid dreams or hallucinations.   

                                                 
30 Ibid., 84–5. 
31 Ibid., 43. 
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Although it may seem nebulous, Bergson’s concept of spontaneous memory is really a 

universal concept, which he articulates in a detailed, meaningful way.  Bergson’s ideas on 

memory influenced many artists and writers, because it speaks to the processes of creativity.  

Spontaneous memory resembles “involuntary memory,” a term frequently used by the novelist 

Marcel Proust (1871-1922), who was thoroughly familiar with Bergson’s ideas.  In the famous 

“Episode of the Madeleine” from his novel Swann’s Way (1913), the narrator eats a madeleine 

cookie dipped in tea and is immediately overtaken by remembrances of his childhood.32  Proust 

describes an experience of this type of memory:  

And suddenly the memory returns.  The taste was that of the little crumb of madeleine 
which on Sunday mornings at Combray (because on those mornings I did not go out 
before church-time), when I went to say good day to her in her bedroom, my aunt Léonie 
used to give me, dipping it first in her own cup of real or of lime-flower tea.…But when 
from a long-distant past nothing subsists, after the people are dead, after the things are 
broken and scattered, still, alone, more fragile, but with more vitality, more unsubstantial, 
more persistent, more faithful, the smell and taste of things remain poised a long time, 
like souls, ready to remind us, waiting and hoping for their moment, amid the ruins of all 
the rest; and bear unfaltering, in the tiny and almost impalpable drop of their essence, the 
vast structure of recollection.33   
 
Proust may have been directly influenced by Bergson’s concept of spontaneous memory.  

They were cousins by marriage, and often met for discussions.34  Proust’s monumental saga of 

novels, À la recherche du temps perdu, (In Search of Lost Time), arguably stems from this 

notion of memory, articulated by Bergson in his philosophical writings.  As with the passage 

from Proust, Bergson’s second notion of memory, spontaneous memory, resonates with the 

aesthetics of Rachmaninoff’s B Minor Prelude.  Note that Proust’s novel and Rachmaninoff’s 

                                                 
32 Marcel Proust, Swann’s Way (1913), trans. C.K. Scott Moncrieff, (iBook, accessed November 11, 2016), 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/book/swanns–way/id506043844?mt=11). 
33 Ibid., 129–131. 
34 Joyce N. Megay, "La Question de L'Influence de Bergson Sur Proust," The Bulletin of the Rocky Mountain 
Modern Language Association 27, no. 2 (1973): 53–58, accessed November 11, 2016, 
www.jstor.org/stable/1346558. 
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Prelude were written around the same time.  This form of memory comes about from distinctly 

sensual experiences, which is why it is so fertile for explaining musical experience. 

 

1.3 Thesis 

In this study, I apply Bergson’s concepts of duration and spontaneous (now termed 

episodic) memory to reveal how musical material in Rachmaninoff’s Prelude Op. 32 No. 10 

turns back on itself in recurring remembrances of its own past, bringing the listener out of 

ordinary time; a process that mirrors themes both from Die Heimkehr and Rachmaninoff’s life.35  

Time perception slows or even suspends when we reflect on the past, either our own past or the 

historical past.  Musical material in Rachmaninoff’s Prelude Op. 32 No. 10 undergoes analogous 

time warps.  In conversation with Bergson’s ideas, my musical analyses will illustrate the unique 

temporalism in the musical language of Rachmaninoff’s B Minor Prelude, for which standard 

forms of analysis fail to completely capture the essence.  My aim will be to demonstrate 

Rachmaninoff’s idiosyncratic approach to piano writing, which many have discredited as 

anachronistic.  This study will suggest a new methodology—Bergsonian Musical Analysis—

with which to understand the concealed innovations in Rachmaninoff’s piano idiom.  

 

1.4 Bergsonian Musical Analysis 

Bergson’s notions of duration and spontaneous memory resonate with the arts, 

exemplified by a number of Bergsonian studies in film and literature, as well as a small but 

                                                 
35 Pete A.Y. Gunter, “A Tale of Two Memories: Bergson and the Creation of Memory Science,” Mind & Matter 11, 
no. 2 (Imprint Academic: 2013), 137–152.  Gunter points out that contemporary memory scientists use the term 
episodic memory, which is nearly identical to Bergson’s notion of spontaneous memory.  Proust’s concept of 
involuntary memory also is almost interchangeable with spontaneous and episodic memory.  In other words, all of 
the terms essentially point to the same idea.         
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significant body of Bergsonian studies in music.36  Popular during his lifetime, Bergson 

influenced many notable artists of the twentieth century, including Matisse, Faulkner, and 

Messiaen.37  In his article “On Duration and Developing Variation: The Intersecting Ideologies 

of Henri Bergson and Arnold Schoenberg,” Keith Salley analyzes three pieces from 

Schoenberg’s Sechs kleine Klavierstücke, Op. 19, from a Bergsonian perspective.38  Salley first 

establishes a direct connection between Schoenberg and Bergson, demonstrating that Schoenberg 

owned a copy of Bergson’s Creative Evolution (1907) and took extensive notes in the margins.  

Salley then speculates that Bergson’s ideas may have influenced Schoenberg’s compositional 

process in the Op. 19 piano pieces.  Whether or not Schoenberg was directly influenced by 

Bergson, Salley argues that Bergson’s concept of duration resembles Schoenberg’s approach to 

developing variation.  As an example, in Op. 19 No. 6 Salley notes that Schoenberg was possibly 

influenced by the sound of bells at Mahler’s funeral, which are emulated by the recurring chords 

in this piece.  Salley then examines a passage from Bergson’s Time and Free Will describing an 

experience of hearing tolling bell sounds, and relates this to his discussion of interpenetrating 

gestures in the Schoenberg piece.  Salley finds that each gesture contains “memories” of 

previous gestures, and thus become altered each time, rendering a feeling of temporal 

expansions.  Salley notes, “Considering this from the perspective of the subject who experiences 

the ‘tolling’ of chords in duration, each gesture represents a recollection.  As one gesture leads to 

                                                 
36 Pete A.Y. Gunter, Henri Bergson: A Bibliography Revised second edition, (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green 
State University, Philosophy Documentation Center: 1986), Accessed November 11, 2016, 
http://philpapers.org/rec/THEHBA.  Gunter has chronicled Bergson’s far–reaching influence in this Bergson 
bibliography. 
37 Ibid. 

38 Keith Salley, “On Duration and Developing Variation: The Intersecting Ideologies of Henri Bergson and Arnold 
Schoenberg,” Music Theory Online Volume 21 no. 4, (December 2015), accessed November 11, 2016, 
http://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.15.21.4/mto.15.21.4.salley.html.  

http://philpapers.org/rec/THEHBA


 

15 
 

another, experience accumulates and different details emerge.”39  As part of his conclusion, 

Salley states: “Essentially all I have demonstrated is how variations of musical objects could 

reflect inner processes within a perceiver-as-subject.”40  Salley suggests that such an analysis can 

be more clearly called “intuitive descriptions,” or “listening through memory—to literally hear 

pieces as mental artifacts.”41  This Bergsonian approach to Schoenberg’s Op. 19 offers a way to 

find coherence in music that some deem amorphous.  Vanessa Sylvie Amélie Pelletier, in her 

Master’s Thesis “In the Time of Bergson: The Influence of the Philosophical Thoughts of Henri 

Bergson on the Writings and Music of Dane Rudhyar,” points out that the American mystical 

composer Dane Rudhyar’s musical style was directly influenced by Bergson’s philosophy, and 

that Bergsonian analysis uncovers metaphysical meanings in his music.42  Pelletier introduces the 

cultural context of modernism in Paris at the turn of the twentieth century, placing Rudhyar and 

Bergson alongside figures such as Olivier Messiaen.  Pelletier notes that Parisian modernism was 

often tied with mysticism, a concept with which Bergson’s philosophy is sometimes associated, 

as well.  As Salley does with Schoenberg, Pelletier begins her article by establishing a 

connection between Bergson and Rudhyar.  She examines how Rudhyar alters the opening 

musical cell of his piano work Granites (1929) from the perspective of Bergson’s notion of “vital 

impulse” in his book Creative Evolution (1907).  Pelletier demonstrates how the aural energy 

exuded in the opening cell of Granites lends itself to various manifestations, similar to the 

generation of rocks and minerals.  In First Pentagrams (The Summons) (1974), Rudhyar writes 

                                                 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Ibid. 
42 Vanessa Sylvie Amélie Pelletier, “In the time of Bergson: the influence of the philosophical thoughts of Henri 
Bergson on the writings and music of Dane Rudhyar,” Carolina Digital Repository, (2010), accessed November 11, 
2016, https://cdr.lib.unc.edu/record/uuid:60293f15–8035–49fa–a8c0–424adc34b68e. 
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changing unusual time signatures, such as 5/4½ to parallel the “music of speech” and, according 

to Pelletier, get closer to the incongruities of Bergsonian duration.  In the context of Rudhyar’s 

music, Bergsonian analysis presents a unique way to study music that may at first glance seem 

incohesive.  Both Salley and Pelletier demonstrate a direct connection between Bergson and two 

composers; Schoenberg and Rudhyar, and use Bergson’s ideas to show cohesion in musical 

material.  Kent Cleland uses a Bergsonian lens to analyze Schoenberg and Cage in “The 

Temporalist Harp: Henri Bergson and Twentieth-Century Musical Innovation,” positing that they 

had both studied Bergson’s philosophy, and were arguably influenced by his ideas in their 

respective compositional processes.43  Cleland analyzes the theme of Schoenberg’s Variations on 

a Recitative, Op. 40 (1941), deeming two ideas from the theme to be “genetic material” of the 

piece.  Cleland states “The significance of the musical material is generated through 

repetition…In the case of the first motive, literal repetition and figures that have close affinity to 

this motive, reinforce its structural importance because they are experienced simultaneously in 

two ways: as the present now of musical experience and as the memory of previously heard 

material re-experienced in the now of the musical moment.”44   

Michael Klein, in his article “L’isle joyeuse as Territorial Assemblage” brings together 

the more temporally distant works of Claude Debussy and Antoine Watteau via Bergson.45  His 

study examines the possible connection between Antoine Watteau’s painting, Le Pèlerinage à 

L’isle cithère (1717) and Debussy’s L’isle joyeuse (1904).  Klein’s analysis derives from the 

                                                 
43 Kent Cleland, “The Temporalist Harp: Henri Bergson and Twentieth–Century Musical Innovation,” The 
European Legacy: Toward new Paradigms, 16, no. 7, 953–967, accessed November 11, 2016, 
https://www.scribd.com/document/272020443/Kent–Cleland–The–European–Legacy–Toward–New–Paradigms–
The–Temporalist–Harp–Henri–Bergson–and–Twentieth–Century–Musical–Innovation. 
44 Ibid., 959–961. 
45 Michael Klein, "Debussy's L’isle joyeuse as Territorial Assemblage," 19th–Century Music 31, no. 1 (2007): 28–
52. L'isle 
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concept “assemblage,” coined by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, which Klein defines as “a 

multiplicity that territorializes natural, cultural, biological, and artistic phenomena…concerning 

time and place.”46  Territorializing entails synthesizing a wide range of seemingly disparate 

elements to further understand a work of art, and can be compared to a person’s sensory 

observations, such as scent or sounds, of a geographic location.  In this vein, a musical work 

could be regarded as if it were a landscape.  Klein only briefly discusses Bergson’s notions of 

time, mentioning that Theodor Adorno linked Bergson and Debussy in several articles.  In the 

conclusion to the section on Bergson and Debussy, Klein states “In this Bergsonian narrative, the 

apotheosis of L’isle joyeuse is no heroic achievement but an ecstatic affirmation of time in 

itself—a narrative in which the music draws on its own memory to reenact the eternal present.”47  

Overall, Klein creates a musical landscape, or “territorial assemblage” in relating Debussy’s 

L’isle joyeuse to Bergson, Watteau, and others, although a direct connection between these 

works and ideas does not necessarily exist.  Klein demonstrates that seemingly unrelated works 

of music, painting, and philosophy (most noteworthy for this study; Bergson and Böcklin), can 

be related as part of a musical analysis.  My study will involve Bergson and Rachmaninoff, who 

do not share a direct connection, yet Bergson’s ideas resonate with Rachmaninoff’s compositions 

and deepen a musical analysis of the Prelude Op. 32 No. 10.  Klein proves that such an analysis 

can be fruitful.     

The most comprehensive Bergsonian study in music is Kent Cleland’s doctoral 

dissertation, “Musical Transformation as a Manifestation of the Temporal Process Philosophies 

of Henri Bergson,” which will serve as the point of departure for my discussion of 

                                                 
46 Ibid., 52. 
47 Ibid. 
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Rachmaninoff’s Prelude.48  In his dissertation, Cleland outlines a comprehensive Bergsonian 

method of musical analysis, demonstrating how Bergson’s ideas are latent in established 

analytical approaches to musical transformation, which he describes as “Continuity within 

change…” referencing Heinrich Koch, Carl Dahlhaus, and David Lewin. 49  Much of Cleland’s 

dissertation is an appraisal of methodologies in music theory that involve phenomenology and 

temporalism, and their relation to Bergson’s philosophy.  After establishing a methodological 

basis for Bergsonian musical analysis, Cleland presents short examples of his approach from 

works by Bach, Moussorgsky, and Schoenberg.50  As an example, in Bach’s Fugue No. 4 in C-

sharp Minor from the Well-Tempered Clavier, Book I, BWV 849, Cleland establishes three 

“germinal musical ideas” or “genetic elements,” and charts their development.  He concludes 

“This composition is a manifestation of Henri Bergson’s notions of Temporalism in that the 

interplay between the three primary motivic elements creates a narrative in which previously 

heard structures are redefined based on what they later become.”51  In other words, Cleland 

considers that these primary motives are “misremembered” throughout the fugue, contributing to 

a sense of improvisatory, living time.          

These Bergsonian musical methodologies should be considered alongside pertinent 

studies concerning Rachmaninoff’s piano literature.  Most scholarly studies of Rachmaninoff’s 

piano music are in the form of theses or dissertations.  Oleg Maslov’s article “Rachmaninoff’s 

Early Works for Two Pianos: Nationalistic Icons?” examines Rachmaninoff’s musical language 

                                                 
48 Kent Cleland, “Musical Transformation as a Manifestation of the Temporal Process Philosophies of Henri 
Bergson,” PhD. Dissertation, Division of Research and Advanced Studies of the University of Cincinatti, 2003, 
Accessed November 11, 2016, –https://etd.ohiolink.edu/ap/10?0::NO:10:P10_ACCESSION_NUM:ucin1059403850 
49 Ibid., 10.   
50 Specifically, J. S. Bach's C–sharp Minor Fugue from The Well Tempered Clavier Book I, Modest Moussorgsky's 
opera Boris Godunov, and Arnold Schoenberg's Variations on a Recitative, Op. 40. 
51 Ibid., 139. 
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in terms of nationalistic symbols.52  Maslov’s article is a condensed version of his doctoral 

dissertation.  Rachmaninoff quotes poetry on the score for his first suite for two pianos.  This 

suite directly references bells, quoting pertinent passages from Russian poetry that I will cross-

reference in my B Minor Prelude analysis.  Particularly relevant for this study is Joseph Yasser’s 

article "The Opening Theme of Rachmaninoff's Third Piano Concerto and its Liturgical 

Prototype," which analyzes musical material from Rachmaninoff’s third concerto alongside 

Russian Orthodox chant.53  Yasser’s study follows his “somnigenic,” or dream-based theory of 

musical analysis, parsing unconscious influences in a composer’s musical language.  Yasser 

wrote a letter to Rachmaninoff in 1935, asking if the third concerto’s theme was in fact 

consciously based on liturgical chant, to which Rachmaninoff responded that his process was 

unconscious, but that the influence of chant could not be ruled out. 

My study of Rachmaninoff’s Prelude will build on the above publications in pursuing a 

thorough investigation of one work and its relationship with broader issues in philosophy and 

visual art.  The result will be a deep theoretical engagement with the Prelude that establishes a 

new methodology to grapple with Rachmaninoff’s piano idiom in general.  Unlike some of the 

studies described above, my contention is not to form a direct link between Rachmaninoff and 

Bergson, as I do not believe one exists, but rather to use Bergson’s philosophy of duration and 

memory as a method of examining unusual aspects of Rachmaninoff’s B Minor Prelude. 

The scholars cited above agree that Bergson’s ideas might at first seem anathema to 

musical analysis because he rejects abstract, static analysis.  According to Pete A.Y. Gunter, a 

                                                 
52 Oleg V. Maslov, "Rachmaninoff's early works for two pianos: Nationalistic icons?" JALS: The Journal of The 
American Liszt Society 50 (Fall 2001): 26–46, RILM Abstracts of Music Literature (1967 to Present only), 
EBSCOhost (accessed February 17, 2018). 
53 Joseph Yasser, "The opening theme of Rachmaninoff's Third piano concerto and its liturgical prototype," The 
Musical Quarterly 55, no. 3 (July 1969): 313–28, RILM Abstracts of Music Literature (1967 to Present only), 
EBSCOhost (accessed February 17, 2018). 
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misunderstanding of Bergson has led some to consider the philosopher anti-scientific and anti-

intellectual.  However, Bergson rejects neither analysis nor the deconstruction of phenomena into 

static components per se, but rather demands that we not lose sight of the whole, dynamic 

process from which specific elements originate.  Consider Bergson’s ideas on analysis:   

Both the past and the present states [form] into an organic whole, as happens when we 
recall the notes of a tune, melting, so to speak, into one another.  Might it not be said that, 
even if these notes succeed one another, yet we perceive them in one another, and that 
their totality may be compared to a living being whose parts, although distinct, permeate 
one another just because they are so closely connected?  The proof is that, if we interrupt 
the rhythm by dwelling longer than is right on one note of the tune, it is not its 
exaggerated length, as length, which will warn us of our mistake, but the qualitative 
change thereby caused in the whole of the musical phrase.  We can thus conceive of 
succession without distinction, and think of it as a mutual penetration, an interconnection 
and organization of elements, each one of which represents the whole, and cannot be 
distinguished or isolated from it except by abstract thought.54  
 

To be clear, Bergson is not advocating an abolition of analysis or clocks and calendars because 

they are abstract representations.  Rather, he understands these as useful tools that must be seen 

in the context of a total fundamental state of flux in which time and memories exist.  According 

to Gunter, this means that a Bergsonian analysis offers a dynamic rather than a static method, 

and this is my aim in the following chapters. 

The preceding section presented an overview of Bergsonian musical studies, and a brief 

overview of secondary literature concerning Rachmaninoff’s piano music.  Chapter 2 is 

concerned with rhythm and topos in the Prelude, beginning with a discussion of ranz des vaches 

and pastoral rhythms.  Next, an analysis of rhythmic cells examines temporal qualities of musical 

material in the Prelude.  The sounds of church bells, a prominent signifier in Rachmaninoff’s 

life, will be examined alongside passages of the Prelude.  Then another signifier in 

Rachmaninoff’s recollections, hypnosis, will be related to musical material in the Prelude.  

                                                 
54 Bergson, Time and Free Will: An essay on the immediate data of consciousness, 100–101. 
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Chapter 3 will look at vast phrases, which further obscure time perception in the Prelude.  First, 

an analysis of phrases with curve-shaped contours will be related to Russian Orthodox choral 

music.  Next, phrases will be separated from rhythm and analyzed according to their large-scale 

growths and decays.  Finally, vast phrases will be discussed in relation to the rural Russian 

landscapes in which Rachmaninoff came of age.  Chapter 4 will focus on two culminations 

present in the Prelude; one false, and the other, the true apotheosis of the piece.  A discussion of 

recapitulation and the notion of return will ensue, concerning the closing of the Prelude.  My 

conclusion will admit the unique challenges of analyzing Rachmaninoff’s music in the context of 

twentieth-century modernism, and argue how a Bergsonian analysis of Rachmaninoff’s musical 

language can help overcome them.    
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CHAPTER 2 

RHYTHM AND TOPOS 

2.1 The Ranz des vaches and Pastorale  

Rhythmic aspects of the Prelude induce a state of timelessness for the listener.  Bergson’s 

concept of duration, or the way in which an individual perceives time, sheds light on how rhythm 

achieves this effect.  A ranz des vaches or pastoral rhythmic topic permeates the Prelude, 

particularly at the opening.55  The ranz des vaches is a distinctly Swiss topic that perhaps relates 

to Böcklin’s painting.  Lilting pastoral rhythms induce the slow-paced feeling of being in the 

countryside, creating one layer of timelessness in the piece.  These rhythms undergo diminution, 

augmentation, and fragmentation, as if misremembering themselves in a process akin to 

Bergson’s philosophy of memory.  Another rhythmic topic is bell effects in the Prelude’s piano 

writing.  Bells, an emotional signifier for Rachmaninoff and for Russians in general, suspend the 

normal sense of time in a listener, pointing towards an ecclesiastical or infinite time.  Finally, 

rhythms in the Prelude suggest hypnotic and catatonic states.  Both Bergson and Rachmaninoff 

spoke about hypnosis in relation to their work, suggesting that it be considered as another 

rhythmic topos in the Prelude.  Hypnosis, too, induces timelessness.     

Rachmaninoff’s inspiration from Arnold Böcklin’s Die Heimkehr, a distinctly Swiss 

painting, seems curious when one considers that he could have chosen a Russian painting, 

perhaps a landscape by Isaac Levitan, to encapsulate nostalgia for his homeland.  The term 

nostalgia has Swiss origins.  In 1688, Andreas Hofer presented the term “nostalgia,” an amalgam 

55 Danuta Mirka, The Oxford Handbook of Topic Theory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).  While topic 
theory is mainly associated with eighteenth–century musicology, I refer to certain features in the Rachmaninoff 
Prelude as topics. 
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of two Greek words; nostos, or return, and algia, or pain, in a Basel medical thesis.56  Judging 

from scholarly sources, the man in Böcklin’s painting seems to be a traveling mercenary or 

soldier, wearing clothes from a long-ago era.  Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth-

centuries, poets referred to a distinctly alpine, Swiss nostalgia, common in this country’s soldiers 

and herders, which eventually became a topos in romantic literature and art.57  In music, the 

topos of Swiss nostalgia takes the form of the ranz des vaches or Kuhreihen; the nostalgic songs 

sung or played on the horn by Swiss soldiers and herders.58  According to Jean Starobinski, 

various eighteenth and nineteenth-century poetry demonstrates how this music could induce 

soldiers into a hypnotic state, mingling fragments of memories into their present reality, which 

led some to feel that this music was even dangerous.59  Jean-Jacques Rousseau explains, in his 

Dictionnaire de musique (Paris, 1768/R; Eng. Trans., 1771), that the ranz des vaches “was so 

generally beloved among the Swiss [mercenaries], that it was forbidden to be play’d in their 

troops under pain of death, because it made them burst into tears, desert or die, whoever heard it; 

so great a desire did it excite in them of returning to their country.”60  Swiss nostalgia and the 

                                                 
56 Jean Starobinski and Richard Pevear, "Rivers, Bells, Nostalgia," The Hudson Review 61, no. 4 (2009), 603–17, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/25650653. 
57 Ibid.  Quotes from Samuel Rogers’ The Pleasures of Memory (1792), Jacques Delilles’ L’Imagination (1794), 
William Cowper’s The Task (1795), William Wordsworth’s Descriptive Sketches (1792), and also Das Knaben 
Wunderhorn, a collection of German folk poetry edited and reworked by Clemens Brentano and Achim von Arnim, 
some of which was famously set to music by Gustav Mahler.  All of this literature refers to a specifically Swiss form 
of nostalgia 
58 "Ranz des vaches," Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed June 23, 2017, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/22893.  According to this New Grove Dictionary 
of Music entry, a ranz des vaches is “A Swiss mountain melody sung or played on an alphorn by herdsmen in the 
Alps to summon their cows. The term is interchangeable with the German Kuhreigen or Kuhreihen. About 50 
melodies survive, characterized by their improvisatory nature and reiterated short phrases with changes of tempo 
and accent.”  
59 Starobinski and Pevear, “Rivers, Bells, Nostalgia,” 603–17.  I find that Starobinski’s discussion parallels a 
Bergsonian and Proustian view of time and memory.  
60 "Ranz des vaches," Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online., Oxford University Press, accessed June 23, 2017, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/22893. 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/22893
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/22893
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ranz des vaches became an attractive subject for nineteenth-century Romantic composers, fitting 

into their ethos and worldview, and it may have influenced Rachmaninoff’s own musical 

nostalgia, as well.61 

The sound of the pre nineteenth-century ranz des vaches would have served as the 

inspiration for the romantic composers’ foray into the genre.  Judging from historical accounts, 

the melodies were slow and rhythmically free, in lilting triple meters, marked by dotted 

rhythms.62 Rousseau’s Dictionnaire de musique presents a notated example of an eighteenth-

century ranz des vaches (See Ex. 2-1). 

Example 2-1. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s notation of a ranz des vaches63 

 

                                                 
61Ibid. The ranz des vaches genre appears in a number of classical works, including Rossini’s opera Guillaume Tell 
(1829), the opening of the last movement of Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony (1808), the “Scène aux champs” in 
Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique (1830), Schumann’s Manfred (1848–9), Liszt’s Album d’un voyageur (1835–6) and 
at the start of the third act of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde (1865), among other works.  
62 Bernard Romanens, “Le Ranz des vaches” (1977), published January 21, 2008, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DL1dXLLe5No.  We gain a sense of how the ranz des vaches of the past may 
have sounded in this 1977 video.  The accompanying imagery of cows, the sounds of their bells and of horns 
provide a comprehensive context of this musical genre. 
63 "Musical notation of the ‘ranz des vaches’ in Rousseau’s ‘Dictionnaire de musique’ (1768)," Grove Music Online. 
Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed May 17, 2017, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/img/grove/music/F010534. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DL1dXLLe5No
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Rousseau’s notation of a single line ranz des vaches melody is in a slow, triple meter, 

with a lilting feel that comes from groups of sixteenth notes or dotted rhythms, such as in m. 9.  

The notation suggests a rhythmically free, even rhythmically ambiguous approach by the 

performer, in part because in some measures, such as mm. 3, 7, and 8, the rhythms do not add up 

to 3/8, even if the quarter notes are dotted (which is unclear from the transcription).  The only 

way that these measures would work in 3/8 would be if the three sixteenth notes were treated as a 

triplet, which further adds to a lilting, even incongruent pulse.  As implied in the notation and 

marked tempo changes, accounts describing this style seem to concur that a ranz des vaches 

melody such as this one would have been played or sung rhythmically free, or molto rubato. 

Böcklin’s painting, Swiss nostalgia, and the ranz des vaches suggest a possible historical 

genealogy of Rachmaninoff’s Prelude.  A slow, lilting rhythmic feeling similar to Rousseau’s 

melody permeates the B Minor Prelude.  Rachmaninoff must have been aware of the many 

appearances of ranz des vaches rhythms in nineteenth-century orchestral and piano 

compositions.  Consider the opening of a piano work by Franz Liszt. Inspired by Alpine horn 

calls, “La Chapelle de Guillaume Tell” from Années de pèlerinage S. 160 (1848-1854) contains 

lilting dotted rhythms similar to Rousseau’s notation of a ranz des vaches (See Ex. 2-2).64 

The rhythmic fluidity and slowness in Liszt’s composition is emphasized by silences, 

fermatas, and an indication Più lento just after three bars of Lento.  Quick sixteenth note upbeats, 

such as in mm. 1, 3, and 4, in the Liszt example evoke the rhythms of a ranz des vaches, as do 

the groups of quick sixteenth note rhythms in mm. 2, 3, and 7, and the dotted rhythm in m. 9 of 

Rousseau’s melody (See Ex. 1).65   

                                                 
64 Ben Arnold, The Liszt Companion (Westport CT: Greenwood Publishing Company, 2002), 78.  
65 Also from Années de pèlerinage S. 160, Première année: Suisse, other pieces evoke Swiss nostalgia and the ranz 
des vaches, especially Le mal du pays, and Eglogue.   
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Example 2-2. Lilting rhythms, evocative of a ranz des vaches, in the first page of Liszt’s La 

Chapelle de Guillaume Tell66 

      
Consider rhythms in the first page of Rachmaninoff’s Prelude (See Ex. 2-3). 

  

                                                 
66 Franz Liszt, “La Chapelle de Guillaume Tell” from Années de pèlerinage S. 160 (1848–1854), Ed. José Vianna da 
Motta, Musikalische Werke. Serie II, Band 6 (pp.xiv, 63) Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1916. ASL0, Plate F.L. 50. 

http://imslp.org/wiki/Category:Vianna_da_Motta,_Jos%C3%A9
http://imslp.org/wiki/Category:Vianna_da_Motta,_Jos%C3%A9
http://imslp.org/wiki/Franz_Liszt:_Musikalische_Werke
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Example 2-3. First page of the B Minor Prelude67 

 
 
As with the Rousseau and Liszt examples, the opening of the Prelude exudes a sense of 

suspended time, implying a rubato approach, particularly with regard to the lengths of dotted 

                                                 
67 Sergei Rachmaninoff, Prelude in B Minor Op. 32 No. 10 (1913), (Moscow: A. Gutheil, 1911).  
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eighth notes and sixteenth notes in triplet figures, which most pianists (especially Moiseiwitsch) 

alter.  Unlike the Rousseau and Liszt, the Rachmaninoff Prelude reiterates one particular dotted 

rhythmic group: a dotted eighth note, a sixteenth note, and an eighth note (See Ex.2-4). 

Example 2-4. Opening of the Prelude.   

 
This rhythmic figure recalls other common musical genres, of which some scholars consider the 

ranz des vaches a subset: the pastorale and baroque siciliana.68  This familiar rhythm appears in 

numerous piano works (See Ex. 2-5 and 2-6). 

Example 2-5. Opening of Piano Sonata No. 11 in A Major, K. 331, I. Andante grazioso by W.A. 
Mozart, (mm. 1-4)69  

 
 

  

                                                 
68 New Grove articles on the ranz des vaches direct the reader to the related subject of Pastorale form.   
69 Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, “Piano Sonata No. 11 in A Major, K. 331,” Wolfgang Amadeus Mozarts Werke, Serie 
XX: Sonaten und phantasien für das pianoforte, (118–129),  Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1878, ASL1, Plate 
W.A.M. 331. 

http://imslp.org/wiki/Breitkopf_und_H%C3%A4rtel
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Example 2-6. Opening of Moment Musical D. 780 (Op. 94) No. 2 in A-flat Major by Franz 
Schubert, (mm 1-3)70 

 
 

The rhythmic patterns in the Mozart and Schubert examples are notated exactly as those 

in the Rachmaninoff Prelude, and all suggest a pastoral quality like that pictured in Böcklin’s 

painting.71  Outside of piano music, the third movement, titled Danza Pastorale, of Vivaldi’s 

Violin Concerto in E Major, RV 269, subtitled “Spring,” contains these rhythms, as does the 

familiar hymn Silent Night.72  Like the ranz des vaches, the rhythms of the B Minor Prelude fit 

into a wider pastoral rhythmic topos, which has nostalgic connotations in the nineteenth-century 

idealizations of eighteenth-century (and earlier) gestures.   

These rhythmic gestures have a history.  By drawing on this musical archetype 

Rachmaninoff builds a chain of referential associations.  It is plausible to consider these pastoral 

rhythms as a habit memory or muscle memory, that perhaps informed the B Minor Prelude’s 

composition; or in Bergson’s terms: “Memory, inseparable in practice from perception, imports 

the past into the present, contracts into a single intuition many moments of duration.”73  In 

Matter and Memory, Bergson specifically alludes to music and language in cases of habit 

memories manifested in aphasia patients.   

                                                 
70 Franz Schubert, “Moment Musical D. 780 (Op. 94) No. 2 in A–flat Major,” Ed. Franz Liszt, Sigmund Lebert, 
Ture Rangström, Ausgewählte Compositionen für das Pianoforte Stuttgart: J. G. Cotta ASL0, n.d.(ca.1869–1871), 
Malmö: Vitus Peterssons Bokindustri, 1929. 
71 Geoffrey Chew and Owen Jander, "Pastoral," Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, Oxford University 
Press, accessed May 16, 2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40091. 
72 Note that another Rachmaninoff Prelude, the Prelude in B–flat Minor Op. 32 No. 2, is built from these rhythms.   
73 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 73. 

http://imslp.org/wiki/Category:Liszt,_Franz
http://imslp.org/wiki/Category:Lebert,_Sigmund
http://imslp.org/wiki/Category:Rangstr%C3%B6m,_Ture
http://imslp.org/wiki/Cotta
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Aphasics, incapable of uttering a word spontaneously, can recollect without a mistake the 
words of an air which they sing.  Or again, they will fluently repeat a prayer, a series of 
numbers, the days of the week or the months of the year.  Thus extremely complex 
mechanisms subtle enough to imitate intelligence, can work by themselves when once 
they have been built up.74  
 
Rachmaninoff’s deep knowledge of piano repertoire could have influenced his use of this 

dotted triplet, pastoral rhythmic figure in the Prelude in a process similar to Bergson’s 

description of unconscious recollections.  Rather than reflect these rich rhythmic archetypes, 

Rachmaninoff refracts them throughout the B Minor Prelude, by reshaping old topics and 

referencing pastoral subjects from hundreds of years of music history, Rachmaninoff sonifies his 

own nostalgia through an inherently nostalgic gesture.   

Rachmaninoff described such an unconscious, refractory process in the composition of 

his third piano concerto, asserting that the famous D Minor theme at the opening was not 

consciously derived from a particular source.  When Joseph Yasser questioned Rachmaninoff 

about liturgical influences on his third concerto, the composer responded:   

The first theme of my 3rd Concerto is borrowed neither from folk song forms nor from 
church sources.  It simply ‘wrote itself’!  You will probably refer this to the 
‘unconscious’!...At the same time I realize that this theme has, in-voluntarily, taken on a 
folkish or ritual character.  I have mentioned such a possible influence above……How, 
then, is it with creators of non-Russian nationality?  Let us say, the French?  How are 
they born?  How do they compose?  Do they take something from their songs or from 
Catholic church chants? (wonderful in quality, by the way!)” 75 
 

While Rachmaninoff says that the theme to his 3rd Piano Concerto simply “wrote itself,” 

implying that an analysis of it would prove futile, he does not deny that it takes on a certain 

character, and he seems to accept the possibility that it was influenced by Russian folk and 

church music.  He paradoxically casts aside the referential nature of this theme while 

                                                 
74 Ibid., 86. 
75 Bertensson and Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music, 312. 
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simultaneously embracing it.  His question about French composers and catholic chant brings up 

a compelling point; Claude Debussy (a composer that Rachmaninoff did not speak highly of) 

was influenced by catholic chants in a similarly refractory nature, not copying this music 

literally, but demonstrating, in florid melodic passages and parallel harmonies for example, that 

he had absorbed or “digested” chants and the organum style of Pérotin.76  Bartók, famous for 

collecting and recording Hungarian folk music, would compose his own “invented” folk songs, 

thus not literally incorporating folk music into his compositions, but absorbing and refracting 

them through his own musical style.  Rachmaninoff seems to acknowledge here a similar, 

unconscious compositional process, revealed in the nostalgic pastoral rhythms opening the B 

Minor Prelude. 

 

2.2 Rhythmic Cells 

The opening rhythmic gesture, reminiscent of a pastoral genre as described above, serves 

as a kind of seed or embryo for the entire piece.  Everything that happens in the Prelude can be 

related back to the rhythm and contour of this tiny gesture.  Consider this gesture first as it 

appears in the score, and then in a rhythmic reduction (See Ex. 2-7 and 2-8). 

Example 2-7. Opening gesture of the Prelude, at the upbeat to m. 1 

 

                                                 
76 Carolyn Rose Rynex, “Arabesque and the Early Music Influence in Debussy’s Trois Chansons de Charles 
d’Orléans” (D.M.A. Thesis, Arizona State University, 2016), 
https://repository.asu.edu/attachments/170739/content/Rynex_asu_0010E_15825.pdf.  Rynex demonstrates that 
Debussy’s notion of “arabesque” in Debussy’s Trois Chansons de Charles d’Orléans, L. 92 (1898–1908) stems 
from plainchant and renaissance music.  

https://repository.asu.edu/attachments/170739/content/Rynex_asu_0010E_15825.pdf
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Example 2-8. Opening gesture of the Prelude in a rhythmic reduction with rhythmic values 
ranked from smallest (“1”), to greatest (“4”) 

 
 

The reduction in Ex. 2-8 shows numeric rankings of each note’s length in relation to each other.  

These rankings, exhibiting a moveable-do-like approach to rhythmic values, derive from numeric 

rankings that Joseph Schillinger uses in Book 1, “Theory of Rhythm,” in The Schillinger System 

of Musical Composition to demonstrate relationships between augmentations and diminutions of 

rhythmic figures.77  While useful at first, numeric rankings become meaningless as rhythmic 

relationships become more and more obscured.  

Kent Cleland’s Bergsonian notion of “continuity within change” will show how the 

opening rhythmic figure of the Prelude “develops” throughout the piece without actually 

transforming into something new.  I liken this process to Bergsonian memory, in which a person 

revisits a memory-image over and over, seeing it in a slightly different manner each time.  This 

also shows a transition from a quantitative to a qualitative account of time through rhythm.  

Sometimes, people “misremember” the past, and the rhythmic cells that grow out of the initial 

one are similarly “misremembered.”  One example of this is when the opening gesture appears, 

almost verbatim, but in a lower register of the piano, at mm. 18-20, thus giving the sound a 

darker tinge (See Ex. 2-9). 

  

                                                 
77 Joseph Schillinger, The Schillinger System of Musical Composition (New York: Carl Fischer, Inc., 1941). 
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Example 2-9. Three iterations of the opening gesture, with slight changes in voicing, at mm. 17-
20.  

   
 

While the opening rhythmic figure of the Prelude remains harmonically intact yet in a different 

register in Ex. 2-9, the figure undergoes changes in harmony, as well.  Pockets of the opening 

rhythmic figure are repeated over and over in mm. 1-17, yet transposed to different harmonic 

areas (See Ex. 2-10. 

With the exception of added eighth note upbeats to the dotted rhythm triplet, such as 

those in mm. 1 and 2, the initial rhythmic figure of the opening remains unchanged in Ex. 2-10.  

However, harmonic transpositions, as well as voicing and register changes alters the character of 

each appearance of the rhythm in this example, giving each appearance of the rhythm a different 

color, which a great pianist such as Moiseiwitsch intuitively accentuates through rubato and 

subtle dynamic changes. More pronounced “misremembrances” of the opening gesture of the 

Prelude occur through rhythmic augmentations (See Ex. 2-11). 
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Example 2-10. Mm. 1-17 of the Prelude.  Some pockets of the original dotted triplet rhythm are 
circled. 
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Example 2-11. Circled rhythmic augmentations of the opening gesture in mm. 24-32 

 
 

The rhythmic augmentations in Ex. 2-11 are difficult to hear because they are embedded 

in a thick texture of repeated chords.  Compare rhythmic reductions of the opening gesture and 

this new gesture (See Ex. 2-12). 

Example 2-12. Comparison of the opening dotted triplet figure of the opening to a rhythmic 
augmentation of that figure that appears in mm. 24-32. 
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The reduction in Ex. 2-12 appears tidy in the abstract, but when listening to the piece, this 

relationship appears distant.  The ways that the pastoral rhythms of the opening transform are 

similar to the ways in which memories evolve over time. 

There are even more distant rhythmic variants of the opening cell that occur through 

fragmentation.  Sometimes a quick note is followed by a long note, which echoes the feeling that 

the sixteenth-note imparts in the opening rhythmic gesture.  Consider an eighth note followed by 

a dotted quarter note in mm. 22-23, and then in a reduction (See Ex. 2-13 and 2-14). 

Example 2-13. An eighth note followed by a dotted half note, a fragmentation of the opening 
gesture, circled at mm. 22-23. 

 
 

Example 2-14. Reduction of a single short note followed by a long note.  

 
 

Ex. 2-13 and 2-14 illustrate a rhythmically augmented portion of the opening gesture, or a 

quick note followed by a long note.  A numeric ranking would yield <1 6> but at this point, 

numbers become meaningless.  The idea of a short note followed by a long note has been 

“misremembered” in Bergsonian terms, and carries a vague, qualitative relationship to earlier 

instances of short notes followed by long notes.  Other appearances of quick notes followed by 

long notes occur in mm. 36-39, in which a sixteenth-note is followed by a longer note.  Consider 

an illustration of this gesture as it appears in the piece, and then in a reduction (See Ex. 2-15 and 

2-16). 
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Example 2-15. Sixteenth notes followed by long notes at mm. 36-39. 

 
 

Example 2-16. Reduction of a sixteenth note followed by a long note, as in mm. 36-39. 

 
 

The gesture in Ex. 2-15 is more closely related to the opening rhythmic cell than that in Ex. 2-13 

because the opening gesture too contains a sixteenth note in a dotted triplet.   

The gesture pictured in Ex. 2-15 undergoes rhythmic diminution in the Prelude.  Consider 

this first as it appears in the Prelude, and then in a reduction (See Ex. 2-17 and 2-18). 

Example 2-17. Short thirty-second notes followed by long notes, a rhythmic diminution of other 
fragmentations of the opening gesture, circled at mm. 42-43. 

 
 

Example 2-18. My reduction of a thirty-second note followed by a long note, as in mm. 42-43. 

 
An even more pronounced “misremembrance” of the opening gesture occurs in rhythmic figures 

that consist of two or more quick notes instead of the single quick note seen in Ex. 2-13 to 2-18.  

In these rhythmic figures, it is as if the sixteenth note of the opening rhythmic figure has 
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undergone mitosis, which is when biological cells reproduce by dividing.  Consider an 

appearance of double sixteenth-notes in mm. 1-10, and then a reduction (See Ex. 2-19 and 2-20). 

Example 2-19. Rhythmic figures with double sixteenth-notes in mm. 1-10. 

 
 

Example 2-20. Reduction of a double sixteenth-note alteration of the opening gesture in mm. 1-
10. 

 
 

Recall that I rank the first three notes of the opening rhythmic cell as <2 1 3>.  My reduction in 

Ex. 2-20 illustrates a gesture containing double sixteenth-notes, which can be considered as a 

variation of the number “1” in the numeric ranking of the opening rhythmic cell.    

The quick notes of the gesture in Ex. 2-19 divide further, into an appearance of three 

sixteenth-notes.  Consider appearances of this triple-sixteenth note rhythmic cell in mm. 37-42, 

followed by a reduction (See Ex. 2-21 and 2-22). 
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Example 2-21. Triple sixteenth-note fragmentations of opening material circled in mm. 37-42 

 
 

Example 2-22. Reduction of the triple sixteenth-note alteration of opening material. 

 
 

The triple sixteenth-note fragmentation in Ex. 2-21 undergoes rhythmic diminution into thirty-

second notes.  Consider these thirty-second note diminutions of the triple sixteenth note 

fragmentation in Ex. 2-21, in mm. 42-43, followed by a reduction (See Ex. 2-23 and 2-24). 

Example 2-23. Thirty-second note diminution of the triple quick-note figure in mm. 42-43. 

 
 

Example 2-24. Reduction of a triple thirty-second note diminution in mm. 42-43. 
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To more clearly envision the various “misremembered” versions of the opening rhythmic cell, 

consider a web illustration of these cells (See Ex. 2-25). 

Example 2-25. A web of rhythmic cells in the Prelude.  

  
 

The web in Ex. 2-25 is like a mobile sculpture or drawing of a solar system, in which 

parts revolve around a central figure, which, in this Prelude, is the opening, pastoral rhythmic 
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gesture.  Cleland refers to such a tiny musical gesture as the “genetic” material of a piece.78  In 

terms of memories, Bergson describes how a particular memory-image can protrude and become 

a prominent theme in a person’s life, an idea that mirrors how rhythmic cells branch out from a 

central motif in the Prelude.   

There is, then, in the aggregate of images, a privileged image, perceived in its depths and 
no longer only on the surface—the seat of affection and, at the same time, the source of 
action: it is this particular image which I adopt as the center of my universe and as the 
physical basis of my personality.79   
 
The idea of a “privileged image” can be related not only to the rhythmic construction of 

the opening cell of the Prelude; it could represent a memory-image from childhood for 

Rachmaninoff, or for the man in Die Heimkehr.  The opening musical gesture behaves as the 

“privileged image” of this piece, being at the center of the Prelude’s entire personality.  Bergson 

describes how images arrange themselves in systems around a single idea, similar to how 

rhythmic cells in the Prelude branch out from the initial one.    

There are perceptions, that is to say, systems in which these same images seem to depend 
on a single one among them, around which they range themselves on different planes, so 
as to be wholly transformed by the slightest modification of this central image.80   
 

In the Prelude, each slight change to the opening gesture or “central image” alters the listener’s 

memory of it, thus creating a musical perception involving a multiplicity of tiny variants of a 

central musical image.  A quantitative view of these variants becomes meaningless, as they can 

only truly be grasped qualitatively, so the perception of time goes from one that is measured to 

                                                 
78 Cleland, “Musical Transformation as a Manifestation of the Temporal Process Philosophies of Henri Bergson,” 
26.  
79 Ibid., 61. 
80 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory (1896), Translated by Margaret Paul and W. Scott Palmer (Garden City, N.J.: 
Doubleday, 1959.  Reprint, New York: Humanities Press, 1978), 145. 
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one that is experienced.  When viewed in real time, the many repetitions and alterations of this 

initial rhythmic figure reveal a gradual flowering or unfolding of the Prelude’s form.   

According to Bergson, the repetition of rhythmic figures in music is similar to 

architecture, both of which he considers to be “unnatural,” but not in a derogatory sense. Bergson 

argues that while nature expresses emotions or experiences, the arts suggest them to us, lending 

them perhaps an even more communicative power than nature, an idea that parallels pre 

nineteenth-century mimetic understandings of music.  

We find in architecture, in the very midst of this startling immobility, certain effects 
analogous to those of rhythm.  The symmetry of form, the indefinite repetition of the 
same architectural motive, causes our faculty of perception to oscillate between the same 
and the same again, and gets rid of those customary incessant changes which in ordinary 
life bring us back without ceasing to the consciousness of our personality: even the faint 
suggestion of an idea will then be enough to make the idea fill the whole of our mind.  
Thus art aims at impressing feelings on us rather than expressing them; it suggests them 
to us, and willingly dispenses with the imitation of nature when it finds some more 
efficacious means81   
 

As with architecture, the repetition of the initial gesture’s rhythm begins to build a large-scale 

form in the Prelude.  This is not a precise process of development or repetition, but something in 

between, what Cleland denotes as “continuity within change.”  Adding further to this process, 

pianists will not play the same rhythms in the exact same way on repetitions, intuitively altering 

the speed of the 16th note in the dotted triplets for example, adding infinite degrees of changes to 

musical gestures that are notated in the same way.  These nuances, part of each performer’s 

unique voice, are so subtle that they cannot be notated, showing that the notion of “continuity 

within change” takes on even wider proportions when considering a performer’s interpretation.  

                                                 
81 Henri Bergson, Time and Free Will: An essay on the immediate data of consciousness (1889), Translated by F.L. 
Pogson (New York: Harper, 1960), 15–16. 
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In short, the nostalgic opening musical gesture is a Bergsonian object of reflection and refraction 

throughout the entire Prelude, both on a micro (rhythmic cells) and macroscopic (form) scale.  

 

2.3 Stasis and Rhythmic Development in Bells  

Rachmaninoff’s referential compositional language in the B Minor Prelude revolves 

around certain nostalgic memory-images, symbolized in musical gestures.  In this web of 

allusions, “there are always some dominant memories, shining points around which the others 

form a vague nebulosity,” the lilting rhythm of the opening gesture is but one example.  The 

emulation of bells also permeates the Prelude.82  Several of Rachmaninoff’s works, most notably, 

his choral symphony The Bells, Op. 35 (1913), explicitly draw from church bells, an iconic 

signifier of the Russian Orthodox Church.83  Rachmaninoff’s piano music, particularly the B 

Minor Prelude, exhibits bell-like sonorities through rich, punctuated chords that ring with the 

help of the sustain pedal.  Max Harrison discusses the influence of bells on Rachmaninoff and 

also on earlier composers, suggesting a genealogy of bell effects in piano music predating the B 

Minor Prelude.   

The last two movements [of the Suite No. 1 for two pianos Op. 5] suggest bells and their 
varied emotional meanings.  Such evocations were not new, especially in piano music, 
going back, in the Romantic movement, at least to Liszt’s Les cloches de Genève, to 
various pieces by Debussy and Ravel, to the strictly contemporaneous Villebon of 
Magnard and the bell-haunted landscapes of Fallas’s Montanesa and many pieces by 
Rachmaninoff himself, such as the Preludes Op. 32 Nos. 10 and 13.84  
 
Harrison focuses on the influence of bells on Rachmaninoff’s Op. 5 for two pianos to 

frame his discussion.  Several features of the B Minor Prelude resonate with a specific set of 

                                                 
82 Ibid., 171. 
83 Rachmaninoff used Konstantin Balmont’s translation of Edgar Allen Poe’s poem The Bells as the text. 
84 Harrison, Rachmaninoff: Life, Works, Recordings, 52. 
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church bells - those of Novgorod’s St. Sophia Cathedral, the same bells which Rachmaninoff 

described hearing in his childhood. 

Rachmaninoff often spoke of the emotional impact that the St. Sophia’s Cathedral bells 

had on him.  The St. Sophia bells were an emotional signifier of childhood memory for 

Rachmaninoff.  These memories lived and continue to live through Rachmaninoff’s 

compositions.  Bergson notes the power of such early memories; “Memories, which we believed 

abolished, then reappear with striking completeness; we live over again, in all their detail, 

forgotten scenes of childhood.”85  Oskar Von Riesemann paraphrases the composer’s description 

of hearing bells as a child: 

The sound of church bells dominated all the cities of the Russia I used to know—
Novgorod, Kiev, Moscow.  They accompanied every Russian from childhood to the 
grave, and no composer could escape their influence…All my life I have taken pleasure 
in the differing moods and music of gladly chiming and mournfully tolling bells…One of 
my fondest childhood recollections is associated with the four notes of the great bells in 
the St. Sophia Cathedral of Novgorod, which I often heard when my grandmother took 
me to town on church festival days…The four notes were a theme that recurred again and 
again, four silvery weeping notes, veiled in an everchanging accompaniment woven 
around them.  I always associated the idea of tears with them.86 
 
The recurring four note theme and its “everchanging accompaniment” create a cyclical 

repetitiveness outside of a normal feeling of time.  Riesemann’s account notes Rachmaninoff’s 

association of bells with tears, an idea that the composer later developed in his Op. 5 Suite for 

Two Pianos, in the movement titled “Les Larmes” (Tears).  Max Harrison notes the connection 

                                                 
85 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 154. 
86 Quoted in Oskar Von Riesemann and Sergei Rachmaninoff, Rachmaninoff's recollections, told to Oskar von 
Riesemann, trans. Dolly Rutherford (New York: The Macmillan Company: 1934), 184.  Rachmaninoff dictated his 
reminiscences to Oskar Von Riesemann, who published a book in 1934.  These are probably not Rachmaninoff’s 
exact words, as Riesemann certainly embellished and added to the text.  Nevertheless, Rachmaninoff approved of 
Riesemann’s book, and I find that some of these reminiscences illustrate aspects of Rachmaninoff’s music, bells in 
this case, in a meaningful way.    
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of this movement with the bells of St. Sophia’s Cathedral, and how it enriched Rachmaninoff’s 

piano writing.      

In Les Larmes he had in mind the funeral bells of St. Sophia’s Cathedral in Novgorod 
(which he visited with his beloved grandmother Butakova), which perhaps seemed like a 
sudden intimation of death on a wonderful summer morning.  The four-note motif is 
heard constantly through shifting textural elaborations and shows even greater pianistic 
invention than the earlier movements.87   
 

Rachmaninoff quotes a passage from Fyodor Tyutchev’s (1803-1873) poem “Tears” on the score 

of “Les Larmes,” setting the mood for this piece: 

Human tears, oh human tears, you pour down invisible, inexhaustible, countless…you 
flow down as rain spouts, on listless autumn nights.88 
 

According to Harrison, bells related to the autumnal, tearful mood of the Tyutchev poem for 

Rachmaninoff.  In the same Op. 5 Suite for Two Pianos, Rachmaninoff quotes a passage from 

Aleksey Khomyakov’s poem “Easter” on the score for the suite’s last movement, entitled 

“Russian Easter”: 

And a powerful ringing rushed over the earth, and the air whirred, trembling.  Singing 
silver thunder, they told a message of the holy celebration.89  
 

Khomyakov’s text paints an exultant portrait of bells, contrasting with the tearful sense of 

Tyutchev’s poem.  The poetry accompanying “Les Larmes” and “Russian Easter” illuminate the 

personal and emotional symbolism that bells occupied in Rachmaninoff’s musical imagination. 

Rachmaninoff alludes to the St. Sophia bells in the B Minor Prelude and incorporates temporal 

properties of bell sounds into its musical language.  The inclusion of such bell effects adds 

another layer to Rachmaninoff’s multi-faceted meditation on nostalgia in the B Minor Prelude.   

                                                 
87Harrison, Rachmaninoff: Life, Works, Recordings, 52.  
88 From Fyodor Tyutchev, “Tears,” unpublished translation by Galina Buxton, 2018. 
89 From Aleksey Khomyakov, Easter, unpublished translation by Galina Buxton, 2018. 
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In a modern recording, the St. Sophia Cathedral bells ring antiphonally, as two men 

operate separate ensembles of bells. 90  Consequently, the listener perceives at least two choirs 

because of the ringing overtones.  Throughout the Prelude and other works, Rachmaninoff 

emulates tolling bells in his piano writing with dense chords that create ringing, sonorous 

textures.  My transcription of a recording of St. Sophia bells uses single notes to capture softer 

bell sounds and full chords to evoke stronger reverberations.  Because of their pitch ambiguities, 

my piano transcription of these sounds only approximates the effect of hearing them.  The 

combination of overtones, echoes, and reverberations renders the sonorities somewhat 

untranslatable into standard notation and a form that would be idiomatic for the piano.  I denote 

the antiphonal distinction between a Choir A and Choir B in the transcription (See Ex. 2-26 and 

2-27). 

Example 2-26. Setup of Choir A and Choir B at m. 1 of my Novgorod bells transcription 

 
 

Example 2-27. Choir A and Choir B at m. 20 of my Novgorod bells transcription   

 

                                                 
90 “Russian bell ringing Veliky Novgorod / Колокола Великого Новгорода,” video of bells in Veliky (Great) 
Novgorod on Easter, August 20, 2014, published June 27, 2016, accessed November 18, 2016, 
https://youtu.be/_zvfg1oGYbM. 



 

47 
 

As with the recording of Novgorod bells, the Prelude has a spatial layout of two 

antiphonal “choirs” throughout the piece.  “Choir A” proceeds with the pastoral rhythms 

described in the previous section, while “Choir B” punctuates long sustained chords from “Choir 

A.”  Consider “Choir A” and “Choir B” highlighted in the opening measures of the Prelude (See 

Ex. 2-28). 

Example 2-28. Setup of Choir A and Choir B in mm. 1-3 of the Prelude.     

   
 

Recurring chords function as polyphonic actors in Rachmaninoff’s piano writing in a 

similar fashion to groups of bells, not as single, isolated pitches, but as dense, overtone-rich 

clusters of sound.  Antiphonal effects in the Prelude result from “Choirs” in different registers of 

the piano and with different articulation markings: at the opening of the Prelude, Choir A is 

marked legato, while Choir B is marked staccato, generating unique spatial features of the 

Prelude similar to that of the St. Sophia bells (See Ex. 2-29). 

The bells in Ex. 2-29 also alternate rhythmic cells (for example, quarter notes in mm. 1-4, 

eighth notes in mm. 5-8, sixteenth notes in mm. 9-17, and thirty-second notes in mm. 17-19), 

similar to the rhythmic alternation that occurs in the Prelude.  In Ex. 20, rhythmic diminutions 

and re-orderings of two notes, middle C and the B below it in Choir A, which first appear as 

quarter notes in mm. 1-4, underscore the rhythmic development of these bell sounds.  So 

“continuity within change,” in Cleland’s words, occurs in different rhythmic versions of the 

same two pitches.  Short rhythmic cells develop into new ones by means of augmentation and 
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diminution in the St. Sophia Bells and also in the Prelude; recall the many rhythmic re-orderings 

of two-note groups depicted in Ex. 2-25 and examples preceding it.   

Example 2-29. Mm. 1-19 of my Novgorod bells transcription 

 
 

While speed and note ordering change in rhythmic cells both in the St. Sophia Bells and 

the Prelude, the overall harmony remains modally static.  In the St. Sophia bells (See Ex. 2-29) 

musical material stays rooted in an A Aeolian mode underscored by a pedal point on a low E.  In 



 

49 
 

the Rachmaninoff Prelude, musical material mostly stays in the realm of a B Aeolian mode 

throughout the whole piece (See Ex. 2-28).  In addition to the hypnotic, lilting rhythms of bells 

sounds from the St. Sophia cathedral and their emulations in the Prelude, static modal harmonies 

contributes to a sense of timelessness.  There are essentially no modulations in both examples, so 

changes of rhythm and motivic material are illusory, as if staying within the same framework.91  

Melody too, is either non-developmental or non-existent in the St. Sophia Bells and the 

Rachmaninoff Prelude.  Looking at the top notes in Ex. 2-28 and 2-29 reveals repetitions of two-

note groups.  While one can hum or sing these pitches easily, they do not seem to develop into 

anything new; they continually spin forward, like repetitive mantras.  Within the context of static 

harmony and melody, the changes occurring in rhythmic cells of the St. Sophia Bells and the 

Prelude signifies development within stasis.  Whether all of this was conscious on 

Rachmaninoff’s part, these are properties that are inherent in the sounds of chiming Russian 

Orthodox Church bells that Rachmaninoff would have heard as a child, and which Russians have 

been hearing for hundreds of years. 

In Time and Free Will, Bergson illustrates his concept of duration through an experience 

that he had of hearing bells.  Bergson emphasizes the qualitative rather than quantitative 

impression of bells. 

Perhaps some people count the successive strokes of a distant bell…but most people’s 
minds do not proceed in this way… I retain each of these successive sensations in order 
to combine it with the others and form a group which reminds me of an air or rhythm 
which I know: in that case I do not count the sounds, I limit myself to gathering, so to 
speak, the qualitative impression produced by the whole series.92  
 

                                                 
91 Compare this non–developmental development to the way Beethoven employs transpositions in the development 
section of a Symphony or Sonata. 
92 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 86.  Salley, “On Duration and Developing Variation: The Intersecting Ideologies of 
Henri Bergson and Arnold Schoenberg.”  Keith Salley mentions this passage from Bergson in the context of 
Schoenberg’s Piano Piece, Op. 19 No. 6, whose tolling chords many scholars associate with the bells at Mahler’s 
funeral.  
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Bergson experienced hearing bell sounds as a qualitative whole rather than as a series of 

distinct bell strokes.  We can apply this to how bell sounds from the St. Sophia Cathedral 

interpenetrate with each other through their echoing, which renders a general sense of static 

Aeolian harmony.  This whole impression of hearing the St. Sophia bells is an experience of pure 

duration in Bergsonian terms.  A sense of duration permeates the Prelude too as a result of the 

choir effect that Rachmaninoff creates.  Like his distinction between clock time and real time, 

Bergson warns that the urge to analytically separate bell sounds into distinct units negates the 

true experience of them as a single entity.  To properly play the bell transcription in Ex. 20, the 

pianist must pedal to make the chords permeate each other in a haze of echoes to form a unified 

phrase.  Bergson asserts that entities “interpenetrate,” or melt into one another during the 

experience of pure duration, similar to how the listener experiences Choir A and Choir B, both in 

the bell transcription and in the Prelude.   

Bergson notes that any conception of interpenetrating entities as separate units, however 

useful for study, is an artificial result of analysis.  Such an analysis removes time from the 

context of space, leaving an illusion of separate entities that do note permeate each other, for 

example, isolating separate choirs of bell sounds from the context of the whole is a purely spatial 

analysis.  

Do we not count feelings, sensations, ideas, all of which permeate one another, and each 
of which, for its part, takes up the whole of the soul? —yes, undoubtedly; but, just 
because they permeate one another, we cannot count them unless we represent them by 
homogeneous units which occupy separate positions in space and consequently no longer 
permeate one another.93  
 
In order to count, classify, or analyze sensual experience, one must separate that which 

essentially cannot be separated, thus creating an artificial representation.  My analysis of the 

                                                 
93 Ibid. 89. 
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choirs in both the Prelude and St. Sophia bell transcription inherently deconstruct the 

interpenetration that constitutes a holistic experience created by the composition and the ringing 

bells.  The St. Sophia bells, and Rachmaninoff’s presumed allusions to them in the Prelude can 

be understood through Bergson’s notion of the unfettered experience of duration.  Both of these 

examples exude a sense of timelessness; the sounds seem to begin before we actually hear them 

and continue past the end.  Rhythms occur in cycles of repetitions and slight variations of an 

original idea.  Harmonies could be considered modal, or perhaps more precisely, static and 

relatively unchanging, and non-developing throughout the entire Prelude: the piece does not 

really modulate.  Similarly, melody repeats, with slight variations, a small group of notes or a 

melodic cell that recalls Rachmaninoff’s description of a four-note theme played by the bells 

from the St. Sophia Cathedral that he heard as a child.  As with sonic phenomena in nature, such 

as the sounds of waves, flowing water, or burning fire, these musical examples demonstrate 

Cleland’s idea of “Continuity within change” because they present numerous altered views of the 

same essential objects.      

 

2.4 Hypnosis and Suspended Time 

In the B Minor Prelude, pastoral rhythms and bell sonorities create a sense of 

timelessness.  Pastoral rhythms invoke the countryside, and bells, religious or mystical 

experiences.  The countryside offers a relaxed, slow-paced, unpunctuated time that many idealize 

in contrast to city life.  Although bells mark daily time, their ringing points to an eternal, 

religious time as well.  Pastoral rhythms insert the past into the present through a rhythmic topic 

and bell sonorities create a sense of duration with no beginning or end.  These rhythms take the 

listener outside of chronological time, as occurs during hypnosis.  Both Bergson and 
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Rachmaninoff related hypnosis to their work and Bergson particularly correlated hypnosis with 

musical rhythm.  

Music has long been associated with hypnosis.  In the 1770s, the physician Franz Anton 

Mesmer (1734-1815) used music as part of invoking trance states, in a process that he called 

animal magnetism (also known as mesmerism).  Mesmer’s theories influenced what came to be 

called hypnosis.  In the 1840s, figures such as James Braid (1795-1860) sought to align hypnosis 

with medicine, as many at the time were wary of it, assuming that it was tied to occult practices.  

Some still view hypnosis as a dangerous form of brainwashing while others see it as potentially 

therapeutic.  From its inception and throughout its evolution, hypnosis has been closely related 

with music.94  

The Prelude immediately draws the listener in through its quiet, lilting rhythmic gestures, 

which seem to appear from a distance, not only in time (memories of the past), but also in space.  

As a form of therapy, hypnotism helps a person to readjust their mental state by slowing down 

the rhythm of their perceptions and bringing them into contact with their memories in a 

meaningful way.  A hypnotist can begin to elicit a response from a subject once they have 

quieted down their normal flow of thoughts.  In the Prelude, the listener is initiated into a slowed, 

meditative flow of time.  A hypnotist typically directs a patient to become susceptible to their 

suggestions through a seductive mantra.  Marked piano, the rich chords of the opening seem to 

appear from a distance (See Ex. 2-30).   

In his discussion of intensities and magnitudes in Time and Free Will, Bergson describes 

how one experiences such a sound.  

                                                 
94 See James Kennaway, “Musical Hypnosis: Sound and Selfhood from Mesmerism to Brainwashing,” Social 
History of Medicine 25, Issue 2, (May 1 2012). 271–289, https://doi.org/10.1093/shm/hkr143, and Heather Hadlock, 
"Sonorous Bodies: Women and the Glass Harmonica," Journal of the American Musicological Society 53, no. 3 
(2000): 507–42, for further reading on the subject of music and hypnosis. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/shm/hkr143
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In order to perceive a distant sound, to distinguish what we call a faint smell or a dim 
light, we strain all our faculties, we ‘pay attention.’ 95  
 

The opening of the Prelude forces the listener to strain and to pay attention, as a hypnotist might 

command a subject to listen only to their voice.  The Prelude’s distant chords recall the man in 

Die Heimkehr, who strains to view the house in the distance.   

Example 2-30. The opening of the Prelude, which seems to come from a distance.  

 
 

The pianist will gradually alternate registers between Choirs A and B.  In a similar 

fashion, hypnotists will engross a patient’s attention by swinging a pendulum back and forth.  In 

one form of hypnosis called EMDR (eye movement desensitization and reprocessing) treatment, 

a patient will hear sounds through headphones that regularly alternate from the right to the left 

headphone, or observe lights in a rhythmic side-to-side fashion.  Once the patient has slowed 

down their perceptions through such side-to-side rhythmic stimuli, a therapist will then engage 

with a patient’s traumatic memories.  For Bergson, the regularity of musical rhythm functions as 

a type of hypnosis, capable of bringing a person into a deeper state of awareness, similar to 

meditation in Buddhist and Hindu traditions.   

The object of art is to put to sleep the active or rather resistant powers of our personality, 
and thus to bring us into a state of perfect responsiveness, in which we realize the idea 
that is suggested to us and sympathize with the feeling that is expressed.  In the processes 
of art we shall find, in a weakened form, a refined and in some measure spiritualized 
version of the processes commonly used to induce the state of hypnosis.  Thus, in music, 

                                                 
95 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 40.  
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the rhythm and measure suspend the normal flow of our sensations and ideas by causing 
our attention to swing to and fro between fixed points…96  
 
The Prelude quite literally causes the listener’s “attention to swing to and fro between 

fixed points” in the continual registral shifts between Choir A and Choir B.  Even visually, the 

pianist’s hands must move between different areas of the keyboard (see Ex. 22).   

Example 2-31. The opening of prelude, with arrows pointing out registral shifts occurring 
between choirs A and B, creating a sense of swinging back and forth between fixed points as in 

hypnosis  

 
 

Ex. 2-31 reminds us of the hypnotic slow tempo, chords emulating bells, and pastoral 

rhythms at the start of the Prelude.  Furthermore, the pianist’s spatial jumps between Choirs A 

and B parallel the side-to-side visual stimuli utilized by a hypnotist or EMDR practitioner to 

capture a subject’s attention.      

Great interpreters of the B Minor Prelude, such as Benno Moiseiwitsch and Sviatoslav 

Richter, exhibit a deliberate feeling of pulse in their renditions.  Such regularity of rhythm 

enhances the hypnotic nature of the piece.  Bergson finds that a person can become so engrossed 

in the measured rhythms of a work of art that they become extremely attuned to its subtle 

changes.  Similarly, once a hypnosis subject has become lulled by a mantra or regular side-to-

side rhythms, a hypnotist can elicit a reaction through suggestions.  Bergson considers how a 

                                                 
96 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 14–15.  
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dancer can impart a sort of invisible communication with a viewer through regularity of musical 

rhythm:   

The regularity of the rhythm establishes a kind of communication between him and us, 
and the periodic returns of the measure are like so many invisible threads by means of 
which we set in motion this imaginary puppet.  Indeed, if it stops for an instant, our hand 
in its impatience cannot refrain from making a movement, as though to push it, as though 
to replace it in the midst of this movement, the rhythm of which has taken complete 
possession of our thought and will97  
 
According to Bergson, musical rhythm, like hypnosis, can engross the entire attention of 

a person.  Rhythm is somewhat overlooked in studies of western music because its subtle power, 

which Bergson describes here, transcends the limitations of musical notation.  A great performer, 

like a great puppeteer or dancer in Bergson’s description, can express the unique duration of a 

subject or a mood, transcending a merely metronomic execution of a piece to render a hypnotic 

quality. 

Through its hypnotic rhythms, Rachmaninoff’s Prelude can engage a listener with their 

own memory-images.  The forlorn opening of the Prelude simulates the appearance of a hypnosis 

subject’s first memory-image.  Memory-images can appear from a trance state initiated by a 

hypnotist, who purposefully engages these types of submerged memory-images, or from an 

occurrence in daily life, as with the “Episode of the Madeleine” from Proust.  The catatonic, 

slowed down time perception resulting from hypnosis can act as a coping mechanism for 

overwhelmingly emotional or traumatic memories.  The capriciousness of such memories, as 

Bergson notes, is similar to how the opening material of the Prelude develops, and similar to a 

hypnosis subject’s free-association of memory-images.  Rhythm has the power to slow down the 

perceptions of a hypnotist subject or an audience member at a musical performance, thus 

                                                 
97Ibid., 12–13. 
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allowing personal memory-images to more easily appear in consciousness. Bergson describes 

how a memory-image, such as Rachmaninoff’s recollection of hearing bells of the St. Sophia 

Cathedral, can whimsically or even randomly appear once the mind is susceptible to it. 

When a memory reappears in consciousness, it produces on us the effect of a ghost whose 
mysterious apparition must be explained by special causes.  In truth, the adherence of this 
memory to our present condition is exactly comparable to the adherence of unperceived 
objects to those objects which we perceive; and the unconscious plays in each case a 
similar part…my memories present themselves in an order which is apparently 
capricious.98  
 

Bergson argues that loud sounds coming from up close in space elicit another kind of 

sympathetic reaction from the listener, shocking them out of ordinary consciousness.  

Inversely, we recognize a sensation of extreme intensity by the irresistible reflex 
movements to which it incites us, or by the powerlessness with which it affects us.  When 
a cannon is fired off close to our ears or a dazzling light suddenly flares up, we lose for 
an instant the consciousness of our personality…”99  
 

In other words, if a person hears a sudden, loud clap of thunder, they may react with a jump or a 

gasp.  In the heightened experience of hypnosis, a subject can be jarred back into reality when 

the hypnotist snaps their fingers.  The listener can be overwhelmed by some of the Prelude’s 

fuller sonorities, like the firing canon of a Bergson description.  The large repeated chords at 

mm. 31-36 can have a similarly jolting effect on a listener (See Ex. 2-32). 

Hypnosis and slowed time perception are themes found in Rachmaninoff’s own biography when 

his first symphony premiered disastrously and when he left Russia.  In a famous episode, 

Rachmaninoff visited the hypnotist Dr. Nikolai Dahl (1860-1939) in 1900, several years after the 

failed premiere of his first symphony in 1897, to help alleviate his despondency.  Hypnosis 

                                                 
98 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 145.  
99 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 40.  
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brought Rachmaninoff out of his creative rut, leading him to dedicate his Second Piano Concerto 

to Dr. Dahl in gratitude.   

Example 2-32. Large repeated chords at mm. 31-36 that can overwhelm the listener  

 
 

Dr. Dahl studied with the neurologist Jean-Martin Charcot (1825-1893) in Paris.  Bergson 

mentions Charcot in his writing as an influence, and perhaps knew him personally: 

A patient of Charcot’s, attacked by a passing word-deafness, relates that he heard his 
clock strike but that he could not count the strokes.  Probably he was unable to separate 
and distinguish them.  Another patient declares that he perceives the words of 
conversations, but as a confused noise.  Lastly, the patient who has lost the understanding 
of the spoken word recovers it if the word is repeated to him several times, and especially 
if it is pronounced with marked divisions, syllable by syllable.100  
 
Rachmaninoff describes similar physical symptoms to Charcot’s patients after the failed 

premiere of his first symphony, saying: “I felt like a man who had suffered a stroke.”101  

According to Oskar Von Riesemann, Rachmaninoff said; “There are serious illnesses and deadly 

blows from fate which entirely change a man’s character…When the indescribable torture of this 

performance [the premiere of the first symphony] had at last come to an end, I was a different 

                                                 
100 Ibid., 115.  
101 Bertensson and Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music, 74. 
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man.”102  Furthermore, Riesemann adds that Rachmaninoff said; “A paralyzing apathy possessed 

me.  I did nothing at all and found no pleasure in anything.  Half my days were spent lying on a 

couch and sighing over my ruined life…I did not live; I vegetated, idle and hopeless.”103  Trauma 

can leave a person psychologically unable to cope with a normal flow of time, and thus appear 

catatonic, or frozen.   

One passage in the Prelude, at mm. 37-41, creates a sensation of frozen time (see Ex. 24).  

Example 2-33. Mm. 37-41, which creates a sensation of frozen time 

 
 

Long notes, such as the double dotted quarter notes in m. 37, and the tied notes in the following 

measures sound drawn out and static.  These long notes are punctuated by quick sixteenth notes 

and staccato octaves that are like jagged ruptures, adding to a sense of frozen time in this 

passage: the contrast of the longer rhythmic values with short rhythmic values prolongs the effect 

of long notes in Ex. 24.  As with Bergson’s description of a dancer who plays with the regularity 

                                                 
102 Riesemann and Rachmaninoff, Rachmaninoff's recollections, told to Oskar von Riesemann, 99.  
103 Ibid., 102. 
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of musical rhythm, long notes in Ex. 24 seem go on for too long, leaving the listener in suspense, 

feeling an urge to “push” the rhythm forward.  

According to Bertensson and Leyda, Rachmaninoff was unable to compose after leaving 

Russia in 1917 just as he had been in the years following his first symphony’s failed premiere:  

“For seventeen years…since I lost my country, I have felt unable to compose.  When I was on 

my farm in Russia during the summers I had joy in my work.  Certainly I still write music—but 

it does not mean the same thing to me now.”104  Rachmaninoff further describes how it felt living 

in exile from his homeland:  “You cannot know…the feeling of a man who has no home.  

Perhaps no others can understand the hopeless homesickness of us older Russians…Even the air 

in your country is different.  No, I cannot say just how.”105  While Rachmaninoff had physically 

left his country, he was still unable to transition, as with a person suffering from jetlag after 

traveling to a different time zone.  The emotionally overwhelming experience of trauma or 

nostalgia can freeze time perception, casting a person outside of its normal flow.  Therein results 

a sort of emotional jetlag, in which the slowed “time-zone” of an individual’s mental state is out 

of sync with the “time-zone” of reality.  Rachmaninoff describes the trauma surrounding the day 

that he left Russia, according to Riesemann:  

On one of the last days in November I took a small suit-case and boardeda 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 
that I was leaving Moscow, my real home, for a very, very long time…perhaps for 
ever.106  
 

                                                 
104 Quoted in Bertensson and Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music, 295. 
105 Quoted in Ibid., 300. 
106 Ibid., 186. 
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The slow rhythms of certain music and hypnosis resonate with the sense of time seen in 

Charcot’s catatonic patients, and even Rachmaninoff himself in his periods of despondent 

creative block.  Such rhythms, once in sync with a subject’s latent emotional state, can 

potentially help them process submerged traumatic memories.  After sifting through these 

memories, a patient can then gradually lilt back into the duration of reality, thus healing from a 

difficult bout of this emotional jetlag.107  The pastoral, bell-like, hypnotic rhythms of the Prelude 

suggest such a therapy.  The mind is often unable to keep up with the fast pace of life changes, 

and rhythmic exercises that slow time perception, such as meditation, hypnosis, or prayer, may 

treat such an arrested sense of time.  The Prelude’s rhythms suggest such temporal effects, and 

offer insight into the profound emotional resonance Rachmaninoff and Moiseiwitsch felt for the 

piece. 

In Rachmaninoff’s B Minor Prelude, rhythms point to timelessness through their 

functioning in the score and their histories.  Ranz des vaches rhythms, bells, and hypnosis all 

share slow, regular pulsations of rhythm that removes the listener from normal time.  The 

histories of these rhythms suggest a historical genealogy of the Prelude, taking the listener both 

out of time and out of place.  The Ranz des vaches and Pastoral rhythmic topics relates the 

Prelude to a vast body of music from the past, both folk and classical.  Bell effects bring the 

listener in contact with a powerful symbol of the Russia that Rachmaninoff came of age in.  

Finally, imagining these rhythms paralleling hypnosis brings another aspect of Rachmaninoff’s 

biography into the musical score.     

  

                                                 
107 Oliver Sacks, Daniel Levitin, and other neurologists have written about the healing effects of music on people 
with dementia.  
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CHAPTER 3 

VAST PHRASES 

3.1 Curved Lines 

The B Minor Prelude slows time through its lilting pastoral rhythms, bell-like antiphonal 

effects, and hypnotic pulse.  The Prelude’s registral contours create gradually curing, meandering 

phrases that further remove the listener from a sense of ordinary time.  Wide phrases and drawn-

out melodies are hallmarks of Rachmaninoff’s compositional style.  An especially celebrated 

example is the principal theme to his Second Piano Concerto’s first movement, a theme that 

gradually rises and falls in register (See Ex. 3-1). 

Example 3-1. The opening theme of Rachmaninoff’s Second Piano Concerto108 

Bergson speaks about curved lines in a way that illuminates how the gradual rising and falling in 

vast phrases of the Prelude influences time perception in the listener:  “If curves are more 

graceful than broken lines, the reason is that, while a curved line changes its direction at every 

moment, every new direction is indicated in the preceding one.”109   

As a point of contrast consider an example from Joseph Haydn, containing short phrases, 

punctuated by frequent staccato articulations and silences (reminiscent of Bergson’s idea of 

108 Sergei Rachmaninoff, Piano Concerto No. 2 Op. 18 in C Minor, main theme of first movement, public domain, 
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/3d/Rachmaninov_concerto_piano_2_theme_1mvt.png. 
109 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 12. 
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“broken lines”)  (See Ex. 3-2). 

Example 3-2. Opening of Haydn’s Piano Sonata in C Major Hob. 50.110 

 
 

Musical time is punctuated or divided up through the staccatos and silences in the Haydn 

example, whereas Rachmaninoff’s Second Concerto theme may even come across as pulseless 

due to its gradual registral changes, all written legato.  Bergson relates his notion of “curved 

lines” to the sense of flow in time perception: “Thus the perception of ease in motion passes over 

into the pleasure of mastering the flow of time and of holding the future in the present.”111  The 

constantly changing direction of curved lines induces the feeling of motion according to 

Bergson, therefore rendering a fluid perception of duration. 

Bergson wonders why higher or lower pitches conjure visual associations, echoing his 

speculations concerning spatial representations of time.  He concludes that we draw an 

association of higher pitches with higher points in space due to the physical strain involved with 

singing these notes, suggesting a link between the registral developments in the Prelude and 

points in space.  

                                                 
110 Joseph Haydn, “Piano Sonata in C Major, Hob. 50,” Haydns Werke, Serie XIV: Klavierwerke: Sonaten, Bd.3,  
Leipzig: Breitkopf und Härtel, 1918. ASL0, Plate J. H. XIV, No. 50. 
111 Ibid. 

http://imslp.org/wiki/Joseph_Haydns_Werke_(Haydn,_Joseph)
http://imslp.org/wiki/Piano_Sonatas_(Haydn,_Joseph)
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Examine carefully your idea of a higher or lower note, and see whether you do not think 
simply of the greater or less effort which the tensor muscle of your vocal chords has to 
make in order to produce the note?  As the effort by which your voice passes from one 
note to another is discontinuous, you picture to yourself these successive notes as points 
in space, to be reached by a series of sudden jumps, in each of which you cross an empty 
separating interval: this is why you establish intervals between the notes of the scale.  
Now, why is the line along which we dispose them vertical rather than horizontal, and 
why do we say that the sound ascends in some cases and descends in other?  It must be 
remembered that the high notes seem to us to produce some sort of resonance in the head 
and the deep notes in the thorax: this perception, whether real or illusory, has 
undoubtedly had some effect in making us reckon the intervals vertically.112 
 
Imagining points in space leads to a visual equivalence for a pitch’s register, partially 

deriving from the physical efforts of singing it.  The gradually rising and falling contours in 

Rachmaninoff’s long phrases recalls vocal music; specifically medieval chant and music from 

the Russian Orthodox Church.  Associating the composer’s instrumental music with liturgical 

choral music is hardly a new idea: recall that Joseph Yasser completed an analysis of the theme 

to Rachmaninoff’s third piano concerto alongside Russian Orthodox chants.113  Rachmaninoff 

was particularly obsessed with the medieval Dies Irae chant, famously including it in a number 

of later works, such as his Variations on a Theme of Corelli, Op. 42 (1931), and his Rhapsody on 

a Theme of Paganini, Op. 43 (1934), among others.  Consider registral contours of the Dies Irae 

chant, which meander up and down in the Dorian mode, again quite similar to registral growths 

and decays found in Rachmaninoff’s instrumental compositions (See Ex. 3-3). 

The first measure of the Dies Irae chant essentially travels from F to D, and could be 

reduced to three principal notes, F, E, D.  However, as with melodic contours in the Prelude, the 

chant moves from F, down to E, back up to F, then down a third to D, up a step to E, down a 

third to C, and back up a step to D; in other words, it takes a long time to travel from F to D. 

                                                 
112 Ibid., 45. 
113 Yasser, "The opening theme of Rachmaninoff's Third piano concerto and its liturgical prototype," 313-28.   
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Such registral movements, as well as the overall sense of wide phrasing with which a choral 

group would imbue this chant with, prolongs time perception just as the hypnotic temporal 

qualities of the Prelude do, elucidated in the previous chapter.  

Example 3-3. Modern notation of the Dies Irae chant.114 

 
 

The Prelude’s streams of rich yet unadorned modal harmonies certainly sound like 

Russian Orthodox choral singing.  Low octaves appearing in the left hand parts evoke the 

contrabass voices celebrated in this genre.  Rachmaninoff wrote a number of his own 

unaccompanied choral works for the Orthodox Church: the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom Op. 

31 (1910) and the All-Night Vigil Op. 37 (1915), both composed around the same time as the 

                                                 
114 Modern notation of the Dies Irae chant, adapted by Jim Paterson, www.mfiles.co.uk. 
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Prelude.  Not surprisingly, many of the textures and registral movements of Rachmaninoff’s 

liturgical vocal compositions are similar to those in the Prelude.  Consider the first line of 

“Blessed is the Man” from Rachmaninoff’s All-Night Vigil (See Ex. 3-4). 

Example 3-4. First line of “Blessed is the Man” from the All-Night Vigil.115   

 
 

This example from the All-Night Vigil exudes the following similar properties to the 

Prelude’s phrases:  The top alto voice gradually ascends and descends in register in a stepwise 

motion, occasionally going in the opposite direction by step.  The other voices harmonize 

modally in this passage, rendering the sense of a pure Aeolian mode, as with the piano writing in 

the B Minor Prelude.  Consciously or not, perhaps Rachmaninoff was treating the vast phrases of 

the B Minor Prelude vocally, considering a mostly stepwise melodic motion and vocal breathing 

while writing it.     

The Church singing that Rachmaninoff heard as a child was a powerful component of his 

memory-images.  This singing supposedly inspired some of his childhood improvisations at the 

piano; “When he brought his grandmother home from one of their church visits he would sit at 

                                                 
115 Sergei Rachmaninoff, “Blessed is the Man” from the All–Night Vigil, Op. 37, Ed. Brian Ames, Creative 
Commons Attribution–ShareAlike 4.0. 
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their small piano and play over the chants they had just heard.”116  Riesemann provides a similar 

description, most probably in a paraphrase of Rachmaninoff’s actual words; “Thanks to my good 

memory, I also remembered most of what I heard.  This I turned into capital—literally—by 

sitting down at the piano when I came home, and playing all I had heard.”117  These early 

experiences of playing Church chants at the piano likely became such strong components of 

Rachmaninoff’s pianistic habit memory that they informed the way in which he composed.  

Certainly, hearing this singing at a young age must have left a powerful imprint on his mind, 

creating a formidable influence on his overall musical style, and expressing something 

fundamental about the pre-revolutionary Russia that he came of age in.  Rachmaninoff mentions 

his loving grandmother in the same context as hearing religious chants, adding an even stronger 

personal nostalgia to these memories, as if they too were part of his family history, part of his 

genetic makeup. 

 

3.2 Deconstructing Registral Growths and Decays 

The implications of vast registral growths and decays in the Prelude go beyond the 

preceding examples from vocal music.  The pitch ranges of these examples are limited due to the 

physical limitations of the human voice.  In the Prelude however, local registral shifts build into 

vast gradations covering a wide range of the piano.  Examining these patterns becomes like 

unstacking Russian Matryoshka dolls, in which small ideas are nested within larger ones.  Time 

perception slows even further in the extremely drawn out registral growths and decays that choirs 

A and B undergo throughout the Prelude.  The root of these large-scale registral movements lies 

                                                 
116 Bertensson and Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music, 4–5. 
117 Riesemann and Rachmaninoff, Rachmaninoff's recollections, told to Oskar von Riesemann, 30. 
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in properties of the opening gesture, in which harmonies vacillate back and forth between 

themselves (See Ex. 3-5). 

Example 3-5. The opening gesture of the Prelude, from the upbeat of m. 1 to the first beat of m. 1 

 
 

Removing rhythm from this opening gesture shows a seemingly innocuous harmonic 

movement; an oscillation from a iv6 chord to a i chord, back to a iv6 chord and then back to a i 

chord, in B Minor.  This oscillating movement, of chords moving up and down in space, 

returning back to previously heard harmonies, is the crux of the large-scale registral growths and 

decays seen in the entire Prelude.  Consider a reduction of the opening gesture, with rhythm 

removed, demonstrating the oscillation between iv6 and i harmonies (See Ex. 3-6). 

Example 3-6. Reduction of the opening gesture, highlighting the oscillation between a iv6 and i 
harmony in B Minor. 

 
 

Musical material in choir A grows out of this opening gesture, and follows a generally 

downward path in register.  Consider mm. 1-10 of the Prelude, followed by a reduction 

illustrating the descent that takes place in choir A in these measures (See Ex. 3-7 and 3-8). 



 

68 
 

Example 3-7. Mm. 1-10 as they appear in the score of the Prelude 

 
 

Example 3-8. Reduction of Choir A in mm. 1-10 of the Prelude, highlighting the gradual, 
registral descent taking place.  
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With rhythm and the pizzicato-like punctuations of Choir B removed, the reduction in Ex. 3-8 

shows gradually descending streams of chords.  In the graph, Bergsonian “curved lines” appear 

both at a local level at a global level.  The effect of the entire graph is of gradual descent, all the 

way from E5 to E1.  At mm. 1-10, Choir B too, in a sense deriving from important chords of 

Choir A, undergoes its own descent.  Consider Choir B at mm. 1-10 of the Prelude, circled, 

followed by a reduction (See Ex. 3-9 and 3-10). 

Example 3-9. Choir B, circled, at mm. 1-10. 

 
 

Example 3-10. Reduction of Choir B at the opening of the Prelude. 
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Marked staccato in the score, Choir B acts as a sort of commentary to the sustained 

chords of Choir A.  From a pianistic standpoint, it is difficult to simultaneously convey a 

flowing, legato line in Choir A and the pizzicato-like punctuations in Choir B since Choirs A and 

B each require both hands to be played.  Tricks of the pedal can achieve two distinctly different 

sounds in the two Choirs; one possibility is to use the middle pedal to sustain held chords in 

Choir A while rendering dry, staccato sonorities in Choir B, and another is, after playing the 

chords in Choir B, to quickly move both hands back to the hand positions of the long-held chords 

of Choir A, such as those at the first beat of m. 1 and 2, and silently depress these chords again, 

then swiftly remove the sustain pedal to allow the Choir B chords to be somewhat staccato.  The 

most probable solution is to gradate with the right pedal, carefully blending both choirs while 

avoiding the incoherent blur of sound resulting from over-pedaling. 

After their ten-measure registral descent, Choirs A and B then undergo a large-scale 

registral ascent at mm. 22-34 (See Ex. 3-11 and 3-12). With the repeated chords of Choir B 

removed in Ex. 3-12, Choir A demonstrates a gradual, generally upward path, mostly in the right 

hand part.  As with the preceding examples, tones sometimes move a step in the opposite 

direction of the general registral movement.  Choir B, like Choir A, goes through a gradual 

ascent in mm. 22-34 of the Prelude.  Consider a reduction of Choir B at mm. 22-34 (see Ex. 3-11 

for Choir B as it appears in the score), with chord repetitions removed (See Ex. 3-13). 
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Example 3-11. Mm. 22-34 in the score of the Prelude. 
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Example 3-12. Reduction of Choir A at mm. 22-34. 

 
 

Example 3-13. Reduction of Choir B at mm. 22-34. 
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The reduction shows an ascent that sometimes skips up by a third or a fourth in the top 

notes of the right hand part and lowest notes of the left hand part.  Note the prevalence of second 

intervals embedded into the chords, rendering some harmonic ambiguity because they are drawn 

out and do not often resolve, thus behaving something like pan-diatonic clusters.  In the context 

of the score (refer to Ex. 3-11), Choir B could be orchestrated in such a way that certain 

instruments would play continuously repeating triplets, as written, but other instruments, for 

instance French horns, could hold long harmonies; in other words, the French horns would play 

what is written in the reduction of Ex. 3-13.  This effect of orchestration is already achieved at 

the piano because of the sustain pedal, which the orchestra of course does not have.  Acoustical 

properties of the piano allow for the fundamentals in Choir A to be reinforced and expanded by 

the repeated chords in Choir B, creating a gradual buildup in volume and density (in addition to 

register) in mm. 22-34. 

Choirs A and B undergo more large-scale ascents and descents from mm. 37-45.  

Consider this passage in the score, and then in a reduction of Choir A (See Ex. 3-14 and 3-15). 
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Example 3-14. Mm. 37-45 in the Prelude. 
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Example 3-15. Reduction of Choir A at mm. 37-45. 

 
 

In the reduction, Choir A ascends until the middle of the second line, and then descends. 

Next, consider a reduction of Choir B, also at mm. 37-45 (See Ex. 3-16).  
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Example 3-16. Reduction of Choir B at mm. 37-45. 

 
 

The right hand part in the reduction shows Choir B gradually ascending, while sometimes 

reaching down, all in intervals of thirds.  By the middle of the first line, the right hand part 

begins a gradual descent.  Choir B here is comprised of octaves, creating a more hollow sound 

than musical material in previous examples.  In mm. 37-45, Choir B is underpinned by an F-

sharp pedal point, giving the entire passage (see the score excerpt shown in Ex. 3-14) the feeling 

of V in B Minor. 

The preceding examples demonstrate some large-scale registral ascents and descents in 

long phrases of the Prelude.  These paths resemble wave shapes, in that tones or streams of 

chords move in one general direction, mostly by step or small intervals (such as thirds), 

occasionally moving a step in an opposite direction.  These registral movements allow for large 

spans of the Prelude to experience slow, overall upward or downward movements in register.  

Such registral developments build a prototype of the Prelude’s form.  Consider a reduction that 

shows important chords throughout the entire Prelude, with arrows pointing to overall registral 

movements between them (See Ex. 3-17). 
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Example 3-17. Reduction showing important chords in the Prelude with arrows indicating 
overall registral movements between them 

 
 

At a macro level, this reduction illustrates a single overall rise and fall in the Prelude, 

beginning at m. 22 after the initial descent of mm. 1-22, rising to a registral apex at m. 48, then 

descending until the end of the piece at m. 60.  While perhaps overly reductive, the illustration in 

Ex. 3-17 suggests a clean-cut rise and fall in the Prelude.  The listener may not consciously 

perceive this single rise and fall due to local registral movements.  But the large-scale registral 

contour is part of a larger process of sonic, textural, dramatic, and emotional tension.  Consider a 

simple illustration of the overall growth and decay of intensity, paralleling registral movement 

from the first to the last notes of the Prelude (See Fig. 3-1). 

 
Figure 3-1. An illustration of dramatic intensity throughout the Prelude 
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While such a general figure could be universally applied to a number of musical works, 

the registral motion highlights its applicability to the Prelude.  This graph perhaps more closely 

depicts a real experience of listening to the Prelude because it illustrates a whole entity rather 

than discrete parts.  Bergson opposed analyzing dynamic processes through static parts: “[A] 

wholly dynamic way of looking at things is repugnant to the reflective consciousness, because 

the latter delights in clean cut distinctions, which are easily expressed in words, and in things 

with well-defined outlines.”118  Such clean cut distinctions, common to language, ignore 

something fundamental about a listening experience of the Prelude.  In Time and Free Will, 

Bergson posits that the perception of intensities and magnitudes is complex and multifaceted.  

The following statement presents an emotional counterpart to the dynamic form of the Prelude:   

An obscure desire gradually becomes a deep passion…the feeble intensity of this desire 
consisted at first in its appearing to be isolated and, as it were, foreign to the remainder of 
your inner life.  But little by little it permeates a larger number of psychic elements, 
tingeing them, so to speak, with its own colour: and lo! Your outlook on the whole of 
your surroundings seems now to have changed radically…All your sensations and all 
your ideas seem to brighten up: it is like childhood back again119  
 
The term “obscure desire” perhaps depicts the mood of the Prelude’s forlorn opening, 

and, we imagine, the initially tepid emotion of the man in Die Heimkehr as he first encounters 

the house in the distance.  Bergson depicts how an obscure desire gradually pervades one’s inner 

life, and imperceptibly changes ones way of looking at things in dynamic, non-linear directions, 

suggesting a multi-faceted conception of the Prelude’s form as a transformative journey.  By the 

end of this journey, although opening musical material recapitulates, the listener cannot hear it in 

the same way.  Likewise, the man in Die Heimkehr presumably returns to his home and thereby 

memories of his past, but he has changed. 

                                                 
118 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 9. 
119 Ibid., 8. 
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The vast phrases of the Prelude outline a general form of the piece.  In one sense, the 

Prelude is simply in a rounded binary form, an ABA’ form, but one can view the cadenza that 

precedes the recapitulation as a separate section, labeled C.  Consider a chart of the Prelude’s 

form, with brief descriptions of what takes place in each section (See Fig. 3-2). 

Section Measure Numbers General Description 

A Mm. 1-17 Opens with a forlorn idea, that develops gradually 

B Mm. 18-36 Builds in texture and dynamics with large repeated 
chords, reaching a false culmination at mm. 34-36 

C Mm. 37-48 The culmination of the Prelude is at mm. 46-48, which 
is in the form of a Cadenza 

A’  Mm. 49-60 

Recapitulation, repeating material from the A section.  
From mm. 52-58, material from the beginning 
reappears, but transposed.  Mm. 58-60 at the end is a 
short coda. 

Figure 3-2. Interpretation of the general form of the Prelude 
 

The chart presents another manner of interpreting a trajectory of intensity in the Prelude.  Note 

some formal guideposts as they appear in the Prelude, which highlight significant moments from 

each of the sections outlined in Fig. 3-2 (See Ex. 3-18). 

Example 3-18. Mm. 1-3, the opening of the piece  
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Example 3-19. A false culmination at mm. 31-34 in the B section.  An arrow at the second beat 
of m. 34 indicates the peak of this culmination, which is in a striking, C Major harmony, the 

Neapolitan or flat-second harmonic area in the key of B Minor.  

 
 

Example 3-20. Cadenza, which is the true culmination of the Prelude, at mm. 46-48.  At the end 
of m. 48, the A’ section begins by evoking the opening of the Prelude in a recapitulation.   
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Example 3-21. Closing of the Prelude at mm. 57-60, at the A’ section. 

 
 

The Prelude’s form offers a way to dynamically analyze the very painting that was its 

inspiration.  Another way to imagine the form of the Prelude as a dynamic process is in the 

context of the Kübler-Ross model, or five stages of grief.120  Consider the following hypothetical 

scenario, comparing the Prelude’s development with feelings experienced by the man in 

Böcklin’s painting in terms of these stages of grief: The man is first engrossed by the image of a 

distant house, bringing him in contact with his past through memory-images.  A vague feeling at 

first, he tries to deny the onset of these spontaneous memories, and walk past the house, but they 

overcome him, despite his efforts to resist.  His emotions increase, turning into anger, reflected 

in the fortissimo repeated chords of the B section.  He sulks that he cannot return to the old days.  

After a while, his anger settles, and he bargains with his feelings, seeking repose from his inner 

turmoil.  He may as well continue denying his feelings.  Now he finds himself in a state of 

depression, reflected in the unsettling rhythms of the C section and the cadenza.  Finally, the 

man reaches acceptance of his emotions, reflected in the cadenza and the recapitulation of the A’ 

section, in which the original, obscure emotion that he felt when he first saw the distant house 

completely sinks in. 

                                                 
120 Laura Newman, “Elisabeth Kübler–Ross” BMJ : British Medical Journal 329.7466 (2004): 627. 
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3.3 Landscapes 

The Prelude’s vast registral growths and decays evoke an association with the wide-open 

Russian landscapes.  Rachmaninoff fondly expressed many nostalgic recollections of summers 

spent in these country landscapes.  There are numerous examples of music being associated with 

landscape.  According to Daniel M. Grimley, Frederick Delius’s (1862-1934) The Song of the 

High Hills (1911) is a phenomenological engagement with nature and landscape.121  Not 

surprisingly, Grimley notes parallels to Bergson’s philosophy.  The theorist and composer Joseph 

Schillinger (1895-1943) would sometimes compose melodies from graphs of the New York City 

skyline or the stock market, which seems like it would be similar to the winding melodic shapes 

depicted in the preceding examples from Rachmaninoff.  While Schillinger intended such 

exercises as tongue-in-cheek gags, they come about from a common association of musical 

register with visual points in space, an idea that Bergson addresses in Time and Free Will as a 

part of his description of intensities and magnitudes.  

Are the differences in pitch, such as our ear perceives, quantitative differences?  I grant 
that a sharper sound calls up the picture of a higher position in space.  But does it follow 
from this that the notes of the scale, as auditory sensations, differ otherwise than in 
quality? 122 
 

Bergson’s association between pitch and points in space clarifies in part why music could be 

thought of in relation to landscapes. 

In a less literal sense, nature has been an inspiration for many composers.  A notable 

example is Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony, The Pastoral Symphony.  The proto-environmentalist 

Bergson said that people could not really be separated from the landscapes that they inhabited.  

                                                 
121 Daniel M. Grimley, “Music, Landscape, and the Sound of Place: On Hearing Delius’s Song of the High Hills,” 
The Journal of Musicology, 33, no. 1 (Winter 2016), 11–44. 
122 Ibid., 45. 
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Bergson’s perspective adds credence to drawing a connection between the vast phrases in the 

Prelude and the landscapes of Rachmaninoff’s youth.123    

Is it possible to conceive the nervous system as living apart from the organism which 
nourishes it, from the atmosphere in which the organism breathes, from the earth which 
that atmosphere envelopes, from the sun round which the earth revolves?124  
 

Per Bergson’s suggestion, we should look at what Rachmaninoff said about landscapes in which 

he came of age.  Rachmaninoff often expressed, in admiration, the infinitude of Russian 

landscapes in his writings.  The nostalgia that he had for his youth was tied to these landscapes.  

In describing the Russian steppe, Rachmaninoff said “This steppe was like an infinite sea where 

the waters are actually boundless fields of wheat, rye, oats, stretching from horizon to 

horizon.”125  When playing Rachmaninoff, specifically the slow opening passages of the 

Prelude’s opening, one senses the vast, oceanic fields of the Russian steppe of Rachmaninoff’s 

description. 

Riesemann goes further in directly linking Rachmaninoff’s musical style to the 

landscapes in which he grew up.   

The surrounding country is rich in picturesque beauty that could not fail to impress the 
sensitive mind of the growing boy who lived in its midst.  The grave northern landscape, 
the poetry of its unchanging rhythm, left their mark on the soul of the child Rachmaninoff 
and found powerful expression, convincing and alluring, in all his later work.126  
 

Riesemann’s notion of unchanging rhythm in these landscapes recalls the hypnotic repetitions of 

pastoral rhythms as well as the gradual growths and decays of register in the Prelude, all of 

which place the listener out of time.  Riesemann perhaps suggests that the Bergsonian duration of 

                                                 
123 Denise Von Glahn, The Sounds of Place: Music and the American Cultural Landscape (Boston: Northeastern 
University Press: 2009). 
124 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 24. 
125 Quoted in Bertensson and Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music, 25. 
126 Riesemann and Rachmaninoff, Rachmaninoff's recollections, told to Oskar von Riesemann, 23. 
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these landscapes somehow lives in Rachmaninoff’s musical style.  Riesemann further describes 

(though perhaps embellishing) the landscape of Rachmaninoff’s youth, including colors of the 

sky, wild birds, and vesper bells:      

’Borissovo,’ embedded in endless meadows, fields, and woods, lay by the River Volchov 
which flows into the lake Ilmen.  There the boy led a glorious life of absolute freedom: 
sheltered and surrounded by his grandmother’s infinite love, yet restrained in nothing.  In 
the river one could fish and bathe, and it was not long before Sergei had established 
himself as the hero of the village children by his excellence in the art of swimming.  Or 
he took the boat and floated downstream, into the greenish-red glimmer of twilight; from 
the high water-reeds came the chattering of wild-duck, while slim necked herons crossed 
the pale northern night sky like slow, black shadows.  Vesper bells from neighbouring 
Novgorod drifted over the peaceful country-side.  These bells…they were lovelier than 
all else.  The boy would spend hours in the boat, listening to their strange, compelling, 
utterly unearthly voices.127  
 
Riesemann’s scene provides a glimpse into the rich content of Rachmaninoff’s 

spontaneous memories of living Russian landscapes, in which bells, choral music, birds, his 

grandmother’s love, and much more come into play; a total, phenomenological absorption in 

landscape.  Along Riesemann’s lines, memories of scenes like these would have contributed to 

Rachmaninoff’s aesthetics, and thus to the musical landscape of the Prelude, a concept that 

resonates with Michael Klein’s notion of “Territorial Assemblage” that draws together disparate 

experiences, places, and aesthetic objects into a unified whole.128  

  

                                                 
127 Ibid., 37. 
128 Klein, "Debussy's L'isle joyeuse as Territorial Assemblage," 28–52.  
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CHAPTER 4 

A CULMINATING POINT 

4.1 Two Different Culminations 

Rachmaninoff described a dynamic process to musical form, insisting that every musical 

work had a culminating “point.”  If he felt that he had not reached this “point” in a performance, 

he considered it a failure.  Below is an account that Rachmaninoff once described to Marietta 

Shaginyan sharing the dark mood that he experienced after a recital in which he felt that he had 

missed this important “point.” 

‘Didn’t you notice that I missed the point?  Don’t you understand—I let the point slip!’  
On a later occasion he explained that each piece he plays is shaped around its culminating 
point: the whole mass of sounds must be so measured, the depth and power of each sound 
must be given with such purity and gradation that this peak point is achieved with an 
appearance of greatest naturalness, though actually its accomplishment is the highest art.  
The moment must arrive with the sound and sparkle of a ribbon snapped at the end of a 
race—it must seem a liberation from the last material obstacle, the last barrier between 
truth and its expression.  The composition itself determines this culmination; the point 
may come at its end or in the middle, it may be loud or soft, yet the musician must always 
be able to approach it with sure calculation, absolute exactitude, for if it slips by the 
whole structure crumbles, the work goes soft and fuzzy, and cannot convey to the listener 
what must be conveyed.129  

Rachmaninoff must have felt that there was a definite “point” in the B Minor Prelude. I contend 

that this exact “point” occurs at the end of the cadenza at m. 48, which at first does not stand out 

as the most likely place for a culmination.  Rachmaninoff states that the “point” can either be 

loud or soft, and, rather unusually, the “point” in this Prelude is soft and introspective. 

It is noteworthy that the Prelude reaches a false culmination, or “point” at the end of the 

B section, in which Choirs A and B build in texture and volume, through pedaled repeated 

chords, and achieve a large-scale registral ascent, illustrated in the previous chapter.  This 

129 Bertensson and Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music, 195. 
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culmination is passionate and fortissimo, and appears to be the “point” of the Prelude.  This 

outpouring is deceptive, because the pianistic fireworks seem to indicate that this is the “point,” 

in Rachmaninoff’s terms, of the Prelude.  Consider the false culmination, indicated by an arrow, 

at the second beat of m. 34 (See Ex. 4-1). 

Example 4-1. False culmination at the second beat of m. 34. 

 
 

On the second beat of m. 34, the appearance of a C Major harmony, the Neapolitan of B 

Minor, further adds to the opulence and surprise of this sonic outpouring, because harmonically 

we expect something more predictable, such as a V-I resolution.  The Neapolitan is quite distant 

because it contains no accidentals (compared to the F-sharp and C-sharp in the key of B Minor), 

the root of the harmony jumps a half-step from the tonic note of B, and it is a bright modal shift 

from Minor to Major.  Because it is so foreign in relation to the rest of the piece, this C Major 

harmony, in the context of an overall minor, gloomy, modal plagal opening conjures Bergson’s 

description of a sudden feeling of extreme joy.  “In cases of extreme joy, our perceptions and 

memories become tinged with an indefinable quality, as with a kind of heat or light.”130  At m. 

34, it is as if a heat or light breaks through the darkness of the preceding music in a Beethovenian 

                                                 
130 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 10. 
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triumph.  While the Neapolitan key here could have shifted the trajectory of the Prelude, this 

optimistic C-Major episode is short-lived.      

Perhaps the C-Major episode at m. 34 can be considered as symbolic of a tightly hidden 

joy or optimism lurking underneath the despondency of much of Rachmaninoff’s shared 

nostalgic memories; perhaps related to an emotional memory of youthful feelings during his 

summer vacations in the Russian countryside.  Bergson describes how such dormant and 

seemingly foreign unconscious feelings can suddenly break into the surface of consciousness. 

Little by little they will form a thick crust which will cover up our own sentiments…But 
then, at the very minute when the act is going to be performed, something may revolt 
against it.  It is the deep-seated self rushing up to the surface.  It is the outer crust 
bursting, suddenly giving way to an irresistible thrust.131  
 
In this part of the Prelude, in which he simply could have achieved a V-I harmonic 

resolution and then end the piece with a short recapitulation, some new unexpected characteristic 

surged to the surface, altering the trajectory of the entire work.  Looking back at the Prelude, it is 

difficult to assess where this comes from structurally, but according to Bergson, such unexpected 

characteristics can be inherent in the self.   

Hence in the depths of the self, below this most reasonable pondering over most 
reasonable pieces of advice, something else was going on—a gradual heating and a 
sudden boiling over of feeling and ideas, not unperceived, but rather unnoticed.  If we 
turn back to them and carefully scrutinize our memory, we shall see that we had 
ourselves shaped these ideas, ourselves lived these feelings132 
 

From a Bergsonian perspective, perhaps the volcano-like appearance of repeated fortissimo C 

Major chords indicates submerged emotion previously unvoiced in the Prelude, but present in a 

subliminal sense: the musical language of the Prelude, mostly comprised of hypnotic, minor, 

slow music, contains a deep-seated volatility that only appears unmasked and in full force 

                                                 
131 Ibid., 169. 
132 Ibid. 
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momentarily around m. 34.   

The true culminating point of the Prelude occurs after the C Major outpouring of mm. 34-

36.  After the false culmination, the Prelude immediately reestablishes itself in B Minor, building 

to a cathartic cadenza, which is soft and introspective, and without barlines or meter.  Previously 

heard musical ideas, such as pastoral rhythmic motives and wide registral movements, 

disintegrate.  At mm. 44-45, the obsessive F-sharp pedal point notes of the left hand break free, 

transforming into a frenetic sextuplet figure (See Ex. 4-2). 

Example 4-2. Circled left hand F-sharps turn into a sextuplet figure, begun with a sixteenth-note 
rest, at mm. 44-45 

 
 

F-sharp will become an object of obsession throughout the rest of the Prelude.  In the key of B 

Minor, F-sharp, scale degree 5, or the dominant, is an unstable, unresolved pitch.  The F-sharp 

further exacerbates the timelessness; the music gravitates to the unsettling area of the dominant 

in B Minor, rendering a sense of suspended animation.  The cadenza then begins at the upbeat to 

m. 47, with a sort of imitation between the left hand (which definitively resolves into an accented 

F-sharp) and right hand parts (See Ex. 4-3).  

Example 4-3. “Imitation” circled at mm. 46-47, between the left and right hand parts. 
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By m. 47, the musical texture completely disintegrates into the fast passagework of the cadenza.  

Generally played with extensive pedal, this cadenza can even sound impressionistic, similar to 

the cadenza in the “Prélude” from Debussy’s Pour le piano (See Ex. 4-4).  

Example 4-4. Cadenza in the “Prélude” from Pour le Piano by Claude Debussy133  

 

 
 

                                                 
133 Claude Debussy, “Prélude” from Pour le Piano, Moscow: Muzyka, 1984, ASL3, Plate 12711.   

http://imslp.org/wiki/Muzgiz
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The Cadenza evokes and fragments previous musical ideas.  There are tiny three-

note/four-note groupings evocative of the gesture from the very opening of the Prelude present in 

the cadenza’s wash of sound.  Recall the opening gesture of the Prelude (See Ex. 4-5). 

Example 4-5. Opening gesture of the Prelude, built of a three-note group, followed by a long 
note. 

 
 

Note groups in the cadenza only carry a distant resemblance to the opening gesture; the dotted 

triplet rhythm and rich chords are gone.  Consider some of these groups (which seem to revolve 

around the note F-sharp) circled at m. 48 (See Ex. 4-6 and 4-7). 

Example 4-6. Circled groups of three notes in the right hand at m. 48   

 
 

Example 4-7. Circled groups of four notes in the left hand at m. 48 
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It is as if the opening gesture of the Prelude has been smelted into the tiny spastic pockets of 

straight sixteenth notes depicted in Ex. 4-6 and 4-7.  Registrally, the left and right hand parts 

both shoot up and down the piano, as if in a caricature of the large scale growths and decays 

observed in previous sections of the Prelude.  It seems as if all of the elements previously 

observed in the Prelude have undergone a strange type of diminution. 

By the end of this cadenza, musical material completely disintegrates into passages of 

wave-like contours, shared by the right and left hand parts that ascend into the registral 

stratosphere of the piano, finally reaching a high F-sharp which is the true culminating point and 

highest note of the Prelude.  F-sharp by now has unquestionably become an obsessive object in 

the Prelude, and its symbolic significance is now fully cemented in its use as the culminating 

point of the Prelude.  Consider the conclusion to the cadenza (See Ex. 4-8). 

Example 4-8. Wave-like figures split between the left and right hand parts building to a high F-
sharp at the conclusion of m. 48   

 
 

The wave-like figures preceding this F-sharp culminating point gradually ascend in register, yet 

are marked diminuendo, up to, unusually, a pianissimo marking at the pinnacle note, which is 

followed by a fermata.  Pianistically, it is extremely difficult to convey a diminuendo while 

playing fast passages that ascend in register.  The entire passage conveys a sensation of floating, 

and suggests a metaphysical experience in which a regular sense of rhythm becomes suspended, 

and ideas disintegrate into washes of sound; in other words, the listener is completely and fully 
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taken out of time in this short episode, a notion that was previously suggested but never fully 

realized up to this point in the piece.  

This transfiguring cadenza recalls passages from Bergson that describe the return to a 

pure duration, or a subjective experience of time, from artificial mental constructs: “We no 

longer measure duration, but we feel it; from quantity it returns to the state of quality; we no 

longer estimate past time mathematically.”134  In the conclusion to Time and Free Will, Bergson 

states that people mostly live in a state of unawareness of their true selves.   

The moments at which we thus grasp ourselves are rare, and that is just why we are rarely 
free.  The greater part of the time we live outside ourselves, hardly perceiving anything of 
ourselves but our own ghost, a colourless shadow which pure duration projects into 
homogeneous space.  Hence our life unfolds in space rather than in time; we live for the 
external world rather than for ourselves; we speak rather than think; we ‘are acted’ rather 
than act ourselves.  To act freely is to recover possession of oneself, and to get back into 
pure duration.135    
 
The cadenza is like a satori or epiphany, reached after experiencing painful floods of 

memories.  For Bergson, the ultimate goal of memory is not to return to the past, but to return to 

the present after reckoning with it; “The tendency of every memory to gather to itself others must 

be explained by the natural return of the mind to the undivided unity of perception.”136  In the 

cadenza, overarching ideas and cells of musical material from preceding sections of the Prelude 

are “remembered,” clumped together, then pulverized into a unified mass of sound.  As with 

Bergson’s notion of memories leading to a unity of perception, the personal memory-images of 

the composer, and the memory-images of musical material in the Prelude “digest” in this 

cadenza and achieve unity.   

 

                                                 
134 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 126. 
135 Ibid., 231–2. 
136 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 165. 
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4.2 A Return  

After the metaphysical catharsis of the cadenza and culminating point, the Prelude 

reaches a recapitulation, or return, to the musical material of the opening at mm. 48-52. 

However, now the listener hears anew the note F-sharp in this original context (See Ex. 4-9). 

Example 4-9. Recapitulation at mm. 48-52 

 
 

The recapitulation in this piece further develops the notion of a Bergsonian return to pure 

duration and to the self in the cadenza.  The almost verbatim reappearance of musical material 

from the opening can represent a return to the initial mood or sensation felt at the start of the 

piece.  Almost unnoticeable for the listener, the chords in Choir B are now slightly fuller than at 

the opening of the piece, indicating in some sense that the tumultuous musical events of the 

preceding sections has changed the nature of the music from the opening, darkening or maturing 

it somehow, fitting with Bergson’s statement that “The same moment does not occur twice.”137  

The music itself has matured. 

                                                 
137 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 200. 
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Bergson reiterates that we tend to confuse time with space, causing all sorts of illusion.  

One of Bergson’s examples of such an illusion is the difference between studying a road map 

and actually traveling somewhere: “If I glance over a road marked on the map and follow it up to 

a certain point, there is nothing to prevent my turning back and trying to find out whether it 

branches off anywhere.  But time is not a line along which one can pass again.”138  Perhaps this 

suggests a Bergsonian literary trope, which writers from the American South convey.  In Thomas 

Wolfe’s novel You Can’t Go Home Again, the protagonist, based on the author, visits his 

hometown in the mountains of North Carolina, only to find that everything has changed.  He 

discovers that home was a time, not so much a place.  William Faulkner, a noted Bergsonian, 

expressed similar sentiments.  The seven short stories that comprise Faulkner’s Go Down, Moses 

depicts sleepy nineteenth-century Mississippi.  Stephen Vincent Benét concludes his poem John 

Brown’s Body with a stark statement, echoing Bergson; “The April sun and the April rain, but 

never this day come back again.”139    

“The Return,” which is one possible English translation of Die Heimkehr, can be 

interpreted in a number of ways in the context of the Prelude: as the literal return home for the 

man in the painting, as a return to the past through memories, as a return to qualitative duration, 

or a combination of all of these.  An allegorical theme of return appears in many classic stories, 

such as The Odyssey, and the Parable of the Prodigal Son (which inspired Charles Ives’ first 

piano sonata) in the New Testament.  Possibly, the recapitulation of the Prelude symbolizes 

                                                 
138 Ibid., 181. 
139 Stephen Vincent Benét, John Brown’s Body in Selected works of Stephen Vincent Benét, Volume 1 (New York: 
Farrar & Rinehart, inc., 1942), digitized March 4, 2008, 142.   

https://www.poets.org/node/46159
https://www.poets.org/node/46159
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Rachmaninoff’s “return;” to the past, or to something fundamental in himself, or in Bergson’s 

words, “The effort of the damaged element to set things right.”140 

Bergson describes his return to a familiar town after a long absence, and how different it 

seems: 

Every day I perceive the same houses, and as I know that they are the same objects, I 
always call them by the same name and I also fancy that they always look the same to 
me.  But if I recur, at the end of a sufficiently long period, to the impression which I 
experienced during the first few years, I am surprised at the remarkable, inexplicable, and 
indeed inexpressible change which has taken place.  It seems that these objects, 
continually perceived by me and constantly impressing themselves on my mind, have 
ended by borrowing from me something of my own conscious existence: like myself they 
have lived, and like myself they have grown old.141  
 

Not only is the place that Bergson visits different, he is different.  Likewise, by the time we reach 

the recapitulation of the Prelude, we, the listeners, have changed, and cannot hear the musical 

material—the F-sharp in particular—from the opening gesture in the same way.   

After the almost verbatim reappearance of musical material from the opening at mm. 48-

52, the recapitulation takes a detour at m. 52 (See Ex. 4-10). The same, startling C major, or 

Neapolitan harmony in B Minor, which previously occurred at the end of the B section at the 

false culmination, appears, like a brief ray of light or of hope.  The music at mm. 52-53 is like a 

final, bold reach towards triumph, not quite giving up on the hopes of the false culmination.  

Benno Moiseiwitsch dramatically rolls the C Major chord of Choir B at the second beat of m. 53, 

although it is not written this way in the score.  In the video of his performance, his hands speed 

across the surface of the piano after playing this chord, like a flash of lightning.  But this C major 

music is short-lived, futile even; for it is soon overtaken by the shadowy hues of E minor.   

 

                                                 
140 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 55. 
141 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 129.   
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Example 4-10. The recapitulation taking a different direction from the opening at mm. 52-53   

 
 

In the last measures of the Prelude, large rolled chords flicker between B minor and B 

major, in modal exchange, seeming to sway between hope and pessimism.  By beat one of m. 58, 

the note F-sharp emerges, in three octaves in a i6/4 chord in B Minor.  In beat 4 of m. 58, and 

beat 1 of m. 59, the note F-sharp appears in four octaves (See Ex. 4-11).   

Example 4-11. Mm. 58-60 of the Prelude built of rolled-chords in modal exchange, centering 
around the note F-sharp 

 



 

97 
 

These chords, evoking the clangs of large, swinging church bells (which we have been 

hearing throughout the Prelude) indicate finality, projecting a sense of profound pessimism.  

Riesemann discusses this darkness, comparing Rachmaninoff to Edgar Allen Poe, whose poem 

“The Bells” is the text for Rachmaninoff’s choral symphony of the same name, “Rachmaninoff, 

like the poet, is not quite free from a morbid yet creative yearning for intensified dream-

perceptions, due in both cases to an almost oppressive pessimism in regard to all manifestations 

of life.”142  At the very end of the Prelude, the note F-sharp, embedded in three octaves of a i6/4 

chord, stands out as an obsessive object.  Although the piece ends with two low B octaves, when 

I play this passage, I silently depress the entire B Minor i6/4 chord again after playing these 

octaves, and then remove the sustain pedal so that all that is left at the end is the dying echo of a 

B Minor i6/4 chord.  The root of a i6/4 chord in B Minor is F-sharp, the obsessive object in the 

Prelude, so in reality the piece concludes with the fifth scale degree winning over the first B.  

When played in this way, the Prelude does not actually end; it suggests a continuation beyond 

the double bar.  In classical harmony, 6/4 chords are considered dissonances.  Ending the Prelude 

with a 6/4 harmony further underscores significance of the note F-sharp and suggests an infinite 

quality of ongoing or suspended time following the closing of the piece. 

  

                                                 
142 Riesemann and Rachmaninoff, Rachmaninoff's recollections, told to Oskar von Riesemann, 239. 
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CHAPTER 5 

A BERGSONIAN ACCOUNT OF RACHMANINOFF 

5.1 Rachmaninoff the Innovator? 

Rachmaninoff was not an obvious musical innovator.  Some even consider him a relic 

from a previous era in music history.  While much loved by pianists and listeners, Rachmaninoff 

is still underrated in academic circles.  He largely adhered to a late nineteenth-century romantic 

musical language and did not consciously adopt modernist techniques such as serialism or neo-

classicism.  Eric Blom presents one of the most derisive assessments of Rachmaninoff in his 

1954 entry on the composer for the Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians: 

Technically he was highly gifted, but also severely limited.  His music is well constructed 
and effective, but monotonous in texture, which consists in essence mainly of artificial 
and gushing tunes accompanied by a variety of figures derived from arpeggios.  The 
enormous popular success some few of Rachmaninoff’s works had in his lifetime is not 
likely to last, and musicians never regarded it with much favour.143 

Others have sought to demonstrate that Rachmaninoff was a certain type of innovator.  

Joseph Yasser’s 1954 article “Progressive Tendencies in Rachmaninoff’s Music,” whose title 

nods to Arnold Schoenberg’s article “Brahms the Progressive,” points out unusual approaches to 

harmony in Rachmaninoff’s compositions.144  Innovator or not, no one would consider 

Rachmaninoff to have been an avant-garde composer.  Blom and Yasser articulate two radically 

opposing viewpoints of Rachmaninoff that dominated the heated debates over the composer in 

the mid twentieth century. 

Max Harrison notes a parallel between 1920s and 1930s evaluations of Rachmaninoff and 

143 Quoted in: David Wright, “Rachmaninoff Makes Converts of His Critics,” New York Times, May 10, 1998, 
http://www.nytimes.com/1998/05/10/arts/classical–music–rachmaninoff–makes–converts–of–his–critics.html. 
144 Joseph Yasser, “Progressive Tendencies in Rachmaninoff’s Music,” Tempo, no. 22 (1951): 11–25, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/943073.  
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to those of Edward Elgar, Edward Fitzgerald, and A. E. Housman from around the same time: 

The 1920s and 1930s, when [Rachmaninoff’s] career was most public in the West, were 
the times of up-to-the-minute ‘modernism’, a period during which a composer such as 
Elgar could persuade himself that nobody was interested in his music any longer; and 
various statements by Rachmaninoff indicate that he felt much the same…The 
condescension, and worse, of facile musical commentators to composers who could not 
be seen as ‘progressive’ reminds us of literary cases like Fitzgerald’s Rubáiyát of Omar 
Khayyám or Housman’s A Shropshire Lad, which were very late in receiving scholarly 
attention and were long subject to such dismissive adjectives as ‘adolescent’ and 
‘sentimental, exactly like Rachmaninoff.145   
   

A more nuanced interpretation of twentieth-century art arises when we dispel with a duality of 

modern versus romantic.  Rachmaninoff’s music must be evaluated in relation to the era in which 

he lived without succumbing to the labels progressive and regressive.  While perhaps not 

modern, Rachmaninoff’s music nevertheless reacted to the profound change that the world 

underwent at the turn of the twentieth century. 

Time, in particular, became radically regimented in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries.  In his article “A Brief Economic History of Time,” Derek Thompson links 

this new vision of time to industry and train schedules.146  Industrial labor functioned best with 

rigid schedule management while train travel necessitated time standardization.  Wristwatches 

and clocks simultaneously became de rigueur, replacing the old, less precise representations of 

time such as church bells.  Music showed signs of this changed approach to time.  The 

metronome tightened performers’ shaping of phrases by limiting rubato, as did recording 

technology, and the rise of musique concrète and industrial sound.147  Composers, consciously or 

not, saturated their works with more dissonances and fast changes in harmonic rhythm.  Some 

                                                 
145 Harrison, Rachmaninoff: Life, Works, Recordings, 1–2. 
146 Derek Thompson, “A Brief Economic History of Time,” The Atlantic, December 21, 2016, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2016/12/a–brief–economic–history–of–time/510566/. 
147 Neal Peres da Costa, Off the Record: Performing Practices in Romantic Piano Playing (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2012). 
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musicians embraced these changes while others bewilderedly could not adapt.  In the early 

twentieth century, at the same time when the brutal pulsations of Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du 

Printemps shook the music world, Rachmaninoff’s B Minor Prelude slowed time by referencing 

the pastoral rhythms and bell sounds from bygone eras of less regimented time.  Perhaps it was 

Rachmaninoff’s dogmatic adherence to such an aesthetic that was truly innovative, or at least, 

idiosyncratic.148 

Rachmaninoff was well aware of the avant-garde expectations of his era.  Pressure to 

adopt modernist techniques sometimes deepened his already latent self-doubt, leading him to 

endlessly revise compositions such as the Piano Concerto No. 4, Op. 40.  But he had strong 

conviction in his musical language and, in a kind of apologia, expressed why he stuck with his 

compositional style: 

I feel like a ghost wandering in a world grown alien.  I cannot cast out the old way of 
writing, and I cannot acquire the new.  I have made intense efforts to feel the musical 
manner of today, but it will not come to me.  Unlike Madame Butterfly with her quick 
religious conversion, I cannot cast out my musical gods in a moment and bend the knee 
to new ones.  Even with the disaster of living through what has befallen the Russia where 
I spent my happiest years, yet I always feel that my own music and my reactions to all 
music, remained spiritually the same, unendingly obedient in trying to create 
beauty…The new kind of music seems to come, not from the heart, but from the head.  
Its composers think rather than feel.  They have not the capacity to make their works 
‘exult,’ as Hans von Bulow called it.  They meditate, protest, analyze, reason, calculate, 
and brood-but they do not exult.149  
 

Rachmaninoff composed in a time warp, unable to distance himself from a magnetic pull of the 

past and of his memories.  Despite his best efforts, musical modernism was not for him.  

Composition was like a religious or metaphysical process for Rachmaninoff, stemming from 

intuition and developing into a spirit of heightened exultation.  Rachmaninoff generally defined 

                                                 
148 Interesting to note, many viewed Rachmaninoff’s interpretation of standard repertoire as “cold” or “clinical,” or 
even “modernistic.” 
149 Bertensson and Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music, 351–2. 
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music in similarly symbolic terms; “What is music?  How can one define it?  Music is a calm 

moonlit night, a rustling of summer foliage.  Music is the distant peal of bells at eventide!”150  

Rachmaninoff explicitly associates music with nature and a principal signifier in his music, bells.  

However, Rachmaninoff’s compatriot and contemporary Igor Stravinsky defined music in 

exactly opposing terms, saying that music is “powerless to express anything whatsoever— a 

feeling, attitude, psychological state, natural phenomenon, etc.”151 

Grasping Rachmaninoff’s music for what it truly entails requires a multi-faceted 

approach.  Uncovering the topics and themes of his music require forays into his life 

experiences.  Piecing together his personal memory-images reveals a referential, symbolic 

musical language. The Russian composer Nikolai Medtner expressed that Rachmaninoff 

translated scenes from his inner world into sound: 

His value and power as pianist and conductor reside in his imagination, in his inner 
perception of the original musical image.  His performance is always creative, always as 
if the composer were playing it—and always as if it were ‘for the first time.’  He seems to 
be improvising, making a song not heard before…His own music’s chief themes are the 
themes of life—not the facts of life, but the unique themes of an unique life.152  
 

Medtner himself was something of a throwback to an earlier era himself.  Understandably, he 

and Rachmaninoff were close friends.  In his book The Muse and the Fashion, Medtner argues 

that music has inherent, natural laws, echoing Rachmaninoff’s statement regarding his 

unchanging “musical gods” in the preceding paragraph.  Ultimately, Medtner states that 

Rachmaninoff’s creativity was a dynamic force, unconsciously spouting from a reservoir of inner 

images and themes.      

                                                 
150 Ibid., 291. 
151 Tamara Levitz, Stravinsky and his World (Princeton: Princeton University Press: 2013), 267. 
152 Bertensson and Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music, 298. 
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5.2 A Bergsonian Compositional Technique 

Just as Medtner saw Rachmaninoff’s life as themes in his music, Bergson believed that 

unconscious memories were the building blocks of an artist’s style, saying: “The feelings and 

thoughts which the artist suggests to us express and sum up a more or less considerable part of 

[their] history.”153  Thus, a Bergsonian analysis of Rachmaninoff involves relating musical 

materials to autobiographical and biographical contents.  In several instances, Rachmaninoff 

states that he composed unconsciously, but believes that memory-images unconsciously 

informed his music.  Like Bergson, Rachmaninoff suggests that an artist cannot be separated 

from their history: 

Music should, in the final analysis, be the expression of a composer’s complex 
personality…A composer’s music should express the country of his birth, his love affairs, 
his religion, the books which have influenced him, the pictures he loves.  It should be the 
product of the sum total of a composer’s personality and background in his music…In my 
own compositions, no conscious effort has been made to be original, or Romantic, or 
Nationalistic, or anything else.  I write down on paper the music I hear within me, as 
naturally as possible.  I am a Russian composer, and the land of my birth has influenced 
my temperament, and so it is Russian music; I never consciously attempted to write 
Russian music, or any other kind of music.  I have been strongly influenced by 
Tchaikovsky and Rimsky-Korsakov; but I have never, to the best of my knowledge, 
imitated anyone.  What I try to do, when writing down my music, is to make it say simply 
and directly that which is in my heart when I am composing.  If there is love there, or 
bitterness, or sadness, or religion, these moods become a part of my music, and it 
becomes either beautiful or bitter or sad or religious.154 
 
In Rachmaninoff’s contention, personal memory-images and extra-musical influences 

sculpt an artist’s aesthetic.  Riesemann asserts that “Rachmaninoff’s creative imagination is most 

readily stimulated by impressions received outside the province of music.  They can be traced 

either to incidents in his personal life or to the allied arts, such as poetry or painting.”155  Such 

                                                 
153 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 17. 
154 Bertensson and Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff: A Lifetime in Music, 368–9. 
155 Riesemann and Rachmaninoff, Rachmaninoff's recollections, told to Oskar von Riesemann, 23. 
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statements open a door into the composer’s innermost creative resources.  Evaluating musical 

materials in relation to his life experience reveals a kaleidoscopic source for consideration of this 

composer’s music.      

Bergson describes the mind’s storehouse of life experience as an immense metaphorical 

keyboard.  External stimuli play its thousands of notes.  The result is, in short, our consciousness, 

how we perceive the world: 

It is like an immense keyboard, on which the external object executes at once its harmony 
of a thousand notes, thus calling forth in a definite order, and at a single moment, a great 
multitude of elementary sensations corresponding to all the points of the sensory center 
that are concerned.  Now suppress the external object or the organ of sense or both: the 
same elementary sensations may be excited, for the same strings are there, ready to 
vibrate in the same way; but where is the keyboard which permits thousands of them to 
be struck at once, and so many single notes to unite in one accord?  In our opinion the 
‘region of images,’ if it exists, can only be a keyboard of this nature…Hence only one 
plausible hypothesis remains, namely, that this region occupies with regard to the center 
of hearing itself the place that is exactly symmetrical with the organ of sense.  It is, in this 
case, a mental ear.156  
 

Replacing Bergson’s metaphorical immense keyboard with an actual keyboard reveals a 

multifaceted approach to the processing of music.  Beyond structural components of a musical 

score lies a sort of polyphony and harmony of associations.  If done with care, an associative 

Bergsonian approach to any music can yield unexpectedly intriguing results.  This approach goes 

beyond envisioning a musical score as fixed in space, into interpreting it as an instruction manual 

rendering different sonic results each time.  Performers and analysts can interpret limitless 

versions of the same score, colored by their own memory-images and associations.  So in 

Bergsonian terms, a musical score is spatial and therefore fixed, while music itself is temporal, 

meaning that it is in flux.  His unique distinction between time and space lies at the root of such 

analysis.   

                                                 
156 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 128–9. 
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Bergson adds that the dynamism of art can have transformative powers.  An artist begins 

with deeply personal content, perhaps drawn from memory-images.  Next, they translate this 

content into outward symbols.  As in hypnosis, an observer can become engrossed in the 

movements of these symbols as they resonate with her own memory-images, like Bergson’s 

immense keyboard discussed in the last paragraph.  This transformative process lies at the root of 

a Bergsonian artistic technique:     

The artist aims at giving us a share in this emotion, so rich, so personal, so novel, and at 
enabling us to experience what he cannot make us understand.  This he will bring about 
by choosing, among the outward signs of his emotions, those which our body is likely to 
imitate mechanically, though slightly, as soon as it perceives them, so as to transport us 
all at once into the indefinable psychological state which called them forth.  Thus will be 
broken down the barrier interposed by time and space between his consciousness and 
ours: and the richer in ideas and the more pregnant with sensations and emotions is the 
feeling within whose limits the artist has brought us, the deeper and the higher shall we 
find the beauty thus expressed.157   
 

This progression allows for true communication between a creator and observer of a work of art.  

Breaking down the distinction between time and space initiates the possibility of such 

communication.     

Bergson ultimately believed that art could bring a person back in touch with their true 

self.  He suggests an imaginary novelist who brings a reader into a real sense of duration, 

dissolving the barrier between their consciousness and their actual self:  

Now, if some bold novelist, tearing aside the cleverly woven curtain of our conventional 
ego, shows us under this appearance of logic a fundamental absurdity, under this 
juxtaposition of simple states an infinite permeation of a thousand different impressions 
which have already ceased to exist the instant they are named, we commend him for have 
known us better than we knew ourselves…he has made us reflect by giving outward 
expression to something of that contradiction, that interpenetration, which is the very 
essence of the elements expressed.  Encouraged by him, we have put aside for an instant 
the veil which we interposed between our consciousness and ourselves.  He has brought 
us back into our own presence.158  

                                                 
157 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 18. 
158 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 133–4. 
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Perhaps Marcel Proust, Bergson’s cousin by marriage, heeded this call to action.  Proust’s 

writing forgoes traditional plot structure for descriptive imaginative flights that are close to our 

actual thought patterns.  When we read Proust, we may think about how his prose simulates our 

own experiences.  This means that Proust has helped initiate a return to our self.    

Bergson felt that ordinary language, rooted in spatial concepts, is an impediment to true 

communication.  Proust, then, brings us in touch with our deep self not because of his use of 

language but despite his use of language.  In Bergson’s terms, great art somehow conjures true 

durational experience through spatial means.  Continuing with his imaginary novelist scenario, 

Bergson estimates what constitutes the level of an artist’s talent:    

We estimate the talent of a novelist by the power with which he lifts out of the common 
domain, to which language had thus brought them down, feelings and ideas to which he 
strives to restore, by adding detail to detail, their original and living individuality.159  
 

The novelist’s power to transcend the limitations of static language cannot be defined because it 

is ineffable.  No artist expressed creative powers in an identical way.  Each, rather, learned to be 

true to their innermost self.   Through a great performer such as Moiseiwitsch, the B Minor 

Prelude restores the living individuality of the pastoral rhythm topic and the composer’s 

spontaneous memories.  The “what” and “how” of this process, immeasurable as it may be, truly 

constitutes a Bergsonian artistic technique.   

Bergson felt that transformative art could heal.  Hardly a new idea, the Ancient Greeks 

believed that art and music could be a corrective force, helping restore societal balance and 

harmony.  For Bergson, the ultimate purpose of sifting through memory-images is to process 

them and ultimately return attention to the present in a renewed way.  While Bergson does not 

advocate doing away with the empiricism of the industrial age, he offers the possibility of a 

                                                 
159 Ibid., 164. 
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healthier approach to it, in tune with the flow of duration and the contents of memory.  

Perception can then regain a sense of fluid “legato.”  Bergson suggests a scenario in which 

memory is seamlessly melded into perceptions of the present.  This balance between living in the 

past and living in the present resonates with the Buddhist precept of the middle path:   

To live only in the present, to respond to a stimulus by the immediate reaction which 
prolongs it…the man who proceeds in this way is a man of impulse.  But he who lives in 
the past for the mere pleasure of living there, and in whom recollections emerge into the 
light of consciousness without any advantage for the present situation, is hardly better 
fitted for action: here we have no man of impulse, but a dreamer.  Between these two 
extremes lives the happy disposition of memory docile enough to follow with precision 
all the outlines of the present situation, but energetic enough to resist all other appeal.  
Good sense, or practical sense, is probably nothing but this.160  
 

The B Minor Prelude sifts through nostalgic memory-images, slowing time perception 

throughout.  By the cadenza and recapitulation, the music regains the flux of duration.  The 

entire piece functions as a sort of hypnosis session, delving into the content of the composer’s 

spontaneous memories and offering suggestive musical topics that the listener can catch on to.  

The journey of this piece culminates in a sort of spiritual resolution, or acceptance of its painful 

contents.  For Bergson, art can function as medicine, ultimately bringing about balance and good 

sense to the observer. 

Bergsonian balance allows for the possibility of freedom.  For Bergson, true freedom 

comes about in real duration.  A free action occurs when we have dispelled with a spatial 

conception of time.   

Freedom is not hereby, as has been asserted, reduced to sensible spontaneity…the free act 
may be termed a synthesis of feelings and ideas and the evolution which leads to it a 
reasonable evolution…The duration wherein we act is a duration wherein our states melt 
into each other.161  
 

                                                 
160 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 153. 
161 Ibid., 186. 



 

107 
 

Bergson’s continual reference to states melting into each other recalls musical legato and 

phrasing.  Legato means more than simply connecting the notes of a melody.  Deep legato entails 

synthesizing technical elements of a score with other arts, history, and personal experience.  A 

Bergsonian musical technique entails deep legato.  To achieve deep legato, a performer may first 

practice with a metronome and write in fingerings for mechanical mastery, but in the final stage, 

they must forget rules and simply play the music in real time.  Charlie Parker allegedly stated 

that a Jazz musician ought to learn chords and then forget them.  Bergson’s contentions suggest 

an analogous synthesis of emotional memories with time’s flow, rendering a sense of deep legato 

in ordinary life. 

Great art emanates from a creator like the Bergsonian free act.  Once in tune with 

duration, a person’s action can spring forth freely.  Bergson compares the free action to an over-

ripe fruit falling off a tree: 

In reality there are not two tendencies, or even two directions, but a self which lives and 
develops by means of its very hesitations, until the free action drops from it like an over-
ripe fruit.162  
 
Surmising that the B Minor Prelude came about unconsciously, as Rachmaninoff said of 

his other compositions, its genesis lay deep within him years before.  A work of art is a tiny 

product of the artist’s vast psyche, like the tip of an iceberg.  Bergson states that free acts and 

works of art spring from an entire personality: 

We are free when our acts spring from our whole personality, when they express it, when 
they have that indefinable resemblance to it which one sometimes finds between the artist 
and his work…Certainly our character is altering imperceptibly every day, and our 
freedom would suffer if these new acquisitions were grafted on to our self and not 
blended with it.163  
 

                                                 
162 Bergson, Time and Free Will, 176. 
163 Ibid., 172. 
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A Bergsonian technique entails the synthesis of the self in a work of art.         Bergson 

ended his career with a message of hope for humanity.  His work on time and memory eventually 

led to powerful conclusions.  Concerned with increasing violence in the twentieth-century, 

Bergson enlisted with the League of Nations following World War I.  As clouds of war brewed 

in the 1930s, he immersed himself in the writings of Spanish mystics such as St. John of the 

Cross, finding hope in their universal message for humanity.  While the Catholic Church saw an 

advocate in Bergson, he was in fact Jewish.  When the Nazis invaded Paris, they awarded 

Bergson an “honorary Aryan” status.  Although not a practicing Jew, and chiefly concerned with 

Christian mysticism in his later years, Bergson refused this title.  He wore a yellow Star of David 

on his coat jacket, and caught pneumonia one day after standing on a Paris soup line in the 

winter of 1941.  Bergson melds his philosophies of time and memory into a notion of active 

mysticism in his final major work, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion (1932).164  St. 

Francis of Assisi’s perfect joy is a principal exemplar of Bergsonian mysticism.  Bergson offers a 

simultaneous hope and warning for humanity in the final paragraph of this book: 

Joy indeed would by that simplicity of life diffused throughout the world by an ever-
spreading mystic intuition; joy, too, that which would automatically follow a vision of the 
life beyond attained through the furtherance of scientific experiment…Mankind lies 
groaning, half crushed beneath the weight of its own progress.  Men do not sufficiently 
realize that their future is in their own hands.  Theirs is the task of determining first of all 
whether they want to go on living or not.  Theirs the responsibility, then, for deciding if 
they want merely to live, or intend to make just the extra effort required for fulfilling, 
even on their refractory planet, the essential function of the universe, which is a machine 
for the making of gods.165 
 
Bergson recognized that humanity’s rapid progress sowed the seeds of unique threats.  

                                                 
164 Henri Bergson, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion (1932), trans. R. Ashley Audra and Cloudesley 
Brereton with the assistance of W. Horsfall Carter, (Henry Holt and Company, Inc. 1935, renewed copyright by 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston 1963, reprint; Notre Dame, University of Notre Dame Press, 1977).   
165 Ibid., 317 
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The mechanization of time ultimately crushes the human spirit.  Although often plagued with 

despair, Rachmaninoff refused to succumb to the mechanization of the era in which he lived, and 

somehow exhibited a Bergsonian joy.  Rachmaninoff said that composition was a form of 

exultation for him.  In the B Minor Prelude, Rachmaninoff laments the loss of the old world, but 

consecrates the past.  Far removed from Russia in time and space, after years of compositional 

silence, Rachmaninoff rediscovered his compositional voice.  His final composition, the 

Symphonic Dances, Op. 45 (1940), recount memories of old Russia and contact with the new 

world of the United States; signified perhaps in the alto saxophone part in the first dance. The 

work summarizes his earlier compositions as with a requiem.  The last dance ends in a spirit of 

triumphant joy.  A car aficionado, Rachmaninoff loved driving friends around Beverly Hills, 

California, where he had settled.  He concluded his life feeling fulfilled.             

The preceding paragraphs point to a Bergsonian notion of artistic creation, rooted in 

personal memory-images, and culminating in a spirit of exultant joy.  Duke Ellington perhaps 

best summarizes such a technique.  In a 1944 interview for The New Yorker Magazine, Ellington 

said that the content of memory was more important than technique for a musician: 

’The memory of things gone is important to a jazz musician,’ he says.  ‘Things like the 
old folks singing in the moonlight in the back yard on a hot night, or something someone 
said long ago.  I remember I once wrote a sixty-four bar piece about a memory of when I 
was a little boy in bed and heard a man whistling on the street outside, his footsteps 
echoing away.  Things like these may be more important to a musician than technique.’166 
 
Any composition could be analyzed along the lines of Ellington’s description with 

fruitful results, but it seems that twentieth-century composers especially felt the pangs of 

memory in reacting to a radically altering world.  So it was for Rachmaninoff.  Memories 

constituted his musical language and consciousness, truly exemplifying something Bergsonian: a 

                                                 
166 Quoted in: Mary Tucker, The Duke Ellington Reader (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 218. 
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Bergsonian analytical technique reveals the real artistry behind Rachmaninoff’s compositions—

not just remnants of a past romantic idiom, but an idiosyncratic musical grappling with the nature 

of time and memory.           
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