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ABSTRACT 

Rachmaninoff’s traditionalist tendencies as a composer are reflected in his coloristic 

musical expression and late-romantic harmonic language, part of his refusal to conform to the 

"progressive" and “innovative” trends of the early twentieth century. The assumption that 

Rachmaninoff was trapped in the musical past, though, is strongly contradicted by his later 

works, especially the Preludes and Études-Tableaux, which display an innovative approach to 

developing the generic norms of these two forms. Not only does Rachmaninoff alter the 

dimensions of these works, but he also intensifies the emotional content of the piece through 

the technical display of highly sophisticated pianistic writing and employs complex tone-

paintings to portray a variety of moods, pictures and deep emotions. The purpose of this paper 

is to investigate Rachmaninoff’s innovative approach to developing piano pieces from formal, 

expressive and pianistic standpoints. Selected Moments Musicaux, Preludes, and Études-

Tableaux will be studied to examine the way in which Rachmaninoff expands the formal and 

structural dimensions of the work, and heightens the expressiveness and pianistic artistry of 

his compositional writing. A comparison of two genres between Rachmaninoff and his 

antecedent composers will be made to demonstrate the inventive and intriguing sides of 

Rachmaninoff’s writing in the most comprehensive way possible in hope of igniting a spark 

of interest among the pianists and helping them to have a better grasp of musical 

understanding on Rachmaninoff’s music. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Alongside compatriots such as Scriabin, Stravinsky, Prokofiev 1891, and 

Shostakovich, Sergei Rachmaninoff is conceivably not the composer that first crosses our 

mind when one mentions pioneer composers from the 20th century. However, a recent 

study published in the open access journal EPJ Data Science in early 2020 argued that 

Rachmaninoff was among the most innovative composers from 1700-1900. 1 It is true that 

Rachmaninoff’s traditionalist tendencies as a composer are reflected in his coloristic 

musical expression late-romantic harmonic language, part of his refusal to conform to the 

"progressive" and “innovative” trends of the early twentieth century. 2 The assumption 

that Rachmaninoff was trapped in the musical past, however, is strongly contradicted by 

his later work, especially the Moments Musicaux, Preludes and Études-Tableaux, which 

demonstrate an innovative approach to developing the generic norms of these two forms. 

Indeed, among the most important characteristics of Rachmaninoff’s style is the way in 

which he expands the formal and structural dimensions of his works, and heightens the 

expressiveness and pianistic artistry of his compositional writing. The way in which 

Rachmaninoff searches for innovation of musical forms, harmony and structure finds 

parallel in some of his contemporaries, such as Igor Stravinsky (unorthodox treatment of 

the Baroque formal structure and harmonies in Pulcinella Suite), Nicholai Medtner 

(invention of his own musical genre such as fairy tales), and Alexander Scriabin 

 
1 Colin Fernandez, “Beethoven WASN'T the most innovative composer in history because 
Rachmaninov's music was more original, researchers reveal.” Daily Mail 

2 Mary Ann Ensminger, “Rachmaninoff the Introverted Romnaticist”, 11-13. 
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(harmonic exploration of sound-color synesthesia in his later works). Historically, 

preludes are shorter works whose purpose is to introduce another piece. Frederic Chopin 

takes the prelude and separates it from the piece that it would typically follow. In 

Rachmaninoff’s hands, the prelude becomes a substantial piece in its own right. Not only 

does Rachmaninoff alter the dimensions of these works, but he also intensifies the 

emotional content of the piece through the technical display of highly sophisticated 

complex pianistic writing to portray a variety of moods, pictures, and deep emotions. 

Despite the fact that the majority of musicians adore Rachmaninoff’s music, 

evidently there have been quite a number of pianists dreading to tackle his piano works 

due to many reasons. Among the most common reasons is that some pianists find 

Rachmaninoff’s music to be overly complex to understand and therefore they do not 

know where to begin with the learning process. I intend to demonstrate the inventive and 

intriguing sides of Rachmaninoff’s writing in the most comprehensive way possible in 

hope of igniting a spark of interest among the pianists and helping them to have a better 

grasp of musical understanding on Rachmaninoff’s music.  

In this document, I will investigate Rachmaninoff’s contributions to the stylistic 

and interpretative evolution of the late Romantic piano literature, not only in terms of 

their scale and scope, but also from the expressive and pianistic standpoints, using some 

examples of his short pieces. This document consists of two main sections. The first 

section includes an overview of the emergence and development of preludes, etudes and 

moments musicaux with representative examples of each. The second section will begin 

with a brief survey on Rachmaninoff’s six Moments Musicaux Op. 16 in which I will 

discuss how similar it is to his Preludes and Études-Tableaux in terms of style and 
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designation of musical ideas, and how the latter two genres of which both work within 

and depart from these established historical conventions from the formal, expressive and 

pianistic perspective. 
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CHAPTER II 

DEVELOPMENT OF PRELUDE, ETUDE, AND MOMENT 
MUSICAL IN THE 18TH AND 19TH CENTURY 

 

Preludes  

 Preludes emerged in the fifteenth century as a type of organ piece. They served as 

introductory pieces that preceded vocal works in a worship setting. 3 The oldest surviving 

preludes can be found in the collection Ileborgh Tablature (1448);4 these preludes consist 

of a melismatic, improvisatory right hand part with a slower moving line in the left hand 

or pedal line (Ex.1). They were not based on any pre-existing melodic or rhythmic 

material, creating a sense of freedom and spontaneity, and were meant simply to establish 

the tonality for the singers who would enter soon after. 5  

Ex.1 Prelude No. 1 in C from Ileborgh Tablature 

 
3 David Ledbetter and Howard Ferguson. “Prelude.” Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
online. 

4 Ileborgh Tablature (Curtis Institute of Music, Philadelphia, Pa.) (LC) Mll, 127.  

5 Apel Will, “The History of Keyboard Music to 1700”, 43. 



Texas Tech University, Chuan-Li Ko, May 2021 

5 
 

Preludes written for solo instruments such as the lute and harpsichord, were 

intended to allow players to check the tuning of the instrument and warm up their fingers 

before a performance.6 Other preludes were written as part of a pair or collection of 

pieces, such as J. S. Bach’s preludes and fugues or any of the preludes from the suites. 

During that time, convention dictated that preludes should be performed as part of the 

collection or pair in which they were included and not as separate, individual works. 

The Well-Tempered Clavier is Johann Sebastian Bach’s most significant 

contribution to the genre of prelude. The preludes in these two sets were written in 24 

keys and each has its own distinct character. For example, Bach’s prelude No. 13 in F# 

major, from Book I contains stylistic elements that represent Baroque Aria which 

signifies a manner of singing (Ex.2). Other stylistic elements such as toccata (Ex.3) and 

recitative (Ex.4) are evident in his G major and F# minor preludes from Books I and II.  

Ex.2 Bach’s Prelude No. 13 in F-sharp, from Well-Tempered Clavier I 

Ex.3 Bach’s Prelude No. 15 in G, from Well-Tempered Clavier I 

 
6 David Ledbetter and Howard Ferguson. “Prelude.” Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
online. 
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Ex.4 Bach’s Prelude No. 14 in F-sharp minor, from Well-Tempered Clavier II 

Preludes received less emphasis as a musical form during the classical era because 

introductory material was often written as part of an opening section of a sonata or 

symphony rather than as a separate movement.7 In the 19th century, however, keyboard 

preludes reemerged as an important genre. Among the most well-known are those by 

Frédéric Chopin, who treats preludes as independent pieces. 8 Similar to Bach, who 

incorporated well-known styles, genres, and compositional techniques of his time such as 

the trio, canon, and French overture in his preludes, Chopin wrote preludes that embody 

elements from etudes (Ex.5), ballades (Ex.6), and waltzes (Ex.7).9 Prelude No. 15 in Db 

major for example, has more of the characteristic feel of a Ballade for its narrative tone, 

poetic mood, and evocative story-telling atmosphere.  

 

 

 

 

Ex.5 Chopin’s Prelude No. 3 in G, Op. 28 

 
7 Victoria Neugeldt ed., Webster’s New World College Dictionary, 3d ed., 1063. 

8 John Gillespie, “Five Centuries of Keyboard Music”, 223. 

9Andreas Boelcke, “Chopin's 24 Préludes, Opus 28: A cycle unified by motion between 
the fifth and sixth scale degrees” (DMA diss., University of Cincinnati, 2008), 3. 
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Ex.6 Chopin’s Prelude No. 15 in D-flat, Op. 28 

Ex.7 Chopin’s Prelude No. 7 in A, Op. 28 

Although many aspects of Chopin’s preludes are similar to those of Bach, they 

were innovative in many respects. Chopin’s preludes were much more substantial and 

were no longer merely introductory or functioned as warm-up pieces. Each prelude has 

unique melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic characteristics that evoke certain feelings or 

emotions. Though some of the preludes are short, each of them is a self-contained piece 

that can stand alone in a performance or can be combined with other pieces.10  

 

 

 

 

 

 
10 David Ledbetter and Howard Ferguson. “Prelude.” Grove Music Online. Oxford Music 
online. 
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Etudes/studies 

The musical etude takes its title from the French word “study” because its original 

purpose was to provide practice material for perfecting a particular technical skill. 11 The 

practice of writing etudes emerged in the early nineteenth century as the popularity of the 

piano increased.12 

Early keyboard etudes, such as Carl Czerny’s studies, were used as teaching 

material.13 Focusing on the technical development or exploitation of a particular 

technique, these studies frequently consist of scalar patterns, arpeggios, chordal textures, 

octaves doubling, etc. In the late nineteenth century, the etude developed a dichotomy of 

purpose. Many composers such as Frédéric Chopin and Franz Liszt wrote etudes for 

reasons other than the sole purpose of technical improvement. They developed the genre 

by incorporating aspects of the character piece into the etude and by increasing the 

etude’s level of artistry, musical imagery, and technical complexity.14 The etudes from 

that period of time not only feature technical demands, such as the development of hand 

or finger dexterity and independence, but they also encourage a player to focus on certain 

expressive elements such as tone production, phrasing, voicing etc. 

Though pieces explicitly titled “etude” emerged only in the 19th century, keyboard 

technique had received pedagogical attention even before this time. Such early studies 

 
11 Ferguson, Howard and Kenneth L. Hamilton, “Study,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music 
and Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie; vol. 24 (London: Macmillan, 2011), 622. 

12 Lipke-Perry, Tracy D. “Integrating piano technique, physiology, and motor learning: Strategies 
for performing the Chopin études” (DMA diss., The University of Arizona, 2008), 14. 

13 Kim, Jooyoung. “Study of the Chopin Etudes, Op. 25, with performance suggestions for 
technical and musical issues” (DMA diss., Ball State University, 2011), 2. 

14 Kim, Min Joung. “The Chopin etudes: A study guide for teaching and learning opus 10 and 
opus 25” (DMA diss., University of North Texas, 2011), 35. 



Texas Tech University, Chuan-Li Ko, May 2021 

9 
 

were often called essercizi or Übung15, and they were composed for keyboard players at 

different learning stages, ranging from elementary exercises to full-scale keyboard 

sonatas. Some typical examples of early pieces including elements that contains elements 

of an etude is Bach’s Invention and Sinfonias, BWV772-801 and Domenico Scarlatti’s 

first thirty sonatas Essercizi per gravicembalo K. 1-30 published in 1738 and 1739. As 

shown in the excerpt (Ex.8) below from Bach’s Invention No. 4, BWV 775, the scalar 

passages, large leaps, and imitation between two hands can be considered a study on 

voicing.  

Ex.8 Bach’s Invention No. 4 in D minor, BWV 775 

 

Johann Baptist Cramer’s early piano studies cover a wide range of keyboard 

techniques and are often lengthier than those composed by Bach/Scarlatti.16 Three of his 

important collections are Studio per il pianoforte Op. 50, and 12 Grandes Études 

mélodiques, Op. 107. Op. 50, for instance, covers a wide range of piano techniques, such 

 
15 Stanley Sadie, ed., The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., vol. 24 (New 
York: Grove’s Dictionaries Inc., 2001); s. v. “Study,” 622. 

16 Nicholas Temperley, “John Baptist Crammer,” The London Pianoforte School; vol. 9 (New 
York and London: Garland Publishing, 1985.), 46. 
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as various fingering patterns (Ex.9), broken chords (Ex.10), passages in thirds and sixths 

(Ex.11), double-note runs (Ex.12), and a variety of finger extension techniques (Ex.13).  

 

 

 

 

Ex.9 Cramer’s Etude in A, No. 13 

 

 

  

 

Ex.10 Cramer’s Etude in D minor, No. 18 

 

 

 

 

Ex.11 Cramer’s Etude in G minor, No. 63 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.12 Cramer’s Etude in D minor, No. 69 
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Ex.13 Cramer’s Etude in B-flat, No. 64 

The Op. 50 is generally recognized as the first notable attempt at a comprehensive 

etude collection covering most aspects of early piano technique.17 They were not highly 

regarded by his contemporaries, but continue to be widely practiced by piano students 

today. Beethoven found them to be an excellent preparation for the study of his works18 

and provided useful annotations for a number of etudes. 

Great technical developments were made in the piano in the late 18th century. By 

1800, piano makers strived to combine the subtlety of the Viennese piano with the 

fullness and roundness of tone of the English piano. 19 Many adjustments were made to 

increase the speed of the action, tone projection, and the range of the keyboard to match 

the range of a symphony orchestra. Piano etudes started to increase in popularity with the 

improvement of the piano and the rise of the concert virtuoso. 

Carl Czerny wrote a total of 20 collections of piano studies. Below are the 

representative illustrations (Table 1).  

 

 
17 Walther Georgii, Klaviermusik, 3rd ed. (Zürich: Atlantis Verlag, 1956), 153. 

18 Alan Walker. Frederic Chopin, Profiles of the Man and the Musician. (London: Barrie and 
Rockliff, 1966.), 117. 

19 Bart van Oort, “The English Classical piano style and its influence on Haydn and Beethoven” 
(DMA diss., Cornell University, 1993), 50. 
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Table 1, Comparison among the etudes written by Bach, Cramer, Czerny, and Chopin 
 
 Bach’s two-

part invention 
Cramer’s 

Op. 50 
Czerny’s 

Etude Collections 
Chopin’s Etude Op. 

10 & Op. 25 

Length / 
measures 

30 – 40 40 approx. 10 – 120 approx. 80 – 120 approx. 

Texture Two parts Homophonic 
(melody + 

accompanime
nt) 

Homophonic (melody 
+ accompaniment) 

Thicker and multi-
layers 

Technique Five finger 
pattern; 
Voicing; 

Five finger 
pattern; 
Broken 
Chords; 

Thirds and 
sixths; 

Double-note 
runs; 

 

Five finger pattern; 
Broken Chords; 

Thirds and sixths; 
Double-note runs; 

Octaves; 
Repeated notes; 
Articulations; 

Trills; 
Chords; 

Left hand; 

Five finger pattern; 
Broken Chords; 

Thirds and sixths; 
Double-note runs; 

Octaves; 
Repeated notes; 
Articulations; 

Trills; 
Chords; 

Left hand; 
Fingers extension; 
Extended chords 

Rhythm Simple; 
Mostly eighth 
and sixteenth 

note. 

Simple; 
Mostly eighth 
and sixteenth 

note. 

Simple; Mostly 
eighth and sixteenth 

note. 

More complex; 
Some syncopation 

Melody / 
Thematic 
material 

Fragmented; 
imitative 

between both 
hands 

Less 
melodious; 
repetitive 

Less melodious; 
repetitive 

Melodious; 
developmental 

Register  4 octaves (C2 
– C6) 

5 octaves (G1 
– G6) 

6 octaves (C1 – C7) More than 6 octaves 

Harmony Diatonic 
harmony 

Diatonic 
harmony 

Diatonic harmony Some chromatic 
harmonies, 

augmented sixth and 
extensive harmony  

Form    Mostly ABA ternary 
form 

 

New elements are featured in Czerny’s etudes such as left-hand dexterity, octave 

doubling, trills, chordal textures, repeated notes, and legato and staccato playing in many 

different musical contexts. However, most of these studies focus very little on the 

musical sensitivity. Another contribution Czerny made to the history of etude is that 



Texas Tech University, Chuan-Li Ko, May 2021 

13 
 

many of his etude collections were arranged in order of difficulty, which challenge the 

players to push their limits of technical ability. The example below that illustrates 

Czerny’s writing (Ex.14), focuses on the legato playing in the right hand.  

Ex.14 Czerny’s The School of Legato and Staccato, Op. 335 Etude No. 1 

 

With Chopin, the etudes went through a substantial change. He wrote two large 

sets and one smaller set of etudes. Unlike Czerny, Chopin’s etudes focus on musicality 

within virtuosity. He transformed the etude from a mechanical exercise intended only to 

develop finger dexterity into a concert piece, in which technical problems are addressed 

alongside expressive elements (Ex.15). The example of Chopin’s below emphasizes the 

singing quality in the left-hand melody.  

 

Ex.15 Chopin’s Etude No. 7 in C# minor, Op. 25 
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Moments Musicaux 

 In English, “musical moments” emerged initially during the 19th century but were 

not commonly found in keyboard literature of that period. Among those who have 

composed piano pieces of this genre are Franz Schubert, Moritz Moszkowski, and Ignacy 

Paderewski.  

 Moment musicaux is the French words for ‘Musical Moment’. It is a short and 

technically easy instrumental piece that shares similar musical qualities of direct, quasi-

improvisational and lyrical expressiveness portrayed in impromptu. The writing of 

Schubert’s set of six Moments Musicaux, D. 780 shows some influence of Jan Václav 

Voříšek, which is evident in his Impromptu, Op 7 (1822).20 Although the genre was first 

published by Schubert, it is mature in style and well-developed in many respects: 

The Moments Musicaux are supreme examples of Schubert’s ability to suggest 
the subtlest nuances of emotion which shift and alter, literally in a moment. Even 
in their bigger, louder gestures, these pieces are intimate, almost confidential in 
tone, private and mysterious, their kaleidoscopic, fleeting yet profound emotions 
revealed in the apparent simplicity of the music.21 

Despite the spontaneity and improvisatory nature of “Moments Musicaux”, the pieces are 

meticulously structured, typically in ABA Ternary form. The impromptu quality of 

Schubert’s Moments Musicaux is evident through the adventurous use of harmony, 

unpredictable modulation, and subtle use of tone, and dynamic nuances, allowing the 

piece to grow intensely and dramatically in its compact form. The six Moments Musicaux 

were well received during Schubert’s time and are amongst his most frequently 

performed compositions. Due to its simplicity in writing (Ex.16 & 17), they are 
 

20 Gracian Černušák. “Voříšek, Jan Václav” Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 5th 
edition. Eric Blom, ed. Vol. 9 (London: MacMillan, 1954) 74. 

21 Frances Wilson, “Moments Musicaux by Schubert” 
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accessible to competent pianists with different levels of technical capability. These pieces 

were written to cater to the Viennese public’s growing appetite for short pieces, 

Albumblätter (album leaves), which were meant to be played and enjoyed at home, or at 

informal music gatherings with friends, each piece lasting between one to five minutes. 

 

Ex.16 Schubert’s Moment Musical No. 3 in F minor, Op. 94 D.780 

Ex.17 Schubert’s Moment Musical No. 5 in F minor, Op. 94 D.780 

 Similarly to salon music, Schubert’s six Moments Musicaux are brief, but rich in 

character, reflecting different moods. Each of these short pieces resonates so deeply with 

us, they underline the paradoxical nature of emotional states one may experience in 

different moments of life - ‘from happiness and hope to profound introspection and 

poignancy, intimacy and tenderness, terror, rage and desolation.’22The writing of these 

 
22 Frances Wilson, “Moments Musicaux by Schubert” 
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Moments Musicaux encapsulates Schubert’s compositional style and musical personality 

in microcosm.23  

 Besides Schubert, we can find moment musical in very few composers’ output, 

such as Moritz Moszkowski and Ignacy Paderewski. Moszkowski wrote 7 Moments 

Musicaux, which were published in two separate sets. Pieces from Op. 7, possess free-

spirited, emotional and impromptu qualities similar to Schubert’s. Although all vary in 

length, the phrase structure in all three pieces remains symmetrical and short. Although 

the second set of Moments Musicaux (Ex.18), Op. 84, was written 34 years later, it is 

interesting to note that, it is much lighter in texture and shorter in length than the first set 

(each piece lasting only two to three pages). Contrary to virtuosic tendency in other piano 

pieces of Moszkowski, Op. 84 presents extreme naivety and simplicity. Op. 7 No. 2, has 

perhaps the heaviest, most substantial and complex musical content (Ex.19) of all seven 

Moments Musicaux.  

Ex.18 Moszkowski’s Moment Musical No. 2 in F major, Op. 84 

 

 

 

 

 
23 Frances Wilson, “Moments Musicaux by Schubert” 
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Ex.19 Moszkowski’s Moment Musical No. 2 in E major, Op. 7 

 

 Besides ‘Un Moment Musical’, not many other examples of moment musical can 

be found in Paderewski’s composition. Its duration is among the shortest in Miscellanea 

Op. 16, containing only two pages (Ex.20). It is worth mentioning that, although the 

Moment Musical of Paderewski and Rachmaninoff were composed in the same year 

(1896), they are of great difference in many ways. The former is very petit and plain in 

structure and style, which completely fits the nature of salon music; whereas the latter 

was written in a grandioso, concertante and virtuosic manner. Despite being virtuoso 

pianists, the fact that Moments Musicaux of Moszkowski and Paderewski were crafted in 

such a light technically feasible manner, suggests the composer’s intention of using the 

musical genre as purely salon music. 

Ex.20 Paderewski’s Moment Musical in A-flat, Op. 16 No. 6 
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CHAPTER III 

RACHMANINOFF’S INNOVATIVE EXPANSION IN OP. 16, 23, 32, 
33 & 39 

 

Moments Musicaux, Preludes and Études-Tableaux by Sergei Rachmaninoff 

Comparing all five opuses of Rachmaninoff, the development of genre is perhaps 

the most obvious in Moments Musicaux, in many respects. Being the earliest substantial 

set among the other short pieces written from the year 1896 to 1917, the innovative 

expansion in Op. 16 assuredly had a significant impact on the style and musical growth of 

the later works. As discussed in the previous chapter, the moments musicaux by other 

composers are fairly short and less technically demanding, which intended to focus on the 

emotional expression of a sentimental character; the piece became tremendously larger, 

heavier and more difficult in Rachmaninoff’s hand (Ex.21-22).  

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.21 Moment Musical No. 4 in E minor, Op. 16 
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Ex.22 Moment Musical No. 6 in C, Op. 16 

 

The six pieces of Op. 16 integrate musical contents and characteristics that are 

similar to the genres of the 19th century piano pieces such as nocturne, song without 

words, funeral march, barcarolle, virtuoso etude, and theme and variations.24 Composers 

before him such as Chopin also took a similar approach in writing Preludes and Etudes, 

in which the elements of the genre started shifting, overlapping and permeating into each 

other genre every once in a while. However, no one has gone as far as Rachmaninoff to 

the extent that every pieces almost sound homogeneous and therefore the division 

between the genres became less apparent. Such interchangeability of style stretches the 

boundary of the genre, allowing room for flexibility to develop and adopt musical and 

pianistic mannerism outside of the musical scope.  

Alongside Alexander Scriabin and Claude Debussy, Rachmaninoff was one of the 

composers who presents the complete cycle of preludes in all keys in the history of 

keyboard music25, though not in specific key-relationship order that most composers 

would typically follow. Of all the composers who wrote preludes and etudes, the 

 
24 Angela Glover, “An Annotated Catalogue of the Major Piano Works of Sergei Rachmaninoff” 
(Ph.D. diss., Florida State University, 2003), 9-15  

25 Jingbei Li. “The Preludes in Chinese Style: Three Selected Piano Preludes from Ding Shan-De, 
Chen Ming-Zhi and Zhang Shuai to Exemplify the Varieties of Chinese Piano Preludes” (DMA 
diss., Ohio State University), 16 
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connection between Chopin and Rachmaninoff is conceivably the strongest. 

Rachmaninoff’s Preludes and Études-Tableaux have the same function as Chopin’s. That 

is, they are intended for concert use and may be performed individually or in sequence.  

 Although the two early sets of Rachmaninoff Op. 3 “Cinq Morceaux de Fantaisie” 

and Op. 10 “Sept Morceaux de Salon” also contain several short pieces, it is more of a 

common practice to perform them as a whole. Preludes, Études-Tableaux, and Moments 

Musicaux, on the other hand, are often taken out separately to be mixed and matched 

between one another in a recital program according to the musical flow of the 

sequencing.  

The musical substantiality is what keeps these individual pieces unique, allowing 

each of them to stand on its own independently. Rachmaninoff achieves this 

substantiality with the use of innovative devices that expand and develop the formal 

structure, expressiveness, and pianism, which I will further illuminate in this chapter. 
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EXPANSION OF FORMAL STRUCTURE 

The expansion of formal structure in Rachmaninoff’s composition is perhaps the 

most significant. It is important to note that Rachmaninoff’s Moments Musicaux, 

Preludes and Études-Tableaux are lengthier than the same genre of pieces written by 

other composers before him. For instance, many of Chopin’s Preludes begin with a 

standard four or eight-measure phrase (Ex.23) but as we will see, often the first phrase of 

Rachmaninoff is much longer. Rachmaninoff achieves these larger proportions using the 

following techniques: avoidance of conventional dominant and leading tone resolution, 

thematic repetition, and harmonic ambiguity. These are the elements I would like to 

discuss. 

Ex.23 Chopin’s Prelude No. 7 in A, Op. 28 
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Avoidance of conventional dominant and leading tone resolution 

 One of Rachmaninoff’s strategies is to replace the tonic-dominant polarity with 

other relationships. For example, in the B major Prelude the first phrase opens with a 

repetitive plagal motion that avoids closure and lengthens the phrase. (Ex.24) 

 

Ex.24 Prelude No. 11 in B, Op. 32 

Indeed, the half cadence that ends the first phrase is delayed until measure 29 

(Ex.25). 
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Ex.25 Prelude No. 11 in B, Op. 32 

Rachmaninoff also extends phrases through repetition. For instance, the melodic 

material from measure 9 to 10 (Ex.25) is repeated in sequence in the next four measures. 

Each copy of the sequence model descends by a step. A varied repetition occurs in the 

next following measures, duplicating the same idea; and its melodic fragment is repeated 

a final time in the last five measures, but it is accompanied by a circle-of-fifths-

progression.   

 

 

 

 

Sequence 
 

Sequence 
 

Sequence 
model 
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Rachmaninoff connects each of these repetitive ideas using deceptive motion as 

shown in the red box on the screen. In measure 15 (Ex.25) we arrive on a G# minor chord 

that sounds like a tonic. The D# dominant chord in the next measure should resolve back 

to the tonic. Instead, however, it resolves to an E major chord, the submediant in G# 

minor. In the second instance of deceptive motion, the A# dominant seventh comes as a 

surprise, it should resolve to a D# chord, but instead, resolves to an unexpected A major 

chord. This avoidance of conventional resolution can also be seen in his Études-Tableaux 

No. 2 (Ex.26).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.26 Études-Tableaux No. 2 in A minor, Op. 32 
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Eb           Ab 

  

  

 

5 3 I                          iii      vi                         IV              V              I 

   

  

(  Circle of fifths  ) 

8 – 7 
6 – 5 
4 – 3  

Measure 1-14 Measure 15-20 

 

4 3 5 2 3 

ii        V          I 

The piece begins in A minor and stays in A minor for seven measures; D# in 

measure 8 tonicizes E minor, making the succeeding chord sounds like a tonic. We 

expect D# to resolve to E in the bass, harmonized with an E minor chord in root position. 

Instead the bass note E to which D# resolves is harmonized with an A minor chord in 

second inversion. It is interesting to consider that this A minor 6/4 chord might have 

functioned as a neighboring 6/4 to an E minor chord in root position. The A and the C 

above that E might have been a dissonant 6 and 4 that resolves to E minor, however that 

resolution never occurs. 

 With the repetitive “D# to E” motion in measure 11, Rachmaninoff toys with our 

expectation for the resolution of D# to an E tonic. This passage is written in service of 

prolonging the B7 chord and we might have expected it to resolve to E, but it does not, 

the bass moves away to a D natural and eventually resolves to C major.  

 

Thematic repetition  

Rachmaninoff avoids closure in a different way in the Eb major Prelude. Here we 

will see that the thematic repetition delays closure. I diagram the expansion of the first 

phrase in figure 1. Each opening three-note gesture of the theme is being marked in 

example 27. 

Figure 1 Phrase structure of Prelude No. 6 in E-flat, Op. 23 

 

 

 

 

Expansion 
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Ex.27 Prelude No. 6 in E-flat, Op. 23 

  

The first phrase, which lasts from measure 1 – 14 is expanded in a different way. 

The first five measures establish the thematic content for the phrase. The next four 

measures repeat the motivic content, this time arriving on a g minor chord as opposed to 

the Eb arrival of the first statement. Notice that in addition to the expansion of this phrase 

by repetition, the melody itself also undergoes expansion. The first three-note gesture in 

measure 1 – 2 is diatonic, and its repetition in measure 5 – 6 adds a chromatic A natural. 

(Ex.27) 
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 The thematic idea is shortened to two three-measure statements that overlap and 

arrive on a Perfect Authentic Cadence in measure 14, and all of this repetition delays the 

arrival on the dominant until measure 13. Note also that within these thematic repetitions, 

Rachmaninoff cycles through a circle of fifth progression beginning with the shortened 

three-measure statements in measure 9. The second phrase begins with a two-measure 

unit, it is repeated and expanded to a five-measure unit. It repeats a second time to drive 

to the cadence. Both phrases use the same basic thematic material. (Ex.27)      

As we can see, this motivic material is repeated six times in different 

variation. The phrase would still be complete if these materials in red parenthesis were 

taken out. (figure 1) Rachmaninoff uses a similar approach in Moment Musical No. 1 in 

B-flat minor (Ex.28) 
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Ex.28 Moment Musical No. 1 in B-flat minor, Op. 16 

 

Harmonic ambiguity 

Finally, Rachmaninoff also achieves structural expansion using mixture 

harmonies to obscure the key. This ambiguity can be seen in the middle section of the D 

minor Études-Tableaux (Ex.29). From measures 29 – 32, the harmony moves from G 

minor to C dominant seventh in a subtle way. Rachmaninoff blends the harmonies by 

retaining the common tones of these chords, G and Bb, as the chord changes from G 
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minor to C dominant seventh in measure 31. This C dominant seventh should resolve to F 

major, but instead of resolving, the C dominant seventh changes quality to become C 

minor, and the resolution to F major does not occur until measure 38. The fact that the 

leading tone does not resolve to F major, but instead descends to become the subtonic 

creates a sense of harmonic instability. Rachmaninoff uses common tones of the chords 

again here to blend the harmonies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.29 Études-Tableaux No. 8 in D minor, Op. 39 

 

In Études-Tableaux no. 5, Rachmaninoff stretches the melodic structure by 

increasingly adding the diminished seventh upon its secondary dominant key. The 

extensive use of diminished sonorities in the entire piece creates a harmonic tension that 
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Phrase structure 
indicated by 
measure no. 
 

depicts the emotional uneasiness suggested by the indication “Appassionato”. Table 2 

shows the thematic design and harmonic structure of the piece.  

 

Table 2 Formal Structure of Études-Tableaux No. 5 in E-flat minor, Op. 39  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notice that in measures 1 - 12, I indicated that the key is unstable although it is in 

Eb minor. A series of diminished 7th chord can be seen everywhere in the beginning 

section. However if we only pay attention to the vertical sonority of the passage, we miss 

something really important about the organization for this passage. In example 30, the Eb 

pedal anchors the tonal center of the passage.  
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All three of the possible diminished seventh chords appear above that Eb pedal. 

This creates a sense of harmonic fluidity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.30 Études-Tableaux No. 5 in E-flat minor, Op. 39 

 

This example shows one way that these diminished seventh chords are used, but 

they provide an important framework for understanding how the piece is structured later. 

In a different usage of the diminished seventh chords, Rachmaninoff stretches the 

Eb
 p
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 p
oi
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boundary of tonality by infusing a tonal work with elements of octatonic scales. The 

octatonic sonorities become clearer as the piece progresses. The problem with 

understanding this passage is that, there are different kinds of sonorities mixed in such as 

a half-diminished seventh, whole tone scales and a dominant seventh. In order to 

understand what is happening here, we need to look at the individual voices, and how 

these vertical chords sound in this passage (Ex.31).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.31 Études-Tableaux No. 5 in E-flat minor, Op. 39 

This section begins with F half- diminished seventh in measure 18. When the 

voice leading moves to G# on the 3rd beat, it turns out to be a whole tone chord. It is 

rather deceiving because the repeated Cb-Eb third that move along with the F-Gb-G give 

the listener an expectation of the arrival of a G# minor chord (enharmonic equivalent to 

G# Cb Eb), instead it moves to a whole tone chord D F# G# with the same 

accompaniment pattern as before. When the new expectation is set, it confuses us again 

with the E dominant seventh. The mixture of the whole tone scale E A# D F# and the G# 
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diminished triad also creates an ambiguity that blurs the tonal sense. To understand the 

harmony in this passage, it is beneficial to look at the pitches in different voices 

individually. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.32 Études-Tableaux No. 5 in E-flat minor, Op. 39 

If we look at the inner voice of the right hand piano part from measure 18 – 20 

(Ex.32) circled in blue, the prominent notes seem to form a D full diminished seventh (2, 

5, 8, 11). I take the downbeat of the top line (circled in red) into consideration as part of 

the harmony because they are sustained long enough to be prominent. These three notes 

form another diminished triad, which has the normal form of (3, 6, 9). Combining these 

two diminished chords, we get (2, 3, 5, 6, 8, 9, 11) which is an octatonic scale with the 

omission of 0. The notes in the left hand part are not part of octatonic (2, 3), instead they 

belong to octatonic (1, 2). The 4th beat of the left hand bass from measure 18 to 20, E G 

Bb belong to the diminished triad set of (4, 7, 10) therefore we get a different octatonic 

collection (2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 10), which is oct (1, 2). 

What I find interesting about the mixture of these two sets is that, they do not 

cause harmonic chaos, but instead create a rich sonority. Measure 19 and 20 are 
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sequential copy of measure 18, each transposing the previous bar’s material up by a 

minor 3rd. This approach is brilliant because, as we know, when one transposes a 

diminished chord by a minor 3rd, one retains the notes; the transposition by a minor 3rd 

therefore completes the octatonic collection.   

Rachmaninoff adopted the octatonic and whole tone scales in his later works, but 

the tonal language of his compositions does not move away from that of 19th-century 

Romanticism. Rachmaninoff organized the octatonic and whole tone scales in a very 

tonal way. He incorporates these scales within a tonal framework and he occasionally 

segments the octatonic scale into triads and seventh chords that are functional with local 

tonalities. The harmonies in Rachmaninoff’s later works are interesting because they 

contain advanced chromaticism within a clearly tonal context. He was aware of the 

musical trends of his time and yet he tried to make a breakthrough in his composition. 
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INTENSIFICATION OF EXPRESSIVENESS 

A substantial portion of Rachmaninoff’s compositional output has been largely 

enjoyed by the public and has remained as the standard concert repertory. However, 

public attention during his life has primarily been given to his larger compositions such 

as Piano Concerto No. 2 and No. 3 which overshadowed his smaller-scale piano works. 

In fact, some of his etudes received negative remarks from critics. I hope that examining 

these etudes alongside preludes and moments musicaux will disperse the criticisms. Irwin 

Freundlich states that the Études-Tableaux “make effective use of the resources of the 

piano, but have less musical substance than the preludes.”26  John Culshaw, one of 

Rachmaninoff’s biographers, made a similar statement regarding the etudes: “Op. 33 

consists of six Etudes which frankly carry us little further than the last set of Preludes. 

They are enjoyable in themselves, but call for little comments.”27 Contrary to these 

negative connotations, I will unfold the chapter by demonstrating some of 

Rachmaninoff’s best expressive characteristics and writing in his moments musicaux, 

preludes and etudes. 

The majority of early scholarship that has been devoted to Rachmaninoff only 

focuses on his personal life, recollections, and letters; starting at the second half of the 

20th century, music scholars began to further explore his musical writing. Several critical 

studies provide detailed examination and analysis of individual piano works by 

Rachmaninoff, these include La Magra’s A Source Book for the Study of Rachmaninoff’s 

Prelude (1996), Boldt’s The Solo Piano Variations of Rachmaninoff (1967), and Winter’s 

 
26 James Friskin and Irwin Freundlich, Music -for the Piano, 155.  

27 John Culshaw, In Rachmaninov, the Man and His Music, 115.  
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An Analysis of Sergei Rachmaninoff’s Prelude Op. 23 and 32, and Études-Tableax Op. 

33 and 39 (1986). 

Rachmaninoff displayed a rich variety of emotions and characters already in his 

early works, but the expressivity in his writing was heightened and intensified after the 

recovery of his depression in the years of 1897 - 1900. Rachmaninoff reflected in an 

interview five months after publishing Op. 32, his second set of Preludes: 

Absolute music… can suggest or induce a mood in the listener; but its 
primal function is to give intellectual pleasure by the beauty and variety of 
its form. This was the end sought by Bach in his wonderful series of 
Preludes, which are a source of unending delight to the educated musical 
listener. Their salient beauty will be missed if we try to discover in them 
the mood of the composer. If we must have the psychology of the Prelude, 
let it be understood that its function is not to express a mood, but to induce 
it.28 

 

Enhancement of Musical Imagery 

The musical expansion in Op. 16, 23, 32, 33, 39 does not only lie in its formal 

structure, but Rachmaninoff also explored and escalated the expressivity using several 

techniques such as the use of programmatic models, melodic quotation, and octaves for 

chime effect. 

 Being an advocate of 19th century Romanticism, it was apparent that 

Rachmaninoff faced challenges living in the early 20th century wherein musical forms 

and style were in rapid constant progress at that time. He was well aware of the need to 

expand the conventional tonal harmony to find his own unique musical voice. 

 
28 Originally appearing in the Delineator, New Tork, 1910, February, 127; but also found in Z. A. 
Apetyan, ed. S. Rakhmaninov. Literaturnoye naslediye, Vol. 1 (Moscow: Sovietskiy Kompozitor, 
1987), 63-4. QUoted here from Valentin Antipov, Segei Rachmaninoff: Critical Edition of the 
Complete Works, Series V: Works for Piano Solo, Vol. 17, (Moscow: Russian Music Publishing, 
2006), xiv.   
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Rachmaninoff’s innovative attempt was evident in his development of etude, possibly 

under the influence of Franz Liszt’s ‘Transcendental Étude’ in which he transformed the 

genre into a concert masterpiece and developed its bravura display of technicality. 

Contrary to the advanced technical approach Liszt took in writing the etudes, 

Rachmaninoff instilled various symbolic figures into the pieces as a result of which he 

named the sets “Études-Tableaux”. Not only does this extra-musical association deepen 

the emotional capacity of the pieces which is usually eclipsed by superficial virtuosity in 

most cases, but also enhance its poetic, graphic, pictorial and musical imagery. 

 The title “Études-Tableaux” was invented by Rachmaninoff, which literally 

means “study-pictures”. Although there is no descriptive title given to any etudes from 

the two sets, Op. 33 and 39, it is perceptible that the pieces were written with such 

musical intent, which was later revealed in Rachmaninoff’s letter in response to 

Koussevitzky’s proposal upon translating the pianistic timbre of Rachmaninoff’s piano 

works into orchestral color: 

These will certainly make the character of these pieces more comprehensible and 
help you find the necessary colors for their orchestration. 
The first Étude in A minor [Op. 39 No. 2] represents the Sea and Seagulls. 
The second Etude in A minor [Op. 39 No. 6] was inspired by the tale of Little 
Red Riding Hood and the Wolf. 
The third Etude in E-flat major [Op. 33 No. 4] is a scene at a Fair. 
The fourth Etude in D [Op. 39 No. 9] has a similar character, resembling an 
oriental march. 
The fifth Etude in C minor [Op. 39 No. 7] is a funeral march.29   

In addition to these suggestive descriptions, there was evidence found in several 

sources that Op. 39 No. 1 & 8 might have been written under the inspiration of paintings 

entitled “The Wave” and “Morning” by the Swiss artist, Arnold Böcklin (1827-1901).30  

 
29 Sergei Bertensson and Jay Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff - a Lifetime in Music, 262-263.  
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Pianist Benno Moiseiwitsch also pointed out that the musical association with 

programmatic content in Rachmaninoff’s composition may have emerged before Op. 33 

and 39. He recalled that one of Rachmaninoff’s well-known preludes, Op. 32 No. 10 in B 

minor was inspired by Böcklin’s painting “The Return”.31  According to Vardo 

Rumessen, an Estonian pianist and musicologist, “In composing these pieces, 

Rachmaninoff focused more on the experience that an image conjured for him, not on 

solving some specific technical problem. Even though his source of inspiration was some 

artwork, vignette, or motif from a fairy tale, it was generally transmuted through a certain 

mood state into an independent theme, thus proving much broader and more generalized 

than the idea on which it was based. This may have been the reason that the composer 

abandoned his intention to add programmatic titles to his études-tableaux, as they would 

have been too limiting and would not have been able to encompass the entire spectrum of 

expression.’32We find confirmation of this statement in Rachmaninoff himself: “I do not 

believe in the artist disclosing too much [of] his images. Let them paint for themselves 

what it most suggests.”33  

There was no evidence of descriptive remarks of this sort given to Op. 16, 23, 32, 

but it has been found that Rachmaninoff revealed similar approaches and innovative mind 

to elevate the musical expansivity of his early works. The depictive writing of Moments 

 
30 Alfred Mirovitch, “Preface” to score Études-Tableaux, Op. 33 and 39, 3; Robert Walker, 
Rachmaninoff, 80; Oscar von Reisemann, Rachmaninoff’s Recollections, and Leslie Gerber, notes 
for the recording, Rachmaninoff, Vol. IV, Ruth Laredo, pianist (Columbia Records), M 33998, 
1976.  

31 Vardo Rumessen, “Sergei Rachmaninov” 

32 Ibid. 

33 Sergei Bertensson and Jay Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff - a Lifetime in Music, 218.  
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Musicaux, Op. 16 appears to be the earliest evidence of the composer’s programmatic 

treatment in solo piano works, which corresponds to both opuses of Preludes and Études-

Tableaux. While preludes in the 18th century contained very little extra-musical 

associations, Rachmaninoff departs from the idea of musical purity and shifts perception 

of the genre to be more programmatic. Even though the similarities in the writing of all 

these genres in the degree of expressivity are very obvious, not every opus received a 

clear statement of the programmatic implication. Some other musical references featured 

in these sets of piano pieces include the motivic quotation of Dies Irae chant (Ex.33-35) 

and church bells effect (Ex.36-38). Some of these motives were transformed and 

appeared in a different configuration similar to its origins. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.33 Moment Musical No. 3 in B minor, Op. 16 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.34 Prelude No. 4 in E minor, Op. 32 
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Ex.35 Étude-Tableaux No. 2 in A minor, Op. 39 

Ex.36 Moment Musical No. 4 in E minor, Op. 16 

Ex.37 Prelude No. 10 in B minor, Op. 32 

 

Ex.38 Étude-Tableaux No. 6 in A minor, Op. 39 
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Intricate Textural Treatment 

The beauty of Rachmaninoff’s music does not only lie in its emotional content, 

but the intellectual games engaged in the motivic development and contrapuntal writing 

also makes his compositions extremely attractive. Although Rachmaninof demonstrated 

great talents for composition since an early age, we must not overlook the fact that his 

counterpoint teacher, Sergei Taneyev, had a direct impact on Rachmaninoff’s success in 

composition in the later days. Under the tutelage of Taneyev, Rachmaninoff studied 

counterpoint based on compositions of the 15th and 16th centuries, in which he 

understood the workings and full possibilities of free counterpoint that are fundamentally 

beneficial to advanced composition.34 

His immense creativity is presented through the combination use of complex 

thematic transformation and multilayer texture that is woven tightly with the rich 

harmonies and extra-musical association, resulting in a substantial expansion in 

expressivity. The brilliant virtuosic Prelude No. 2 in B-flat, Op. 23 (Ex.39), is sometimes 

called Rachmaninoff’s “Revolutionary Etude” for its thunderous wavy ostinato in the left 

hand against a jagged melodic line in the right hand.35  

 

 

 

Ex.39 Prelude No. 2 in B-flat, Op. 23 

 
34 Patricia Brady, “Rachmaninoff’s Études-Tableaux” (DMA diss., Indiana University, 1986), 21, 
https://search-proquest-com.lib-e2.lib.ttu.edu/docview/1880522674?accountid=7098 

35 Robert Threlfall, In Sergei Rachmaninoff : His Life and Music, 78. 
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Despite its genre, this prelude is often approached as a piano study and performed 

as an independent concert piece. Though the figurations on both hands are used 

extensively throughout the piece, Rachmaninoff did not turn it into a dull fingers study 

nor counterpoint exercise; instead, he developed the thematic material into different 

formations, such as extending the motivic fragment into a longer figuration (Ex.40), 

restating the melodic idea in a different rhythmic pattern (Ex.41), treating the melody as 

an accompaniment with its rhythm proportionally diminished (Ex.42), and 

embellishments on the thematic frame (Ex.43) which is both musically and virtuosically 

satisfying:  

 

 

 

   Ex.40 Prelude No. 2 in B-flat, Op. 23                   Ex.41 Prelude No. 2 in B-flat, Op. 23 

 

 

 

 

Ex.42 Prelude No. 2 in B-flat, Op. 23 

 

 

 

 

Ex.43 Prelude No. 2 in B-flat, Op. 23 
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Organization of Arch-shaped Musical intensity 

 Generally speaking, Rachmaninoff’s organization of arched-shaped musical 

intensity can be mapped and divided into sections that reflect the golden ratio, as the 

following figure (figure 2) demonstrates: 

 

Figure 2 

 

 This golden ratio displays the development and resolution of harmonic tension in 

most of Rachmaninoff’s composition, which also correlates with the overall formal 

structure of the piece. Take Prelude in D major for example (Figure 2), although it only 

contains 4 phrases throughout, the whole piece lasts about 5 minutes long due to its long 

continuous development in harmony, using several structural expansive techniques 

mentioned in Chapter III. It is interesting to note that the musical intensity of the piece is 

structured and formulated at the golden ratio, which works within both the piece and the 

phrases. The harmonic tension continues to develop and reach its breaking point at two-

third of the journey.  
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Innovative Harmonic Treatment 

 The increase of harmonic tension to a breaking point followed by an emotional 

outburst is one of the effective devices used in many romantic pieces, which is often 

placed at the apex of a piece to expand its expressiveness. Composers who employed this 

technique for coloristic purposes include Brahms (Ex.44) and Scriabin (Ex.45). However, 

Rachmaninoff’s harmonic approach to musical climatic points is rather unique.  

 

 

 

Ex.44 Brahms’s 6 Klavierstücke, Op. 118 - No. 2 ‘Intermezzo’ 

 

 

 

 

Ex.45 Scriabin’s Prelude No. 11 in B, Op. 11 

 What sets Rachmaninoff apart from these two composers is the way he highlights 

the emotional explosions using non-functional chromatic chords. The sudden release of 

harmonic tension is often preceded with a rising half-step harmonic progression from a 

remote key. This abrupt change of harmonies does not comply with the rules of Western 

tonal harmony. For instance, the outburst preparation (Ex.46) in Prelude No. 4 in E-flat 

major is a dominant seventh chord; however, instead of resolving to its tonic, A-flat 

major, it diverges from the key scheme and progresses to E minor as a surprise for 

coloristic effects.  
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Ex.46 Prelude No. 4 in D, Op. 23 

Other examples of this harmonic treatment can also be found at the climatic point 

of the other Preludes (Ex.47-49) and Étude-Tableaux (Ex.50).  

 

 

 

 

Ex.47 Prelude No. 9 in E-flat minor, Op. 23 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.48 Prelude No. 10 in B minor, Op. 32 

 

 

 

 

Ex.49 Prelude No. 12 in G-sharp minor, Op. 32 
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Ex.50 Étude-Tableaux in G minor, Op. 33 

Rachmaninoff’s unconventional use of dominant seventh is also evident in his 

Moments Musicaux, though it functions somewhat differently. The unpredictable 

resolution of dominant seventh in Op. 16 indeed carries its coloristic purposes, however, 

instead of amplifying the climatic musical tension, it separates the formal sections, setting 

up a new harmonic color and refreshing mood for the subsequent phrase (Ex.51 & 52). 

Ex.51 Moment Musical No. 1 in B-flat minor, Op. 16 

Ex.52 Moment Musical No. 2 in E-flat minor, Op. 16 

  



Texas Tech University, Chuan-Li Ko, May 2021 

47 
 

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, Rachmaninoff displayed remarkable musical 

maturity even in his early compositions. Although Op. 16 was written when the composer 

was 23, this specific Moment Musical (Ex.53) is very chromatic to the degree that it 

almost appears atonal to the ears of listeners, which reflected Rachmaninoff’s 

experimental attempts and awareness of contemporary trends in tonal development.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.53 Moment Musical No. 2 in E-flat minor, Op. 16 

 While one would surmise the piece to begin with a tranquil and lovely tune, as 

expected in Moments Musicaux of Schubert and Moszkowski, a dark and ominous 

atmosphere emanates from the diabolic opening theme of Eb minor Moment Musical. 

The piece deviates from its tonal center with the successive use of dissonant harmonies 

right from the beginning. As the harmonies increasingly become more chromatic with its 

half-stepwise progression (Ex.53), the emotional distress intensifies. As a side note, Eb 

minor Moment Musical is the first example among the early piano pieces of 

Rachmaninoff that exhibits atonal inclination from the aural perception. The composer’s 
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tonal palette becomes even more obscure in his later works (Ex.54-56) to paint and 

summon the mystic darkness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.54 Étude-Tableaux No. 5 in E-flat minor, Op. 33 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.55 Étude-Tableaux No. 1 in C minor, Op. 39 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.56 Étude-Tableaux No. 6 in A minor, Op. 39 
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DEVELOPMENT OF PIANISM 

 Rachmaninoff began his piano training at age of 4; a few years later he already 

started to develop a burning passion for composition. Keep in mind that, Rachmaninoff 

had extraordinarily large hands and long fingers, which gave him physical advantages 

and ability to play highly technical passages and extensive chords. Besides these physical 

attributes, Nikolai Zverev probably had the strongest direct influence on Rachmaninoff’s 

musical growth as a pianist. Rachmaninoff did not only go through holistic and rigorous 

training with Zverev after moving into his house, he was also brought to concerts and 

theater productions regularly to experience cultural life. Over the weekends, Zverev 

would invite musical and intellectual figures (Pyotr Tchaikovsky, Alexander Taneyev, 

and Anton Arensky, etc.) from all over Moscow to engage in activities and music sharing 

with his pupils, where Rachmaninoff had chances to perform and receive feedbacks from 

them.36 After being promoted to the senior class in 1888, Rachmaninoff was enrolled into 

the studio of Alexandar Siloti, a favorite student of Franz Liszt and also first cousin of 

Rachmaninoff. Siloti being the next major influence of Rachmaninoff is perhaps most 

accountable through his pianistic lineage traced back to Franz Liszt. Rachmaninoff’s 

fixation with piano technique is of great impact on the pianistic writing of his 

composition; he also wrote about the significance of developing good technique from 

early on as foundation in order for one to be able to focus on artistic interpretation37. At 

the age of 45 after immigrating to the United States, Rachmaninoff decided to fully 

devote his time to performing as a concert pianist for its better financial prospects. His 
 

36 Sergei Bertensson and Jay Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff - a Lifetime in Music, 208 

37 Michael Dervan, “The Rachmaninov method: Practise like a snail, play like a gazelle” Irish 
Times 
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season lasted from October to beginning of April, in which he was scheduled to perform 

up to 65 concerts. As a result, Rachmaninoff was forced to pick up his long-neglected 

technique, and build a large new repertory alongside his own compositions.38  All of these 

challenges and advantages as a pianist have certainly found its reflection in his 

composition, and allowed the composer to push pianistic physical boundaries and explore 

new possibilities of keyboard technique. 

 

Technical Demands 

Opuses 16, 23, 32, 33, 39 are comparatively similar in many ways. Like Chopin, 

Rachmaninov combined the principles of the etude and the characteristics of the prelude 

seamlessly.39 The pianistic writing in Op. 16, Op. 23 and Op. 32 carries elements similar 

to his etudes Op. 33 and 39 and calls for a powerful and complex combination of various 

techniques.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.57 Prelude No. 9 in E-flat minor, Op. 23 

 
38 Sergei Bertensson and Jay Leyda, Sergei Rachmaninoff - a Lifetime in Music, 211.  

39 John Gibbons, “Is Rachmaninov a Waste of Time?” Holde Kunst (blog) 
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 Rachmaninoff often used double notes in the melody line to enrich its harmonic 

color. Among all the shorter pieces that contain such writing, let’s take a look at E-flat 

minor prelude (Ex.57), where the double-note technique in the right hand persists 

throughout the entire piece. This prelude shows Rachmaninoff’s great admiration for the 

music of Liszt, who uses similar writing in his transcendental etude Feux follets (Ex.58). 

The figurative pattern in both pieces appears to be almost identical. 

 

Ex.58 Liszt’s Transcendental Étude No. 5 in B-flat "Feux follets", S.139 

 It is not easy to tackle the double-note technique due to its chromaticism and 

alternating intervals anywhere between second and ninth. Pianists often have issues with 

such technique, because physical tension can be easily accumulated through frequent 

contraction and stretching of finger muscles. The discomfort level is especially high 

when the asymmetrical and unpredictable passages require frequent shifts of hand 

position from one place to another. One useful tip to approach this constant irregular 

double-note figuration is to break the voices apart and practice one line at a time 

separately. When the player begins to gain some sense of familiarity with the movement, 

he/she can work on two lines simultaneously at a slower speed. In order to achieve good 

voicing, one should practice the passage using two distinct articulations at once. The 

soprano line, which is often the more important voice, should be played legato with great 
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emphasis, whereas the other voice remains light and detached. With such practice 

methods, one will be able to play this passage the normal way at ease. It is important to 

note that relaxation and flexibility in the wrist are the keys to greater physical mobility. 

 Finding great fingering plays a huge part in smoothening out the constant twisted 

movement in this double-note passage. The least common fingering sometimes provides 

the most pianistic form of playing in certain circumstances. The four upper sixteenth 

notes on the second beat (Ex.59) are problematic, because continuous falling and rising 

half-steps require a smooth transition from one finger to another in succession, while 

some fingers are to be made available to the lower part. Sliding with 4th finger from Gb 

to F could be a satisfying and economical solution because it involves very little 

movement, and therefore satisfies a good flow of the passage. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.59 Prelude No. 9 in E-flat minor, Op. 23 

 The common fingering of the upper sixteenth notes on beat 3 (Ex.60) would be 5-

4-3-4; however, if we follow Verbalis’s topographic approach40 (long fingers on short 

[black] keys, and short fingers on long [white] keys), the fingering combination 4-5-4-5 

would work best here. 

 

 
40 Jon Verbalis, Natural Fingering: A Topographical Approach to Pianism, 177. 
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Ex.60 Prelude No. 9 in E-flat minor, Op. 23 

 The double-note technique in right or left hand can often be found in 

Rachmaninoff’s other works, for example in Moment Musical Op. 16 No.1 (Ex.61), 

Prelude Op. 32 No. 4 (Ex.62), and Étude-Tableaux Op, 39 No. 8 (Ex.63). 

Ex.61 Moment Musical No. 1 in B-flat minor, Op. 16 

Ex.62 Prelude No. 4 in E minor, Op. 32 

Ex.63 Étude-Tableaux No. 8 in D minor, Op. 39 



Texas Tech University, Chuan-Li Ko, May 2021 

54 
 

The fast-moving chordal figuration is one of the most challenging techniques 

used pervasively in Rachmaninoff’s large scale piano works, namely the four piano 

concerti (Ex.64) and two sonatas.  

Ex.64 Piano Concerto No. 3 in D minor, Op. 30, 1st movement 

 

Certain passages in the works of Robert Schumann and Franz Liszt require similar 

technical approach, but the highly repetitive figurative pattern and harmonic progression 

allow one to automate the body movements and relax accordingly. 

On another hand, Beethoven’s Sonata in E-flat “Les Adieux” Op. 81a requires 

constant re-positioning of the right hand as the chords change in almost every eighth note 

due to its fast harmonic rhythm. 

In the case of Rachmaninoff’s rapid chordal passages, the harmonies do not only 

progress at a fast changing rate, but the figurative pattern also unfolds in a highly 

unpredictable manner, hence putting the pianists to the rigorous test of accuracy, clarity 

and stamina. Such writing can be found in the following examples (Ex.65-68). 
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Ex.65 Moment Musical No. 6 in C, Op. 16 

 

Ex.66 Prelude No. 4 in E minor, Op. 32 

 Ex.67 Étude-Tableaux No. 1 in C minor, Op. 39 

Ex.68 Étude-Tableaux No. 6 in A minor, Op. 39 

 In addition to sufficient practice, it is helpful to have the right mindset to master 

these technical passages. Being excessively proactive in physics is not always an 

effective and efficient move when it comes to handling fast moving chordal passages of 

this kind. When we attempt to plan and control the movements in a fast tempo, it does not 

only tighten up the finger muscles and blocks the flow of energy, but also increases the 
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mental stress, which can potentially turn into a vicious cycle during performance. Often 

the physical tension, accumulated through the continuous excessive force, results in 

fatigue and muscle cramps, or, in the worst case, injuries. According to William 

Westney’s ‘The Perfect Wrong Note”, pianists should first approach these technical 

passages rhythmic-lessly with exaggerated physical movement, while remaining flexible 

and relaxed in our body41. This allows our body to learn and understand the 

choreographic sequence between each chord written in remotely related harmonies 

(Ex.67), With such practice method, one will eventually be able to move freely from one 

chord to another.  

 

Cadenzas are most frequently used in 18th century concerti to showcase the 

virtuosic spontaneity and technical command of a soloist. Outside of concerto, a lengthy 

cadenza can be found in Mozart’s variations (Ex. 69), it takes on the character of an 

improvisation in the closing variation.   

 

 

 

 

Ex.69 Mozart’s Six Variations in F on “Salve tu Domine”, K.398 

 

 

 
41 William Westney, The Perfect Wrong Note: Learning to Trust Your Musical Self, 58. 
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Similarly to Mozart’s approach, Rachmaninoff also employed this improvisatory 

quasi cadenza writing in his Moment Musical No. 1, Op. 16 (Ex.70). A lengthy cadenza 

is placed before the final appearance of the theme introduces the improvisatory style of 

its succeeding section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.70 Moment Musical No. 1, Op. 16 
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We can find multiple examples of the cadenza writing in Op. 32 and Op. 33. It is 

plausible, that this a virtuosic and structural expansive idea was an influence of 

Rachmaninoff’s Third Piano Concerto No. 3, Op. 30. The cadenza writing in Op. 32 

(Ex.71) and Op. 33 (Ex.72) (Ex.73) has similar function, allowing for virtuosic display 

between the climatic point of the development section and the return of section A, 

whereas the cadenza in Prelude in G, Op. 32 (Ex.74) serves as a transitional device that 

leads music to different mood and tonality. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.71 Prelude No. 10 in B minor, Op. 32 

 

 

 

 

Ex.72 Étude-Tableaux No. 7 in G minor, Op. 33 

 

 

 

 

Ex.73 Étude-Tableaux No. 8 in C-sharp minor, Op. 33 
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Ex. 74 Prelude No. 5 in G, Op. 32 

One of unmistakable trademarks of Rachmaninoff’s writing is broadly spread 

chords. While it is understood, that such textural arrangement is most natural to fully 

utilize Rachmaninoff’s physical advantages, we should also keep in mind, that he wrote 

these extensive chords with the musical intent to simulate the sonority of an orchestra. 

What makes these thick chordal passages especially difficult to play, is that the notes 

within a chord are sometimes spaced out unevenly. The 7th chord in the D major Prelude 

is a perfect example (Ex.75). 

Figure 3 

  

 

 

Ex.75 Prelude No. 4 in D major, Op. 32     

 The D major 7th in the right hand places all four fingers in an odd and 

uncomfortable position because one would have to tilt the hand to the right (Figure 3) just 

so the index finger can be extended to reach the D. There are many disadvantages to this 

hand position especially for pianists with smaller hands. Besides developing tension 

through these crooked fingers, one would also have trouble playing the chord 

simultaneously due to the uneven spread of weight over each finger. Not to mention with 
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such tilted hand position, there is a high chance that pianists might inevitably depress 

extra notes alongside the chord.  

Figure 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 There are two solutions to this pianistic problem. Aside from rolling the chord 

rapidly from its bottom note, one may also consider placing the thumb at the border 

between the keys (Figure 4). Such fingering does not only require little stretch between 

the fingers, it also keeps the hand in a powerful arch-shaped position. The opening of 

Rachmaninoff’s second Piano Concerto (Ex.76) is another example of broad chordal 

writing that requires the same fingering in the right hand. 

 

 

 

Ex.76 Piano Concerto No. 2 in C minor, Op. 18, 1st movement 

Other short piano pieces that contain extensive chords include Op. 16 No. 3 

(Ex.77) and Op. 33 No. 3 (Ex.78). The chords in these two pieces are nearly impossible 

to be played simultaneously. For players with average hand size (barely reaching 9th or 

10th), besides breaking down the chords, it is worth to try the following method. First, 
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shift the fingers to the very edge of the keys and keep the wrist at the level of the keys, as 

relaxed and flexible as possible. The fingers need not be curved, but the finger-tips 

should remain firm and well-aligned with the arms to allow a good energy flow. While 

depressing the notes, one should drop the arm freely, and let the fingers sink all the way 

into the bottom of the key. The whole process should not require much pressure other 

than the gravitational pull. 

Ex.77 Moment Musical No. 3 in B minor, Op. 16 

 

Ex.78 Étude-Tableaux No. 3 in C minor, Op. 33 

  

Physical coordination plays a huge part when it comes to dealing with multiple 

tasks simultaneously, such as playing different rhythmic patterns at once. G major 

prelude contains complex polyrhythms throughout the piece. Keeping the flow of the 

quintuplet figuration in the left hand is already not an easy task, especially since it covers 

a wide range of leaps and requires a constant wrist rotation (Ex.79). Besides producing 
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even tone, volume, and rhythm, pianist would have to keep this circular motion in the left 

hand to maintain physical mobility and relaxation.  

 

 

 

 

Ex.79 Prelude No. 5 in G, Op. 32 

 What makes this piece truly challenging is the constant shifting of polyrhythmic 

patterns between right and left hand (five-against-three and five-against-four). The 

section after the cadenza passage (Ex.80), is especially difficult because in addition, the 

right hand melody is split into two parts (the top line continues the melody, while the 

bottom line has long trills). It is hard to keep two parts independent like two different 

voices. The melody can easily be swayed by the mechanical trills and lose its fluidity and 

cantabile quality, whereas the trills in the lower part can sometimes get stuck and 

accented when the key in the upper voice is depressed.  

 

Ex.80 Prelude No. 5 in G, Op. 32 

 Many interesting and fun children coordination games can benefit us in improving 

our pianistic bimanual coordination skills. For example, the circle-square drawing game 

(Figure 5) underlines some brilliant tricks to better and easier multitasking.  
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Figure 5 

 

 

 

 

 While it may seem impossible at first to draw a circle with one hand and a square 

with the other hand simultaneously, there are some useful steps to follow, that help to 

demystify and circumvent the process. First, assign the more challenging task, the square, 

to the dominant hand. While drawing the figures simultaneously, focus only on the 

dominant hand and turn the other hand into an autopilot mode. One may be amazed at 

how instantaneously the problem can be solved; the non-dominant hand will be able to do 

the same trick in no time using the same method. Similarly, in polyrhythm there’s always 

a more challenging task among the two, such as melody against accompaniment (Ex.81 

& 82). If we give full concentration to the primary subject, and do not overthink how it 

fits together overall, everything should fall into place nicely.  

 The complex polyrhythmic figuration can be found in many Rachmaninoff’s short 

works (Ex.83). 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.81 Moment Musical No. 1 in B-flat minor, Op. 16 
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Ex.82 Prelude No. 13 in D-flat minor, Op. 32 

Ex.83 Étude-Tableaux No. 5 in E-flat minor, Op. 39 

 The technical demands of playing Rachmaninoff’s pieces encompass a wide range 

of aspects. Besides physical strength, speed, finger dexterity, stamina, tone projection, 

and finger span mentioned earlier in this chapter, physical coordination is also one of the 

very important techniques needed in learning the short piano works by Rachmaninoff. 

While all these difficult challenges may result in many pianistic problems and struggles, 

it can be both musically fulfilling and technically exhilarating when one eventually 

masters the skills and integrates them into the piece with deep emotional engagement. 

 

Textural challenges 

 The Moments Musicaux, Preludes, and Études-Tableaux were written in 

Rachmaninoff’s middle period (1896-1917) in which he was particularly creative and 
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productive. During the same years, he also worked on larger-scale works such as the 

Second Symphony, Piano Concertos No. 2 & 3 as well as instrumental and vocal pieces, 

namely, Sonata for Cello and Piano in G, Op. 17 and Romance Op. 14, 21, and 26. These 

works are absolutely parallel in his compositional thinking as evidently, the symphonic-

concertante sounding as well as vocal timbre and mannerism are reflected in 

Rachmaninoff’s solo piano works.   

The cantabile quasi nocturne writing is undoubtedly one of the most typical styles 

of Rachmaninoff.  

 Ex.84 Prelude No. 1 in F-sharp minor, Op. 23 

 The melancholy in Prelude No. 1 in F-sharp minor, Op. 23 (Ex.84) is very typical 

of Rachmaninoff’s style. It resembles a transcription of a song for soprano and piano. The 

vocal mannerism is portrayed by appearing in a single line on the top layer most of the 

time. Another distinctive vocal characteristic is the use of long notes in the beginning of 

each phrase forming a simple melodic contour, and accompanied by complex harmonies.  
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Ex.85 Prelude No. 4 in D, Op. 23 

This tranquil, nocturne-like prelude No. 4 in D major, Op. 23 (Ex.85) is 

reminiscent of the slow movement of the Second Piano Concerto. (Ex.86) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.86 Piano Concerto No. 2 in C minor, Op. 18, 2nd movement 
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The melody of both progresses mostly stepwise and within a small intervallic 

range. In contrast to the narrow melodic range, Rachmaninoff used a broad range of 

arpeggiated figuration in the accompaniment. One significant point about this prelude is 

that the entire prelude only consists of four phrases. Rachmaninoff achieved this long-

sustained phrase structure by using tonic pedal point in the accompaniment of the first 

two phrases; the melodic contour that moves in small steps also provides room for greater 

development, which resulted in structural expansion. Richard Leonard praises the line’s 

ability “to extend at great length without loss of motion.”42 Performers always encounter 

problems of projecting warm and sonorous tone and shaping the phrases with sensitivity 

and constantly forward motion. The writing of this prelude is also very similar to the 

Romance No. 5, Op. 26 (Ex.87): 

 

Ex.87 Romance No. 5, Op. 26 

 

 
 

42 Victor Seroff, In Rachmaninoff, 68. 
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Ex.88 Prelude No. 10 in G-flat, Op. 23 

The G-flat major prelude (Ex.88) creates the heaven-like pastoral atmosphere 

with utmost simplicity of style. The slow harmonic rhythm provides the left-hand melody 

room for improvisatory variation on the melodic idea. In this prelude, Rachmaninoff 

achieved structural continuity in the opposite way of what he did in the prelude no. 4 in D 

major, Op. 23. The accompaniment of this prelude remains static in most part while the 

left hand is moving in big leaps. The texture gets thicker and active in the development 

section and becomes more contrapuntal. The similar contrasting movements between the 

melody and accompaniment can also be seen in his Romance No. 12, Op. 14 (Ex.89): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.89 Romance No. 12, Op. 14 
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Rachmaninoff used this similar approach in Prelude No. 5 in G major, Op. 32 (Ex. 

90) to sustain a sense of continuity and fluidity. The left hand accompaniment of this 

prelude pretty much stays in the same pattern, alternating between chords I and vi, while 

the right hand has a long cantabile expressive melody: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.90 Prelude No. 5 in G, Op. 32 

 In order to create a long-sustained phrase, Rachmaninoff astutely avoids the 

musical tension by alternating the harmonies between chords I and vi, which also results 

in losing harmonic direction and delaying the closure of the phrase. With the help of 

quintuplet sixteenth-note in the accompaniment and triplet rhythm in the melody, 

rhythmic complexity and arch-shaped melody allows the music to keep moving. 

Rachmaninoff uses this similar compositional device to achieve similar results in his 

Romances No. 12, Op. 26 (Ex. 91) and No. 5, Op. 21 (Ex. 92). 
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Ex.91 Romance No. 12, Op. 26 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.92 Romance No. 5, Op. 21 

Prelude No. 12 in G-sharp minor, Op. 32 (Ex. 93) is also written in a cantabile 

nocturnal style. However, the mood of this prelude is completely different from the 

previous four introspective preludes.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ex.93 Prelude No. 12 in G-Sharp minor, Op. 32 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONCLUSION 

Rachmaninoff may have been a traditionalist, but his musical style was never 

generic and was inarguably original and influential to the later composers. His musical 

contributions and legacy began to receive greater attention and remains well known many 

years after his death and in concert halls worldwide, which frequently host performances 

of his orchestral and piano music.43 

It could be viewed that composers who chose to remain connected to the tradition 

of Romanticism remained in the same phase of tonality and made no innovative 

approaches. Taking a contrasting view, the challenges Rachmaninoff faced in writing 

tonal music were probably greater than conforming to the avant-garde trend, as there are 

so many tonal-harmonic rules to comply with in order to make musical sense while 

striving to sound unique. In fact, the strict logicality and auditory expectation of tonal 

harmony serves as limitation in which the seeds of creativity possess great potential to 

sprout and grow. In spite of his largely tonal approach, Rachmaninoff managed to convey 

a distinctly modern flavor, showing that music composed in a progressive and 

sophisticated harmonic idiom does not necessarily need to sacrifice its tonal coherence or 

clarity. My analysis demonstrates that Rachmaninoff’s musical style was in constant 

evolution in which he continued to forge his own unique language, new characteristics 

and complex textural density, incorporating these features into some of the older 

traditions and styles but taking them to the new heights. 

 
43 John Culshaw. In Rachmaninov, the Man and His Music, 13.  
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All of the innovative approaches and expansions Rachmaninoff pursued in his 

composition can cause very specific problems from the perspective of technicality, 

memorization, aural perception, and emotional expression. It is very important for 

performers to spend time analyzing the multilayered texture, harmonic progression and 

other details of construction.  Note that all these facets are actually interconnected; it can 

be very difficult to separate them and examine these elements individually, since 

everything in Rachmaninoff is intertwined and fused into one another so tightly. Thus, 

the question as to whether pianism creates room for expressivity or the expressive content 

calls for high level of technical command is as tricky and complicated as the old 

argument on whether the egg or the chicken came first. Without this comprehension, 

learning and performing Rachmaninoff can be as insecure as sitting on a chair that stands 

on one leg and time-consuming as exploring jungles with no map, respectively. 

That being said, all of that complexity is the beautiful product of Rachmaninoff’s 

compositional process. We must not forget that these compositional devices and 

techniques are just tools to deliver the composer’s intense content and are conveyed in a 

most pianistic way. With such complexity, it is impossible for the performers and 

listeners to get bored with the music because similar to precious stones, we can always 

turn things around and find a new angle to shape and polish while we are crafting the 

artwork. Though the process of learning these short pieces can be frustrating, the 

outcome is always immensely fruitful and rewarding on all levels. 

Regardless of your musical approach, Rachmaninoff is someone whose 

composition should be appreciated and emulated. I hope that this document will help 

readers to master the art of playing Rachmaninoff’s pieces from practical points of view. 
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Let me reiterate the fact that, the writing and devices Rachmaninoff used in these five 

piano sets appear everywhere in his compositions, which include larger-scale works. 

When he presents these large-scale compositional techniques in condensed form, the 

pieces in a way become expanded. Therefore, by mastering these small pieces, pianists 

acquire a valuable foundation and a deeper understanding of Rachmaninoff’s style, which 

allow them to tackle his big works such as the Piano Sonatas and Piano Concertos. 

Regardless, Rachmaninoff’s legacy is timeless and should be appreciated. 
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