
RACHMANINOFF
Piano Concerto No. 2

Kairos is a word used by ancient Greek writers to signify "the right 
point of time...the exact or critical time..." of action, a favorable 
planetary conjunction, or otherwise. Cliburn's career was an illustra-
tion. In the tensest days of the Cold War -- of Civil Defense, air raid 
sirens, bomb shelters, atomic angst, and the launch of the Soviet 
satellite Sputnik that put the Russians first into space -- handsome, 
lanky 6'4", 23-year-old Van Cliburn, with his Southerner's air of 
innocent modesty and tremendous keyboard technique, in April 1958 
carried off the Gold Medal at the International Tchaikovsky Competi-
tion in Moscow with a transcendent performance of Tchaikovsky's 
Piano Concerto No. 1. Timing -- kairos -- and talent combined to 
make his triumph symbolic, heroic, and permanently memorable; the 
recording he made of it soon after, with Kiril Kondrashin conducting 
the RCA Victor Symphony Orchestra, is warmly glowing with an 
incomparable magic that has kept his performance competitive with 
later interpreters decade after decade. But such moments do not 
happen without preparation. Cliburn's mother, who had studied with 
Liszt pupil Arthur Friedheim, was his first teacher. He gave his first 
recital at 4, played with the Houston Symphony at 13, and at 14 was 
heard in Carnegie Hall. Appearances, prizes, and awards followed in 
a regular spate without amounting to public recognition or a genuine 
career. At 17 he had begun studies with Rosina Lhévinne at the 
Juilliard School -- taken with his mother's Liszt/Friedheim connec-

tion, he became an unselfconscious inheritor of the grand Romantic 
tradition. And it was Rosina Lhévinne who prompted his entrance to 
the Tchaikovsky Competition. Following his win, of course, Cliburn 
enjoyed a major career, and the recordings he made in the succeed-
ing decade possess a large-scale grandeur. He was at his best in 
Romantic repertoire -- Liszt, Chopin, Schumann, Grieg, MacDowell, 
Rachmaninov -- though his Mozart and Beethoven can seem 
academic. And with the years, the grand manner devolved into 
careless mannerism as the public clamored for a reprise of the 
Tchaikovsky Concerto No. 1. He founded the Van Cliburn Internation-
al Piano Competition in Fort Worth, Texas, in 1962, to which he 
devoted more time than to his own career as a performing artist. His 
return to the concert scene after a ten-year sabbatical was hardly 
noticed. In August 2012 it was announced that Cliburn was suffering 
from advanced bone cancer, and he passed away at home in Fort 
Worth in February 2013 at the age of 78. But the legend, the 
peculiar kairos that realized itself through him, remains imperishable.

Rachmaninov composed this work in 1900, and played the first 
complete performance on November 9, 1901, with Alexandre Siloti 
conducting the Moscow Philharmonic Society.
 He suffered a shattering career crisis in the 1897 massacre of his 
First Symphony in St. Petersburg, by its first conductor, Glazunov, 

who was reportedly disablingly drunk -- a fiasco the critics en 
masse, led by César Cui, laid at the composer's feet like an animal 
carcass. The audience -- ever mindful that Rachmaninov had been 
expelled in 1885 from the local temple of musical instruction -- 
listened stonily, glad for the failure of a young lion schooled else-
where (in Moscow, he completed the Conservatory course in 1891, 
and graduated a year later with highest possible grades). Because of 
the failure of the Symphony No. 1, Rachmaninov began to drink 
immoderately. Believing himself unfit to compose, he tried concen-
trating on parallel courses as a concert soloist and opera conductor, 
but embroiled himself in a love affair that ended very badly. By the 
end of 1899, he was an alcoholic whose hands shook, imperiling his 
keyboard career. Between January and April 1900, Sergey Vassily-
evich saw Dr. Dahl, a Moscow specialist in "neuropsychotherapy," 
daily, and was urged under hypnosis to compose the new piano 
concerto that a London impresario was asking for. Trance therapy 
roused the composer from his lethargy; indeed, he worked with great 
facility on an excellent new concerto -- the Second, in C minor, Op. 
18 -- dedicated to Dr. Dahl in gratitude. Never again in the remain-
ing four decades of his life was Rachmaninov immobilized by 
depression, despite several convulsive changes of fortune.
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1 Allegro 22:25
2 Adagio Un Poco Mosso 9:20
3 Rondo 10:57
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