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Sergei Rachmaninoff  
Sonata in g minor for Cello and Piano, Opus 19 

Sergi Rachmaninoff wrote this sonata, his final chamber work, in 1901 at age 28. 
Several years earlier he had endured a period of crippling self doubt. Through 
treatment he regained confidence and wrote his Second Piano Concerto, which had 
a wildly successful premiere. While savoring this triumph he wrote the sonata, which 
shares the concerto's larger-than-life personality. 

Rachmaninoff was one of the great pianists of the twentieth century. He thought of 
the piano in orchestral terms and made the point that the sonata was conceived as a 
Sonata for Cello and Piano. He requires bold sweeps of sound and intense emotion 
from both players. 

The Lento introduction is laced with discrete intervals and gestures that will be 
developed in the sonata-form Allegro. The cello's first theme throbs with energy 
while the second, given to the piano, is songful but less robust. Even when the mood 
is delicate the texture remains thick with piano inner voices, chords and 
counterpoint. This quality does not gum up the works; it keeps the texture pliable 
and ready to open into oceans of sound or collapse into sweet caresses. 

Primarily urgent, breathless, and volatile, the c-minor Allegro scherzando contrasts 
furtive mutterings with moments of sentimental lyricism. In ABA form, the fast outer 
sections contain melodious episodes. The Andante is the shortest and most direct 
movement. There is no equivocation—it is all melody. A single tune, richly 
accompanied, is given to both players. Rachmaninoff wrote nearly seventy songs 
and brilliantly applied that knowledge to an “instrumental” melody containing bell-
like repeated notes and a prominent leap, transforming it into a rhapsody. 

The first theme of the G-Major, Allegro-mosso finale is built on driving triplets, the 
second is a simple, soulful anthem. Each performer is pushed mightily; the cellist 
must generate enough sound to compete with ten-note piano chords and the 
muscular piano part steps right out of the Second Piano Concerto. The sonata calls 
for an all-in, every-moment-counts approach creating passionate music played with 
passion, an unbeatable combination. 
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