Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini  (1934)

by Serge Rachmaninoff (1873-1943)
"In April 1934, Rachmaninoff wrote that he would spend the summer in Switzerland resting from his strenuous schedule of 40-45 concerts during the past year and would endeavor to cut down the number next year.  Instead he composed the Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini during his holidays and accepted some 65 concerts for the coming year.  In another letter to a friend he announced both his concert schedule and the new composition: 'Two weeks ago I finished a new piece.  It is called a Fantasia for piano and orchestra in a form of variations on a theme of Paganini (the one on which Liszt and Brahms wrote their variations).  The piece is rather long, 20-25 minutes, about the length of a piano concerto.  I'll give it to the printer next spring (after I try to play it in New York and London, which will give me time to make the necessary corrections).'  The premiere was given by the composer, with Stowkowski conducting The Philadelphia Orchestra, in Baltimore on November 7, 1934.

One of the composer's more interesting letters that discussed the Rhapsody was written to the famous choreographer Michel Fokine to suggest the work as a ballet.  Rachmaninoff wrote: 'About my Rhapsody, I want to say that I will be very happy if you will do something with it.  Last night I was thinking about a subject and here is what came to mind.  I'll give you only the main outlines, for the details are still foggy.  Consider the Paganini legend (about the sale of his soul to the evil spirit in exchange for perfection in art, and for a woman).  All variations on the Dies Irae would be for the evil spirit.  The whole middle from the 11th variation to the 18th - these are the love episodes.  Paganini himself makes his first appearance at the "Theme" and, defeated, appears for the last time at the 23rd variation - the first 12 bars . . . .  The letter continues on until near the end Rachmaninoff asks his good friend: 'You are not laughing at me, are you?'

Far from laughing, Fokine created the fantastic ballet "Paganini" (with a new ending composed by Rachmaninoff), which on June 30, 1939, was presented to the world at Covent Garden and was acclaimed by the critics and audiences alike as one of Fokine's finest creations."





   










- James J. Frey

Structure:
Variations I - XI:  First Mvt. + Cadenza (A minor)

Variations XII - XV:  Minuet/Scherzo (D minor/F major)

Variations XVI - XVIII:  Slow Mvt. (Bb minor/Db major)

Variations XIX - XXIV: Finale (A min)
