Description of Rachmaninoff’s Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini
Niccolò Paganini (1782-1840) was, and still is, considered the greatest violinist of all time.  Not only was Paganini a virtuoso violinist but he was also a very talented composer.  His most important composition is the 24 Caprices for Violin.  It is upon the melody of the 24th caprice that Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873-1943) based his Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini.  

Although Rachmaninoff is, chronologically, a contemporary composer he is clearly identifiable as one of the last, great romantic composers.  His music is complex, beautiful, and classical in form but hugely romantic in its expression and sonority.  The breadth of his dynamics is clearly heard in his rhapsody.  Alternating between turbulent explosiveness and sublime beauty, the  variations in Rachmaninoff’s Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini take the listener through a roller coaster ride of emotion.  The music appeals directly to the listener’s soul but avoids cheap sentimentality.  And like most of Rachmaninoff’s music, the Rhapsody is a showpiece of pianistic prowess!

Composed in just a few weeks in 1934, Rhapsody on a Theme by Paganini is essentially a piano concerto in that there is a piano soloist accompanied by an orchestra that maintains an equal role in the work.  On the other hand, the form of the piece is a single movement of theme and variation.  The theme, of course, is the famous theme of Paganini.  This theme was borrowed by many composers (Liszt, Berlioz, Brahms, and Rachmaninoff to name some).  

Paganini’s basic theme is shown in figure 1 (you can listen to it by clicking on it—make sure your speakers are turned on).





Figure 1: Paganini’s theme

From this basic theme Rachmaninoff constructs 24 variations.  These variations are strongly linked by the theme but, at the same time, display an incredible variety in rhythmic, dynamic, harmonic and melodic structure.  Probably the best known of the variations is the eighteenth.  As can be seen from figure 2 (which you can hear by clicking on it), this variation inverts the basic theme: it is essentially the main theme flipped upside down and changed from a minor key to a major key (I notated the variation in the key of A major instead of D-flat major to make the comparison to figure 1 more obvious).  Try listening to figures 1 and 2 back-to-back.





Figure 2: Variation 18

Listen to what Rachmaninoff does with this little variation (from a Philippe Entremont recording): Variation 18 !  
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