MUSIC 1


NAXOS Historical 8.110602


Sergey Rachmaninov/Stokowski/Philadelphia


Track 25. In at 46”, fade at 1’ and hold under speech 





In 1934, at the age of 61, Rakhmaninov could enjoy the luxury of abandoning a concert-tour to hurry home to his villa on Lake Lucerne, and compose at white heat. By October he’d sailed across the Atlantic to try his new piece through with Leopold Stokowski and the Philadelphia Orchestra - ‘the best in the world’ he said - and on Christmas Eve they recorded it.   





MUSIC 1 continued


Up at 1’22 as speech finishes. Fade and lose at 1’43.





The Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, in the hands of its creators, on Naxos Historical. Babies are born practically whistling Paganini’s tune these days - it’s from one of his violin caprices - yet no composer has ever exhausted its possibilities - not even George Thalben-Ball, whose set of variations for the feet alone is responsible for many an organist’s funny walk. Rakhmaninov’s contributions to the theme’s adventures include two glorious bits of lateral thinking. When he turned it upside-down, he got that ravishing result, though probably no-one else would’ve : and he found that it had a subtle kinship with the Requiem plainsong Dies irae - ‘day of wrath’. Tantalizingly, each first four notes are nearly a backwards and upside-down version of the other - [sing] ACBA and CBCA - but not quite, rather something still more mysteriously musical : a point old-fashioned Rakhmaninov may have enjoyed making to himself in those dodecaphonic days. 





The Introduction is the perfect length for its matter (derived from the Theme), but not long enough for the Theme to arrive yet : so the First Variation precedes it. Earl Wild picked up the implications of this in 1965, and never let go of the tiger’s tail. 





MUSIC 2


CHANDOS CHAN 6605


Earl Wild/Jascha Horenstein/RPO


Track 7, Opening, fade at 1’56





Earl Wild, with Jascha Horenstein and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, complete with virtuoso flute, on Chandos.





The first six variations are bound together into one gesture by key, time-signature and speed. Rakhmaninov’s own performance flows seamlessly from variation to variation.





MUSIC 3


NAXOS Historical 8.110602


Sergey Rachmaninov/Stokowski/Philadelphia


Tracks 9 & 10 complete, continuing till Track 11 fade at 6”.


�
Mark Obert-Thorn’s sound transfer from shellac to CD here is excellent. He has noticed these early beautifully-timed transitions from variation to variation, and maintained them throughout the piece, though the fact that it was originally recorded on 6 separate matrices means we can’t know the details of how Rakhmaninov himself managed every join in the piece. Obert-Thorn’s solutions inspire trust, however : sinuous flow is always better than pointless dithering, as these three dozen recordings on my desk make all too clear.





Not all those who do change gear are pointless ditherers, by any means. Ilana Vered likes to vary her speeds, and the trade-off is an attractive wayward sparkle.








MUSIC 4


BELART 461 136-2


Ilana Vered/Hans Vonk/LSO


Track 4  In at 41” Fade at 1’20





Ilana Vered with Hans Vonk and the LSO in 1974, on Belart.


Variation 7 slows down to introduce the Dies irae , accompanying it with a solemn bass which, I eventually realized, is Paganini’s Theme.





MUSIC 5


DUTTON  CDLXT 2504


Katchen/Boult/LPO


Track 2, opening to 47”, quick fade.





I love that canonic imitation in the horns. Julius Katchen and Sir Adrian Boult with the London Philharmonic, their first version, from 1954, now on Dutton - the 1959 stereo remake isn’t half so good, by the way.





Much of the plainsong’s power comes from association, but many pianists betray an ignorance of the words - and therefore the syntax, and therefore the phrasing of the melody - despite Rakhmaninov’s helpful grammatical decorations of the second phrase.





Here’s the Philharmonia in one of their six recordings of this piece, this one with Vladimir Ashkenazy and Bernard Haitink. Let’s hear those canonic horns, and then admire the way Ashkenazy uses quietness to move smoothly on to the next variation.








MUSIC 6


DECCA 417 613-2


Vladimir Ashkenazy/Bernard Haitink/Philharmonia


In at 4’12, quick fade at 5’38





Ashkenazy and Haitink on Decca. Julius Katchen led Adrian Boult much more of a dance, but that gives us the opportunity to admire Boult’s astonishing quickness of ear as an accompanist. In that sinister syncopated variation, Katchen gets more and more excited, swallowing up the barlines like short snorts on New Year’s Eve. Boult catches him every time.


�
MUSIC 7


DUTTON  CDLXT 2504


Katchen/Boult/LPO


Track 2, in at 58”, fade at 2’10





A fascinating paradox of collaboration, where the accompanist is really the controlling mind - though that’s more common than some soloists think. I could listen to it again and again  - indeed, I have, since it’s the one I had on vinyl as a child - just to admire the way Boult unobtrusively twitches the reins on his impetuous Professor of Philosophy - for that’s what Katchen was. Wonder if you could do that sort of moonlighting nowadays?





But if it’s impetuous you want, Earl Wild’s still your man.





MUSIC 8


CHANDOS CHAN 6605


Earl Wild/Jascha Horenstein/RPO


Track 4 in at 4’54, out at 6’58





Virtuosity from performer and composer, the Dies irae turned into a totalitarian march, and accompanied by Paganini turned into a moto perpetuo. And then the chords of that wonderful transition. I begin to suspect, though, that the only way Earl Wild has of maintaining coherence is to play things fast. But not all the music is fast.





MUSIC 9


PHILIPS 438 328-2 Disc 2


Rafael Orozco/Edo de Waart/RPO


Track 7 In at 7’10, out at 8’14





Rafael Orozco with Edo de Waart and the RPO, on Philips. Orozco gives such elegance to this Minuet - that’s the tempo the composer marks - that it’s never in danger of turning into a Waltz. Though it does make quite an effective cheap Waltz.








MUSIC 10


EMI CDC 754880-2


Mikhail Rudy/Mariss Jansons/StP PO


Track 17 in at 37”, continue to Track 18, quickly out at 28”





One of the big disappointments. Mikhail Rudy, Mariss Jansons and the St. Petersburg Philharmonic on EMI. It’s difficult at first to put your finger on what’s wrong - good sound, awesome virtuosity - and then, in that last loud variation for example, it dawns on you that he’s not making any phrases at all, just playing the notes - brilliantly. Mikhail Pletnev is another that I was sure I would enjoy, but - same problem.





MUSIC 11


VIRGIN CLASSICS VC 790724-2


Mikhail Pletnev/Libor Pesek/Philharmonia


Track 18 In at 20”, continue through Tracks 19 and 20, stop at end 20.�
Pletnev, with Libor Pesek and - oh, look, the Philharmonia - on Virgin Classics. The semiquavers flash past like silver bullets, but they never nail a phrase. This focus on trees at the expense of the wood is a major aesthetic change. It’s partly due to new recording technology : but the pianos have changed too, as anyone will realize who gets the chance to try Horowitz’s featherweight Steinway. The common idea that today’s piano was finalized a hundred years ago is quite wrong. And pianists’ vanity plays a part. As Malcolm Bilson once explained, the difference between playing a Chopin study on an old Bechstein and on a modern Steinway is that the Steinway’s clarity makes it sound more difficult! Pianists like that. Listen to Cyril Smith, back in 1948. And Malcolm Sargent - he could phrase too : just listen to all the different sorts of high notes in those heaving orchestral lines at the beginning here.





MUSIC 12


DUTTON LABORATORIES CDCLP 4004


Cyril Smith/Malcolm Sargent/Philharmonia


Track 5, 5’35 out quick at 7’29





Virtuosity in abundance, but used to make shapes. Cyril Smith, Malcolm Sargent and - yup, you guessed it, the Philharmonia. Dutton Laboratories again.





I want to take a moment to look back at how Rakhmaninov has ordered his music. Those first six variations fused together to make a sharp point to start with. When he added the Dies irae , he didn’t change key or metre, he just slowed down a bit. Not until the end of Variation Ten, the March that blended both tunes together, did he stop, putting a pause on a rest. Then came that luscious transition, Variation 6, before the Minuet. What we don’t notice at first about Variation 6, thanks to Rakhmaninov’s extreme cunning, is that it’s changed into triple time for its modulation to D minor. The minuet is followed by another D minor variation, then the next two are in F major - same key signature of one flat - all this is in triple metre. As for the tunes, the Minuet puts a halting version of the Dies irae in the piano, while the orchestra plays the skeleton of Paganini as a bass - just like the first time we heard the plainsong in Variation 7. The next variations in this group stick with Paganini. Number 14, which always makes me think of the Wild West, inverts the first five notes but leaves the rest as they are. And Variation 15, the piano scherzo, is a variation of Variation 14. I want to make the point that the music is intricately cross-referenced. And remember on top of that, that we’ve heard Rakhmaninov himself conceiving it as a connected whole. Just one damn thing after another it most emphatically is NOT.





So, what will happen next? A chance for the orchestra to shine in another transition, with solos galore.





MUSIC 13


DECCA 417 613-2


Vladimir Ashkenazy/Bernard Haitink/Philharmonia


Track 4 In at 11’40 fade at 13’40





Ashkenazy, Haitink and yet again the Philharmonia. A thicket of flats has sprung up to herald the dark heart of the Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, and the metre has changed back to two-in-a-bar. For Variation 17, Rakhmaninov pares his tune down to just three notes - (sing) - and harmonizes them in the piano with inspissated menace.�
MUSIC 14


NAXOS 8.550809


Bernd Glemser/Antoni Witt/Polish National Radio SO, Katowice


Track 24 In at 1’45, continue into Track 25, fade at 40”





Bernd Glemser with Antoni Witt and the Polish National Radio Symphony Orchestra, on Naxos. Glemser has already shown by this point in the piece that he can spin a phrase with the best of them. Now he shows that he can accompany someone else’s.





Ashkenazy’s recording with Haitink has some lovely shapes too, but the engineers make the piano too prominent and notey, with the result that beautiful orchestral playing is upstaged by its accompaniment.





MUSIC 15


DECCA 417 613-2


Vladimir Ashkenazy/Bernard Haitink/Philharmonia


Track 4  in at 14’32, fade at 15’24





Great string trembling, though. Quite a number of these recordings work on the false assumption that the piano is always the most important thing happening.





But for now, it is. Unaccompanied, it gets to play the famous bit.





MUSIC 16


PHILIPS 438 328-2 Disc 2


Rafael Orozco/Edo de Waart/RPO


Track 4, in at 14’51, fade at 15’42





Rafael Orozco. Compare that with Philippe Entremont, who in 1958 had the luck to record with the Philadelphia Orchestra and Eugene Ormandy, who’d recorded Rakhmaninov’s Fourth Concerto with the composer. All through the piece, Entremont sounds as if someone has told him to be expressive, but he’s not sure how. It all comes to a head in the Eighteenth Variation. Ormandy is determined he won’t let Entremont spoil that, and follows his hopeful hesitations and sticking-out stresses with a magnificent orchestral sweep, completely ignoring the implications of Entremont’s accompanimental rubato and dragging him along too.








MUSIC 17


SONY CLASSICAL CD 46541


Philippe Entremont/Eugene Ormandy/PhiladelphiaO


Track 7 in at 14’15  out at 15’35





Pity Ormandy didn’t exert that sort of control a bit earlier. That’s on Sony Classical.





One of the oddest and yet most wonderful Variation Eighteens comes from Artur Rubinstein, in a performance that tells us a lot about the necessary dynamic between soloist and conductor. Rubinstein and Fritz Reiner are actually pictured frowning over the score, and the picture says it all, really. I don’t think this was a meeting of minds. Most of the time, Rubinstein sounds simply exasperated. Right at the opening, he’d clearly like it faster, and before long he’s downright impatient.�
MUSIC 18


RCA RD 84934


Rubinstein/Reiner/Chicago


Track 4, In at 1’53, out at 2’30





But this grit does produce a pearl, if of a very peculiar colour. Rubinstein goads Reiner and the Chicago Symphony Orchestra into turning Variation Eighteen into a heartbreaking lament. There’s an astonishing moment of silent confrontation just before the orchestra comes in - or it might just be a dreadful edit!





MUSIC 19


RCA RD 84934


Rubinstein/Reiner/ChicagoSO


Track 4, in at 14’50, fade at 16’46





Rubinstein on RCA - worth getting just for those two minutes, despite all the acrimony. Though I probably shouldn’t say that : the performances that work best, allow this Romance to emerge from the darkness that precedes it, rather than stick it on a WarHorse plinth of its own. Rakhmaninov’s return to triple time is plinth enough. It does need an affirmative triumph, though; and then most pianists let it die away fairly quickly.





Not Ilana Vered, however, who tries to extend the climax, plucking at the cellos’ sleeves to strike new sparks from the dying harmonies.





MUSIC 20


BELART 461 136-2


Ilana Vered/Hans Vonk/LSO


Track 4, fade up at 17’26, fade out at 18’14





Only three women have recorded Rakhmaninov’s Paganini Rhapsody, which is particularly surprising even in the male-dominated record business. (It was Eileen Joyce, after all, who provided Rack Two for Brief Encounter.) The best known is Cécile Ousset, who recorded the Rhapsody with Simon Rattle back in 1984. It’s the only version where pianist and conductor absolutely agree on a tempo right at the start, even if the first horn isn’t looking. But isn’t a bit - steady?





MUSIC 21


EMI CDC 7 47223 2


Cécile Ousset/Simon Rattle/CBSO


Tracks 4 complete, continuing to Track 5, out at 6”





Cécile Ousset, perfectly accommodated by Sir Simon.  But he’s too skilful an accompanist. Surely this wouldn’t have been his choice of tempo.





MUSIC 22					


EMI CDC 7 47223 2


Cécile Ousset/Simon Rattle/CBSO


Track 19, opening to fade at 57”�
In fact, Ousset’s performance is 16% slower than Rakhmaninov’s own : an enormous difference, and not a successful one. She seems to feel that the intricate construction on which Rakhmaninov clearly set such store is not enough. She adds more and more emotional weight by non-structural means - by slowing down - till the music falls apart under the strain. It seems to me that there’s something about the piece that may make it unappealing to women - perhaps listeners as much as players. And I think it may be something to do with its slightly obsessive structure - much admired by all these exclusively male liner-note writers - and the pacing of its climaxes - you recall how Ilana Vered couldn’t believe it was all over so quickly.





As if to emphasize this almost unfortunate masculinity, no sooner has the Romance ended, than the music picks up its coat - straight back to A minor and duple time - and dances off. Bernd Glemser is one of the more regretful leavers, finding phrases in the arpeggios that even Rakhmaninov hadn’t discovered by the time he recorded it. And notice how Glemser phrases here by touch, not by rhythm. A complete pianist indeed.





MUSIC 23


NAXOS 8.550809


Bernd Glemser/Antoni Witt/Polish National Radio SO, Katowice


Track 26, In at 2’27, out in Track 28 at 8”





So who’s survived my pernickety weeding, besides Glemser? Just Julius Katchen and Rafael Orozco, I think .  Cyril Smith is marvellous, but the orchestral playing doesn’t always match him. Oh, and the Master himself, of course. What a present to the world that Christmas Eve recording was!


Since then, the Paganini Rhapsody has had nearly seventy years to build up a patina of meaning. Just like Dies irae, it has a power of association, an earned depth. This historical process can quite legitimately slow music down, so we needn’t slavishly follow Rakhmaninov in his brisk treatment of Variation Eighteen - we heard that at the beginning of the feature - however much we respect the reasons for it. (Though if you really like the piece, you should get Rakhmaninov playing it, as well as - my recommendation!)


As he races down the final straight Julius Katchen becomes too impetuous for his own good. Even Boult misses him once or twice.





MUSIC 24


DUTTON  CDLXT 2504


Katchen/Boult/LPO


Track 3, in at 4’08	out quick at 5’55





Oh, how Boult relished that flat contradiction! Bit of a thrilling mess from Katchen, then. What we want is a performer with his own view of the piece and an understanding of Rakhmaninov’s view of it. A performer who brings off the difficult balance between freshness and familiarity, and who’s got the staying power, or at least the Editor, to carry him through to the very end. Bernd Glemser comes very close, but in the end I prefer Rafael Orozco.





MUSIC 25


PHILIPS 438 328-2 Disc 2


Rafael Orozco/Edo de Waart/RPO


Track 7, in at 20’34, to end (22’56)
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