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Dmitry Rachmanov surveys recordings of Rachmaninoff's evergreen
Paganini Rhapsody — one of the most recorded works for piano and orchestra

Tully Potter Collection

achmaninoff wrote Rhapsody

on a Theme of Paganini op.43

between 3 July and 18 August

1934, in his Swiss estate, Villa

Senar. The composer announced
the new work the day after its completion in a
letter to his cousin, Sophia Satina:

‘From the very day of my return from Lake
Como and Monte Carlo on July 1, I have been

" busy at work, literally from morning till night,
as they say. This work is quite large, and only
late last night 1 finished it... This newly com-
pleted piece is written for piano and orchestra,
and it is about 20-25 minutes in length. Bur it
is not a “concerto”, and it is called Symphonic
Variations on a theme of Paganini.’

Not satisfied with the original title,
Rachmaninoff soon changed it to Fantasia for
Piano and Orchestra in the form of Variations,
finally settling on the definitive Rhapsody by
late October.

The new work’s motivically and rhythmi-
cally stark theme of the Paganini 24th caprice,
with its clear-cut cadential and sequential
patterns, perfectly lends itself to varying pos-
sibilities. It has attracted many composers
before and after Rachmaninoff, from Brahms
and Liszt to Lutoslawski and Muczynski.
Rachmaninoff had always had a natural affin-
ity with theme and variation form, and had
just written Variations on a Theme of Corelli for
solo piano in 1931. In many ways the new
piece was an elaboration on the earlier effort,
skilfully using a full gamut of orchestral col-
ours. Like the earlier work, the Rhapsody has
clear structural subdivisions, following its
tonal shifts and resernbling three movements
of a sonata:
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Variations 1-10: A minor
Variations 11-18: D minor—F
major — B flat minor — D flat major
Variations 19-24: D minor

A significant aspect of Rachmaninolff’s new
work was his utilising as a motivic countersub-
ject to the Paganini theme the old ecclesiastical
chant Dies Irae (Day of Wrath), the theme
Rachmaninoff had used throughout his career
and which had long become his idée fixe.

Rachmaninoff gave the world premiere
of the Rhapsody on 7 November 1934, in
Baltimore with the Philadelphia Orchestra
under Leopold Stokowski. After several US
performances the work was premiered in the
UK, first in Manchester on 7 March 1935 and
then in London two weeks later with the Royal
Philharmonic and Sir Thomas Beecham, fol-
lowed by other European premieres. The new
composition met with resounding public and
critical success. A review in The New Yorker read:
‘The Rachmaninolff variations, written with all
of the composer’s skill, turned out to be the
most successful novelty that the Philharmonic
Symphony has had since Mr. Toscanini over-
whelmed the subscribers with Ravel’s Bolero. ..
The succession of brilliances for the piano,
dramatic references to the Dies Irae, wide-open
Schmalz for divided strings, and old-fashioned
bravura was enough to insure success.”

Following the four premiere performances,
RCA Records decided to record the work, and
the recording was completed on Christmas
Eve 1934, using the same forces as in the
premiere. Of the two full takes recorded that
night, Rachmaninoff and Stokowski* chose
the hirst, and 1t was immediately released on
the HIMV Red Label.

1930s

s benchmark inaugural record-
ing with the Philadelphia Orchestra under
Stokowski set the standard for generations of
pianists, and remains essential listening today,
for Rachmaninoff the composer and pianist
are inseparable. So powerful is Rachmaninoff’s
Olympian pianism that his message sounds as
though spoken by an oracle in possession of
the secret to the truth. He always speaks from
the heart, imparting the essential meaning of
the work and stripping it of all extraneous ele-
ments. Rachmaninoffs tightly bound sense of
structure, powetful thythmic impulse, noble
reserve and austerity of expression combine
with seemingly infinite pianistic powers to
make this recording an ineluctable choice for
anyone interested in this work.

sartistic and personal

ties with Rachmaninoff are well known. He
was the first pianist to perform the Rhapsody
after the composer, first in 1936 with the
London Philharmonic Orchestra under Sir
Henry Wood, and then on 5 December 1938,
when he recorded the piece with the Liverpool
Philharmonic Orchestra under Basil Cameron.
Moiseiwitsch’ total identification with the
composers style, his boundless inner free-
dom and spontaneity of expression — full of
dynamic ebb and flow, energy and drive ~ are
unmistakably his. There is an effortless charm
to his playing, and he brings myriad shades of
colour and inner voicing to his reading — all of
which create a mesmerising listening experi-
ence. Of his three recordings, the original one
with Cameron is by far the most impressive. Of
the two 1955 takes. the live one with the BBC
Symphony and Malcolm Sargent has a stronger
feeling of immecdliac ..



1940s
The Polish-American pianist

1 heard here in an historic first live
recording'from December 1941 with National
Orchestra Association under Leon Barzin.
His reading is energetic and often impulsive,
offering more of an overview of the work with
less concern for the details. His playing often
sounds breathless and coarse, rushing ahead
of the beat and the orchestra, as in Variations
9 and 23, and earning himself the distinc-
tion of producing the fastest performance of
this work on record -19" 50™! Occasionally
though, as in Vars. 12 and 18, Munz can
sound lyrical and casually elegant.

, protagonist of the

2002 Roman Polanski movie The Pianist, is
heard in a live 1948 performance broadcast
subsequently released by Polskie Radio.
Szpilman plays with grace, natural fluency and
a smooth tone, and there is a relaxed, conver-
sarional spontaneity to his lines. But there is
also an underlying power to his playing and a
constant sense of ongoing momentum, as in
Var. 18, or accelerated motion and drive, as in
Var.22. The orchestra is the Warsaw Symphony
Orchestra conducted by Witold Rowicki.

The British pianist gives
a highly engaging performance with the
Philharmonia and Malcolm Sargent, showing
a strong stylistic identification with the music.
His vivid sense of thythmic pulse, controlled
yet free, and his long arching phrases pro-
duce a sense of inevitable continuity, as in the
gracefully rocking Vars. 12 and 16; the over-
flowing yet firmly grounded Vars. 15 and 22,
or the impassioned and subtle Var.18.

The earliest of s three
recordings of the Rhapsody, with Walter
Susskind and the Philharmonia Orchestra,
shows the pianist in his element — full of flair
and fervent expression, and in command of
the larger picture with long, eloguently spo-
ken sentences, noble phrasing (Var.18), bold,
dramatic gestures and plenty of drive. His
playing is even freer and wilder in his live
recording with the New York Philharmonic
led by Victor de Sabata, where all the forces
are unleashed with unstoppable and fluid
energy and a sense of grand pathos. The
recording quality, unfortunately, leaves much
to be desired. Rubinstein’s collaboration with
Fritz Reiner and the Chicago Symphony,
by far the best known of the three, is also
the least successful musically. The playing
sounds consirained, technically laboured
(Vars, 13 and 21, and without subtlety or
tona ‘ariet;” There are also some clearly
aud bile 23its Var 13).

In his studio recording with Fritz Reiner and

the Robin Hood Dell Orchestra from 1651,
navigates his way through

the prece with the cool confidence of a young
Olympian, displaying lightness of touch, dry
and crisp articulation and forward momen-
tum. Its a somewhat emotionally composed
reading, too, with rather calculated gestures;
his earlier live version with Artur Rodzinski
sounds more organic and Kapells imaginative
playing more convincing. Here, the elegance
and subtlety of his phrasing and the disarming
ease with which he handles the most intricate
textures and passages come to the fore.

1950s

Romanian pianist shows
emotional reserve and refinement of phras-
ing and tone production in his recording with
the Czech Philharmonic and Georgescu. His
tempos can be spacious (Var.12) or dragging
(Var.16), and it takes him a while to get things
underway. But when he finally does he can
sound uninhibited and spontaneous, as in the
spirited Var.8, the liquid-like Var.15 and the
animated final set.

In his 1954 recording is
full of unstoppable inner impulse, improvisa-
tory spontaneity and natural ease in his every
gesture. His virtuosity is so effortless (listen
to Vars. 15, 23 and 24) that he has a tendency
to surge ahead with an impatience of a young
stallion, leaving the orchestra (the London
Philharmonic Orchestra and Adrian Boult)
in the dust trying to catch up. Despite this,
Katchen's tone remains mellow and he is capa-
ble of dreamy expression, offering delicate
vignettes in the Variation 6 and 11 cadenzas
and one of the most spontaneous and passion-
ate soliloquies in Var.18. [n the 1959 version,
also with the LPO and Boult, Katchen is less
impulsive and the recording is more balanced
than the earlier version in which the orchestral
sound is confined to the background.

comes across as unchar-
acteristically mild and cautious in his
rendition with the LSO under the baton of
Herbert Menges from 1953. His tempos are
held back and carefully measured, his tone
mellow and his playing has an overall reserved
and tamed feel to it.

provides a birds-eye

view of the score, as it were, with buoyant
fluency and fluidity and a view of the longer
lines in his 1957 recording with the LA
Philharmenic conducted by E. Leinsdorf. At
200327 1tis the second fastest version on record.
His rusic making 1s organic and stylish and
his wene ney o percusslve, even in the most »
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« powerful climaxes. Pennario’s 1963 recording
with Arthur Fiedler and the Boston Pops retains
some of the same qualities but the playing
sounds more tired, the pianism more sluggish.

Orchestra and soloist sound entirely at
one in the exemplary collaboration of

and the Cleveland Orchestra under
George Szell (1957). Moving at an exhilarating
pace, they play the pieces as if in one breath,
never sounding forced or strained. Every ges-
ture fulfils a larger musical purpose and every
detail binds together to create a unified struc-
tural canvas.

s unaffected playing is
confident and stylish on his recording with the
Vienna Symphony and Abravanel. The record-
ing sound, however, is too boomy and the
orchestral accompaniment far from foolproof.

There is a clarity of touch and crisp jeu
perlé glitter to 5
reading, with the Colonne Concert Orchestra
under Jonel Perlea. Her finely shaped lines and
sense of continuity and flow combine with
a touch of noble reserve. Unfortunately, the
orchestral performance is uninspired and the
recording sound is flat, rendering this version
somewhat two-dimensional.

can be heard in his
pianistic prime in an exciting reading with
the Philadelphia Orchestra under Eugene
Ormandy from 1958. Tempos are taken at
a brisk pace, yet no detail is lost or unclear.

It is a well-balanced recording with a warm
ambience, and the orchestra provides vivid
and articulate support. Curiously, the last
eight bars of the theme have been accidentally
edited out.

The first two Russian recordings come from
behind the Iron Curtain: with
USSR State Symphony and Kondrashin go for
a sweeping gesture in their reading, and there
is plenty of power and fluent virtuosity on
display. At times Zak sounds almost noncha-
lant, as in the first Dies Irae variation (7), and
he is capable of exquisite lyrical subtlety, as in
Var.18, with its delicately flowing melody full
of dynamic shadings and rubato. The record-
ing’s dry acoustical quality and thin orchestral
sonority unfortunately restricts this record-
ing’s appeal. appears ina

live recording with the USSR State Symphony

under Gennady Rozhdestvensky from 1959.

His rhetorical narrative is expansive and full-

blooded, and while his tempos are not as fast

as Zak’s (some surprises here include a sudden
meno mosso in Var.5), Merzhanovs fluency is
never in question. The orchestral accompani-
ment, while not perfect, is far more engaging
than in the Zak recording and provides sym-
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pathetic support to the soloist.
There is an ingenuous quality to
5 unassuming way with
Rachmaninoff’s score in his rendition with
the Philharmonia Orchestra led by Sir John
Pritchard (1963). His touch is gentle, phras-
ing is relaxed, at times spacious (listen to
the cadenzas in Var.11 or the simple style of
Var.18), playful (Vars. 5 and 15), and through-
out every gesture is unforced and unaffected.
The recording sound is warm and brings out
the lively orchestral colours.
stays right on top of the beat
throughout his captivating performance from
1965 with the Royal Phitharmonic Orchestra
and Jascha Horenstein. There is a sense of
urgency to this reading, produced by high
energy levels, overflowing, bubbly drive and
clear direction. All these elements, combined
with a bright-sounding instrument, add up to
truly three-dimensional interpretation.
brings his own brand of
balanced and sophisticated music making to
his reading from 1964, sympathetically sup-
ported by Leonard Bernstein and the New York
Philharmonic. Graffman’s ability to twrn an
elegant phrase and his refined palette of colours
and touches, all unobtrusively rendered, are
entirely in stylistic accord with the music.
, ilmed in concert in 1968
in Paris with Louis de Froment leading the
Orchestre Philarmonique de 'ORTE, offers
an emotionally involved, sensitive perform-
ance. Phrasing is subtle and rhythms bounce
along with verve and a certain dose of nerv-
ous energy — at times making it hard for him
to retain control, as in the rhythmically rocky
Vars. 19-21 and 23.

In s collaboration with the
New Philharmonia Orchestra led by Moshe
Atzmon from 1968, the vivid orchestral col-
ours have a tendency to obscure the piano,
which is recorded too distantly. What we do
hear from Anievas is chamber-like and full
of grace and dynamic light and shadow. His
fingers are capable of taking flight, so to speak,
as in the feather-light Var.15 or one of the fast-
est, Var.24 (this despite the composer’s tempo
indication: a tempo un poco meno mosso). The
overall impression is of a sensitive, if some-
what fragmentary, performance.

, captured live at
the finals of the 1968 Queen Elisabeth
Competition with the Belgian National
Orchestra conducted by René Defossez, pro-
duces a highly energetic reading with a sense
of continuity and compactness of structure,
keeping things tightly held together His seem-
ingly contradictory combin ~tion of risk-taking



and cool self-assuredness provides contrast
and poise.

1970s

s two recordings, made two years
apart, are similar in concept: he prefers stately
tempos and broadly-spaced gestures, spelling
out his narrative and making sure nothing
sounds rushed or unclear. Some of it works
well, as in the feeling of gravitas in Var.7 or
the declamatory tone and clearly enunciated
melodic lines of Var.18. But more often than
not this approach sounds ponderous, luke-
warm, devoid of risk-taking and [ails to create
a binding interpretation. Of the two record-
ings, the earlier one with the Philadelphia
and Eugene Ormandy from 1970 is superior
in orchestral sound and pianistic detail com-
pared to the version recorded in Moscow with
the Moscow Philharmonic under Kondrashin
two years later.

In s honest rendition every
phrase sounds well thought out, every chord
well placed and every note clearly audible. His
meticulous approach is coupled with virtuos-
ity — listen to the ease with which he handles
Vars. 15 and 24. The Royal Philharmonic
Orchestra headed by Edo de Waart provide
able support.

s involved music mak-
ing has a sense of immediacy about it, and
there is both a fervent temperament and sen-
sitivity to his playing, with buoyant dynamic
shifts. At times one feels that he borders on
over-emphasis or is too deliberate in his execu-
tion of some details, but he never loses the
listener’s interest. Karel Ancerl conducts the
Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra.

svery capable and fluent
performance is too even-tempered in his ver-
sion with the Frankfurt Radio Symphony and
Eliahu Inbal from 1974. His tone colours are
too monochromatic to enliven the music or
add anything personal to it.

Recorded with the Orchestre du Capitole de
Toulouse and Michel Plasson,

s interpretation sounds planned and
airtight secure. He has an efficient and power-
ful approach to the piano, with a clear, metallic
tone, firm tempos and articulate textures.
However, the reading is emotionally impen-
etrable and his playing sounds objective and
sober with little sense of spontaneity.

possesses an air of gentle
elegance in his reading with the St Louis
Symphony under Leonard Slatkin. His touch
is light, the generous amount of time he allows
himself to round-off phrases is comfortable,
yet he can also be rhythmically incisive, as in

his double-dotting of the rhythm in the
opening cadenzas in Var.6. Throughout he
comes across as relaxed and at ease.
renders the charac-
terisation of each variation with care and
imagination, be it hushed and suspenseful
(Var.17), expressively emphatic (Var.18),
or whimsical (Vars. 6, 12 and 15). Yuri
Ahronovitch and the LSO provide colour-
ful and engaging accompaniment.
recorded the
Rhapsody twice, 16 years apart: in
1970 with LSO and André Previn and
in 1986 with Bernard Haitink and the
Philharmonia Orchestra. His insightful
concept and masterful execution are evi-
dent in both recordings. In the first the
contrasts are more clearly etched, with
the fast variations driven with incisive
virtuosity (8, 15, 24, et cetera) while the
slower ones are contemplative, show-
ing thoughtfulness and imagination (the
rhythmic line in Var.12, spacious give-and-
take in Var.18). In the second recording
the contrasts are smoothed out with some
variations even more introspective and
held back (Var.18), and some of the fast
variations not quite as daring. But the
overall concept remains as convincing, if
not more s0.

1980s
calculates her tempos

well so that all the textures come out
clearly and articulately in her recording
with the Royal Concertgebouw and Neeme
Jarvi. Her phrasing is smooth, with volup-
tuous rubatos, and there is an overall sense
of security and comfortable elegance in
everything she does.

Recorded in 1989 with the Israel
Philharmonic under Zubin Mehta,

s assured playing is
safe, efficient and comfortable. His way
with Var.18 has a contemplative, intro-
spective air about it; at times he brings
out unusual voicing (Var. 17), and when
virtuosity is called upon, as in Var.15, his
mastery is never in question. Yet he seems
to avoid extreme tempos or risk-taking
of any kind. The recordings miking often
brings the winds to the foreground (Vars.
7 and 16). Curiously, in Var.22 there are
13 bars missing from the music (between
rehearsal nos. 64 and 66), most likely an
editing mishap.

Two recordings of note come from well-
known Hungarian sources:
presents a clearly etched performance »
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where tempos are slightly held for extra clarity
and emphasis. His touch is lively, with spo-
ken articulation, and his phrasing maintains
rhythmic verve, making his performance
stylistically comparable to that of Emil Gilels.

has a certain panache — he is
equally comfortable playing at exhilarating
speed as in ruminative rubato (Var.17) or
crisply pronounced lines (Vars. 12 and 16). At
times his playing verges on being too fast to
allow him to execute the prescribed piu vivo,
asin Vars. 4 and 21. His touch is light and
rhythmically incisive, with chiselled phrasing,
tightly supported by Edo de Waart and the San
Francisco Symphony.

chooses deliberate tempos,
playing with a robust tone and bright dynam-
ics to ensure that every detail of the score is
pronounced in a clear, methodical manner.
In the final analysis, however, this approach
comes across as addressing the musics letter
more than its spirit.

stamps her own interpretive

mark with held-back tempos, featuring some of
the slowest variations on record (Vars. 12 and
16, for example), but this by no means renders
the music sluggish or laboured; rather, it allows
for a more panoramic view with a sharper
attention to detail. All in all Ousset succeeds in
creating a personal view of this work.

Another vivid account comes from

, sensitively supported by Temirkanov
and the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra. Fowke
is not afraid to speak his mind and be differ-
ent, shaping his lines with vibrant, dynamic
inflections or with a sophisticated, if at times
unconventional, articulation (detached end-
ing to Var.11 or non legato touch in Var.16, et
cetera). He brings out unusual voices (Var.24)
and provides the narrative with a subtle and
whimsical outline (Var.12). No matter what
he does, the listener is left with a memorable,
interesting and personal interpretation.

In s even-tempered,
assured performance his flawless ease of exe-
cution comes with utmost clarity, lightness of
touch and uninhibited fluidity of lines. There
are some subtle rubatos even in virtuosic vari-
ations, such as Var.15, and his Var.18 is lyrical,
showing comfortable poise. Yet Gavrilov’s
interpretation comes across as conventional
and lacking a strong personal identification
with the music.

s personal history with
this piece dates back to his high school vears:
this author saw him perform it in the summer
of 1974, His three recordings — two live and
one studio — are all entirely wnalike; vhat uni-
fies them is 2 powerful identification - 12h the

music combined with a sense o1 [Teedotl diu
individualism. Despite his imperious declama-
tory gesture (Var.18) and wildly imaginative
playing, Pletnev never crosses the stylistic

line, always remaining artistically convine-

ing in his own way. He brings out the inner
voices, superimposes new rhythms (hemiolas
in Var.21 in the early live version) or infuses a
phrase with a sudden dynamic wave. His lines
often start with a singular impulse imparting
aspark of energy, continuing with a subtle
elastic flow. There is a raw spontaneity in the
early live version with Temirkanov and the
Kirov Orchestra; the audio quality of his studio
collaboration with Pesek and the Philharmonia
Orchestra is better balanced and refined, its
ensemble impeccable. The later version with
Abbado and Berlin Philharmonic (also avail-
able on video) captures him in a more mature
live context.

1990s

is even-tempered
throughout his recording, his tone smooth and
relaxed, showing a range of sonorities without
ever being forced, the phrasing well rounded
with genuine lyricism and effortless virtuos-
ity. Everything feels natural and organic in
Gutiérrez’s performance, yet he never shows
strong commitment to any particular interpre-
tive idea.

s sensitive, musical
approach is akin to chamber music making,
His elegant phrasing allows for elasticity, inner
freedom and refinement, his articulation 1s
light and crystal clear. Shelley displays a range
of characters, from lyrical and spacious in
Var.18 to fleetingly light and crisp in Var.15
(allowing room for some delectable rubato),
at times adding certain inflections to shape a
phrase in an interesting way, as in Var.24.

offers a convincing ren-
dition where tempos are slightly held back,
rhythmic control tight and well focused,
and articulation lightly detached. Every note
is clearly delineated and textures are never
over-pedalled. Alexeev’s emotional content
is intense yet reserved, with a sharp focus on
every detall. Together with the St Petersburg
Philharmonic and Temirkanov, he creates a
masterfully shaped overall structure.

s touch 1s as crystal
clear as it is exhilarating in his perform-
ance with Vladimir Ashkenazy and the
Cleveland Orchestra. Tempos are taken at
cdaredevil speeds, with no apparent strain. Yet
Thibaudet is equally comfortable in reflec-
tive and lvrical mood, asin Vars. 11, 16 and 18,

wrhere his pla

“ing is full of grace and refinement.



Orchestra and conductor provide meticulous
accompaniment.

brings a sense of continuity and
structural cohesiveness to his rhythmically
tight and articulate performance with the BBC
National Orchestra of Wales under Tadaaki
Otaka. Characters are clear, at times dark and
epic (Var.17), with firm, steady build-ups
(Var.22). However, some variations requiring
lighter filigree (Vars. 15 and 19) tend to come
off slightly heavy-handed.

There is integrity and substance to

s rendition with the Polish National
Radio Symphony and Antoni Wit. His no-
nonsense pianism brings energy and drive to
his performance. Every phrase is well thought-
through, every note clearly articulated,
planned and executed.

shows ease and digital

facility in her clean live performance with the
Liege Philharmonic Orchestra under Pierre
Bartholomee. Tempos are brisk, the tone is
never too deep, characteristic contrasts are
smoothed out, and there is an overall sense of
seamless continuity to the whole approach.

In two recordings by Korean pianists,

is musical, her light touch crisp
and well articulated, and her phrasing is
meaningful and imaginative. She’s well sup-
ported by Philharmonia Orchestra, with Julius
Rudel displaying clear orchestral colours. Her
compatriot 5 intelligent play-
ing, with the Moscow Radio Symphony and
Vladimir Fedoseyev, keeps tight control over
the shape of the rhythmic lines, creating a
feeling of tension and excitement by stretch-
ing phrases and holding them back (as in the
crescendo buildup of Var.18). At other times
one feels that she is holding the music back, as
in Var.9 or in the climactic Var.22.
sassured playing at times
comes across as less inspired than industrious.
His attention to detail does not always add
up to a cohesive larger picture. The recording
features a couple of editing mishaps, such as
in Var.13, where bits of the music have been
clipped off. The orchestra is the St Petersburg
Philharmonic Orchestra conducted by Mariss
Jansons.
brings a limpid, culti-
vated and even-tempered approach to the
piece, supported by the Thilisi Symphony
and Jansug Kakhidze. She allows enough time
to round off each phrase and to clearly place
every note for a lucid delivery.

The main problem with 5
performance is his consistently laidback
approach. Expressions are bland chvthms
skuggish, phrasieg passive and overall the

reading suffers from a lacklustre tone. Among
the brighter moments is the piano statement
of Var.18, which is delivered in a clear voice.
Incidentally, Joyce Hatto’s purported record-
ing of the Rhapsody s in fact a copy of the
aforementioned version by Ozolins with the
Toronto Symphony under Mario Bernardi.

2000s

does not try to dazzle or
overwhelm his listener with power or high
speeds; rather, he presents an integral and
intelligent picture through playing that
expresses clearly. His interpretation is distin-
guished by pliantly rendered melodic lines, a
delicate touch, rhythmic continuity with flex-
ible rubatos, and sincerity and simplicity.

. heard here live at the
2000 Sydney Competition with the Sydney
Symphony Orchestra conducted by Edvard
Tchivzhel, produces a highly imaginative
reading in which she exploits contrasts, for
example plunging into Var.8 at breakneck
speed after a broad Var.7. Her performance is
punctuated with unexpected accents and she
plays around the beat with extreme rubato in
Var.12.

In several recordings by the younger
generation of Russian pianists in the past
decade, s spacious version
(surely the longest, at 26'34”) features broad
tempos, at times to the extreme (Var.17), with
every phrase clearly annunciated and spelled
out. He is the most successful at allowing the
music to blossom and reach high climaxes, as
in Var.22.

s performance in her
recording with the Russian Philharmonic
Orchestra conducted by Dmitry Yablonsky
is articulate and energetic, if musically con-
servative. At times she holds tempos back,
asin Var.5 or midway through Var.15, for
emphasis and clarity.

,recorded live with
the Tokyo Symphony Orchestra conducted
by Naoto Otomo, plays with lightly inflected
and delicately spoken lines, imbued
with thythmic impulse and understated
expression.

, heard here in his win-
ning performance from the 2005 Van Cliburn
Competition, is thorough and articulate.
Every note is pronounced clearly and there is
meaning behind everything he plays. Kobrin
holds back tempos and keeps the rhythmic
pulse in check, and such tight control does
not always allow sufficient room for spon-
rancity. As such, his music making comes
across s unos'entatious, serions and honest. »
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“« has interpretive integrity,
sincerity and a clear identification with the
musics message in his performance with the
City of Birmingham Symphony conducted
by Sakari Oramo. His earnest characterisa-
tions sound organic and natural, and tempos
are just right, with long arching lines and a
clear sense of the binding structure. A poised,
elegant and honest interpretation.

Recorded with the Dallas Symphony under
the baton of Andrew Litton,
presents a well-balanced performance with
delicately shaped phrasing, an effervescent
touch, and moods ranging from lively to
contemplative (Vars. 17 and 18). A reading of
interpretive intelligence and poise.

sounds laid-back with the
energy level on the loose side in his perform-
ance with the Mariinsky Theatre Orchestra
and Valery Gergiev. His phrasing is elegant and
his touch articulate, and textures come alive
with an accent here and an inflection there.
On the down side he often sounds overly
immersed in detail, at the expense of present-
ing the larger picture or probing the music’s
deeper meaning.
plays with subtle imagina-

tion in this live performance with the National
Youth Orchestra of Great Britain. He allows
phrases to breathe with graceful fluidity
(Vars. 12,17 and 18), or enlivens them with a
sprightly impulse (Vars. 15, 19-21 and 23),

CONCLUSION

Rachmaninoff’s Rhapsody on a Theme of
Paganini remains one of the most recorded
works for piano and orchestra. In my estima-
tion there must be close to a hundred versions
on disc. Of the over 70 recordings surveyed
for this article, an unusually high percentage
merit distinction. Each of the eight decades
has produced noteworthy interpretations:
from the 1930s Rachmaninoff and
Motseiwitsch should be at the top of any list;
from the 1940s the remarkably individual
accounts by Smith, Szpilman, Kapell and
Rubinstein; from the 1950s the captivating
Pennario, Fleisher, Entremont and Zak record-
ings, with Katchen and Merzhanov not far
behind. Wild, Graffman, Ogdon and Janis rep-
resent the best recordings from the 1960s;
from the 1970s the readings by Ashkenazy,
Vasary, Wayenberg and Orozco are particularly
worthy of attention; from the 1980s Pletneyv,
Kocsis and Jando top the list, although the
highly individual Fowke and Ousset readings
are also worth hearing; from the 1990s the
Shelley, Alexeey, Thibaudet recordings are par-
ticularly outstanding; and the most significant

versions from the 2000s are those by
Lugansky, Hough and Kempf. From these rec-
ommended recordings I would choose the
Rachmaninoft, Moiseiwitsch, Ashkenazy,
Pletnev and Lugansky readings, and if I had to
choose just one version, it would have to be
Moiseiwitsch’s. M

The author wishes to thank Farhan Malik for
kindly lending recordings from his collection, and
for his assistance with the compilation of the
listening list.
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Alexeev, st Petersburg F nilharmonic, Temirkanov
Anieves, New Philharmonia 0/Atzmon
Ashkenazy, Phitharmonia O/Haitink
Ashkenazy, LSO/Previn

Bolkvadze, Thilisi Symphony/Kakhiaze
Bruchollerie, Colonne Concerts 0/Periea
Caldine, Russian Phitharmonic 0/Yablonsky
Cherkassky, LS0/Menges

Cliburn, Moscow Phitharmonic/Kondrashin
Cliburn, Philadelphia O/Ormandy

Collard, O du Capitole de Toulouse/Plasson

Davidovich, Royal Concerigebouw OJarvt
De Groote, A., Belgian National 0/Defossez
Entremont, Phitadelphia O/0rmanay
Feltsman, israel Philharmonic/Mehta
Fleisher, Cleveland 0/Szell

Fowke, Royal Phitharmanic O/Temirkanov

tavrilov, Philagelptia O/Muti

Gavryluk, Tokyo Symphony 0/Otomo
Ghearghiu, Czech Philharmonic 0/Georgescu
Glemser, Polish National Radio Symphony/Wit
Graffman, NY Philharmonic/Bemstein
Gutiérrez, Baitimore Symphony/Zinman

Hough, Dallas Symphony /Litton
Jandé, Budapest symphony U/Lehel -

Janis, Orchestre Phitarmonigue de I"ORTF/de Froment

Kapell, Robin Hood Uelt O of Philadelphia/Reiner
Kapell, New York PO/Rodzinski

Katchen, London Philharmanic 0/Boult

Katchen, tondon Philharmonic 0/Boult

Kempf, National Youth o of Great Britain/Seaman
Kim, Philharmonia 0/Rude!

Kabrin, Fort Worth Symphony/Conlon

Kocsis, San Francisco Symphony/de Waart

Lang Lang, Marunsky fneatre O/Gergiev
Lewenthal, Vienna Symphony O/Abravane!

Lill, BBC National 0 of Wales/Otaka

Lugansky, City of Birmingham Symphony 0/Oramo

Marshev, Aarhus Symphony O/Loughran

Merzhanov, USSR State Symphony/Rozhdestvensky

Moiseiwitsch, Liverpool Philharmonic 0/Cameron
Moiseiwitsch, BBC Symphony 0/ Sargent
Moiseiwitsch, Philharmonia O/Rignold

Munz, National Orchestra Association/Barzin

Nakamatsu, Rochester Phitharmonic 0/Seaman

0gdon, Philharmonia O/Pritchard

Qrozco, Royal Philharmonic 0/de Waart

Ousset, City of Birmingham Symphony 0/Rattle
0zolins, Toronto Symphony/Bemardi

Paik, Moscow Hadio Ssymphony O/redoseyev
Pennario, Boston Pops/ Fiedler

Pennario, Los Angeles Phitharmonic 0/Leinsdorf
Pletnev,Kirov O/Temirkanov

Pletnev, Phitharmonia 0/ Pesek

Pletnev, Beriin Phitharmonic 0/ Abbado

Rachmaninoff, Philadelphia O/Stokowski
Rdsel, Berlin Symphony 0/Sanderling
Rubinstein, Chicago Symphony/Reiner
Rubinstein, Philharmonia 0/ Susskind
Rubinstein, NY Philharmonic/ De Sabata
Rudy, St. Petersburg Philharmenic/Jansons

shelley, Royal Scottish National 0/Thomson
Simon, St. Louis Symphony 0/Slatkin
Smith, C, Phitharmonia 0/Sargent
Szpilman, Warsaw Symphony 0/Rowicki

Thibaudet, Cleveland U/Ashkenazy
Tsukamoto, Liege Philharmonic OfBarthiomee

Uehara, Sydney Symphony Ui chivzhel
Vasaiy, LSO/Ahranovitch

Wayenberg, Royal Concertgebouw O/Ancert
Wild, Royal Philharmonic O/Horenstein

Zak, USSR State Symphony/Kondrashun
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1992
1968
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1970
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1956
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1981
1968~
1958
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1957
1985

1989
2000"
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1964
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1951
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1958
1995
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1948
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1983
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1837
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1965
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