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Rachmaninoff

Based on the melody 'La folia', the Corelli Variations were Rachmaninoff's

only original piano composition in his period of exile from Russia.
analyses a host of recordings of this inspiring work

eyboard variationsbegan to find

popularity in Russian music

duringthe mid-19th century

4 Inspired by the works o

musicianssuch as Schumann
and Liszt, the country's composers, including
Glinka, Tchaikovskyand Baakirev, began
totry their handsat worksinthisform.
Rachmaninoff’s first piece of thistype, Variations
ona Theme by Chopin op.22 waswritten during
1902-03, but almost 30 years passed beforehe
again turned to the genre,'composing his
Variationson a Theme of Corelli 0p.42in the
summer o 1931.

Theimpetusfor writing thelater opusalmost
certainly derived from Rachmaninoff hearing
Arcangelo Corellis ViolinSonatain D minor op.5
no.12 performed by hiscolleagueand chamber
music partner Fritz Kreider. The sonatafeatures
variationson the old Portuguesemelody, Lafalia,
which isthe theme Rachmaninoff choseto exploit
inhisownset d variations.Rachmaninoff
attributed the theme'sorigin to the Italian
composer,and dedicated hisvanationstoits
messenger, Kreider, but hewasindisputably
familiarwith at |east one other versiond the
sametheme: hisconcert repertoirehad long
included Liszt'sRhapsodie espagnol, which features
'Lafolid asonedf itsmain subjects.

Rachmaninoff began composing the Corelli
Variationson 27 May 1931, the day hearrived at
Le Pavillion, hisvillain Clairefontaine, France.
‘Lafalia turned out to be the magical theme
that inspired Rachmaninoff to break hislong
silenceand compose what wasto be hisonly
original solo piano work in the 25 yearsdf his
exileafter leavingRussain 1917.

The composer gave the premiere performance
of his Corelli Variations on 12 October 1931in
Montreal and continued performing thework
throughout the 1931-32 concert season.
Rachmaninoff's characteristic insecurity did
not fail to affect hisinitial performances o this
work. In aletter to Nikolai Medtner dated
21 December 1931, Rachmaninoff provided
hisown evidencedf thistimidity:

I have played [myvariations] about 15 times
but only oned those performanceswasgood...
Not even once havel played themin their
entirety | wasguided by the audience's
coughing: when the coughing increased,

I would skip the next variation. When there
wasno coughing | would play themin order.
At one concert, in asmall town, | don't
remember where, the coughing wasso bad that
| only played 10 variations (out of 20). My own
record was 18 variations (in New Y ork).'

(Upon examining the manuscript, Medtner
replied that 'naturally | won't skip anything,
since that wasfor you to decide, and asto the
coughing, | do feel afflicted by it, suffering
mostly in the middle of the nights'.)

Thisambivalence on the part o the composer
towards his creation found itsway into the
scoresmarkings: variations 11, 12 and 19, for
example, are each accompanied by the note
'this variation may be omitted'. It seems that
themgjority o pianists today, however, do not
opt to omit any o the three variations specified
by the composer. Of the 37 recordings surveyed
for thisarticle, only six omit one or more of
thesevariations: Mark Gurovsky'srecording
excludesvariation 11, Katherine Chi
omitsvariation 12, and the recordings of



BdlaDavidovich, Oxana ablonskayaand
Shoshana Rudiakov each skip variation

Jura Margulisgoeseven further, omitting not
only variation 12 but also no.13, thelatter
omissionnot sanctioned by the composer.
Margulisalso takes further liberty by skipping
from the penultimate bar of the 18th variation
directly to thefinal threebarsd thefollowing
variation, omittingmost of variation 19.

A comparison between the Chopin and the
Corelli variations highlights the more concise
form, leaner texturesand more austere
expression d thelater work. The themeitself,
with itsBaroque poise, rhythmic regularity and 5
symmetry of itstwo component phrases, sets
the mood. The overall structure featuressevera |
" pivotal pointscreatingacyclical form: the i

theme, theintermezzo and the coda, 3
respectively, at the outset, themiddie and the
end. Thefirst 13variationsform alarge group
that may be further divided into subgroups:
variations1-4 do not break away from thecalm
atmosphere o the themeitself; variations5-7
exploit the subject'srhythmical possihilities,
ushering invitality and verve; variations8-9
haveamysterious and question-like aura; and
variations 10-13 pick up speed and drive,
completingthe first ssgment of the piece.

Rachmaninoff told musicologist Alfred Swan:
‘al thismad rushing about [in theintermezzo]
isnecessary in order to efface the theme.' The
intermezzo bringsabout the central casisd
sublime tranquility in variations 14 and 15,
breaking away from the D minor key and
shifting the tondlity to the leading tone key of
D flat major, transforming the mood from one
o gloom to exaltation. This part of theform
istheequivalent a theslow movement of a
sonata. Thenext two variations, 16 and 17,
may belikened to the scherzo movement of a
sonata: thereisa playful rhythmic pulseand
lively interplay between phrases. Thefina three |
variations, 18 to 20, serve asthestructure's
finale: the relentlesscrescendo resultsina
major climax in the 20th variation. Then with
the coda comes the post-mortem reflection,
expressing resignation after the tragic
denouement, and a philosophical summary
o theentire work.

EARLY RECORDINGS

Regrettably, Rachmaninoff did not record the
Q@rdli Veriations. Thefirst recording o the
work, asfar aswe know, isby the German
pianist and datesback to the

Arcangelo Corelli

early 1950s. Hisplaying conveyssimplicity of

| expression, through poise, longarchinglines
| and agentle, relaxed, yet rich tone, with
| contrasting shadesdf colour and arobust

rhythmic pulse. Another early recording, by
displaysaround tone, clear

phrasing and adelicacy of approach that soon

beginstosound half-hearted. Hisoften

| indecisivecharacterisations areshort on

dramatic gestureand produce acautiouseffect.
thefirst Russian pianist to

| record thework, released two versions, recorded
| 15yearsapart. Thefirst one, recordedin 1957 at

theaged 20, showcaseshistrademarklightnessof

| touchaswell astheeasy virtuositywithwhich he
| handles themost difficult variationsat breakneck
| tempos. Ashkenazy's1972 versionismore

emotionally committed, showing amature artist
a work with deepened musical integrity. Inthe
later recordinghe bringsout thescore'sdarker
sidewith deeper tone and slower tempos; this
recordingfeaturesphrasesdf agogc flexibility,
variety o character,dynamic range, rhythmic e

VLADIMIR ASHKENAZKY
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KATHRYN STOTT
‘warm-tempered playing’

IDIL BIRET
‘taut lines’
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4 incisivenessand vividly etched colours. Some
variations(10and 11, for example)don't sound
aseffortlessasin theearlierrecording, but by
1972 Ashkenazy’s stylehad becomemore
expansivewith clearer musical definition.

Other early Russiancontributorsto thework's
discographyinclude Victor Eresko and Bella
Davidovich.Thespaciouslinesin Eresko'slyrical
performanceallow for every phraseto speak with
warmexpression. Hisgentle tonerisesto the
occasion,asin thelast variation,and histempos
arerelaxed yet capabled flegting virtuosity, asin
variation 10. Davidovich’s voiceisfull of natural
confidence. Her linessound comfortableand
articulate, and her temposnever lack the control
necessary to preservebal ance, poiseand
emotional equilibrium throughout the piece.

Turning to Western recordingsin the 1960s,
Howard Aibel playswith theflar o an ol d-timer,
givingaperformance infused with sweeping
gesture and declamatory rhetoric. Hisplayingis
dry and unsentimental at times, as iflustrated by
thestop-and-go manner with which he moves
through variations 3 or 8, without allowing
timefor contemplation or mystery. He tossesoff
aclipped phrasehereand there, but reaches
high voltagewith the unstoppabledrive of the
last three variations, carrying theintensity into
thecoda, and alowingit to dieaway inan
evocativefashion. That said, Aibel seems to be
more focused on getting to thefinish line than
on conveying the composer'sdark message.

It is André Watts who gave the most
memorable recording during thisperiod. His
highlyindividual performanceiscaptivatingasa
result of itssheer elemental forceand boundless
imagination. His playing runs the gamut from
hushed and mesmerisingly suspenseful
stretches full of inner longing, to wildly agitated
and urgent outbursts. No two repeated phrases
or sectionssound alike- for example, variation
9 startswith adistantly dark, hushed line, but
as the pianist reaches the theme'ssecond
statementinbar 11, what felt quiet and
suppressed at the beginning suddenly comesto
theforelikearisingwave. Wattssperformance
isfull of such spontaneousideas, making his
stronginterpretive stamp and giving the listener
the opportunity to hear thescorein anew light.

THE 19708

A number of notable recordingswere produced
inthe 1970s, including Michael Ponti‘sassured
but somewhat emotionally detached reading.
Ponti expertly navigatesthe piecewith

characteristic athleticism, fluency and
somewhat blunt tone, exacerbated by the dry
studio acoustics. Theagogic flexibilityd his
playing never slackensthe sense of driveand
momentum throughout.

Howard Shelley deliversadeeply felt,
no-nonsense performance, thoroughinits
respect for the composer'smarkings, and
displayingintegrity and anatural affinity for
themusic'sstyle. This honest and somewhat
self-effacingapproach backfiresat timesby
sounding overly cautious, unduly harnessing
imagination. In variation 8, for example, he
choosesavery restrained tempo, which creates
amood of suspense but remains rhythmically
straightforward, lacking giveand take.

Ruth Laredo’s recording getsdff to adeliberate
start with clear and restrained expression, yet her
playinggradually becomesliberated, showing
temperament and agogic spontaneity that
emphasi se themusic’s shiftsin mood and colour.

Jean-PhilippeCollard'scold, objective
performance possessesenergy and
concentration, taut rhythmic pulse, flowing
temposfull o drive, light, crisp touch and clear
articulation,aswell asrelaxed, contemplative
poisein theslower sections. Insum, however,
his playingfalsshort in termsaof emotional
involvement and individual imagination.

Hiscountryman, Frangois-Joél Thiollier,
offersamuch more persona interpretation, full
of spontaneous, refreshingideas. InThiollier's
volatile performance suspenseful rhetoric is
often followed by sudden impetuous outbursts,
all carried out with an air o casual spontaneity.
That said, the capricious elasticity of Thiollier's
linesinevitably breaksinto mannerisms,
occasionally twisting phrases out of shapeand
sometimes resulting i n the shortening of note
values, such as hisdemisemiquaversinstead of
semiquaversin variation 16, or theinterruption
of longer sentences with overindulgent rubato.

1980S RECORDINGS

The1980sbeganwith Lazar Berman's solid,
perfectly honest, but creatively somewhat stifled
recording. Despitehisgood taste, widerange o
sonority and mastery o execution, Berman
sounds excessively conservative, unwilling or
unable to takechances. He providescautious
readingsthat often sound too literal where
imaginationisessential —in variation8, for
example. Heleanstoward objectivity of
expression and eschewsindividuality for

the sake of stability and interpretive safety.



Kathryn Stott’s warm-tempered playing shows
acomfortablerange: her fortesarerich but never
overblown, and her recording projectsa pal pable
intimacy d feeling. Some d her readingsarethe
slowest on record - her variation8 — andshe
adeptly holdssome of the morenotoriously
treacherousvariations,such asno. 10, in check
whileshowing that sheiscapabled driveand
crispnessdf touch (variation13) aswell as
sweep (variations18-20) when required.

Idil Biret'stheme soundsabit forwardinits
brightness of tone and motion, her taut lines
containingasense d barely controlled
excitement. Elsewherein the piece onesensesthe
presence of atigresswithin her, ready to pounce
at any moment, creating tensionwith suspenseful
moments unleashing into driven cascades. Her
crisp textures are never overpedalled and she
conveysafeelingd condensed energy and fresh
spontaneity, asin the coda, where the mel ody
reachesforward with passionate urgency and
gradually subsideswith the piece'sfina chords.

Constance Keene’s technique often sounds
fragile, her rhythmic pulsesluggishin
variations5 and 10. Her toneislight, lacking
incisiveness, but her linesdo exude human
warmth, communicativenessand spontaneity,
compensating well for the above-mentioned
shortcomings. Shealsorisesto theoccasionin
thefinal variations, aswell asin the coda, which
speakswith mellownessand nostalgia.

John, Ogdon recordedtheworkin 1988, ayear
beforehisuntimely death. Having overcomea
severebreakdown, the pianist presentsa puzzling
picturein thisrecording. Much d the playing
isstraight and square, delivered in deadpan
fashion, withinflexiblerhythmsand heavy-
handed thick textures. He oftenshowsdisregard
for the composer'sinstructionsaswell asfor the
music'sspirit. Ogdon'spianism isalso not without
fault: hisrushed tempossmudge the detailson
occasion - invariation 10, for example. Ye, his
erstwhile pianistic might occasionally comesto
the foreexemplified by dignity (variations 14
and 15) and mellownessand freedom of
expression (variation 17 and coda).

Shura Cherkassky comesacrossasimpulsive,
and at timesimpatient and self-indul gent, but
alwaysfull o surprises. He displayschild-like
tendernesswith an array of soft-spokencolours,
then suddenly transformsthe mood by
bringing out an emphatic gestureor accent
or by capriciously twisting theshape o aline.

OF histwo recordings, the concert oneseemsless
musically inhibited than thestudio version.

THE 1990S

Thisdecadefeatured anumber of strong readings
from Russian pianists, particularly those of the
younger generation. One df the most insightful,
that of therelativelyunknown Sergei Milstein,
isnotable for theinner intensity of itscontrolled
emotion: every linespeakswith noble
eloguence and isfreely paced alowing for the
most impassioned and convincing rhetoric. The
temposaregenerally restrained and the
articulation isfull of parlando tilting toward
weighty portato in place d staccato.

Nikolai Lugansky offerstwo similar
interpretations recorded ten yearsapart (1993
& 2003). HisOlympian control of emotion
ranges from suspenseful moods and long
archinglines casting an otherworldly spell to
sudden motor-likewhirlwinds of action. His
variationsare played with lightness of touch
and razor-sharp precision.

Oxana Yablonskaya’s visceral, dark-hewn
narrativeissensitive toward the psychological
contrasts of the music'sduality of character
(reserved and nobl e versus daring and bold).
Her rhythmic Iinesare‘supple, often stretching
toemphasise adramatic point and shapea
structural turn, alwaysspeakingwith eloquence
and emotion. Surprisingly, Y ablonskayaomits
the 19th variation in her recording.

Similarly,in her authoritative and correct,
if somewhat earthbound interpretation, the
Moscow-trained pianist Shoshana Rudiakov,
like her teacher, Bella Davidovich, also skips the
19th variation. Rudiakov’s recording is
undermined by dry acousticsand alessthan
perfectly tuned piano.

Vladirnir Viardo's playing has organic
cohesiveness,never over-dramatisingthe music's
message nor |osing the underlying momentum
and clarity of expression. Histemperate playing
conveysrelaxed simplicity, tasteful rubato and
the quiet warmth of hisgently spokenlines.

Mikhail Pletnev offersavery individual
reading, which isat once poised and impulsive.
Hisplaylngisabundant with introspective
monol ogue; he whispers hislineswith an
intimate touch rather than pronouncing them,
whiletossing off aphrase hereand thereina
casual, tongue-in-cheek manner. Pletnev does
not pursue the dark or mysterious; hisclimaxes
areunderstated and certain mannerismsare
suggestived older stylesdf performance, such
assplitting handsin variation 15. That said, the
capricious freedom o his playing exposes his
ownindividual take on thescore. »

IOHNOGDON
'presentsa puzzling account'

SHURA CHERKASSKY
‘always full of surprises

SHOSHANA RUDIAKOY
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4 Andrel Nikolskyismoreaustere. His
presentation is understated and straightforward,
emphasising the seriousness, simplicity and
unity of thescore. Hisflowingtemposresult
inaperformancethat hasan all-in-one-breath
feel toit. He doesnot overindulgein rubato

or contrast o feelingand character, and often
sacrificesindividual detail for the benefit of
overall effect: Nikolsky breezesthrough the
eighth variationinamere 37 seconds, for
example, showinglittleregard for the adagio
misterioso marking and retardsindicated at the
endsdf phrases, sounding closer to allegretto
moderato instead with hardly any retards.

Oleg Marshev'spolished pianism and even
temperament allow the music tounfold ina
comfortable, spacious manner, never tipping it
off-balance, while softening some of thescore's
sharper edges Theoverall effect of smoothness
and poise prevails, but Marshev does not
entirely turns hisback on contrastingimages
and brighter colours

Vladimir Ovchinnikov, inoned only afew
concert recordings of the piece, iSmoreserious
Keeping his sharp rhythmic sensein check,
Ovchinnikov imbues hissomberly reserved
lineswith asubdued, dignifiedfeeling,
painting anight landscape o vast expanses

Another concert-hall recording comesfrom
the 1997 Second International Rachmaninoff
Competitionin Moscow, performed by
Karen Kornienko Histechnically secure
playingshowsyouthful earnestness and drive
and well thought-out contrasts and clarity,
without being perfect.

Non-Russian recordingsinclude one by the
American Earl Wild - agenial reading without
much emotional commitment or hint of drama:
the rhythmic flowisinert and straightforward
with only minimal employment of rubato. Yet
also present areaninner poiseand relaxed round
tone. Wild handlesall thetechnical hurdles o
thetext with graceful ease. The overallimpression
created by Wild's playingisthat of passivityand
generdity, rather thanindividualityd expression.

Santiago Rodriguez'smeasured and deeply
spoken narrative conveysthe music'sweight
and significanceasappreciated by apianist
truly connected with and committed to the
music. Nothing issaid hurriedly, but rather
with thoughtfulness and nobility of feeling.
Rodriguez'stoneisdeep and articul ate,
however, the sound quality of the piano he
chose for the recording tends to edge toward
brassy in higher dynamics.

In aperformancewith certain similaritiesto
Rodriguez's, Paolo Giacometti bringsafeeling of
gravitasto hisinterpretation, infusing hisplaying
with asense d urgency, high-voltageintensity
and drama. Giacometti'splayingisfull o spacious
linesand expressivemel odic rhetoric wrought
with dark sonorities; the pianist reachesincisively
for ringing earthy bassesand bright trebles,
creatingamemorableoverallimagedf themusic.

Jean-Y vesT hibaudet'sreadingiswell-polished
and emotionally cool, marked by rhythmically
incisiveand refined articulated lines, reined-in
power and an overall aristocratic reserve.

JohnLill providesareserved account in which
the rational side generally outweighsthe
emotional one, thelatter awaysremainingin
check. Lill’s temposare conservativeand never
too fast,and thereisastrong regularity o
rhythmic pulseand clarity of toneand phrasing.

Hae-JungKim showstemperament and power
in her presentation of thework. Shereveasthe
complexity of thevariations charactersina
polished and articulate manner, with energy and
rhythmicverve, while holding back sometempos
and maintaining inner intensity throughout.

Maria FlaCarolds playingisnot particularly
fluent or articulate. Technical lytiff, rhythmically
unwieldy and limited in expression, it features
quite afew textual inaccuracies.

THE 21ST CENTURY
Thefirstrecording o the current century comes
from Mark Gurovsky, alessfamiliarname
withinthe Leningrad (St Petersburg) school. He
providesavery interesting reading, offeringan
introspective, deliberateand inwardly intense
account filledwith dark-hewn declamatory
rhetoric. Gurovsky showsapreferencefor
moderate temposimbued with strongly inflected
lines, emphaticyet restrained by adeep portato
articulation (asin thelast three variations). He
annunciateshislines, fillingthemwitha
dramatic message. It isalso worth noting that
Gurovsky'srecording isthe only one among
those reviewed to indulge the composer's
proposal that the 11th variation be omitted.

Jura Margulis’s reflective approach imbues
hisplaying with asombre palette o colours,
shaping each variation with acapricious
individuality of character. It isapity that he
choosesto cut the 12th and 13th variations,
creating an unjustified gap between the
11th variation and intermezzo.

Katherine Chi'sversion may not be the fastest
and most powerful, but itisfull of noble reserve



and introspection, emotional subtlety,velvet
tone, melodic inflectionand adistinct rhythmic
lifewith some interesting voicing, bringing out
tenor notesinvariation 1, the ability to have
aural control o every chordin no.6and pedal
varietyinvariations8and 13.

Hélene Grimaud'saccount of thework is
personal and temperamental. Herincisive
rhythmsare spiced with accents, and the voices
areat timesdeliberately brought out o synch in
order to highlight them (listen to the bassin
variation 1). Grimaud'slinessound urgent yet
subtlein theintermezzo, and they are
permeated by delicatecontrasts and rubatos.

The German pianist Bernd Glemser givesan
intelligentand introspectiveaccount. Hedisplays

" asense of reverencefor the music without
indulging inany exaggerationin temposor
expression. Thereis nothing affected or showy
in hisplaying, rather it ishonest and seriousin
itsconcept and execution

Asimilarlyintelligent, reflectiveversion
comesfromayoung Moscow pianist, Ekaterina
Mechetina. Thereissimplicity and calm dignity
in her expression, which also hasasubtle inner
freedom, delicacy and nostalgia(the rubatoin
theintermezzo and the hushed [ull o the 15th
variation). Her touch islight, rhythmically
incisiveand flighty, and thereis nothing heavy
or overbearingin her playing.

Other recordingsinclude Olga Kern and
Alessio Bax. Kern'scold, precise playingshapes
broad stretcheswith plenty of giveand take,
and her toneisfull of bright contrasting
colours. Sheaso tossesdf crisp driven linesin
amasterfully cal culated attempt to produce an
air of spontaneous expression. Bax'snervous
playingdoes not compliment his presentation of
the music. Hisrhythm and pianism oftenshow
signsd instability and superficiality,evidenced
by rushing tempos and textures that lack clarity
(suchasinvariation10, among others). Ye there
isacertain atractiveingenuousnessin his playing
—listento thelilting rubato linein variation 15
and the score'sother lyrical moments.

Ronald Degoumois'scompetent, even-keeled
and noncommittal playing does not arouse a
strong reaction o any kind.

CONCLUSIONS

Among the 40-plus recordingsdf the Corelli
Variationsthat | surveyed, | found quiteafew
performancesthat had truly attractivequalities
to them. The ones| would like to recommend
are: Rodriguez's,for theintegrity of hisreading,

Biret'sand Grimaud's, for their individuality,

Kim'sfor itsinner intensity and clarity of
structure, Chi'sand Ovchinnikov's, for their
spaciously introspective landscapes, aswell as
Thiollier's and Pletnev's,for their personalised
interpretations of thework. Performancesthat
made thestrongest impression all conveyed
compellingly personal dramatic stories: the

intense drama of Giacometti and Gurovsky's

accounts, the deep emotional integrity of

Y ablonskayaand Milstein, the Olympian
universality o Ashkenazy's1972 and Lugansky's
versions, wild flightsdf imagery, untamed
temperament, and a panoply of coloursin
Wattssrecording. Perhapsitisthelast of these
that lingers most powerfullyin my memory 1d

® .VV ‘. .- .-.‘

ANDRE WATTS
Philips 456 985

ADIMIRASHKENAZY NIKOLAI LUGANSKY

172 RECORDING) Vanguard99009

lips 456 715 &% Warner Classics 2564 60613- 2
PA ¢ MILSTEIN
Che Classics 323 092
MARK GUROVSKY OXANA YABLONSKAYA
Sonora S022595CD Connoiseur Society 4194

The author would like to thank
Farhan Malik, Donald Manildi of the
International Piano Archives at the
University of Maryland, Edgar Self,
Roman Markowiu and Stephen
Wigler for providingthe listening
material for this article.
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Aibel Sonor S-2923 [LP] €.1969 a Lugansky Vanguard99009 1993
Ashkenazy Testament SBT 1046 1957  Lugansky WarmerClassics 2564 500 10-2 2003
Ashkenazy Philips 456 715 2 ; ARS MUSICI 1367 2003
Bax Warner Classics 2004 Marshev Danacord525 1999
Berman DG 457 906 1980  Mechetina Fuga Libera FUG513 2005
Biret Naxos 8.550349 1989  Milstein MP0 222092 1996
Carola Symposium 103 1997  Nikolsky Arte Nova 27795 1991
Cherkassky  Decca 433655 1986" “Oogdon  Bwevoss 1988
Cherkassky  Nimbus 7706 1987 (Oychinnikov  Rossijsky instrument 1993
Chi Arktos 200371 2003 : Frre e e
Collard EMI 1970s  Pietnev DG 289 459 634-2 998
Ponti Vox SVBX 5456 {LP] c.1972

Davidovich ~ Melodiya D 4590/1 [LP] 1070s78me =t 7o
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Kern HMU 907336 2003  Watts Philips 456 985 1968
Kim, Hae-Jung  Samsung 005PHJ 199, Weiser MGM E 32501LP] €.1951
Konienko ~ VistaVera 33 1997+ Wid  CheskyS8 1991
Laredo Sony SMK 48470 1975  Yablonskaya  Connoiseur Society 4194 1993
Lill NI 5478 1996  Yeresko Melodiyal> 01649/59 [LP]  post 19667

ABOUT THE LISTENING LIST AND SELECTION PROCESS
This list details recordings discussed in this article. It is not intended to be a complete discography of the work. Recordings
selected for inclusion are predominantly based on current CD listings, subject to availability. *denotes concert recording.
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and introspection, emotional subtlety,velvet
tone, melodic inflectionand adistinct rhythmic
lifewith someinteresting voicing, bringing out
tenor notesin variation 1, the ability to have
aural control o every chord inno.6and pedal
variety invariations.8and 13.

Hélene Grimaud'saccount o thework is
personal and temperamental. Her incisive
rhythmsare spiced with accents, and the voices
areat timesdeliberately brought out of synchin
order to highlight them (listen to the bassin
yariation 1). Grimaud'slinessound urgent yet
subtlein theintermezzo, and they are
permeated by delicatecontrasts and rubatos.

The German pianist Bernd Glernser givesan
intelligentand i ntrospectiveaccount. He displays

" asense d reverencefor the music without
indulging in any exaggerationin tempos or
expression. Thereisnothing affected or showy
in hisplaying, rather itishonest and seriousin
itsconcept and execution.

A similarlyintelligent, reflectiveversion
comesfrom ayoung Moscow pianist, Ekaterina
Mechetina. Thereissimplicity and calmdignity
in her expression, which aso hasasubtleinner
freedom, delicacy and nostalgia(the rubatoin
theintermezzo and the hushed lull o the 15th
variation). Her touchislight, rhythmically
incisiveand flighty, and thereis nothing heavy
or overbearingin her playing.

Other recordingsinclude Olga Kernand
AlessioBax. Kern'scold, precise playingshapes
broad stretches with plenty of giveand take,
and her toneisfull d bright contrasting
colours Shealsotossesdf crisp driven lines in
amasterfully cal culated attempt to produce an
air of spontaneous expression Bax'snervous
playing does not compliment his presentation of
the music. Hisrhythm and pianism often show
signsaf instability and superficiality,evidenced
by rushing tempos and texturesthat lack clarity
(suchasinvariation 10, among others). Ye there
1s acertain attractivemgenuousness in his playing
- listen to thelilting rubato line in variation 15
and the score'sother lyrical moments

Rondd Degournoisscompetent, even-keeled
and noncommittal playingdoesnot arousea
strong reaction o any kind.

CONCLUSIONS

Among the 40-plusrecordings of the Corelli
Variations that | surveyed, | found quite afew
performancesthat had truly attractivequalities
to them. The ones| would like to recommend
are: Rodriguez's,for theintegrity o hisreading,

Biret'sand Grimaud's, for their individuality,
Kim'sforitsinner intensity and clarity of
structure, Chi's and Ovchinnikov's, for their
spaciously introspective landscapes, aswell as
Thiollier'sand Pletnev's,for their personalised
interpretationsd the work. Performances that
made the strongest impression all conveyed
compellingly personal dramaticstories: the
intense drama of Giacometti and Gurovsky's
accounts, the deep emotional integrity o

Y ablonskayaand Milstein, the Olympian
universality o Ashkenazy’s 1972 and Lugansky's
versions, wild flightsof imagery, untamed
temperament, and a panoply o coloursin
Wattssrecording. Perhapsitisthelast o these
that lingersmost powerfullyin my memory La
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NIKOLAI LUGANSKY

VLADIMIR ASHKENAZY
(1972 RECORDING)
Philips 456 715

Vanguard 99009

HAVE

Warner Classics 2564 60613-2

PAOLO GIACOMETTI SERGEI! MILSTEIN
Channel Classics 323 MPQ 222092

MARK GUROVSKY OXANA YABLONSKAYA
Sonora S022595CD Connoiseur Society 4194

LISTENING LIST RACHMANINOFF'SVARIATIONSON A THEME OF CORELLI, OF. 42

ANDRE WATTS

Philips 456 985
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ARTISTS RECORD CO. & NUMBER YEAR  ARTISTS RECORD CO. & NUMBER YEAR
Aibel Sonor §-2923 [LP] c.1969  Lugansky Vanguard 99009 1993
Ashkenazy Testament SBT 1046 1957  Lugansky Warner Classics 2564 60613-2 2003
Ashkenazy Philips 456 715 1972 Margulis ARS MUSICI 1362 2003
Bax Warner Classics 2004  Marshev Danacord 525 1999
man DG 457 906 1980  Mechetina Fuga Libera FUG513 2005
it Naxos 8.550349 1989  Milstein MPO 222092 1996
Carola Symposium 103 1997  Nikolsky Arte Nova 27795 1991
Cherkassky D‘ecca 433 655 1986* 0gdon EMI 67938 1988
Cherkassky  Nimbus 7706 1987 Quchinnikov  Rossijsky instrument 1993
Chi Arktos 200371 2003 DG 289 450 6342 3
Collard EMI 107gs - ElTey : 4
Ponti Vox SVBX 5456 [LP] c.1972
Davidovich Melodiya D 4590/1 [LP] 1970s? s 22~50 s e
Degoumois  GEGANEW GR 84 002 o 2

R ARE AT — Rudiakov Eroica 3007 1999?
Farrell Pye CCL 30138 [LP] fioES :

- - . Shelley Hyperion 44041/8 1978
Giacometti Channel Classics 323 1997 g Conifer CDCE-159 % 1987
Glemser OEHMS 0C 558 - R0 ¢ A~ Deceads8 9302 199
Grimaud Teldec 8573-84376-2 2001 ;2} :”"e‘ TECC? orce | e
Gurovsky Sonora $022595CD i e T
Reans Protone Records PR156 [LP] 1982 Viardo Electra/Nonesuch 79283 1990-1
Kern HMU 907336 2003  Watts Philips 456 985 1968
Kim, Hae-Jung  Samsung 005PHJ 1995  Weiser MGM E 3250 [LP] €.1951
Kornienko Vista Vera 33 1997+ Wild i Chesky 5% 1991
Laredo Sony SMK 48470 1975  Yablonskaya Connoiseur Society 4194 1993
Lill NI 5478 1996  Yeresko Melodiya C 01649/59 [LP]  post 19662

ABOUT THE LISTENING LIST AND SELECTION PROCESS

This list details recordings discussed in this article. It is not intended to be a complete discography of the work. Recordings
selected for inclusion are predominantly based on current CD listings, subject to availability. *denotes concert recording.
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