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RACHMANINOFF RHAPSODY ON A THEME OF PAGANINI 

VARIATION 17 

Rachmaninoff is a Russian composer most famous for his piano concerti as well as his 

Rhapsody on a Theme of Paganini, Op. 43. He was also well known for his performances as a 

pianist, however he considered himself a composer first and foremost, using his performances as 

a means of bolstering and progressing his compositional abilities. Rhapsody on a Theme of Pa-

ganini is Rachmaninoff’s final work involving the piano, and was completed in 1934, coming 

into being after a bout of intense inspiration, as Rachmaninoff hadn’t published any major work 

since his 1931 Variations on a Theme of Corelli, Op. 42. Rachmaninoff premiered the piece with 

the Philadelphia Orchestra on November 7, 1934 in Baltimore, a time in which audiences were 

becoming accustomed to works by the likes of Schoenberg, Berg, Webern, and Bartók; as a re-

sult, many believed Rachmaninoff’s compositional style to be old-fashioned, though the work 

itself was generally well received and is now a popular favorite. In fact, Rachmaninoff played the 

Rhapsody frequently up until his death on March 28, 1943 (3).  

The Rhapsody is constructed based upon two main themes, one of which referencing the 

title of the work: Paganini’s 24th Caprice for violin, and the Mass for the Dead, otherwise known 

as the Dias Irae in Latin. These two works are heavily contrasting in nature; one comprising of a 

playful, virtuosic tune, while the other, originating from a sacred chant, feels heavy and forlorn. 

Each of these themes, however, share similarity in that they are both representative of primary 
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characteristics of Rachmaninoff’s compositions in their own way, allowing the composer to 

elaborate with virtuosic, lush melodies in a way that harkens to melancholic and passionate emo-

tions. Paganini’s Caprice has been the theme of variations for many works, used as the center-

piece in works by composers such as Brahms, Liszt, and Schumann, composers that Rachmani-

noff was influenced by and looked up to in his time. 

Paganini’s theme is flamboyant and hypnotic, with a simple melodic and harmonic struc-

ture. The theme has a bar to bar harmonic rhythm, beginning with A minor (i) in the first bar, go-

ing to E major (V) in the second bar, to A minor once more (i), and finally E major (V), as seen 

in example 1. From letter B on, one can see this as an expansion of the dominant, as the theme 

transforms to imply F major, G minor, C major, and finally A minor. This makes the theme an 

adequate subject for variations, as it establishes the key of A minor both harmonically and 

melodically (4).  

Example 1  

We can also see that one of the main principles of the theme is a repetitive rhythmic mo-

tive (ex 2): 
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Example 2 

As well as a consistent phrase, or arc, of the 16th note motif, which occurs on the second 

beat of each bar (excluding the cadence in the final measure of each phrase) (ex 3): 

Example 3 

These factors give  the theme a very catchy yet virtuosic feel, and provide a ample room 

for experimentation and exploration of variations. 

The second theme of the Rhapsody is the Dias Irae, a 13th-century funeral plainchant 

that has been used frequently by many composers over the years, and is often referenced as an 

allusion to death, mystique, and the supernatural (1). Rachmaninoff used the theme quite often, 

as it appears in a number of the opening movements of his works; oftentimes only quoting as few 

as the first four notes of the sequence, making it unclear if the quotation is intentional or a con-

sequence of his fascination with the theme. In any case, the use of the theme is suitable, as 

Rachmaninoff was known to have a fascination with death and doom throughout his lifetime (2). 

In the Rhapsody, Rachmaninoff uses the first seven notes of the Dias Irae opening sequence (ex 

4), which can be heard exceptionally clearly in the tenth variation: 

Example 4 
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The theme itself is a sequence of falling seconds and thirds, and has a focus on A as the 

tonic, as we can see C falling through B to land on A, and G as a lower neighbor leading us back 

to A, providing a perfect countermelody to the Paganini’s theme in A minor. 

The form of the Rhapsody as an entire work can be described as ABA. has an overall pat-

tern that can be broken into three sections in a way that references the form of a more traditional 

concerto: section 1, indicative of the first movement, includes the introduction through variation 

10; section 2, the “slow” movement, is made up of variations 11 through 18; finally section 3, 

representing the finale, consists of variations 19-24. Section 1 is rooted in A minor, while varia-

tions from section 2 explore differing tonic areas, such as D minor, F major, Bb minor, and Db 

minor. Section 3 brings us a return to the true tonic area of A minor for the remainder of the 

work.  

Measures 1-8 of the Rhapsody make up the introduction, which hints at the theme by way 

of repetition of the sixteenth note arc motif, as the motif in A minor is the very first musical 

fragment we hear and is repeated throughout the 8 measures in the strings and eventually rein-

forced by the winds. The entire introduction can be considered a prolongation of the dominant, 

with a rising octatonic scale in the bass and cellos taking place across measures 1-7 (example 5). 

Example 5 (empty measure removed) 

The piano only interjects moments when the orchestra is silent to emphasize the tonic of 

A across four octaves, which begin in the lowest register of the piano and rise with each repeti-
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tion. This set-up continues for the remainder of the introduction, with the brass and wind sections 

joining in full by measure 5. 

Rather than stating the theme immediately following the introduction, Rachmaninoff pro-

ceeds to state variation 1 of the theme in measure 9. This variation is played by the orchestra 

alone, and is highly contrasting to the energetic introduction both in terms of harmonic content 

and orchestration. Measures 1-8 of the variation are entirely a representation of v and i, with a 

one chord per bar harmonic rhythm. From measures 9-14, however, we see a sequence of falling 

fifths, traversing from A minor (I) to D, followed by G, C, F, B, E, and A, with the harmonic 

rhythm speeding up to two chords per bar in measures 13 and 14. Measures 15 and 16 reestablish 

the tonic of A minor with a repetition of E-A chordal motion before once again beginning a fall-

ing fifths sequence in measure 17 until the end of the variation in measure 24. This variation is 

quite muted in contrast to the introduction preceding it, with notes occurring primarily on down-

beats alone, and remaining for usually only one beat. The sixteenth note motif from the theme is 

present in this variation though, and can be found either partially or in full, in measures 14, 16, 

18, 20, and 22 of the variation.  

Immediately following the conclusion of variation one is the theme, played solo in the 

violins with the piano only accenting structural notes on the downbeats of each bar. The theme is 

played in its entirety in this fashion, then repeated with the addition of the wind section empha-

sizing and adding harmonic content to structural moments of the themes melodic content until 

the conclusion of the theme in measure 49 of the work.  

The second variation begins in measure 50, a lively version of the theme that features the 

piano rather than the orchestra. It is very reminiscent of the melodic content of Paganini’s theme, 
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but features several chromatic embellishments and is played in a lush and languid manner, this 

time with the horns and trumpets only playing to accent the substantial notes on each downbeat. 

Harmonically, the variation begins its first 8 measures parallel to the theme, traversing between 

the dominant and tonic until measure 58 of the work, when we see again a parallel harmonic 

structure to the theme with the addition of chromatic embellishments and decorations. This re-

mains true until we encounter measure 66, where the piano asserts itself with a continuous six-

teenth note run that mimics the melodic contour of the theme, which continues to the end of the 

variation in measure 72 (example 6). Harmonically, Rachmaninoff once again employs a falling 

fifths sequence, beginning with A7 in measure 66 and proceeding with D, G, and C before con-

tinuing to Bb, followed by a cadential progression with G minor, F major, E major and A minor 

to move into the third variation. 

Example 6, reduction of measures 66-72 

 The seventeenth variation, however, is highly contrasting to these first variations. As a 

member of the second section of the piece, this movement is contributing to the  idea of a “slow” 

movement of a concerto, and is taken at a much slower tempo than the first variations. The or-

chestra is marked in common time, though the piano is marked in 12/8 with a constant, but irreg-

ular rhythmic pattern—rather than four consistent groupings of three eighth notes, Rachmaninoff 

notates two eight notes followed by four (example 7). This method of beaming can show the re-
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lationship to the rhythmic pattern of the theme, referencing the sixteenth note arch motif with 

more emphasis being on beats 2 & 4 than on 1 & 3.  

 Example 7, 8th note beaming in measure 1 of variation XVII 

The variation, in Bb minor, is plodding and moody, with the piano noodle-ing in  octaves 

at the bottom registers of the instrument. The consistent harmonic structure of each bar in the pi-

ano is Bb, Ab, Bb, and A natural (example 8); this harmonic motive is repeated fairly consistent-

ly throughout the first six bars of the variation. The melodic content of this motive, Bb, Cb, Bb, 

and A natural beneath F, G natural, F, E natural is one of the primary melodies of this variation, 

and is repeated in other instances throughout the variation. 

Example 8, reduction of measures 1-2 of variation XVII 

While it may be a stretch, I believe this harmonic motive harkens back to the Dies Irae 

theme without quoting it directly, as the contour of the line mimics the contour of the first four 

notes of the Dies Irae theme (examples 9-10). 

Example 9, comparison of contour of measure 1 of variation XVII 

Example 10, Dies Irae theme transposed to Bb minor 
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Continuing on, in measures 3-6 of the variation we begin to see a melodic pattern with a 

consistent pedal tone of Bb underneath it (example 11). We can see a clear ascending line in the 

top voice over the course of this progression (F, Gb, Ab, A natural, Bb, Cb, C natural, C#) as well 

as a clear determination of the tonic of Bb minor (reinforced on the final beat of measures 5 and 

6 with an A leading tone to Bb). This stepwise motion motive makes up the other defining 

melody of this variation. 

Example 11, reduction of measures 3-6 of variation XVII 

We can see that this ascending line motive continues in measures 7-8, in both the sopra-

no, alto, and tenor lines (example 12). 

Example 12, reduction of measures 7-8 of variation XVII 

We can see bass motion in these measures gravitate from the tonic of Bb minor to Ab ma-

jor, passing through A natural along the way, to prepare us for a modulation in measure 11 into 

the relative mode of Db major, as Ab major is the dominant of this new key. In measures 9-10 we 

see an inversion of the Bb minor tonic before a direct modulation in measure 11 into Db major. 
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From measures 13-21, Rachmaninoff explores keys outside the Bb minor tonic, reaching 

Db major, Eb major, C minor, and Db major before returning to the home key of Bb minor in 

measure 22. In measures 16-20, we see both melodic motifs—such as the chromatic line, as well 

as a repetition of the melodic contour of the opening motive—happening simultaneously (refer to 

my hand-written reduction in the appendix to see these contours).  

In measure 22 we see a recapitulation of the first four measures of material found in the 

beginning of the variation, giving the variation a form of rounded binary (A BA’).  This variation 

also preserves the phrase structure of Paganini’s theme, giving 8 bars of antecedent followed by 

16 bars of consequent. In measure 25, we transform from a moody Bb minor to a gleaming Ab 

major, the dominant of the relative key, preparing us for a transition into the following variation 

in Db major. 

This variation is a brooding and deep, providing a stark contrast to Paganini’s virtuosic 

theme. I believe variation XVII to be a synthesis of the two themes of the Rhapsody, blending 

the motion and vivacity of Paganini’s Caprice with the sense of dread inherent in the Dies Irae, 

using orchestration, a slowing of tempo, and the use of chromatic and stepwise motion to achieve 

this manipulation of the thematic material.  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Appendix


