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From Яussia with festive notes  
 
Throughout history, the orderly procession of people was governed by at least a 
good drummer. The orchestral genre of the march has been associated not only with 
neat rows of soldiers either on their way to the front or their glorious return, or some 
other form of glorification. Somewhere along the line sounds of music in quadruple 
meter (four beats in a bar) became the measure for not only success and victory, but 
of the expression of patriotism and dignity. All – or most – nations have their 
marches, if only in the form of national anthems, or both, as in the case of one of 
Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance marches to which the text Land of Hope and Glory 
was added later.  
 
Tchaikovsky’s Coronation March was ordered for the coronation of Tsar Alexander 
III in 1883. He did not look forward to the task, and rushed it off. The music lives on, 
although in the later Soviet Russia it had to be cleaned of any Tsarist connections. 
Since 1989 it was reinstituted in its original form and even became famous 
elsewhere. Approached to write a new piece for the opening of New York’s Carnegie 
Hall in 1891, the composer took the short cut and presented the Americans the same 
work, now with its new French title Marche Solennelle. (They did catch him out on 
this, and the Russian felt flattered that Americans recognised it.) Like most marches 
this one is a boisterous festival occasion, with little lyricism. There is though, a small 
reference to Handel’s Hallelujah from his Messiah, right at the beginning... 
 
Apart from the four piano concertos, Rachmaninov’s Rhapsody on a Theme of 
Paganini (Op. 43) is probably his best-known work for piano and orchestra. The 
reference to the rhapsody is somewhat misleading, because the work is closer to its 
original title, Symphonic Variations for piano and orchestra, reminiscent of Franck’s 
work. Rhapsodic elements in the sense of not resembling fixed musical forms are not 
really present in this rather tightly closed 24 variations. The work originated in 1934, 
and was meant to have its first performance in America.  
 
The theme was that trusted warhorse for variations, the last (24th) from Paganini’s 
caprices for solo violin, written between 1802 and 1817. Although these small works 
are little more than advanced etudes or exercises for violin technique, their influence 
on subsequent musicians and composers alike cannot be underestimated. Maybe 
the composer knew this (he was supposed to have supernatural gifts...), because at 
a later stage he dedicated most of them to musicians of whom some were already 
famous at the time, such as violinists Vieuxtemps and Kreutzer, cellist Romberg, the 
pianists Liszt and Thalberg, and others. In fact, it may even be suggested that 
transcriptions of the caprices, such as Liszt’s, ensured their fame more than the 
originals would have done. 
 



Nicolo Paganini (1782-1840) did not acquire world fame only because of his violin 
playing, but equally so because of the multitude of rumours surrounding his playing.  
The technical challenges of these etudes were of such nature that most musicians 

believed his crafts to be 
not only superhuman, but 
borrowed from the devil 

himself. This could only be possible in the case that Paganini sold his soul to That 
One, in turn for superhuman violinistic powers. And the composer’s physical 
appearance – the slender body and pale face, hooked nose and long scraggy black 

hair, did not help to appease these rumours either. 
Neither did his omnipresent black cloak. It may even 
be that Rachmaninov was more interested in the 
devilish personality than in the 24th caprice. His 
proposal for a ballet based on the music the year 

after the Rhapsody’s first performance, Rachmaninov suggests the “evil” violinist as 
main character. This character, he thought could well be associated with a favourite 
melody of his, one that he had used elsewhere in his oeuvre as well, and in the 
Rhapsody. The Gregorian chant Dies Irae (Day of Wrath) from the Roman Catholic 
Mass for the Dead does deal with the horrors of the Last Judgment, and the 
association of this with Paganini’s supposed supernatural connections would seem to 
fit the composer’s ballet plans. The chant – or rather only the first line of it – is 
employed in the 7th and later variations. (See first line of the Dies Irae in the 
example.) The ballet maestro Mikhail Fokine actually did use the music for a different 
kind of Paganini ballet later. 
 
The Paganini theme (see example of the first phrase) is a simple and straight forward 
idea, with much rhythmic repetition, and the harmonic basis a copy of hundreds of 
that of many melodies. The attractiveness of the theme lies at once in the charming 
little circular melodic motif and octave leap, and the predictable harmonic basis, 
allowing several variation composers (such as Rachmaninov, Brahms and 
Lutosławski) with a vast amount of freedom to fantasize at will.  
 
In the same manner as a formal concerto, the Rhapsody can be divided into three 
sections, with variations 1-11 an opening “movement”, 12-18 a slow middle section, 
and the conclusion in variations 19-24.  Strangely enough, the Paganini theme and 
first variation only appears after the brief orchestral introduction. The Dies Irae theme 
appears in variations 7 and 10, and again very clear in the last (24th) variation. 
Rachmaninov’s variations are somewhat out of the ordinary, but well in line with what 
has been called “fantasy variations”, of the kind found with Robert Schumann. 
Although the two sections of the theme can be “felt”, the melody is only reminisced by 
way of the mentioned motifs. The result is an attractive tapestry of familiar entities, 
lots of pianistic wizardry, and altogether expressive and enjoyable music. In the 
course of the work one hears the circular idea as a melody, then as accompaniment, 
or part of a dialogue. In the 17th variation little more than the bare octaves (see 



second bar of example) survive, and in the famous 18th variation the main motif is 
ingenuously inverted, in the process of which an entirely new melody is created.  In 
variation 19 Rachmaninov seems to have Paganini’s violin technique in mind, 
because of the fast moving and wide leaps of the piano part. As in his concertos, the 
last minutes (more or less the last five variations) the tension builds up for the 
feverishly triumphant final chords. 

In this all-Russian programme we move forward into the second half of the 20th 
century. 

After the symphonies of Brahms (between 1876 and 1885), Bruckner (1862-1894) 
and Mahler (1884-1911), it became clear that the end of this genre in Western 
Europe had arrived. Symphonies by 20th century composers no longer stood at the 
centre of their activities, and were often characterised by attempts to renew the genre 
by either moving away from the gigantic orchestral proportions of the 19th century 
(chamber symphonies, sinfoniettas), or by added elements such as choirs (already 
Mahler), or programme symphonies. The only direct continuation of the genre by an 
internationally acclaimed composer was that of Dmitri Shostakovich (1906-1975), 
who completed his first symphony as a 20-year old (1926) and his last (15th) in 1971. 
Together with the opera, the symphony occupied a central place in his work. 
Traditional aspects of the post-Beethoven symphony are still largely intact in his 
works, and many facets clearly point towards the composer’s well-known admiration 
for Mahler’s work. This tradition means that most of his symphonies are cast as four 
movements, are basically tonal, and unity is often achieved by recurring themes in in 
the course of the work.  

As with everything else in Stalinist Russia, writers and composers too were subjected 
to the principle of service to “socialist realism”, a vague term that more or less only 
meant all art had to be positive and easily understandable by ordinary people. Artists 
that were found lacking these premises would be castigated, ridiculed or even 
“removed” from society. Even though he was a true communist, Shostakovich had 
several close encounters with the authorities, with works banned. A new more 
modest work would then be needed to mend the differences, and he had to sign 
documents in which he “apologised” publicly for his misdemeanors. Since he was an 
international celebrity the state could not do much else; he was even rewarded the 
Lenin Prize six times, and the Stalin Prize twice. But one never knew. A recent 
publication pictures the nervous composer for weeks at the elevator of his Moscow 
apartment, waiting to be “removed” by the KGB without his family witnessing it.... 

Fortunately music was at his side, and since music cannot express political views or 
counter-revolutionary ideas, he “said” in sound what he wanted to say. Therefore the 
noisy, somewhat tasteless march finale of the fifth symphony was seen by the 
authorities as an apt apotheosis of Soviet glory under the leadership of the Great 
Leader.  



The Tenth Symphony in E minor,  Op. 93 (1953) was the composer’s first 
symphony after the general cleaning-up of 1948, during which he was classified as 
an enemy of the state, and removed from his teaching activities. According to the 
highly debated book Testimony (Memoires of the Composer, 1979), Shostakovich 
revealed that  the Tenth was his Stalin symphony, and  “...nobody has yet guessed 
what the symphony is about ...” The scherzo itself is “...a portrait of Stalin...” Now one 
has to take into account that Stalin had died in March 1953, which could mean that 
the composer was at last free to “say” openly what many had wanted to say for 30 
years. Therefore the symphony may well be in some sense a description of the Great 
Leader’s legacy of violence and death to millions, but there is also a lot about 
Shostakovich himself in the work that is definitely true. One can hear it. In the third 
movement the composer himself is pictured against Stalin, and the finale is the happy 
counterpart for the tragic first movement, with the composer clearly in the better seat. 
That the Tenth has some “narrative” is a very strong possibility: Themes are treated 
in much the same manner as Wagner’s “leitmotifs” are keys to understanding his 
operatic narrative. There was of course several official discussions about the work 
(as was the case in Soviet Russia with all new works of art), with divergent opinions. 
The truth is that Stalin’s death opened up more opinions than merely those of 
devoted Stalinists, and in the composer would soon be declared the master musician 
he had always been.   

The mood at the beginning of the first movement (Moderato) clearly depicts some 
form of suffering, portrayed by the low, sombre tones of cellos and basses, forming 
the basis for an outpouring of grief, to which the clarinet adds a variant. Characteristic 
is the constant tonal ambiguities, and seemingly lack of direction. These are 
immediately developed, together with a gradual crescendo process. The second 
theme  is different, but carries an equally tragic expression. The subdued theme has 
the character of a nervous waltz, hovering around a few notes in small intervals, and 
starts three times before it reaches some finality. It is developed partly with the first 
theme, and even reaches fortissimo levels. Towards the end of the movement the 
second theme vanishes and the movement ends morendo (dying). 

The second movement (the Stalin portrait) is a brief and brutal “scherzo”, with angry 
chords in the opning bars. For the main theme the composer used a theme from 
Mussorgsky’s opera Boris Godunov, a theme that is associated with the hero from 
the opera. Shostakovich rewrite the theme as an evil and distorted version, much in 
the same way Liszt distorted the Gretchen theme in his Faust symphony in order to 
illustrate the deeds of the Devil in Goethe’s novel.  

The third movement is not the expected slow movement, but a comfortable Allegretto 
in C minor. It is dedicated to the composer and his world – and a friend. There are 
three very characteristic themes that are heard easily all through the movement. The 

first is a seemingly innocent, 
almost playful and waltzlike idea 



(see example).Both themes 2 and 3 are interesting in  a very special way. Like 
elsewhere in his oeuvre, he follows the interesting practice of several composers 
such as Bach and Schumann to “spell” names or concepts in musical pitches. Taking 
into account that musical pitches are limited to only seven-letter names, 
Shostakovich was bound to  choose those that are available by other means, too. 
The German way to do that is a usual aid, by spelling his name according to the 
German rules, i.e. Schostakowitsch. Furthermore he wanted a brief, motto-like idea, 
not a name-melody. He decided to stick to the four pitches D-S-C-H. Whereas the C 
and D are obvious in music notation,  the others need some explanation. The S 
equals the German term Es for E-flat, and H the German equivalent for the note B. 
And there you have it: DSCH. Another theme, referring to the composer’s admiration 
for a young student ELMIRA, is written in a similar way: Whereas E and A are 
obvious, the L is translated as the Italian term La, which is also A, MI as the Italian 
term, meaning the pitch of E, and the R as the Italian term for the pitch of D. (See 
examples.). (The apparent similarity of the theme with that from the first movement of 
Mahler’s Das Lied von der Erde is probably unintentional, and in any case 
meaningless given the Elmira-connection.) 

 

The brevity of the DSCH-theme means that it can appear often, in all instruments and 
registers. This last (third) theme appear at least ten times, always by one or more 
horns, and always alone. It therefore simulates some kind of a solitary vision among 
all the other ideas, and often with the DSCH theme in close proximity. We know that 
the relationship between the composer and his student was nothing more than a 
friendship, but the narrative here tells us that a must have been a special friendship.  

The last movement starts off with an Andante, preluding the somewhat later Allegro, 
heralding at last an optimistic flavour, with an easy going clarinet theme. There are 
several reminiscences of earlier times, but with the emergence of the fortissimo 
DSCH theme, the mood changes dramatically and violence laid aside. It even 
appears right at the end with the victoriously hammering tympani.  


