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Preface

Composed: 1876/77 in Moscow

First performance: 30 November 1877 in Moscow,

soloist: Wilhelm Fitzenhagen; conducted by Nicolai Rubinstein
Original publisher: Jurgenson, Moscow

Instrumentation: 2 Flutes, 2 Oboes, 2 Clarinets, 2 Bassoons —
2 Horns ~ Strings

Duration: ca. 18 minutes

The triumphal concert hall success of Tchaikovsky’s most popular and musically most valu-
able concert pieces for solo instrument and orchestra was preceded by severe teething trou-
bles. His Piano Concerto No. 1 Op. 23 of 1874/75 was slated by Tchaikovsky’s mentor and
potential performer at the premiere, the pianist, conductor and director of the Moscow
Conservatory, Nikolai Rubinstein. So Hans von Biilow premiered it gratefully and enthusi-
astically (in Boston, USA, on 25 October 1875). Leopold Auer, violin virtuoso and professor
at the Petersburg Conservatory, to whom Tchaikovsky wanted to dedicate his Violin Con-
certo Op. 35 of 1878, refused to premiere'it — he regarded the solo part as unrewarding and
unplayable. On 4 December 1881, Adolf Brodsky premiered the Violin Concerto in Vienna,
with Hans Richter conducting, but Eduard Hanslick wrote a crushing and unpleasant review.
The Variations on a Rococo Theme for Cello and Orchestra Op. 33 were finally published
by their dedicatee, the German cellist and professor at the Moscow Conservatory, Wilhelm
Fitzenhagen, after he had almost completely rewritten and then premiered it on 18 December
1877 in Moscow, while Tchaikovsky, who had asked him to publish the work, was abroad.
The original version was not published until the 1950s, but Fitzenhagen’s version, introduced
long since and repeatedly reprinted, has been played until the present time. This arrangement
by Fitzenhagen approved by Tchaikovsky is published in the current edition (for the original
version see ETP 1900).

The following details about the history of origin of the Variations on a Rococo Theme and
their two versions are based on the new catalogues of works of 2002 and 2003,! the preface
by Victor Kubatsky in volume 30b of the Old Tchaikovsky Complete Edition (Moscow, 1956)
and historical documentations about the work from the late 1950s.2

' Thematic Catalogue of Works, in: The Tchaikovsky Handbook, ed. by Alexander Poznansky and Brett Langston,
Vol. 1 (Bloomington and Indianapolis, 2002) — Thematic and Bibliographical Catalogue of Cajkovskis’s Works, ed. by
Polina E. Vajdman, Ljudmila Z. Korabel'nikova and Valentina V. Rubcova ( Moscow, 2003) in Russian and English

' Muzykal'noe nasledie Cajkovskogo (Tchaikovsky’s musical heritage), Moscow, 1958 (hereinafter: CMN) — Grigorij
S. Dombaev, Tvoréestvo P I Cajkovskogo (P. 1. Tchaikovsky's work), Moscow, 1958
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Tchaikovsky composed the cheerful, elegant and spirited variations on his self-invented
‘Rococo’ theme in December 1876 (according to the western calendar in December 1876/
Tanuary 1877). There is only one definite reference to the date of origin of the work in his
letters. On 15 December 1876 he wrote to his brother Anatoly: ‘I am writing variations for
cello solo and orchestra’.? Three handwritten, undated original sources (hereinafter: A, B and
C) have survived (whereas neither potential sketches nor the rough draft have); they form
the basis of the first editions of 1878 and 1889, published by Tchaikovsky’s original publisher
P 1. Jurgenson, Moscow:

A Tchaikovsky wrote the autograph version for cello and piano (piano score), based on
the non-extant draft in January 1877. He showed it to Wilhelm Fitzenhagen who suggested
changes.

B Another — transcriptive — piano score, whose solo part had been written out by Fitzen-
hagen, apparently served as the printer’s copy for the first piano score edition; this was pub-
lished by Tchaikovsky’s principal publisher P. I. Jurgenson in Moscow in October/Novem-
ber 1878 under the title ‘[...] Variations sur un théme [sic] rococo pour le Violoncelle avec
accompagnement d’orchestre ou de Piano [...]". — Plate number of the piano score and solo
part: 3331,

C Fitzenhagen wrote large parts of the solo part into the autograph score which had pro-
bably been written immediately after sources A and B: Variation I, from bar six up to the
end of Variation IV, as well as Variation V from bar seven up to the end of the work. Besi-
des, the comments referring to Fitzenhagen’s changes to the sequence of the variations, were
written by Fitzenhagen himself. This source served as the printer’s copy for the first edition
of the score and orchestral parts. They were published in November 1889 by Jurgenson in
Moscow and at the same time by Félix Mackar, Paris, and D. Rahter, Hamburg.* The print-
ed score is entitled: ‘A Monsieur Guillaume Fitzenhagen, Professeur au Conservatoire de
musique 2 Moscou. Variations sur un théme rococo pour Violoncelle avec accompagnement
d’Orchestre ou de Piano par P. Tschaikowsky. Op. 33. Nouvelle Edition, revue par I'Auteur.’
Plate number: 13791. (With regard to the previously published piano score of 1878, the score
was described as a ‘new edition revised by the composer’.)

Tchaikovsky knew and approved of Fitzenhagen’s intervention with his original version for
as long as he remained in Moscow, but after the composer’s ‘escape’ abroad on 1/13 October
1877 after his unfortunate marriage, Fitzenhagen continued changing the work in the course
of his preparation of the publication on behalf of Tchaikovsky until the piano score was pub-
lished in autumn 1878. Detailed research for the relevant volume of the New Tchaikovsky
Complete Edition will show if the two layers of changes can be distinguished in the sources.

3 Volume VI (correspondence) of the New Tchaikovsky Complete Edition, 95
4 In the 1880s, Jurgenson had concluded contracts with them concerning the publishing rights of Tchaikovsky’s
wortks for France and Belgium (Mackar) and Germany and Austria-Hungary (Rahter).
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As already mentioned, Fitzenhagen revised and changed the original music of the autograph
piano score (partly by pasting over the original) on the composer’s request when Tchaikovsky
was still in Moscow (see source mentioned under A). These changes mainly concerned the
solo part and were implemented by Tchaikovsky in his subsequent autograph score. How-
ever, Fitzenhagen apparently made further changes to the original version during the produc-
tion process of the first edition in 1878 which had not been agreed upon with Tchaikovsky.
He might have felt authorized to do so because Tchaikovsky had probably given him a ‘carte
blanche’ for the printing preparations — without anticipating the devastating effects. As long
as there was no printed version, the handwritten score was probably used for performances
— unless a copy had been made for that purpose. That means that Fitzenhagen’s rearrange-
ment of the variations, written in pencil into the autograph score, dates from the time of the
premiere on 18/30 November 1877 at the latest. Together with the other changes they were
subsequently included in the printed score, the ‘Nouvelle Edition’.

Even Tchaikovsky’s publisher Jurgenson had reservations about Fitzenhagen’s unauthorized
changes. (Besides, Fitzenhagen initially offered the ‘Rococo Variations’ to the German pub-
lisher Leuckart in Leipzig. When they delayed the publication, however, Tchaikovsky’s prin-
cipal publisher Jurgenson asked them to send the manuscript back to Moscow.) On 3 March
1878 — the piano score of the ‘Rococo Variations’ had gone into production at Jurgenson’s
— the publisher wrote to the composer who was staying in Clarens at Lake Geneva at that
time: ‘Loathsome Fitzenhagen! He insists on making changes to your cello piece, he wants
to “cello it up” and claims that you have given him full authority to do so. Heavens! Tchai-
kovsky revu et corrigé par Fitzenhagen!!” The composer replied on 27 March/8 April 1878:
‘Have you received the violin and cello pieces?® [...] I take the liberty of explaining that I
do not want any of my works to be printed without my final corrections. That is why I am
asking you to publish neither the opera nor the symphony nor the concerto nor any other
pieces’ before I have seen them. Besides, I assume that none of them will be finished before
September, so I will proofread them when I am back in Moscow.” Since Tchaikovsky did
not return to Moscow in September as announced, his friend and conservatory colleague
Nikolai Kaschkin read the galley proofs — with the exception of those of the Variations
Op. 33 which were still being edited by Fitzenhagen. After receiving the specimen copies
of the new editions, Tchaikovsky wrote to his publishers on 10/22 November 1878 from
Florence: ‘It is remarkable that I did not find any printing errors in the Concerto, nor in
the Romances nor in the Children’s Album,® but some in the work dedicated to M. Guillau-
me'® and proofread by himself [...].""! Surprisingly, Tchaikovsky did not comment on the
virtuoso’s unauthorized interventions in this letter. And despite the composer’s disappoint-

* Tchaikovsky’s correspondence with Jurgenson, Vol. 1 (Moscow, 1938), 35

¢ .e. the Valse-Scherzo Op. 34 for violin and piano or orchestra and the ‘Rococo Variations’

7 i.e. ‘Evgeny Onegin’, the Fourth Symphony, the Violin Concerto and other works

# Tchaikovsky’s correspondence with Jurgenson, Vol. 1 (Moscow, 1938), 37ff

° i.e. the piano score of the Violin Concerto and the editions of the 6 Romances Op. 38 and the 24 pieces of the
Children’s Album Op. 39

1 the jocular name Wilhelm Fitzenhagen’s conservatory colleagues used for him

" Tchaikovsky’s correspondence with Jurgenson, Vol. 1 (Moscow, 1938), 60
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ment and anger — which his friend, the cellist Anatoly Brandukov, remembered because he

had visited him in 1889,'2 he kept Fitzenhagen’s version and gave it the seal of approval ‘revue -—

par 'auteur’.

Fitzenhagen’s changes to Tchaikovsky’s original music can be summarized as follows: he
changed the solo part, the sequence of the variations (the original No. 3 became No. 6, the
cadence was changed, too; No. 4 became the last variation: No. 7; No. 5 became No. 4; No. 6
became No. 5; No. 7 became No. 3), the eighth (and originally last) variation was excised and
its coda became the coda of No. 7. Moreover, some parts within the variations were changed,
shortened, inserted, their tempos changed, and tempo and dynamic marks, slurs, ties and
articulation marks were added. At the end of Variation No. 4 he added two bars and dele-
ted three bars in Variation No. 8. So it is little wonder that the literature about Tchaikovsky
contains very critical remarks about Fitzenhagen’s version, e.g. that it destroyed the original,
elaborate and clear structure of the work."” Nonetheless it is precisely this version that made
the piece gain worldwide success.

The music of the current edition of W. Fitzenhagen’s version is based on a copy of the printed
original score of 1889, revised by Tchaikovsky (in possession of the Tchaikovsky Society);
only few mistakes had to be corrected and the articulation indications systemized. It is not
known whether it contained a separate solo part. If this was the case, as expected, it would
be interesting to know if it was the one (revised or not) prepared by Fitzenhagen for the first
edition, the piano score of 1878. See the last part of the preface to our new edition of the
piano score for the discrepancies between separate and solo parts.

The musical text in our edition follows the guidelines of the New Tchaikovsky Complete
Edition. The only special characteristic is the way of placing accidentals. There are almost no
‘cautionary accidentals’ (which are otherwise common, especially in practical editions), that
is, accidentals apply only to one bar, one system and the current octave position.

Tiibingen, December 2007
Thomas Kohlhase
Translation: Heike Briihl

2 CMN, 472
B of. e.g. G. S. Dombaev (see annotation 2), 473f
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Variations on a Rococo Theme

Peter Ilyich Tchaikovsky

(1840-1893)
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