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Introduction & Rationale 

         Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s “Variations on Rococo Theme,” op. 33, is a concerto-type work for 

the cello. Commonly known as the Rococo Variations, it is considered one of the most technically 

demanding pieces in the standard repertoire because, essentially, the work is a showcase for the 

virtuoso cellist. This music demands agility, singing cantilena, and total command (Wallfisch, 

2015). The piece was dedicated to Wilhelm Fitzenhagen in 1876. In the nearly 150 years since then, 

this piece has existed in three versions: Tchaikovsky and Fitzenhagen (regarded as the “original” 

version), Tchaikovsky and Fitzenhagen with a slightly revised ending to the last variation, and the 

“Fitzenhagen” version, which is the most heavily edited and has one variation removed entirely 

(MacGregor, 2001). Even though the “original” version by Tchaikovsky (with some very limited 

assistance from Fitzenhagen) was published over sixty years ago, the most popular version of the 

Rococo Variations is one that was most heavily revised by Fitzenhagen. Performers and audiences 

are not always aware of the revisions in the piece. Raphael Wallfisch was introduced to the original 

version by Gregor Piatigorsky in 1974 while studying with Piatigorsky in Los Angeles. At that 

time, it was known only in Russia and rarely played (Wallfisch, 2015). Wallfisch was among the 

first cellists to record it and was, later, the editor of the cello part for the Edition Peters publication 

of the “original” version. Therefore, this creative project is to understand the history of this piece 

and analyze the differences between two versions of Tchaikovsky’s “Variations on a Rococo 

Theme.” 

 

 

Historical Confusion 

         Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky was born in 1840 in St Petersburg, Russia, and his professional 

musical training began in 1861. He studied law from 1852 until 1859 before his musical career. He 

is widely regarded as the first of a new “type” of Russian composer that firmly assimilated the 
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traditions of Western European symphonic mastery (Istomin, 2019). He wrote the “Variations on a 

Rococo Theme,” op.33, in 1876 during his first decade in Moscow. The work was dedicated to and 

first performed by Wilhelm Fitzenhagen on November 30, 1877, at the Russian Musical Society in 

Moscow under Nikolay Rubinstein (Istomin, 2018). According to Wiley (2001), “The composition 

style of the music is between arresting beauty and trenchant discourse” (p 5). After the first 

performance in 1877, Fitzenhagen chose to begin changing the piece to create what is now the most 

popular version to perform.  

             Wilhelm Fitzenhagen (1848-1890) was a German cellist and colleague of Tchaikovsky’s at 

the Moscow Conservatory. Because of a story from Anatoly Brandukov, the nature of Fitzenhagen’s 

contribution has often been questioned by several authors, including Viktor Kubatsky, Israel 

Yampolsky, Alexander Stogorsky, Boris Dobrokhotov, David Brown, and Thomas Kohlhase. The 

notion maintained by Brandukov was based on what he told to his student Viktor Kubatsky about 

the composer’s ‘emotional ’reaction to Fitzenhagen’s editorial involvement:  

During one of my visits to Pyotr Ilyich, I found him in a terribly irritated state. He had a look 

of a sick person. To my question ‘what is going on with you? – ’Pyotr Ilyich pointing his hand 

at the desk had pronounced, ‘Fitzenpupen (Fitzenhagen) was here, look what he has done with 

my composition, he altered everything. ’To my questioning, what he is going to do with the 

piece, Pyotr Ilyich answered: ‘Hell with it, let it be as it is!’. That evening I went home from 

Pyotr Ilyich with the autograph of the Variations on a Rococo theme that I accepted from him 

as a gift (as cited in Istomin, 2018). 

 

       Another issue was the publishers of the score. The Fitzenhagen version was published in 1878 

while the original version was published in 1954, so this leads to the question of Fitzenhagen’s 

contribution. Generally, Fitzenhagen participated directly in the Variations publication process from 

1877 to 1878 (Tsagaanchuluun, 2014). He convinced Tchaikovsky that, if published abroad, his 

instrumental compositions were likely to benefit from better distribution. Accordingly, Tchaikovsky 
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agreed to the publication of the Rococo Variation (and the Valse-Scherzo, op. 34), with a publisher 

in Germany, most likely with Friedrich Luckhardt in Berlin (Tchaikovsky Research contributors, 

2019). However, at that time, there was another publisher in Germany with the similar-sounding 

name of Franz Ernst Christophe Leuckart. It appears that Tchaikovsky himself had become 

confused about the name: in his letters, different versions of the German publisher’s name appear 

such as Leukhardt, Lukhardt, Leuckardt, Leückardt (Istomin, 2019). A disappointing experience 

ensued, and Tchaikovsky changed his publisher. Letters tell some parts of the story. In February 

1878, Tchaikovsky contacted Fitzenhagen with the help of Constantin (Karl) Albrecht who, for 

clarity reasons, translated Tchaikovsky’s letter into German:  

Dear Friend! 

You were so kind that you undertook to arrange with Luckhardt (Люкгардт) printing of my 

violoncello piece and valse for the violin. At the same time, you told me that these pieces by 

being printed abroad would be better marketed rather than if I gave them to Jurgenson. I gave 

way then to your arguments and asked you to send my pieces to Mr. Luckhardt, from whom I 

did not even hope to receive an honorarium if only the pieces were printed soon and well. 

After a while, you told me that Mr. Luckhardt not only takes my pieces but also offers me 300 

marks of honorarium. Since then, a year has passed (as cited in Istomin, 2018). 

Two months later, on 24 March 1878, Tchaikovsky wrote to Nadezhda von Meck, his patron and 

supporter: 

It happened that my autograph is resting peacefully on Leückardt’s [sic] shelf,- answering 

Kotek’s question, “When will these pieces be published?”– Leückardt said, “Do not know, 

someday!” 

The publisher’s attitude deeply offended Tchaikovsky. As a result, Tchaikovsky refused to publish 

his works with the German. His later letter to Jurgenson shows some irritation:  
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Take the trouble to say to Fitzenhagen, that I want his sausage maker to immediately return 

my manuscripts. In no way do I want him to publish them under any conditions, even for a 

hundred thousand roubles. 

In the end, in November 1878 in Moscow, Jurgenson finally published a version, with a piano 

reduction of the orchestra part, of the Rococo Variations. However, for no clear reason, Fitzenhagen 

provided two versions to Jurgenson: the original version (eight variations) and the version revised 

by himself (seven variations). A further point of confusion was that Jurgenson only published the 

latter version. These two arguments are the strongest reasons that question Fitzenhagen’s 

contribution.  

          Some authors question the credibility of the story from Anatoly Brandukov. Firstly, several 

authors refer to the accurate year of Brandukov’s visit was in fact not indicated (Istomin, 2019). 

Some documents show the possibility that when Tchaikovsky actually met Brandukov was at the 

first performance of Tchaikovsky’s Pezzo Capriccioso, op. 62 on 25 November 1889, some 20 years 

after the Rococo Variation had been completed. Also, due to his impending marriage coming, the 

reaction from Tchaikovsky could be the fact that he did not pay attention to the score. The clue was 

that details of the whereabouts of the original piano and cello part from 1876 to the year 1889 were 

not known.  

          In general, however, most researchers query Fitzenhagen’s involvement in the revision and 

publishing of the work. Fitzenhagen revised the piece after the premiere performance without 

Tchaikovsky’s consent, which is considered by many to be disrespectful to the composer. Also, by 

submitting his revised version to the publisher, he likely implied that he wanted his version to be 

prioritized. 

 

 

 

Potential reasons for playing Fitzenhagen version   
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       Although the original version was published more than 50 years ago, Fitzenhagen's revised 

version is still the most popular version of the piece. There are three possible reasons: firstly, 

perhaps as Fitzenhagen was a cellist, the changes in his revised version may include more idiomatic 

passages for cellist-performers (Tsagaanchuluun, 2014). Also, as a “virtuoso” showpiece, 

Fitzenhagen’s addition of double-stops and octaves in the finale variation has become a celebrated 

moment in the cello repertoire and is considered by many as a “rite of passage” in the development 

of professional-level cellists in music schools throughout the world. A third potential reason was the 

audience reaction: Fitzenhagen, as a first to play the piece, had the notable experience that the 

audience interrupted his performance. The third variation, with cadenza, was so splendid that 

audiences were reportedly provoked into spontaneous applause, which may then have motivated 

Fitzenhagen to satisfy later concertgoers with his revised “climax” at the end of this piece 

(Wallfisch, 2015).  

 

 

Promoters for original versions 

     The exact timeframe for the publication of the original version in Russia is unclear. Paul Tobias 

notes that the original version was not heard, after Tchaikovsky’s time, until 1941 and was not 

published until 1956 (Fruchter, 1989). There are several prominent cellists who have acted as 

promotors for the original version, such as Paul Tobias, Alexander Stogorsky, Gregor Piatigorsky, 

and Raphael Wallfisch. Tobias was introduced to the original work by the cellist Gregor 

Piatigorsky, with whom he studied in California. According to Tobias, “the dramatic development 

in Tchaikovsky's version is more sophisticated and less obvious. Also, Tchaikovsky's version is 

more delicate, more sophisticated, lighter in touch” (Fruchter, 1989). Interestingly, Tobias also 

stated that, as a performing cellist, he has had little trouble keeping the two versions differentiated. 

Tobias used as an example of the alterations a famous passage of octaves in the coda. When people 

think of the work, he states, “they think of that stupid passage, and everybody practices it like an 
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etude. But Tchaikovsky actually wrote a passage of doubled notes, twice as fast, but not octaves” 

(Fruchter, 1989). Another promotor is Raphael Wallfisch, who is still active as a performer and 

appears to have been the first cellist to record of the original version. Although Istomin mentioned 

(2018), “Some have stated that the character of the original version reflects Tchaikovsky’s 

unrestrained flight of imagination, possibly less conventional structure, as opposed to Fitzenhagen’s 

academic sense of form and attention to detail” (p.11), these promoters support the original version 

more. It is also true that Tchaikovsky’s “was not the only work de-composed by the experts 

afterward” (Tsagaanchuluun, 2014). For example, cellist Hans Wihan made efforts to change 

Dvorak’s famous cello concerto, while François-Auguste Gevaert’s heavily edited version of the 

Haydn D-major Concerto was frequently played until into the 20th century. If there is a point to 

conclude, it would be perhaps to encourage cellists to make sure they have tracked down the most 

reliable Urtext in existence for any work. 

 

 

Structures in two different versions  

      The original version is comprised of a theme and seven variations, while the Fitzenhagen 

revised version is a theme and six variations. The original version (version A in the figure) 

comprises 428 measures (the ‘Cadenza a piacere ’which is appeared in the third version) while 

Fitzenhagen's revised version (version B) comprises 391 measures. 

 

Figure 1: Comparison of music structure in two versions of Rococo Variation.  

Figure from Istomin, 2019. 
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Moderato assai, quasi Andante - Thema: Moderato semplice  

         The theme is a beautiful Mozartian 16-bar theme that opens the work. The character is simple, 

charming, and cellists must avoid unwanted accents (Wallfisch, 2015). A few differences appear 

between the original and revised versions. Firstly, the “original” includes 25 measures while 

“revised” includes 40 measures. The phrase structure is different, but dynamic indications are 

almost the same. The structure in original version in the theme is a variation of hybrid phrase 

structure. Mm. 1 to 4 is a period phrase structure, and another period structure is from mm. 4 to 8; 

M. 8 to m. 12 is a fragmentation, and the basic idea appears again from mm. 12 to 16. The ending is 

on the perfect authentic cadence, which is the typical hybrid phrase structure.  

 

 

Figure 2: Phrase structure on thema in the original version.  
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Variation I. Tempo della Thema  

       The first variation, tempo della thema, is ornamental and elegant in style. It is regarded as one 

of the most challenging variations because it requires great coordination and refined character. This 

variation does not change in meter or tonality. It uses the rhythm of the thema, coupled with the 

movement of the 16th-note triplet. The phrase structure in this variation is the same as the theme. 

The dynamic is different in the two versions: In m. 2, the “original” starts with mezzo forte to piu 

forte and sustains on the following three measures while the “revised” is started with forte and 

crescendo for two measures, and fortissimo decrescendo to piano in two beats. Also, the following 

measures include a lot of hairpins (crescendo and decrescendo).  

 

Figure 3: Score of the first variation in the original version. Figure from IMSLP. 

 

 

Figure 4: Score of the first variation in the revised version. Figure from IMSLP. 
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Variation II: Tempo della Thema 

         In this variation, a conversation takes place between the cello and orchestra. Cello and 

orchestra (first violins, flutes and bassoon) play the theme partially in an imitative style, which also 

resembles Russian folk song and dance (Tsagaanchuluun, 2014). Generally, both versions are 

almost the same except for dynamic nuances. The “revised” includes several more dynamic 

indications. The cadenza (the figure 5 in m. 7 and the figure 6 in m. 1), however, is really different. 

After the first performance, Fitzenhagen changed the recitative passage and connected it to the next 

variation (i.e., transition from the 3rd variation to the 7th variation). The “original” starts with an A-

major chord (tonic key) and extends the long transition into the cadenza while the “revised” uses a 

few notes to go into transition and arrives directly in C major, a more remote key. It is unlikely that 

Fitzenhagen made the revision in order to adhere to “classical” structures. By the definition of 

variation, it is a discrete theme that is repeated several or many times with various modifications 

(Sisman, 2001). One of the musical ideas in variation is that it relies on repetition; the pattern of 

cadences suggests that composers and audience prefer clear signposts to more difficult 

developmental forms (Sisman, 2001).   

 

Figure 5: Score of the cadenza in the revised version. Figure from IMSLP. 
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Figure 6: Score of the cadenza in the original version. Figure from IMSLP. 

 

 

 

Variation III: Andante 

        The third variation, Andante, is in the key of D-minor. It is one of just two slow variations in 

the entire piece. The character here is one of the most beautiful melodies that Tchaikovsky wrote. It 

is deep, restrained, and lyrical like an aria. This section is the third variation in original version, but 

it is the sixth variation in revised version. In dynamics, there are major differences in the two 

versions. Generally, the original version has more flexibility and imagination for performers to 
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interpret (figure 7). On the other hand, the use of dynamics in the revised version is more dramatic 

(figure 8). One of the possible reasons for the dynamic in the “revised” version is because it is 

regarded as the last two version, so the tension should be sustained through strong playing.  

 

Figure 7: Score of  the original version. Figure from IMSLP. 

 

 

Figure 8: Score of the revised version. Figure from IMSLP. 

 

 

Variation IV: Allegro vivo 
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Figure 9: Score of the revised version. Figure from IMSLP. 

 

 

          The character in this variation is vivid, glowing, with fast fingers and strokes. The rhythm 

from the theme is altered, but pitches are largely unchanged. This variation is also a conversation 

with orchestra. Due to the technique required, it is more challenging for cellists on both technique 

and musical. The solo part is further complicated by the feeling of a high-speed dialogue with the 

orchestra. In the original version, this section is the fourth variation, while in the revised version it 

is in the seventh variation. This variation requires a high-level technique for cellists due to its wide 

range of intervals, the different type of bow-strokes, double-stops, and fast tempo. Moreover, 

because Fitzenhagen added more technical passages to his version, some have stated that these 

changes made this variation more like an etude (Wallfisch, 2015). Measure 2 in figure 9 is where he 

wrote that not appeared in Tchaikovsky’s composition. 

                     

Variation V: Allegro moderato  

             The fifth variation expresses the rococo style more with its playfulness, elegance, and grace 

(Tsagaanchuluun, 2014). Once again, the dynamics are significantly different between the two 

versions. For example, m. 2 the revised version (figure 10) started with a long note with piano while 
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the original version (figure 11) is chromatic with forte. Also, the following pattern in the “revised” 

version is marked crescendo with the accent on the first and third beat while the original has no 

specific dynamic marking. In general, it would be beneficial for cellists to study the revised version 

and create their own interpretation on the original version. The revised version includes more 

accurate dynamic, so it could give cellists interpretation from the first performer to create their own 

expression. 

Figure 10: Score of the revised version. Figure from IMSLP. 

 

 

 

Figure 11: Score of the original version . Figure from IMSLP. 

 

 

 

Variation VI: Allegro moderato  

          In this variation, the cello plays accompanying notes with trills while the orchestra 

plays the main theme. After the first part of the theme is played, the cello links with the 
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orchestral tutti and continues to a cadenza dominated by sequences. While the original 

version offers no dynamics in the cadenza, the revised version provides several suggestions. 

For example, in figure 12, different voices of patterns use different dynamics, which could 

perhaps be compared to the method of playing contrapuntal lines in a movement from an 

unaccompanied Bach Solo Suite.                

 

 

Figure 12: Score of the cadenza in the revised version. Figure from IMSLP. 

 

 

 

Variation VII Andante sostenuto  

       This variation is the last slow variation in the piece and is much more lyrical and dreamy in 

color. This variation differs from previous variations in its tonality, character, rhythm, and form. 

The theme in this variation is artfully dislocated, altering the metrical position of the cadences 
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(Tsagaanchuluun, 2014). The triplet accompaniment is reminiscent of Tchaikovsky’s ballet music as 

a waltz (Wallfisch, 2015). As for the tonality, the first two bars from the theme are played at C 

major. This variation demands a delicate sense from the cellist. Generally, less difference are found 

in both versions except dynamics. 

 

 

Variation VIII e Coda: Allegro vivo  

         For this final variation, there are three versions in existence. The first section of the last 

variation only exists in the original version (figure 13). In figure in mm. 1 to 25 (the whole page) is 

totally removed from Fitzenhagen’s revised version. There is no clear reason why Fitzenhagen 

deleted this passage entirely, but some scholars suggest ideas. Firstly, the revised version is 

regarded as the most etude-like version among all (figure 14). It includes double-stops of sixths 

(figure 14, m. 5), octaves with string crossings (m. 12), octaves as a chord (m. 14), and chords in 

sixteen-notes (m. 22). The second version is a "mixed” version that includes the original first 

section (figure 13) with some techniques from the revised version (figure 14). The score is on figure 

15 that on m. 5 it is the octaves with string crossings (same as figure 14 in the m. 12) and m. 7 

octaves as a chord (same as figure14 in the m. 14). The last version which mostly melodic contains 

the original first section (figure 13) with single notes in high position. The differences (figure 16) 

are that the trio measures are only three bars (mm. 3-5) while the other two are four chromatic trios, 

and the single note (m. 6) is not octave. Although this version perhaps looks the easiest version, it 

still allows a strong cello foundation to express the melody. 

Figure 13: Score of the last variation on the first section. Figure from IMSLP. 
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Figure 14: Score of the ending in the revised version. Figure from IMSLP. 
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Figure 15: Score of the ending in mix version. Figure from IMSLP. 
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Figure 16: Score of the ending in the original version. 

 

 

Conclusion  

          The main purpose of this study is to understand the history of the differing versions of 

Rococo Variation and examine the differences between the two. This piece is considered one of the 

best works for cello to showcase both precise technical skill and delicacy in phrasing. As with 

almost any piece in a musician’s repertoire, it is important to know something of its history. In the 

case of the Rococo Variations, and the availability of two different versions, it is possible to 

carefully observe each section for their different musical and expressive ideas. By this project, I 

hope more cellists will pay attention to the original version, to study and perform it.  
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