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Beethoven Variations
In the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the growing numbers of amateur musicians in 
Europe fueled a high demand for piano works of moderate difficulty, especially piano 
variations. Countless sets of this lucrative and popular genre were produced by many 
composers, published, and eagerly consumed by the public. 

Beethoven was not exempt from this trend. He wrote twenty sets of variations––fourteen 
based on the themes of other composers and six sets on themes of his own. His early variations 
are written in a conventional manner and follow a well-established procedure for writing 
variations. Most of the variations published under Wo0 numbers (works to which Beethoven 
did not assign opus numbers) share common structural features: the themes have two parts, 
there are variations in minor keys and in slower tempos, and an extended last “super 
variation”, a finale for the whole work. There is one exception: the theme of Thirty-two 
Variations in C Minor, Wo0 80, is just one eight-bar period. 

In 1802 Beethoven departed from this ready-made working model, with his variations opp. 34 
and 35, establishing, as he put it, a “new manner”  of writing variations. This new approach 
did not come out of nowhere: Beethoven developed and built upon Haydn’s treatment of 
variations, especially his variations in F minor for piano. This new approach evolved and 
culminated in the Diabelli Variations op. 120, completed in 1823. Together with Bach’s 
Goldberg Variations, it is one of the two greatest cycles of variations ever written. 

Broadly speaking, there are two ways of developing musical material and building up a work: 
development by variations and variations by development. In both cases the seed material, the 
theme, the initial harmonic or rhythmic formula, is the main subject, the primary building 
material that initiates the process of development. In Beethoven’s piano sonatas this seed 
material mostly stays intact, triggering the development and expansion of the action. In 
variations, this seed material, the themes themselves, undergo transformations and appear 
under different shapes and guises. In Beethoven’s piano sonatas the dominant force behind 
the unfolding of the form is mostly centrifugal and in his variations it is mostly centripetal.
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the guidance of Professor Jacob Flier. He also studied conducting at both the Moscow and 
Leningrad (now St. Petersburg) Conservatories. In 1971, Mr. Feltsman won the Grand Prix at 
the Marguerite Long International Piano Competition in Paris; extensive touring throughout 
the former Soviet Union, Europe and Japan followed this. In 1979, because of his growing 
discontent with the restrictions on artistic freedom under the Soviet regime, Mr. Feltsman 
signalled his intention to emigrate by applying for an exit visa. In response, he was 
immediately banned from performing in public and his recordings were suppressed. After 
eight years of virtual artistic exile, he was finally granted permission to leave the Soviet Union. 
Upon his arrival in the United States in 1987, Mr. Feltsman was warmly greeted at the White 
House, where he performed his first recital in North America. That same year, his debut at 
Carnegie Hall established him as a major pianist on the American and international scene.

A dedicated educator of young musicians, Mr. Feltsman holds the Distinguished Chair of 
Professor of Piano at the State University of New York, New Paltz, and is a member of the 
piano faculty at the Mannes College of Music in New York City. He is the founder and Artistic 
Director of the International Festival-Institute PianoSummer at SUNY New Paltz, a three-
week-long, intensive training program for advanced piano students that attracts major young 
talents from all over the world. Mr. Feltsman’s extensive discography has been released on the 
Melodiya, Sony Classical, and Nimbus labels.  Mr. Feltsman is an American citizen and lives 
with his wife Haewon in upstate New York.  

www.feltsman.com
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This recording presents thirteen sets of variations: eight variations on borrowed themes and 
five on Beethoven’s original themes. To write a set of variations on a borrowed theme is a 
gesture of recognition and respect from one composer to another. Beethoven knew the 
composers from whom he took the themes and was on friendly terms with most of them.

The variations on this recording were composed between 1790 and 1809 and belong to 
Beethoven’s early/middle period. Ten these sets were published without opus numbers (Wo0) 
and three under opus numbers. All the variations except the Thirty-two Variations in C minor, 
Wo0 80, were dedicated to Beethoven’s patrons and friends. 

Beethoven borrowed the tunes for his variations recorded here from:
Vincenzo Righini (1756-1812) an Italian composer, singer, and Kapellmeister who worked in 
many major European cities;
Carl Ditters von Dittersdorf (1739-1799) a popular Austrian composer and violinist; 
Jacob Haibel (1762-1826) a singer, actor, and composer whose opera Der Tiroler Wastel was 
hugely successful and performed more often than the operas of Mozart operas. His second 
wife was Sophie Weber, a sister of Mozart’s wife Constanze;
Giovanni Paisiello (1740-1816) a leading Italian operatic composer of his time who 
influenced Mozart, Beethoven, and Rossini;
Paul Wranitzky (1756-1808) a prolific Moravian-Austrian composer and prominent 
conductor respected by his contemporaries including Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven,
Antonio Salieri (1750-1825) a central figure in the operatic world, composer, teacher, and 
administrator who shaped the development of the opera for decades. Among his students 
were Beethoven, Schubert, Hummel, and Liszt, and
Franz Xaver Süssmayr (1766-1803) an Austrian composer and conductor who is 
remembered mostly for completing Mozart’s unfinished Requiem. 

The exact origins of “God save the King” are lost in obscurity, but by 1745 the tune and lyrics 
had been firmly established.

Twenty-four Variations on the Arietta “Venni amore” by Righini in D major, Wo0 65, were 
written in 1790-91 and published in Mainz in 1791. It is the first set of variations that 
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Beethoven composed, not counting his Nine Variations on a March by Dressler, Wo0 63, 
which he wrote when he was 12 years old. Wo0 65 is a perfect example of Beethoven’s mastery 
of the craft of variations. Different pianistic patterns are explored and exposed vividly with 
humor and ease. A sense of parody, mimicking the staples of the musical vocabulary of the 
day, is apparent in each variation. There are no problems to be solved here: these witty 
variations were written for the pleasure of music lovers and should not be taken too seriously. 
Beethoven had fun writing them and so should we, playing or listening to them. 

Twelve Variations on a Theme by Haibel in C major, Wo0 68, were composed in 1795 and 
published in Vienna in 1796. These variations are quite virtuosic, flashy, and clever. Some of 
them are technically challenging and require considerable pianistic skill on the part of the 
performer. The atmosphere of the finale brings to mind Mozart’s operatic finales (scena 
ultima) in its speedy unfolding of action, humor, and juxtapositions. The six last bars are 
marked Adagio. The fast pace suddenly stops and the variations conclude softly with a 
syncopated theme. The opening phrase of the variations becomes the last. 

Beethoven wrote two sets of variations on themes of Paisiello: Nine Variations on the Aria 
“Quant’e piu bello” in G major, Wo0 69, and Six Variations on the Duet “Nel cor piu non mi 
sento” in A major, Wo0 70. Both sets were written in 1795 and published in Vienna in 1796. 
The themes of these two sets are twenty-four and twenty bars long respectively. This 
provided Beethoven with plenty of space to fill and fool around. Both sets are delightful, 
light-hearted works written for the pleasure and amusement of their consumers.

Twelve Variations on the Russian Dance from Das Waldmädchen by Wranitzky in A major, 
Wo0 71, were written in 1796-97 and published in Vienna in 1797. This set is a masterpiece; 
each variation can be seen as a character piece with its own expressive value and purpose. The 
parody of operatic idioms is clearly present here. The theme is a variant of the traditional 
Russian Kamarinskaya dance, which Beethoven would use decades later in his Bagatelle op. 
119, no. 5.

Ten Variations on the Duet “La stessa, la stessissima” by Salieri in B-flat major, Wo0 73, 
were written and published in Vienna in 1799. This is an elegant, sophisticated, and 
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chromatically descending bass line typical of a Passacaglia. Beethoven comes back to the 
Baroque model of Chaconne/Passacaglia that contains the eight-bar theme and follows the 
bass line as the foundation for the variations. The Chaconne from Bach’s Partita for Violin in 
D minor and the finale of Brahms’ Fourth Symphony follow a similar construction in their 
main themes and variations. Beethoven follows the initial harmonic foundation of the theme 
and eight-bar period through all the variations until the very last “super” variation (58 bars 
long), a real finale for this work. It starts with two variations that follow each other seamlessly, 
gradually building up and accumulating energy on the sustained tonic in the bass for sixteen 
bars. The rhythmic pattern changes and Beethoven deviates from the harmonic progression of 
his theme for the first time, stuck between the tonic and dominant for several bars. The music 
unfolds with a sense of urgency and inevitability. After the last appearance of the theme, a 
climax that has the dynamic marking piano (!), the thirty-two variations conclude with a 
descending sequence of alternating octaves on a diminished dominant (mini-cadenza) and 
two hushed chords.

Six Variations on an Original Theme, op. 76, were written in 1809 and published in London 
in 1810. This popular set is known as the Turkish March Variations because of its theme. In 
1811 Beethoven used this easy-to-remember, flashy, and bouncy theme in his incidental music 
for a  play by Kotzebue, The Ruins of Athens. This Turkish March became one of the most 
easily recognizable tunes of Beethoven along with “Für Elise”, and the opening calls of the 
Fifth Symphony. 

Two Rondos op. 51 has been published by Artaria in 1797 (such high opus number is 
chronologically odd since at the same time Beethoven’s sonatas op.10 has been written and 
published). Both Rondos are written by the book with main theme and intermediate sections 
following each other. Both Rondos has a middle contrasting episodes: in first C major Rondo 
it stays in the tonic key, but turns to minor mode and in second Rondo in D major it shifts to 
E major. In both Rondos Beethoven is using one of the most effective devices in his toolbox - 
development by variations

Vladimir Feltsman, 2022
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showing off his muscles as a contrapuntist and his muscles are impressive indeed. After 
accumulating enormous energy this Finale come to a sudden halt, with three chords under 
fermata signs, takes three breaths, and casually proceeds to the main theme marked Andante 
con moto. Several variations follow in which the theme appears on top, on the bottom, and in 
the middle, gaining more and more steam. The ending repeats (hammers down) the initial 
phrases of the main theme ten times with increasing velocity in a manner resembling the 
endings of Italian operatic overtures. Two chords, dominant and tonic, finish off this work, 
reversing the order of the beginning, which starts with tonic and dominant.

Seven Variations on “God Save the King”, Wo0 78, were written in 1802-03 and published 
in Vienna in 1804. The authorship of this tune is unknown; it may have originated in 
plainchant. In this set and in Five Variations on “Rule Britannia”, Wo0 79, Beethoven comes 
back to the conventional approach to writing variations. The reasons for this turn of events 
could have been rather mundane: Beethoven’s popularity in England, his distaste for the 
imperial ambitions of Napoleon, and the commercial benefit of publishing variations of 
moderate difficulty on a “politically correct” theme. Beethoven was well attuned to the needs 
of the musical market and, besides honing his craft, wrote his sets of variations on borrowed 
themes in order to earn an income. In a letter to an unknown publisher Beethoven wrote: “I 
am sending to you the enclosed variations on two British themes, which are very easy, and 
which I hope will be a great success”.  And so they were.

Thirty-two Variations in C minor, Wo0 80, became a staple in the concert repertoire, a 
“coming of age” work for many generations of young pianists including myself. Apparently, 

Beethoven did not consider this set worthy of an opus number or dedication and it was 
published without either in 1807. There is a story that years later Beethoven heard his friend 
practicing these variations and asked him who wrote the music. When he was assured that it 
was his own composition, he supposedly said:  "Oh, Beethoven, what an ass you were in those 
days!". True or not, it’s a good story that seems quite plausible in view of Beethoven’s blunt 
sense of humor. Regardless of what Beethoven might have thought about this work, Thirty-
two Variations in C minor is an auspicious composition that brings us back to Baroque 
procedures. The theme is the shortest of them all, just one eight-bar sentence with a 
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thoroughly delightful set of variations that follow each other effortlessly and naturally. The 
last variation Allegretto (alla Austriaca) has a distinctly rustic folkish flavor that Schubert later 
explored in his dances.

Eight Variations on Süssmayr’s Trio “Tändeln und Scherzen” in F major, Wo0 76, were 
written and published in 1799 in Vienna. The theme has three fermatas (stop signs) and the 
subsequent variations retain two fermatas out of the three. Any delay of the resolution on the 
dominant opens the door for some extension and improvisation according to performing 
practice of the time. When there are two such signs in close proximity, such extensions and 
improvisations (mini-cadenzas) are really called for. For this reason, there are some 
elaborations on the second fermatas in this recording. The last variation opens with a fugato 
that bumps around mischievously. This was the first time that Beethoven used polyphonic 
writing, but certainly not the last.

Six Easy Variations on an Original Theme in G major, Wo0 77, were written and published 
in Vienna in 1800. This is the very first set of variations that Beethoven wrote on a theme of his 
own. The key word here is “Easy”, which describes not only the technical side of performing 
these variations, but the gentle and pastoral character of this work.

Six Variations on an Original Theme in F, op. 34, and Fifteen Variations and Fugue on an 
Original Theme in E-flat major, op.35 (Eroica Variations), were written simultaneously 
during 1802-03 and published in Leipzig in 1803. Appearing just two years after the variations 
Beethoven wrote under Wo0, these two sets that he dignified with opus numbers are light 
years apart from their younger siblings. Beethoven breaks away from ready-made recipes for 
writing variations and firmly establishes his very own approach, a new way of developing 
and handling his thematic material. He clearly understood the importance of his discovery 
and was not shy about advertising it, writing to his publisher Breitkopf & Härtel: “I have 
composed two sets of Variations (opp.34 and 35) that are worked out in quite a new manner, 
and each in a separate and different way….Usually I have to wait for other people to tell me 
when I have new ideas, because I never know it myself. But this time I myself can assure you 
that in both these works the method is quite new”.  Indeed, it was.
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The main theme of Six Variations op. 34 is in Classical rounded form, A-B-A. It is twenty-two 
bars long and is marked Adagio cantabile. The theme is simple, transparent, and unassuming. 
But what follows it is certainly not. The break from convention comes with the very first 
variation, which moves away from the tonic key of F to D major, departing irreversibly from 
the usual course of action. This first variation is filled with rich Baroque-like decorative 
embellishments and has an improvisatory feeling. This element of improvisation is well 
thought through and calculated. All six variations follow the same tonal design, a sequence of 
descending thirds (terza) F, D, B, G, E-flat, C, and back to the tonic F at the end. Each variation 
has its distinct character and purpose, its own tempo and time signature. The second variation 
changes the character and pace, springing ahead with perky syncopations and rising passages. 
From this point on, all the variations have repeat signs, which were lacking in the theme. The 
third variation is written in eighth notes that are constantly moving around the far edges of 
the theme. The fourth variation is “Tempo di Menuetto”, not an actual Menuett, but a 
stylization. The fifth variation in C minor is a mock funeral march, a precursor to the second 
movement of Beethoven’s soon-to-be-written Third Symphony. A simple and elegant 
transition from C minor to C major brings us to the last variation. (Twenty years later, 
Beethoven would expand upon such shifts in harmonic substitution in his Diabelli Variations, 
in one of the most magical transitions in music, before the last variation “Tempo di 
Menuetto”.) The final variation of op. 34 follows the rhythmic pattern of the second variation, 
dancing and jumping around until the return of the main theme marked Adagio molto. It is 
an auspicious marking. The initial theme had an Adagio indication; the reason for adding 
molto to Adagio (meaning very slow) is clear. This time the theme is presented with rich and 
extensive embellishments that take some extra time to execute. This Adagio molto is a 
written-down improvisation and a showcase of Beethoven’s mastery of extemporizing. After 
a mini cadenza on the dominant, the theme returns for the last time, completing a full circle, 
repeating its four last bars twice as fast.

With the Eroica Variations and the Third Symphony Beethoven changed the direction of 
European music, by putting himself at the center of his works and imposing his creative 
power and unimpeded will in the manner that cannot be denied or ignored. It is impossible 
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to overestimate this truly monumental shift in approach to composing, which established the 
artist as the main protagonist of his work. 

The two sets of Variations opp. 34 and 35 initiated Beethoven’s middle period. Indeed, 1802 
was a watershed year for Beethoven personally and artistically. During the fall of 1802 
Beethoven was going through an existential crisis. In a letter to his brother that become known 
as “Heiligenstadt Testament”, he wrote: “I was at the point of ending my life. The only thing 
that held me back was my art. For indeed, it seemed to me impossible to leave this world 
before I have produced all the works that I felt the urge to produce”.  Beethoven had been 

“saved” by the creative energy that pushed him forward to continue his mission; composing 
the variations of opp. 34 and 35 may have helped him to accomplished just that. 

Beethoven went through several sketches, as he did throughout his creative life, before settling 
on the theme for the Variations op. 35. He really liked this theme and used it in the ballet The 
Creatures of Prometheus and in the Finale of his Third Symphony, from which these 
variations got the title “Eroica”. This incredible work is infused with power, inventiveness, 
audacity, and humor. It opens boldly with the tonic chord played Tutti, full force. What 
follows is the “Introduzione col Basso del Tema” (Introduction of the Bass of the Theme). This 
theme has two parts that are repeated and there is a fermata on the dominant in the second 
half of the theme, similar to the Variations in F major, Wo0 76. Short cadenzas that extend the 
rest on the dominant point when it comes around the second time are added in this recording. 
Beethoven’s wit and skill are on full display from the start. The theme proper does not appear 
until the third variation, but is contained in the upper line of the very first variation. All the 
variations use the bass line and the theme intermittently and simultaneously. There is just one 
initial tempo indication Allegretto vivace until the fifteenth and last variation, which has a 
Largo indication. This Largo contains several variations that follow the harmonic foundation 
of the theme with embellishments that become increasingly richer and more elaborate. A Coda 
presents the theme in C minor instead of the tonic key of E-flat without changing the theme 
itself ––a very crafty decision. The Finale Alla Fuga has the theme as its subject. It is not a strict 
Fugue but sounds like one. (The running sequence of 16th notes in bars 20-28 anticipates the 
fugal subject of the Finale of the “Hammerklavier” Sonata, op. 106.) Beethoven is flexing and 
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The main theme of Six Variations op. 34 is in Classical rounded form, A-B-A. It is twenty-two 
bars long and is marked Adagio cantabile. The theme is simple, transparent, and unassuming. 
But what follows it is certainly not. The break from convention comes with the very first 
variation, which moves away from the tonic key of F to D major, departing irreversibly from 
the usual course of action. This first variation is filled with rich Baroque-like decorative 
embellishments and has an improvisatory feeling. This element of improvisation is well 
thought through and calculated. All six variations follow the same tonal design, a sequence of 
descending thirds (terza) F, D, B, G, E-flat, C, and back to the tonic F at the end. Each variation 
has its distinct character and purpose, its own tempo and time signature. The second variation 
changes the character and pace, springing ahead with perky syncopations and rising passages. 
From this point on, all the variations have repeat signs, which were lacking in the theme. The 
third variation is written in eighth notes that are constantly moving around the far edges of 
the theme. The fourth variation is “Tempo di Menuetto”, not an actual Menuett, but a 
stylization. The fifth variation in C minor is a mock funeral march, a precursor to the second 
movement of Beethoven’s soon-to-be-written Third Symphony. A simple and elegant 
transition from C minor to C major brings us to the last variation. (Twenty years later, 
Beethoven would expand upon such shifts in harmonic substitution in his Diabelli Variations, 
in one of the most magical transitions in music, before the last variation “Tempo di 
Menuetto”.) The final variation of op. 34 follows the rhythmic pattern of the second variation, 
dancing and jumping around until the return of the main theme marked Adagio molto. It is 
an auspicious marking. The initial theme had an Adagio indication; the reason for adding 
molto to Adagio (meaning very slow) is clear. This time the theme is presented with rich and 
extensive embellishments that take some extra time to execute. This Adagio molto is a 
written-down improvisation and a showcase of Beethoven’s mastery of extemporizing. After 
a mini cadenza on the dominant, the theme returns for the last time, completing a full circle, 
repeating its four last bars twice as fast.

With the Eroica Variations and the Third Symphony Beethoven changed the direction of 
European music, by putting himself at the center of his works and imposing his creative 
power and unimpeded will in the manner that cannot be denied or ignored. It is impossible 
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to overestimate this truly monumental shift in approach to composing, which established the 
artist as the main protagonist of his work. 

The two sets of Variations opp. 34 and 35 initiated Beethoven’s middle period. Indeed, 1802 
was a watershed year for Beethoven personally and artistically. During the fall of 1802 
Beethoven was going through an existential crisis. In a letter to his brother that become known 
as “Heiligenstadt Testament”, he wrote: “I was at the point of ending my life. The only thing 
that held me back was my art. For indeed, it seemed to me impossible to leave this world 
before I have produced all the works that I felt the urge to produce”.  Beethoven had been 

“saved” by the creative energy that pushed him forward to continue his mission; composing 
the variations of opp. 34 and 35 may have helped him to accomplished just that. 

Beethoven went through several sketches, as he did throughout his creative life, before settling 
on the theme for the Variations op. 35. He really liked this theme and used it in the ballet The 
Creatures of Prometheus and in the Finale of his Third Symphony, from which these 
variations got the title “Eroica”. This incredible work is infused with power, inventiveness, 
audacity, and humor. It opens boldly with the tonic chord played Tutti, full force. What 
follows is the “Introduzione col Basso del Tema” (Introduction of the Bass of the Theme). This 
theme has two parts that are repeated and there is a fermata on the dominant in the second 
half of the theme, similar to the Variations in F major, Wo0 76. Short cadenzas that extend the 
rest on the dominant point when it comes around the second time are added in this recording. 
Beethoven’s wit and skill are on full display from the start. The theme proper does not appear 
until the third variation, but is contained in the upper line of the very first variation. All the 
variations use the bass line and the theme intermittently and simultaneously. There is just one 
initial tempo indication Allegretto vivace until the fifteenth and last variation, which has a 
Largo indication. This Largo contains several variations that follow the harmonic foundation 
of the theme with embellishments that become increasingly richer and more elaborate. A Coda 
presents the theme in C minor instead of the tonic key of E-flat without changing the theme 
itself ––a very crafty decision. The Finale Alla Fuga has the theme as its subject. It is not a strict 
Fugue but sounds like one. (The running sequence of 16th notes in bars 20-28 anticipates the 
fugal subject of the Finale of the “Hammerklavier” Sonata, op. 106.) Beethoven is flexing and 
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showing off his muscles as a contrapuntist and his muscles are impressive indeed. After 
accumulating enormous energy this Finale come to a sudden halt, with three chords under 
fermata signs, takes three breaths, and casually proceeds to the main theme marked Andante 
con moto. Several variations follow in which the theme appears on top, on the bottom, and in 
the middle, gaining more and more steam. The ending repeats (hammers down) the initial 
phrases of the main theme ten times with increasing velocity in a manner resembling the 
endings of Italian operatic overtures. Two chords, dominant and tonic, finish off this work, 
reversing the order of the beginning, which starts with tonic and dominant.

Seven Variations on “God Save the King”, Wo0 78, were written in 1802-03 and published 
in Vienna in 1804. The authorship of this tune is unknown; it may have originated in 
plainchant. In this set and in Five Variations on “Rule Britannia”, Wo0 79, Beethoven comes 
back to the conventional approach to writing variations. The reasons for this turn of events 
could have been rather mundane: Beethoven’s popularity in England, his distaste for the 
imperial ambitions of Napoleon, and the commercial benefit of publishing variations of 
moderate difficulty on a “politically correct” theme. Beethoven was well attuned to the needs 
of the musical market and, besides honing his craft, wrote his sets of variations on borrowed 
themes in order to earn an income. In a letter to an unknown publisher Beethoven wrote: “I 
am sending to you the enclosed variations on two British themes, which are very easy, and 
which I hope will be a great success”.  And so they were.

Thirty-two Variations in C minor, Wo0 80, became a staple in the concert repertoire, a 
“coming of age” work for many generations of young pianists including myself. Apparently, 

Beethoven did not consider this set worthy of an opus number or dedication and it was 
published without either in 1807. There is a story that years later Beethoven heard his friend 
practicing these variations and asked him who wrote the music. When he was assured that it 
was his own composition, he supposedly said:  "Oh, Beethoven, what an ass you were in those 
days!". True or not, it’s a good story that seems quite plausible in view of Beethoven’s blunt 
sense of humor. Regardless of what Beethoven might have thought about this work, Thirty-
two Variations in C minor is an auspicious composition that brings us back to Baroque 
procedures. The theme is the shortest of them all, just one eight-bar sentence with a 
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thoroughly delightful set of variations that follow each other effortlessly and naturally. The 
last variation Allegretto (alla Austriaca) has a distinctly rustic folkish flavor that Schubert later 
explored in his dances.

Eight Variations on Süssmayr’s Trio “Tändeln und Scherzen” in F major, Wo0 76, were 
written and published in 1799 in Vienna. The theme has three fermatas (stop signs) and the 
subsequent variations retain two fermatas out of the three. Any delay of the resolution on the 
dominant opens the door for some extension and improvisation according to performing 
practice of the time. When there are two such signs in close proximity, such extensions and 
improvisations (mini-cadenzas) are really called for. For this reason, there are some 
elaborations on the second fermatas in this recording. The last variation opens with a fugato 
that bumps around mischievously. This was the first time that Beethoven used polyphonic 
writing, but certainly not the last.

Six Easy Variations on an Original Theme in G major, Wo0 77, were written and published 
in Vienna in 1800. This is the very first set of variations that Beethoven wrote on a theme of his 
own. The key word here is “Easy”, which describes not only the technical side of performing 
these variations, but the gentle and pastoral character of this work.

Six Variations on an Original Theme in F, op. 34, and Fifteen Variations and Fugue on an 
Original Theme in E-flat major, op.35 (Eroica Variations), were written simultaneously 
during 1802-03 and published in Leipzig in 1803. Appearing just two years after the variations 
Beethoven wrote under Wo0, these two sets that he dignified with opus numbers are light 
years apart from their younger siblings. Beethoven breaks away from ready-made recipes for 
writing variations and firmly establishes his very own approach, a new way of developing 
and handling his thematic material. He clearly understood the importance of his discovery 
and was not shy about advertising it, writing to his publisher Breitkopf & Härtel: “I have 
composed two sets of Variations (opp.34 and 35) that are worked out in quite a new manner, 
and each in a separate and different way….Usually I have to wait for other people to tell me 
when I have new ideas, because I never know it myself. But this time I myself can assure you 
that in both these works the method is quite new”.  Indeed, it was.
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Beethoven composed, not counting his Nine Variations on a March by Dressler, Wo0 63, 
which he wrote when he was 12 years old. Wo0 65 is a perfect example of Beethoven’s mastery 
of the craft of variations. Different pianistic patterns are explored and exposed vividly with 
humor and ease. A sense of parody, mimicking the staples of the musical vocabulary of the 
day, is apparent in each variation. There are no problems to be solved here: these witty 
variations were written for the pleasure of music lovers and should not be taken too seriously. 
Beethoven had fun writing them and so should we, playing or listening to them. 

Twelve Variations on a Theme by Haibel in C major, Wo0 68, were composed in 1795 and 
published in Vienna in 1796. These variations are quite virtuosic, flashy, and clever. Some of 
them are technically challenging and require considerable pianistic skill on the part of the 
performer. The atmosphere of the finale brings to mind Mozart’s operatic finales (scena 
ultima) in its speedy unfolding of action, humor, and juxtapositions. The six last bars are 
marked Adagio. The fast pace suddenly stops and the variations conclude softly with a 
syncopated theme. The opening phrase of the variations becomes the last. 

Beethoven wrote two sets of variations on themes of Paisiello: Nine Variations on the Aria 
“Quant’e piu bello” in G major, Wo0 69, and Six Variations on the Duet “Nel cor piu non mi 
sento” in A major, Wo0 70. Both sets were written in 1795 and published in Vienna in 1796. 
The themes of these two sets are twenty-four and twenty bars long respectively. This 
provided Beethoven with plenty of space to fill and fool around. Both sets are delightful, 
light-hearted works written for the pleasure and amusement of their consumers.

Twelve Variations on the Russian Dance from Das Waldmädchen by Wranitzky in A major, 
Wo0 71, were written in 1796-97 and published in Vienna in 1797. This set is a masterpiece; 
each variation can be seen as a character piece with its own expressive value and purpose. The 
parody of operatic idioms is clearly present here. The theme is a variant of the traditional 
Russian Kamarinskaya dance, which Beethoven would use decades later in his Bagatelle op. 
119, no. 5.

Ten Variations on the Duet “La stessa, la stessissima” by Salieri in B-flat major, Wo0 73, 
were written and published in Vienna in 1799. This is an elegant, sophisticated, and 
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chromatically descending bass line typical of a Passacaglia. Beethoven comes back to the 
Baroque model of Chaconne/Passacaglia that contains the eight-bar theme and follows the 
bass line as the foundation for the variations. The Chaconne from Bach’s Partita for Violin in 
D minor and the finale of Brahms’ Fourth Symphony follow a similar construction in their 
main themes and variations. Beethoven follows the initial harmonic foundation of the theme 
and eight-bar period through all the variations until the very last “super” variation (58 bars 
long), a real finale for this work. It starts with two variations that follow each other seamlessly, 
gradually building up and accumulating energy on the sustained tonic in the bass for sixteen 
bars. The rhythmic pattern changes and Beethoven deviates from the harmonic progression of 
his theme for the first time, stuck between the tonic and dominant for several bars. The music 
unfolds with a sense of urgency and inevitability. After the last appearance of the theme, a 
climax that has the dynamic marking piano (!), the thirty-two variations conclude with a 
descending sequence of alternating octaves on a diminished dominant (mini-cadenza) and 
two hushed chords.

Six Variations on an Original Theme, op. 76, were written in 1809 and published in London 
in 1810. This popular set is known as the Turkish March Variations because of its theme. In 
1811 Beethoven used this easy-to-remember, flashy, and bouncy theme in his incidental music 
for a  play by Kotzebue, The Ruins of Athens. This Turkish March became one of the most 
easily recognizable tunes of Beethoven along with “Für Elise”, and the opening calls of the 
Fifth Symphony. 

Two Rondos op. 51 has been published by Artaria in 1797 (such high opus number is 
chronologically odd since at the same time Beethoven’s sonatas op.10 has been written and 
published). Both Rondos are written by the book with main theme and intermediate sections 
following each other. Both Rondos has a middle contrasting episodes: in first C major Rondo 
it stays in the tonic key, but turns to minor mode and in second Rondo in D major it shifts to 
E major. In both Rondos Beethoven is using one of the most effective devices in his toolbox - 
development by variations

Vladimir Feltsman, 2022
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This recording presents thirteen sets of variations: eight variations on borrowed themes and 
five on Beethoven’s original themes. To write a set of variations on a borrowed theme is a 
gesture of recognition and respect from one composer to another. Beethoven knew the 
composers from whom he took the themes and was on friendly terms with most of them.

The variations on this recording were composed between 1790 and 1809 and belong to 
Beethoven’s early/middle period. Ten these sets were published without opus numbers (Wo0) 
and three under opus numbers. All the variations except the Thirty-two Variations in C minor, 
Wo0 80, were dedicated to Beethoven’s patrons and friends. 

Beethoven borrowed the tunes for his variations recorded here from:
Vincenzo Righini (1756-1812) an Italian composer, singer, and Kapellmeister who worked in 
many major European cities;
Carl Ditters von Dittersdorf (1739-1799) a popular Austrian composer and violinist; 
Jacob Haibel (1762-1826) a singer, actor, and composer whose opera Der Tiroler Wastel was 
hugely successful and performed more often than the operas of Mozart operas. His second 
wife was Sophie Weber, a sister of Mozart’s wife Constanze;
Giovanni Paisiello (1740-1816) a leading Italian operatic composer of his time who 
influenced Mozart, Beethoven, and Rossini;
Paul Wranitzky (1756-1808) a prolific Moravian-Austrian composer and prominent 
conductor respected by his contemporaries including Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven,
Antonio Salieri (1750-1825) a central figure in the operatic world, composer, teacher, and 
administrator who shaped the development of the opera for decades. Among his students 
were Beethoven, Schubert, Hummel, and Liszt, and
Franz Xaver Süssmayr (1766-1803) an Austrian composer and conductor who is 
remembered mostly for completing Mozart’s unfinished Requiem. 

The exact origins of “God save the King” are lost in obscurity, but by 1745 the tune and lyrics 
had been firmly established.

Twenty-four Variations on the Arietta “Venni amore” by Righini in D major, Wo0 65, were 
written in 1790-91 and published in Mainz in 1791. It is the first set of variations that 
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Beethoven Variations
In the last quarter of the eighteenth century, the growing numbers of amateur musicians in 
Europe fueled a high demand for piano works of moderate difficulty, especially piano 
variations. Countless sets of this lucrative and popular genre were produced by many 
composers, published, and eagerly consumed by the public. 

Beethoven was not exempt from this trend. He wrote twenty sets of variations––fourteen 
based on the themes of other composers and six sets on themes of his own. His early variations 
are written in a conventional manner and follow a well-established procedure for writing 
variations. Most of the variations published under Wo0 numbers (works to which Beethoven 
did not assign opus numbers) share common structural features: the themes have two parts, 
there are variations in minor keys and in slower tempos, and an extended last “super 
variation”, a finale for the whole work. There is one exception: the theme of Thirty-two 
Variations in C Minor, Wo0 80, is just one eight-bar period. 

In 1802 Beethoven departed from this ready-made working model, with his variations opp. 34 
and 35, establishing, as he put it, a “new manner”  of writing variations. This new approach 
did not come out of nowhere: Beethoven developed and built upon Haydn’s treatment of 
variations, especially his variations in F minor for piano. This new approach evolved and 
culminated in the Diabelli Variations op. 120, completed in 1823. Together with Bach’s 
Goldberg Variations, it is one of the two greatest cycles of variations ever written. 

Broadly speaking, there are two ways of developing musical material and building up a work: 
development by variations and variations by development. In both cases the seed material, the 
theme, the initial harmonic or rhythmic formula, is the main subject, the primary building 
material that initiates the process of development. In Beethoven’s piano sonatas this seed 
material mostly stays intact, triggering the development and expansion of the action. In 
variations, this seed material, the themes themselves, undergo transformations and appear 
under different shapes and guises. In Beethoven’s piano sonatas the dominant force behind 
the unfolding of the form is mostly centrifugal and in his variations it is mostly centripetal.
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