
Variations on a Rococo Theme, Op. 33 
Pyotr Il'yich Tchaikovsky (1840–1893) 
Written: 1876 
Movements: Ten 
Style: Romantic 
Duration: Eighteen minutes 
 

Tchaikovsky is the gold standard for audiences who love lush, romantic orchestral music. 

In particular, his concertos and last three symphonies (the Fourth, Fifth and Sixth) occupy the 

top positions of the romantic orchestral repertoire. This is highly emotional music with 

tremendous contrasts in dynamics and mood. Of all of the late nineteenth century composers, 

Tchaikovsky had a knack for writing beautiful and eloquent melodies that would instantly 

connect with the listener. However, Tchaikovsky, who musically wore his heart on his sleeve,   

had a deep respect, if not reverence, for the music of the eighteenth century. The music 

composed by such greats as Haydn and Mozart is more restrained and succinct than any 

romantic composition. It has a clarity of form and simple elegance that is rarely found in the 

music of the nineteenth century. It is this sort of music that Tchaikovsky was trying to emulate 

with his Variations on a Rococo Theme. Tchaikovsky the romantic was dressing up as a classical 

composer. 

Tchaikovsky wrote this set of variations for the principal cellist of the Imperial Russian 

Music Society, Wilhelm Karl Friedrich Fitzenhagen. He asked Fitzenhagen to go through the 

music and make suggestions. Tchaikovsky got way more than he had asked for. What audiences 

hear today in this composition is considerably different from what Tchaikovsky had originally 

intended. Much of the actual cello writing is Fitzenhagen’s. He reordered the variations as well, 

even deleting one of them! However, when Tchaikovsky’s publisher gave him the opportunity 

to restore the piece to its original form, he declined. Incredibly, with all of the reams of 



academic work on Tchaikovsky’s music done in the last century, there are still no published 

orchestral parts to the original version.  

The Variations themselves are easy to listen to and understand. After a brief 

introduction, the cello plays a simple little melody. That theme is probably original to 

Tchaikovsky—his attempt at writing with the simple elegance of the Rococo. (Rococo really 

refers to paintings from the time of Mozart and Haydn. They are decorative works, frequently 

of country scenes.) Seven variations follow the theme, each exploiting the cello, and challenging 

the cellist. Although easy to listen to, these variations are tremendously difficult to perform—a 

wolf in sheep’s clothing. 
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Symphony No. 4 in F minor, Op. 36 
Pyotr Il'yich Tchaikovsky (1840–1893) 
Written: 1877–78 
Movements: Four 
Style: Romantic 
Duration: 44 minutes 
 

When you listen to a symphony by Mozart or Haydn, you are probably not hearing 

about their lives. Mozart wrote some of his most joyful music when his life was falling apart. 

But it is a different story for many composers from the nineteenth century. They were like 

autobiographers, purposely exposing their inner self through music. Nineteenth century 

audiences, like those of today, really enjoyed taking the roller-coaster ride of emotions that the 

composer revealed. 

Tchaikovsky once wrote that his whole life was spent “regretting the past and hoping for 

the future, never being satisfied with the present.” He wrote his Fourth Symphony at a 

particularly bad time in his life. He had just entered into a disastrous marriage to a young girl. 

The marriage ended in divorce in less than a year, thanks to a generous grant from his admirer 

and supporter, Madame von Meck. She was a wealthy widow who was infatuated with 

Tchaikovsky. The two never formally met, studiously avoided each other, and carried on a long, 

‘Platonic’ relationship via mail. In Tchaikovsky’s letters to von Meck, we get a glimpse of 

Tchaikovsky’s tumultuous life and the meaning of his Fourth Symphony: 

Our symphony has a program that I can express in words to you alone. The 

introduction is the germ of the entire symphony, its central idea. This is Fate, the force 

that prevents our hopes of happiness from being realized, that jealously watches to see 

that peace and happiness not be complete or unclouded. [Successive new themes 

express] growing discontent and despair. A sweet vision appears but bitter Fate 



awakens us. Life is a continuous, shifting, grim reality. 

The second movement (Andantino in modo di canzona) expresses another aspect 

of longing. One regrets the past but is too wary to start a new life. The third movement 

(a scherzo) expresses no definite feelings but is a series of capricious arabesques. The 

mind is empty, the imagination free to draw curious designs, disconnected images like 

those that pass through the mind before falling asleep, beyond reality, incoherent. 

The Fourth movement (Allegro con fuoco): If you find no joy in yourself, seek it in 

others. See how the people find their pleasures. Here is a pleasant holiday festival. (A 

Russian folk song is heard.) No sooner do you forget yourself, than merciless Fate 

reappears. The others pay no attention. There are simple, profound joys in the world.  

Take them and life will be bearable after all. 

Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, which opened the current season of the Grand Rapids 

Symphony, is another work that deals with “Fate.” In a letter written to a fellow composer, 

Tchaikovsky opened another window to the meaning of his Fourth Symphony: 

Nowhere in the work have I made the least effort to express a new thought. In 

reality, my work is a reflection of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. I have not of course 

copied Beethoven’s musical content, only borrowed the central idea. What kind of 

program does this Fifth Symphony have, do you think? Not only does it have a program, 

it is so clear that there cannot be the smallest difference of opinion as to its meaning. 

Much the same lies at the root of my symphony, and if you have failed to grasp that, it 

merely proves that I am no Beethoven—a point on which I have no doubt anyway. 
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