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“Complete Variations on a Waltz by Diabelli by 51 Composers.” Ludwig van BEETHOVEN: 33
Variations on a Waltz by A. Diabelli, Op. 120 (1819-1823). Var. Comps: Vaterländischer
Künstlerverein (publ. 1824). Pier Paolo Vincenzi (pno). Brilliant Classics 94836 (2 CDs)
(http://www.brilliantclassics.com/).

Diabelli published the variations on his theme in two parts: Beethoven’s astounding effort and everybody
else’s. The other collection is infrequently sampled, but Vincenzi has conquered all of it in published order
(alphabetical), concluding with Czerny’s Coda, and extras from two composers who offered more than one
variation (Franz Xavier Wolfgang Mozart and Gottfried Rieger – Yes, Franz Xavier is Wolfgang’s son).
Most participants are forgotten today, except for Schubert (No. 38), the 11-year-old Liszt (No. 24), the
pianists Czerny (No. 4), Hummel (No. 16) and Moscheles (No. 26), and perhaps Frederic Kalkbrenner
(No. 18) and Schubert’s friend Anselm Hüttenbrenner (No. 17).

Few variations compare to Beethoven’s, and not just because his effort is prodigious. Diabelli’s theme is
inherently fussy, and others’ elaborations sound like pileups, e.g.: Carl Maria von Bocklet (No. 2), Rieger
(No. 33), Franz Weber (No. 46), et al. One big exception, already familiar, is Schubert’s heart-stopping
bittersweet contribution (No. 38), one of the few minor key contributions. It arrives none too soon, and is
an oasis after so much pounding filigree. Another minor-mode effort, No. 34, by Philipp Jakob Riotte, is
mockingly operatic as if its composer saw through Diabelli’s simplicity. A calming Polonaise, No. 43 by
Václav Tomaschek (or Tomášek), warrants remarking, and Archduke Rudolf (No. 40) does not fare badly
with his brittle Fugue.

Vincenzi plays enthusiastically. His Beethoven may be quirky in that he slows here and there, or
overemphasizes dynamics. I sense that he takes each performance as an exploration. As an entire span, the
Beethoven-plus-yearbook is charming fun.

“Reicha Rediscovered, Vol. 1.” Antoine REICHA: Practische Beispiele: No. 20, “Harmonie,”
No. 7, “Capriccio,” and No. 4, “Fantaisie sur un seul accord” (1803); Grande Sonate (1805?);
Sonata on a Theme of Mozart (1805?); Étude, Op. 97, No. 1 (1815-17). Ivan Ilić (pno). Chandos
CHAN 10905 (1 CD) (http://www.chandos.net/).

Reicha is probably not on anyone’s desert island list. An exact contemporary of Beethoven, Reicha (1770-
1836) eventually settled in Paris, and if known for anything today other than his friendship with his more
famous colleague, it is for his prodigious quantity of wind quintets.

From the start, it’s easy to see why Ilić, who has tackled contemporary works nearer to the Cage and
Feldman camp, might be interested in Reicha. The first track, “Harmonie,” from the didactic technical
collection, Practische Beispiele, has amorphous harmonies and sounds like a string of examples, not
unlike Satie’s Sonneries de la Rose+Croix. The Fantaisie sur un seul accord is an exercise upon
the varied ways to arpeggiate or play the notes in an E major chord.

The Sonata on a Theme of Mozart bears comparison to Beethoven’s Diabelli Variations only to
point out how a different composer might begin with ornamentation, rather than with setting the stage
dramatically. It may have been more interesting had Reicha started off with variations that are farther
from Mozart and found his way back to the March of the Priests from The Magic Flute. The
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