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Rachmaninov – Piano Concerto No. 1 (29:54) 
1 1.  Vivace  13:53 
2 2.  Andante  6:52 
3 3.  Allegro vivace  9:09

R. Strauss – Burleske (22:21) 
4 I  Allegro vivace –  
 II  Tranquillo – 
 III  A tempo, sostenuto –  
 IV  Un poco animato – Quasi cadenza

Dohnányi – Variations on a Nursery Song  (25:57) 
5 1.  Introduzione. Maestoso  3:43 
6 2.  Tema. Allegro  0:56 
7 3.  Variation 1 Poco più mosso 0:42 

Dohnányi Variations (contd..) 
8 4.  Variation 2 Risoluto  0:38 
9 5.  Variation 3 L’istesso tempo  1:38 
bl 6.  Variation 4 Molto meno mosso (Allegretto moderato)  1:18 
bm 7.  Variation 5 Più mosso  1:04 
bn 8.  Variation 6 Ancora più mosso (Allegro) 0:47 
bo 9.  Variation 7 Walzer (Tempo giusto) 2:22 
bp 10. Variation 8 Alla Marcia (Allegro moderato) 1:42 
bq 11.  Variation 9 Presto – Andante rubato 1:58 
br 12.  Variation 10 Passacaglia (Adagio non troppo) 3:58 
bs 13.  Variation 11 Choral (Maestoso)  1;38 
bt 14.  Finale fugato (Allegro vivace) 2:12 
bu Tempo del tema (Molto allegro) 1:20
                                                            Total duration:  78:17 
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RACHMANINOV  
Piano Concerto No. 1 in F-sharp minor Op. 1 (revised version)
R . STRAUSS  
Burleske for Piano & Orchestra in D minor
DOHNÁNYI  
Variations on a Nursery Song, Op. 25
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Richard Strauss: Burleske
Rachmaninov: Piano Concerto No 1

Dohnányi: Variations on a Nursery Song

Of the three works on this CD, those by Rachmaninov and Dohnányi were 
written by composers who were also greatly distinguished pianists, and if 

Richard Strauss’s Burleske is not heard as often as its musical qualities deserve, 
he certainly appeared in public as a pianist in the earlier part of his career – more 
often as an accompanist for lieder recitals. But as his career blossomed, writing 
for the piano occupied Strauss less and less, his operatic work assuming greater 
importance by giving him more congenial opportunities for expression through 
his favoured combination of soprano voice and orchestra. 

Strauss had seen his reputation established internationally by the dawn of the 
twentieth-century, yet he lived long enough to witness the destruction of his 
homeland’s cultural milieu during the twelve years (1933-45) of Nazi rule – in 
particular, for him, the loss through Allied bombardment of those great German 
opera houses which had seen his most significant successes, with the result 
that his concertos come from the first and last periods of his life. Putting a few 
exceptions to one side, we have six mature concertos, conveniently divided into 
two groups of three. The first group comes from 1882-86: Violin Concerto, Horn 
Concerto No 1 and Burleske for piano and orchestra; the second from 1943-47: 
Horn Concerto No 2, Oboe Concerto and the Duet-Concertino for clarinet, 
bassoon, string orchestra and harp.

Towards the end of the nineteenth-century, the piano was the main instrument 
of choice in almost every civilised home; in many families, a child learned to 
read music as they did other subjects, and the more musical of them responded 
naturally to such stimulation. So it was with Strauss, encouraged by his father, 
a professional horn-player and composer. Strauss’s ‘official’ Opus 1 was his 
Festmarsch for orchestra, composed when he was barely a teenager (his juvenilia 
includes many earlier short pieces, mostly for piano). With such a background and 
natural precociousness Strauss’s destiny seemed assured from an early age: before 
he was 20, he had attracted considerable attention and had written his first three 
concertos, of which the Burleske is the last. It was composed originally in 1886, 
and, together with the two other works on this disc, the influence of Liszt may be 
said to have had an indirect bearing on each composer and their concertos. 

Strauss’s Burleske was completed (in its first form) in the final months of Liszt’s 
life; in very many ways, it reflects the kind of composition for solo piano and 
orchestra that was ‘in the air’ at the time – not ‘concertos’ in the generally accepted 
three movement form, but works that more than probably took their inspiration 
from literary or other extra-musical sources. Together with the examples of Liszt’s 
Totentanz, Malédiction and Hungarian Fantasia, a free-form concertante piece for 
piano and orchestra, along the lines of a Lisztian symphonic poem, was already 
an established genre by the mid-1880s, and although Strauss did not provide a 
programme for the Burleske, it does not take too great a leap of imagination to feel 
that there was some extra-musical stimulus in its inspiration: the drama, the play 
of characterisation, the brilliance and relatively constant and dramatic changes 
of mood strongly suggest a kind of Till Eulenspiegel story may have inspired him. 
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Be that as it may, the work was intended as a gesture of friendship for Hans von 
Bűlow (1830-94), the great conductor, pianist and composer who had recently 
appointed Strauss as his assistant at Meiningen. Von Bűlow was not overly 
impressed with Burleske, and although Strauss himself had played it through with 
the Meiningen Orchestra (conducting from the keyboard) he appeared to have 
taken some of von Bűlow’s criticism to heart. But Strauss never entirely lost faith 
in the Burleske and in 1889 Eugen d’Albert, another famous disciple of Liszt, was 
impressed enough with the work to suggest a number of changes. Strauss took 
note of d’Albert’s suggestions, re-dedicating the work to him, and it was d’Albert 
who eventually gave the premiere of Burleske in 1890 at Eisenach with Strauss 
conducting – the programme also included the premiere of Strauss’s fourth 
symphonic poem Tod und Verklärung.

Although we do not have a detailed analysis for the work, we can readily identify 
a brilliant and light-hearted character running through the brilliance of its 
writing. Despite its uncertain beginning, the Burleske clearly meant something 
rather personal to Strauss, for he included it in a programme he conducted – at 
the age of 83 – at London’s Royal Albert Hall in 1947, part of a Richard Strauss 
Festival organised by Sir Thomas Beecham, with the noted German-born pianist 
Alfred Blumen. 

Sergei Rachmaninov, nine years Strauss’s junior, was also born into a musical 
family, yet it was not his parents but his first cousin Alexander Siloti (1863-1945) 
who finally identified the boy’s great gifts and arranged for him, at the age of 12, 
to become a pupil of Nikolai Zverev at the Moscow Conservatoire. Siloti had also 

been a pupil of Liszt (and, in 1911, was to publish a book of reminiscences of 
him).  Zverev’s methods were exceptionally rigorous but were just what the young 
Rachmaninov needed: by the time he was 17, Sergei had become an exceptional 
pianist and budding composer, graduating in 1892 with the Conservatoire’s 
Great Gold Medal – awarded only twice before in the institution’s history – for 
his graduation completing his first opera and a few other works, including his 
First Piano Concerto, his Opus 1. Rachmaninov played the first movement of 
the Concerto at the Conservatoire, the student orchestra conducted by Vassily 
Safonov, the Director. Rachmaninov’s career – as pianist, composer and conductor 
– prospered greatly in the 1890s until  the outbreak of the Great War in 1914, 
which was to lead to the fall of the ruling Romanov dynasty and for Rachmaninov 
to leave his homeland forever with his young family at the end of 1917, joining 
many other Russian musicians in exile, including Safonov, who, from 1906-09, had 
left Russia and preceded Mahler as music director of the New York Philharmonic 
Orchestra. Siloti was also to leave Russia, in 1919, and settle in the west. By that 
time, Rachmaninov had reached his Opus 39 (the second book of Études-tableaux 
for solo piano) and had decided to revise the First Concerto, retaining it as his 
Opus 1. His revisions were thoroughgoing, across all three movements in the 
work, but the virtuosic first movement solo cadenza was retained virtually note 
for note, affording us a unique glimpse into Rachmaninov’s compositional and 
technical attainments as a 17-year-old. 

The Rachmaninovs settled first in the United States, where in New York the 
number of émigré Russian musicians was such that another fellow-graduate of the 
Moscow Conservatoire, Modest Altschuler, had formed the Russian Symphony 
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Orchestra of New York, in which every member was an exiled Russian. It was 
with this orchestra, Altschuler conducting, that Rachmaninov gave the first 
performance of the revised version of his First Concerto, since when it has joined 
the repertoire of Romantic masterworks in the genre.   

A year before Rachmaninov began to revise his First Concerto, and at the height 
of the Great War which had broken out in August 1914, Ernst von Dohnányi 
had returned to the Royal National Hungarian Academy of Music in Budapest 
as professor, and soon Director, of the greatly-admired institution from which 
he had graduated in 1897, following studies with, amongst others, István 
Thomán and Eugen d’Albert, both pupils of Liszt. Two years after his graduation, 
Bösendorfer awarded the 22-year-old Dohnányi the first Hans von Bűlow Prize, 
founded in memory of the great musician who had died five years before. During 
the intervening 18 years until his return to Budapest, Dohnányi – like Strauss and 
Rachmaninov – had built a spectacular career in Europe and in the United States, 
as a pianist and composer, teacher and conductor.

Some indication of Dohnányi’s reputation may be gained from the fact that he 
was engaged by the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra in February 1914 in the triple 
role of composer, conductor and pianist. The concert on February 17th that year 
saw the German-born conductor Carl Panzer (who had also conducted the New 
York Philharmonic before Mahler’s arrival) direct Richard Mayr in Dohnányi’s 
Three Songs for Bass Voice and Orchestra, his Opus 22, before Dohnányi gave 
the world premiere of his Suite in the Olden Style for solo piano, Opus 24, which 
he had completed in Berlin the previous year. The composer/pianist and Panzer 

returned to the platform to give the second world premiere of the evening: 
Dohnányi’s Variations on a Nursery Song for piano and orchestra, Opus 25. It 
proved enormously popular, and, had the War not broken out six months later, the 
success of the work would have spread earlier than it did. As it was, it was not until 
January 1923 that Dohnányi could give the British premiere of the Variations, 
with Sir Henry Wood at Queen’s Hall in London. 

Comprising an introduction, theme, eleven variations and finale, it remains 
a brilliant work, outstandingly well laid out for the solo instrument, superbly 
well orchestrated, full of subtly humorous allusions to other composers’ music 
(including the ‘Death’ motif from Wagner’s Die Walkűre (!)), – somewhat tongue-
in-cheek at times, yet remaining entirely true to its creator. 

Robert Matthew-Walker © 2014 
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Valerie Tryon’s career as a concert pianist began while she was still a child. Before 
she was twelve she had broadcast for the BBC and was appearing regularly before 
the public on the concert platform. She was one of the youngest students ever 
to be admitted to the Royal Academy of Music where she received the highest 
award in piano playing and a bursary which took her to Paris for study with 
Jacques Février.

Her place among Britain’s acknowledged artists was assured when a Cheltenham 
Festival recital brought her the enthusiastic acclaim of the country’s foremost 
critics. Since then she has played in most of the major concert halls and appeared 
with many of the leading orchestras and conductors in Britain. Her career has taken 
her to North America where she has appeared in such cities as Toronto, Montreal, 
Boston, Washington, Pittsburgh, Minneapolis, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. 
She now lives in Canada but spends a part of each year in her native Britain.

Her repertoire is enormous and ranges from Bach to contemporary composers;  
it includes more than sixty concertos and a vast amount of chamber music. 
Among British composers, both the late Alun Hoddinott and John McCabe have 
dedicated works to her. She is well known for her sensitive interpretations of 
the romantics – Chopin, Liszt, and Rachmaninov in particular. She also has an 
extensive discography ranging from Scarlatti Chopin, Rachmaninov and Liszt to 
Debussy, Ravel and Ignaz Friedman.

Valerie Tryon has been awarded several distinctions for her services to music. 
She was an early recipient of the Harriet Cohen Medal. More recently the Liszt 

Memorial Medal was bestowed on her by the Hungarian Minister of Culture in 
recognition of her lifelong promotion of Franz Liszt’s music.

Jac van Steen was born in The Netherlands and studied  orchestral and 
choral conducting at the Brabants Conservatory of Music. 

Since participating, in 1985, in the BBC Conductors’ Seminar led by Sir Edward 
Downes, he has enjoyed a very busy career as conductor of  the best orchestras 
in The Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Switzerland and Germany. These 
have included the posts of Music Director and Chief Conductor of the National 
Ballet of The Netherlands, the orchestras of Bochum and Nürenberg, the 
Staatskapelle, Weimar, the Opera and Philharmonic Orchestra of Dortmund 
(Germany) Musikkollegium Winterthur (Switzerland) and the post of Principal 
Guest Conductor for several years at the BBC National Orchestra of Wales and 
from 2013-14, the Prague Symphony Orchestra.  In 2014-15 he will assume the 
position of Principal Guest Conductor of the Ulster Orchestra, Belfast.

Jac van Steen has participated in many recordings for the BBC, as well as live 
broadcasts of his concerts. There are a substantial number of CD recordings of 
his work with various orchestras (a.o. Dabringhaus & Grimm, SOMM, Bridge 
Records, NMC). 

In addition to conducting the finest Dutch, German and UK orchestras, he is 
dedicated to teaching and is Professor of Conducting at the Royal Conservatory of 
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Music in The Hague, where he has recently developed his brainchild:  the National 
Masters for Orchestral Conducting (NMO) which will give young master student 
conductors the chance to work with the best Dutch Orchestras. He also works 
regularly  with the Royal Northern College of Music and Chetham’s School of 
Music (Manchester) as well as the Royal Academy and Royal College of Music 
(London) and the City of Birmingham Youth Orchestra.

Formed in 1946 by Sir Thomas Beecham, the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra 
(RPO) has enjoyed more than sixty-five years of success, giving first-class 
performances of a wide range of musical repertoire all over the world with artists 
of the highest calibre. Under the inspired leadership of Artistic Director and 
Principal Conductor Charles Dutoit, the Orchestra maintains and builds on a 
demanding schedule of performances, tours, community and education work, 
and recordings.

Throughout its history, the Orchestra has been directed by distinguished 
conductors including Rudolf Kempe, Antal Doráti, André Previn, Vladimir 
Ashkenazy and Daniele Gatti. Today the Orchestra continues to enjoy the support 
of high-ranking conductors such as Pinchas Zukerman, Grzegorz Nowak and 
Daniele Gatti. 

Central to the RPO’s thriving concert schedule is its prestigious annual series 
at Southbank Centre’s Royal Festival Hall. At the Orchestra’s London home 

Cadogan Hall, the intimate and luxurious surroundings provide the perfect 
concert atmosphere in an idyllic location. Completing the Orchestra’s London 
programme of concerts, the iconic Royal Albert Hall provides the ideal setting for 
a varied series of monumental performances, ranging from large-scale choral and 
orchestral works to themed evenings of familiar repertoire. 

The Orchestra offers a comprehensive regional touring programme, with 
established residencies in Croydon, Northampton, Lowestoft, Reading, Crawley, 
Ipswich, High Wycombe, Aylesbury and Dartford. Internationally the Orchestra 
is in high demand, undertaking several major tours each season. Recent tours 
have included performances in the USA, Canada, China, Russia, Azerbaijan, 
Spain, Italy, Germany and Japan. 

The Orchestra’s vibrant community and education programme, RPO resound, 
involves specially trained musicians from the Orchestra, alongside accomplished 
project leaders, delivering pioneering projects where music is used as a powerful 
and inspirational force. 

Frequently found in the recording studio, the Orchestra records extensively for 
film and television as well as for all the major commercial record companies. 
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