
Mstislav Rostropovich, in full Mstislav Leopoldovich Rostropovich, (born 
March 27, 1927, Baku, Azerbaijan, U.S.S.R. [now Azerbaijan]—died April 
27, 2007, Moscow, Russia), Russian conductor and pianist and one of the 
best-known cellists of the 20th century.
 Trained by his parents (a cellist and a pianist) and at the Moscow Conser-
vatory (1943–48), Rostropovich became professor of cello at the conservato-
ry in 1956. He began touring abroad in the 1950s. He also performed as a 
pianist in recitals with his wife, the soprano Galina Vishnevskaya, and in 
1968 he made his debut as a conductor. When in 1970 Rostropovich made 
clear his support of the dissident Soviet writer Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, the 
government sharply curtailed his ability to travel. In 1974, however, he and 
his wife were permitted to leave the country, and in 1975 they announced 
their decision not to return to the Soviet Union. In 1977 Rostropovich became 
music director of the National Symphony Orchestra in Washington, D.C., a 
post he held until 1994. The Soviet government deprived the couple of their 
citizenship in 1978 but reversed that decision in 1990.
  Although sometimes criticized for occasional over-romanticism, Rostropo-
vich was admired for his keen musicianship, both in contemporary works and 
in the established concert repertoire. His exploitation of the tonal resources 
of the cello was considered exceptional. Composers who wrote works for 
him include Aram Khachaturian, Sergey Prokofiev, Dmitry Shostakovich, 
Benjamin Britten, and Witold Lutosławski. The recipient of numerous awards, 
Rostropovich was given the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1987 and the 
Japan Art Association’s Praemium Imperiale prize for music in 1993.



Opus 104 was Dvorák's second and final attempt at writing a cello concerto. The first, a 
50-minute work in A major, was written very early in his career (1865), when his style was still 
markedly derived from those of his models -- of which Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven, and Schubert 
are most notable. He had also recently encountered the music of Richard Wagner, which 
perhaps helps to explain the grand scale of the work. The resulting effort was not very 
satisfactory to the composer, and Dvorák never bothered to orchestrate it; he would not attempt 
to write another (the work at hand) until thirty years later, after he had written all nine of his 
symphonies (not to mention numerous operatic, choral, orchestral, chamber, piano, and vocal 
works). Upon reading through the finished product, completed in February 1895, Dvorák's 
colleague and friend, Brahms, is said to have remarked, "Why on earth didn't I know that one 
could write a cello concerto like this? Had I known, I would have written one long ago."
 The first performance was given in 1896 in London under Dvorák's own direction, with Leo 
Stern as the soloist. The cellist was to have been Hanus Wihan (a close friend of the composer, 
to whom the work was dedicated), but there were misunderstandings surrounding Wihan's 
suggested revisions (including the addition of a last-movement cadenza) to the publisher without 
the composer's consent. Wihan did eventually perform the work, as did many other artists; the 
concerto has retained a solid place in the modern repertory.
 Although the concerto's solo part is demanding, the work is by no means a bravura showpiece. 
Instead, the orchestra and soloist form an integral whole; Dvorák's refusal to accept Wihan's 
somewhat flashy revisions to the solo part show that he was determined to make the piece much 
more than a vehicle for virtuosity. Throughout the work there is a freshness of invention and 
sense of inevitable direction that betrays nothing of the thorough and painstaking revisions 
Dvorák himself undertook; it seems instead to have flowed effortlessly from the composer's pen.
 The first movement (Allegro) is constructed around two main themes, the first of which (in B 
minor) is surprisingly brief, and the second of which (largely pentatonic, stated by solo horn), 
was one of the composer's personal favorites. The passing of these ideas back and forth 
between the soloist and orchestra allows for substantial thematic development; the first, brief 
theme is given substantially more weight in the eventual recapitulation.
 In contrast to the dynamic first movement, the second (Adagio ma non troppo) opens with a 
more peaceful theme in G major. A middle section in G minor incorporates the melody from 
Dvorák's own song, "Leave me alone" -- a favorite tune of his sister-in-law, Josefina 
Kaunitzova, who had taken ill during the concerto's composition. Dvorák was very devoted to 
her, and her death not long after his return home would cause him to revise the end of the work 
to include the same song in a lengthy epilogue. The finale (Allegro moderato) is an energetic 

rondo, followed by an epilogue which recalls the opening of the first movement, as well as the song 
mentioned above.

Three of the most brilliant virtuoso display pieces in the symphonic literature all came from the 
tormented pen of Peter Tchaikovsky. These are his First Piano Concerto, his Violin Concerto, and this 
work for cello and orchestra. Done in the potentially tedious theme and variations format, the work 
begins with a simple theme and plumbs the depths and streaks to the heights of the capabilities of 
what is arguably the most beautiful and wide ranging of the stringed instruments of the orchestra.
 The rococo theme itself is a simple one and if it tips its hat to the eighteenth century -- and 
Tchaikovsky's musical idol, Mozart -- it is thoroughly Tchaikovskyian and utterly Romantic. Each of 
the seven variations is skillfully crafted and none sounds contrived or forced -- always a potential trap 
in this form. Two expressive cadenzas further push the performance envelope of the cello and at least 
one variation is as powerfully mournful and expressive as anything the morose Russian ever 
composed. The work finally bursts forth into a joyous final variation and concludes with satisfying 
enthusiasm, but without overly produced bombast.
 Rococo Variations were composed in short score near the end of 1876 for Wilhelm Fitzhagen, who 
was principal cellist at the Moscow Conservatory. Fitzhagen got a short score of the new variations so 
he could make the cello part idiomatic while Tchaikovsky was orchestrating the rest. This was 
introduced at a Moscow concert on November 30, 1877, when the composer was "recuperating" in 
Switzerland from the debacle of his one and only marriage earlier that year. He didn't know of 
revisions Fitzhagen made and presented to the publisher Jurgenson as "authorized." Tchaikovsky's 
own version had a brief introduction for strings before the theme itself, in two parts, then eight 
variations, and a coda. Fitzhagen added repeat marks to both halves of the theme, killed variation 8, 
rearranged the original order (to 1, 2, 7, 5, 6, 3, 4), and truncated the coda. Although biographer 
David Brown has damned this version as "deplorably corrupt," it remains charming, albeit less 
effective than the original, finally published in a 1956 Soviet edition of Tchaikovsky's complete works.
 The genius in the work is the manner in which Tchaikovsky transforms the original theme into 
numerous and different personalities, each logical and effective. There is never a sense of stalling or 
contrivance, nor, in spite of the ferocious virtuoso demands in certain of the variations, of mere 
pyrotechnic display. It is the work of Tchaikovsky the musician and composer, not of the tormented 
and overwrought soul who could sometimes pound the listener into submission with emotional 
extremes. Those interested in beautiful and challenging works for cello and in hearing Tchaikovsky at 
his musical best should enjoy this piece immensely.
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Dvořák Concerto For Cello And Orchestra In B Minor - Tchaïkovsky Variations On A Rococo Theme 

Cello Concerto In B Minor Op. 104 (41:21)
1 1. Allegro 15:42
2 2. Adagio Ma Non Troppo 12:41
3 3. Finale. Allegro Moderato 12:58

Variations On A Rococo Theme Op. 33 (18:53)
4 Moderato Quasi Andante :54
5 Tema. Moderato Semplice 1:43
6 Variazione I. Tempo Del Tema :52
7 Variazione II. Tempo Del Tema 1:13
8 Variazione III. Andante Sostenuto 3:59
9 Variazione IV. Andante Grazioso 1:53
10 Variazione V. Allegro Moderato 3:28
11 Variazione VI. Andante 2:52
12 Variazione VII. Allegro Vivo 1:59

Recorded 1969 by DGG    Engineer – Günter Hermanns       Producer – Hans Weber

Dvorák Concerto For Cello And Orchestra In B Minor
Tchaïkovsky Variations On A Rococo Theme

Mstislav Rostropovich, cello
Herbert von Karajan Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra


