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THE DIABELLI VARIATIONS

In 1819 Beethoven was hard at work.on his master-
piece, the Missa solemnis. Earlier that year, he had
received a request to write a variation on a short
waltz composed by the publisher Anton Diabelli.
Beethoven's initial reaction to this idea was scorn,
deriding the waltz as a “cobbler's patch.” But as work
on the Missa solemnis became more difficult,
Beethoven turned to Diabelli’s waltz. By the end of
1819, he had sketched out two-thirds of 33 Variations
on a Walty by Anton Diabelli, Op. 120, more com-
monly known as the Diabelli Variations, which the
pianist Alfred Brendel has called “the greatest of all
piano works.”

Like Don Quixote, the Diabelli Variations can be seen
as a series of comic adventures, with Beethoven tilt-
ing at the windmill of this silly waltz and trying
every strategy he can think of to conquer it. The first
variation is a pompous, majestic guide through the
waltz’s harmonic structure:; we can hear Beethoven
barely suppressing a laugh as he contemplates the
simplistic progression in an exaggeratedly academic
fashion. The second variation is an etude in rapid
hand-alteration.

There is a flow to the first eight variations that
allows the listener to get caught up in Beethoven's
laboratory. While there are some enigmatic

moments (like the asymmetry and off-kilter rhythms
of variation 2, the extended murky bass rumbling in
the second half of variation 3, the unexpected har-
monic twists of variation 5, the dramatic use of the
full range of the keyboard in variation 6, and what
Kinderman calls the "Brahmsian" bass line of varia-
tion 8), the energy propels forward with each varia-
tion.

The deliberate nature of the minor key variation 9,
which explores the first rhythmic figure of the
theme, is our first indication that the easy flow we've
been enjoying thus far will not last, and that the lis-
tener should start paying more attention to the vari-
ations as individual statements. The fleet, scherzo-
like tenth variation is the first to dispense with both
repeats, and is over almost before we've had a
chance to register its existence.

The eleventh variation seems to be itself a variation
of the ninth variation, with the clipped eighth notes
turned into flowing triplets and the minor turned
back to major. The twelfth variation takes up where
the fourth variation left off, the canon's voices
inverted and the rhythmic pulse changed to a steady
stream of eighth notes in an easy-going molto per-
petuo. There is also a reference to that murky bass
moment in the third variation. Now we're far
enough along the trail that we're looking back as
well as forward.

The pregnant pauses in the 13th variation appear
designed to give us the space for such assessment, as
does the Grave tempo of the 14th variation, the
slowest tempo so far. The 15th variation is a curi-
ously restrained scherzo. The 16th and 17th varia-
tions constitute one large double variation; the first
has running sixteenth notes in the left hand, the sec-
ond has them in the right hand.

The next two variations also constitute a sort of pair,
exploring call and response of short, cell-like phras-
es. The sense of playfulness and fun is palpable; the
ship seems to be in full sail—which makes the effect
of the 20th variation so affecting and enigmatic.

The 21st variation continues this new attitude
towards the theme in a very different way: the second
phrase in each half is in a different tempo and meter
than the first. The 22nd variation adapts the begin-
ning of Don Giovanni to the theme. Having paid trib-
ute to Mozart, he now looks even further back, to
Bach. Beethoven’s 23rd variation is rhetorically rem-
iniscent of #29 of the Goldberg set with its emphatic
downbeats and figures of rapid hand alteration, and
there are also some Bach-like phrases in contrary
motion. But it is in the 24th variation that the older
master’s influence is made explicit. Marked “una
corda” to emulate the limited dynamics of the harpsi-
chord, the piece is a slow fugue in four voices that
manages to evoke some of the aura of Bach’s Aria.

The next four variations find Beethoven back in
piano-method mode; the 25th tests the player’s left-
hand agility, the 26th and 27th require the pianist to
invest similarly-shaped phrases of sixteenth-note
triplets with a variety of expressive attitudes, and in
the scherzo-like 28th variation Maestro Beethoven
wants to make certain his pupils can make the lis-
tener hear the difference between sforzando, forte
and piano attacks, all in rapid staccato eighth notes.
The final five variations seem to form an extended
coda, five ways of saying farewell to the theme. The
29th variation manages to be both a compression
and expansion of the theme at the same time; whit-
tling down the harmonic rhythm of the 32-bar
theme to twelve bars while uttering halting, ponder-
ous phrases of eighth and thirty-second notes. The
30th variation revisits the una corda sonority and
counterpoint of the 24th variation, but here in the
service of music that looks forward as well as back-
ward, its Bachian material invested with
Schumannesque longing.

The 31st variation continues the sense of historical
juxtaposition, being both a tribute to Bach’s famous
“Black Pearl” variation (Goldberg #25) and an evo-
cation of Beethoven’s own recently composed final
sonata op. 111, it takes the concepts of parody and
self-parody to a place of the very deepest contempla-
tion and reflection. For variation 32 he launches
into an exuberant fugue, rather straightforward by




late-Beethoven standards, reminiscent of a

Mozartian opera buffa finale.

The final variation turns out to be a stately minuet:
the last dance of the evening. Beethoven can be
more beautiful, more ecstatic, bolder and cleverer
than this, but nowhere in his entire output is he as
mature, wise and conscious as he is in the 33rd vari-
ation.

- James David Jacobs
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“...Ms. Levin kept the ear engaged with boldly inflect-
ed readings and an impressive ability to convey emotion
without exhibition. Her technique was solid, and better
still, her organic approach made it feel like an after-
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1 Theme: Vivace Q51
2 Variation 1: Alla Marcia, maestoso 2:01
3 Variation 2: Poco allegro 0:52
4 Variation 3: L'istesso tempo 1:59
5 Variation 4: Un poco piu vivace  1:23
6 Variation 5: Allegro vivace 0:56
7 Variation 6:
Allegro ma non troppo e serioso  1:57
8 Variation 7: Un poco piu allegro  1:14
9 Variation 8: Poco vivace 1:45
10 Variation 9:
Allegro pesante e risoluto 2:14
11 Variation 10: Presto 0:36
12 Variation 11: Allegretto 1:05
13 Variation 12: Un poco piu mosso 1:12
14 Variation 13: Vivace 1:03

15 Variation 14: Grave e maestoso  3:49
16 Variation 15: Presto scherzando  0:44
17 Variation 16: Allegro 54172

18 Variation 17 1:12
19 Variation 18: Poco moderato 2:02
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20 Variation 19: Presto
21 Variation 20: Andante
22 Variation 21: Allegro con brio
23 Variation 22: Allegro molto
24 Variation 23: Allegro assai
25 Variation 24:

Fughetta — Andante
26 Variation 25: Allegro
27 Variation 26: [Piacevole]
28 Variation 27: Vivace
29 Variation 28: Allegro
30 Variation 29:

Adagio ma non troppo
31 Variation 30:

Andante, sempre cantabile
32 Variation 31:

Largo, molto espressivo
33 Variation 32: Fuga — Allegro
34 Variation 33:

Tempo di Menuetto, moderato
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