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Musical pieces from others’ ideas 

John Williamson 
 

We are familiar with composers creating a melody or theme then modifying it. I decided to 

look at composers using pre-existing themes on which to base a piece.  I thought there 

might be a few dozen, but found that there are hundreds. Many are by classical compos-

ers, but there are many more recent genres, such as jazz.  

The 1977 pop song “If I had words” entirely uses the theme from Saint-Saëns’ Symphony 

No 3 (I think quite pleasantly, and you may like to check it some time on YouTube). 

 

I have chosen a number of pieces to illustrate the idea.  Planning it for a talk of about an 

hour, I intended to play a few minutes from each piece, but how much you listen to is down 

to how much time you would like to spend.  In these days of confinement, you may like to 

spread it over a number of sessions. I’m indicating the approximate duration of the record-

ings so you can control how long you watch for. Don’t worry about the notes - they are just 

for completeness and intended for other members of the group. 

I am providing a link to the pieces on YouTube, as embedding the recording into the 

presentation made it too large to send. Unfortunately, this may mean that you have to de-

lete advertisements at the start of the links. 

- 

The Dies Irae dates back to the13th century.  It has been used as the sequence for the 
Requiem Mass by the Roman Catholic church for centuries.  The first melody set to these 
words, a Gregorian chant, is one of the most quoted in musical literature, appearing in the 
works of many composers. 
This recording is by the Deller Consort created by the English countertenor Alfred Deller 
(1912-1979) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dsn9LWh230k (6min 30sec) 
- 
Liszt completed his Totentanz (Dance of the Dead) in 1849, for solo piano and orchestra. 
Franz Liszt (1811 – 1886) was a Hungarian composer, virtuoso pianist, conductor, music 
teacher, arranger, and organist of the Romantic era. 
This recording is by the pianist Valentina Lisitsa (born 1973 in Kiev, Ukraine), with John 
Axelrod (born 1966 Houston, Texas) conducting the Italian Orchestra Sinfonica Nazionale 
della RAI, based in Turin, recorded in 2014. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ScqeArnDoaE (16 mins) 
- 
Berlioz composed his Symphonie fantastique in 1830. The fifth movement, Dream of a 
Witches’ Sabbath, incorporates, towards the end, the Dies Irae. 
Hector Berlioz (1803 – 1869) was a French Romantic composer. Here the Orchestra Na-
tional de France is conducted by Leonard Bernstein (1918 – 1990) the American com-
poser, conductor, author, music lecturer, and pianist. 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cao6WyF-61s  (9min 30secs) 
- 
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Holst’s “The Planets” was written between 1914 and 1916. The fifth movement, Saturn, the 
Bringer of Old Age was a favourite movement of Holst’s. The opening is slow and almost 
unsettling, until the music expands into a heavy march.   
Gustav Holst (1874 – 1934) was an English composer, arranger and teacher. In this 2015 
Proms performance the BBC Symphony Orchestra is conducted by Susanna Mälkki (born 
1969, Helsinki, Finland). 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OYPg8H5LtCI (9 min 30 sec) 
- 
This piece is by Thomas Tallis, from Archbishop Parker’s Psalter (1567) 
Thomas Tallis (died 1585) is considered one of England’s greatest composers. This re-
cording was made in 1986 by the Tallis Scholars, an early music vocal ensemble formed in 
1973  by Peter Phillips, an Oxford-trained musician. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p0AuHYNj8qQ (2 mins) 
- 
In 1910, Vaughan Williams composed his Fantasia on a theme by Thomas Tallis 
Ralph Vaughan Williams (1872 – 1958) was an English composer , among the best-known 
British symphonists. 
In this 2014 recording, Peter Oundjian (born 1955 Toronto, Ontario) conducts  the Toronto 
Symphony Orchestra. 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C3nxOF8wnMk  
(17 mins 30 sec) 
- 
In 1819 Diabelli sent a waltz he had composed to a number of composers of the Austrian 
Empire asking them to write a variation on it. 51 composers responded, including Beetho-
ven, Schubert, Czerny, Hummel and the eight-year-old Franz Liszt. 
Anton Diabelli (1781 – 1858) was an Austrian music publisher, editor and composer. 
It is played by Cubus.  Cubus is an alias for an individual presumably a Dane – see 
http://cubus-adsl.dk/musical_pieces/cubus.php  if you are interested! 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IgCw6jjPuIw (1 minute) 
- 
As it’s short you may enjoy the Schubert Variation with the music.  Franz Schubert (1797 – 
1828) was an Austrian composer of the late Classical and early Romantic era. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6_vCnoPf-oo (1 minute 30 sec) 
Beethoven responded with 33 variations. It is often considered to be one of the greatest 
sets of variations for keyboard along with Bach's Goldberg Variations. He wrote them be-
tween 1819 and 1823. 
Ludwig van Beethoven (1770 – 1827) was a German composer and pianist. He was a cru-
cial figure in the transition between the classical and romantic eras in classical music.  Svi-
atoslav Richter (1915 – 1997) was a Soviet pianist of Russian-German origin, who is gen-
erally regarded as one of the greatest pianists of the 20th century. 
 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dokkniOwSlQ  (50 min 30 sec) 
- 
These next pieces are based on familiar tunes so I haven’t included the originals. 
This is Mozart’s variations on the French song Ah vous dirai-je maman, which we know as 
Twinkle, twinkle little star. 
Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756 –1791) a prolific and influential Austrian composer of the 
Classical period. 
Magdalena Baczewska, Polish-born pianist and harpsichordist.  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lcmmc-_bfGo (12 mins) 
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The next two pieces, composed by Beethoven are played by Alfred Brendel.    The first is 
Variations on Rule Britannia composed by Thomas Arne in 1740, the second Variations on 
God Save the King, composer not known, but published by Thomas Arne in 1744. 
Alfred Brendel (born 1931) is an Austrian pianist, poet and author. He has played 81 times 
at Carnegie Hall, and performed the complete cycle of Beethoven’s piano sonatas there. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ocwc9PHwZWY (4 mins 30 sec) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ocwc9PHwZWY (9 mins) 
- 
This is Handel’s Minuet in G minor from the Keyboard Suite No. 1 in B flat major, HWV 
434 
George Frideric Handel (1685 – 1759) was a German, later British, Baroque composer. 
Khatia Buniatishvili (born 1987) is a French-Georgian pianist 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yPuCATK9f1g (3 mins) 
In 1861 Brahms wrote the Variations and Fugue on a Theme by Handel, Op.24. 
Johannes Brahms (1833 – 1897) was a German composer, pianist and conductor of the 
Romantic period. 
Murray Perahia (born 1947) is an American pianist and conductor. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c7oZFVs_Ixw (26 mins) 
The well-know hymn Oh God our help in ages past was written by Isaac Watts and is most 
often sung to “St Anne” composed by William Croft in 1708. William Croft (1678 – 1727) 
was an English composer and organist. He was the organist of St Anne’s Soho, hence the 
name given to the tune. 
Parry used the theme in his anthem Te Deum in D major (1911) performed at the corona-
tion of King George V. In this recording by the BBC National Orchestra and National Cho-
rus of Wales it runs for the first two minutes  
Sir Hubert Parry (1848– 1918) was an English composer, teacher and historian of music, 
particularly known for “Jerusalem”. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z_4NpJrAjcI  
- 
Handel used it in his anthem “O Praise the Lord with One Consent”, here sung by the choir 
of King’s College, Cambridge, conducted by Sir David Willcocks. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tHF_WOHw4q8 (6 mins) 
- 
This final selection is based on Paganini’s Caprice No. 24 in A minor, which has been 
used by many composers. It is widely considered one of the most difficult pieces ever writ-
ten for the solo violin. 
Niccolò Paganini (1782 – 1840) was an Italian violinist, guitarist, and composer. He was 
the most celebrated violin virtuoso of his time. 
Itzhak Perlman (born 1945) is an Israeli-American violinist. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YWnGcXe_i2Y (4 min 30 Sec) 
- 
Rachmaninov’s “Rhapsody on a theme of Paganini” is well-known. 
Sergei Rachmaninov (1873 – 1943) was a Russian composer, virtuoso pianist, and con-
ductor of the late Romantic period. This 1934 recording is played by the composer. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UdJ2kMi0mJU (22 mins) 
- 
Witold Lutosławski Variations on a theme by Paganini for two pianos (1941)   
Witold Lutosławski (1913 – 1994) was a Polish    composer and orchestral conductor, one 
of the major    European composers of the 20th century. 
Anastasia Gromoglasova (left, born 1984) and Liubov Gromoglasova (right, born 1981), 
two sister Russian pianists, both born in Riga, Latvia. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VkHXl3koVgE (7 mins) 
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