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Program Notes

It is hard to imagine that Johann Sebastian Bach, the iconic master of the Baroque era, did not receive much
acclaim during his lifetime. Bach was more widely respected as a keyboard virtuoso in his day than as a
composer, and also made an immense contribution as a devoted teacher throughout his career. That he had so
many pupils who would go on to influence the course of music for the next century—three of whom were his
own sons, no less—is a testament to Bach’s pedagogical prowess. The Goldberg Variations, published in 1741
as “an Aria with diverse variations for the harpsichord with two manuals,” are the fourth and final volume of
Bach’s Clavier-Ubung (‘“keyboard practice”) collection. Bach’s last published word on keyboard playing, the
Goldberg Variations are a brilliant display of compositional command and stylistic inventiveness, coupled with
an unprecedented, acrobatic virtuosity.

The work received its unusual title from a charming but apocryphal story from J.N. Forkel’s biography of Bach
published in 1802. The legend goes that Bach wrote this set of variations for Count Hermann Carl von
Keyserlingk, the Russian Ambassador at the Dresden court. The Count suffered from insomnia and would have
his personal harpsichordist, the young virtuoso Johann Gottlieb Goldberg, play some of the variations to cheer
him up. In addition to the fact that Goldberg was only 14 years old at the time of publication, coupled with the
lack of a dedication to the Count casts some doubt on this story. Further, some of Bach’s more sprightly variations
are likely to prolong insomnia rather than soothe it. Given the technical demands of the Variations, the connection
to a keyboard virtuoso like Goldberg is however not farfetched. Goldberg may have even studied with Bach,
becoming acquainted with the demands of Bach’s “keyboard practice.”

In any other context, “keyboard practice” might connote tedious drills for the fingers. On the contrary, Bach’s
music goes far beyond aims of mere technical proficiency. Indeed, all four volumes of the Clavier-Ubung contain
the distinctive subtitle “music to delight the spirit.” Beyond simply offering pleasing music, the “delight” comes
from a captivating and artful demonstration of how a composer can thoroughly explore musical possibilities. Bach
outlines his pedagogical philosophy in the preface to an earlier collection of 30 instructive keyboard pieces called
the Inventions and Sinfonias. Practicing these pieces will certainly improve the student’s playing, he writes, but
Bach also hopes for the student “to obtain good inventions (ideas) but to develop the same well; above all,
however, to achieve a cantabile [singing] style in playing and at the same time acquire a strong foretaste of
composition.” Bach takes these aspirations to new heights in the Goldberg Variations, revealing many intricate
compositional procedures and styles, thereby teaching the player how one can develop a musical idea. The music
itself, from the graceful to the blazingly virtuosic, demands musical sensitivity; that the piece opens and closes
with an exquisite, lyrical aria is no coincidence for a composer who placed utmost importance on achieving a
“singing style” at the keyboard.

In fulfilling the purpose of the Clavier-Ubung, Bach weaves his instructive aims together with masterful
architectural skill. Between the two occurrences of the aria are 30 variations, presenting Bach’s fluency in
virtually every musical style. The variation form, where a musical idea is repeatedly altered in some way, opens
up nearly infinite possibilities for the composer. As the foundation for the work, Bach chose a 32-measure
recurring bass pattern (a similar method used in the eponymous “Pachelbel’s Canon”) that is split in half, with
each half repeated. The bass pattern allows Bach to build all kinds of inventive structures upon it. The variations
are grouped in sets of three distinct (but diverse) types, with an indication to be played on one or two keyboards.
The first of the three is a piece of a specific sort, like a small fugue or dance; the second, a freer, flowing movement
that features the clever intertwining and crossing of the hands; and the third, a canon (a strict musical “rule”),
where a musical idea or theme is first introduced and then enters later at a different pitch level. The canon rises
by one notch after each successive group of three, beginning from the unison and on to the second, third, etc.,
until the ninth, introducing a new compositional challenge each time that Bach meets with gusto.

Variation 1 features a spirited leaping bass line, reminiscent of a cello, that accompanies a jovial melody. The
cheeriness is not to be written off, however; Bach introduces arpeggios and hand-crossings that require great



precision and clarity. A significant moment of stylistic finesse occurs in Variation 16, a French overture that
begins the second half of the work with sweeping flourishes and pompous, jagged rhythms. The playful fluttering
of Variation 28 demands delicacy and virtuosity at the same time, with wide leaps in the left hand and fiendish
hand-crossing. The final variation, placed where the last canon would be, is a medley (quodlibet) of two
interwoven folk songs. The two provocative texts of these songs point to the end of the variation set before the
return of the aria: “I have so long been away from you,” and “My mother fed me beets and cabbage. Had she
cooked meat, I might have stayed longer.” A profound homecoming takes place, the journey comes to an end the
same way it began.

All of the “diverse variations” offer interpretive challenges to the performer, from court dances, and blazing
virtuosity of cross-hand pyro-techniques, to the profound emotion of the slow minor key variations. The two-
manual harpsichord was the most sophisticated of the plucked keyboard instruments, and Bach took advantage of
the subtle differences in sound (one bright and sonorous, the other usually softer and more nasal) across the two
keyboards. The rich variety and endless depth of the Goldberg Variations has enthralled generations of musicians,
truly living up to Bach’s description of “music to delight the spirit.”

- Jonathan Salamon
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Arthur Haas Biography

rthur Haas is one of the most sought-after performers and teachers of

Baroque music in the United States today. He received the top prize in the
Paris International Harpsichord Competition in 1975 and then stayed in France
for a number of years as an active member of the growing European early music
scene. While in Paris, he joined the Five Centuries Ensemble, a group acclaimed
for its performances and recordings of Baroque and contemporary music. He
played the premiere performance of William Albright’s Concerto for Harpsichord
and Orchestra in 1994. He is a member of the Aulos Ensemble, one of America’s
premier period instrument ensembles, whose recordings of Bach, Vivaldi,
Telemann, and Rameau have won critical acclaim in the press, as well as Empire
Viols, and the exciting new group, Gold and Glitter. His partners for duo recitals
and concerts with early music specialists include Marius van Altena, Julianne
Baird, James Bowman, Phoebe Carrai, William Christie, Alan Curtis, Bruce
Dickey, Jan DeGaetani, Laurence Dreyfus, Paul Leenhouts, Judith Nelson, Paul
O’Dette, Stephen Preston, and Marion Verbruggen. Praised by Le Monde for his
interpretation of French keyboard music, he has recorded duo harpsichord music of Gaspard Le Roux with
William Christie and solo CDs of music by Jean-Henri d’ Anglebert, Forqueray, the complete keyboard works of
Rameau, and extensive harpsichord music of the English Restoration. Annual summer workshop and festival
appearances include the International Baroque Institute at Longy, Portland (ME) Bach Virtuosi Festival, the
Berkeley Early Music Festival, and Amherst Early Music, where he served as artistic director of the Baroque
Academy from 2002 to 2011. In addition, he has been a featured soloist and teacher at the Flintwoods Collection
of Antique Keyboard Instruments in Delaware. He is professor of harpsichord and early music at Stony Brook
University and is a founding faculty member of Juilliard’s historical performance program. In fall 2012, he joined
the distinguished faculty of the Yale School of Music. He is also serving on the national screening committee of
the Fulbright Scholar Program in the field of organ and historical performance for a three-year period that started
in fall 2018.

The Harpsichord

The harpsichord used in today’s performance is a copy of a late 18%-century French harpsichord after
Blanchet/Taskin built by William Elder in 1990. It was given to The Church of the Redeemer in 2018 in memory
of Michael D. Price.
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