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J.S. BACH: GOLDBERG-VARIATIONEN, BWV 988




Forkel, the author of the first significant Bach monograph, tells the story of the origin
of the composition. According to him, the great Johann Sebastian was commissioned
by a certain Count Keyserlinck to compose the Goldberg Variations. The Count suffered
from insomnia, therefore he asked the composer whom he had known from earlier to
compose some music which his court harpsichordist, Johann Gottlieb Goldberg, could
play for him from time to time in the tormenting hours of the night. Bach believed that
a series of variations would best suit the purpose so that Goldberg could play different
movements each night. Keyserlinck received the score and paid an appreciable sum
for the work, handing over a golden plate with a hundred double Louis d'or.



The legend is pleasing but certainly not true in this form. The work was published in
1742, during Bach's lifetime, as the last book of the Klavieriibung series, but the cover
page does not contain either a dedication for the Count or the name of Goldberg (who,
furthermore, was 15 that year). What probably happened was that Bach composed a
monumental series of variations independent of Keyserlinck, perhaps not even on his
own theme (as it is, though debatedly, supposed today), but on a piece by his talented
wife, Anna Magdalena, included in the little family musicbook (Notenbiichlein fiir
Anna Magdalena Bach). Then, when Keyserlinck (probably a few years later) asked him
for a composition, he either gave him a printed copy or the original manuscript itself
and the music-loving Count was grateful for this.



The question remains what could have induced Bach to undertake such a huge task at
a time when he could not hope for a financial reward. (At the time a composer had to
pay for publication and received a certain share from the price of the copies sold. This,
however, certainly did not cover his expenses. In fact only 200 copies were printed, of
which 18 survived until the 20th century). Was this an unlikely challenge?

The work is not a simple, conventional set of variations. Perhaps it is no exaggeration
to call it the king of all variations ever written. Its construction is perfectly planned and
unique. The thirty-two bar theme is followed by thirty variations, then the theme
returns again. Thus the cycle consists altogether of thirty-two movements. The series is
divided into two large sections. The 15th variation is in minor instead of the so far
exclusively G major tonality; its ending has a valedictory character. (Bach presumably
planned a short rest here.) The 16th variation has a new beginning with a French
overture. There are two more minor movements, Variations 21 and 25; the latter is
especially daring with harmonies similar to those in the Chromatic Fantasy and Fugue.
Every third piece is a canon in a way that the upper two voices move above the bass in
canon first at the distance of unison, then second, third, fourth, and so on. In the fourth
and fifth canons (Variations 12 and 15) the two upper voices move in mirror. We reach
the distance of the octave at Variation 24.



The 27th variation continues the method only partially: it is a canon on the ninth but
there are only two parts. Variation 30 is a Quodlibet of well-known folksongs instead of
the expected canon on the tenth. Variations 4, 7, 10, and some others are character
pieces (No. 7 is a gigue, No.10 is a fugato, but No. 16, the French overture, also
belongs to this group), others (from Variation 5) are virtuoso pieces utilising the
technical possibilities of the two-manual harpsichord and are rather difficult to play on
the piano, since the two hands always cross owing to the lack of the other manual. It
remains an unanswered question how Goldberg could cope with the task. Because,
even if not at the age of 15, he probably played these movements for the sleepless
Count at some time.

Sandor Kovacs
musicologist

English translation: Kata Ittzés
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Bach's Goldberg Variations require great mastery of the instrument from the
performer. The difficulties to contend with in each variation are almost superhuman.

Ldszl6 Borbély has fought the fight to gain the tools for this. His profound, humble and
respectful approach to the text of the work also contributes ...

| greatly honour his achievement.

Gyorgy Kurtag






Life not worth living without Bach's music. Even though we usually put obstacles in our
way to Bach (and other composers), his music excels every time with its directness,
immediacy, unlimited variability and its unique tone which can mediate between
heaven and earth.

But why the Goldberg Variations?

First because | was an admirer of Glenn Gould's idiosyncracy (to me his Goldberg
recordings are benchmarks), second - and in the end it was the main reason - | was
being attracted to pieces (and arts) where complexity and grandiosity makes the way
of understanding very different from normal everyday practice. At the same time
understanding this music and working on it means a particular challenge at mental
and physical level. This music has plenty of musical faces and emotions of human life,
such as doubt, misery, failure; but certainty and happiness, too. Playing this music is
an essential source of mental and spiritual experience, so | would like to wish the same
for my future listeners, as well.

LdszIo Borbély



Disc l.

01.Aria

02.Variatio 1.a 1 Clav.

03.Variatio 2.a 1 Clav.

04. Variatio 3. Canone all' Unisono a 1 Clav.
05.Variatio 4.a 1 Clav.

06. Variatio 5.a 1 6 vero 2 Clav.

07.Variatio 6. Canone alla Seconda a 1 Clav.

08. Variatio 7.a 1 6 vero 2 Clav. (al tempo di Giga)
09. Variatio 8. a 2 Clav.

10. Variatio 9. Canone allaTerzaa 1 Clav.

11. Variatio 10. Fughettaa 1 Clav.

12.Variatio 11.a 2 Clav.

13. Variatio 12. Canone alla Quarta a 1 Clav.

14 . Variatio 13.a 2 Clav.

15.Variatio 14.a 2 Clav.

16.Variatio 15. Canone alla Quinta a 1 Clav. (Andante)

Disc Il.

17.Variatio 16. Ouverture a 1 Clav.
18.Variatio 17.a 2 Clav.

19.Variatio 18. Canone alla Sexta a 1 Clav.
20. Variatio 19.a 1 Clav.

21.Variatio 20.a 2 Clav.

22 .Variatio 21. Canone alla Settima a 1 Clav.

23.Variatio 22.a 1 Clav. (Alla breve)

24 Variatio 23.a 2 Clav.

25. Variatio 24. Canone all' Ottava a 1 Clav.
26. Variatio 25.a 2 Clav. (Adagio)

27 . Variatio 26.a 2 Clav.

28.Variatio 27. Canone alla Nona a 2 Clav.
29.Variatio 28.a 2 Clav.

30. Variatio 29.a 1 6 vero 2 Clav.

31. Variatio 30. Quodlibet a 1 Clav.
32.Aria
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Forkel, az elsd jelentds Bach-monografia iréja meséli el a torténetet, mely szerint a
nagy Johann Sebastian egy bizonyos Keyserlinck grét megrendelése alapjan
komponalta volna az (n. Goldberg- varidcidkat. A gréf dlmatlansdgban szenvedett, és
ezért megkérte a zeneszerz6t, akit mar régebb Ota ismert, irjon szamdra olyan
muzsikat, amelyet hazi csembalistdja, Johann Gottlieb Goldberg jatszogathatna az é;
gyotré ordiban. Bach dgy gondolta, ennek a célnak egy varidcidsorozat felel meg
legjobban - Goldberg majd minden este mas és mas tételeket szélaltat meg beléle.
Keyserlinck megkapta a kottat és busasan fizetett érte, eqy aranytalban szaz dupla
Lajos-aranyat adott.



Alegenda szép, am igy, ebben a formaban biztosan nem igaz. A m(i ugyanis még Bach
életében megjelent nyomtatdshan, 1742-ben, a Klavier-Ubung sorozat utolsé
részeként, de a kotta cimlapjdra nincs ranyomtatva a megrendel6nek sz6l6 ajanlds, s
nincs ott Goldberg neve sem (aki mellesleg a jelzett esztend6ben tizenotodik
életévében jart). Az torténhetett tehat, hogy Bach Keyserlinck-t6l fliggetleniil teremtett
egy nagyszabasu variacidsort, mai (persze vitatott) feltételezések szerint taldn nem is
sajat témadjdra, hanem muzikdlis felesége, Anna Magdalena szép darabjdra, ami
bekerilt a kis csaladi kottaskonyvbe (Notenbiichlein fiir Anna Magdalena Bach), aztan
amikor Keyserlinck kéréssel fordult hozza (alighanem par évvel késébb), vagy a
nyomtatott példanyokbdl adott egyet, vagy magat az eredeti kéziratot, a zeneszeret
grof pedig ezért is halas volt.



A kérdés most mar csak az, mi vezette Bachot, amikor ilyen hatalmas feladatra
vallalkozott - a jelek szerint még akkor, amikor nem remélhetett érte anyagi hasznot.
(Abban a korban a publikaldsért a zeneszerzének kellett fizetnie, az eladott példanyok
arabol aztan kapott bizonyos részt, de ez biztosan nem fedezte a koltségeket. N.B. a
kiadvanybdl mindossze kétszéz példany késziilt, tizennyolc maradt fenn a huszadik
szazadig.) Sajatos becsvagy?

A m( nem eqyszeri, szokvanyos varidcidsor. Talin nem tulzas azt allitani, minden
valaha irt és irandd variacidsorozatok kiralya. Felépitése tokéletesen végiggondolt és
egyedi. Harminckét (temes a téma, harminc vadltozat koveti, majd ismét
megszolaltatandd a téma - azaz a ciklus dsszesen harminckét tétel. Két nagy részbdl
all. A tizenotodik varidcio az addig kizarolagos G-dur helyett moll hangnemd, a vége
szinte blcsuzd (Bach feltehet6en itt rovid pihend-sziinetet képzelt el), a tizenhatodik
Ujrakezdés, francia nyitdnnyal. Még két moll tétel akad, a huszonegyedik és
nuszon6todik, utdbbi kilondsen merész, a kromatikus fantdzia és figahoz hasonlé
narmodniakkal. Minden harmadik darab kdnon. Mégpedig tigy, hogy a basszus felett a
fels6 két szélam mozog kanonban, el6szor prim, majd szekund, terc, kvart, stb.
tavolsagra. A kvart- és kvintkdnonban (tizenkettedik és tizenotodik variacid) a két felsd
sz6lam tikorben mozog.




A huszonnegyedik varidcional érjik el az oktavot. A huszonhetedik tétel részben
folytatja a sort (ndnakanon), de mar csak két szélam szél. A harmincadik pedig a vart
decimakdnon helyett ismert népdalokat idézé Quodlibet. A negyedik, hetedik, tizedik,
sth. tételek karakterdarabok (a hetedik példaul gigue, a tizedik fugato, és persze ide
tartozik a tizenhatodik variacid, a francia nyitany is), a tovabbiak pedig (az otodik
variaciotdl) a kétmanualos csembald technikai lehetdségeit kihasznalo, virtudz zenék,
amelyeket zongoran - két manuadl hianyaban - igen nehéz eljatszani, hiszen a két kéz
allanddan keresztezi eqymast. Orok kérdés marad, Goldberg hogyan birkdzott meg a
feladattal. Mert ha nem is tizenot évesen, de valamikor nyilvan jdtszotta a tételeket
almatlan ura eldtt.

Kovdcs Sandor
zenetudos






Bach zenéje nélkiil lehet élni, de nem nagyon érdemes. S bar szeretlink djra és djra
falakat emelni a Mester és mi kdzénk, mégis, zenéje mindenkor kitiinik
kozvetlenségével, kimerithetetlen variabilitdsaval, Egeket ostromld hangjaval.

S hogy miért "a Goldberg"?

Egyrészt, mert sokunkhoz hasonléan én is Glenn Gould felvételein és hamisithatatlan
géniuszanak csodalatan szocializalddtam, masrészt - és ez volt a 6 ok -, mindig is
kiilonds vonzalmat éreztem az olyan monstruézus mdvek irdnt, melyek befogadasa a
szokdsos gyakorlaton messze kivil esik, egyuttal kilonleges szellemi-fizikai kihivast
jelent. Ezért is esett valasztdsom erre a miire, mely megszamlalhatatlan "zenés arcot"
foglal magaba, az emberélet valamennyi kételyét, gyotrelmét, kudarcat, de
nizonyossagat, oromét is. E md mindenkor szellemi és fizikai élmény forrdsa is
szamomra.

Borbély Ldszlo



