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J.S. Bach Goldberg Variations
Bach’s Goldberg Variations probably belong to the best-known works for 
harpsichord, especially since the famous recording by pianist Glen Gould in 1955. 
The piece is one of the most popular works by Bach, and, usually, after a concert 
performance of the Variations, someone from the audience will be unable to resist 
comparing it with Gould’s, apparently disregarding the fact that he played it on piano 
rather than harpsichord. The piece throws up many problems when playing it on 
piano, but most can be avoided by obeying the instrumentation that Bach intended:

Clavier Ubung / bestehend / in einer ARIA / mit verschiedenen Verænderungen / 
vors Clavicimbal / mit 2 Manualen. / Denen Liebhabern zur Gemüths- / Ergetzung 
verfertiget von / Johann Sebastian Bach / Königl. Pohl. u. Churfl. Sæchs. Hoff- / 
Compositeur, Capellmeister, u. Directore / Chori Musici in Leipzig. / Nürnberg in 
Verlegung / Balthasar Schmids

Keyboard exercise, consisting of an ARIA with diverse (or several) variations for 
harpsichord with two manuals. Composed for connoisseurs, for the rejuvenation of 
their spirits, by Johann Sebastian Bach, composer for the royal court of Poland and 
the Electoral court of Saxony, Kapellmeister and Director of Choral Music in Leipzig. 
Nuremberg, Balthasar Schmid, publisher.

The Goldberg variations were published in 1741 as Clavier Uebung (IV) and are 
based on an aria, which was penned by Bach’s wife Anna Magdalena Bach in the 
Clavierbüchlein, which was presented to her by Bach in 1725. They were named 
after Bach’s student Johann Gottlieb Goldberg, known for his virtuosity as well his 
peculiarity. It was Johann Nikolaus Forkel, Bach’s first biographer, who told us about 
the genesis of the work:

“[For this work] we have to thank the instigation of the former Russian 
ambassador to the Electoral Court of Saxony, Count Kaiserling, who often stopped in 
Leipzig and brought Goldberg with him, to be given musical instruction by Bach. The 
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Aria mit verschiedenen Veränderungen 

1. Aria  5’02
2. Variatio 1, a 1 clav. 2’14
3. Variatio 2 , a 1 clav. 1’36
4.  Variatio 3, a 1 clav. –  

Canone all’unisono  1’55
5. Variatio 4, a 1 clav.  0’53
6. Variatio 5, a 1 ovvero 2 clav. 1‘49 
7.  Variatio 6, a 1 clav. Canone  

alla seconda 1’46
8.  Variatio 7, a 1 ovvero 2 clav. –  

al tempo di giga 1’29
9. Variatio 8, a 2 clav. 1’38
10.  Variatio 9, a 1 clav. –  

Canone alla terza 2’51
11. Variatio 10, a 1 clav. – fughetta 1’13
12. Variatio 11, a 2 clav. 2’12
13.  Variatio 12, a 1 clav. –  

Canone alla quarta 2’12
14. Variatio 13, a 2 clav. 3’26
15. Variatio 14, a 2 clav. 2’18
16.  Variatio 15, a 1 clav. –  

Canone alla quinta, andante 5’07
17.  Variatio 16, a 1 clav. –  

Ouverture 3’08

18. Variatio 17, a 2 clav. 2’05
19.  Variatio 18, a 1 clav. –  

Canone alla sesta 1’38
20. Variatio 19, a 1 clav. 1’11
21. Variatio 20, a 2 clav. 2’15
22.  Variatio 21, a 1 clav. –  

Canone alla settima 2’35
23.  Variatio 22, a 1 clav. –  

Alla Breve 1’36
24. Variatio 23, a 2 clav. 1’50
25.  Variatio 24, a 1 clav. –  

Canone all’ottava 3’52
26.  Variatio 25, a 2 clav. –  

Adagio 5’30
27. Variatio 26, a 2 clav. 2’14 
28.  Variatio 27, a 1 ovvero  

2 clav. – Canone alla nona 2’04
29. Variatio 28, a 2 clav. 2’38
30. Variatio 29, a 1 ovvero 2 clav. 2’19
31.  Variatio 30, a 1 clav. –  

Quodlibet 2’14
32. Aria da capo 2’36
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Count was frequently ill and suffered from sleepless nights. At such times, Goldberg, 
who lived in his house, would spend the night in an antechamber, and play for him 
during his insomnia. Once, the Count mentioned in Bach’s presence that he would 
like to have some clavier pieces for Goldberg, which should be of such a smooth 
and lively character so that he might be cheered up by them in his sleepless nights. 
Bach thought himself best able to fulfill this wish by means of variations, the writing 
of which he had until then considered an ungrateful task because of the repeatedly 
similar harmonic foundation. But by this time all his works were already considered 
models of art, and so too, under his hand, did these variations become. Yet he 
produced only a single work of this kind. Thereafter the Count always called them his 
variations. He never tired of them, and for a long time sleepless nights meant: ‘Dear 
Goldberg, do play me one of my variations.’ Bach was perhaps never so rewarded for 
one of his works as for this. The Count presented him with a golden goblet filled with 
100 Louis d’or. Nevertheless, even had the gift been a thousand times larger, their 
artistic value would not yet have been paid for.”

Although it’s a good story, almost every scholar doubts there is much truth to it. 
Goldberg, being fourteen years of age at the time, was not considered accomplished 
enough to play the work. However, I disagree! There are many instances of 
young prodigies playing seriously difficult pieces. The supposed dedication to 
Kaiserling, however, and the reward Bach received, seems to have been a deliberate 
mythologising by Forkel, an ardent admirer of Bach. Kaiserling would at least have 
been mentioned in the title page of the 1741 edition, and since this is not the case, 
the entire story is questionable. Perhaps Bach sent Kaiserling a copy of the edition, 
and Kaiserling, being very happy with it, paid him more than was on the invoice. 
100 Louis d’or in a golden goblet, however, would have been an excessive amount of 
money and would have made Bach very rich—which doesn’t seem to be the case.

In Bach’s later years the composer began publishing a series of keyboard works, 
which he labelled Clavier-Uebung. The first volume, published in 1731, consisted of 6 
Partitas for Harpsichord Solo (previously published separately from 1725 onwards). 

The second volume, published in 1735, consisted of two pieces: the Italian Concerto 
and the French Ouverture. The next volume, published in 1739, was dedicated to 
organ works. Known as the Great Organ Mass it consisted of chorale fantasias, 
the entire collection preceeded by a prelude and concluded by a triple fugue. These 
pieces were followed by four duettos, which could be played on organ as well as 
harpsichord, since these were manualiter pieces. In 1741 Clavier-Uebung IV was 
published. Bach always had a great appetite for counterpoint, but the duettos and The 
Goldberg Variations really marked a shift towards the more complex and abstract 
forms of counterpoint, of which the canon is probably the most rigid form. This 
fixation was intensified with the Kunst der Fuge of 1742 (which eventually could have 
been conceived as Clavier-Uebung V), and the Musical Offering, published in 1748.

The Goldberg Variations are based on the bass notes of the aria, which show 
an interesting similarity with the bass notes of Handel’s great Chaconna with 62 
Variations, from 1733. Bach would probably have known this piece, since he 
functioned as the Leipzig agent for Conrad Hurlebusch’s keyboard works that were 
published by Witvogel in Amsterdam, also responsible for an edition of Handel’s 
piece. Although quite a common ostinato bass, Bach used these eight notes for a series 
of fourteen canons found in his own Handexemplar, which was discovered in 1974. 
The fact that Handel created a major variation cycle on these eight notes might also 
have inspired Bach to compose a similar work. Bach only used the variation form in 
his harpsichord works when he was a young composer, which causes The Goldberg 
Variations to have a special place in Bach’s harpsichord oeuvre. Forkel obviously was 
not aware of the existence of the Aria Variata (BWV989).

Bach, as usual, organized the form of the variation cycle very well. After the 
exposition of the aria, thirty variations are presented, divided into ten sections of 
three variations, all of them concluded by a canon, with the exception of the last 
group, which finishes with a so-called quodlibet, and which also concludes the entire 
variation cycle. The nine canons follow an ascending pattern. Variation 3 is the first 
canon and answers on the same note as the exposition, Variation 6 is a canon at the 



second, meaning that the second entry begins the interval of a second above the first 
entry. The ninth Variation is a canon at the third, and so on until Variation 27, which 
is a canon at the ninth. The ninth canon distinguishes itself from the previous canons 
since it is purely a two-part composition—the other canons are accompanied by a 
bass. Perhaps Bach considered two part writing the ultimate form of counterpoint? 
The nine canons make 3 x 3, the number three being an important figure in Bach’s 
work, representing the Holy Trinity. Therefore the 30th Variation (3 x 10 by the way) 
obviously couldn’t be a canon at the tenth.

Although The Goldberg Variations and its technically demanding features are very 
well known today, the techniques Bach employed were definitely novel at the time. 
Bach was actually not the first composer to use two keyboards in the way of the pièce 
croisée—examples exist in French harpsichord literature—however, it had never been 
used on such a grand scale. On the other hand, the technique of using two equally 
important keyboards simultaneously, including the crossing of hands, was a technique 
which Bach had already adopted in his organ works, and notably in his trio sonatas. 
Keyboard players from Germany, all of them organists as well as harpsichordists, 
were at least familiar with the technique.

Apart from the canons, Bach uses many musical forms to keep the variation cycle 
lively. Variation 1 could be seen as a polonaise, a form that became quite popular 
halfway through the 18th century, whilst the second Variation could well be a 
movement from a trio sonate. The first canone all’ unisono is immediately making 
clear that Bach’s canons are far from dry or academic, as this canon has a rather 
joyful character. Variation 4 is in the form of the passepied, the menuet’s faster cousin. 
Variation 5 is the first variation for two manuals, although Bach leaves the decision 
whether to use one or two manuals to the performer. The use of big leaps and hand 
crossings is similar to the way Scarlatti employs this technique, though it seems very 
unlikely that Bach was familiar with the works of his Italian peer. The canone alla 
seconda, the next movement, contrasts strongly with the previous variation, and has a 
tender, rather than virtuosic, character.

Variation 7 is al tempo di Giga, traditionally the final and fastest movement of the 
harpsichord suite. It comes in many forms, this time in the form of the canarie, which 
Bach uses, for instance, in the second French Suite as well as in the French Ouverture. 
Variation 8 is the first Variation for two keyboards. The piece can be interpreted 
as alternating between two and three beats per bar (¾ vs 6/ 8). This is something I 
emphasised in the performance. The next canone alla terza seems to be a preparation 
of the following fughetta, which Bach wants to be played attacca, or at least this 
seems to be the intention behind the lacking fermate at the end of the canon.

Variation 12 is again virtuosic in character, using two keyboards, handcrossings, 
and consists mainly of scales and broken chords, a real Clavier Uebung, so to speak. 
The canone alla quarta in moto contrario is one of the more complex canons, 
although the repeated quarter notes of the bass result in a relaxed flowing movement. 
The technique Bach is referring to means that the answering of the canon’s exposition 
is not literal, but rather “upside-down”. Variation 13 is a heavily ornamented 
sarabande for two keyboards. The right hand with the ornamented melody is 
accompanied by the left hand on the upper manual and bears some resemblance with 
the second movement of the Italian Concerto. The following movements couldn’t be 
more contrasting: Variation 14 is a jumpy movement for two manuals, exploiting 
trills in both hands on the contrasting manuals. Variation 15 on the other hand is the 
first variation in G minor exploiting the seufzer technique to its extreme. The seufzer 
was used to express grief in the musical rhetoric of the day. Again this canon uses the 
contrary motion answering technique of the previous canon. 

Ending Variation 15 on the highest note of the entire composition seems to be 
an open question, which is answered with an ouverture in French style, and marks 
the beginning of the even more virtuosic second half of the variation cycle. The 
French ouverture’s characteristic dotted rhythm with flashing 32nd note scales in 
a slow tempo precedes the fugue of the second half of the variation. Normally, the 
slow dotted section returns in the French ouverture, but since Bach is restricted in 
possibilities because of the variation form, he ends the piece with a chord, which 



the two voices move unaccompanied at the distance of a ninth. Immediately, the 
canon is followed (there is no fermata) by the next Variation for two keyboards, 
concentrating on the trill and the double trill. Variation 29 concentrates on the 
triple trill and fast passage work. Instead of a canone alla decima, Variation 30 
is a potpourri that Bach labelled as quodlibet, a term that was derived from the 
improvisations that seem to have provided the greatest joy at Bach family meetings. 
Forkel describes these kind of ‘stand up’ improvisation sessions in Bach’s biography: 
“As soon as they were assembled a chorale was struck up. From this devout beginning 
they proceeded to jokes, which were frequently in strong contrast. That is, they then 
sang popular songs partly of comic and also partly of indecent content, all mixed 
together on the spur of the moment. This kind of improvised harmonizing they called 
a Quodlibet, and not only could they laugh over it quite whole-heartedly themselves, 
but it also aroused just as hearty and irresistible laughter in all who heard them.”

This anecdote quite accurately describes the function of the last variation, which 
was obviously meant to be humorous. Apart from the original bass theme, the 
variation combines two folk songs: 

-Ich bin solang nicht bei dir g’west, ruck her, ruck her (I have been so long away 
from you, come closer, come closer) 
-Kraut und Rüben haben mich vertrieben, hätt mein’ Mutter Fleisch gekocht, wär 
ich länger blieben (Cabbage and turnips have driven me away, had my mother 
cooked meat, I’d have opted to stay). 

Some scholars also claim to detect the song Was Gott tut das ist Wohlgetan, but Bach 
might well have considered this blasphemous, since it could be interpreted that he was 
considering himself God by composing these Variations. In any case, the similarities 
with the original chorale melody are rather tenuous.

These Variations have been on my harpsichord music stand for more than 30 years, 
and like so many others, I’ve been intrigued by them for a long time. It’s one of the 

lasts a full bar. Variation 17 for two manuals is a kind of étude which concentrates 
on scales in sixths and thirds, again in pièce croisée style. The canone alla sesta is a 
simple canon in which the bass is actually the liveliest component, also because of the 
use of the figura corta, a rhythmical pattern consisting of one long note and two short 
notes, which expresses joy in the musical rhetoric of Bach’s time. 

Variation 19 is a simple menuet that seems to prepare for the next two-manual tour 
de force of Variation 20. In any case, the fermata at the end of Variation 19 is missing 
again, which might again indicate an attacca marking. Among all the Variations, there 
are only three in a minor key. The canone alla settima is the second piece in G minor, 
and similar in construction to Variation 15. It’s one of the more dramatic variations, 
with a lot of chromatism. The next variation seems to be connected to the previous 
one, although there is a tremendous contrast in character. The alla breve marking 
suggests a fast tempo and once again the figura corta seems to determine the cheerful 
character of the piece. Variation 23 is another virtuosic piece for two manuals, and 
these pieces appear to become progressively more difficult. This particular one focuses 
on scales and parallel thirds and sixths. The canone all’ ottava is a relaxed piece in 
9/8 time, which resembles some kind of siciliano. 

Variation 25 takes an important position in the entire cycle. It is the third piece 
in G minor and has an adagio tempo marking and is by far the longest movement. 
It is of a highly dramatic nature, which Bach creates by a very slowly progressing 
chromatic presentation of the bass line, which in turn is answered by an equally 
chromatic middle voice. These two lines form the accompaniment of the right hand, 
which is a highly ornamented chromatic melody. Here, Bach is searching for the 
boundaries of tonality and is at least 90 years ahead of his time. Variation 26 is 
again a two manual tour de force and starts the finale of the cycle, which becomes 
increasingly virtuosic. The piece is in fact a sarabande in ¾ time, but is accompanied 
by 16th notes in 18/16 time. These kind of time markings suggest a fast tempo against 
the relatively slow sarabande. The ninth canon of the cycle concludes the series of 
canons in the piece. Rather than being accompanied by a bass like the other canons, 



reasons for making this new recording, which replaces the one I made in 1999. That 
was already my second version of the work and I always dream that I can do better. 
I suppose this dream will never end because there will always be something to be 
improved. I promise though, this will be my last recording of the piece! It also marks 
the start of my project to record Bach’s entire harpsichord oeuvre. Occasionally I will 
use ‘old’ material, and on occasion I will make re-recordings. There is still a lot which 
I have never recorded before as well. I am looking forward to this journey already.  
© Pieter-Jan Belder
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