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was born in London and began piano lessons at the age of 11. His early
musical training began as a chorister at Westminster Abbey and was followed by studies at the
Royal College of Music with Yonty Solomon. In 1987, on hearing him play, the great Russian
virtuoso, Tatiana Nikoleyeva, described van Bloss as the 'finished article of a pianist'.

Frédéric Chopin

In 1994, aged 26, Nick van Bloss played a televised recital in Poland at the Chopin Festival.
This proved to be his last public appearance before he retired from playing completely for 15
years. During these years van Bloss rarely touched a piano, but he did write his
autobiographical memoir 'Busy Body', which was published, to much acclaim, in 2006. The
following year he was the subject of a BBC 'Horizon' documentary, inspired by his book,
exploring his creativity. This documentary led to interest in his piano playing and, in 2008, he
began a series of recordings with award-winning producer Michael Haas, beginning with
Bach's monumental 'Goldberg' Variations, and including a recording of Bach's Keyboard
Concertos with the English Chamber Orchestra. These recordings won unprecedented acclaim
by critics: writing about van Bloss in International Piano Magazine, Jessica Duchen commented
on the Goldberg Variations recording,‘A poetic, tender and vividly coloured performance that
has had critics clawing at superlatives’. And, in a recent programme on BBC Radio 3 dedicated
to all recordings of the Variations, presented by Sir Nicholas Kenyon, van Bloss’ recording was
chosen in the 'final four' alongside Schiff, Gould and Perahia.

Nick van Bloss
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Allegro maestoso
Scherzo - molto vivace
Largo
Finale - presto non tanto

13.38
2.34
8.40
5.33

Since then, Nick van Bloss has performed in the United States, Japan, Sweden, Austria, with
the English Chamber Orchestra, and conducted concertos from the keyboard. His recording
schedule, as part of a long-term relationship with Nimbus Records, will include Beethoven’s
‘Diabelli Variations’ and selected Sonatas, a CD of Sonatas by Mozart, and a recording of
several Piano Concertos by Mozart with the Vienna Symphony Orchestra, directed by van Bloss
from the piano. A feature film about his life is currently in development.

Produced by Adrian Farmer
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In April 2009, van Bloss made a 'comeback' concert at London's Cadogan Hall, playing a
concerto by Bach and Beethoven's 'Emperor' Concerto with the English Chamber Orchestra.
The concert, uniformly reviewed as a 'Triumph' by London's critics, attracted massive media
interest from all over the globe.
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and the Pleyel piano ordered from Paris was slow in coming. It’s interesting to note that
although he went on working at the Preludes with the aid of an out-of-tune and inferior
instrument, he refused to put the finishing touches to
them until the Pleyel arrived.
The idea of a set of 24 pieces in all keys obviously stems from Bach’s ‘48’, but Chopin has
gone about the task in his own way. Whereas Bach in each book of the ‘48’ moves up a
semitone with each pair of prelude and fugue (C major-C minor-C sharp major-C sharp
minor etc), Chopin organises his layout with a view to the workings of classical tonality (C
major-A minor-G major-E minor etc.) Bach’s scheme is designed to show off the welltemperedness of his instrument, Chopin’s to offer a variety of colour within a coherent overall
plan. Because Chopin’s key-areas are more briefly delineated than Bach’s, this plan strikes
the listener more strongly and although no concert pianist in his right mind would take
advantage of the theoretical possibility of starting all over again after No. 24, nonetheless
something of the set’s cyclic nature does come over. And of course how many consecutive
hearings the home listener gives to a record is his own affair...
The emotional range covered in these pieces is astonishing, the extremes marked perhaps by
No. 7 in A and No. 2 in A minor: the first originally inscribed in a young girl’s album and a
beginner’s favourite ever since, the second written off by some critics as the product of a
deranged sensibility. Indeed some have been forced in this case to take refuge in assuming
programmatic intentions (the fall of Warsaw in 1831). Chopin himself resisted this line of
explanation. When George Sand tried to persuade him that the monotonous ostinato he had
just written was simply that of the rain on the roof, he was angry and claimed he hadn’t even
noticed it was raining. There is furthermore no evidence that the Prelude in question was the
one in D flat major.
Of Opus 28 T.S. Eliot spoke true when he wrote. ‘So intimate this Chopin, that I think his
soul should be resurrected only among friends... ‘
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I
II
III
IV
V
VI
VII
VIII
IX
X
XI
XII
XIII
XIV
XV
XVI
XVII
XVIII
XIX
XX
XXI
XXII
XXIII
XXIV

C major
A minor
G major
E minor
D major
B minor
A major
F sharp minor
E major
C sharp minor
B major
G sharp minor
F sharp major
E flat minor
D flat major
B flat minor
A flat major
F minor
E flat major
C minor
B flat major
G minor
F major
D minor

0.35
2.08
0.58
1.59
0.40
2.18
0.44
2.05
1.23
0.31
0.41
1.15
3.06
0.30
5.44
1.14
3.13
0.58
1.34
1.32
1.52
0.50
1.03
2.50
Total playing time 70.21
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The last of Chopin’s three sonatas for piano was finished in 1844 and dedicated to Madame
la Comtesse E. de Perthuis. Could she, one wonders, ever have guessed that her name
would come down to posterity merely as the by-product of a musician’s inspiration, an
adjunct, and a rather less important one, together with Allegro maestoso and Opus 58?
The piano writing is at once perfect for the instrument and taxing for the pianist because
everything is so clear that even the smallest fluff or misjudgement of dynamics makes itself
heard—compare it with, say, Beethoven’s Hammerklavier where the occasional wrong note
only intensifies our sympathy for the performer. The opening phrase of the first movement
tells us something of what the sonata is ‘about’. It is serious and lively, passionate and
well-defined. The second theme is of the nocturne variety and Chopin has some difficulty in
tearing himself away from it. The growth of this second theme from the first is natural and
Chopin seems to be aiming not so much for contrast as for an expansion of the lyrical
elements already to be heard at the opening of the work. It is the first of three slow tunes,
one in each of the first three movements. The second time round this tune is correctly placed
in B major, as are both of the others. Interestingly enough, B major was the key recommended by Chopin for the earliest beginners at the instrument because it gives white notes to the
short fingers (thumb and little finger) and black notes to the remainder: there may therefore
be a purely physical reason behind the sense of repose which these three tunes all share.
The second of the three acts as the trio of the scherzo, a much lighter and fleeter scherzo
than that of the earlier B-flat minor sonata. Only the final trumpet call suggests anything of
the weightier school of virtuosity. Chopin’s greater concern for overall unity may be gauged
by the way he takes this trumpet call and turns it by magic into the third B major tune, a
nocturne which he can now prolong to his heart’s content. Accompaniment prepares the way
for the triplets of the rondo finale. Here there are no obvious formal tricks, like the
condensing of sonata form in the first movement, just an alpha-plus theme which typically
has a flexible tail that Chopin can bend towards a cadence or, at the third attempt, towards
a noble and powerful coda. Much of Chopin’s work went into developing new modes of
transition and new ways of holding the audience’s attention - which is to say new ways of
manipulating time.
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As Mendelssohn so shrewdly observed, Chopin was not one of ‘those half-virtuosos and
half-classics’. Like all good composers he took what he needed from both virtuosos and
classics and succeeded, to use our nasty modern idiom, in getting it all together. Or, as
Mendelssohn more elegantly observed, ‘It was so pleasant for me to be once more with a
thorough musician’.
‘The Preludes are strange pieces. I confess I imagined them differently, and designed in the grandest style, like his Etudes. But almost
the opposite is true: they are sketches, beginnings of Etudes or, so
to speak, ruins, eagle wings, a wild motley of pieces’ Schumann,
1839.
Chopin’s Preludes have since come to be regarded as one of the monuments of the early
Romantic movement in music, and Schumann’s equivocal attitude is at first sight surprising.
After all, he himself was the composer par excellence of short, characteristic pieces for piano.
Jealousy can be discounted, Schumann being readier than most creative artists to recognise
and hail genius when he came across it. More likely he had settled in his mind on Chopin
being a composer ‘in the grandest style’. We know that when Chopin showed him and Clara
an early version of the second Ballade they had praised it highly. Here were ideas expounded
at length, as well as virtuosity and panache. Schumann always believed that if a thing was
worth saying it was worth saying three times and, being a German of his period, could not
imagine a composer who was capable of ‘the grandest style’ being content to work in
anything smaller. Finally, one senses a certain confusion in his judgement. Sketches cannot
at the same time be ruins. What disturbed him was possibly the fusion Chopin had achieved
between brevity and wealth of content: a specific gravity that, note for note over a much
shorter span, compares with that of Beethoven at his best.
Chopin worked on the Preludes between 1836 and 1839 but it’s possible some of them were
in his mind before that. At all events their completion was ‘a holiday task’ for him in the winter
of 1838-9, spent with George Sand on Majorca. Conditions were not ideal. The local
inhabitants were afraid he had tuberculosis and expelled him from his lodgings; it rained;
5

NICK VAN BLOSS

CHOPIN
CHOPIN SONATA IN B MINOR / PRELUDES
NICK VAN BLOSS

Comment on Nick’s CD of Bach’s Goldberg Variations
“Fresh, but cogent and entirely unselfconscious... Sublime
poetry, playfulness and, above all, a relish of what the modern
piano can bring to this music in terms of dynamics, colour and
articulation.” Stephen Pettitt, The Sunday Times
“...precision is paramount, and Van Bloss employs it here to
mesmerising effect...” Andy Gill, The Independent
“The fluidity of line, the unforced lyricism – not always thought
an allowable word with Bach, but just listen to this – and the
clarity of structure and counterpoint make you sit up.”
Fiona Maddocks, The Observer
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Total playing time 70.21

