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NICK VAN BLOSS

BEETHOVEN

DIABELLI VARIATIONS
SONATA ‘APPASSIONATA’

 33 Variations on a Waltz by Diabelli, op.120 55.48
1 Tema: Vivace  0.52
2 Variation 1: Alla Marcia maestoso  1.25
3 Variation 2: Poco Allegro  0.46
4 Variation 3: L’istesso tempo  1.30
5 Variation 4: Un poco più vivace  1.01
6 Variation 5: Allegro vivace  0.56
7 Variation 6: Allegro ma non troppo e serioso 1.45
8 Variation 7: Un poco più allegro  1.11
9 Variation 8: Poco vivace  1.21
10 Variation 9: Allegro pesante e risoluto  1.37
11 Variation 10: Presto  0.37
12 Variation 11: Allegretto  1.13
13 Variation 12: Un poco più moto  1.02
14 Variation 13: Vivace  1.06
15 Variation 14: Grave e maestoso  5.13
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Nick van Bloss 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'.

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.

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 Orches-
tra. The concert, uniformly reviewed as a 'Triumph' by London's critics, attracted massive
media interest from all over the globe.

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
future recording schedule, as part of a long-term relationship with Nimbus Records, will
feature Schumann’s Kreisleriana and Etudes Symphoniques, to be released in November
2015, followed by late Sonatas of Beethoven.



10                 NI 6276

variations reveals Beethoven at his most exploratory, as in the remarkable twentieth
variation where free use of canonic techniques transports the music to some of the
remotest harmonic regions ever to have been explored at the time of the work's
composition. One of the most extraordinary harmonic shifts occurs towards the end of the
thirty-second variation. This variation is a fugue whose energetic progress is abruptly
halted by a huge dissonant chord. The music evaporates in a cadenza which moves from
the prevailing key of E flat major (unique to this variation) back to C major with a harmonic
progression of astonishing audacity.

The final variation is an ethereal minuet in which the, frequently violent, stresses to
which Diabelli's theme has been subjected in the preceding fifty or so minutes seem to be
magically transcended. Peace is at last achieved and it is the profound calm of this
conclusion which resonates in the mind long after the final forte chord has sounded.

© 1995 John Pickard
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16 Variation 15: Presto Scherzando  0.40
17 Variation 16: Allegro  1.03
18 Variation 17: Allegro 1.04
19 Variation 18: Poco moderato 2.09
20 Variation 19: Presto  0.56
21 Variation 20: Andante  2.35
22 Variation 21: Allegro con brio – Meno allegro – Tempo primo.  1.30
23 Variation 22: Allegro molto, alla ‘Notte e giorno faticar’ di Mozart  0.49
24 Variation 23: Allegro assai  0.57
25 Variation 24: Fughetta (Andante)  3.03
26 Variation 25: Allegro  0.47
27 Variation 26: (Piacevole)  1.21
28 Variation 27: Vivace  1.02
29 Variation 28: Allegro  0.51
30 Variation 29: Adagio ma non troppo  1.37
31 Variation 30: Andante, sempre cantabile  1.50
32 Variation 31: Largo, molto espressivo  4.49
33 Variation 32: Fuga: Allegro  3.11
34 Variation 33: Tempo di Menuetto moderato  3.57

 Sonata in F minor, op.57 ‘Appassionata’  23.45
35 I Allegro assai 9.58
36 II Andante con moto 5.19
37 III Allegro ma non troppo – Presto 8.28

  Total playing time 79.33
Produced By Adrian Farmer

Recorded by Nimbus Records at Wyastone Leys, Monmouth, UK
28 October 2013 (Diabelli Variations) & 12 August 2014 (‘Appassionata’ Sonata)

Cover design: Axel Büchner  Cover photograph: Sussie Ahlburg

c & © 2015 Wyastone Estate Limited
www.wyastone.co.uk
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Stephen Pettitt interviews Nick van Bloss on Beethoven’s
Diabelli Variations and Sonata in F minor, op.57 ‘Appassionata’

SP:  Can you tell me something about your relationship with the Diabelli Variations?  Has
the piece been in your repertoire for a long time?

NB: I haven’t played it for very long at all.  It’s a piece I first heard many years ago, of
course, and frankly I was completely turned off by the performances I’d heard of it.

SP: So what turned you on to it?

NB:  Well, after recording Bach’s Goldberg Variations, which I’d lived with for many years
and knew was wonderful, it was natural that I should at least want to explore the Diabellis
again.  Looking at them as a whole, away from the piano, made me salivate.  I realised
that the piece wasn’t at all this dreadful, dull, dud Beethoven I’d thought of it but another
truly monumental set of variations.  And then it was a matter of following the journey and
seeing how things developed. A lot of pianists steer away from variation form, but I really
get off on it.

SP:  It’s quite rare, I imagine, for an artist to look at a piece he doesn’t much like, wanting
to know why he doesn’t like it and wondering how he can like it.

NB:  It was very much that going on I suppose.  Look at the score and see if it really is as
boring as I remember!  It was not so much about trying to convince myself that it was a
good piece but actually opening my eyes to it.

SP: So you first looked at the score and then decided to take the piece to the piano?

NB:  I always read and memorise any score before I go to the piano. In that way I’m able
to idealise an interpretation in my head. Only then I’ll adapt and modify in real time, and
that’s what happened with the Diabellis.  Also I won’t listen to any recording of something
if I’m going to record it, because it’s very easy to be cross-contaminated. You find yourself
unconsciously picking up bits of other interpretations which you like.
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two-movement structure comprises a dramatic sonata-allegro in C minor (notable for its
fierce concentration) followed by a long, serene slow movement in C major which takes
the form of an Arietta with Variations. In fact the theme of the Arietta contains some striking
correspondences with the theme of the Diabelli Variations and, as composition of the
works overlapped, it has been suggested that work on the Variations may have influenced
the nature of the Arietta theme.

Much has been said of the triviality of Diabelli's unpretentious little waltz and the fact that
Beethoven was able to extract as much as he did from such unpromising material. The
waltz has a number of simple but important attributes including a strong harmonic outline,
motivic fertility and (above all) immediate memorability. No mean achievement and,
having been composed for the purpose of providing material for variations, perhaps a
more cunning piece of artistry than it may at first appear.

The thirty-three variations seemingly explore every facet of the structure of the waltz,
ranging from an infinite variety in the reworkings of its harmonic outline to an almost
microscopic concentration on its constituent elements (the ninth and eleventh variations
derive their motivic substance from the tiny upbeat of the waltz). The emotional range of
the variations is similarly comprehensive: from solemnity (Nos. 14 and 20) to humour (No.
22 - a parody of Leporello's aria 'Notte e giorno faticar' from Don Giovanni); from explosive
virtuosity (No. 23) to calm simplicity (No. 24).

However, these variations are far more than just a set of contrasted miniatures; together
they generate a large-scale musical architecture of a kind quite distinct from that of Sonata
or Symphony. Several variations together form larger units - either in pairs which retain
continuity (eg. Nos. 11 and 12; 16 and 17; 26 and 27) or in larger groups (possibly Nos. 2
to 9) - but the attempts of some commentators to shoe-horn the variations into four large
groups corresponding to symphonic design are surely misguided. The relative tonal stasis
of the work as a whole (twenty- seven of the variations are in the tonic C major) precludes
such an interpretation and is an important factor in the distinction between the dialectic of
symphonic form and the essentially contemplative world of these variations.

If the large-scale tonal design is relatively straightforward, the harmonic world of the
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Ludwig van Beethoven
Thirty-three Variations on a Waltz by Diabelli, Op. 120

Like many of Beethoven's major works, the "Thirty-three Variations on a Waltz by Diabelli"
had a protracted gestation. They were started early in 1819 but were not completed until
four years later. The earliest reference to the work in Beethoven's letters appears in
February 1820 when Beethoven mentions to Simrock that he is attempting some 'grand
variations on a well-known German waltz', though the scale of the undertaking was clearly
becoming apparent as he warns that they are by no means ready.

The initial impetus for the work came from Diabelli himself. A publisher by trade, to mark
the setting-up of his own business he invited numerous composers to each contribute a
variation on his waltz for inclusion in a composite volume. In the event fifty-one composers
responded, including Liszt and Schubert. Beethoven is said to have initially refused,
contemptuously dismissing the theme as a Schusterfleck or 'cobbler's patch' (a reference
to the theme's extensive use of the 'rosalia' - sequential repetition of a phrase a step
higher). However, Beethoven's attitude must have changed considerably as his original
plan for half a dozen variations later grew to twenty-five and, finally, thirty-three.

Throughout his compositional career Beethoven was fascinated by the form of the Theme
with Variations; indeed his earliest surviving composition (written when he was twelve) is
a set of nine variations on a march by Dressier. Of course, this is unsurprising given the
popularity of the form during the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, but it was the
extraordinary scale on which Beethoven developed the form in his later works which was,
and remains, unparalleled.

Many of the late works increasingly tend towards what might be described as a
contemplation of the condition of peace and serenity This is reflected not only in the
soaring Adagio movements of the Ninth Symphony and the late Quartets and Sonatas but
also in their formal processes: the drama of sonata form increasingly gives way to the less
inherently 'confrontational' forms of fugue and variation.

This is perhaps most clearly demonstrated in the last Piano Sonata, Op. 111, whose
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SP:  It strikes me as quite a compendium of styles and homages.

NB:  I see it both as a homage to (and critique of) others and a homage to himself. You
get your Czerny-like exercises, your Mozart aria, all this two-part writing. You get a lot of
Bach, you get the fugues and the big, slow variations, a bit like the famous “Black Pearl”
variation of the Goldbergs.  Sometimes it’s almost taking the mickey out of people with
those bog standard exercises which look simple but actually aren’t.  I think he thought that
Diabelli’s original concept, the set of variations by multiple, rather more minor composers
was all rather vulgar.  He’s saying, you know what, I can poke fun at you all and I can do
it so much better. And I’m doing a lot more than you anyway!

SP: And as homage to himself?

NB:  I think he’s offering something from his youth, something from later, something from
his present. He certainly uses every device he knows. That makes the Diabelli a
fascinating journey from an academic point of view. There are tiny variations lasting a
minute or less which encompass perhaps a whole period of his life, whole quartets or
sonatas.

SP:  It’s very much “late style” writing, isn’t it, with many an eyebrow-raising quirk.

NB:  Looking at the score, time and again you think, surely this must be a misprint. You’ve
got minor seconds squidging away, bizarre intervals and progressions. How is it actually
going to sound?  Is that really a B flat against a B natural? And you get these wonderful
atonal references in a couple of slow variations where you think, where on earth is he
going? But of course it’s all in the voicing.  And then sometimes the music appears
deceptively simple on paper. But Beethoven being Beethoven, nothing’s ever as simple
as it seems.

SP: Do you believe, as some do, that there’s any significance in the number thirty-three?
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NB:  Some make a connection between the 32 Variations and the fact that Op. 34 and Op.
35 are  variations. The number thirty-three would otherwise be missing from that sequence.
Then of course the Goldberg Variations has thirty-two numbers, thirty variations and two
arias, so thirty-three is going one better.  To be honest I don’t think the number thirty-three
has that kind of relevance at all.  Twenty-two variations, I think, were written in 1819 and
that, initially, was going to be the entire work. For reasons of balance and textural
colouring he inserted things like the little Fughetta, the first March (Variation 1) and some
other, slower ones, in 1823.

SP:  Is it as challenging to play as the late sonatas?

NB:  I think it is.  It’s all reduced to very small scale. You get a variation that’s a complete
nightmare to play and then one that’s not so high maintenance. He’s not made life easy
for the pianist even in the slow variations. The difficulty in the late sonatas is those
searching, forward looking slow movements. The fast bits are much easier!   It’s physically
no less awkward than Rachmaninov.

With variations you have to be very clear.  You’ve got, what, between fifty seconds and two
minutes, usually, to get a message across but also to make that message part of the
bigger canvas.  You have to really structure that little variation and know where you’re
going with it. You can’t say, oh it’s just another fast variation so I’ll just play it like the last
fast variation.  You’ve got to make that fit within the whole - and against the silences which
come before and after it.  Again the standard two second silence doesn’t work. Those
things have to be worked out, because the silence is just as important as the sound.  I find
this structural aspect fascinating. We have to interpret.  That “I” word is a tricky word, the
biggest responsibility of all.

SP: Talking of structure, Beethoven doesn’t really treat the Diabelli theme very
conventionally does he?

NB:  Well the theme isn’t much of a theme in the sense that it doesn’t have much of a tune.
He takes fragments, such as the opening little right hand motif, and that becomes a whole
variation.  And where does this waltz come into it? Do we even have to bear in mind that
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there is a waltz?  Actually it does appear but despite there being a lot of 3/4 time it’s very
easy to miss it.

SP: Your choice of the ‘Appassionata’ Sonata as the other work strikes me as an unusual
one.

NB: Well, firstly I wanted to have something that didn’t feel like a filler.  Then the keys,
though different, are complementary, so it works on the ear.  And then of course people
like named works, although the name wasn’t Beethoven’s and for me it’s just the Sonata
in F minor, Op 57, and not a sonata of tremendous Angst-ridden passions.  But it’s a great
work, hugely powerful and original. The hands are at the opposite ends of the keyboard
for much of the time, with nothing much in the middle. The real connection with Diabelli
comes in again because the sonata – at least its faster movements - doesn’t really have
tunes either.  In the first movement there’s just that sort of mono-tune. There’s no real first
subject, second subject, development in any conventional sense.  And again its
fundamental elements don’t look like very much. Beethoven’s genius was in transforming
this sort of material.

SP:  And when there are myriad other recordings around, what has been your approach?

NB:  What I wanted to do was not to hang around too much, not to belabour the point. Not
to look at every flower in the garden but to see the garden as a whole. You know, we’re
tempted to look at it as if the late Romantics had already happened, in the wrong colours
if you like.  But it comes when it does. It’s a Classical work from 1803, not a Romantic one.
He wrote it and he moved on.  So many pianists make such a meal of the first movement’s
one tune when it’s just a passage that leads to another passage, very cleverly and very
powerfully.  You can’t take all day over it!  And though it’s tempting to equate the music
with what was happening in Beethoven’s life at the time we shouldn’t too automatically
make biographical associations. If we do that we end up paralysed, unable to
communicate what’s actually written in the notes. Let’s just follow the score and see where
that leads us.
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BEETHOVEN
1. - 34. 33 Variations on a Waltz by Diabelli op.120

35. - 37. Sonata in F minor op.57 ‘Appassionata’

Total playing time 79.33

J.S. Bach: Keyboard Concertos NI 6141
"This fine recording is unusual thanks to van Bloss's approach to ornamentation, which doesn't always follow the
conventional practices. He has a way of putting a bloom on the notes in the slow movements, which sing beautifully:
the music emerges with pristine freshness." Michael Church, The Independent

J.S. Bach: Goldberg Variations NI 6136
"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

Chopin: Sonata in B minor & 24 Preludes NI 6215
"A much admired Bachian, Van Bloss is a natural when it comes to illuminating Bach's influence on Chopin, and his
admirable sense of proportion reflects Chopin's reverence for Mozart." Jeremy Siepmann, BBC Music Magazine
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