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One of the longest and most unusual programs for solo piano was
offered on Sunday morning and afternoon at the Music@Menlo festi-
val. Including a short lunch break, the event ran from 10:30 in the
morning until 3:30 and featured just one person, Jeffrey Kahane. He
played three different roles: an engaging lecturer, an intense and intel-
ligent performer, and a charming conversationalist. The program
included only two compositions. But these were two of the most mon-
umental, esoteric, and complex (both for the performer and the listen-
er) works of the keyboard literature: Bach’s “Goldberg” Variations and
Beethoven’s “Diabelli” Variations.

A popular anecdote, found in one of the earliest Bach biographies,
states that Count Keyserlingk of Dresden asked the composer to write
something gentle and somewhat cheering so that the Count’s house
musician, Johann Gottlieb Goldberg, could play it for the Count during
the night time to alleviate the Count’s insomnia. While it certainly tick-
les one’s imagination that Bach wrote such a supreme intellectual tour
de force for the purpose of putting the good Count to sleep, the story
does not square with the facts. No dedication to the Count has been
found in any of the existing manuscript copies. Furthermore, in 1739-
40, the approximate time of the piece’s composition, the young
Goldberg was merely a boy of 12 or 13. He would be a very unlikely
performer of this monstrously difficult keyboard creation. A likelier
explanation is that Bach wrote the Variations for his son Wilhelm
Friedemann, a brilliant harpsichordist who also lived in Dresden.

The history of Beethoven’s Variations is documented much more
accurately. When in 1819 the composer-publisher Anton Diabelli invit-
ed fifty leading Austrian composers to contribute one variation to a
waltz he composed, Beethoven was not enthused. In fact, he was
quite contemptuous both of Diabelli’s trite piece and perhaps of the
prospect to be just one of many participants. The group, incidentally,
included Schubert, Czerny, and the child Liszt. After a while, however,
Beethoven overcame his disdain for the waltz which he had called a
“cobbler’s patch” and wrote not one but more than twenty variations.
Then he put the Variations aside, finished the Missa Solemnis, two
sets of the Bagatelles, and the last three Piano Sonatas, and then
returned to the Variations and composed a few more, bringing the



overall number of variations to thirty-three. There is a story that when
Beethoven completed the set in 1823, he handed the score to Diabelli
and declared, “Here you have it. You asked for one variation; here are
thirty-three, and now, for God’s sake, leave me in peace!”

A daunting prospect 

I have never heard both the “Goldberg” and the “Diabelli” played in the
same concert and by the same performer, and I doubt if I will ever
hear them again, back to back, in a single concert. For the record, the
“Goldberg,” with all the repeats, may last anywhere from seventy to
ninety minutes (Rosalyn Tureck’s latest recording takes ninety-one
minutes), while the “Diabelli” goes on for the better part of an hour. I
was also skeptical, before the concert, that such a program would not
attract many listeners. I have never been more wrong and happy
about my being wrong as on Sunday: the concert was completely sold
out (despite a hefty $75 ticket price), and the audience remained
keenly attentive and enthusiastic throughout. Kahane opened the pro-
gram with a forty-five-minute lecture, which he began with the ques-
tion of why one would do something like that. He said that, being
Jewish, he would answer this question with a question. And his
answer was, “Why not?”

Kahane’s fascinating lecture touched upon several topics. He com-
pared the structures of both compositions, the similarities and the dif-
ferences between the two, and offered brief analyses of each. Even
when Kahane talked about such abstruse subjects as Bach’s infinitely
complex symmetries and underlying number symbolism, both person-
al and religious, the listeners followed the discussion with rapt atten-
tion.

Kahane’s deep understanding of the structure of both works, of their
encyclopedic nature enveloping unparalleled varieties of styles, gen-
res, and moods, soon translated into a reading that was both deeply
probing and impassioned. E.T.A. Hoffmann once expressed the com-
mon nineteenth-century attitude toward the “Goldberg,” saying that the
Variations should not be played publicly, for their public performance
would send concert-goers packing. Kahane was able to keep the lis-
teners on the edge of their seats. He played the “Goldberg” without
the score, a feat by itself. Moving effortlessly from clearly defined
counterpoints to dazzling virtuosic outbursts to incisive syncopations
to seamlessly flowing, unaccented stretches of music, Kahane gave a
gripping account of the towering masterpiece. In addition, unlike many
other pianists, Kahane introduced stylish ornamentation in the
repeats, which created a continuous flow of freshness and novelty.

My only reservation was about Variation 25, a wondrous, heart-rend-
ing G-minor arioso. It propelled forward too relentlessly (yes, there
may be such a thing as too much momentum), and its melody was
overpowered by the lower voices. I can agree with Kahane that there
are many beautiful moments in the accompanying parts in this
Variation, and I myself would hate to demote the accompanying coun-
terpoints to a subservient role. But sacrifices have to be made some-
times. It was no accident that Bach specifically prescribed playing this



Variation on two manuals, with the right hand playing the melody on
the louder lower keyboard, and the left hand accompanying on a con-
siderably softer upper manual.

A rich dessert 

After a short lunch break, when the public could purchase a lunch box
with a second-rate chicken sandwich for $15 (Music@Menlo quickly
has to do something drastic about these lunch boxes), Kahane
returned to the stage with a score of the “Diabelli.” He clearly took
delight in Beethoven’s stunning contrasts and wildest swings from the
sublime to the ridiculous, but perhaps the grueling marathon took its
toll on the pianist. There was occasionally less attention to detail than
in the Bach: some casual shaping crept in and some important rhetor-
ical pauses were smudged. But Kahane always managed to overcome
these infrequent fadeouts.

Immediately following a prolonged standing ovation, Kahane offered a
Q&A session, stating that the good news was, “I’ll never have to do
that again.” One listener asked why he did not use the score in the
Bach. With a laugh, Kahane retorted that he expected the opposite
question, namely, why he played the “Diabelli” from the score. He said
that over the years he had played these works both with and without
the scores. But playing the “Goldberg” from memory comes with a
cost, so the reason why he decided to use the score in the “Diabelli”
was simple: “Don’t push your luck!” Other questions addressed vari-
ous issues: the harpsichord vs. the piano in the Bach, the choice of
tempos in the Bach when none is indicated, how to improvise embell-
ishments, etc. Kahane both charmed and educated the audience with
his witty and informative replies, earning yet another standing ovation.

This epic affair surely belongs in the Guinness Book of Records.


