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PROGRAM

J.S. BACH (1685-1750)

Franz SCHUBERT (1797-1828)

Partita in G major, BWV 829 (1730)
Preambulum
Allemande
Courante
Sarabande
Tempo di Minuetto
Passepied
Gigue

Four Impromptus, D. 935 (1827)
Allegro moderato
Allegretto
Theme and five variations
Allegro scherzando

INTERMISSION

COLERIDGE-TAYLOR (1875-1912)
“Blind Tom” WIGGINS (1849-1908)

Scott JOPLIN (1868-1917)
and Louis CHAUVIN (1881-1908)

Frederic RZEWSKI (1938-2021)

Ludwig van BEETHOVEN (1770-1827)

They Will Not Lend Me a Child (1905)
The Battle of Manassas (c. 1861)
Heliotrope Bouquet (1907)

“Winnsboro Cotton Mill Blues,”

from Four North American Ballads (1980)

Piano Sonata in C minor, Op. 111 (1821-22)
Maestoso — Allegro con brio ed appassionato
Arietta: Adagio molto semplice e cantabile

This performance is made possible, in part, by Jeffrey MacKie-Mason ¢ Janet Netz.

COVID-19 safety policies is available at calperformances.org/safety.

Photographing and/or recording this performance is strictly prohibited.

COVID-19: Masking is required inside the auditorium, and is strongly recommended, though not required, for indoor lobby/waiting areas as well
as outdoor spaces. Up-to-date vaccination is strongly recommended, though not required for entry. The latest information on Cal Performances’

Opposite: Jeremy Denk. Photo by Josh Goleman.
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J.S. Bach

Partita in G major, BWV 829

Each of Bach’s keyboard Partitas has a key,
of course, but also a personality. The G major
is full of play—childlike, often impish, occa-
sionally wicked. But, (like the Goldberg
Variations in the same key) it has an effort-
less way of folding its musical sins into a gen-
eral beneficence and tenderness, even a
divinity. It suggests a revelation I've never
found in the Bible: that God, at times, could
be quite the jokester.

It begins with a snippet of a scale, a few
simple chords, and then silence. Silence is
rare for Bach, especially so early on. He
usually prefers to start up an idea and let it
spin out in an inexhaustible engine of inven-
tion. But here, right away, a silence—and
then yet another, when the initial idea is re-
peated.

What comes next is an endless, run-on
series of scales and arpeggios, going up and
then back down, a bit (to my retro mind) like
a typewriter chugging from left to right, then
swiped back for more. They seem to be in-
nocent scales and chords, but at each turn,
Bach hides a dissonance, a little naughtiness.
And behind it is the larger, structural joke:
after an opening idea that stops too soon,
comes a stream of notes that just won't shut
up. As these go on, they accumulate notes
(like the proverbial rolling stone) that dont
seem to belong, minor key notes—and again
and again these get laughed away or dis-
solved by the return of the opening idea.

The Allemande, like many Bach Alle-
mandes, starts fairly straightforwardly and
then meanders into little knots of musical
trouble that it must unravel. It’s only two
voices (with an occasional roll to fill things
out) and yet harmonically rich: a carpet of
consonance scattered with seductive disso-
nances. In one notable spot, the left hand
heads down to the bottom of the keyboard
while the right hand sails up. They land on
the downbeat together on the most wrong
possible pair of notes: A in the bass, B-flat up
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above. Yikes. And then (by now, we realize,
an essential gesture of this Partita) the “mis-
take” is laughed off and resolved, though not
without one or two added dissonances along
the way.

If the Allemande winds and wends, the
Courante is a bounding flow of notes, mostly
perpetual motion. It takes its delicious figu-
ration from an imitation of string playing, of
the virtuosity of a bow crossing strings. The
first half is a violin solo, but in the second
half, the cellist (or gamba player) gets their
revenge. In the final bars, violin and cello
join in together, leaping off to opposite ends
of the keyboard.

The Sarabande’s limpid beauty unfolds in
a series of dotted rhythms (short long, short
long, short long) which give it a courtly air,
and make it feel lighter (and maybe more
French) than many other Sarabandes. But
this lightness doesn't preclude depth. Here
you feel the many possible ways that Bach
can treat dissonances. Some are shocking,
melancholy, or strange, and feel like part of
a musical “problem”; others, lyrical and
comforting, part of the solution. The last
phrase, which finds a way to answer the
questions raised by all these sentences of
music, comes down D C B A G—exactly
how the Partita began.

Now comes a minuet that is not a minuet.
Or, it seems to forget it's a minuet until the
last bar of each phrase—as if Bach is saying
“oh yes, I forgot, a minuet has three beats!”
On top of the main rhythmic prank, long
passages of dislocation with the right hand
playing the wrong number of beats, there is
an outrageous little chromatic adventure in
the middle—far from what your average
courtly person might demand of a minuet.

A witty and elegant Passepied follows, but
the climax of this Partita is obviously its final
buoyant Gigue, which, like many Bach
Gigues, is a fugue. The subject of this fugue
has a little silence in its middle—an impor-
tant reference back to the spirit of the open-
ing movement. The leaping main idea, with
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a cascade of thirds, alternates with more
stepwise interludes, a game of motion that
keeps unfolding delights.

But the real surprise awaiting this Gigue
is its second half, when Bach introduces a
new idea. Three curious leaping notes, a
wait, then a little tag which resolves with a
trill. The trill seems like one of those obli-
gatory trills with which many fugue subjects
(especially the most pedantic ones) try to
bring themselves to an end. But no. Bit by
bit, the trills start to go haywire, becoming
anything but pedantic, seeming to interrupt
themselves, almost invading the fugue, get-
ting into every corner, like mice into a cup-
board. This is one of those moments when
the pianist really misses the special acoustics
of the harpischord, the particular rattle that
a quilled trill creates.

About midway through the second half,
Bach reveals to us his delicious secret: this
new weird theme, trills and all, is actually de-
signed to fit perfectly superimposed on the
original subject! Of course—we should have
guessed. Bach as contrapuntal superhero,
once again.

But there’s no time for the keyboardist to
savor this ingenuity because the crazy trills
keep coming, plus the leaping theme. One
last climbing chromatic trill rampage in the
tenor voice is followed by an unprece-
dented Bach act: three octaves in the bass.
I've often wondered about these octaves,
which seem to belong to a different com-
poser or time. It seems like Bach is sum-
moning something, as if the spilling-over
dispersion of the fugue requires a serious
authority to finally bring down the curtain,
and stop the joyful madness.

Franz Schubert

Four Impromptus, D. 935

Many years ago, I accompanied a Schubert
violin Sonatina for a lesson with the great
pedagogue Josef Gingold. We finished, only
to have him say “poor Schubert!” and get lost
in thought. He offered little else except a

piercing gaze, which meant: think (you
happy, young, clueless musicians) about the
person whose music you are playing. Beset
by disease, endlessly creative but repressed,
immersed in a literary-arty Viennese social
circle, Schubert is so very different from Mo-
zart or Beethoven. Mozart's music wants you
to see the whole of the social fabric, high and
low and in between, comedy and tragedy in
abraid: the world is his stage. Beethoven fo-
cuses the gaze more towards individual
expression, the artist as a idealized hero,
lighting the way forward. Schubert (like
Beethoven) gives voice to the single artist.
But his artist persona is in no way ideal, and
gets stuck in loops of depression, like any of
us. His protagonists look constantly back-
ward, because forward there never seems to
be any hope.

For me, the quintessential Schubert ma-
neuver is to search out a kind of uncanny
sadness, an emotion we think we cannot
quite bear. But then, once you're there, Schu-
bert tinkers with something (often just a
shift of one or two notes) and digs even
deeper, farther into the uncanny. Having
gone past the unbearable, Schubert makes
himself comfortable. He starts to look
around and map out the parts of our minds
wed rather not face.

The first of these four Impromptus starts
with an emphatic minor chord. For a little
while there is not much to call a melody. A
small, haunting, hovering, quivering idea
begins—not really a melody either, some-
thing drawn seemingly from the Viennese
subconscious—which keeps tiptoeing be-
tween darkness and a light dance. It gets
stormier, erupting into unprecedented fury,
but then just as suddenly dies down, and the
first of our musical revelations appears.

The quiver now re-emerges as an endless,
gentle Viennese melody, with the melody
crooning in parallel sixths—a quintessential
“singing in harmony” texture. The chords are
banal—it’s just a folktune vamp—but Schu-
bert sets up dissonances on each downbeat,
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and passing melodies between, coloring the
cliche, making it both beautiful and heart-
breaking. Schubert allows this idea to flour-
ish and echo in the mind. We hear it in one
register, then another, and finally a third
time with an aura of twinkling faster notes.
Basically, Schubert’s version of paradise—as
always, poisoned by regret.

A second revelation comes. We are
switched back into the minor. A long, ex-
traordinary, minimalist musical paragraph
unfolds: little melodic fragments played by
the left hand, (endlessly unsatisfied ques-
tions and answers) while the right rustles
away. We begin in the minor, reach towards
the major, and it’s beautiful at first, but it be-
comes threatening and unstable. Just at the
most unstable juncture, a hymnic and gor-
geous resolution appears to return us to the
original major key. In many composers, such
along-sought arrival might be a triumph or
kind of a conversion—sadness transformed
into joy. But not here. Paraphrasing Leon
Fleisher, Schubert was the composer who
figured out how to make the major key sad-
der than the minor.

The second Impromptu is a simple dance,
somewhat slower than a waltz, but also in
three: the Viennese Landler. (You can watch
Maria and the Captain dance one in The
Sound of Music). Schubert wrote hundreds
of these—it was as natural for him as breath-
ing. This one is memorable, despite minimal
materials, the kind of ideal tune that Schu-
bert could just pull out of the air. It plays out
over a repeated rhythmic pattern...

and one two
and one two
and one two three one

... which is only interrupted for two vio-
lent chords. These moments of stoppage
have a shocking effect because of the con-
stancy of what surrounds them. What could
be a charming, flowing, conventional middle
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section erupts into distant harmonies and
seeming violence. The effect is not that of an
actual dance so much as a piece about a
dance, using the dance as a symbol of some-
thing lost, and an object for meditation.

The third Impromptu is a set of variations
on a theme Schubert obviously loved—he
used it several times. This is as close as we
get to relief or interlude. Clouds peek in, and
there is one dark minor variation, but for
the most part the music tends towards ele-
gance, towards the salon, allowing the pia-
nist even at times to enjoy being a virtuoso.
It calls to mind the famous joke where Ger-
mans assess the situation as “serious, but not
desperate” while Austrians judge it “desper-
ate but not serious”

The last Impromptu seems to begin as a
swift, witty, swirling folk dance, like a Ro-
mani street band might play, but it is cu-
riously prone to anger—wild dynamic
contrasts, a pesky dark D-flat. The middle
section is consumed with various scales
rushing around the keyboard. These scales
seem to have little clear goal, except that
they keep landing on a repetitive waltz. This
waltz also doesn’t seem to know where it’s
going, and comes to various abrupt stops,
where the animating, driving urge of the
piece falters.

Towards the end, Schubert makes clear
the original wit of the dance was a trick; the
sense of a dance of death deepens. The
melody vanishes; we are just listening to
chords while the grim rhythm section keeps
on. Everything comes to a halt, and you
might imagine the piece over. But one last
virtuosic passage appears, an unprecedented
and charmless outburst, channeling all the
earlier latent rage, storming from the top of
the keyboard to the bottom. I find this end-
ing powerful, but also inconclusive—like so
many Schubert moments, the essence of the
effect is that the music is not quite what it
wants to be.
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Coleridge-Taylor, Wiggins,
Joplin-Chauvin, Rzewski

Suite of Four Pieces

This suite owes its existence to both youth
and age: to my eager, talented students at the
Music Academy of the West, and a news-
paper feature by the eminent, deeply gener-
ous composer George Lewis. One of my
students played the Rzewski “Winnsboro
Cotton Mill Blues” and I was struck by what
a powerful piece of writing it was, how it
marshaled the piano to viscerally conjure a
history of violence, and the way it erased (in
the best way) the boundaries between “clas-
sical” and “popular” music.

Soon after, George Lewis alerted me to a
curious and extraordinary piece by “Blind
Tom” Wiggins, a blind, autistic, enslaved
Black pianist who made his master quite rich
in the latter half of the 19th century, touring
America as a performing sensation. The
piece in question was arguably his most fa-
mous work: The Battle of Manassas, a pot-
boiler dramatic piano “musical scene” (with
occasional vocal interjections) depicting a
glorious Confederate victory, ending with a
hectic, disastrous Union retreat. It struck me
there was some interesting historical irony
to be had, juxtaposing these two pieces in a
suite, an enslaved person celebrating his sub-
jugators, and then this piece about the cotton
mill, exploitation, and the irrepressible
power of the blues in a war against all of it.

Both the Rzewski and Wiggins are quite
violent—the Wiggins is astonishingly ahead
of its time! It seemed to me the suite would
tell a fuller, more satisfying story with some
respite. So I summoned two gorgeous,
haunting pieces as emblems of other specifi-
cally Black musical genres, both of which
overthrow conventions of Western music
and are absolutely inimitable, in some ways
more universal than anything white com-
posers have managed to do: the spiritual and
the ragtime. Coleridge-Taylor drapes a spir-
itual tune in all sorts of Romantic har-
monies, in order to hear and rehear the

sorrow within. The ragtime of Joplin and
Chauvin—two friends and colleagues who
never managed to acquire the wealth that
their musical gifts and fame deserved—has
both the wit and charm of the syncopation,
and a sense of tugging nostalgia, like a faded
photograph.

Ludwig van Beethoven

Piano Sonata in C minor, Op. 111

You could lazily write a program note about
Beethoven’s last Sonata by simply quoting all
the beautiful things that have been written
about it. There is a thoughtful discussion in
Milan Kundera’s Testaments Betrayed, for in-
stance, which I highly recommend reading,
and a very famous passage in Thomas
Mann’s novel Doctor Faustus, which I abso-
lutely cannot resist quoting:

The arietta theme, destined for adventures
and vicissitudes for which, in its idyllic in-
nocence, it seems never to have been born,
is immediately called up and for sixteen bars
says its piece, reducible to a motif that
emerges toward the end of its first half, like
a short, soulful cry—just three notes, an
eighth, a sixteenth, and a dotted quarter ...
But what now becomes of this gentle state-
ment, this pensively tranquil figure, in terms
of rhythm, harmony, counterpoint, what
blessings its master bestows upon it, what
curses he heaps upon it, into what dark-
nesses and superilluminations, where cold
and heat, serenity and ecstasy are one and
the same, he hurls and elevates it ...

It’s no accident that Op. 111 attracts lit-
erary attention. Though it’s music, it doesn't
quite behave like it. It seems to be charged
with meaning, to communicate in symbols,
ciphers, clues.

The Conventional Sonata is a suite of
movements: say, a serious first movement, a
lyrical second, a playful Scherzo, a bouncy
Rondo. Here, Beethoven provides just an Al-
legro and an Adagio, two opposed poles. He
whittles everything down to the absolute dif-
ference of the two movements, and a chro-
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nology: the sweeping away of one thing by
another. As with the greatest Beethoven
pieces, the structure itself becomes a mes-
sage: A question is overwhelmed by its an-
swer. By the time the answer is over, the
question is more than forgotten; it has been
unwoven, made inconceivable.

The first movement begins in the way of
solemn first movements, with a majestic in-
troduction in dotted rhythms—conjuring,
among other memories, the opening of
Beethoven’s Pathétique Sonata, Op. 13. Its
first gestures are asymmetrical: We leap
into loud, dissonant chords, which are then
resolved quietly, almost parenthetically.
After the third dissonant declaration comes
a digression: Beethoven allows the dotted
rhythm to wander into the most distant
harmonies, the same rhythm but getting
ever quieter, stranger, and farther away, as
ifin a dream.

The emergence from this dream is violent
but odd: It is torn between assertion and
hesitation, between dramatic statements and
second thoughts. This indecision becomes a
theme of the ensuing section (Allegro con
brio ed appassionato). The Allegro is mostly
consumed with rushing passages, with
streams of sixteenth notes—searching,
sequencing. But Beethoven scatters tempo
slowdowns throughout, of all sizes and
shapes. These frictions have a dual meaning.
By resisting, they heighten our awareness of
a compulsion, a hurrying force; but they also
continuously imply an alternative, a world
without rushing. The most radical, meaning-
laden slowdown happens in the second
theme. It's not a theme, really, more a falling
fragment, built on a suspended harmony.
Beethoven freezes on its irresolution; he al-
lows it to become a beatific impasse, an Ada-
gio. Then, with a storm of sixteenth notes,
the precarious perch is abandoned, the
movements relentless urge is resumed.

At the last moment, the first movement
wavers into the major key—a strange flick-
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ering of the tonal sense. In that same sudden,
unsettling major, we begin the magical Ar-
ietta.

Thomas Mann’s description of the Arietta
theme is wrong, weirdly! The main idea
(dim-da-da) does not wait to appear until
the end of the first phrase. It is the very first
thing you hear, this soul of the movement.
Much as in the Ligeti Ftudes, Beethoven
treats the generative rhythm as a kind of
DNA, allowing it to undergo odd mutations,
to court chaos. Stripped down to Morse
code, the idea is:

long short long ... long short long

But in the first variation he chains it to-
gether, elides it into:

long short long short long

And then doubles that:

long short long short long short long short
long short long

And then doubles that! In the last trans-
formation it becomes amazingly like jazz,
with crazed, syncopated dotted rhythms. Of
all the profound whiffs of the future Bee-
thoven might have caught, it had to be
boogie-woogie?

The evolution from the theme to this
proto-jazz has been seamlessly incremental.
But looking back at the pure starting point,
we might feel that somewhere along the way,
we've taken a wrong turn. A sequence of ex-
traordinary events ensues, playing on this
sense of disorientation. First, the post-
boogie-woogie variation dissolves into a
haze. The rhythmic outline is lost, diffused
in a million starry notes, although the har-
monies are proceeding as before. But then
this feeling of being lost becomes actual, tan-
gible, as we go off the harmonic track of the
theme, into an ecstatic, free C major. The
next step is more disturbing: We go off the
track of the key, leaving C major for an un-
canny E-flat major. The texture thins, evok-
ing an edge, an extenuation. And after this
abyss, which seems irrecoverable, lost bey-
ond lost, we become even more lost: Bee-
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thoven writes an endless, soft, drifting pas-
sage, fragments of the theme over a sequen-
cing quicksand of harmony.

Many times in his life Beethoven pursued
the trope of “losing” the right key and find-
ing it again (as if the composer didn’'t know
the whole time!). It was often a joke, a trick,
a clever feint; but not here. Here, for this last
Sonata, for this moment of farewell, Bee-
thoven has reserved a harrowing lost-and-
found: The theme emerges out of the farthest
corner of the labyrinth as if discovered, sing-

ing over a stream of harmony;, all discontin-
uities and wanderings forgotten. It is one of
the most heartrending passages in the piano
literature: an affirmation that says no, no
matter what has happened to us, we are not
lost. At the climax, Beethoven makes one
crucial change: The main idea bursts into a
sequence that did not exist in the original
theme (but seems as if it had always been
meant to be there); he adds continuity to
continuity, and allows the generative idea, in
Ligeti’s words, to “overflow its banks”
—Jeremy Denk

ABOUT THE ARTIST

eremy Denk is one of America’s fore-
most pianists, proclaimed by the New
York Times as “a pianist you want to hear
o matter what he performs” Denk is also
a New York Times bestselling author, winner
of both the MacArthur “Genius” Fellowship
and the Avery Fisher Prize, and a member
of the American Academy of Arts and
Sciences.

During the 2022-23 season, Denk will
continue his multi-season exploration of
Book 1 of Bach's Well Tempered Clavier, and
perform with orchestras and in recitals
across UK, Europe, and the United States,
including a return to Carnegie Hall play-
directing Bach concertos with the Orchestra
St. Luke’s, and a multi-concert residency at
the Lammermuir Festival in Scotland. An
avid chamber musician, Denk will also em-
bark on a US tour with the renowned Ta-
kécs Quartet.

DenkK’s New York Times bestselling mem-
oir, Every Good Boy Does Fine, was pub-
lished to universal acclaim by Random
House in 2022, with feature stories on CBS
Sunday Morning and NPR’s Fresh Air, and
in the New York Times Review of Books, and
more, with the Guardian heralding it as “an
elegant, frank and well-structured memoir

that entirely resists cliche. A rare feat... it
makes the reader care about Denk beyond
his talent for playing the piano.

Denks latest album of Mozart piano con-
certos was released in 2021 on Nonesuch
Records. The album, deemed “urgent and
essential” by BBC Radio 3, was featured as
Album of the Week on Classic FM, and
Record of the Week on BBC Radios Record
Review.

Denk has performed multiple times at
Carnegie Hall and in recent years has
worked with such orchestras as the Chicago
Symphony, Philadelphia Orchestra, New
York Philharmonic, Los Angeles Philhar-
monic, San Francisco Symphony, and
Cleveland Orchestra. Further afield, he has
performed multiple times at the BBC Proms
and the Klavierfestival Ruhr, and appeared
in such halls as the Koln Philharmonie,
Concertgebouw in Amsterdam, and Boulez
Saal in Berlin. He has also performed exten-
sively across the UK, including recently with
the London Philharmonic, Bournemouth
Symphony, City of Birmingham Symphony,
Royal Liverpool Philharmonic, BBC Sym-
phony, and Scottish Chamber Orchestra, as
well as play-directing the Britten Sinfonia.
Last season’s highlights include his perform-
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ance of the Well-Tempered Klavier Book 1 at
the Barbican in London, and performances
of John Adams’ Must the Devil Have All The
Great Tunes? with the Cleveland Orchestra,
St. Louis Symphony, and Seattle Symphony,
as well as a return to the San Francisco Sym-
phony to perform Messiaen under Esa
Pekka Salonen.

Denk is also known for his original and
insightful writing on music, which Alex
Ross has praised for its “arresting sensitivity
and wit” Denk wrote the libretto for a comic
opera presented by Cal Performances, Car-
negie Hall, and the Aspen Festival, and his
writing has appeared in the New Yorker,
New Republic, Guardian, and on the front
page of the New York Times Book Review.
DenK’s book Every Good Boy Does Fine was
published in 2022 by Random House in the
US and Pan Macmillan in the UK.

DenK’s recording of the Goldberg Varia-
tions for Nonesuch Records reached No. 1
on the Billboard classical chart. His
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recording of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No.
32 in C minor, Op. 111 paired with Ligeti’s
Etudes was named one of the best discs of
the year by the New Yorker, NPR, and
the Washington Post, and his account of the
Beethoven sonata was selected by BBC
Radio 3’s Building a Library as the best avail-
able version recorded on modern piano.
Denk has a long-standing attachment to the
music of American visionary Charles Ives,
and his recording of Ives’ two piano sonatas
also featured in many “best of the year” lists.
Denks recording c.1300-¢.2000 was released
in 2018 with music ranging from Guillaume
de Machaut, Gilles Binchois, and Carlo Ge-
sualdo, to Stockhausen, Ligeti, and Glass.
His latest album of Mozart piano concertos,
performed with the Saint Paul Chamber
Orchestra, was released in 2021 on Non-
esuch Records.

Jeremy Denk is a graduate of Oberlin
College, Indiana University, and the Juilliard
School. He lives in New York City.





