
Born in Hangzhou, China, Wu Man 
studied at the Central Conservatory of 
Music in Beijing, where she became the first 
recipient of a master’s degree in pipa. At age 
13, she was hailed as a child prodigy and be-
came a nationally recognized role model for 
young pipa players. She subsequently re-
ceived first prize in the First National Music 
Performance Competition, among other 
awards, and participated in many premieres 
of works by Chinese composers. Wu Man 
moved to the United States in 1990 and was 
awarded the Bunting Fellowship at Harvard 
University in 1998. She was the first Chinese 
traditional musician to receive the United 
States Artist Fellowship (2008) and the first 
artist from China to perform at the White 
House. In 2013, she was named Musical 
America’s Instrumentalist of the Year and in 
2021, she received an honorary doctorate of 
music from the New England Conservatory 
of Music. Wu Man is a recipient of the 2023 
National Heritage Fellowship from the Na-
tional Endowment of the Arts, one of the 
United States’ most prestigious honors in 
folk and traditional arts. In 2023, she was 
also honored with the Asia Society’s Asia 
Arts Game Changers Award, an annual 
award presented in New York City that rec-
ognizes and honors artists and arts profes-
sionals for their significant contributions to 
contemporary art. Wu Man is a Visiting 
Professor at her alma mater, the Central 
Conservatory of Music in Beijing and a Dis-
tinguished Professor at the Zhejiang and the 
Xi’an conservatories. She has also served as 
Artistic Director of the Xi’an Silk Road 
Music Festival at the Xi’an Conservatory. 
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Mahan Esfahani, harpsichord 
 

PROGRAM 
 

                      WILLIAM BYRD (1540 –1623)      Lachrimae Pavan 
                                                  (after Dowland) 
 
                                                                   BYRD      The Bells 
                                                                                         
                                                                   BYRD      Fantasia MB 27 
 
          Johann Sebastian BACH (1685–1750)      English Suite No. 3 in G minor, BWV 808 
                                                                                                    Prelude 
                                                                                                    Allemande 
                                                                                                    Courante 
                                                                                                    Sarabande 
                                                                                                    Gavotte I 
                                                                                                    Gavotte II 
                                                                                                    Gigue 
 

INTERMISSION 
 
                                  BRETT DEAN (b. 1961)      ByrdSong Studies (US Premiere)  
 
    DOMENICO SCARLATTI (1685–1757)      Sonata in F major, K. 106, Allegro  
                                                                                     Sonata in F major, K. 107, Allegro  
                                                                                     Sonata in F minor, K. 466, Andante moderato  
                                                                                     Sonata in D minor, K. 552, Andante  
                                                                                     Sonata in C minor, K. 116, Allegro  
                                                                                     Sonata in D minor, K. 32, Aria 
 

 
Mahan Esfahani records exclusively for Hyperion Records, Ltd. 
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Solo keyboard music is, in its origins, a 
total monstrosity. The early keyboards 
of the Middle Ages and Renaissance 

were completely bound by the human voice, 
either in terms of imitating it or by impro-
vising or composing decorative glosses 
around it. Even as instruments became stur-
dier and acquired a greater range by the late 
Renaissance, this essentially parasitic quality 
of the instrument remained in the works of 
the first great soloists—mostly in England 
and Italy—for the harpsichord. By tracing 
the various levels of inspiration for solo key-
board music—from the strains of the 
human voice and folk song to the rhythms 
of dance and movement, whether courtly or 
popular—we, paradoxically perhaps, come 
to a realization of the inherent powers of the 
harpsichord independent of any other 
sound worlds. In this sense, William Byrd 
and Domenico Scarlatti wrote music of the 
same basic kind, even if they came out of 
worlds that had no immediate conception 
of harpsichord “language’ in and of its own 
idiosyncrasies and internal meanings. In 
Byrd’s case, the harpsichord starts to speak 
“autonomously,” if you like, through succes-
sive variations which put the human voice 
far behind the recesses of the listener’s sonic 
mind. In Scarlatti’s case the harpsichord 
comes into its own through a dialectic be-
tween abstract musical logic and an almost 
grotesque imitation of every possible 
sound—even the grunting of animals. In 
these cells of imitation and melodic inven-
tion Scarlatti found kernels for his own form 
of motivic and harmonic development 
which, in turn, liberate the harpsichord 
from other methods of sound-production. 

The so-called “English” Suites are Bach’s 
first major set of dance movements for the 
keyboard and certainly the first to appear in 
the classic arrangement of six works to a set 
which would be common throughout Bach’s 
life. In the case of the G minor suite (BWV 
808) the direct influence of the Vivaldian 
concerto forms being studied by Bach first 

at the court of Weimar (where he worked 
from 1708 to 1717) makes itself evident in 
the prelude. This movement is constructed 
more or less as a concerto with a clear de-
lineation between tutti and solo sections—
in practice, this very well could have been 
the sort of genre which Bach showed to 
great advantage at a double manual harpsi-
chord on which the soloist’s part is played 
on the quieter upper manual in contrast to 
the obviously orchestral textures implied by 
the combination of strings available on the 
lower manual. The question of whether 
Bach would have necessarily known a dou-
ble-manual instrument in the mid-1710s, 
when the first documented instance of him 
encountering a double-manual harpsichord 
occurs in 1719 in Berlin, is one of those 
moot points of moralistic pseudo-authen-
ticity which do not merit serious considera-
tion in a mixed concert program. Perhaps it 
only suffices to remark that we know Bach 
performed and copied his works through-
out his entire lifetime and presumably 
would have exploited the forces of whatever 
instrument he had at his disposal. It bears 
further consideration that the organ at 
Bach’s disposal in Weimar—at the Weg zur 
Himmelsburg (‘The Way to the City of 
Heaven’)—had a 16’ Quintaton on the 
upper manual and both 32’ (!) and 16’ stops 
available in the pedal; this is presumably the 
same organ at which Bach conceived his 
concerto arrangements for keyboard by 
Vivaldi and other composers.  

As for the dance movements in both 
suites, let us remember that by this point in 
time the keyboard forms of the dances were 
most certainly not danced to physically, but 
saying this is not the same as denying that 
Bach would have known the steps and ac-
cents of the individual dances. The generally 
capricious nature of the Courante as a 
courtly dance manifests itself in an unpre-
dictable and constant shift between duple 
and triple divisions of the bar in six 
crotchets. The stately and florid Sarabande, 
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considered by contemporary commentators 
to be the most difficult for dancers, receives 
a “double” or variation. The Gigue is re-
markable for having the depth of Bach’s 
most abstract fugues along with what Spitta 
called the “wild boldness” and physicality of 
a fast dance; this is even more remarkable 
when we consider the relatively light nature 
of gigues in suites by virtually all of Bach’s 
contemporaries. It should come as no sur-
prise that no less than Spitta himself was 
convinced that the English Suites must have 
been rather late works simply due to their 
complexity.  

 
About his ByrdSong Studies (2021), the Aus-
tralian composer Brett Dean writes:  

“William Byrd was described by one con-
temporary biographer as “Brittanicae Mu-
sicae parens,” the “father of British music.” 
In exploring Byrd’s life story and achieve-
ments over the past year, two aspects were 
of particular interest to me in creating this 
work for solo harpsichord in homage to this 
remarkable musical force: on the one hand, 
the startling virtuosity and inventiveness of 
his pioneering keyboard music and, on the 
other, the secretive nature of his extraordi-
nary sacred music. At a time of enormous 
religious and political upheaval during the 
reign of the religious reformer, Queen Eliz-
abeth I, Byrd was a Catholic who wrote 
mass settings for clandestine services while 
also composing for the court of the protes-
tant Queen, thereby living and working at 
considerable personal risk. My work’s 
abrupt opening motive, with its pull in op-
posing directions across the keyboard, is 
emblematic of this dramatic vitae. 

“Set in between ghostly, distant-sounding 
fragments of Byrd’s Earl of Salisbury pavane, 
impulsive birdsong-like motives pay tribute 
to the energy and invention that, even dur-
ing his lifetime, earned Byrd ironic compar-
isons to his feathered namesakes. Further 
contrasting music of both repose and vigor 
throughout the first three movements ex-

plore sonic possibilities of the harpsichord 
while also leading ultimately to an unex-
pected confrontation with his “secret” 
music: a recording of the opening Kyrie 
from one of his masses bursts in unex-
pectedly, drawing varied responses from the 
soloist.” 

 
And now onto Domenico Scarlatti, a com-
poser who like J.S. Bach has formed the 
backdrop of my life with the harpsichord. In 
the brief space afforded by a concert essay— 
which likely will be forgotten the moment 
it is read and crumpled up for better uses—
rather than devoting one’s energies to a 
string of platitudes about the greatness of 
the music to be heard it may be more inter-
esting to speculate on the motivations and 
inner thoughts of a composer. Like his 
standoffishly gregarious sonatas, Scarlatti 
seems rather more mysterious than a good 
many of his contemporaries. We know 
more than the basic details about his life, 
and yet, behind the gaze of the couple of 
portraits we have at hand, it is very hard to 
make out a distinct personality. Surely 
someone who depicted life with such varied 
brushstrokes and vivid colors must have 
been a rather singular human being. At a 
time when composers and artists were ba-
sically imported (particularly from Italy and 
France to places like England, Spain, and the 
German-speaking world) for their mastery 
of national idioms which in turn were 
prized as aesthetic commodities that 
showed off the sophistication of their pa-
trons, Scarlatti showed himself remarkably 
adept at absorbing the sounds of his adopted 
Iberian home, first in Portugal (1719–1727) 
and then in Spain (1727–1757). To be sure, 
there is an overwhelming sense in his music 
of a distillation of life through a courtly lens, 
but the fundamental mixture of rawness 
and delicacy that characterizes Scarlatti’s 
style is as removed from the central musical 
language of the period as can be imagined. 
To say that he grimaces where others frown 
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might hold true for a handful of pieces that 
entered the pianistic canon largely by virtue 
of their shock value. Hence the preponder-
ance of what Burney called “original and 
happy freaks” in the collections of dilet-
tantes predisposed to see Iberian music as 
primarily concerned with the sense to the 
exception of all else. But for most of the so-
natas—some 90% of which are still virtually 
unknown to the average listener—Scarlatti’s 
genius lay in his ability to call upon all the 

tools of tonal music to conjure the poetic 
impressions that occupy a grey space be-
tween objective truth and pure feeling. Scar-
latti is particularly unique among his 
contemporaries for confronting and engag-
ing with ideas whose full expressive poten-
tial would in other, more conservative 
hands, most likely be compromised.  

—Mahan Esfahani  
March 2023 
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Mahan Esfahani is a world-renowned harp-
sichordist who has earned a reputation as a 
trailblazer in the classical music world. Born 
in Tehran in 1984, he spent his formative 
years in the United States before settling 
permanently in Europe in 2006. Esfahani 
studied musicology and history at Stanford 
University, where he first discovered the 
harpsichord with Elaine Thornburgh; fol-
lowing his decision to abandon academia, 
he worked as a repetiteur before completing 
his studies in Prague with the celebrated 
Czech harpsichordist Zuzana Růžičková. 

Since making his London debut in 2009, 
Esfahani has become known for his criti-
cally acclaimed performances and record-
ings of the standard repertoire, as well as for 
his work with leading contemporary com-
posers. He was the first and only harpsi-
chordist to be a BBC New Generation 
Artist, a Borletti-Buitoni prize winner, and 
a nominee for Gramophone’s Artist of the 
Year. He has also twice been shortlisted as 
Instrumentalist of the Year for the Royal 
Philharmonic Society Awards. 

Esfahani has performed as a concerto so-
loist with major symphony and chamber or-
chestras and contemporary music ensembles 
on four continents, working with leading 
conductors such as Leif Segerstam, François 
Xavier-Roth, Ilan Volkov, Ludovic Morlot, 
Thomas Dausgaard, Andrew Manze, Thierry 
Fischer, and others; meanwhile, Esfahani’s 

work with contemporary music is particu-
larly noteworthy, and to date he has com-
missioned over 20 new works—concertos, 
solo works, and mixed media works with 
electronics—by composers including Gavin 
Bryars, George Lewis, Poul Ruders, Bent 
Sørensen, Brett Dean, and Anahita Abbasi.  

Esfahani’s discography for Hyperion and 
Deutsch Grammophon has been widely ac-
claimed and has won numerous awards, in-
cluding a Gramophone award and two BBC 
Music Magazine Awards, two ICMAs, a 
Diapason d’Or, and the Preis der Deutschen 
Schallplattenkritik. He can be frequently 
heard as a commentator on BBC Radio 3 
and Radio 4 and is a regular contributor of 
cultural commentary and reviews for pub-
lications such as The Critic, The New Yorker, 
Engelsberg Ideas, and the Guardian. 

In recognition of his contributions to the 
classical music field, Mahan Esfahani was 
awarded the 2022 Wigmore Hall Prize. 
Today, he continues to push the boundaries 
of harpsichord performance, collaborating 
with leading artists in the mainstream of 
classical music.  

 
www.mahanesfahani.com 
 
Colbert Artists Management, Inc. 
180 Elm Street Suite I #221 
Pittsfield, MA  01201 
www.colbertartists.com
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