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Concerto in the Italian Style in F Major, BWV 971 
The first works of Bach to be published by himself were for the keyboard. 

Put out in groups beginning in 1731, they were amassed under the 

encompassing title Clavierübung, clavier being the generic term covering 

all keyed instruments, including organ, übung meaning exercise or 

practice. The second part of the Clavierübung was published in 1735 and 

testifies to the provincial Bach’s cosmopolitan inclinations, for the title 

page reads: “Keyboard Practice Consisting in a Concerto after the Italian 

Taste and an Overture after the French Manner for a Harpsichord with 

Two Manuals, Composed for Music Lovers, to Refresh Their Spirits, by 

Johann Sebastian Bach, Kapellmeister to His Highness the Prince of 

Anhalt-Cöthen and Director Chori Musici Lipsiensis.” 

In composing a solo concerto in Italian style, Bach set himself the twofold 

task of simulating the contrasting ensemble forces of concerto 

grosso or tutti (the full orchestra) and concertino (soloist or group of 

soloists), and supplying the form (fast-slow-fast) and exuberant spirit of 

the Italian concerto grosso models. Even one of Bach’s severest critics, 

Johann Scheibe, openly admired the composer’s resolution of the solo 

concerto problem, writing in 1739, “Finally I must mention that concertos 

are also written for one instrument alone... There are some quite good 

concertos of this kind, particularly for clavier. But pre-eminent is a clavier 

concerto of which the author is the famous Bach in Leipzig. Who is there 

who will not admit at once that this clavier concerto is to be regarded as a 

perfect model of a well-designed solo concerto? It would take as great a 

master of music as Mr. Bach to provide us with such a piece, which 

deserves emulation by all our great composers and which will be imitated 

all in vain by foreigners.” 

The outer movements of the Italian Concerto are as impressive for their 

great good humor and vital propulsion as for their concerto imitations. In 

the first movement, as in any well-behaved concerto of the period, 

the tutti begins the proceedings, stating the theme that remains its 

possession throughout. Here, the vigorous, extroverted materials suggest 

the full forces of a string orchestra. These finally give way, after a strong, 

no-nonsense cadence that seems to have quotes around it and exclamation 

points after it, to the solo theme, an expressive idea that begins simply and 

becomes increasingly more decorative. The “contest” that ensues between 

the tutti and the concertino strikes at the heart of the concerto 

grosso principle that began in the early 1600s with the opposition of vocal 

and instrumental timbres. 

It’s important to note that in the Italian Concerto, as in few other of his 

compositions, Bach supplied many indications for softs and louds, thus 

providing a clear picture of his concerto grosso intentions. 

The D-minor slow movement, so string-like in its long – nearly unending 

– melodic contour, is one of those miraculous outpourings that defy 

description or explanation. This is a glorious solo aria, austere and 

pathetic, that unwinds in grand, expressive ornamental strands, all 

underpinned by an ostinato bass whose repetitions simulate an orchestral 

string accompaniment. 

The competitive structural procedure that marks the first movement is 

mirrored in a third movement that finds an unbuttoned Bach reveling in a 

sturdy but joyous vigor that puts to rest any possible conception of the 

master as dry and pedantic. One point remains to be made: the pianist has 

a far greater challenge defining and coloring ‘solo’ and ‘orchestra’ parts 

than has the performer on the two-manual harpsichord for which 

the Italian Concerto was conceived. But that’s all right; hard work is good 

for a pianist’s soul. 
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Overture in the French Style in B Minor, BWV 831 
The 11-movement Overture in French Style from Clavier-Übung II counts 

as the longest suite that Bach ever wrote. Beefing up its imposing heft is 

the grand and imposing French overture movement that opens the work 

and gives it its name. Brilliantly encrusted with the bright ornamental 



flourishes that characterize the French school of harpsichord playing, the 

French overture lurches between chordal ‘poses’ in a jerky sequence of 

dotted and double-dotted rhythms, linked together by exhilarating run-ups 

and other fast-darting upbeat embellishments. The tone is one of pomp and 

grandeur that then yields to the more animated and playful—but learned—

texture of its fugal middle section. Bach adds weight to the movement as a 

whole by repeating this middle section and its following reprise of the 

opening material. 

The 10 dance movements that follow are comparatively slender by 

comparison, but remarkable for their variety of moods and their sheer 

number. Each is in binary form, comprising two roughly equal halves. 

Repeats of each half allow the performer scope to vary the performance on 

a second run-through and tastefully ‘riff’ on the printed score. Additional 

opportunities for varied repetition come in the ‘double dances,’ 

the passepieds, gavottes and bourées, which appear in contrasting pairs, 

the second dance acting as a kind of ‘middle section’ between the 

presentation of the first dance and its reprise at the end. 

Needless to say, these are not pieces meant to accompany dancing but 

rather imaginative recreations of these dance genres that reproduce the 

general character and identifying rhythmic signature of each. That said, 

the dancelike quality of the slower more serious dances can be hard to 

discern beneath the thick contrapuntal weave of polyphonic conversation 

in which they are set. This is especially true of the flowing but irregularly 

phrased Courante and the harmonically rich but melodically 

wayward Sarabande. 

A more toe-tapping pulse and regularity of phrase structure is generally to 

be found in the ‘double dances,’ and especially in the light skipping steps 

of what would normally be the final piece in the set, the Gigue. But Bach 

gives us a bonus piece to close off this suite, a strutting and 

punchy Echo intended to tickle the ear with rapid-fire alternations of soft 

and loud ‘echo’ effects. 

These were to be created by means of daring leaps between the two 

keyboards of the dual-manual harpsichord for which this suite was written. 

But given that the modern concert grand has only one keyboard, 

contemporary audiences will have to use their imaginations to experience 

the dare-devil, Cirque du Soleil thrill of the acrobatic ending that Bach had 

in mind for the performers of his day. 
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Variations on a Waltz, Op. 120 “Diabelli Variations” 
In 1819 the Viennese composer and publisher Anton Diabelli (1781-1858) 

issued a call to 51 Austrian composers to contribute a variation each to a 

waltz theme of his own composition. He would publish these in a 

collected edition for the relief of widows & orphans of the Napoleonic 

wars, an initiative that was part charitable (Bob Geldof’s Band Aid avant 

la lettre) and part clever marketing. The invitation list included the leading 

compositional lights of the era, including Schubert, Hummel, Franz Xaver 

Mozart (Wolfgang’s son), and Beethoven’s friend and patron, the 

Archduke Rudolph, personages whose association with Diabelli’s 

publishing firm would greatly enhance its prestige. Even the pre-pubescent 

Franz Liszt got into the collection, likely through the intercession of his 

teacher Carl Czerny, who was also on the list. 

Fifty of the fifty-one composers duly submitted their single variation. One 

did not. Ludwig van Beethoven had a better idea. In a creative spurt he 

began working on a massive work based on Diabelli’s theme, completing 

more than 20 variations in 1819 and picking up the project again to add 

more in 1823, in which year his complete set of 33 Diabelli Variations was 

published. 

This monumental work has often been compared to Bach’s Goldberg 

Variations for its encyclopedic scope and masterful display of 

compositional technique. Alfred Brendel has declared it “the greatest of all 

piano works” and odds are that his student, Paul Lewis, shares that view. 

While audiences have found its extreme length, bizarre chromaticism and 

wild contrasts a stumbling block to a heartfelt embrace of the work, a 

knowledge of Beethoven’s ribald sense of humour and fondness for 

parody goes a long way towards bringing the reluctant listener on board. 



Diabelli’s theme, the initial starting point of the work, has found few 

admirers, having been labelled as trivial, banal, even outright stupid by 

any number of distinguished scholars with whom it is hard to disagree. 

But its very weaknesses—its chugging chordal accompaniment and 

repetitive harmonic sequences, its cutesy opening grace-note figure 

answered ludicrously octaves below in the bass, not to mention its 

lumbering air of yokelish self-confidence—are the very features that 

Beethoven zeroes in on for his variations. So rather than simply decorating 

the musical ideas of the waltz, Beethoven uses these characteristics to give 

each variation a radically distinct personality, drawn musically in high 

relief. Var. 9, for example, does nothing but obsess over the theme’s initial 

grace-note figure, like a stuttering child that can get out no more than the 

first word of his sentence. 

Most of the set is ruled by an ethos of Homeric jest, with parody and 

originality vying in equal measure for the listener’s interest. The most 

comical of the set is undoubtedly Var.13, in which the chattering 

accompaniment of the theme is omitted entirely, leaving long gaps of 

silence against which the loud pompous chords outlining the theme’s 

harmonic structure sound absolutely silly. 

References to other composers’ music undoubtedly inform the style of 

many of the variations but seldom as overtly as in Var. 22 in which 

Diabelli’s waltz theme is dressed up as Leporello singing Notte e giorno 

faticar from the opening of Mozart’s Don Giovanni. It is hardly a 

coincidence that Leporello’s complaint about how hard he has to work 

could apply equally well to the pianist’s own labours in the following Var. 

23, a parody of a five-finger exercise by piano virtuoso Johann Baptist 

Cramer (1771-1858). And yet, Beethoven himself is no slouch when it 

comes to creating brilliant and arresting piano textures, especially with 

flurries of trills, as in Variations 6, 10, 16, and 21, or in the cascading 

canonic entries that dazzle the ear in Var. 19. 

These high-impact pianistically-inspired variations sit side-by-side with 

more contrapuntal treatments of the theme, such as the fughetta of Var. 24, 

after which the learned and lyrical effusions of the following stomping 

German dance of Var. 25 sounds particularly incongruous. These ‘sound 

gags’ stop for good, though, when the tone colour turns for the first time to 

the minor mode in Var. 29, initiating a set of three slow variations of 

imposing seriousness. From here on in, Beethoven gets into his hot-air 

balloon and begins a steady ascent into the ethereal realms of musical 

poetry familiar from his last sonatas Opp. 109 to 111. 

Var. 31 is a profoundly expressive, richly-ornamented aria that invites 

comparisons with Variation 25 from Bach’s Goldbergs. This is followed 

in Var. 32 by a monumental multi-themed fugue that transmutes the trite 

repeated chords of the waltz theme into a shoulder-poking fugue subject of 

a distinctly Handelian stamp to bring the work as a whole to what seems to 

be its apotheosis. 

But no. Instead, a dramatic series of arpeggios stretching from one end of 

the keyboard to the other sweeps all the musical toys off the table so as to 

begin again … with a final minuet. The rough bass-heavy waltz that began 

the proceedings 33 variations ago now closes this work as an elegant 

courtly dance ascending to the stars in the high treble in a manner not 

unlike that of the arietta finale of the Sonata in C minor Op. 111. 
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