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approach is surely one that demonstrates the
essence of Bach’s music – its serenity.
As this realization gradually dawned upon
me, I listened again, and again – and once
more again – to the point where I have
ended up not necessarily agreeing with every
strand of contrapuntal expressiveness from
Aimard (any more than I would claim a
performance of Beethoven’s Op. 101 to
be perfect), but secure in my belief that
Aimard’s intellectual and expressive artistry,
allied to his technical excellence, are such as
to constitute his own fundamental approach
to all music – which, of course, for a pianist,
means all music for the piano composed after
Bach’s ‘48’.
For Aimard, as I have concluded over
the several weeks I have played this set of
recordings, his grasp of Bach’s testament has
illuminated all subsequent music for him –
even that from the height of the Romantic
era, and from our own time. No wonder
Ligeti dedicated one of his Études to Aimard,
having heard him play technically demanding
modern music with a grasp of its inner life,
for only someone whose technique and
musical understanding comes from a profound
knowledge of the expressive interplay of
Bach’s counterpoint can be so intellectually
commanding as Aimard: not merely a
‘technical problem’ solved, but one in which
the solution itself can lead on to deeper
expression. Nowhere is this more true than
in the telling E flat minor Fugue, so cleanly
played entirely without pedal at a suitably
slow tempo. At first, the listener might feel
this is emotionally bereft, the more so after
the incomparable Prelude that precedes it, but
subsequent listening has convinced me that
Aimard’s approach is at all times fully mindful
of the contrast between Prelude and Fugue –
the ‘Romantic’ expression, so often applied to
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J. S. Bach
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Six Suites for Solo Cello, BWV1007-12.
Nina Kotova (cello).
Warner Classics 2564-63941-1 (medium price,
two discs, 2 hours 17 minutes). Website www.warner
classics.com. Producer Adam Abeshouse. Engineer
Andy Ryder. Dates June 7th-13th, 2013.

J. S. Bach

New

Six Suites for Solo Cello, BWV1007-12.
Viola de Hoog (cello).
Vivat VIVAT107 (medium price, two discs, 2 hours
15 minutes). Website www.vivat.co.uk. Producer
Robert King. Engineer Andriaan Verstijnen. Dates
February 10th-12th and 25th-27th, 2014.

Almost certainly the hubbub will have
disappeared by the time this review is
published, but as I listen, think and write
the musical and wider world is full of
gossip printed and otherwise about the
assertion by Darwin University academic
Martin Jarvis that Bach’s Cello Suites are
in fact Mrs Bach’s Cello Suites. That the
copy in Anna Magdalena’s hand – our best
source for these six iconic, mould-breaking
works – is no copy at all but the working
manuscript of the true composer. The basis
of this theory put forward as indisputable fact
by Jarvis has something to do with the weight
and assumed speed of the hand. Like many
such ‘discoveries’, the academic’s blinkered
desire for it to be true has outweighed the
need for due diligence.
Does anyone now recall the debacle
over BBC Music Magazine’s revelation of the
discovery of the missing Haydn middle-period
keyboard sonatas, verified by authorities no
less eminent than H. C. Robbins Landon
and Paul Badura-Skoda? It was not long, of
course, before the ‘discovery’ was revealed

as a hoax, causing red faces all round. The
Bach controversy is very different, since
it’s about music we already know and love,
but the principles behind it are the same.
Musicology is science, not romance, and
any confident assertion of an authorship
other than Johann Sebastian’s needs to be
accompanied by empirical proof. Beyond
reasonable doubt is not adequate. And in
any case, according to Greta de Haenen’s
booklet notes for Viola de Hoog’s recording,
there exists a manuscript source for the
suites which pre-dates Anna Magdalena’s
copy, made by Johann Peter Kellner in
1726. Anna Magdalena’s comes from
between 1727 and 1731. Whoops.
What we do have, though, is the music:
music which challenges the cellist as no music
had ever done before it; music which turns
popular dance forms into high art; music
which possesses aspiration and expressive
depth; music, in other words, which does
what we expect Bach – Kapellmeister Bach,
not Mrs Bach – to do. These two accounts
present diametrically opposing views of it
and, like me, readers will probably gravitate
towards one or the other but not both.
The Russian-American cellist Nina
Kotova has all the hallmarks of a superstar.
Glamorous of looks, she has made a point
of playing the celebrity game, appearing on
television chat shows, featuring in Vogue and
Elle and, dare one say, even featuring as
cover artist for Classic fM magazine. She plays
the most gorgeous cello, the 1679 du Pré
Stradivarius. She is a confident and fluent
virtuoso, but for me she just does not ‘get’
Bach at all. While it is true that one can
show too much reverence for these works,
or that one can over-romanticize them, what
one cannot do is to present them primarily
|as vehicles for virtuosity. Yet that is exactly
what Kotova seems to do. There is a
relentless hardness about her readings, the
sound all high-tension steel. Speeds often
seem deceptively fast for much detail of
articulation to survive intact – indeed,
occasionally one loses a sense of metre.
No room is given to draw breath and
consequently the music feels constrained,
riddled with self-conscious rather than naturalsounding mannerisms. Kotova seems intent
on imposing herself upon music which has
no need of such an imposition. Half the
secret of playing Bach lies in knowing just
how far to stand back from oneself, as it
were, and simply let the notes do the talking.
Examples of moments that jar lurk at every
corner: the elided echoing phrases in the
Bourrée of the Fourth Suite, the relentless
charge of its Gigue or that of the Prelude
of the Fifth Suite, the lack of space and soul
afforded the Fifth’s Allemande. It’s less a
matter of Baroque ‘rules’ not being applied –
I still enjoy the first recording I knew, that of
Paul Tortelier, who as much as anyone else
wore a subjective heart on his sleeve and
whose interpretation showed little concern for
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Instrumental
historical exactitude – but in the end one
of a failure to understand the scale and the
fundamental intimacy of these pieces.
The listener should be gently beckoned
into this world, which is what de Hoog
achieves. De Hoog plays two different cellos,
a Guadagnini of around 1750 for Suites
Nos. 1-5 and a five-string anonymous
Bohemian instrument of around 1760 for
Suite No. 6, both set up in the Baroque
manner, with gut strings, and played with
Baroque bows. The sound is of course lighter,
more transparent, but also actually more
flexible of colour. The lower tension of
strings and bow see to that and also allow –
indeed necessitate – minute attention to
articulation and to detail. Above all de Hoog,
unlike Kotova, knows that this music needs to
breathe naturally, to exist in its own space.
Her tempos are invariably well chosen
to maintain clarity of line, phrase and
thought in both faster movements, such
as the Gigue of the Third Suite, with its
characterful drone effects, and in slower
ones, like the ruminative Prelude of the
Second Suite. And whereas Kotova dispatches
the works in numeric order, de Hoog is
also more thoughtful about the order of
the suites, the first disc containing the
First, Fourth and Fifth Suites, the second
the Third, Second and Sixth.
As for the sound of each recording, Kotova
is given the closely miked treatment which
serves only to exacerbate the unfriendly
metallic colours she draws from her
instrument, the sound of hair scraping on
steel very much in evidence. The ambience
is perhaps by way of compensation warm
and seems to provide supplementary
resonance to that of the instrument itself.
De Hoog, on the other hand, is presented
much more naturally, at a slight but realistic
distance and a considerably lower decibel
level, her acoustic theatre a friendly, wellproportioned one.
Stephen Pettitt

Beethoven

New

Piano Sonatas – No. 14 in C sharp minor,
Op. 27 No. 2, ‘Moonlight’; No. 29 in
B flat, Op. 106, ‘Hammerklavier’.
Die Ruinen von Athen, Op. 113 –
Chorus of the Dervishes; Turkish March
(both arr. Bax).
Alessio Bax (piano).
Signum Classics SIGCD397 (full price, 1 hour
2 minutes). Website www.signumrecords.com.
Producer Anna Barry. Engineer Mike Hatch. Dates
January 17th-19th, 2014.
Comparisons:
Piano Sonata No. 29:
Levit (Sony Classical) 88883 70387-2
(2013, two discs, rev. Nov 2013)
Die Ruinen von Athen – excerpts (arr. Rubinstein):
Ginsburg (Philips) 456 802-2 (1952)

Born in Bari, Alessio Bax won the Leeds
Piano Competition in 2000 with a magisterial
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performance of Brahms’s First Piano Concerto
under the baton of Simon Rattle; he is now
a resident of New York, with a firmly
established career. His discography is wideranging, from Bach to Rachmaninov, while
with his wife, the pianist Lucille Chung,
he has issued a disc of Ligeti’s complete
music for four hands on the Dynamic label
(reviewed in April 2004) and a fabulous
2013 recording, also for Signum, of music
by Stravinsky, Brahms and Piazzolla (reviewed
in February 2014). He writes a very
entertaining blog, ‘Have Piano, Will Travel’,
which goes to show how balanced and well
adjusted he is for it is largely devoted to
photography and food, including a lovingly
crafted recipe for Tiramisù, which he posted
just yesterday! (I wrote this review early
in November).
He opens with Beethoven’s longest and
most challenging of piano sonatas and there
can be no doubting Bax’s technique or his
total musical conviction. The reading of the
slow movement is beautifully nuanced, and
while his tempos fall into line with the vast
majority of interpreters, erring just a little
on the fast side, there is nonetheless a slight
rhythmic freedom which distinguishes this
from the gritty and rigorous approaches of
the likes of Gilels or, more recently, the
remarkable debut album by the young Igor
Levit, featuring all five of the late sonatas.
It’s perhaps most audible in the fleeting
Scherzo in which Bax indulges those tiny little
questioning phrases, seeking a conversation
and a dialogue which is not wholly compatible
with a strict rhythmic approach.
There are many other such moments in
the outer movements, but this is not to
imply a mannered or an indulgent approach:
it’s just that the overarching rhythmic power
of this work is not brought out as powerfully
as it often is. This slightly Romantic sheen
is apparent too in the use of the pedal:
despite the clarity of the passagework and
the slight brightness of tone which further
characterizes this reading, Bax’s pedalling
provides warmth and a depth of tone in
contrast to the purity of the more Classical
approach from the likes of Brendel and
Uchida (and Bax can’t resist a low B flat
(bar 350, outside the range of Beethoven’s
fortepiano) in the final peroration).
There’s no faulting Bax’s reading of the
‘Moonlight’ Sonata, the tranquil pace of the
opening movement constantly unsettled by its
brooding chromaticism, and a stormy finale
which is truly Presto and agitato, nimble and
lithe, with the awkward left-hand melodies
beautifully brought out.
Like another young virtuoso, Yevgeny
Sudbin, Bax likes to include some of his own
arrangements (Bax and his wife arranged four
Piazzolla Tangos for the release mentioned
above), and here he includes two movements
from The Ruins of Athens, Op. 113, the
‘Chorus of the Dervishes’ and the ‘Turkish
March’, again revealing the neatness of his

trills and the clarity of chordal articulation
which had been so impressive in the outer
movements of the ‘Hammerklavier’. The
‘March’ is taken at breakneck speed, and is
very exciting for it, a far cry from Grigory
Ginsburg’s rather sedate 1952 recording of
Anton Rubinstein’s comparatively
unadventurous arrangement.
As for his previous disc, the notes by
Patrick Castillo are excellent – it’s always a
pleasure to have musical examples printed in
the booklet, and it happens all too rarely –
and I thoroughly recommend this release.
Needless to say, the competition is immense
in this repertoire and, while I would not
make this a first choice – Levit’s is just that,
and he demands to be heard – there is
nevertheless a huge amount to be enjoyed in
these performances.
Nicholas Salwey
New

Brahms

Works for Solo Piano, Volume 3.
Sonata No. 2 in F sharp minor, Op. 2.
Theme with Variations in D minor.
16 Waltzes, Op. 39. Seven Fantasies,
Op. 116 – No. 5, Intermezzo in E minor.
Four Pieces, Op. 119 – No. 1, Intermezzo
in B minor; No. 3, Intermezzo in C.
Barry Douglas (piano).
Chandos CHAN10833 (full price, 1 hour
7 minutes). Website www.chandos.net. Producer/
Engineer Ralph Couzens. Dates March 31st and
April 1st, 2014.

After almost a decade away from the studio,
Barry Douglas, winner of the first prize in
the 1986 Tchaikovsky Competition, has now
resumed a busy performing and recording
career, both as pianist and as conductor (and
founder of Camerata Ireland). He has cycles
of the complete piano works of Schubert and
Brahms under way, and I warmly welcomed
the second release of the latter in March 2013
(Charles Timbrell reviewed the first volume
in May 2012). I stand by my words then:
‘… this is indeed Brahms playing of the
utmost integrity and authority. Douglas is not
one for overt display or excessive drama (as
he comments in the booklet notes ‘I treasure
every phrase. I love every note.’) and these
are exquisitely shaped performances, never
overwrought and most importantly never too
fast. He manages to combine a musical line
with tempos which allow Brahms’s often
densely textured passagework to be clearly
audible and with the often orchestral
sonorities to be rendered without forcing
the tone.’
These same attributes are again in evidence
here, in performances that relish the richness
and the detail of Brahms’s pianistic style. The
glorious D minor Variations (an arrangement
of the second movement of the String Sextet,
Op. 18, and presented as a birthday present
to Clara Schumann in 1860) provide a fine
example of these same orchestral sonorities,
while the Op. 39 Waltzes provide a perfect
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