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 Goldberg Variations, BWV 988
 arranged for small orchestra by

 Józef Koffler (1896–1944)

1 — Aria 4:46

2 — Variation 1 2:11

3 — Variation 2 1:47

4  — Variation 3 – Canone all’unisono 2:18

5 — Variation 4 1:10

6 — Variation 5 1:46

7 — Variation 6 ○ 2:18

8 — Variation 7 – Canone alla seconda ○ 1:16

9 — Variation 8 2:07

10 — Variation 9 – Canone alla terza 2:46

11 — Variation 10 – Fughetta 1:40

12 — Variation 11 2:24

79:38Johann Sebastian Bach 
(1685–1750)

TREVOR PINNOCK

ROYAL ACADEMY OF MUSIC 
SOLOISTS ENSEMBLE

with guests from
THE GLENN GOULD SCHOOL OF THE 
ROYAL CONSERVATORY, TORONTO
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13 — Variation 12 – Canone alla quarta 2:25

14 — Variation 13 3:42

15 — Variation 14 2:13

16 — Variation 15 – Canone alla quinta 3:42

17 — Variation 16 – Ouverture 3:10

18 — Variation 17 2:10

19 — Variation 18 – Canone alla sesta 1:33

20 — Variation 19 1:09

21 — Variation 20 2:21

22 — Variation 21 – Canone alla settima 3:35

23 — Variation 22 1:23

24 — Variation 23 2:19

25 — Variation 24 – Canone all’ottava 3:18

26 — Variation 25 6:04

27 — Variation 26 2:21

28 — Variation 27 – Canone alla nona 2:03

29 — Variation 28 2:27

30 — Variation 29 2:35

31 — Variation 30 – Quodlibet 1:54

32 — Aria (reprise) 2:37

○ Variations 6 and 7 are reversed from Bach’s original in this arrangement

We are grateful for Susie Sainsbury’s generous support of 

the Royal Academy of Music’s recordings with Linn.
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This is the seventh recording in a series with Linn where talen- 
ted young musicians from the Royal Academy of Music work with eminent  
conductor-teachers on our staff. The most recent projects have involved sister 
institutions across the Atlantic: an album of music by Giovanni Gabrieli and his 
Venetian contemporaries with The Juilliard School in New York in 2017, and now 
a Goldberg Variations collaboration with The Glenn Gould School of The Royal 
Conservatory in Toronto. What an agreeable resonance to witness the ‘Goldbergs’ 
and ‘Glenn Gould’ brought together again!

 I am deeply grateful to the historian and writer Teri Noel Towe for intro-
ducing me to Józef Koffler’s dazzling arrangement of the Goldberg Variations 
back in 2002. It seemed almost providential, when Simon Wynberg was propos-
ing repertoire fifteen years later for our institutional concert exchanges, Music in 
Exile: Revival and Restoration, that our planning should rekindle this ambition to 
perform and record Koffler’s remarkable and transformative arrangement – one 
which also sits consistently within the context of the political and personal hor-
rors experienced by so many composers under Nazi tyranny.

A Producer’s Note
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 The project started in February 2019, when students from Canada came 
to London for initial rehearsals with Trevor Pinnock. Reconvening in May, the musi-
cians prepared intensively for a performance at Wigmore Hall, broadcast on BBC 
Radio 3 and CBC Radio in Canada, before this recording in Snape.

 I thank all the musicians for their extraordinary commitment and inspi- 
ring artistic ambition. As Simon Wynberg mentions at the end of his note, a Bach 
piece for a 1930s ensemble might present some difficult performance dilemmas 
for today. Should one adopt, fully or in part, a quasi-historical approach – either 
one practised by early chamber orchestra pioneers, or gestures from a later 
‘period’ style? As you will discover, the answer is neither. Responding to Koffler’s 
kaleidoscopic arrangement unselfconsciously, and on its own terms, it surely 
speaks for the ‘here and now’ without mediation.

© Professor Jonathan Freeman-Attwood CBE, 2019

Principal, Royal Academy of Music
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The Goldberg Variations were still largely unfamiliar to the musical 
public when Józef Koffler completed his extraordinary arrangement in 1938. His 
fellow Pole, Wanda Landowska, had made the first recording of the work five 
years earlier, although her steel-framed harpsichord was very different from any-
thing Bach would have known. Claudio Arrau’s historic 1942 version for piano was 
yet to be released, likewise Glenn Gould’s 1955 album, which finally secured the 
Goldberg Variations’ place in the repertoire, and Gould’s in the firmament of great 
piano virtuosi. Sixty-five years on, the Goldberg Variations are ubiquitous. Bach’s 
encyclopedic marvel of digital gymnastics and musical invention is regularly per-
formed and recorded, and there are well over 200 versions in the catalogue, not 
to mention hundreds more online.

 The majority of these recordings are, of course, for piano, and as most 
pianists (and all harpsichordists) acknowledge, adapting the Goldberg Variations 
for the piano is, by definition, something of a transcription. Originally intended for 
a two-manual harpsichord, Bach’s aria and 30 variations need to sound perfectly 
idiomatic on a single keyboard, and this calls for all sorts of decisions, revisions, 
fingering adjustments and hidden compromises. Then there are the many ele-
ments that distinguish the modern piano from the harpsichord: its dynamic range, 
sustaining power and capacity to produce gradations of articulation and sonority. 
The serious pianist has to consider all these elements in learning the work.

Józef Koffler and 
the Goldberg Variations
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 But adapting the Goldberg Variations for chamber orchestra – flute, 
oboe, cor anglais, bassoon and strings in Koffler’s scoring – is an infinitely more 
complex challenge: myriad options that open doors to endless colouristic pos-
sibilities. This process, intrinsic to the transcription of Bach’s music, attracted 
Arnold Schoenberg (his transcription for orchestra of the organ Prelude and Fugue 
in E flat major, BWV 552, for example) and Anton Webern (the six-voice fugue from 
the Musical Offering, BWV 1079), as well as Max Reger, Gustav Mahler and Edward 
Elgar, among many others. Koffler’s decision to arrange the Goldberg Variations 
was doubtless born of a similar fascination with, and love of, Bach’s music. But, 
as a Jewish composer who was obliged to stifle his creativity under Stalin, while 
Hitler’s executioners bayed just over the horizon, political circumstance also 
played a major role in his decision.

 Born in 1896 in Stryi, Galicia, a small town some 40 miles south of Lwów 
(then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, now Lviv, Ukraine), Józef Koffler was 
the son of Hersz Koffler, a businessman, and Rebeka Schoenfeld. At their insis- 
tence he began a law degree, though he also studied composition with the organ-
ist and conductor Herman Grädener. A year later, when it became clear that music 
was his inevitable calling, Koffler began courses in musicology at the University 
of Vienna, where he studied under Robert Lach, Egon Wellesz and Guido Adler, 
the last of whom oversaw his doctoral dissertation On the Orchestral Colours in 
the Symphonic Works of Mendelssohn-Bartholdy.

 Interrupting his studies in 1916, Koffler served in the Austrian army  
during the First World War, and in the Polish army when the country’s borders 
were secured after its independence in 1918. In 1924, the Conservatory of the 

timothee
Highlight
césure après "orga" si possible
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Polish Music Society in Lwów hired Koffler to teach composition and music theory, 
and in 1928 he was appointed professor of harmony and atonal composition, the 
only position of its kind in the country.

 Koffler’s friendship with Alban Berg in Vienna, and his correspondence 
with Arnold Schoenberg, encouraged his fascination with serial composition 
and, together with Karol Szymanowski, Koffler emerged as a principal figure in 
the Polish avant-garde. Although he was the first Polish composer to advocate 
for Schoenberg’s revolutionary 12-tone system, its embrace did not exclude dif-
ferent musical vocabularies. But it was principally outside his own country that 
Koffler enjoyed success; his works were presented by the International Society 
for Contemporary Music (ISCM) at festivals in Oxford, London and Amsterdam. 
At home, Polish audiences generally greeted his works with bewilderment, and 
conservative reviewers were merciless in their criticism of his musical language. 
(Koffler himself enjoyed a parallel career as a music journalist; a tireless advocate 
for new music, he edited the journal Orkiestra for thirteen years and contributed 
to several others.)

 Koffler’s security became increasingly fragile once the Soviet Union 
annexed eastern Poland in September 1939. His appointments as professor 
at Lwów’s Mykola Lysenko Conservatory and as Secretary of the Composers’ 
Association of the Soviet Ukraine provided temporary stability. But in 1940, a 
plenary session of the Union of Soviet Composers accused Koffler of ‘forma- 
lism’ – a well-worn charge that implied that his works were indebted to the 
western avant-garde and insufficiently populist. Koffler publicly disavowed 
serialism and grudgingly began to compose in the politically mandated and 
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more accessible socialist realist style. Compromise was difficult, however, and 
his Joyful Overture, a celebration of the Red Army’s invasion of Poland in 1941, 
failed to redeem him – ‘[the overture] radiates coldness and erudition’, wrote the 
critic Akwiljew.

 The arrangement of the Goldberg Variations provided Koffler with a cre-
ative outlet at a remove from actual composition. The project was also a natural 
sequel to his Händeliana, a cycle of 30 variations (now lost) based on Handel’s 
Passacaille from the Suite No. 7 in G minor, HVW 432, and his Little Suite after 
J. S. Bach, a selection of dance movements drawn from the Anna Magdalena 
Notebook (c. 1937).

 In June 1941, in violation of Germany’s non-aggression pact with the 
Soviet Union, Hitler launched Operation Barbarossa, a massive land and air inva-
sion involving over three million soldiers. By month’s end, the German army had 
reached Lwów, and Koffler, his wife Rosa and their young son Alan were moved 
200 miles west to the Wieliczka ghetto near Kraków. When the ghetto was liqui- 
dated in August 1943, the majority of its population transported to the Belzec 
extermination camp, the Kofflers managed to escape to Krościenko Niżne (now a 
part of Krosno), where the parish organist, a former Koffler student, hid the fami- 
ly. In the spring of 1944, the Kofflers made their final move to a room in nearby 
Krościenko Wyżne.

 Many years later, a local resident recalled their arrest: ‘I remember how 
the Gestapo came to pick them up […] They surrounded the house, captured 
them, and led them away like criminals; and they went along, weeping, for they 
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certainly knew what awaited them. I do not know what happened to them after 
that.’ The Koffler family was almost certainly shot shortly after their arrest.

Like so many of the composers killed or exiled as a result of the Second 
World War, Koffler faded into obscurity. He had destroyed his early works, 
and several more were lost during the war. Until recently, those that had sur-
vived remained unexplored and unperformed. The last decade, however, has 
seen something of a Koffler revival, with the release of his Piano Concerto, Op. 
13, Second Symphony, Op. 17, and String Trio, Op. 10. His manuscript of the 
Goldberg Variations was discovered in Berlin in 1993 but remains little known 
outside Poland.

 Koffler takes a very different approach from the usual, rather literal, 
way in which Baroque works are transferred from one medium to another. 
Thematic material is segmented and tossed from instrument to instrument, cre-
ating interactions, imitative patterns and relationships that are both novel and 
unpredictable. The string writing is likewise of his time. Soloists emerge from 
the string ensemble to engage with solo winds, and the full string complement 
is used to reinforce dramatic moments. Figures that are native to the keyboard 
are cleverly re-imagined so they sound appropriate in their new instrumenta-
tion. The product of Koffler’s care, technique and imagination is far removed 
from Baroque practice, and far more interesting and compelling than the usual 
rebottling. However, given that the performance of Bach’s music has changed 
so radically since Koffler’s day, when Baroque music – indeed all music – had 
something of a Romantic essence to it, how does a present-day ensemble of 
young virtuosi actually realize the work?



13

MENU

In the same way that pianists are obliged to compromise in their 
performance of the Goldberg Variations, so too must the players of Koffler’s 
arrangement. To perform Koffler’s score in a historically ‘authentic’ manner would 
be wholly inappropriate; recreating the playing style of the 1930s equally so. 
Performers need to find a middle path. In preparing the Koffler arrangement 
for performance, Trevor Pinnock responded to the dilemma: ‘Of course there’s 
not the “one way” to play Bach, and the challenge for a musician today is to 
decide how much to play with what we know of the style of 1930s playing –  
it seems to me we have to be true to Koffler as well as true to Bach and true to 
ourselves.’

© Simon Wynberg, 2019 

Artistic Director, ARC Ensemble (Artists of The Royal Conservatory)

Józef Koffler’s biographical detail is drawn from the pioneering work of 

Professor Maciej Gołąb of the universities of Warsaw and Wrocław.



14

MENU

 Trevor Pinnock is renowned world-
wide as a harpsichordist and conductor who 
pioneered the modern revival of early music 
performance. In 1972, he founded The English 
Concert, whose reputation for groundbreak-
ing performances on period instruments 
led to an extensive contract with Deutsche 
Grammophon and worldwide tours which 
included major orchestral works by Bach, 
Handel, Mozart, Haydn and others, along 
with choral projects and chamber music. 
In addition, Pinnock recorded solo works 
including Bach’s Goldberg Variations and 
partitas. He remained Artistic Director of The 
English Concert until 2003 and since then he 
has divided his work between conducting, 
solo and chamber music engagements and 
educational projects at the Royal Academy 

Trevor Pinnock
conductor

© Gerard Collett
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of Music, where he is Principal Guest Conductor of the Academy Chamber 
Orchestra. He regularly works with the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra 
in Amsterdam, Die Deutsche Kammerphilharmonie Bremen and 
Mozarteumorchester Salzburg. Frequent chamber music partners include  
flautist Emmanuel Pahud, viola da gamba player Jonathan Manson and violi- 
nists Sophie Gent and Matthew Truscott.

 In the 2019/20 season, Pinnock celebrated 45 years of The English Concert 
in London and Italy, and joined Frederic Wake-Walker to present Schubert’s 
Lazarus, paired with Claude Vivier’s Lonely Child, at the Potsdamer Winteroper. 
He toured Handel’s Messiah with the Freiburger Barockorchester and returned 
to the Royal Concertgebouw Orchestra for Bach’s St Matthew Passion. He was 
joined by Emmanuel Pahud for concerts with the Filarmonica Arturo Toscanini and 
Orchestre national de Lyon. He led the Royal Northern Sinfonia in a choral and 
orchestral programme, and the Warsaw Philharmonic Orchestra and the Academy 
Chamber Orchestra in Mozart’s late symphonies. Recent recordings include Book 
1 of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier.

 Pinnock was awarded a CBE in 1992 and an Officier of the Ordre des Arts 
et des Lettres in 1998. He is also a recipient of the Wigmore Medal, the York Early 
Music Centre Lifetime Achievement Award and honorary doctorates from the uni-
versities of London, Ottawa, Sheffield and Canterbury.
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 The Royal Academy of Music moves music forward by inspiring succes-
sive generations of musicians to connect, collaborate and create. We are the 
meeting point between the traditions of the past and the talent of the future, 
seeking out and supporting the musicians today whose music will move the world 
tomorrow.

 From pre-school to post-doc, our students come here from more than 50 
countries. We challenge them to find their own voice, take risks and push boun- 
daries. Simon Rattle, Felicity Lott, Elton John and Harrison Birtwistle all learnt 
their craft here. We are excited to discover who’s next.

 Every student benefits from a stimulating curriculum and an ambitious 
range of concerts and events. Legendary artists come here not just to perform, 
but to become mentors, friends and musical partners.

 A world of music comes to us – and we send music back out into the 
world. As we enter our third century, our aim is to shape the future of music by 
discovering and supporting talent wherever it exists.

 Music never stands still – and nor will we.

Royal Academy of Music
Nicola Mutton Director of Artistic Planning
Murray Richmond Senior Concerts and Orchestra Manager
Stuart Garden Orchestral Librarian
Kathleen Rule Concerts and Programmes Administrator
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© Roberts Balanas
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 The Glenn Gould School is the leading Canadian post-secondary insti-
tution dedicated exclusively to performance training. Located at The Royal 
Conservatory in Toronto, an establishment with a 130-year-old tradition of 
excellence, The Glenn Gould School offers classical music students a nurturing 
environment and close mentoring from its illustrious faculty. It is also one of the 
few music schools in North America integrated with a major performing arts cen-
tre – the acclaimed Koerner Hall. Graduates of The Glenn Gould School are widely 
renowned on the world’s stages and have assumed leadership positions within 
prominent cultural organizations.

The Glenn Gould School
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Music Soloists Ensemble

violin 1
Roberts Balanas
Orin Laursen ○

Nakwon Choi ○

María Espino Codes

violin 2
Yu Kai Sun ○

Iona McDonald
Kumi Shimizu
Manuel De Almeida Ferrer

viola
Erik Fauss
Carolyn Farnand ○

Clara Nguyen-Tran ○

cello
Kimberley Jeong ○

Yong Jun Lee
Rebecca Bradley

double bass
Harry Atkinson

flute
Jack Reddick

oboe
Katherine Bryer

cor anglais
Francesca Cox

bassoon
Ryan Delgado Barreiro

○ Students from The Glenn Gould School 
of The Royal Conservatory, Toronto
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