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1 PÄRT: Für Anna Maria (2006) 1:29

BACH: 
Two-part Inventions BWV 772-786
2 no. 1 in C major BWV 772 1:19
3  no. 4 in D minor BWV 775 0:55
4  no. 7 in E minor BWV 778 1:43
5  no. 8 in F major BWV 779 0:55
6 no. 10 in G major BWV 781 0:55
7 no. 13 in A minor BWV 784 1:27
8 no. 15 in B minor BWV 786 1:04
9 no. 14 in B ♭ major BWV 785 1:46
bl no. 12 in A major BWV 783 1:20
bm no. 11 in G minor BWV 782 1:35
bn no. 9 in F minor BWV 780 2:03
bo no. 6 in E major BWV 777 2:36
bp no. 5 in E ♭ major BWV 776 1:34
bq no. 3 in D major BWV 774 1:05
br no. 2 in C minor BWV 773 2:00

bs PÄRT: Für Alina (1976) 5:58 

BACH: 
Three-part Inventions (Sinfonias) BWV 787-801
bt no. 1 in C major BWV 787 1:03
bu no. 4 in D minor BWV 790 1:55
cl no. 7 in E minor BWV 793 2:27
cm no. 8 in F major BWV 794 1:04
cn no. 10 in G major BWV 796 1:07
co no. 13 in A minor BWV 799 1:44
cp no. 15 in B minor BWV 801 1:30
cq no. 14 in B ♭ major BWV 800 1:31 
cr no. 12 in A major BWV 798 1:25 
cs no. 11 in G minor BWV 797 2:00 
ct no. 9 in F minor BWV 795 3:42 
cu no. 6 in E major BWV 792 1:09 
dl no. 5 in E ♭ major BWV 791 2:25
dm no. 3 in D major BWV 789 1:05
dn no. 2 in C minor BWV 788 2:15

do PÄRT:  Variationen zur Gesundung von Arinuschka –  5:01 
  Variations for the Recovery of Arinushka (1977)

dp BACH: Praeambulum in C major BWV 924  1:34 
  (from Klavierbüchlein für Wilhelm Friedemann Bach)

                                                                             Total Duration 63:00

J S BACH (1685-1750)       ARVO PÄRT (b.1935)

 T he music of JS Bach and Arvo Pärt are inexorably connected, both overtly – in 
the case of Pärt’s musical references to Bach in his Credo and Collage on B-A-C-H – 
and implicitly, in the undertones of faith, praise and mathematical order running 

through both their oeuvres. In the works heard on this recording, the composers 
present two contrasting explorations of the ways in which lines of melody can 
intertwine. In Bach’s Inventions – exercises in (and masterpieces of ) counterpoint – the 
individual ‘voices’ are always distinct, yet their interplay through imitation, inversion, 
reflection and response causes fundamental change in each. By comparison, the 
essence of Pärt’s tintinnabuli style of composition is the symbiosis of two voices (one 
melodic and one triadic) into one. In the composer’s words, “One plus one, it is one – it 
is not two.” Here, the lines are inseparable, elements of a single unified whole. In both 
cases, the music exists only in the meeting and mutual metamorphosis of the voices. 

The foundation of both Bach and Pärt’s musical creativity is religious faith. For Bach, 
writing in the wake of the Enlightenment’s ‘scientific project’, God is praised and 
glorified through human ingenuity. Breath-taking complexity, the rational mind (or 
logos), mathematical structure – these expressions of modernity meet in perfect 
precision, proportion and beauty. Pärt, writing 250 years later, is yet ‘pre-Renaissance’ 
in approach, glimpsing meaning in the simplest musical denominators: the sound of 
each note, and the space between two notes. His is a philosophy of hearing what is 
already there rather than embellishing it. “I am alone with silence. I have discovered 
that it is enough when a single note is beautifully played.” His tintinnabuli method 
(explored further in the following notes) nevertheless finds mathematical order within 
simplicity, echoing the beautiful proportion and stillness of Bach’s complexity.
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A NOTE ON ORDERING
The Inventions were originally written into the Little Keyboard 
Book for Bach’s 12-year-old son Wilhelm Friedemann. They 
were intended as an instruction both in playing the keyboard 
(specifically performing music with two or three independent 
parts) and in composition (the development and elaboration of 
very simple ideas or ‘inventions’). The pieces were ordered in such 
a way that, starting in C major, the student progresses upwards 
through those keys with white-note triads: C major, D minor, E 
minor, F major, G major, A minor. The remainder, descending from 
B minor to C minor, involve black notes in their triads and more 
complex key signatures. Trying out this unusual order from the 
manuscript gave me the exciting feeling of stepping closer to this 
man, as he wrote down music for his son. I was also struck by the 
way the pieces flowed from one to the next, both in harmony and 
in character, and the sense of resolution in weaving back down 
to C. This is not presented here as a ‘better’ or ‘correct’ order, but I 
feel it is a valid and beautiful alternative and one which deserves 
to be offered on a recording.

Cordelia Williams © 2018

Although a quarter of a millennium separates the births of JS Bach (in 1685)
 and Arvo Pärt (in 1935), both men share a common kinship across time and
   space in their fundamental conviction that faith in God, as Cordelia Williams 

pointedly notes in her introductory essay for this recording, “is the foundation of the 
creation of music”.

Bach, a German Protestant, and Pärt, an Estonian Lutheran who converted to the 
Russian Orthodox Church, would no doubt have recognised in each other a shared 
sincerity in their religious convictions and belief in music’s capacity to articulate such, 
even while challenging the other over nuances of doctrinal interpretation. Cordelia 
Williams’ intriguing coupling of both composers’ keyboard music collapses time, 
overlaps theological and socio-political context and, more pertinently, establishes a 
deep-rooted connection between the poet laureate of 18th-century Protestantism 
and the principal voice of contemporary Holy Minimalism.

The notion of the sublime is central to all the works on this recording. So, too, the 
principle of design. In their different ways, Bach and Pärt are engaged in a constant 
striving for economy and essence, their solutions as comparable to each other as they 
are different, Bach’s mathematical precision finding a chiming (if more conspicuously 
taut) stringency in Pärt’s calculated austerity of expression.

Hitherto a pronounced modernist producing music for stage and film as well as the 
concert hall, Pärt was credited with being the first Estonian to compose twelve-tone 
music with his 1960 orchestral work Nekrolog. But a prolonged writer’s block at the end 
of the decade, brought on in part by the stresses and strains of constant critical scrutiny 
by his Soviet masters (Bach, too, had found himself constantly dogged by censorious 
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overseers) led him to begin to explore medieval and Renaissance music. That, in turn, 
deepened his faith and strengthened his resolve to give voice to the divine. What 
resulted came to define him as a composer and, in an increasingly troubled world, 
gave him access to a wider audience hungry for the solace and succour that music so 
acutely articulates.

He called what became his signature style – a fusing of two voices (melodic and triadic) 
into a single line – “tintinnabuli”, the name derived from the Latin for “bell”. It is as much 
a mathematical as a musical conceit: an exercise in designing algorithmic relationships 
between compositional elements to produce the finished ‘musical’ work. Tonality is at 
its heart, modality in its blood, its pulse provided by a two-part texture consisting of a 
melodic thread moving methodically towards or away from a central pitch even as its 
tintinnabuli-accented companion anchors itself in the notes of the tonic triad. Moving, 
characteristically, with almost glacial pace, its separate elements are securely rooted 
but constantly shifting within vertical and horizontal combinations. 

Yet despite its surface simplicity and the straightforward immediacy of its chiming 
sound, the tintinnabuli style derives its impact from the subtle intricacies of its design, 
its permutations of elements intricately controlled and manipulated to create a 
tranquil, transcendental trait succinctly described by Pärt’s biographer Paul Hillier as 
“sounding both ancient and fresh at the same time”.

It was first revealed in the shimmering, tolling, melancholic profundity of Für Alina 
(‘For Alina’) in 1976 which was, in Hermann Conen’s memorable phrase, “irradiated 
by the white light of the pure triad”. A radical departure for Pärt that deliberately 
refuses a time signature, its only tempo notation is marked Ruhig, erhaben, in sich 

hineinhorchen – which literally translates as “Quiet, sublime, listen to yourself”. It 
serves as a veritable credo for much of what was to follow from Pärt as he embraced 
his newfound awareness of, and desire to connect with, the numinous.

A work of plaintive, introspective stillness, Für Alina was intended to offer comfort and 
encouragement to its dedicatee, the 18-year-old daughter of family friends faced with 
the prospect of moving to a foreign country after her parents had separated. It may 
well have also offered succour to the newly isolated mother as she saw her daughter 
depart to live with her father.

Two plainchant-accented melodies weave and wrap themselves around each other 
with sinuous fluidity, the balletically delicate pas de deux preciously pirouetting on 
moments of silence that hint at unvoiced meaning. It is characterised by a succession 
of meticulously differentiated notes that seem suspended in mid-air (or mid-thought) 
and that chime with the dark luminosity of the tolling bells prominent in the Russian 
Orthodox rituals with which Pärt had recently become enraptured. Here, Williams 
repeats it, the second time around with the left-hand figurations placed an octave 
down, lending the whole a more telling, pressing sense of gravity.

It gives pristine and almost painfully acute expression to what Williams pertinently 
observes in her introductory notes as Pärt’s “philosophy of hearing what is already 
there rather than embellishing it”.

Thirty years later, Für Anna Maria (‘For Anna Maria’) suggested that Pärt had come to 
regard tintinnabuli as a more relaxed (if, at its core, a no less austere) vehicle for his 
thoughts. The eponymous dedicatee was the daughter of an acquaintance who asked 
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the composer for a present of newly-composed piano music for her tenth birthday. 
Pärt duly obliged with an exquisitely crafted piece that begins in poetic reverie and 
carries itself with crystalline delicacy, its reliance on triads less severely, more loosely, 
articulated and owing something, across the centuries, to Bach’s loving offering to 
his second wife, the Notebook for Anna Magdalena Bach, in the mid-1720s. Above all, 
its painterly blend of playfulness, solemnity, innocence and optimism mark it out as 
something as quietly majestic and moving, in its own starkly beautiful simplicity, as 
anything Bach produced.

Composed in 1977, the Variationen zur Gesundung von Arinuschka (‘Variations for 
the Recovery of Arinuschka’) are driven by the same compassionate belief in music’s 
capacity to console and comfort at times of distress. Like the previous year’s Für Alina, 
it is constructed around the interaction of two separate lines, Pärt’s recent exploration 
of early music finding expression in his unhurried canonic treatment of them. 
Differently paced and variegated by micro-managed instructions for the use of pedals, 
they manage to conjure much out of little. The ebb and flow between the major and 
minor keys of A – Pärt’s only tintinnabuli piece to alter keys and change character 
and emotional perspective mid-way through – seems always acutely balanced on 
the precipice of encroaching silence. The result is a sense of limpid, gently playful, 
thoughtful and liquid invention. Surely, in the background, can be felt the influence 
of Bach’s Goldberg Variations.

When Bach’s first wife, Maria Barbara, died suddenly at the age of 35 in the summer 
of 1720, she left the composer with sole responsibility for their four surviving 
children. Eleven-year-old Catharina Dorothea was the least of Bach’s worries. As 
his only daughter, her childhood had effectively ended with newly-acquired adult 

responsibilities for her younger siblings. Of immediate concern was his eldest son, 
Wilhelm Friedemann, then aged nine (the same age Bach himself had been when he 
lost his mother, his father dying just eight months later).

Seeking distraction in composition and conscious of the need to further the musical 
education of “Friede” (as he affectionately called him), Bach set about assembling a 
collection of specially composed pieces to aid his son’s introduction to the keyboard 
and music, soon to form the basis of the Clavierbüchlein (‘Little Keyboard Book’). 
Central to its pedagogical intentions are the twin sets of 15 Two-part Inventions 
(BWV 772-86) and 15 Three-part Sinfonias (BWV 787-801) – originally described as 
“praeambulae” and “fantasias” but re-ordered and re-named in 1723 and, underlining 
the relationship between both sets, often referred to as Three-part Inventions.

Bach expected Friede to have mastered the Two-part Inventions before moving on to 
the Three-part Inventions. Exactly mimicking the key signatures of their immediate 
counterparts, they up the didactic ante by introducing the additional difficulty of a 
third voice. Bach intended their incremental technical and textural sophistication 
to build on what had already been learned while paving the way for the later, four-
part fugues of The Well-tempered Clavier. Arguably, the tragic qualities of the Three-
part F minor (BWV 796) Invention, urging the pupil-player onto a greater maturity 
of expression while also serving, as much for the attentive listener, to underline that 
these miniatures were as considered and crafted as anything Bach composed.

They achieve a shared sublimity through the sincerity of their intent and the 
measured meticulousness of their execution. (Something that could also be said 
of Pärt’s tintinnabulum.) Designed to stimulate a young student’s mind as well 
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as educate them in various basic techniques (phrasing, articulation, rhythm, 
ornamentation, inversion and so on) they are nonetheless more than mere exercises 
in “straightforward instruction”, as Bach described them. Instead, they are a 
methodically designed traversal of the full range of the keyboard and an inducement 
to think about and appreciate the basic building blocks of even the most seemingly 
straightforward composition. Here, breaking with Bach’s later arrangement of the 
pieces into chromatically ascending keys, Williams returns to the composer’s original 
ordering – “a valid and beautiful alternative”, she suggests – that charts a subtly 
revealing way through a collection of pieces as intimate as they are illuminating. 

The Inventions begin with a superficially simple (but deceptively challenging) exercise 
in C major (BWV 772). As with the first four pieces in the set – the fourth, that in D minor 
(BWV 775), follows here – it mirrors the higher, right-hand voice with chiaroscuro 
contrast in the octave-lower left hand. Even in its brevity it tasks the most dexterous 
player; arpeggios crossing as they respectively fall and rise, chromatic scales increasing 
the temperature and leaping, dancing figures adding to complexity. It seems clear 
from the off that Bach had high expectations of Friede. Such ambitions for his willing 
and able pupil continued to push at what was expected from him in music deliberately 
designed to accelerate understanding, technique and appreciation of ‘invention’ – for 
Bach a notion more akin to a sense, idea or intuitive grasp of the possibilities of both 
the keyboard and composition. 

Available space prevents analysis of all 30 pieces here, but it is worth noting some 
defining qualities. Prevalent throughout is the use of a double counterpoint that 
frequently – as in the Inventions in E major, E-flat and minor keys of F and G – combine 
twin motifs. Those in C, B-flat major and E minor feature a single motif. 

Other variant forms include the use of strict canons (C minor and F major), fugues (A 
and G major and B minor) and, variously, the filtering of an Invention’s opening motif 
through processes of inversion and repetition (those in the major keys of B-flat, C and 
D and the minor keys of A, D, E and G), diminution (the three-part E minor Invention) 
or augmentation (as in the left-hand of the First Invention).

Musical ambition is also in evidence, not least in the ornate solo treble built on a solid 
bass accompaniment in the A minor examples or the striking sharing of a single part 
between both hands in those in E major.

Both sets of Inventions peak, emotionally at least, in the sweet-sour melancholy of 
their F minor pieces, each built rhetorically on the ‘B-A-C-H’ motif (quoted several times 
elsewhere, most resoundingly as a fugue subject in the concluding Contrapunctus 
of The Art of Fugue). Mirrored by contrasting counter subjects to create waves of 
dissonance, they hint at a sophistication of purpose far beyond the Inventions’ declared 
pedagogical intentions. The Three-part F minor Invention (BWV 795) is particularly 
exquisite in its complex, chromatic and concentrated concision. 

Welcome relief from such intensity is provided by the Three-part E-flat major Invention 
(BWV 791), its lightness of tone and spirit and floating cantabile masking its uniqueness 
in the two sets. Here, the technique employed is wholly different to its companions, 
the left hand serving purely as accompaniment to produce an effect, Williams says, 
“like a string trio with two violins and one cello”.

It’s worth noting, too, the transition from B minor to B-flat major in each group and the 
subsequent return to C minor. Each of the B minor pieces is fairly extroverted: the Two-
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part is energetic, the Three-part virtuosic with a seeming invitation to improvise. The 
semitone slide down to the warm, elegant key of B-flat major has a captivating beauty 
all of its own and each of these pieces aspires to (and incites the player) to a soaring 
sense of cantabile richness.

Williams finishes with the C minor Invention in each group. In the earlier Two-part 
version (BWV 786), it provides a serious-minded and intense conclusion, while that 
in three parts (BWV 801) offers a satisfying sense of natural evaporation after the 
exhilaration of the D major Invention immediately before. Adroitly, it underlines 
another of the principles informing the Inventions: that music should please both the 
giver and the receiver.

The Praeambulum (BWV 924) was the first of Bach’s Twelve Little Preludes and the 
second piece featured in the published manuscript of the Clavierbüchlein, presented 
to Friede in January 1720 two months after his ninth birthday. Even here, there are 
challenges in its C major directness, its four-note motif backlit by subtle harmonies 
even as it is being artfully broken into rising and falling articulations in the right hand 
while the left hand is tasked with punctuating and ornamenting it with utter discretion.

Its concentrated lightness, mesmerising lyricism and astonishing economy is 
something that Arvo Pärt, in less stringent mood, might well have produced and 
would certainly have appreciated.

Michael Quinn © 2018

ARTIST’S NOTE
On listening to the works featured in this recording, Bach’s 
compositions struck me as highly active and contrapuntal, 
in contrast to Pärt’s which have a kind of meditative stillness, 
making use of silence and interval. While they were composed 
some three centuries apart they nevertheless share the use of a 
musical language rooted in principles of mathematical structure 
and a belief in the capacity of music to articulate a sense of the 
sublime. The design of the cover image reflects my interest in 
principles of geometry and their relation to notions of musical 
harmony, aesthetic value and the structure of the natural world.
 
The central motif in the image is based on the structure of an 
icosahedron – one of the five polyhedral geometric forms (the 
‘Platonic Solids’) which the ancient Greek philosopher Plato 
describes in the dialogue Timaeus. In this text he associates these 
forms with the classical elements; the icosahedron (a polyhedron 
with twenty faces) is associated with water on account of the way 
in which the shape ‘flows out’ from one’s hand when it is picked 
up. Superimposed on an image of the dark face of a mountain, 
this windmill-like form suggests the movement of an entity 
through space.

Andy Bannister © 2018
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CORDELIA WILLIAMS
Cordelia Williams has been 
acclaimed as a pianist of “great 
power and delicate sensitivity”, 
drawing in audiences with her 
rich sound, natural eloquence and 
“spell-binding simplicity”. 

She has performed around the 
world, including concertos with 
the English Chamber Orchestra  
(in Mexico City), the City of 
Birmingham Symphony Orchestra 
and the Royal Philharmonic 
Orchestra (at London’s Barbican 
Hall), as well as recitals at Wigmore 
Hall,  the Royal Festival Hall and 
Beijing Concert Hall. 

Cordelia is drawn especially to 
the music of the late Classical and 
early Romantic periods: her debut 
CD, featuring Schubert’s complete Impromptus for SOMM Recordings, was released to 
critical acclaim in 2013 and followed by an all-Schumann recital in 2015 which led one 
critic to describe her as “Schumann’s 21st-century interpreter and soulmate”.

At the core of her musicality is a fascination with the human soul and the artistic 
expression of struggles and beliefs; alongside her performing career she gained a First 
in Theology from Clare College, Cambridge. Her curiosity towards religions and faith 
produced her year-long project Between Heaven and the Clouds: Messiaen 2015, an 
ambitious series of events and performances in collaboration with award-winning poet 
Michael Symmons Roberts, Lord Rowan Williams and artist Sophie Hacker exploring 
the music, context and theology of Messiaen’s Vingt Regards sur l’enfant-Jésus.
 
Cordelia has a great enthusiasm for presenting and introducing music; her Cafe 
Muse evenings bring classical music into the relaxed setting of bars and brasseries. A 
passionate chamber musician, she has appeared with the Endellion, Fitzwilliam and 
Maggini Quartets, among others. Since becoming BBC Young Musician Piano Winner 
in 2006, she has performed in France, Italy, Norway, Switzerland, Austria, Thailand, 
China, America, Mexico, Kenya and the Gulf States. 

Having grown up with a harpsichordist mother, Cordelia went on to study with Murray 
McLachlan and Bernard Roberts at Chetham’s School of Music, Hamish Milne and Joan 
Havill in London, and Richard Goode in New York. She recently welcomed her first 
child, a little boy who is already attempting to play the piano and guitar.

www.cordeliawilliams.net
YouTube.com/cwofficialmedia
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