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INON BARNATAN, SUITE ET VARIATIONS

PROGRAM
Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750)
 Toccata in E minor, BWV 914      

George Frideric Handel (1685-1759)
 Suite in E major, HWV 430       
  II. Allemande

Jean-Philippe Rameau (1683-1764)
 Suite in A minor, RCT 5       
  II. Courante

François Couperin (1668-1733)
 Second Book for Harpsichord : Suite 12   
  VIII. L’Atalante

Maurice Ravel (1875-1937)
 Le tombeau de Couperin        
  IV. Rigaudon : Assez vif

Thomas Adès (1971-)
 Blanca Variations        

György Ligeti (1923-2006)
 Musica Ricercata nº 10        
 Musica Ricercata no 11        

Samuel Barber (1910-1981)
 Sonate in E-flat minor, Op. 26      
  IV. Fugue

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) / Sergueï Rachmaninov (1873-1943)
 Third Violin Partita in E-flat minor     
  I. Prélude
  II. Gavotte
  III. Gigue

Johannes Brahms (1833-1897)
 Variations and Fugue on a Theme by Handel, Op. 24 

INON BARNATAN, PIANO
 

PROGRAM NOTES 
TIME TRAVELER’S SUITE

At first glance, Inon Barnatan’s program might look like a random assemblage of bits and pieces. Yet there 
is unity within diversity in his choices. The thread that holds it all together is musical forms of the Baroque 
period, which spanned roughly the years 1600 to 1750 and produced such composers as Rameau, Couperin, 
Vivaldi, Corelli, Bach, and Handel. The forms in vogue at the time – among them variation sets, fugue, ricercare, 
toccata, and suites of stylized dance numbers – were carried over into later centuries, though in different 
ways and shapes, thus giving rise to Barnatan’s concept of a “time traveler’s” journey spanning more than 
three hundred years of music history using Baroque forms as the guiding spirit. The overall design is that of a 
grand suite lasting well over an hour and consisting of representative numbers that might be found in a suite 
of Bach’s or Rameau’s time, each movement by a different composer. The pianist coyly describes his choices 
as “a next-level playlist.” 

In the booklet notes that accompany his CD recording of tonight’s concert, Barnatan writes that his program 
“was born out of a mild obsession with making connections. I have always been fascinated by the conversation 
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that composers have with one another across centuries, how they respect and build on the music they love 
and admire and find a way to make it their own. Each composer uses the past as a way to move forward. 
For my assembled suite I used the form of the Baroque dance suite, a collection of dances that became a 
standardized way to write music in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and one that composers kept 
coming back to.”

The program opens not with an expected overture but with Bach’s Toccata in E minor, from the composer’s 
early Weimar period. It is a display piece demonstrating the player’s ability in cascades of notes, improvisatory 
flourishes, contrapuntal complexities, and other devices. The work is laid out in four distinct sections, each of 
which flows continuously into the next. The four-note motif that opens the Prelude serves as the subject of 
discussion between two imaginary manuals of a harpsichord or organ, followed by a short fugue, then a highly 
improvisatory passage, and finally a second, longer fugue. 

Like all the composers represented on tonight’s concert, Handel was a keyboard virtuoso who composed much 
music for himself to perform, including numerous four to six-movement suites. The Allemande from Suite no. 5 
is a quietly flowing dance in moderately slow quadruple meter. This same Suite contains the most famous single 
movement from any of Handel’s more than 25, the Air and Variations known as the “Harmonious Blacksmith.”

Jean-Philippe Rameau and François Couperin were contemporaries of Bach and Handel. They are represented 
by a Courante from Rameau (a lively number characterized by continuous motion in triple meter and generally 
faster than an Allemande), and by a fleet character piece from Couperin depicting Atalanta, the Greek 
goddess of the hunt.

We now jump forward two centuries to Ravel’s Rigaudon, from his suite Le Tombeau de Couperin (1919). 
“Tombeau” is the French word for tomb or grave. By extension, a musical tombeau is a memorial piece or elegy. 
One writer (Louis Biancolli) described the suite as “a memorial wreath placed by a modern French classicist 
on the tomb of a revered predecessor.” However, Ravel’s explanation was that “In reality, the homage is not so 
much to Couperin as to French music of the eighteenth century” – a world of ordered classicism and restrained 
elegance. The brilliant Rigaudon is a dance form in fast duple meter, thought to be of Provençal origin.  

Another century down the road brings us to the year 2015, with the Blanca Variations by the English composer 
Thomas Adès. This is a set of five variations on a Ladino (a nearly-extinct language of the Sephardic Jews) folk 
tune. The music appears in Adès’ opera The Exterminating Angel, where it is performed by the pianist Blanca 
Delgado. Though the music is unmistakably modern in its harmonic language, its underlying rhythmic pulse 
resembles that of the sarabande, a stately and richly ornamented Baroque dance in slow triple metre. 

Turning back the clock a bit, we encounter two of the eleven Musica Ricercata by the Hungarian György Ligeti. 
Composed in the early 1950s, these pieces are experiments in minimal use of notes and rhythmic structures, 
“New Music from nothing, so to speak,” according to the composer. “Ricercata,” from the word ricercare, was 
a popular Baroque form and forerunner of the fugue. The subject of the eleventh Musica Ricercata is a tone 
row employing all twelve chromatic pitches. The subject of the devilishly difficult final movement of Barber’s 
Piano Sonata (1947) is also a twelve-tone row, fashioned into a fugue.

Not on Barnatan’s CD, but as an added feature on tonight’s concert, we hear Rachmaninoff’s transcription of 
three movements from Bach’s Partita No. 3 in E major for solo violin. Rachmaninoff himself recorded this music 
in 1942, providing us with yet another mode of musical time travel and another window into the past.

Tonight’s concert concludes with Brahms’ half-hour-long Variations and Fugue on a Theme by Handel, an 
appropriate summing up of the entire program. This work comes from about the mid-point (1861) of the 
nineteenth century - so far not represented on Barnatan’s program. The Handel Variations reveal a masterly 
balance between adherence to the rules of a time-worn genre and freedom in the kaleidoscopic ways in 
which the theme is developed. The theme comes from a Handel keyboard suite, simultaneously plain yet 
noble, formal yet eloquent. Over the course of 25 variations, Brahms builds a coherent structure of motivic 
variants, textural elaborations, canonic extensions, and chromatic adornments, all crowned with one of the 
outstanding fugues of the entire nineteenth century, a veritable tour de force of contrapuntal ingenuity that 
terminates in the splendorous tintinnabulation of giant bells. Bach himself would have been proud to call such 
a fugue his own.

© Robert Markow
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Get to know him, his passion for 
acting and the importance of music
in his everyday life. READ+

Benoit Brière
A passionate spokesperson 
Mr. Brière is basically wedded to classical music, 
given that his spouse is a cellist—and in addition, 
Joliette-born. “A person who marries must adopt 
their wife’s hometown.” One might say that our 
Spokesperson is steeped in classical music 
everyday from morning to night!

“Don’t search for me this summer: I’ll be at the 
Festival de Lanaudière.”

This program was produced by the Festival de Lanaudière.
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