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Introduction

About the Goldberg Variations
Johann Sebastian Bach’s Aria mit verschiedenen Veränderungen (Aria with Diverse Variations), 
BWV 988 was published in 1742 as the final part of his Clavierübung series, a four-part collection 
of keyboard works intended, as the title proposes, as pieces for “keyboard practice.” It is only 
the second piece by Bach in the variation form, by name, at least, the other being the earlier 
composed Aria variata in A Minor, BWV 989 (an “unpretentious set,” as the pianist Glenn 
Gould unfavorably described it1). Certainly, Bach was no stranger to variations, for his output is 
rich with variation-type pieces, though with alternate names, such as chaconne and passacaglia. 
Bach would compose in the variation form one more time in the momentous Five Canonic 
Variations on “Vom Himmel hoch, da komm ich her”, BWV 769 of 1747, which likewise has the 
word “Veränderungen” in the title. But none of these pieces is the type of theme and variations 
that would become wildly popular in the period after Bach’s death.

Johann Nikolaus Forkel, who published the first biography of Bach in 1802, seems to have 
been responsible for propagating the account of the work’s commission by an insomniac Dresden 
nobleman, who counted Johann Gottlieb Goldberg, a former student of Bach, as one of his 
employees:

We are indebted to Count Kaiserling, formerly Russian Ambassador at the Court of the 
Elector of Saxony, who frequently resided in Leipzig, and brought with him Goldberg, who 
has been mentioned above, to have him instructed by Bach in music. The Count was often 
sickly, and then had sleepless nights. At these times Goldberg, who lived in the house with 
him, had to pass the night in an adjoining room to play something to him when he could 
not sleep. The Count once said to Bach that he should like to have some clavier pieces for his 
Goldberg, which should be of such a soft and somewhat lively character that he might be a 
little cheered up by them in his sleepless nights. Bach thought he could best fulfill this wish 
by variations, which, on account of the constant sameness of the fundamental harmony, he 
had hitherto considered, as an ungrateful task.2

Hence, the moniker “Goldberg,” which, for better or worse, has remained to the present day. 
However, recent scholarship has dismissed this anecdote as apocryphal. Christoph Wolff, for 
example, has noted:

However, all internal and external clues (lack of any formal dedication to Keyserlingk as 
required by eighteenth-century protocol, and Goldberg’s tender age of fourteen) indicate 
that the so-called Goldberg Variations did not originate as an independently commissioned 
work, but were from the outset integrated into the overall concept of the Clavierübung series, 
to which they constitute a grandioso finale.3

The title page of the score bears no dedication to the Count (or anyone else), and there is no 
evidence that Bach was financially compensated for the work. Other sources opine that Bach 
composed the work, in fact the Clavierübung collection as a whole, as keyboard practice for his 
eldest son, Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, whose prowess as a harpsichordist was widely celebrated.4

1  “The ‘Goldberg’ Variations,” in The Glenn Gould Reader, 22.
2  “Forkel on Bach’s life and Works,” in The Bach Reader, ed. by Hans T. David and Arthur Mendel. (New York: 

W. W. Norton & Company, 1972), 338.
3  Christoph Wolff. Johann Sebastian Bach: The Learned Musician. (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 

2001), 377.
4  See Peter Williams. Bach: The Goldberg Variations. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 28ff.sa
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Variation 1

(for One Keyboard)
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Variation 2

(for One Keyboard)

1. 2.

1. 2.
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