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Thursday, March 19, at 7:30

Víkingur Ólafsson Piano

Bach Prelude in E major, BWV 854, from The Well-Tempered Clavier, Book 1

Beethoven Piano Sonata No. 27 in E minor, Op. 90
                         I. Mit Lebhaftigkeit und durchaus mit Empfindung und Ausdruck
                       II. Nicht zu geschwind und sehr singbar vorgetragen

Bach Partita No. 6 in E minor, BWV 830
               I. Toccata
              II. Allemande
            III. Corrente
             IV. Air
              V. Sarabande
            VI. Tempo di gavotta
           VII. Gigue

Schubert Piano Sonata in E minor, D. 566
                     I. Moderato
                    II. Allegretto

Beethoven Piano Sonata No. 30 in E major, Op. 109
                          I. Vivace ma non troppo—Adagio espressivo—
                         II. Prestissimo
                       III. Gesangvoll mit innigster Empfindung (Andante molto cantabile ed  
                              espressivo)

This program runs approximately 1 hour, 20 minutes, and will be performed without an intermission.

The audience is kindly requested to hold all applause until the end of the program.

2024–2025 
Marian Anderson Hall
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Pianist Víkingur Ólafsson is one of the most celebrated 
classical artists of our time, a unique and visionary musician 
who brings his profound originality to some of the greatest 
works in music history. His recordings resonate deeply with 
audiences around the world, reaching over one billion streams 
and winning numerous awards including the 2025 GRAMMY 
for Best Classical Instrumental Solo for his album of Bach’s 
Goldberg Variations; BBC Music Magazine Album of the Year; 
and Opus Klassik Solo Recording of the Year (twice). Other 

notable honors include the Royal Philharmonic Society Gold Medal, the Rolf Schock Music 
Prize, Gramophone​’s Artist of the Year, Musical America’s Instrumentalist of the Year, the 
Nordic Council Music Prize, the Order of the Falcon (Iceland’s order of chivalry), as well as 
the Icelandic Export Award, given by the president of Iceland. 

In November 2025 Mr. Ólafsson presented his latest album, Opus 109, which places 
Beethoven’s Piano Sonata No. 30 at its heart. In an illuminating and thrilling musical 
dialogue with Schubert, Bach, and other works by Beethoven, it traces the lineages that 
converge on this masterpiece of the piano literature. He tours the new program widely, 
bringing it to the greatest concert halls across Europe and North America.

In addition to tonight’s performance, highlights of Mr. Ólafsson’s 2025–26 season include 
a season-opening appearance and a United States tour with the Philharmonia Orchestra as 
featured artist; a return to the Berlin Philharmonic with Semyon Bychkov; and a return to 
the Czech Philharmonic with Antonio Pappano. Mr. Ólafsson reunites with John Adams 
and the Los Angeles Philharmonic for performances of After the Fall, the piano concerto 
written expressly for him. He also marks the Kurtág centenary celebrations in 2026 and 
appears as artist in residence at Cal Performances in Berkeley, California, and at Müpa 
Budapest.

Soloist
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When you spend an entire year playing virtually nothing but Bach’s Goldberg Variations 
in different concert halls around the world, strange things start to happen. Slowly, the 
work takes over your perception of reality, forcing you to notice how, really, everything 
can be viewed as a set of variations: places, events, people. Trees, leaves, houses, streets. 
Thoughts and ideas. Cells and DNA. All the things that start from something very small 
repeat themselves, multiply and diversify, until they reach a level of great complexity before 
returning to their origins, shrinking and vanishing altogether. Entire civilizations.

A little less unnervingly, you also become aware of how the Goldberg Variations themselves 
have influenced the great composers of the Western tradition that came after Bach. You 
start finding the footprints of this great work in other great works—in their form, their 
counterpoint, and musical spirit. As I started searching for my next recital program, I was 
immediately drawn to a set of works where I felt the presence of the Goldberg Variations in the 
most inspiring way: the last three sonatas of Ludwig van Beethoven, Opp. 109, 110, and 111.

I should probably add that I do not think that a year-long immersion in the Goldberg Variations 
is necessary in order to appreciate how the music of Bach informs the astounding internal 
revolution that we call Beethoven’s third creative period. The works of this period seem to 
achieve the impossible in all sorts of ways: They are both intimate and cosmic in their scope, 
rigorously polyphonic and fleetingly improvisatory. Their wild inventiveness and transcendence 
of traditional form are rooted in a deep engagement with Baroque elements. They are the 
music of the future, and yet they are fueled by the music of the past—the music of Bach.

After a few days in my practice studio, I decided against the time-tested method of 
performing these three great final sonatas together and releasing them as one album. 
There are some great recordings of the “three sisters” in the catalogue already, but I felt 
that playing—and listening to—all three in succession would not necessarily be the most 
illuminating way of approaching them at this point in time. Placing just one of these three 
sonatas at the gravitational center of a program, conversely, would allow me the joy of 
travelling freely in its orbit, discovering new perspectives on it, while also encountering 
other works within its realm. Beginning with a program focusing on the Sonata No. 30, 
Op. 109, I could indulge in wondering what path led to this work, what else was happening 
around the time it was written (1820), and how those developments might have influenced 
other composers. Most importantly, I could adhere to the pleasure principle and create the 
sort of recital I myself would like to listen to.

And so, this program begins with Johann Sebastian Bach. The opening work is the Prelude 
in E major, BWV 854, from Book 1 of The Well-Tempered Clavier. With its serene beauty and 
its bittersweet chromaticism, it feels both like an invitation and a prophecy for the music 
that lies ahead. 

Orbiting Around Op. 109: 
Thoughts on the Music
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Beethoven and Schubert 

I have always been somewhat pitch-oriented when building my programs and albums. 
Having synesthesia may play some role here. For instance, I perceive the pitch of E as green 
in color, so works in both E major and E minor evoke different hues of green, ranging from 
dark and lush to bright and vibrant. I am naturally drawn to exploring the parallels that 
exist within a given key in a composer’s body of work, and so, in relation to Op. 109, my 
mind went in the direction of the Sonata No. 27 in E minor, Op. 90, written six years earlier. 
As it turns out, the two works do share more than the interplay between E major and E 
minor. The deceptively compact but richly imaginative two-movement Op. 90 Sonata 
feels in many ways like a precursor to Op. 109. Many have noted the contrasting elements 
at play in this subtly experimental work, variously portrayed as a battle between head and 
heart, prose and poetry, or speech and song. The first of the Sonata’s two movements is 
fragmentary and ruminative in structure, full of unexpected twists and sharp changes in 
affect. But what drew me to this work more than anything else is the second movement, 
the Rondo in E major, where all the preceding storms are stilled by a gloriously sonorous, 
tender melody. In my mind, this music belongs to the same amiable and warm side of 
Beethoven as the outer movements of Op. 109, written in the same key.

Playing Beethoven’s Op. 90 again and again in my studio and reveling in its lights and 
shades, a faint memory from my teenage music school days in Reykjavík emerged in my 
mind—of a friend of mine playing the first movement of an early piano sonata by Franz 
Schubert I had never since heard—or seen in a concert program. This, I summoned up, 
was Schubert’s Piano Sonata in E minor, D. 566, written by the 20-year-old composer in 
1817, two years after Beethoven’s Op. 90 was published in their mutual home city of Vienna. 
Playing through Schubert’s Sonata myself for the first time felt like a revelation. Here was 
a strikingly beautiful but generally overlooked Schubert sonata that seemed to have been 
hiding in plain sight: a small gem that, for all its brevity, contained both the contemplative 
depth and the songful, timeless expanse of the composer’s later piano sonatas. The reason 
it has been largely absent from the concert hall is its perceived status as unfinished: Ever 
since its earliest, posthumous editions, scholars have sought to supplement its two fully 
completed movements, in E minor and E major, with additional music to complete a 
four-movement structure, with what I consider wholly unsatisfactory results. But playing 
it alongside Beethoven’s Op. 90—and comparing the wonderfully mellifluous second 
movements in both works—I became convinced that Schubert’s D. 566 did not have to be 
treated as a fragment, but rather as a perfect and assuredly sculpted two-movement sonata 
in the mold of Beethoven’s.1

Not a Stream, but an Ocean

If Beethoven’s influence helped Schubert reach artistic maturity, Bach was the compass on 
Beethoven’s journey into the unknown. Throughout his career Beethoven studied Bach’s 
works and copied them out to internalize his techniques. A famous (and probably too-
good-to-be-true) legend quotes Beethoven in a humorous play-on-words with Bach’s name, 
which in German means “stream,” exclaiming with characteristic persuasion: “Nicht Bach, 
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sondern Meer sollte er heißen: wegen seines unendlichen, unerschöpflichen Reichtums 
an Tonkombinationen und Harmonien” (Not a stream, but an ocean should be his name, 
because of his infinite, inexhaustible wealth of tone combinations and harmonies). I get a 
sense of this vast ocean in Bach’s final, monumental Partita No. 6 in E minor, BWV 830, 
which I have placed in between Beethoven’s Op. 90 and Schubert’s D. 566 in order to 
provide a little distance between the two. In a program that revolves around Beethoven’s 
Op. 109, it is worth noting how Bach, too, is testing and transcending the limits of his 
chosen compositional form in his final Partita, taking elements that originated in dance 
and turning them into formal abstractions, free to travel into uncharted musical territory. 
Take, for instance, the work’s remarkable opening Toccata—which for the most part is 
not really a toccata, but a fugue. Or the Air, which in some playful subversion is the most 
instrumental, un-songlike movement in the whole work. Or the Tempo di gavotta—is that 
really a gavotte? A Gigue in quadruple meter instead of the traditional triple? Unanswered 
questions like these opened up the form for generations to come. 

Nothing to Prove

Writing about the last three piano sonatas of Beethoven, Glenn Gould warned against 
superimposing periods on the creative outputs of great composers, and particularly against 
monumentalizing their last works in any genre as final testaments, rightly pointing out that 
composers themselves usually do not plan for any work to be their last.2 But the dangers of 
cliché aside, there is something in Beethoven’s last piano sonatas that unmistakably belongs 
to a “late style”: a realm of creativity that only seems attainable through experience. This 
is the music of someone who has had to come to terms with the evanescence of public 
approval, patronage, fortune, and health. This is the music of someone whose imaginative 
and technical mastery now transcends tradition but also transcends the youthful urge to 
rebel against tradition. This is the music of someone who no longer has anything to prove.

This is the feeling I get when I play the unassuming opening of the Op. 109 Sonata, that 
gentle and natural exploration of the keyboard that could almost stem from Bach’s Well-
Tempered Clavier (and was indeed perhaps originally conceived as a piano etude), before 
it is ruptured by the passionate, virtuosically expressive brush strokes of the contrasting 
Adagio espressivo. Throughout the work we sense a unique coexistence of Baroque 
discipline and spontaneous freedom—and, as the work progresses and its originality 
intensifies, the presence of Bach is only more pronounced. Take, for instance, the fiery 
Prestissimo that jumps out of the final chord of the first movement without warning. Its 
nervous tension is driven by a Baroque polyphony where an exquisite arsenal of Bachian 
counterpoint is on display.

And finally, there is the grand, awe-inspiring third movement, longer than the first two 
combined. For the first time in Beethoven’s piano sonatas, this finale is a set of variations. 
To me, it feels like a deeply felt homage to the Goldberg Variations. Just as in Bach’s great 
work, the opening theme here is a graceful sarabande that embarks on a wild journey of 
transformation, reaching metaphysical heights of virtuosic keyboard writing. And, as in the 
Goldberg Variations, this sarabande returns at the end in all its original, disarming simplicity. 
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This was the only time Beethoven wrote variations with this kind of cyclical return of the 
theme and, just as in the Goldberg Variations, the re-encounter at the end feels profoundly 
meaningful. Smaller, delightful references abound—compare, for instance, Variation 3 in 
Op. 109 with Variation 8 in the Goldbergs, or Variation 4 in the Beethoven with Variation 
3 in the Bach. And there is the use of both earth-shattering and stratospheric trills in 
Beethoven’s cataclysmic final variation that echoes Bach in his 28th variation. And, just as 
for Bach, the inherently open, exploratory nature of the variation form makes it a perfect 
vehicle for Beethoven’s limitless musical imagination.

—Víkingur Ólafsson

1 In fact, Princeton musicologist Edward T. Cone had made this argument in 1970; see “Schubert’s 
Beethoven,” The Musical Quarterly 56 (1970): 779–793. For a general discussion on Beethoven’s 
relationship with, and influence on, Schubert, I also recommend Maynard Solomon’s article on the 
subject, “Schubert and Beethoven,” 19th-Century Music 3 (1979): 114–125.
2 The Glenn Gould Reader, ed. Tim Page (London: Faber, 1999), 54–57.

Program notes © 2026. All rights reserved. Program notes may not be reprinted without written 
permission from The Philadelphia Orchestra Association.
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Musical Terms
Air: Song-like, lyrical pieces, often one part of 
a larger composition
Allemande: One of the most popular of 
Baroque instrumental dances and a standard 
movement of the suite
BWV: The thematic catalogue of all the 
works of J.S. Bach. The initials stand for Bach-
Werke-Verzeichnis (Bach-Works-Catalogue). 
Chord: The simultaneous sounding of three 
or more tones 
Chromatic: Relating to tones foreign to a 
given key (scale) or chord 
Corrente: An old French dance in 3/2 time
Counterpoint: The combination of 
simultaneously sounding musical lines 
D.: Abbreviation for Deutsch, the 
chronological list of all the works of Schubert 
made by Otto Erich Deutsch
Etude: A study, especially one affording 
practice in some particular technical difficulty
Fugue: A piece of music in which a short 
melody is stated by one voice and then 
imitated by the other voices in succession, 
reappearing throughout the entire piece in all 
the voices at different places 
Gavotte: A French court dance and 
instrumental form in a lively duple-meter 
popular from the late 16th century to the late 
18th century
Gigue: A Baroque instrumental dance, 
written in a moderate or fast tempo
Meter: The symmetrical grouping of musical 
rhythms 
Op.: Abbreviation for opus, a term used 
to indicate the chronological position of a 
composition within a composer’s output
Partita: A term used at different times for 
a variation, a piece, a set of variations, and a 
suite or other multi-movement genres
Polyphony: A term used to designate music 
in more than one part and the style in which 
all or several of the musical parts move to 
some extent independently 
Rondo: A form frequently used in 
symphonies and concertos for the final 
movement. It consists of a main section 
that alternates with a variety of contrasting 
sections (A-B-A- C-A etc.). 
Sarabande: One of the most popular of 
Baroque instrumental dances and a standard 
movement of the suite; characterized by an 

intense, serious affect, set in a slow triple 
meter based on four-bar phrases
Scale: The series of tones which form (a) any 
major or minor key or (b) the chromatic scale 
of successive semi-tonic steps 
Sonata: An instrumental composition in 
three or four extended movements contrasted 
in theme, tempo, and mood, usually for a solo 
instrument 
Suite: During the Baroque period, an 
instrumental genre consisting of several 
movements in the same key, some or all of 
which were based on the forms and styles of 
dance music. Later, a group of pieces extracted 
from a larger work, especially an opera or 
ballet. 
Toccata: Literally “to touch.” A piece 
intended as a display of manual dexterity, 
often free in form and almost always for a solo 
keyboard instrument. 
Tonic: The keynote of a scale 

THE SPEED OF MUSIC (Tempo) 
Adagio: Leisurely, slow 
Allegretto: A tempo between walking speed 
and fast 
Andante: Walking speed 
Cantabile: In a singing style, lyrical, 
melodious, flowing
Espressivo: With expression, with feeling 
Gesangvoll: Songlike, lyrical
Mit Ausdruck: With expression
Mit innigster Empfindung: With deepest 
feeling
Mit Lebhaftigkeit: With livliness
Moderato: A moderate tempo, neither fast 
nor slow
Nicht zu geschwind: Not too fast
Presto: Very fast 
Sehr singbar vorgetragen: Performed in a 
very singable way
Vivace: Lively 

TEMPO MODIFIERS 
Ma non troppo: But not too much 
Molto: Very

MODIFYING SUFFIXES
-issimo: Very
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Audience Services
We want you to enjoy each and every concert 
experience you share with us. We would love to 
hear about your experience at the Orchestra and 
it would be our pleasure to answer any questions 
you may have. 
Please don’t hesitate to contact us via phone at 
215.893.1999, in person in the lobby, or online at 
philorch.org/contactaudienceservices.
Subscriber Services: 
215.893.1955, Mon.–Fri., 9 AM–5 PM
Audience Services: 
215.893.1999
Mon.–Fri., 10 AM–6 PM
Sat.–Sun., 11 AM–6 PM
Performance nights open until 8 PM
Box Office:
Mon.–Sun., 10 AM–6 PM
The Academy of Music
Broad and Locust Streets
Philadelphia, PA 19102
Tickets: 215.893.1999
Concert dates (two hours before concert 
time and through intermission):
The Kimmel Center
Broad and Spruce Streets
Philadelphia, PA 19102
Web Site: For information about The 
Philadelphia Orchestra and its upcoming concerts 
or events, please visit philorch.org.
Individual Tickets: Don’t assume that your 
favorite concert is sold out. Subscriber turn-ins 
and other special promotions can make last-
minute tickets available. Visit us online at philorch.
org or call us at 215.893.1999 and ask for assistance.
Subscriptions: The Philadelphia Orchestra 
offers a variety of subscription options each 
season. These multi-concert packages feature 
the best available seats, ticket exchange privileges, 
discounts on individual tickets, and many other 
benefits. Learn more at philorch.org.
Ticket Turn-In: Subscribers who cannot use 
their tickets are invited to donate them and 
receive a tax-deductible acknowledgement 
by calling 215.893.1999. Twenty-four-hour 
notice is appreciated, allowing other patrons 
the opportunity to purchase these tickets and 
guarantee tax-deductible credit. 
PreConcert Conversations: PreConcert 
Conversations are held prior to most Philadelphia 
Orchestra subscription concerts, beginning one 

hour before the performance. Conversations 
are free to ticket holders, feature discussions of 
the season’s music and music-makers, and are 
supported in part by the Hirschberg-Goodfriend 
Fund in memory of Adolf Hirschberg, established 
by Juliet J. Goodfriend.
Lost and Found: Please call 215.670.2321.
Late Seating: Late seating breaks usually 
occur after the first piece on the program or at 
intermission in order to minimize disturbances 
to other audience members. If you arrive after 
the concert begins, you will be seated only when 
appropriate breaks in the program allow.
Accessible Seating: Accessible seating is 
available for every performance. Please call 
Audience Services at 215.893.1999 or visit philorch.
org/patron-services/plan-your-visit/accessibility 
for more information.
Assistive Listening: With the deposit of a 
current ID, hearing enhancement devices are 
available at no cost from the House Management 
Office in Commonwealth Plaza. Hearing devices 
are available on a first-come, first-served basis.
Large-Print Programs: Large-print programs 
for every subscription concert are available in the 
House Management Office in Commonwealth 
Plaza. Please ask an usher for assistance.
Fire Notice: The exit indicated by a red light nearest 
your seat is the shortest route to the street. In the 
event of fire or other emergency, please do not run. 
Walk to that exit.
No Smoking: All public space in Ensemble Arts 
Philly venues is smoke-free.
Cameras and Recorders: The taking of 
photographs or the recording of Philadelphia 
Orchestra concerts is strictly prohibited, but 
photographs are allowed before and after 
concerts and during bows. By attending this 
Philadelphia Orchestra concert you consent 
to be photographed, filmed, and/or otherwise 
recorded for any purpose in connection with The 
Philadelphia Orchestra.
Electronic Devices: All watch alarms should be 
turned off while in the concert hall and all cellular 
phones should be switched to silent mode.


