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Preface

The aim in what follows is not to teach the reader how to play Bach, nor to offer a formal introduction to his life and work. I am a lousy if enthusiastic piano player, and thus unqualified to offer instruction, and I lack the expertise of a historian or musicologist. Aspiring pianists should, if anything, learn from my mistakes, and historians and musicologists will want to denounce my haphazard approach, which is driven by intensely personal likes and dislikes—the minor keys good, the major keys bad, the harpsichord even worse, etc.

What I have tried to convey in this book is rather the felt experience of an adult learning Bach, from the point of view of someone who loves Bach with a completely unprofessional, undetached abandon, and I have tried to explain that feeling in terms of his life and work. My greatest hope for this little diary is that it might inspire one or two people to take up the piano, or recall some musical apostates to the faith.

Music referenced can be found as a playlist at www.danmoller.org.




ONE The Bug
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The desire to play Bach came to me one night in June like a sickness. Or rather, that was the night that the sickness became too much to bear, and I knew that I must simply yield to it, the way those mortally injured eventually close their eyes and find peace in death.

I had tried to learn to play Bach years before, in school, but had utterly failed because of a repetitive strain injury. I decided that listening was enough and that I would find other “creative outlets,” which is to say that I yielded to temptation and fear and gave up. But by then I was already infected even if I didn’t know it yet, and there was no cure. In fact, from the time I heard the first Fugue in C minor from The Well-Tempered Clavier at seventeen, there was always going to be some night of reckoning, some crucible of the soul in which I would have to make my choice.

What was it about that fugue? I didn’t even know what the word meant, much less what tempering was, or how to do it well. And in fact, that fugue is far from Bach’s best, as I came to see. It lacks the awesome complexity of his later works, featuring only three distinct voices, two of which move in parallel, and few of the ingenious devices the form permits. (On the other hand, the melodic lines are invertible—you can flip the bottom or middle line to the top and vice versa, which is no mean feat.) An experienced ear would group it with the accomplished but hardly brilliant middle-period works, not in the same class as what Bach produced in the last ten years of his life. It is better, we might say, than almost anything written by his contemporaries, but workmanlike by his own ultimate standards. Perhaps it was its very brusqueness that gripped me as a sullen teenager. I couldn’t relate to the gilded parlors of Venice and Vivaldi, or the music of Versailles—I was from the Boston suburbs; I wore flip-flops and T-shirts. But this music, written by an organist glowering in his stony aerie? Well, that made some sense to me. Salem wasn’t very far; we read peevish Puritans like Hawthorne in English class, and I sensed a connection.

Listening before I knew what to listen for, that fugue reminded me more of Metallica than the classical music I had heard up till then. The staccato rhythms had an edge that sounded nothing like the tinkly snuffbox that was classical radio. There was an insistence in those sixteenth notes, a frustration that was being worked out. But above all there was that glorious riff that opened the piece and then returned again and again, just like Metallica’s “Four Horsemen” or “Seek & Destroy.” The texture was thick and complicated, full of activity and substance. I sensed that there were multiple ideas being developed at once, that there were currents rushing beneath the surface in every direction. And yet all of that drama seemed contained and controlled; it wasn’t bombastic screeching from Italian opera nor the sentimental mush of a Romantic composer. Nor, on the other hand, was it elegant and perfect like the little Mozart confections I remembered from childhood; there was that roughness. But it was the roughness that can make us enjoy the less mature work of a master, still charged with fury and youth, more than his serene masterpieces. T. S. Eliot may have preferred his later ramblings about time and space, but I liked the bite of the early “Prufrock,” the comic rage of a man whose life was measured out in coffee spoons.



The normal thing to do at that point would have been to seek out a piano teacher. But being a teacher myself, I had come to form a deep loathing for teachers of all sorts, for pedagogy in general, and for music teachers in particular. Teachers, I found, were usually the chief obstacle to learning anything, or at least they prevented getting any enjoyment out of learning, which was the prerequisite to learning more. Professors resent their students because they stand in the way of writing the obscure articles that lead to academic glory; conservatory-trained musicians teach only when they cannot make music for a living. And once these teachers are reduced to a life of Sisyphus, of endlessly correcting childish mistakes, they lose all joy in their subject matter. Why, that past semester I had corrected plenty of my own students’ sentences, the most impressive of which read, “We must never falter on our beliefs, and crumple at the hands of the opposer,” which was so very odd, so mystically strange, that I took to incanting it throughout the day as a kind of prayer. In fact, the only thing worse than teachers are students. They quickly forget why they are studying to begin with and succumb to sloth and distraction, which causes their teachers to adopt a warden mentality, which reinforces the pupils’ resistance, and so on, in a downward vortex that ends only in the nirvana of summer.

The other problem with the piano teachers was that they would have their own ideas about what to play. I had no interest in playing anything but Bach. Perhaps, in the very distant future, I could imagine attempting Ravel or Debussy, whom I liked, or transcriptions of Wagner, but I doubted I would ever be good enough. And in the meantime, the thought of being tortured through the normal repertoire terrified me. The piano teacher’s goal is to make the student proficient at playing the piano, but I had no desire to be a good pianist. What I wanted was to play Bach. Only Bach. On the piano. A certain general facility for the instrument was inevitable, but I couldn’t bear to spend years trudging through workbooks of children’s songs and exercises, especially having reached my forties, and then on to the warhorses of Mozart, Beethoven, and Chopin.

I was confused by how other people thought about this. Why should it be important to have a general competence at the instrument? The reply from music lovers, and especially conservatory-trained teachers, was that the music composed for the instrument was generally worthwhile. But I did not share this appraisal. In fact, I was deeply suspicious of anyone who liked classical music in general, as if dinner in general tasted good, or old stuff written in books was generally worthwhile. People resent the opinionated, but all true lovers are fiercely discriminating. On the contrary, I found hardly any music worthwhile. Pop music had become an algorithmic pablum, cynically marketed as a lifestyle product, and the classical repertoire was full of pompous nose-blowers like Beethoven, it seemed to me, or lightweights like Rossini. In fact, even within Bach, many of his works were of no interest to me—those faceless cantatas, the period of his “Italian captivity,” and on and on. But his great works—The Well-Tempered Clavier, The Goldberg Variations, The Art of Fugue, the keyboard partitas, the St Matthew Passion, the Chaconne from the Partita in D Minor, the cello suites, and many others—each of these merited a lifetime of devotion in itself.

I knew how to read some music from noodling around with guitar in high school, and I had a friend, Christopher, who had been to a conservatory. Plus, there was the Internet. Did I really need a teacher? How hard could it be? It was true that Christopher still lived in Boston while I had moved to Maryland, that he had dropped out of the conservatory and had been a composition major in any case, but no matter. He could play Mozart’s Rondo Alla Turca at twice the normal tempo! That was all the teacher I needed.



I came to the conclusion that I would give an arm, or at least a few toes, for the piano. This wasn’t just a cliché: I genuinely believed it would be worth sacrificing a limb to be able to play, and in a sense I did.

I had tried to learn to play the piano back in graduate school, around the time Mother’s cancer returned. At first I thought I was making tremendous strides; clearly I was a brilliant autodidact. It all seemed fairly easy, and soon I was practicing for hours, when I wasn’t working at my laptop. But after a few months I started to develop a debilitating neural disorder; a strange discomfort—not exactly pain in the normal sense—swept up and down my forearms and into my right hand. Playing the keyboard and working on my laptop both seemed to aggravate the symptoms. I tried taking a few days off, then a week, but nothing seemed to help. After gouging my arms with needles, a neurologist confirmed that there was a nerve conductivity problem. A surgeon then offered a diagnosis of carpal tunnel syndrome after ten minutes of examination and proposed surgery, which accomplished nothing at all, just like Mother’s chemotherapy, besides leaving me helpless in bandages for several weeks. A year after starting, I gave up playing with the greatest dejection. My German grandmother enthusiastically proclaimed that I deserved this for having developed the wrong technique without a teacher—what pride! what hubris!—and for a while I was inclined to agree. But after ten years away from the piano, things had not improved much. My hands both caught fire occasionally and gave me strange neuralgic symptoms, as if someone were tapping on a thousand funny bones up and down my arms. Some days I couldn’t hold a fork. It seemed that this soft injury had canceled my rendezvous with Bach.

But that summer night, heaving about, trying not to wake Lauren, I decided that I simply could not accept this result: it was entirely unacceptable. I said this to myself in the spirit that one might announce that something long settled in the past was “unacceptable,” even when it isn’t up to us, as if the Gallic wars or a death in the family were unacceptable. I would either play Bach or die trying. The prospect of making another attempt filled me with dread, though. Failing again would be unbearable, as would another round with useless doctors who spent ten or fifteen minutes with me only to offer some casual misdiagnosis. These vague, soft-tissue ailments appeared to be unknowable. Doctors would pronounce when asked, but these pronouncements proceeded not from knowledge but from the pressure to do something. If you must be injured, for heaven’s sake break an arm or poke out an eye—these they know how to deal with; everything else and it might as well be leeches.

I owed my eventual healing to American hucksterism. I began, lying in bed that summer night, by reflecting on what I would pay to be able to play once again. The answer, I found, was more or less anything. Certainly, I would happily have paid $60,000, say, for a fancy surgery that guaranteed success. But then it occurred to me that for the same sum I could hire someone for an entire year to do nothing but research how to solve this problem. Better yet, I could offer 2/3 the amount up front and the rest as a bonus in case of improvement. Since I knew I did many foolish things that made my problems worse, it seemed to me this could work. But after tossing and turning some more, I realized that there was nothing my medical adviser could tell me that I didn’t already know deep down, or couldn’t easily find out. An imaginary adviser would do quite as well as the real thing, as long as I followed his fictitious directives. A simple heuristic presented itself: pretend to have such a counselor, and then do whatever he said.

It came to me that my adviser would immediately order me to do all kinds of mundane things to fix my workspace. He would tell me to get rid of my armchair that prevented decent posture and invited reclining, which placed more pressure on my forearms. He would make me stop using a laptop. He would tell me to stop spending all day at my workstation, to stop fiddling with my phone incessantly, and a million similar, trivial things. He would buy me every book about repetitive strain problems, he would get me an electric massager to apply to my forearms, he would enforce a stretching regime.

One by one, I began doing these. Individually, each seemed futile and I would never have done them on my own. But my imaginary friend kept reminding me of what I had sworn—that I would follow each of his instructions to the letter—and so I felt compelled to follow through, like King Darius who had a servant remind him three times a day to smite the Greeks. I researched voice dictation methods. They were all terrible, and everything took ten times longer than before, but I used them anyway. When they didn’t work I just typed with one hand, even though I was writing a book. If I balked at anything my adviser grabbed me by the lapels and screamed, covering me in spit, “Do you want to play Bach or not?” Shamed, I would yield. And that is how I gave my right arm to play Bach, like a character in one of those creepy fairy tales from Andersen or Grimm that Disney must bowdlerize to suit the American psyche.



Perhaps it wasn’t even Bach I was attracted to, so much as the musical form known as fugue, which Bach happened to write better than anyone else. A fugue consists of a kind of conversation between several voices, some speaking in a higher and others in a lower register. The first speaker announces the theme or subject of the conversation while the others sit still and listen. Then the next voice takes over, repeating the subject, while the first moves on to other matters. Eventually, there is a great roaring murmur kept in order by the strict rules each speaker must follow and by the recurring subject, which keeps passing from voice to voice, like a game at a party in which someone must always be discussing Marilyn Monroe.

Initially, I could recognize only that opening riff in the Fugue in C Minor, which was the first to grip me. It wasn’t what one would call pretty the way Mozart or Vivaldi are pretty, in a singsong kind of way. The theme was compact, to the point, like a muscle car or a cut gemstone, and the combination of short and long tones lent an emphasis to certain notes which gave the whole a propulsive, head-banging quality. Because the subject was announced naked at the outset, even newcomers could recognize it in different registers throughout, returning ever anew but slightly altered in form and pitch, familiar but alarming, like a lover who returns from the war with a glass eye and fondles you with his prosthetic limb. Meanwhile, once that first subject had dropped off, its line continued in an animated patter that maintained the impression of a single voice pressing onward, until the next voice, a soprano, took over the stage, until she too sank beneath the surface, making way for the bass, and all three voices were heard, one after the other making his or her brash entry on the initial theme, before submerging once again. The effect was one of wave after wave crashing over me.

I didn’t understand much of what happened after this expository phase; I simply delighted in waiting for those waves to come rolling back around. The repetition appealed to me, since it offered more of a foothold. Pop songs have simple trajectories that are instantly accessible, but symphonies repeat their themes rather less, and they’re harder to distinguish and follow as they’re recombined and developed. The rest of the fugue remained indistinct, a mesmerizing texture that was impenetrable, like Islamic tile art in Granada or Cordoba. What I could hear was simply that those three voices continued ever onward, murmuring to one another in a pattern that seemed inscrutably complex. Even this I liked, however. The sound was absolute. No one was imitating a bird or trying to evoke some pat love story. Each note spoke for itself and conveyed its own meaning.

Later, I began to hear a bit more. Listening to a fugue was like staring at those Islamic tessellations for an extended time. At first they deflect the eye, before we come to grasp their structure and design. We start out seeing only one or two elements, but gradually we notice how these interlock and then form up to suggest greater wholes, which in turn make up patterns of their own. I began to notice episodes in between the entries of the subject. These episodes seemed to snap off bits and pieces of the main theme, to vary and realign them, and then sequence them as if with a synthesizer, so that the fragment was repeated at rising pitches, creating more and more tension, until the subject came crashing through again, like a rogue wave.

In the beginning, I only paid attention to recognizing the melodies. But once I grew accustomed to them, harmonies and scales began to emerge as well, albeit crudely at first. There was the key that the C minor fugue opened with, which I liked, and then later there was the dreaded major key, which sounded happy but insipid. Christopher told me that I was a drama queen and a misanthrope for hating the major and wanting to hear only sad music, but that was only partly true. Major and minor are ways of dividing up musical space, like stations on a rail line, and they aren’t the only ones. French impressionists like Debussy and folk music like “Amazing Grace” use other systems that sound perfectly happy and yet didn’t bother me at all. The problem with the major wasn’t its superficial mood connotations, but something about the exact positioning of the railway stops, which drove me crazy.

Nevertheless, there was something charming about Bach’s modulations from major to minor and back again in these fugues, in the changes in key, and even in the major. The difference lay in what these changes accomplished and what their role seemed to be. The goal was to present already familiar material in a fresh light, to reveal new facets of music we thought we knew backward and forward. When the theme of a minor key fugue suddenly announces itself in the major, we are jolted from complacency, forced to reexamine all of our assumptions, like a painter who depicts the familiar from a fresh perspective—Monet’s gothic cathedrals, which are depicted not as hunchbacks but all summer and light.

To most people I knew, this music sounded quite mechanical and lifeless. The pacing was constant and there weren’t any fortissimos to rouse us; an elaborate set of rules governed everything that happened, which ruled out spontaneity. But as I listened to the C Minor for the twentieth, for the fiftieth time, it seemed to me as thrilling as any hit tune, only composed in an idiom we find harder to understand now, and at a miniature scale we struggle to make out. The noise of the drum machine, the speed of the Internet deaden us to an older sense of proportion that we must rediscover with a little effort. Part of the problem is that these fugues in The Well-Tempered Clavier are often intended to contrast with the unruly preludes they’re paired with, and yet we often hear them detached or fail to notice this opposition: first come the drunken maenads of Dionysus, then the stately procession of Apollo. Ignoring the one and then declaring the other lifeless is like complaining about the absence of sorbet on your steak.



I started fooling around at the keyboard. Each morning was a mock execution as I waited for my hand problems to resurface. There were all kinds of minor aches and pains as I got used to playing, and each of these made me fear the end. It sounds absurd, but taking up the piano was the scariest thing I did in my life, even if this is mainly a testament to my milquetoast. If I failed again, how would I go on? Perhaps it was better not to try. I told myself that if I could only play a few measures a day, it would be worth it, but I knew on some level that this wasn’t true, that it would be the greatest torment of all. A philosophy professor would probably say: “If you fail, you won’t be any worse off than you already are, and if you succeed, you will have gained something of great value,” but then that’s why people don’t really like philosophers very much. The problem was in the accounting. I had already taken a charge for not being able to play—my emotional stock had taken its hit—and I was back on my treadmill hamstering away. Playing again meant a whole new investment, another set of possible losses and bankruptcy.

Since it was unclear to me whether I would be able to play much at all, I began practicing on a synth keyboard with weighted keys. But obviously this was no good in the long run. And I began to suspect that it may have contributed to my hand problems, since the keys were narrow and a bit sticky and didn’t really feel like a mechanical device at all. It was time to buy a real instrument. And yet if I bought a big, expensive piano and it turned out I was unable to play it because after seven months my hands fell off my arms, I would feel even worse, stuck with that great coffin filling the room. An obvious solution was to buy a modest upright to tuck away in a corner someplace, at least until I could see how things were going. But the keyboard action of an upright piano felt all wrong to me. When you depress an upright key, you aren’t counteracting gravity but a spring; the feel is completely different and totally inimical to rapid, baroque-style ornaments, or so I had determined from trying one or two at random for a few minutes. And, I reasoned, getting a fancy piano would shame me into practicing, and compel me to do whatever it took to stay healthy.

But behind these reasons, there lay my sheer fascination with the grand piano itself—its voluptuous beauty, the curves of John Singer Sargent’s Madame X, the elaborate keyboard mechanism, and of course its sound, which I had come to associate with good music in general. Oddly, I loved Bach and the way he sounded on the piano, but I hated the Baroque and anything that sounded Baroque, and above all the harpsichord—oh God, not the harpsichord! The moment I heard that metallic clanging, the thin rattling of a child tinkling into a jar, I reached for the off button. It sounded like musty old wigs and the wrong ideas of the past. That sound was perfectly appropriate to old composers in wigs whose ideas were in fact wrong, like Telemann, whose mediocre essence was transmitted quite adequately by recorders and the harpsichord, but not to Bach. The piano, by contrast, had a clarity, a neutrality that gave whatever was performed on it a timeless quality that Bach deserved. His best music isn’t bound to a period, to frilly architecture and gaudy decor; it is more like the Parthenon or Pietà, a possession for all time. The piano is the instrument of eternity; the harpsichord belongs in some garish museum at Versailles. Purists want to dig up the original, rusting instruments to play, but the authenticity that matters lies in how you play. Playing Bach on the keytar is perfectly acceptable when done with precision and verve, while all the period hardware in the world won’t save a saccharine performance.

I made my way to the local piano warehouse, and was amazed at my good fortune: everything was on sale! And now a new set of terrors emerged, since there was the humiliating need to try out pianos in front of an audience of salesmen, musicians, and backroom tuners. I could barely play anything, just a few fragments I couldn’t resist learning right away, and I could only just stumble through those. I tried to find an obscure corner to begin with, but the moment I began playing, all of the tuners working in the back stopped what they were doing, evidently to listen to me. I tried to play softly, pawing at the keys with sweaty fingers. The keys felt stiff, the tone was spotlight bright, and the construction rattly, even for a used instrument. $15,000 for this?

Eventually a salesman loomed into view, a shifty, seedy hornswoggling type, who insisted this was the piano for me. He asked if I was practicing Hanon’s exercises, which he sat down and proceeded to play. I tried to look knowledgeable, at least as knowledgeable as someone completely ignorant can look, and I asked about the age of the piano, the method of construction, and so on. Eventually I made it clear that I didn’t require further assistance, and he left in something of a huff. I moved to the next piano, and the next, and the next, and the next. Eventually one sounded right, even if it cost too much and seemed to date back to the Empire of Japan, which is where it was made. The action was punchy, and the tone worn in and velvety, like the patina on a cozy sofa. It was a couple of inches longer than I was, it had a middle pedal, which I only vaguely registered at the time, but later was desperately grateful for, and it could be delivered the next week. When it came time for the upsell, I could muster only faint resistance, and I wound up with a complicated moisture-control system that required me to water my piano like a needy plant.

When the great day came, I rushed to clear out the room and make way in the hall. The movers expressed a great deal of confidence that melted away once they were in the process of getting the piano through a series of narrow hairpin turns that required gymnastic contortions. They only succeeded by fractions of an inch, but there it was: a great hulking raven, pinion fully fledged and ready for flight, whatever my poor ministrations and however small the room.



With fear and trembling I bought some books and began learning to read music and to handle the keyboard. I started to study the bass staff—the bottom set of lines in piano notation—which was entirely unfamiliar to me, and tried to remember how to read the treble clef. Musical notation seemed deeply beautiful to me quite apart from what it stood for. The beams swooped across the page, dropping stems as from a fruit tree, met by interlocking notes ascending from below, occasionally arrested by swirls declaring a halt, or sainted with the halo of a staccato-dot. It was a language that suggested both rigor and grace. Everywhere were discontinuities and ruled lines that set out boundaries to respect, but the slurs arced like the hem on a ballroom dress, and the note heads themselves danced at an angle.

It seemed like an eternity before I could connect what was written on the pages of the music desk with the machinery below, or even remember which keys corresponded to which notes. And the further I strayed from the safety of the staves, the tougher things got. It was easy to remember that the bottommost line represented G, but it was harder to recognize the notes perched on the short lines extending ladder-like below. And the physical gap between the sheet music and the keyboard was its own problem. The music desk was set at an elevation that encouraged correct posture, but which also prevented you from seeing your hands and the music at the same time, so that the beginner was forced to switch awkwardly back and forth. I was fretful of never managing the transition to looking simply at the music, to developing an automatic sense of where my hands were in relation to the keys, so I tried my best to feel for the notes, fumbling by the 2-3 pattern of black keys as if fishing for gum in my pocket. Whenever I glanced down, I had the vertiginous sense of dangling from a great height.

All of these mundane problems were humiliating. I, who dreamt in counterpoint and agonized over the one true recording of the The Goldberg Variations—I couldn’t remember which note this blob of ink referred to, or how to get through “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” It was disorienting to be lost in a domain so intuitive to me from listening, like someone learning his letters as an adult. And this feeling only grew stronger when the material I practiced proved to be so insipid. Of course, beginners can’t play much, but my beginner’s book seemed to be premised on wanting to become some sort of honky-tonk specialist, or perhaps a colonial ethnographer; it was bad enough that I was reduced to pecking out tunes, but now I, who had five recordings of The Art of Fugue, was reduced to pecking out “Mexican Hat Dance #3.”

Meanwhile, on every other page there was a theory lesson, introducing the reader to scales, intervals, chords, inversions, chord progressions, cadences, rhythmic devices, and the like.
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