
Aria (1’53)
Tim Holdenbury was a pianist: that is to say, he
made a modest living – sufficient to rent a bed
sitting room in a shared house on the margins of
a gentrified corner of South London, and to meet
his other, limited requirements (if not to prepare
for the old age he preferred not to think about) –
by teaching the mostly disaffected and
uninterested offspring of his wealthier near-
neighbours the rudiments of musical
performance and theory, and by occasional
performances of his own, the most regular and
frequent of which took place on weekday
evenings at a Chinese restaurant with pretensions
to grandeur located in an altogether more
salubrious district of the capital.

Variation 1 (0’45)
If Tim had a hero, it was surely Glenn Gould,
who was also a pianist, of course, although there
the resemblance ended: for Tim knew Gould to
have been an artist, a genius even (whatever
some might say), but also knew himself to be
neither.

Variation 2 (0’37)
And he was right: diners at the Peking Moon
might, intermittently, raise meerkat heads,
caught unawares by the music, but they would
never choose to listen, were the effort not lost in
the overheads of their meal.

Variation 3 (0’55)
Tim had read in a woman’s magazine (the
woman in question being Penny Briggan, who
lived in the attic, among sloping ceilings and
windows not installed by the house’s original,
Victorian builders) that physical fitness
improves sexual performance: a simple enough

proposition, but for Tim it was to assume the
irresistible power of Damascene revelation.

Variation 4 (0’29)
He browsed the magazines and catalogues on the
communal post table in the hall, stealing pictures
of models of whom he grew fond, following
their careers, greeting old friends.

Variation 5 (0’37)
And although, apart from those one-handed
relationships, he had no sex life at all, he
nonetheless took the magazine’s advice to heart,
resolving to run daily around the local park: Tim
Holdenbury, a virgin, lived in hope.

Variation 6 (0’34)
Penny knew that Tim tampered with her
unsolicited mail; she was amused at first, then
intrigued to work out from the missing pages
which models most attracted him, and what they
had been wearing.

Variation 7 (1’08)
Over time curiosity grew into sympathy for the
sensitive musician whose playing, on summer
evenings, would filter upwards from the
subterranean window of his basement room, to
reach her, stalled at the front door, searching for
her keys amongst the lumber of her disorderly,
drunken handbag; later still, sympathy itself
would give way to something more intimate, a
relationship all the more affecting for having
remained unspoken, undeclared.

Variation 8 (0’45)
Of all Gould’s recordings, Tim’s favourites were
the Goldberg Variations, of which he owned
three, from 1955, 1959 and 1981 respectively:
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28th, reaching home at the beginning, not the end,
of the Aria da capo, knowing he was ready, that
now, if ever, was the time, until, on Friday the
4th, in the early dark of a hastening winter
evening, the music stopped dead, leaving him
stranded by the rose gardens, stumbling,
amputated, weeping with frustration at the
truncated 13th variation, and he realised, at long,
long last that the CD player’s batteries had died,
not him, and it was revealed to him, somehow,
all at once, that the batteries’ death had not been
sudden at all, but extravagantly protracted, the
mechanism grinding inexorably towards entropy,
the music getting slowly slower, and slower:
slower, not his running getting faster, not his
body getting fitter, more limber, better – how
could it have been so simple? how could he?–
and he knew that nothing had changed and he
had fooled himself, that he would never wrap a
blanket around his own and Penny’s naked
bodies as they knelt up on her bed and touched
their foreheads to the cold glass to watch the
night sky split and shatter into a million points of
light: it would not happen.

Variation 26 (0’52)
He did not go to Penny’s room that night:
instead, he listened to the fireworks’ crackle and
the knocking at his door – tentative, then angry,
then defeated – from his dark bed, lights
extinguished, curtains drawn, duvet pulled over
his head; Penny scaled the attic mountain,
sloughed off another new dress.

Variation 27 (0’50)
In the morning, Tim convinced himself that he
was free, but Penny Briggan lived in hope: she
wrote a letter, with no scintilla of self-pity,
asking why he had not come; Tim ignored it: he
was no lover, not a musician either: a teacher, a
dinner-cocktail pianist: he was redeemed.

Variation 28 (1’11)
But Penny wrote again; Tim, thinking himself
free, thinking to tease Penny cruelly for her
delusions (and not seeing any contradiction
there), set the letter to music, grinding out the
words in Gould’s own unlubricated singing

style; Penny heard him, standing at the door in
jeans, searching for her keys, heard both the
taunting melody and the deeper longing in the
bass; she knocked at his door, and demanded
piano lessons.

Variation 29 (1’00)
Tim, a satirist by now, laughed “Why not?” and
dragged her to the piano, but found he couldn’t
teach, couldn’t let her play without obtruding
like some Pentateuchal God, until at last she
elbowed him off the stool: he sat on the floor
while a black leopard prowled the bass, sinuous,
muscular, seizing his diaphragm and turning it
inside out.

Variation 30 – Quodlibet (0’48)
The music transubstantiated into a blues he
wouldn’t know; but when Penny growled,
“check all your razors and your guns,” it would
have lifted hairs on the neck of Bessie Smith
herself; and when she sang, “we’re gonna shim-
sham-shimmy till the rising sun,” Tim knew
exactly what she meant.

Aria da capo (2’10)
Tim Holdenbury is a pianist: that is to say, he
plays the piano more fluently, with greater
awareness and control – above all, more
musically – than all but a tiny proportion of the
population; but still not, he knows, as well as
that far smaller portion of humanity who can
reasonably expect others to pay for the pleasure
of listening to them, other than as a form of
entertainment secondary to their principal
business of eating, drinking, praying or, indeed,
running – an activity which Tim continues to
enjoy, if only twice a week these days, a
diminution which, he is happy to say, has
coincided with a marked improvement in his sex
life, although whether the relationship between
the two is causal or accidental he does not
pretend to know.

Total recording time: 38’24
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discovered ever more fluid and surprising ways
to match the diners’ moods with music that
flattered and delighted them (without once
interrupting the commercial or digestive
processes).

Variation 23 (0’54)
One Friday, Penny came to the restaurant, with a
friend; she paused by the piano, affecting
surprise, and introduced the friend; she
explained (to the friend) what an exceptional
musician Tim was, and asserted her own
especial love of Bach; Tim, playing
automatically, thought that Penny’s dress looked
somehow familiar, despite being obviously new.

Variation 24 (0’57)
Afterwards, Penny stopped again by the piano to
ask, hesitantly, if, perhaps, if Tim had an
evening free, he might care for a drink, some
supper, maybe, with her; he could make the
following Saturday, which was Bonfire Night, he
said; Penny said they could watch the fireworks
over the rooftops from her dormer window, and
blushed.

Variation 25 – adagio (6’28)
In the 1981 Variations, Gould pauses after the
very first note of the Aria – pauses so long that
Tim, no matter how many times he hears it,
cannot help but think the pianist has died early –
and pauses again, frequently but unpredictably,
throwing Tim off his stride:  the thing was
hopeless  – not just far too long, the timings were
all to cock, leaving him anxious and
disorientated: climbing the hill for the second
time to the ‘81’s choppy, halting, agonized 15th

(twice as long as the earlier versions) was just
not possible – so Tim began, instead, during the
first days of November (scenting victory, his
desire rekindled by irresistible images of its
realisation), to run twice a day, morning and
evening, cancelling lessons to accommodate a
final onslaught against the citadel of physical
preparedness, spotting signs of a progress he
could not clearly explain – a lengthening of his
stride, perhaps? a greater fluency and economy
of movement? – but which manifested itself
indisputably in his accelerating performance: he
found himself passing the basketball court
during the pastoral calm of the 24th, crossing the
bridge for the last time before the transcendent

Variation 17 (0’53)
Early on, he’d seen (to the sprightly 12th, the
exposed 25th) a couple ballroom dancing on the
basketball court, and had thought, each morning:
I’d rather be you; now, he clearly saw the
woman was older and plainer, the man poorer,
than he had supposed; in the communal hallway
the catalogues went unmolested.

Variation 18 (0’46)
Penny noticed the change, but maintained hope:
she had ordered the clothes all Tim’s favoured
models had worn; new outfits arrived daily and
Penny donned each in turn, finding reasons to
loiter on the doorstep, in the hall, copying the
models’ gangling, attenuated poses, and waited.

Variation 19 (0’43)
One Thursday, after successfully challenging
himself to beat the ’59, Tim realised, between
his pupil’s shrieking at her brother and her
mother’s casual enquiries into the whereabouts
of her stash, that Chloe, seventeen and schooled
at home, was good, that she could play.

Variation 20 (0’48)
That afternoon, returning home, he encountered
Penny on the doorstep: if she appeared
distracted, so did he, wondering if perhaps he
might not, as he usually did with his more gifted
pupils, recommend that Chloe find a better
teacher, if he might not, this time, teach her
himself.

Variation 21 (1’42)
The 1981 Goldberg is an uncomfortable
masterwork, wilfully erratic in tempo, painfully
slow in parts, sometimes brutally executed, in
which Gould, a year before he died, took the
music that ran through him and pulled it apart,
like a biologist dissecting a specimen, finding
much that is instructive, elemental and even
beautiful, much that is odd, diseased or merely
redundant, but ultimately finding only that which
he knew all along: that a butcher’s shop may
contain flesh and organs, bones and blood –
everything, in short, one needs to make a pig –
but yet nothing one could call a living creature.

Variation 22 (0’42)
At the Peking Moon, Tim’s salary and tips
increased, despite playing fewer requests, as he
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the first was Gould’s audacious recording debut,
full of the confident swagger, the sexual strutting
and the torn-bare emotionalism of music’s own
James Dean.

Variation 9 (0’38)
Tim visited an elephantine emporium built on
reclaimed dockland and dedicated to purveying
all the clothing and equipment deemed necessary
nowadays for participation in a wide variety of
sports, including many of which Tim had never
previously heard.

Variation 10 (0’43)
Following much bewilderment and vacillation,
Tim selected some complicated running shoes
and shiny, high tech shorts:  Tim had not known
it was necessary or even possible to employ high
technology in the fabric of shorts; he obviously
had a great deal to learn.

Variation 11 (0’55)
He also purchased a cheap, portable CD player,
which claimed not to skip when subjected to the
most vigorous jolting – jolting, he was assured,
of an extremity that Tim was unlikely to produce
whilst jogging around his local park  – thus
offering the opportunity simultaneously to
cultivate both his musical soul and his
immaculate body.

Variation 12 (0’56)
Settling into his new routine, Tim found that the
park was a two minute run from his house: one
minute fifty-three, to be precise, the exact length
of the 1955 Aria, setting him up perfectly for the
“precipitous” (Gould’s word) 1st variation to
propel him, heart pounding, up the long, steep
hill which began his circuit.

Variation 13 (2’11)
In time, Tim’s run and the 1955 Variations
melded perfectly in a doubling of form as he
twice transcribed a figure of eight around the
park, regulating his pace by the music’s
progress, aware, almost to the bar, that he was
where he needed to be, the whole becoming
familiar, then ingrained, subliminal as the
liturgy: cresting the hill at the 5th variation (and
again, sweating freely, at the 21st); passing the
formal gardens at the 13th and 26th; pounding the
bridge at the fulcrum between the ponds four

times in all (at the 10th, 16th, 25th and 28th); before
leaving the park and taking the road home,
exulted, weary, rallentando, during the two
minutes, ten seconds of the halting Aria da capo:
the whole complete in thirty-eight minutes
twenty four.

Variation 14 (0’59)
And the running, the routine, the discipline was
not without effect: upon Tim’s waist and
musculature, which acquired unwonted
definition; upon his teaching and playing, to
which he returned each day with renewed
freshness and application; and upon Penny
Briggan, who evolved, without ever quite
knowing why, from luxuriating in unspoken
possibility to a determination to speak her piece.

Variation 15 (2’17)
Gould’s second Goldberg was recorded live in
1959: through interference and the sometimes
muddy sound, Tim could already hear a more
mature musician, confident in his own prowess,
and in the music’s ability to communicate –
magisterial in the 4th, skittish as a young horse in
the 5th – alongside an artist already growing
impatient with his own reputation, peremptorily
despatching the immense 25th variation in just
four minutes (more than two minutes faster than
he had played it, without repeats, four years
earlier); Tim reserved the 1959 for mornings
when he felt sluggish, relying on its greater
deliberation to give him an extra minute or so
right up until the truncated 25th, knowing that he
would have to make it back from pond to home
two minutes faster than normal to keep within
the recording’s overall time.

Variation 16 – Overture (1’17)
Tim felt stronger, more limber, better; his
original, animal motivation submerged in the
pure endorphine wash of physical exertion, the
simple, fundamental bass propelled him onward,
surging through the aching, piercing, stumbling
treble lines, sweat-sliding limbs pushed on by a
driving heart and sucking lungs: it felt good, so
good, oh good, oh God, it did him good, yes
good: good to be home, to stop, to breathe, to
shed his soiled clothes and scour his soul.
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