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The music of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) has always been my 
go-to for healing, deep reflection, and profound musical satisfaction. I 
think of J.S. Bach as the most contemporary of composers. His writing 
is always inventive, imaginative, rich with harmonic genius and lyricism. 
Although I love all his music, I am especially fond of his Preludes and 
Fugues. We in Ensemble Vivant have found that the listener need 
not know what a fugue is. Played beautifully, audiences of all ages 
identify with and respond positively to the beauty of the geometry and 
architecture of this ancient form, various models of which musicians have 
adopted since the 14th century. Young children express great enthusiasm 
to this music at our performances through EUTERPE: Music Is The Key.

Based on a single motif or subject, the terms fugue (French), fuge 
(German) and fugato (Italian) for example, are derived from fuga (Latin) 
which means flight and has been described as one voice ‘chasing’ another 
voice: the subject appears alone and then in turn the other voices enter in 
succession, as if they are chasing each other. J.S. Bach brought the fugue 
to the highest-level of imitative contrapuntal techniques.

Bach derived tremendous inspiration and knowledge from earlier fugues 
including those of composers such as Froberger, Kerll, Pachelbel and 
Frescobaldi to name just a few. Antonio Vivaldi’s Fugue from his Sinfonia 
in e minor for strings and continuo, RV 134, is the only pre-Bach fugue 
represented on this recording. Bach knew Vivaldi’s music and would 
most likely have known this piece. Bach modeled his organ and other 
keyboard fugues on those of Bertali pairing many of them with preludes, 
of which his Well-Tempered Clavier is the quintessential example. His Well-
Tempered Clavier was published in two volumes, each comprised of 24 
preludes and fugues written in all keys to explore the new tuning system 
called well-tempering. Volume 1 was completed in 1722 and Volume 
2 was published about 20 years later. The WTC remains the ‘teacher 
of fugues’ for composers who lived and live after J.S. Bach. To this day 
Bach’s fugues stand at the pinnacle of this form remaining a model for 
composers around the world. His music remains fresh and contemporary 
as though it was written today. 
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Ensemble Vivant’s iFUGUE ~ A World of Fugues album pays 
homage to Johann Sebastian Bach. It features masterful fugues from 
around the world by Astor Piazzolla (Argentina); Heitor Villa-Lobos 
(Brazil); Aldemaro Romero (Venezuela); John Burke and Michael 
Coghlan (Canada); Dmitri Shostakovich (Russia); Antonio Vivaldi 
(Italy); César Franck (France); and of course, the King of the Fugue 
himself, Johann Sebastian Bach (Germany). 

Two of Bach’s Preludes and Fugues from Volume 1 of his 
Well-Tempered Clavier are included on this recording: No. 9 in 
E Major, which I perform for solo piano (Track 5), and No. 13 in 
F Sharp Major (Track 2) to which John Burke ingeniously added 
the wonderful strings of Ensemble Vivant.

When the great, now late Canadian composer John Burke heard 
Antonio Vivaldi’s fugue in e minor (from Sinfonia in e minor for 
strings and continuo), he immediately knew it would be a perfect 
complement to our fugue project. I was thrilled when he presented 
this delightful fugue which he arranged and gifted to Ensemble 
Vivant. It was John who cleverly coined this ‘iFUGUE’ which 
fittingly leads off this album.

The idea for this album was sparked when I discovered the wonderful 
fugues of Argentine Tango master Astor Piazzolla. Ensemble 
Vivant was preparing for our Homage to Astor Piazzolla recording 
and the introduction to some of Piazzolla’s fugues inspired me to 
seek out masterful fugues written by other composers from different 
cultures around the world. Like so many composers, Piazzolla revered 
the music of Johann Sebastian Bach and he fervently studied Bach’s 
contrapuntal writing, especially the fugues. This recording includes 
2 fugues by Piazzolla: Fuga Y Misterio (Track 11) and Fugata 
(Track 4). Fuga Y Misterio comes from Piazzolla’s opera Maria 
de Buenos Aries, where it appeared as an instrumental interlude. 
Fugata is the first movement of a 3-movement suite, originally 

written as a ballet suite, called Silfo Y Ondina, in tribute to the 
spirits of the air and water. Both these works are indicative of the 
infectious quality that Piazzolla’s music has, each piece reflecting 
the combination of his Argentine tango roots, jazz elements and his 
reverence and deep study of Bach’s fugues. Piazzolla summed it 
up saying: If I do a fugue in the manner of Bach, it will always be 
“tanguificated”. Imbued with Piazzolla’s trademark rhythmic drive, 
these exciting fugues are riveting. Both Fuga Y Misterio and Fugata 
were arranged for Ensemble Vivant by Julien Labro. 

Fuga Del Sur (Track 3), which means Fugue of The South, was 
composed by John Burke for Ensemble Vivant, specifically for 
piano and bass. John had been inspired by Ensemble Vivant’s Latin 
stylings and composed La Despedida, which he described as an ‘Art 
Tango’ for solo piano. I performed the world premiere recording of La 
Despedida for Ensemble Vivant’s Latin Romance album. Still inspired 
by the Latin influence, John spontaneously wrote Fuga Del Sur for 
piano and bass for this album and it features George Koller and I in 
this world premiere recording.

The great Russian composer Dmitri Shostakovich wrote his 24 
Preludes and Fugues, Op. 87 in late 1950 and early 1951, his 
principal inspiration having come from the Preludes and Fugues of 
J.S. Bach. From this monumental set, Ensemble Vivant performs the 
beautiful Prelude and Fugue No. 7 in A Major (Track 6). As 
with Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in F Sharp Major (Track 2) 
John Burke added the strings of Ensemble Vivant, while keeping the 
original Shostakovich piano part intact.

Fugue For Fireflies (Track 7) and Peregrine Riffs (Track 
13) were written by Canadian composer Michael Coghlan and are 
part of a series of compositions inspired by some of nature’s most 
interesting flying beings - butterflies, hummingbirds, falcons, and 
insects. Fugue For Fireflies, for solo piano, seeks to capture 



some aspects of the unusual and bizarre behaviour demonstrated by 
a group of fireflies swirling around in the summer warmth of a late 
July night. Peregrine Riffs, for piano and violin, was inspired by 
the flight of a falcon nesting on the cliffs of the Sleeping Giant in 
Lake Superior Provincial Park in Ontario (this natural wonder is a land 
formation that resembles a giant man laying in slumber. Ojibway 
legend identifies the giant as Nanabijou, the spirit of deep water). 
In this fugue, Ensemble Vivant’s bassist George Koller joins Corey 
Gemmell and I adding imaginative percussion effects on the wood of 
his bass that echo fluttering and other sounds of the falcon. These are 
the world premiere recordings of both compositions.

The Venezuelan composer Aldemaro Romero (1928-2007) 
was known for mixing popular songs and folk elements, including 
Venezuelan waltzes, Brazilian bossa nova, Caribbean dance rhythms, 
and Jazz with Classical forms. (Track 8) Fuga Con Pajarillo 
(fugue on a pajarillo) from Romero’s Suite No. 1 for Strings is a 
famous example of this and is one of his best-known compositions. 
Here the pajarillo, a popular Venezuelan dance in ¾ time, is paired 
in combination with a complex fugue, contrasting the impulse of 
dance with elements of the fugue, making for a very difficult highly 
syncopated work. Gustavo Dudamel, who introduced this piece 
to the Gustav Mahler Conducting Competition, which he won in 
2004, commented: “Fuga Con Pajarillo is wonderful: difficult to 
put together, but beautiful… The pajarillo is like a waltz, but with 
the accent on the weak beat – not ONE two three, but one TWO 
three. It’s not a comfortable dance! The pajarillo pervading the 
melody and rhythm gives a sense of improvisation and contrasts 
with the predetermined fugal form. This is what makes this piece so 
fascinating.” Fuga Con Pajarillo was arranged for Ensemble Vivant 
by Julien Labro.

J.S. Bach’s Sonata in G Major for Viola da Gamba and 
Harpsichord, BWV 1027 (Track 9) is the first of a set of 
three sonatas for this instrumentation. It is based on Bach’s earlier 
work, the Sonata for Two Transverse Flutes and Continuo, BWV 
1039. When Bach wrote this sonata, the viola da gamba which 
had been prominent from about 1480 until 1780, was becoming 
an instrument of the past in favour of the cello. Bach’s autograph 
has been preserved for the G Major Sonata, and the title page 
says Sonata à Cembalo è Viola da Gamba, indicating that the two 
instruments are treated as equals. On this recording Ensemble 
Vivant’s cellist Tom Mueller and I perform the first movement of this 
sonata, the Allegro Moderato, a 3-part fugue.

J.S. Bach wrote his Fugue in g minor (Track 14) for solo organ 
in 1709. This piece was an instant hit and has remained very popular 
throughout the centuries to this day. The original organ score lent 
itself beautifully to the piano quintet instrumentation, which Rick 
Wilkins, C.M. arranged for Ensemble Vivant. This famous piece is 
affectionately known as Bach’s Little Fugue.

César Franck (1822-1890), composer, pianist and organist, 
was born in Liège, Belgium (which at the time of his birth was part 
of the United Kingdom of the Netherlands). From 1858 until his 
passing, he was organist at the Cavaillé-Coll organ at Ste-Clotilde in 
Paris. In 1872 he became a professor at the Paris Conservatoire, 
for which he was required to assume French nationality. A Romantic 
composer, his writing is rich with influences of the music of J.S. 
Bach. His Prelude, Fugue and Variations, Op. 18, the third 
of his Six Pièces (1860-62), is dedicated to Camille Saint-Saëns. 
Written for solo organ, it lends itself beautifully to the piano quintet 
instrumentation.

On this recording Ensemble Vivant performs the Fugue and 
Variations (Track 10) from this work, arranged for us by Julien Labro. 



Pioneering piano chamber music sensation 
Ensemble Vivant, “Canada’s 
Chamber Music Treasure” (John Terauds, 

Toronto Star), burst onto the international concert and recording scene 
over 30 years ago with exciting, innovative genre-diverse programming 
including Classical, the syncopated rhythms of Ragtime, The Great American 
Songbook, Latin, and other Jazz-related styles. Veteran Jazz icon, musician, 
composer and arranger Rick Wilkins, C.M. commented: “This is the 
highest-level chamber music-making. No matter the genre, there is magic in 
Ensemble Vivant’s music-making.” A favourite among audiences, Ensemble 
Vivant is also known for its warm and engaging rapport and its passionate, 
deeply communicative playing that touches the hearts and souls of listeners 
of all ages, bringing them lasting joy. “Ensemble Vivant’s music-making 
is absolutely stirring and heart achingly beautiful… these world-class 
musicians sparkle, pulsate, yearn, beckon, move, tango and haunt in 
gorgeous (and often sexy) performances… what you get is absolute 
magic… chamber music at its evocative best.” The WholeNote Magazine.

Ensemble Vivant’s recordings on the Opening Day Entertainment Group label 
(ODEG) are heard on radio around the world. iFUGUE ~ A World of 
Fugues is the group’s 15th album. 

www.ensemblevivant.com   

Ensemble Vivant is dedicated to fostering a 
love of great music among our youth. Through 
the registered not-for-profit charity EUTERPE: 

Music Is The Key, Ensemble Vivant, along with other world-class 
musicians from the Classical and Jazz communities, plant musical seeds 
with LIVE and VIRTUAL high-calibre, inspirational educational performance 
programs for children (and others) who might not have access to these 
life-enhancing opportunities. In 2020 Euterpe: Music Is The Key was 
awarded a significant 3-year grant from the Ontario Trillium Foundation 
and in 2021 received a generous grant from The Canada Council For The 
Arts. Euterpe’s invaluable musical initiatives have been endorsed by the 
scientific community and have been enriching the lives of children and their 
communities for more than 15 years.

www.musicisthekey.org

Sonata No. 1 in g minor for solo violin (BWV 1001) 
(Track 12), is one of Six Sonatas and Partitas for Solo Violin 
(BWV 1001-1006) composed by J.S. Bach, the set having been 
completed in 1720. Interestingly, the fugues in these violin sonatas 
are among the longest that Bach wrote. The famous violinist and 
composer Georges Enescu (1881-1955) considered this work 
as ‘The Himalayas of Violinists’. The great Romantic composer 
Robert Schumann (1810-1856) who revered Bach’s music and 
studied it fervently throughout his life, considered Bach’s fugues 
to be his composition teacher. In 1854 Schumann wrote piano 
accompaniments for Bach’s solo violin sonatas as part of a project 
he called ‘Bachiana’. Ensemble Vivant’s violinist Corey Gemmell 
proposed that we perform the Bach–Schumann version of this 
magnificent fugue for this recording. 

Brazilian composer Heitor Villa-Lobos (1887-1959) composed 
his Bachianas Brasilerias (Brazilian Bachian pieces), intended as an 
homage to J.S. Bach, between 1930 and 1945. These compositions 
take the form and nationalism of the Chôros and add the inspiration 
of the composer’s love of Bach. The Fuga (Conversa) that 
concludes Bachianas Brasilerias No. 1 is inspired by the musical 
question and answer game that serenading Rio de Janeiro street 
musicians improvised during the composer’s childhood. Villa-Lobos 
scored his Bachianas Brasileiras No. 1 for an ‘orchestra of cellos’, the 
cello being his favourite instrument. For that instrumentation he also 
transcribed Preludes and Fugues from Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier. 
Additionally, he transcribed other Bach fugues for orchestra and for 
a cappella voices. He gave a Baroque title and a Brazilian title to 
each movement in his Bachianas Brasileiras, emphasizing both the 
Brazilian and Bachian influence. Arranged for Ensemble Vivant by 
Julien Labro, Bachianas Brasileiras No. 1 - Fuga (Conversa) (Track 
15) concludes our iFUGUE ~ A World of Fugues album. 

	 Catherine Wilson


