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Piano recordings of "The Art of Fugue" are rare. Thanks to this pianist 
however, there is now an impressive new recording. 

 
By Stephan Schwartz-Peters  
 

 

A so-called "final work" always has something mysterious about it, even when it is not 
actually the last statement of its creator, as is the case with Bach's "Art of Fugue." It is not so 
much the music itself as the legends surrounding the half-blind Thomaskantor languishing 
on his deathbed - with death tearing the pen from his hand in the middle of composition - 
that have contributed to the mystification of those 14 fugues with their appended variants, 
canons, and concluding chorale prelude, works that demonstrably found their way onto 
manuscript paper as early as 1742. The seed: a simple theme in D minor that rests within 
itself, yet is equipped with all the potential for the art of transformation. In its original form, 
later inverted, mirrored, read backwards, sometimes augmented and sometimes diminished, 



and otherwise modified in every conceivable way, it leads us through the world of four-part 
counterpoint - and in doing so lets us enter a musical universe that, in its vastness, beauty, 
and all-encompassing nature, is in no way inferior to the God-created one. "The Art of 
Fugue" reveals its musical logic with utmost clarity and comprehensibility - and yet remains 
completely incomprehensible. 

Even today, musicians are often convinced that Bach composed the collection, published 
posthumously in 1751, less for the ears than for the eyes. The intended performance 
situation? Difficult to decide based on an abstract notation in four staves that initially allows 
no conclusions about the instruments to be used. When Albert Cano Smit first engaged 
intensively with "The Art of Fugue," he too initially saw in it less a pianistic achievement than 
an interesting object of study. "We pianists play Bach almost daily, because there is nothing 
better for organizing brain and fingers," says the 28-year-old, son of a Dutch woman and a 
Spaniard. "When I concentrated on 'The Art of Fugue' at about age 20, I did so to 
understand Bach's mastery of counterpoint better. But then it literally bowled me over. This 
incredible proportionality, this unpredictable quality and also the atmosphere that Bach 
creates here: it felt to me as if I had completely rediscovered the phenomenon of music." 

Matured through Concentration 
And this, at an age when Smit could already point to his first major career successes: In 
2017 he was among the finalists of the Montreal International Piano Competition and 
confidently won the Naumburg International Piano Competition held in New York that same 
year. The Young Concert Artists agency took notice of him, and important debuts around the 
world - including in Germany at the Rheingau Music Festival - soon followed. That he came 
so far as the child of a non-musical family, he attributes in his own words to his stubbornness 
("a trait I inherited from both the Dutch and Spanish sides") and his consistency. After his 
school years in Spain and England, the latter at the renowned Chetham's School of Music, 
he transferred to the Colburn School in Los Angeles. Instead of throwing himself into the 
pulsating life under California's sun, he devoted himself there for four years to his education 
in almost monastic seclusion. "Besides music, I occupied myself almost exclusively with 
reading," he recalls of this period of artistic metamorphosis, "Russian literature in particular 
influenced me greatly." Thus Smit's turn toward the milestones of Western cultural history 
become clearly noticeable in this respect as well. 

The initial encounter with "The Art of Fugue" in turn fell into a time when he was still in Los 
Angeles about to move to New York. There he continued his studies at the Juilliard School, 
and because he liked it, he stayed there for good. Years later, in the midst of the bustling 
world city, he even found the time and focus to learn the rest of the monumental Bach cycle 
after fugues 1, 2, 4, and 9. The impetus for this came from outside. "Through a contact via a 
French festival where I had previously played Bach, in 2023 came the offer to realize a 
complete recording of 'The Art of Fugue' for the Aparté label. The prospect of preparing such 
a project within twelve months was admittedly somewhat intimidating. But there are offers 
one cannot refuse, especially if they come by only once in a lifetime." And so began for 
Albert Cano Smit one of the most exciting musical adventures of his life: a process of 
research, experimentation, and constant reassembly. "I actually spent a lot of time with the 
four-part score," says the pianist, "even though I ultimately recorded the cycle according to 



the piano edition with two staves." Finally, in June 2024, the recording took place in his 
hometown of Geneva. 

Smit placed particular value on the meticulous relations of tempi and different tone colors; 
and whoever still clings to the notion that Bach's late masterwork is a monotonous 
meandering rumination of eternal sameness can be proven wrong by the richness of 
contrast and dynamic flow of his recording. Here one has the feeling that not only the 
individual parts of the cycle, but also each thematic entry opens a new perspective, each 
variation of the material opens a new dimension. If Bach's "Art of Fugue" is indeed a 
universe, then it requires a pianist with special abilities to fill it with light and life. And Albert 
Cano Smit has achieved this impressively on this recording. 
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