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Ton Koopman - Conductor, Organist and

Harpsichordist 

A Seventy-Year-Old with an Overfull Diary

The September 2015 issue of BBC Music, the classical music magazine pub-

lished by the BBC, included a feature on what the classical world has been lis-

tening to in the past month. The forty-five-year-old German pianist Lars Vogt, 

one of the most accomplished and adventurous musicians of the moment, re-

plied: ‘I regularly listen to Bach’s cantatas conducted by Ton Koopman - they’re 

simply food for the soul. I love the way that he phrases everything. This is beautiful 

music-making, clear in its simplicity and clear in its language. I particularly love 

the final box of CDs in the series, which has the last cantatas that Bach wrote, such 

as Ich habe genug. I’ve never performed with Koopman, but would love to – let’s 

hope he reads this!’ This is praise indeed, and a striking concluding statement, 

particularly since Lars Vogt has no involvement with the world of Baroque and 

its performance styles.

Ton Koopman, who is so admired by Vogt, celebrated his seventieth birthday 

on 2 October 2014. Although his hair and beard may look slightly less profuse 

and luxuriant than a few decades ago, this ever-courteous, untiring and enthu-

siastic Dutch harpsichordist, organist, conductor and teacher still has a very 

full diary. Ton Koopman’s name is synonymous with more than half a century of 

music-making - a long period in which the small world of classical music has 

seen a great deal of change. 

Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra & Choir 
 

How did it all begin? Well, when Koopman was very young. He was born in 

Zwolle into a Catholic family of seven children. His father was a grocer. They 

were certainly not wealthy, but there was music in the family. In his very limited 

spare time, Koopman’s father was a percussionist in a jazz band. During the 

band’s rehearsals and performances, which often took place at his home, the 

young Ton saw his father’s face light up with pleasure - something that rarely 

happened at other times. This was when, as a small boy, Ton first came to real-

ise what music can mean to people and how happy it can make them. At the age 

of six he joined the boys’ choir of the Catholic church, where he was fascinated 

to watch the organist play. This man could play music with his feet! Ton had 
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never seen anything like it. Several years later, the new conductor of the boys’ 

choir immediately noticed the young Ton’s musical ability and encouraged his 

parents to allow him to study music. So Ton was given piano lessons, despite 

the fact that he did not like the instrument at all - and still doesn’t! He later 

went to grammar school and attended the Royal Conservatoire in Amsterdam, 

where he studied his beloved instruments, the harpsichord and organ, while 

studying musicology at university. He was twice awarded the Prix d'Excellence 

for his superb keyboard skills on the two instruments. As a student, Koop-

man’s fascination for period instruments and a historically authentic perfor-

mance style led him to focus on Baroque music and, at this early stage, on 
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Johann Sebastian Bach, a composer whose works he has performed with un-

diminished enthusiasm throughout his career, and still does today.

1979 was an important year in Ton Koopman’s life. It was the year in which 

he founded his own ensemble: the Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra, a small 

orchestra whose members play authentic instruments and replicas of authen-

tic instruments. The orchestra’s repertoire is drawn, approximately, from the 

particularly rich period from the Renaissance to the late Classical period. Koo-

pman himself has always defined his musical ‘homeland’ fairly precisely as 

the period that begins with the Renaissance and ends with the Requiem by 

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. In recent years, however, mainly in his work as 

guest conductor of several famous symphony orchestras (including the Cleve-

land Orchestra, the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra and the Orchestre 

Philharmonique de Radio France), he has ventured outside this period, con-

ducting works by Felix Mendelssohn, Franz Schubert and Robert Schumann. 

But as yet, he has been either unwilling or unable to venture into the music of 

Johannes Brahms, however highly esteemed, and the major works of Anton 

Bruckner and Gustav Mahler appear to be unattainable for him, in contrast to 

his fellow musicians and contemporaries Philippe Herreweghe and Sir John 

Eliot Gardiner. Koopman prefers the perfect harmony that prevails in the world 

of Ludwig van Beethoven, but here too, as he has often declared with typical 

Dutch level-headedness in interviews, his credo has been ‘every man to his 

trade’ – until December 2014, that is, when Koopman led the Wiener Symphon-

iker in its performance of Beethoven’s famous Ninth Symphony during the or-

chestra’s traditional New Year concert, in the authentic music style - a winning 

combination! To come back to the Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra, the unique 

playing techniques and musical styles of the orchestra’s chosen repertoire are 

Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra & Choir and Lenneke Ruiten



153

studied and mastered very thoroughly by its members, all specialists in their 

particular instrument. Usually, Ton Koopman not only conducts his ensemble 

but also performs, playing the organ or harpsichord, as a ‘first among equals’. 

That is his credo and he keeps to it. In 1992 there was an important addition 

to the musical family, the Amsterdam Baroque Choir. And then things start 

to happen quickly. In no time at all, as the Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra & 

Choir, the newly formed ensemble made an international name for itself in 

terms of its authentic performance style. 

Bach cantatas 

The time had now come for a first mammoth project, which was also Ton Koo-

pman’s great dream: to perform all the cantatas by Johann Sebastian Bach 

and record them on CD. In 1994, when discussing the details of his contract 

renewal with Erato, his record label at the time, Koopman expressed this wish. 

To his amazement, it did not meet with a negative response. Quite the oppo-

site, in fact: he was given a short period of time to submit a concrete plan, 

and, if a sponsor could be found, Koopman and his ensembles could embark 

on their dream project. A Herculean task! The recordings filled 66 CDs and 44 

unique concerts were performed; Koopman’s second great wish was namely 

to perform the cantatas on the concert stage. This body of more than 200 sa-

cral works is a musical cosmos in itself and, for Koopman, there is hardly one 

among them that is less than accomplished. According to Koopman, however, 

it isn’t just a matter of neatly playing the right notes. Anyone who wants to 

achieve an in-depth understanding of and approach to the music must aim 

for more than a beautiful harmony. That is why Koopman studied not only the 

music, but also the period in which Bach lived, his family, his patrons and the 

religious culture in which he worked. Or, as Koopman puts it: classical music 

is not something that you can produce and consume like fast food. The publi-

cation of a three-volume work, De wereld van de Bach cantates (The World of 

the Bach Cantatas), was timed to coincide with the release of the CD series. 

The volumes are the work of a team of internationally renowned Bach special-

ists and are edited by Christoph Wolff, a professor at Harvard University who 

was also closely involved with the Neue Bach Ausgabe. Ton Koopman himself 

collaborated on the volumes, writing an essay on the performance style in ad-

dition to the introduction to the books. This complete recording, now available 

under Koopman’s new label Challenge Classics, has been well-received by 

audiences and music critics. The latter appreciate the excellent choice of solo-

ists (especially soprano Barbara Schlick, countertenor Andreas Scholl, tenor 

Christoph Prégardien and bass-baritone Klaus Mertens), the beautiful perfor-

mances of the choir and orchestra and, above all, the energetic guiding hand of 

Ton Koopman, who, throughout all the cantatas, keeps the music vibrant and 

spontaneous. In between all these activities, Koopman still found the time to 

record Bach’s complete organ works, performing them on different organs, 

including two on which Bach himself played. The excellent recordings fill no 

less than sixteen CDs. The twenty-second and final CD box of Bach cantatas 

was released in 2004. It was ten years in the making, but Ton Koopman, an 

energetic and driven man, is not someone to take it easy. 
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Buxtehude’s Opera Omnia

Meanwhile, plans for the next major project had been hatched: to be the first 

to record and perform the complete surviving oeuvre of Dietrich Buxtehude, a 

composer who was such an inspiration to Johann Sebastian Bach that, in 1705, 

the twenty-year-old Bach walked 400 kilometres to hear him play in Lübeck. 

But there was a problem, the market for classical CDs had shrunk consider-

ably, the golden age heralded by the arrival of the CD – everything could be re-

recorded, and budgets were more or less unlimited – had been over for some 

time, record companies were being taken over by large concerns or closing 

their doors, and there was hardly any interest in ambitious new projects. So 

what were the options for an entrepreneur like Koopman - since that is how 

he sees himself?  His solution was to found his own record label and give it his 

own name, with a French twist: Antoine Marchand (now part of the Dutch label 

Challenge Classics).  As his own boss he was able to embark on the Opera Om-

nia project, recording and performing all the works of Dietrich Buxtehude: the 

vocal works (cantatas, concerts and arias), organ works (played by Koopman 

himself on period instruments) and chamber music (sonatas and trio sonatas, 

performed by Koopman together with members of his Amsterdam Baroque Or-

chestra). As with the Bach project, the Buxtehude project involved much more 

than recording and releasing CDs. Ton Koopman is also president of the Inter-

nationale Buxtehude Gesellschaft, and in that capacity he organises many sym-

posia, exhibitions and concerts. This work earned him the Buxtehude-Preis in 

2012, presented by the city of Lübeck. Buxtehude occupied a central place in 

the musical life of Lübeck for almost forty years, and died there in 1707. On 

26 October 2014, a few weeks after Ton Koopman’s seventieth birthday, the 

luxurious and immaculately produced CD box set (29 CDs plus 1 DVD) Dieterich 

Buxtehude Opera Omnia vol.I-XX was presented in the same city. This release 

also received excellent reviews. Regarding the interpretations of the chamber 

music works, for example, music critics were full of praise for the soloists of 

the Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra: the precise articulation of violinist Cath-

erine Manson, the exquisite flourishes of Paolo Pandolfo’s viola da gamba and 

the creative continuo playing by lutenist Mike Fentross. The Amsterdam Ba-

roque Choir was also praised for the flair and conviction with which it brought 

the words of the spiritual vocal works to life. There was admiration for Ton 

Koopman too, for the energising way in which he keeps the whole balanced 

and stimulating, and also for his vibrant, free, improvisational interpretations 

of Buxtehude’s organ works. 

‘The crazy tremolo man’

Incidentally, regarding that last aspect of his musical style, not everyone is 

enamoured of Ton Koopman’s richly embellished, free interpretations on the 

organ and harpsichord, whether as a soloist or as a driving and guiding force in 

the continuo section of his Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra. It has even earned 

him the nickname ‘the crazy tremolo man’ (de dolle triller-maker)! In an inter-

view with the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, Koopman counters this criticism by refer-

ring to Johann Sebastian Bach’s scores for harpsichord. In Washington he dis-



155

covered a source which showed that the composer himself had subsequently 

added hundreds of embellishments by hand. So Koopman continues this tradi-

tion. The harpsichord is an instrument with limitations, he feels, and the only 

way to enhance its dynamics is to play it freely.

Naturally, Ton Koopman’s rich and extensive discography includes many 

recordings of works by composers other than Bach and Buxtehude. As men-

tioned above, while still with Erato he was fortunate enough to benefit from the 

heyday that followed the arrival of the CD in 1983. One of the ‘other’ compos-

ers is Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Koopman, together with his Amsterdam Ba-

roque Orchestra, recorded Mozart’s late symphonies, his concertos (including 

the oboe concerto, with the excellent Flemish oboist Marcel Ponseele) and the 

Krönungsmesse, one of Koopman’s favourite works, again with soprano Bar-

bara Schlick. Unlike many of his fellow early musicians (among them Nikolaus 

Harnoncourt, William Christie, Sigiswald Kuijken and Sir John Eliot Gardiner), 

Koopman has rarely ventured into Mozart’s operas, the exception being Die 

Zauberflöte, released by Erato. On the other hand, the symphonies and con-

certos by Joseph Haydn have been part of his permanent repertoire for many 

years. He is the soloist in the still-appealing 1997 interpretation of the harp-

sichord and organ concertos. And who can still remember the earlier Erato 

release, from 1986, of the Concert Champêtre by Francis Poulenc, with Ton 

Koopman as soloist on the harpsichord, accompanied by the Rotterdam Phil-

harmonic Orchestra conducted by James Conlon? But Koopman is certainly 

open to producing more accessible works now and then – wide-ranging and 

for a broad audience. Examples include the CD set Simply Baroque vol.1 & 2, 

Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra & Choir and Maarten Engeltjes 

Photo by Khalid Al Busaidi
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in which Koopman and his orchestra were joined by the world-famous cel-

list Yo-Yo Ma, or CDs of Christmas songs – still much sought after in the Low 

Countries – sung with style by the famous Dutch artist Herman van Veen with 

Ton as accompanist. One of his latest and particularly appealing releases is 

the two-CD set with music by Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach. Ton Koopman plays 

six organ sonatas on the first CD, and the second CD comprises pieces for 

harpsichord by the same composer, played by Koopman’s wife (and former 

student), Tini Mathot. Tini Mathot, herself an accomplished harpsichordist, of-

ten performs with her husband. In December 2014, the couple performed, with 

great success, another of Bach’s masterworks, Die Kunst der Fuge, at various 

venues in the Netherlands. Incidentally, Ton Koopman will only make record-

ings if his wife produces them; they have now worked together on hundreds of 

recordings.

Monteverdi, Haydn, Bruhns

They share a great deal more, too. In the first place three daughters, the 

youngest of whom, Marieke, managed to persuade her seventy-year-old father 

– along with the whole Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra – to take part in her 

children’s show Oorwurm (Earworm). She even persuaded Ton to wear pyja-

mas on stage! Ton and his wife also share an interest in teaching. Tini Mathot 

teaches harpsichord at the Royal Conservatoire in The Hague. Ton Koopman is 

Professor of Musicology at Leiden University, Honorary Member of the Royal 

Academy of Music in London and artistic director of the French music festival 

Itinéraire Baroque. Koopman, a man of many talents, also publishes regularly. 

He edited a new edition of all sixteen organ concertos by Georg Friedrich Hän-

del for Breitkopf & Härtel. More recently, he edited the Messiah (also by Hän-

del) and Das Jüngste Gericht by Buxtehude, both for Carus Verlag. Apart from 

Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra in Oman. Photo by Khalid Al Busaidi
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dthis, or perhaps as a result of this, there is Koopman’s passion for old books. 

He lives in Bussum, twenty minutes by train from Amsterdam. His home, a 

nineteenth-century mansion that used to be a home for the elderly, is bursting 

at the seams, not only with several harpsichords and organs but also some 

10,000 antique music books and 35,000 other works from after 1800, from all 

over Europe.

No-one will be surprised to learn that the seventy-year-old Ton Koopman 

still has many plans for the future. He is keen to perform works by Claudio 

Monteverdi, and more of Joseph Haydn’s works too. He is particularly keen to 

record the work of Nikolaus Bruhns, a lesser-known German Baroque com-

poser. Bruhns died at the early age of twenty-nine, and composed only fifteen 

cantatas. Ton Koopman is already looking forward to all the fine music that he 

– and his grateful listeners with him – will discover.  

Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra. Photo by Khalid Al Busaidi


