Variations of

Healing

With Diabelli Varations as his North Star, pianist Haskell Small fully recovered from stroke.

HEATHER R. JOHNSON

BEETHOVEN’S DIABELLI VARIATIONS, Op. 120,
is a professional goal for many classical
pianists. Technically demanding with

a full range of dynamics, tempos, and
emotions, it ranks with Bach’s Goldberg
Variations as one of the more admired
piano works written.

In 2023, Washington, D.C.-based
pianist and composer Haskell Small
crossed the magnum opus off his bucket
list, playing a series of house concerts
and small venues around the northeast.
Small potatoes compared to other grand
stages he had graced throughout his
fifty-year career. But for Small, these
intimate performances trumped any
marquee event. They marked a profound
comeback that surprised nearly everyone
but the performer himself.

Two years prior in February 2021,
Small had suffered a severe hemorrhagic
stroke that paralyzed his left side.

About forty percent of people who

suffer this type of stroke die within

a month. “Within a week, he was
determined to learn one of the most
difficult pieces in all of the repertoire,”
said his wife, Betsy Small, in the
forthcoming documentary Small Steps by
Christopher McGuiness. And yet, “in the
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hospital, we applauded when he was able
to move one finger of his left hand. It was
a moment of victory; she said.

“It was a lifelong dream of his to play
the Diabelli Variations,” said his daughter
Sarah Small, a creative professional
who lives in Brooklyn, New York. “This
became his focus and motivation for
recovery.

Haskell Small is one of a few
professional pianists to experience a
major stroke. JAMA Neurology published
a case study of a sixty-three-year-old
pianist who regained use of his left hand
six months post-stroke.

Among celebrated pianists, both
Anton Kuerti and Stephen Kovaevich
suffered near-fatal strokes, according to
a Washington Post article. Kuerti has not
performed publicly since. Kovacevich,
however, “could hardly speak” after his
2008 stroke, but played a Beethoven piece
two weeks later. “It wasn’t perfect, but it
was good,” he said. “And then I played an
extremely good recital in New York a few
months later”

In between the major stroke
and a presumed transient ischemic
attack (TTA), aka mini stroke, which
he experienced about a year later,

Kovacevich performed Diabelli
Variations — his first recording of
the piece since 1969. What is it about
this late-Beethoven composition that
prompted Kovacevich to record the
piece a second time, and prompted Small
to use it as a goal for recovery?

“It's an amazing piece of piano
writing,” said Kovacevich. “It goes
from a very loud and very thunderous
fugue to —in three or four bars —a series
of chords that transitions into
what I call a celestial minuet. It's one
of the great pieces in piano literature.
And one of the incentives to play the
piece is because, if you pull it off, you
really give and do something that isn’t
often the case”

STARTING AT STEP ONE

Small would need both hands to achieve
his goal. He was only halfway there. In
hopes of regaining use of his upper-left
limb, he sought out Jan Dommerholt,
PT, DPT, MPS, president and owner of
Bethesda Physiocare in Maryland.
Dommerholt is a former clarinet
and saxophone player who specializes
in diagnosing and treating musicians
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“‘THERE IS HOPE AS LONG AS YOU ARE
WILLING TO WORK, TO BE POSITIVE,
TO EXERCISE THE POSSIBILITIES
THAT EXIST. —HASKELL SMALL

with musculoskeletal problems. He has
completed coursework in performing
artist disorders and biomechanical
trauma and is considered an expert in
myofascial and chronic pain.

Haskell had limited use of his left
leg and no left-hand function when he
showed up to Dommerholt’s office. With
Betsy steadying him, Haskell asked, “can
you help me play piano again?”

Dommerholt said his first thought was
“No way””

But education taught him of the
brain’s untapped potential and the body’s
capacity to heal. Experience showed
him that musicians tend to understand
the value of practice, of working on a
problem for hours until it’s solved. In
other words, they’re good students. And
they don’t give up easily.

“Piano was his life,” said Sarah Small.
“He loved his family for sure, but his
piano, this was a very specific kind
of love. He cared about every single
note — every note, and the spaces in
between”

Dommerholt recognized that passion
in Haskell Small. The stroke may have
damaged some brain connections, but it
didn’t erode his love for music. “I saw the
desperate look in his eyes, and said, ‘let’s
go to the piano’ He had to pick up his left
hand and put it on the keyboard,” said
Dommerholt. And then it fell off. That’s
where we started”

BUILDING A REPERTOIRE

A concert pianist and composer since the
1970s, Small’s experience ran deep and
wide.
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His repertoire ranged from Baroque
to contemporary music. His discography
includes about a dozen of his own
compositions as well as J.S. Bach’s
Goldberg Variations, Federico Mompou’s
Musica Callada, and a George Gershwin
collection titled In Black and White.

Small developed his skills at San
Francisco Conservatory of Music and
Carnegie Mellon in Pittsburgh. That’s
where he met Betsy, a creative writing
major who played acoustic guitar. She
would go on to become an accomplished
lutenist and author. “I loved his playing,
and so did other people,” she said. “But
it never occurred to me that he would
have such a successful career as a concert
pianist”

At Carnegie Mellon, Small studied
piano with Harry Franklin and
composition with Roland Leich. He
also studied with William Masselos and
Steinway Immortal Leon Fleisher — who,
at age thirty-six, lost use of his right hand
due to a neurological condition called
focal dystonia (and ultimately would
heroically return to two-handed concert
repertoire in 1995).

Small told The Beacon that Fleisher’s
drive to continue playing and composing
inspired him to keep playing. “I had
no interest in becoming known as a
right-hand pianist!” he told the paper
in 2022. He did, however, compose and
perform some right-hand pieces. He
transcribed Scarlatti’s Keyboard Sonata in
C Major (K. 159, Longo 104), Schubert’s
Impromptu in G-flat (Op. 90, No. 3),
and Bach’s Cello Suite No. 6, for the right
hand. In 2023, he performed these pieces
live on a tour titled “A Celebration of

The spaces in between. ‘Can you help
me play piano again?’ Haskell asked.

Healing”

He also performed an original
composition, “Diary of a Stroke: The
Adventures of Herb and Pete” Titled
after pet names he gave his left hand
and foot, the piece aims to recreate the
mood swings and fatigue that followed
Small’s stroke. In the “rehab” portion,
he expresses the anger and frustration
of a slow recovery, while Herb and Pete
interject a playful tone throughout.

In 1984, Small joined then-new
Washington Conservatory of Music to
teach piano and composition. Sarah
Small described him as a present, patient
instructor, who supported his students’
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creative visions.

“I've heard from his students that
he was pretty amazing in this way, very
present;” she said. “When he critiqued my
compositions, he inspired new ideas in
me and helped my music and confidence
flourish, while having fun and openly
exploring within my intended musical
language.”

PLAYING WITH MIRRORS

Haskell Small’s therapy was “unusual”
compared to standard physical therapy
exercises, like isometrics and stretching,
Dommerholt said. Rather than

strengthen weak muscles or break up
adhesions, Dommerholt’s goal was to
get new parts of Haskell Small’s brain to
assume control of his left hand and foot.

During their first therapy session,
Dommerholt taught Small a technique
called mirror therapy. Originally
designed for amputees with phantom
limb pain, the technique involves placing
an angled mirror beside the functioning
limb. In this case, Small would watch his
working right hand in the mirror, keeping
his left hand out of sight.

“As he sees his right hand moving,
the brain gets tricked into believing the
left hand is moving;” said Dommerholt.

“The idea is that by seeing a replica of
his left hand, the brain cells rewire and
develop new pathways that make the
hand function”

By the second visit, he could move
his left hand — only a little at first, but
he improved dramatically by each visit.
Dommerholt credits the improvement to
his dogged persistence and the ingrained
habit of practice, practice, practice.

“He was willing to study hard, and he
never gave up, he said. “Every time I saw
him, he could do more”

Within two months, Small was
playing fairly well. Dommerholt made
the mirror therapy more challenging
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by incorporating a type of symmetrical
inversion. He asked Small to play C-E-G
with his right hand and name what he
would play with his left. “He could do it
without much difficulty;” Dommerholt
said.

Dommerholt also used lateralization,
a technique that helps the brain regain
the concept of left and right. For this,
Small used an app that presented various
hand images. The app timed how long it
took Small to identify whether the image
was of a right hand or left. “He walked
out of the clinic energized,” Dommerholt
said. “He never stopped”

Within a matter of months, Small
progressed to piano exercises. First,
Small played the same measures with
his right and left hands; next, the left
played the opposite of what the right
hand played. These tasks helped improve
control and function, as well as helped
strengthen the mind-body-instrument
connection.

When he advanced to playing
full compositions, Dommerholt
recommended Small play new works.
“Learning a repertoire is a high-level
activity that creates deep patterns in
the brain,” he said. “After Hal’s stroke,
those patterns no longer existed” Small’s
new works included his one-handed
compositions and the Diabelli Variations.

RETURN TO THE STAGE

On November 4, 2023 at the American

Philosophical Society’s Benjamin
Franklin Hall Philadelphia, Small gave
his public debut of Diabelli Variations.
It wasn't perfect, but the arc — from
delicate to forceful — was there.

A few missed notes aside, his playing
marked a 360-degree turn from two-and-
a-half years prior, when only five fingers
cooperated.

As he performed around the DC area;
Chicago; and Milwaukee, Wisconsin;
Small’s skills continued to improve.

In May 2024, he performed at the

Washington Conservatory Recital Room
in Glen Echo, Maryland.

“That was one of his best concerts,”
said his daughter Rachel Small,

PhD, a therapist and clinical psychologist
who recently relocated from New

York to DC. “It was so full emotionally.
The music was moving through him,

and he was amplifying the piece through
his emotions. There were a lot of tears

in the room. He was crying as he was
bowing. It was a beautiful occasion.”

“He still lacked some sensation in
his left side, but he was able to train his
fingers to do what they needed to do,”
said Betsy Small. “T hung in there with
him and he got there”

THE POWER OF BELIEF

Dommerholt attended one of Haskell
Small’s first post-recovery house concerts,
in DC. Not long before, the skilled
therapist doubted whether his patient
would achieve his desired outcome. But
sitting in the audience, he saw the result
of Small’s vision, tenacity, and faith.

“Before the show, he said, ‘What
helped me the most is you believed in
me,” Dommerholt said. “That was such a
strong message for me, that that was what
he needed”

On June 5, 2024, Haskell Small was
scheduled to perform Diabelli Variations
at Carnegie Hall's Weill Recital Hall. It
was not to be. A few days prior, Small
died due to complications from prostate
cancer surgery. He was seventy-five.

He leaves a legacy of music; a creative
and loving family; and inspiration for
stroke survivors and anyone faced with
adversity.

“Do not give up hope,” he said at the
end of Small Steps. “There is life after life.
There is hope as long as you are willing
to work, to be positive, to exercise the
possibilities that exist. You are capable
of getting through this — not just getting
through it, but of becoming a better
person.” m
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