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ix
            Introduction

         

         This book is intended for music-lovers of all shapes and sizes, ranging from the casual listener to the performing musician. My simple aim is to amplify, if possible, the enjoyment and understanding of those listening to Bach’s cello suites by offering my own, very personal, observations on the music. Everyone who loves the suites will have his or her own views, which may be radically different from mine; that’s fine – as it should be, in fact. Mine are constantly changing, and will continue to do so long after this book is in print – again, that is to be expected. Music as all-encompassing as this can be heard, seen, thought of, felt in an infinite variety of ways. My hope, ultimately, is that these reflections on the suites will be taken for what they are intended to be: a continuation of a discussion that will endure for as long as we listen to music – as well as an act of homage to some of the greatest works ever composed.

         I am no musicologist, and am deeply grateful to the authors of the many articles and books that have helped me form an overview of the history and provenance of the suites. This is not in any way an academic tome. If the reader can read music, so much the better; but it is not essential. There is, in a few places, some very basic analysis of key moments xwithin the suites, because that was the only way I could find to describe those passages; but those analyses are short – and can be easily skipped, if they’re not to your taste. A glossary – to be glossed over, perhaps – is provided at the end of the book.

         This is not really a volume to be read all at once, but rather one to be used as a friendly companion before or after listening to (or playing) the suites. Or in the case of Part 6, perhaps even – horrors! How dare I suggest anything so sacrilegious? – while doing so. Shame on me – I’d better begin the book proper forthwith, before I further offend the God of Music that is Bach.xi

      

   


   
      
         
            The Magic of the Suites

         

         It is extraordinary how Bach’s cello suites, largely unknown for some two hundred years after their composition, have now captured the imaginations, minds and hearts of music-lovers all over the world. For cellists they represent a musical bible; for listeners, scarcely less. They are discussed, analysed, made the subject of fantasies, arguments and quarrels, appropriated by players of countless other instruments; and yet despite this overkill, and perhaps heightened by the lack of a manuscript in Bach’s hand or any definite information about the circumstances of their composition, they maintain their air of pristine mystery.

         The slightly frustrating thing about this sense of an inscrutable secret is that the suites themselves really aren’t that mysterious. They consist primarily of dance music, readily communicative, not especially complex; Bach, unlike some composers, did not seek to hide his message under a veil of convolution. It is, above all, deeply human music, telling an emotional story that should be easy to understand. So many editions (well over a hundred), so many recordings (well over two hundred) and too many words (probably millions) have somehow obscured the clarity of these wonderfully direct works. (This, of course, is why I’ve recorded the suites xii and am writing this book. Hmm. At least I’ve never done – and shall never do – an edition!) Is there a story behind the suites? Just possibly (more on that later). But above all, they consist of pure, unbelievably beautiful music, written by an eminently practical composer for the most basic of forces: one player on four strings, with a bow. They are inexhaustibly moving, because that composer was an incomparable genius who mastered every genre to which he turned his attention, blessed with a (musical) heart and vision that overflowed with just about every emotion known to man or woman – except, perhaps, for embarrassment …

         As you can probably gather from the above, my reaction to the suites is essentially an instinctive one. Of course, I study and read about them endlessly; every scrap of knowledge can help form an interpretation, and may perhaps add conviction to one’s performance. Ultimately, though, the truth lies within the music, not in anything outside it; and it is chiefly the emotional/dramatic/spiritual narrative of the suites, taking us on a vast journey, from peaceful meditation through deepest suffering to radiant exaltation, that I intend to examine here.

         First of all, however, some history, most of which I have gleaned, magpie-like, from various distinguished scholars. And a most fascinating – if at times bewildering – history it is …
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3
            PART 1

            J. S. Bach: A very brief biography

         

         Johann Sebastian Bach was born in the town of Eisenach (where Martin Luther had attended school about 190 years earlier) in 1685, on what was then 21 March but now, thanks to the change to the Gregorian calendar, answers to the name of 31 March. Bach’s family were almost all musicians; particularly appropriate, since their surname – aside from meaning ‘brook’ – is one of the few that can be entirely converted into musical notes (in the German system the letter B is used for the note we know as B flat, the letter H for our B natural). Orphaned before the age of ten, little Bach was taken in by an elder brother, Johann Christoph, an organist, who made a start on J. S.’s musical education; it can be assumed that the latter was a more than willing pupil. The obituary published a few years after Bach’s death – written by Johann Friedrich Agricola, a musical theoretician, in collaboration with the most famous of Bach’s four renowned composer sons, Carl Philipp Emanuel – tells us a rather charming, if sad, story. Shortly after commencing his studies, little Johann Sebastian longed to play more challenging pieces than those his brother was giving him. Having espied a manuscript volume of promising-looking keyboard works belonging to Johann Christoph, he begged to be allowed to 4learn them. His brother sternly prohibited it, and shut the volume away in a bookshelf secured with a latticed front. He had not reckoned, however, with the delicacy of little Bach’s hands; waiting until his brother was safely in bed, Johann Sebastian would steal up to the cupboard, push his fingers through the small holes, roll up the volume and extract it. Although he was not allowed a candle of his own (his brother sounds as strict as any father), he would copy the music on nights during which the moon shone through his window. Alas, scarcely had he completed the mammoth task, which had taken him six months, when Johann Christoph found out, and as a punishment hid both original and copy; our Bach had to wait many years, until after his brother’s lamented death, before he could recover them.

         Despite this setback, J. S.’s musical studies must have progressed brilliantly, and in 1703 he was engaged for his first proper job, as organist in the town of Arnstadt. It cannot be said to have gone smoothly, however. Bach was perhaps not the ideal employee: aside from his gripes about the musical idiocies of the town council, he managed during this time to get into an unseemly brawl with a bassoonist, who accused him of having insulted both his playing and his instrument; to take three months’ unauthorised leave; to quarrel with various students; and – ahem – to be accused of inviting a ‘stranger maiden’ to make music (!) in the church. (In later life, Bach forbade the telling of many stories from his early life. I wonder what else happened?) Furthermore, the council complained that at the organ Bach ‘mingled many strange tones’ to the chorale, thereby confusing the congregation. It 5must have been rather a relief to some of the Arnstadt councillors, if not to the music-lovers, when in 1707 Bach resigned and went to take up a new job in nearby Mühlhausen. Here, once his new employers had mastered his admittedly complicated surname (in the first of the few surviving documents they call him Herr Pach, in the second Herr Bache), things seem to have gone better. Nevertheless, the following year he accepted a more lucrative and prestigious offer of employment in a major town, Weimar, where he was to remain until 1717. Despite the brevity of Bach’s stay in Mühlhausen, one very important event in his life occurred there: he married his second cousin, Maria Barbara Bach.

         Bach’s life in Weimar appears to have been busy and successful: originally appointed as court organist and ‘chamber musician’, he was further honoured within a few years by the title of ‘Konzertmeister’. He was also paid to repair smaller keyboard instruments, and particularly to inspect the many organs being built or overhauled at churches in the area; moreover, he was becoming well known as a teacher. On the personal front, six of his children were born in Weimar (though that includes a pair of short-lived twins); these included the composers Wilhelm Friedemann and Carl Philipp Emanuel. He was on friendly terms with many musical celebrities (Georg Philipp Telemann stood as godfather to C. P. E.Bach); and he was mentioned in print for the first time, by Handel’s old friend/enemy Johann Mattheson (1681–1764). Many cantatas, and much of his organ music, were written during these years. Alas, after the death of his original employer, things gradually deteriorated, and late in 1717, Bach 6demanded to be released from his position, in somewhat tactless fashion – and was put in prison for almost a month. It can’t have been pleasant – and presumably the children were traumatised; but he was eventually freed, and dismissed in disgrace. Now he was at liberty to accept an even more lucrative offer (like most of the great composers, Bach was quite fond of money), at the court of Köthen.

         Here his employer was Prince Leopold, who was passionate about music; he sang, and played the violin, viola da gamba and harpsichord. Bach and Leopold were on such good terms that the prince agreed to be godfather to the last of Bach’s children with Maria Barbara, a boy auspiciously named Leopold Augustus (though sadly the infant did not profit from the name, perishing within a year). Even though religious compositions were rarely required, owing to the Prince being Calvinist (meaning that services were conducted without music) – and despite the lack of fine organs in the town – the position in Köthen seems to have been excellent for Bach. His appointment was as Kapellmeister, a step up from his positions in Weimar, and he seems to have been properly appreciated at last. Most of the few cantatas he wrote here were to celebrate birthdays and other festive occasions; but he was able to produce a large body of instrumental masterpieces that were – outwardly, at any rate – secular in character. It was here that he wrote, or at least completed, the works for solo violin (by 1720) and, by extension, presumably the cello suites; the ‘Brandenburg’ concertos; probably most of the first book of The Well-Tempered Clavier; and much else. 7

         But tragedy was to strike: in the summer of 1720, having accompanied his employer while Leopold took the waters at Karlsbad, Bach returned to find that his wife Maria Barbara had died in his absence, and was already buried. (This may perhaps have inspired him to compose the monumental Chaconne that concludes his D minor Partita for solo violin.) By the following year, however, life was already looking up; on 3 December 1721, he married his second wife, Anna Magdalena Wilcke, a singer who was twenty years his junior. It can be assumed that Bach celebrated in style, since he purchased three barrels of wine for the occasion. From the few hints one can glean from the scanty surviving correspondence, Anna Magdalena sounds wonderful: an accomplished and celebrated singer who gave frequent concerts with her husband, as well as copying out much of his music; a lover of plants and birds; and – one can conjecture – a kind stepmother, as well as loving mother. To assist her musical education, Bach compiled two generous volumes, known as the ‘Notebooks for Anna Magdalena Bach’ – mostly keyboard pieces, mingled with some vocal works. Anna Magdalena also, in her spare time, gave birth to no fewer than thirteen children – of whom, alas, only six survived into adulthood.

         It seems, as far as we can tell, to have been an immensely happy marriage – as, we are told, Bach’s first marriage had also been. Unfortunately, on the professional side, life was less rosy. Just eight days after Bach’s wedding, his employer (like Bach the first time around) married his cousin, the Princess Friderica; alas, she had no interest in music. From this point on, Bach’s relationship with Leopold seems to have 8deteriorated, and it is no surprise that in 1722 Bach should have applied for a vacant post in the great city of Leipzig. In a way, it was a downgrade, since he would be Kantor rather than Kapellmeister here (although he did officially retain his title of Kapellmeister of Köthen until Leopold’s death in 1728); but still, the role of Kantor at the Thomasschule – the school associated with the famous Thomaskirche – was significant by almost any standard, with duties far more varied and challenging than those at any of his previous tenures. He was by no means first choice for the post, the city council accepting him only unwillingly, after more ‘prestigious’ candidates, such as Telemann, had withdrawn. (The councillors even had the cheek to say that ‘since the best could not be obtained, mediocre ones would have to be accepted’.) Nevertheless – after emerging with flying colours from a religious examination conducted by two tough professors of theology – Bach was eventually offered the job, one of the bigwigs expressing the fervent hope that Bach’s music would not be ‘too theatrical’. In May 1723, Bach and his family – including by now the first of Anna Magdalena’s children – made their grand entrance into Leipzig in two carriages, preceded by their luggage carried in four wagons. (I hope that the councillor who worried about Bach’s theatrical tendencies wasn’t watching.)

         Predictably, Bach’s relations with his employers were less than perfect, but it is with Leipzig, where he was to remain for the rest of his life, that we chiefly associate him. He worked unimaginably hard, often producing a cantata a week, and for several years giving weekly concerts at a local 9coffee-house; tuning all the instruments of his orchestra, and leading the group from the violin or harpsichord; dazzling audiences and congregations with his organ-playing; training and conducting the choir from the Thomasschule, and giving instrumental lessons to some of them; travelling around to inspect organs in various towns; playing and singing with his family, as well as teaching them and many private pupils; working as musical director for the famous local university; acting as host for large entertainments, if one is to judge from the amount of crockery and cutlery he owned (C. P. E. Bach writes that no eminent musician would pass through Leipzig without visiting the household – ‘his house was like a beehive, and just as full of life’); getting involved with both the design and dissemination of new instruments (including, towards the end of his life, Gottfried Silbermann’s new fortepiano, which Bach praised and also helped to improve through his perceptive criticisms); taking care of his own instruments – we are told that nobody could tune a harpsichord or clavichord to his satisfaction other than himself; and above all, of course, composing, composing, composing – endlessly. It is said that it would take someone many years of twenty-four-hour-per-day labour just to write out the music Bach left behind – even leaving aside the plethora of missing works. Alongside around two hundred surviving cantatas (and undoubtedly many more than that, since a fair proportion of them have been lost), it was in Leipzig that he wrote, among innumerable other masterpieces, the St John and St Matthew Passions; most of the works for solo harpsichord and many for organ; oratorios 10and concertos; and, later, the ‘Goldberg’ variations, The Musical Offering, The Art of Fugue and the Mass in B minor. And yet he found time – and energy! – during these Leipzig years to do his bit towards co-producing twelve further children with Anna Magdalena. Miraculous.

         After twenty-seven years of these unparalleled achievements, Bach died from a stroke, blind (probably from diabetes) and presumably exhausted, on 28 July 1750. He was buried in Leipzig but, shockingly, soon lay largely forgotten; it was not until 1894 that the body – a body – was exhumed, from a site held by tradition to be the resting-place of the great Kantor, and subsequently buried for all to see and worship at the front of the (much-altered) Thomaskirche. The only slight problem is that it may not be Bach at all …

         In general, the story of Bach’s life and his subsequent reputation is not without controversy: it throws shame on some, glory on others. Shame on those who were so cavalier with his music as to have allowed so many of his works to be lost – probably around a hundred cantatas, many concertos and other instrumental works, and at least one Passion – as well as the manuscripts of countless pieces, including that of the cello suites; shame on critics and writers, from Bach’s contemporary Johann Adolph Scheibe onwards, who have accused him of writing turgid, over-intellectual music (can’t they hear the profound humanity, the fathomless compassion, the lovable humour?); much shame on the Leipzig councillors, who described him as ‘incorrigible’ and were already auditioning potential successors for his job the year before Bach actually 11died*; shame on those behind the decision to destroy – as late as 1903 – the buildings of the Thomasschule in which Bach lived and worked; and shame on those who did nothing for Bach’s impoverished last surviving child, Regina Susanna, who lived until 1809. (One of those who eventually tried to rectify this was Beethoven, who wanted to help ‘the daughter of the Immortal God of Harmony’, as he put it.) Glory, on the other hand, to Johann Nikolaus Forkel – musician, author and the so-called ‘father of musicology’ – for putting so much work into research for his pioneering biography of Bach; glory to Carl Philipp Emanuel, who seems to have made the most effort of all the children to preserve his father’s legacy. (The other sons were perhaps a bit less respectful; Johann Christian, the youngest son, was even said to have referred to his father as ‘The Old Wig’ – one hopes it was affectionately meant. And possibly explained by the fact that his father apparently described him as ‘stupid’ – also, one hopes, affectionately said … In any case, Mozart was very fond of J. C. Bach, so he can’t have been all bad.) Glory too to Baron van Swieten (1733–1803), early patron of C. P. E., who introduced Mozart, and presumably Haydn, to the music of J. S. Bach and Handel; glory to Felix Mendelssohn, whose passionate championship of Bach’s music, and whose revival of the St Matthew Passion in Berlin in 1829, when he was just twenty years old, proved a turning point; and, much later, glory to the 12Catalan cellist, conductor, composer and humanitarian Pablo/Pau Casals, who managed, through his fervent devotion and magnetic performances, to popularise the cello suites … 

         
            
[image: ]Two gentlemen to whom I should really pay royalties for use of their material in this book: Johann Nikolaus Forkel (1749–1818), whose marvellously appreciative and informative biography of Bach – the first to be written – appeared in 1802.13

            

         

         
            
[image: ]And Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach (1714–88), who supplied Forkel with much of his information, and wrote there and elsewhere about his father with all due deference. (And was a major, albeit utterly different, composer in his own right, his music and writings having a strong influence on Haydn, Mozart, even Beethoven.)

            

         

         
            *Bach wasn’t always charming to them either, it must be admitted; in one rather shocking letter, for instance, he complains that the healthy winds that year have robbed him of fees for playing at funerals.
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            PART 2

            The Genesis of the Suites

         

         According to the great humanitarian, theologist, organist and Bach scholar Albert Schweitzer, Bach ‘answered ALL the questions brought up by his students’. Lucky students, is all I can say. Would that he could visit us now, if only for a few hours, in order to enlighten us; but given that that is rather unlikely, all we can do is look at all the many doubts, uncertainties and queries revolving around the suites, and get as close as possible to answers – which, I have to warn you, will not always be very close. Oh well – we can but try. Here goes:

         WHY …

… did Bach write the suites?

         What could have prompted Bach to write for unaccompanied cello? Annoyingly, there is all too much that we shall (probably) never know about this. There was already quite a bit of music for unaccompanied cello in existence, by composers such as Giuseppe Colombi (1635–94) – his Chiacona for ‘basso solo’ (presumably a close relative, at least, of the cello) – and Domenico Gabrielli (1659–90) – his famous Ricercari. As the names imply, however, the phenomenon 16seems to have been confined exclusively to Italy, and it is unlikely that Bach, who was never to venture beyond his own small corner of eastern Germany, would have known, or even known of, these works. (He did know, and actually transcribed, some of the music of Vivaldi, who by the time Bach wrote the suites had already embarked on his series of cello concertos – twenty-seven or twenty-eight at the last count; but Bach was presumably unaware of these works, since they were not published at this time. Incidentally, Bach omitted, as far as we’re aware, to write a single cello concerto himself – frustrating.) So why did Bach consider the cello a suitable instrument for unaccompanied music? He wrote no ‘continuo’ (i.e. accompanied) sonatas – a far more common genre – for us cellists; only these suites for a lonely cello, as well as many wonderful orchestral parts, including several ‘obbligato’ accompaniments to vocal arias.

         Although there seems to have been no precedent in German-speaking countries for unaccompanied cello works, there were quite a few such pieces for solo violin. Apart from the one that is most famous today, the unaccompanied Passacaglia that concludes the celebrated series of ‘Mystery’ sonatas (with continuo, aside from that movement) by Heinrich Biber (1644–1704), there were compositions for solo violin by several other Germanic composers. As a young man in Weimar Bach may well have known a violinist/composer called Johann Paul von Westhoff, who is said to have been the first to publish music for unaccompanied violin. Even earlier was Thomas Baltzar, who had been born in Bach’s area, in the city of Lübeck, in 1631. He seems, in fact, to have specialised 17in dazzling people with his works for the unaccompanied instrument, receiving a five-star review from Pepys’ nearest rival diarist, John Evelyn, after the latter heard him playing in London on 4 March 1656:

         
            so perfect & skillful as there was nothing so crosse & perplex … In Summ, he plaid on that single Instrument a full Consort.

         

         So there were at least models for Bach’s famous violin sonatas and partitas; and Bach’s own manuscript of these works describes them as ‘Libro 1’, leaving open the distinct possibility that he may have thought of the cello suites as the second book of a two-part musical tome. (It’s also possible, however, that the six sonatas for violin and keyboard were supposed to comprise ‘Libro 2’.) But whether or not conceived as a vast whole, the sets for solo violin and cello are very separate, the violin sonatas – as opposed to partitas – in particular far more densely written, with their complex fugues. The partitas are also markedly different from the cello suites, in terms both of string writing and of form. I have often wondered what the distinction is between a partita and a suite, since both are more-or-less large-scale compositions comprising several dance movements. In the case of these particular works, at any rate, I believe that the difference is that the violin partitas are freer in design than the cello suites. Only the third Partita opens with a Prelude; and to the second, the D minor, Bach appends the mighty Chaconne. The suites, in contrast, are in fixed six-movement form, each beginning with a Prelude; only the two-dance sets that make 18up the fifth movement vary in genre, those of the first two suites being Minuets, those of suites 3 and 4 Bourrées, 5 and 6 Gavottes.

         So there are formal and technical differences between the violin and cello works; but there is also a basic difference in atmosphere. Bach was apparently an excellent violinist, at least until his later years (and also an accomplished violist, like so many great composers: Haydn, Mozart, Beethoven, Mendelssohn, Dvořák, Hindemith, Bridge and Britten, among others); but there is no evidence that he played the cello. The solo violin works make full use of four-note chords and contrapuntal textures in a way that Bach does not attempt with the cello, the result being that the cello suites seem to be somehow more intimate, conceived not as concert pieces (or teaching pieces, as Bach’s contemporaries seem largely to have considered the violin works), but more as meditations.

         On the other hand, it’s also true that the writing for cello is perfectly suited to the innate qualities of the instrument – as much as if not more so than in any subsequent compositions. So who, if anybody, was advising Bach?

         For WHOM …

… might the suites have been written?

         Well, it is possible, even though undocumented, that Bach played the cello himself. Curiously, in one of the few pictures dating from Bach’s lifetime that was at one point believed to portray the great man, a family group depicting a father 19and three sons, ‘Bach’ is holding a cello (albeit a small one – perhaps a violoncello piccolo); but since the portrait seems unlikely in the end to be of the man himself, that is probably a red herring.

         In Weimar Bach had in his orchestra two cellists (and only three violinists, not including Bach himself), so it is certainly possible that one of them may have given him the idea for the suites. The two most likely candidates, however, are two men who worked with Bach in Köthen: first would be the famous gamba player Christian Ferdinand Abel, for whose daughter Bach stood as godfather. (Abel’s son was much later to found the famous Bach–Abel concerts in London with Bach’s youngest son, Johann Christian.) The main problem with this theory is that it would necessitate Abel senior having doubled as a cellist – for which there is no real evidence. It is true that he is in some modern sources described as a cellist (and even violinist) as well as gamba player; this is probably, however, because he played the ‘violoncello piccolo’, which is a very different instrument from the real cello – in some ways more like a gamba than a cello. The portrait mentioned above, of the gentleman holding a violoncello piccolo, may well in fact be Abel with three of his children. The other obvious candidate would be the cellist of Bach’s Kapelle at Köthen, Bernhard Lienecke, about whom we know very little. (Although, in an intriguing morsel of trivia, we do know that he stood as godfather at a christening in Köthen in September 1721; two of the other godparents on this occasion were Bach and Anna Magdalena – the first time their names are listed next to each other.) 20

         Or perhaps it was just that Bach, with his restless curiosity, became aware of the possibilities of this emerging instrument, the cello, and wanted to write for it. Again – we shall never know for certain.

         For WHAT …

… instrument were the suites intended?

         Well – cello, presumably; but alas, it isn’t quite as simple as that. (It rarely is in this story.) For a start, the mainstream cellos that Bach would have known – now thought of as baroque cellos – were markedly dissimilar to our modern instruments: the neck and fingerboard were shorter, the strings made of other materials, the overall set-up different. But, more confusingly, the term ‘violoncello’* was loosely used at that time; in addition to the baroque cello, it covered a variety of other, related instruments. We are used to seeing today’s players of the baroque cello holding it between their knees, without the modern ‘spike’, or ‘endpin’†; but some of

         21these other instruments were placed on a cushioned chair, or held on the shoulder (must have been uncomfortable, even if they were smaller than normal cellos). There were several of these now mostly obsolete animals around at the time: the aforementioned violoncello piccolo (as implied, a small cello), for which Bach wrote quite a few parts in cantatas; the violoncello da braccia – braccia meaning ‘arm’, as opposed to gamba, meaning ‘leg’ (as in the viola da gamba); the viola da spalla (or violoncello da spalla), spalla meaning ‘shoulder’; the viola pomposa; etc. Further muddying the waters, some of the names may have been interchangeable: for instance, both the violoncello da braccia and the violoncello da spalla may in fact have been the same instrument as a violoncello piccolo.

         In three of the four eighteenth-century copies of the Bach suites, they are unequivocally described as being for cello; but in what is probably the earliest copy, by Johann Peter Kellner (1705–72), the title page announces ‘Sechs suonaten pour le viola de basso’. However, since he gets the title wrong and can’t even stick to one language, perhaps one can discount his evidence. (To be fair, Kellner’s description of the suites as ‘sonatas’ – which would not as a rule contain dances – was a common error; even C. P. E. Bach made the same mistake.) Anyway, since the first four suites are not only written for the normal range of the cello, but exploit the sonic potential of the instrument (bar any special effects, such as pizzicato) to its fullest and most perfect extent, it feels like a pretty safe bet to assume that they were written for the (baroque) cello as we know and love it – even if Bach might not 22have objected to the suites being played on those other instruments. Thereafter, things appear to become a little more complicated – but only at first glance. The fifth suite calls for ‘scordatura’, i.e. the retuning of a string – in this case the top string, the A, being tuned down to a G. (This means that in most copies, all the notes that are to be played on what was the A string, but is now an upper G string, are notated a tone higher than they sound, in order to help the cellist to put his or her fingers in the right place.) The practice of scordatura wasn’t unusual, however – Biber, for instance, uses it as if there were no tomorrow; it can dramatically transform the sonorities of a string instrument. Then we come to the sixth suite, for which Bach specifies a five-string instrument, with an E string a fifth above the A. This could possibly signify that Bach expected it to be played on a violoncello piccolo (which frequently, though not always, featured just such an upper E string), or on one of those other forgotten instruments. On the other hand, though, there certainly were several five-string cellos around; I think it is more likely that it was written for one of those. Proponents of the violoncello piccolo theory for this suite point to the inventory of string instruments left by Bach after his death; they include both a cello and a ‘bassettgen’, which may well be yet another name for a violoncello piccolo. That was, however, some thirty years after the suites were probably composed (see below), so it doesn’t prove much. Furthermore, there’s no score by Bach that specifies ‘violoncello piccolo’ until his Leipzig years, so were he to have had the piccolo in mind for the sixth suite, that would imply that it was composed somewhat later than 23the other suites. As it is, for those of us cellists not enamoured of the sound of a five-string cello, or unable to get hold of one, we just struggle along with our four strings, going high up the A string where necessary. I can’t say it’s easy – but it’s eminently possible; and at least we have an excuse for playing out of tune …

         Anyway, the whole argument would probably have seemed futile to Bach, who seems to have been happy to arrange his works for any instrumental combination that was practical.

         
            
[image: ]This is supposedly a violoncello with five strings; personally, I feel that the player – said to be Francesco Alborea, also known as ‘Franciscello’, the earliest superstar cellist – should concentrate more on how he’s going to make a nice sound with a playing position like that and less on looking into the camera.

            

         

         24And then there’s the bow: on whichever instrument Bach’s contemporaries played, the bow would have been very different from the one used by today’s ‘modern’ players. The baroque bow was more curved than later ones, which gradually (via the ‘classical’ bow) evolved into today’s flatter contour. It would also have been lighter, and the two ends (the ‘heel’ – commonly known, for some reason, as the ‘frog’ – and the ‘point’) would have looked quite dissimilar to their modern counterparts. These disparities mean that early bows are pretty far removed, both in appearance and in feel, from those we know and love today; and consequently they are employed in a very different way. Theories about how bows were used in Bach’s time seem to be changing all the time – both concerning how they might have been held, and which bowings would have constituted the norm. For instance, conventional wisdom had us believe for many years that in baroque music all supposedly heavier notes – including practically all the first beats of bars – needed to be played with a down-bow, the lighter ones on an up-bow. However, a few people have now pointed out that the cellists whom Bach knew in Weimar and Köthen may well have held the bow from beneath, in the old gamba style, rather than from above; and it turns out that the rather restrictive down-bow/up-bow, heavy/light rule does not apply to cellists using the ‘underhand’ technique. (This development pleases me: I’ve always felt that the only natural way to begin both the third and fourth suites was with an up-bow – and have been criticised for it, especially by certain students. Now I can thumb my generously proportioned nose at such jibes. Ha.) On the other hand – or rather, on 25the same, right hand – some differences between baroque and modern bows remain important, no matter how Bach’s cellists might have held the former. Such differences include the contrast between the baroque bow’s predilection for on-the-string bowing, albeit frequently punctuated by flights into the air in order to return to the heel, and the modern bow’s tendency to jump away from the string at a moment’s notice to produce a staccato articulation. Here the arguments about what is more appropriate for the Bach suites continue to rage, the extreme proponents of modern-type bowing declaring that they no more want to go back in time in terms of musical technique than they do with hygiene (i.e. washing perhaps once a week, and being beset with lice), the ‘historically informed’ obsessives declaring that there is no way to understand Bach’s music without fully recreating the performance practices of his day. (For what it’s worth, I stand somewhere in the middle – fascinated by what I know of baroque bowing conventions, but on the other hand glad of the freedom for my bow to dance its way into the ether when it feels like doing so. Regarding that behaviour of my bow in some movements, I can only fall back on Haydn’s answer to those who criticised him for writing such cheerful religious music: when he thought of God’s mercy, he explained, ‘I could not suppress my joy, but gave vent to my happy spirits.’ Exactly how my bow feels in, for instance, some of the Courantes and Gigues.)

         
            
[image: ]A ‘baroque’-type bow (actually made in the late twentieth century).26

            

         

         
            
[image: ]A ‘classical’ bow.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]A ‘modern’ bow (dating from the early 1800s). All these bows are from my collection.

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Here we have a lady using an underhand bow-hold, with a gentleman looking on approvingly (though it’s hard to tell whether it’s actually the bow-hold of which he approves …).27

            

         

         
            
[image: ]And here we have another gentleman with a (rather odd) overhand bow-hold, looking thoroughly pleased with himself – as well he might: he is Giacobbe Basevi detto il Cervetto, no less, an Italian/English/Jewish cellist and composer who was born in 1680 and died in 1783 – at the age of 102.

            

         

         
28WHEN …

… were the suites written?

         Given the lack of an original manuscript, it is impossible to date the cello suites exactly. It has always been assumed that they were written during the Köthen years, in the course of which Bach produced so much of his instrumental music; but one cannot rule out the possibility of them having been conceived, at least, during the Weimar period. It is also fairly likely that they were revisited later in Leipzig; Bach frequently revised his works, or in some cases made new versions of them. Even though the earliest surviving copy probably dates from as late as 1726, we can surmise that the suites had probably been composed, at least in their first version, by the time Bach left Köthen. His own manuscript of the works for solo violin, specifying them as ‘Book 1’, is dated 1720; in the much later volume that contains Anna Magdalena’s copy of the cello suites, they follow straight on from her copy of the violin sonatas and partitas, and are specifically labelled as ‘Part 2’. Therefore, we can rather guardedly accept that both sets of masterpieces were probably conceived and written at roughly the same time. On the other hand, it is just possible (see above) that Bach intended the sixth suite to be played on the aforementioned violoncello piccolo – or even a viola pomposa, an instrument that was probably not even in existence until around 1725. So, questions remain – what a surprise!

         Anyway, as a musician I feel that the precise date really doesn’t matter that much, other than to historians. What does matter to us players, however, is the reliability of the several 29early sources available to us; and oy vey – that is a veritable can of musical worms …

         WHICH …

… of those sources can we trust to have faithfully reproduced Bach’s original?

         Hmm … are you sitting comfortably? Assuming that you are, let’s begin by listing the ones we have:

         
            Generally referred to as Manuscript A is the copy made by Anna Magdalena Bach and dated (through the paper used) to some time between 1727 and 1731. It formed part of the collection of a violinist named Herr Schwanberger (good name); it’s likely that he commissioned – i.e. paid for – the copy. This manuscript was originally bound together with a copy of the solo violin sonatas and partitas, also in Anna Magdalena’s hand. It is on the title page of this source that a note in Herr Schwanberger’s writing describes the violin works as ‘Pars 1’, the cello ones as ‘Pars 2’; this same page also tells us that the music is ‘composée par S. J. S. Bach’ and ‘écrite par Madame Bachen son Epouse’.

            Another copy, known as Manuscript B but thought to have been made earlier than A, is in the hand of Johann Peter Kellner, the organist (and possibly something of a violinist, but that’s uncertain) mentioned above. Kellner knew Bach, and may have studied with him at one point. Like Anna Magdalena, he copied the 30solo violin works as well, his version of them being dated 3 July 1726; it would seem that the cello works were written out around the same time.

            Next comes a composite manuscript, known to its intimate friends as Manuscript C, the first part prepared by a horn player named Johann Nikolaus Schober (c.1721–1807), the second (the new scribe taking over in the middle of a bar – curious) by that most widely employed of copyists, Anonymous. This version probably (how often that dreaded word, along with its boon companions ‘maybe’, ‘presumably’ and ‘possibly’, occurs within this history) dates from the 1760s – i.e. some years after Bach’s death. Schober worked at the Prussian court in Berlin alongside C. P. E. Bach, so we can fairly safely assume that he was copying from a source owned by the latter (see below). Manuscript C was at one point owned by another organist, Johann Christian Westphal (1773–1829), whose father, a music-dealer, had known C. P. E. Bach in Hamburg, where C. P. E. spent his last twenty years.

            Also copied by Anonymous – but a different member of the tribe – Manuscript D hails from Hamburg and dates from the late years of the eighteenth century. It closely resembles Manuscript C, and was probably (aargh) commissioned by C. P. E.’s daughter, Anna Karoline Philippina Bach (1747–1804).

         

         So there we have the four earliest surviving copies of the suites. Since Manuscripts C and D were created during the 31second half of the eighteenth century rather than during Bach’s lifetime, it’s tempting to dismiss them as less relevant; but as it turns out, they have as good a claim as manuscripts A and B to be faithful reproductions of Bach’s original – maybe …

         Then we have several other versions to consider:

         
            Bach’s original manuscript – or manuscripts? LOST.

            A copy owned by C. P. E. Bach, from which Manuscripts C and D must (almost certainly) have been copied. LOST.

            An autograph of the transcription made by Bach of the fifth suite, transposed into G minor, for lute (a.k.a. the third lute suite). One might think that this would simplify things, but it turns out that, interesting though it is to see how Bach both harmonises and embellishes the music, in the matter of articulation (which constitutes the major difference between the sources) it complicates matters still further. Of course …

            Finally, there is in addition the beautiful manuscript, in J. S.’s own magisterial hand, of the violin solo sonatas and partitas, which one has to examine for comparison during the search to discover what Bach might actually have written into the manuscript(s) of the cello suites.

         

         And, not that it’s much use (except to scholars seeking to understand how Bach was performed in the early nineteenth century), there’s also the heavily edited first edition of the suites prepared by a French cellist called Louis-Pierre 32Norblin; this did not appear until 1824 – so around a hundred years after their composition. Norblin had somehow heard about the suites; perhaps he’d read Forkel’s biography of Bach, in which they are described as being of equal value to the violin works. In a preface to his edition, Norblin congratulates himself on having found the manuscript, after a long search in Germany; however, it seems pretty certain that the manuscript he’d found was either the one owned by C. P. E. (in which case there is a small chance that it was the – an – autograph) or manuscript C or D. Anyway, Monsieur Norblin distorts the music with his addition of masses of tempo indications, slurs and dynamics which, even if some of them may make a certain musical sense, are just not necessary; we players need to get closer to Bach’s original, not further away from it – and then make our musical decisions for ourselves. He doesn’t even get the title right, designating them as ‘Six Sonates ou Etudes pour le Violoncello Solo’. Studies indeed …

         ‘Anyway,’ I hear you say, ‘what’s the problem? You lucky cellists have four early sources; you just read them all, decide which suits you best – and hey presto, you have a valid reading of the suites.’ Well, yes and no; but mostly no. When one plays music as great as this, attention to each and every detail is what separates a true, speaking performance from an average, run-of-the-mill one; divining and following the composer’s intentions – not necessarily literally, but absolutely faithfully, in what one feels to be the spirit and language of the music – is the chief duty of the interpreter. And that is an exact science, not a matter for blind guesswork. In 33order to provide convincing interpretations, we need to be convinced.

         ‘Ah, but are a few disparities that important?’ I hear you continue (my imagination has good hearing). Well – yes, they are. Actually, strange to say, it’s not really the different notes that matter the most here. There is certainly a wide range of contradictory readings of various notes or chords to be found, but in most cases these are either alternative viable possibilities or obvious errors that can be quite easily corrected. Of course, there is much room for discussion, but nothing (I’d say) that lies at the true heart of interpretation. For example, here is the ending of a bar from the Prelude to the first suite, where Anna Magdalena and Kellner have the following:
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