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         This book is not intended for sophisticated music aficionados although even they might find it enlightening. It is designed for novice followers of classical music and those who as yet remain blissfully ignorant of its allure. The most reluctant of readers will probably refuse to be converted to the love of Bach & Co.; nevertheless, its contents might prove useful even to them: in the worst case, it will give them a chance to dazzle an accidental audience with their refined knowledge.

      

   


   
      
         
            Preface
   

         

         What makes a musical hit? Simply speaking, it is a piece of music which pops into our head unawares and we start humming it while shaving or taking a walk, without really knowing where it came from. It is a tune we are all familiar with, without necessarily realising who composed it. It does not have to be an outstanding oeuvre: all it takes is a lively tune, a rousing rhythm, some undefined quality which makes it popular.

         Classical music, however, is often characterised by the fact that the most popular and famous tunes cannot be hummed; thus whistling in the shower cannot be treated as an indicator of their star quality. The best endorsement for a composition is whether its presence in the programme attracts an audience to the concert. If so, we have a hit in the making.

         Poland is probably unique among civilised countries in describing classical music as “serious”. This is a terrible definition: music is either good or bad and there is no reason why classical music should be considered more worthy than other, “non-serious” genres.

         Poland has, however, one major contribution in the area of classical music hits: the first such hit in the modern sense of the word was A Maiden’s Prayer composed by Tekla Badarzewska-Baranowska who died in 1861. This musical miniature was performed for over half a century on the piano by all well bred young ladies the world over. It appeared on the soundtrack to the film Hi-Lo Country and was included by Kurt Weill in his opera Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny. Badarzewska was even honoured by having one of the volcano craters on Venus named after her!

         These days, this forgotten musical trifle would not be heard at all if it had not been for the Japanese who published a CD of Badarzewska’s works in 2007, probably due to their incurable love of Chopin.

         In pop music a hit will often emerge when a new performer picks up, dusts off and rearranges a piece years after it first appeared on the scene. Consider, for instance, the Shoop Shoop Song. Originally recorded in 1964 by Betty Everett, it appeared under many covers but did not become a world hit till the Cher version in 1991. Bob Marley’s highly accomplished original version of I Shot the Sheriff was virtually unknown until it was made into a hit by Eric Clapton. The most extreme example of this could well be Asereje (The Ketchup Song). The first, extremely insipid version by the band Monkey Circus went unnoticed and it was only the incredibly energetic recording by Las Ketchup that made it into a worldwide hit, albeit a short-lived one.

         The hits in classical music are usually the original compositions, although exceptions occur. The musical instrument most widely associated with Spain is the guitar, hence the work of the greatest Spanish composers writing for the piano, like Albéniz or Granados, or for the orchestra, like Manuel de Falla, is mostly known to us from its transcriptions for the classical guitar. The number of arrangements for other instruments is also an indicator of a work’s popularity and often establishes it as a hit.

         The hit status of a classical composition can also be measured by the frequency of its appearance in movie soundtracks. The pride of place among composers is taken by Mozart, whose works appeared in nearly 300 films, as well as Beethoven, Tchaikovsky, Vivaldi, Bach and Wagner, each of which has over 200 films to his name. When discussing actual compositions, top places are taken by Eine Kleine Nachtmusik by Mozart, The Blue Danube byStraussandVivaldi’s The Four Seasons, with Orff’s O Fortuna running a close second.

         There are two more indicators of a work’s hit quality in recent years (especially among the younger generation): the number of downloads as a ringtone and the frequency of its appearance in commercials. On one day only, while writing this book, I heard all four of the above mentioned compositions, as well as another five: Rossini’s The Barberof Seville and William Tell overtures; Ride of the Valkyries by Wagner; In the Hall of the Mountain King by Grieg and Sunrise from Thus Spoke Zarathustra by Strauss. Each of them accompanied the commercials for various products: from beer, furniture and supermarket network to perfume, deodorants and cars. It’s hardly surprising, as music is the second (after humour) factor attracting television audiences to advertising, far more successful than the participation of celebrities. It does say something when the world’s largest companies plump for classical, not pop, music to accompany their highly polished and sleek multi-million dollar advertising campaigns!

         A friend of mine, when overcome with joy, used to hum tunefully “Tralala, tralala, is it love?”, totally unaware that he was intoning the beginning of Mozart’s Symphony in G minor K. 550. We are all familiar with the tune of Schiller’s Ode to Joy since Poland’s accession to the European Union; but not many are aware that it is a part of the last movement of Beethoven’s 9th Symphony in Dminor, Op. 125. My purpose in this book is to acquaint the reader with these and other classical music hits, from short, one-minute miniatures to longer compositions lasting for over an hour.

         Every pop chart has its own internal logic, part of which is that it does not necessarily include outstanding works. Do not be surprised, therefore, to find a trifle like Für Elise among the list for Beethoven but not the Missa solemnis. The former, a bagatelle by the grand old man of Vienna, is, after all, widely familiar; whereas the magnificent, monumental Mass is aimed at sophisticated music lovers and, in spite of its grandeur, cannot be classified as a hit.

         To summarise: this book is not a list of a particular composer’s greatest works but those enjoying widest popularity.

         The reader might also be surprised at the relatively modest listing of the works of Chopin and Mozart. This is due to the fact that few of Chopin’s compositions are distinguished in some particular fashion; to be fair, all his etudes, preludes, mazurkas, ballades and nocturnes should be listed as musical hits. Mozart is a similar case.

         Nota bene, 100 Hits of Classical Music is not a pop chart but a catalogue of the most popular works. A pop chart intrinsically awards prizes and establishes a winning order, as is the case on the radio when the most popular songs of a given week are being surveyed. The Rolling Stone magazine’s list of the 500 most popular songs of all time, however, leaves room for serious doubt. Although most of the items contained in it deserve to be there, their ranking order is, not surprisingly, the subject of fierce arguments. What criteria were used by the group of 172 critics and musicians to decide which song scored higher: (I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction by The Rolling Stones, Hey Jude by The Beatles or Clapton’s Layla? A classification like this defeats the object; artistic creation is not a sport, there are no medals to be awarded. Whose masterpiece should be considered worthy of the top prize: Bach’s, Mozart’s, Chopin’s? It’s irrelevant. And so this book lists a hundred hits in alphabetical order of the composer’s name and no attempt is made to categorise them in any way.

         The “100” of the title should be taken with a pinch of salt – occasionally, some other equally popular works which didn’t make it into the hundred are mentioned. The links featured at the end of each chapter enable the reader to quickly find and listen to the piece under discussion on YouTube. It might happen that a particular recording has been taken off but the name of the composer and title of the work will ensure that the piece can easily be found elsewhere.

         The section on each composition includes short information on its composer, the circumstances and interesting facts surrounding its creation, as well as interesting arrangements and best recordings, since the most popular pieces of classical music are available in dozens of interpretations by both great and mediocre performers. Unfortunately, not even a famous name will guarantee that their particular interpretation will suit our taste, although it is a pretty good criterion on which to base our choice when buying an unfamiliar work. To avoid being discouraged by classical music, we should listen to it at first as performed by the best artists since the mediocre, cheap recordings such as those foisted on the unsuspecting public by the press in the form of “free gifts” with editions of newspapers and magazines, can put one off the classics for good. As we become more informed on the subject, it is possible, even desirable, to start comparing the interpretations by different performers. This is yet another feature differentiating classical and popular music: whereas in pop and rock we are always on the lookout for new pieces, in classics we rarely search for new compositions, preferring instead to listen to fresh interpretations of the familiar (after amassing a basic collection of recordings, of course).

         Only instrumental excerpts of vocal music (overtures or orchestral suites) are included in this book; operatic arias and lieder deserve a separate publication of their own.

          
   

         Related link:

         A Maiden’s Prayer: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rxeEbO47QSw

      

   


   
      
         
            
Suite española (Spanish suite), Op. 47 

Albéniz, Isaac (1860-1909)
   

         

         Albéniz, along with Enrique Granados and Manuel de Falla, is one of the most prominent Spanish composers with a talent equal to that of Mozart and is considered to be Spain’s greatest child prodigy. At the age of four, he was already a concert pianist and by the age of seven – an expert composer. He was forever running away from home and being escorted back by the police until, at the age of twelve, he stowed away on a ship heading for the United States. When caught, he persuaded the captain not to return him to Spain. He sailed to Buenos Aires and then to Havana, where he supported himself by playing the piano. He then managed to convince his father, who found him there, to allow him to travel on his own to the United States. He was only thirteen years of age!

         He roamed the world for a period of time, earning a living by giving concerts and “playing for his supper” when necessary. He was an extraordinary pianist. When faced with playing a piano tuned two tones too low while giving a concert with an orchestra in some venue of dubious repute, he performed faultlessly in the right pitch. Had it been a question of half a tone, the task would have been feasible (Beethoven came across a similar challenge while playing his Piano Concerto No. 2 and obviously coped perfectly) but to perform flawlessly on a piano mistuned by two tones is simply mind-blowing.

         Albéniz’s music is so thoroughly Spanish in character that most of his work is known from its transcription for the classical guitar. It represents the standard repertoire of classical guitarists and is performed much more frequently than many famous pieces written especially for that instrument.

         The first arrangements of Albéniz’s work for the guitar were carried out by the virtuoso composer Francisco Tárrega, who revolutionised the guitar playing techniques, as a result of which Andrés Segovia was able to introduce this instrument to concert halls worldwide. Albéniz himself frequently stated that he definitely prefered Tárrega arrangements of his work to his own.

         The suite opens with Granada: full of melancholy, one of the most beautiful melodies composed by Albéniz, giving the impression of an uncomplicated, technically straightforward composition; in reality a finger breaking experience for the performer. Film buffs can listen to the guitar version in Woody Allen’s Vicky Christina Barcelona where Granada is the musical theme assisting Javier Bardem in his seduction of Vicky.

         The third part of the cycle is Sevilla, based on Andalusian tunes and rhythms, whose unbelievable exuberance barely lets the audience hold their seats. It represents an apotheosis of life in the city of flamenco, cante jondo, infinite enjoyment and love. No wonder Arthur Rubinstein, acclaimed by the Spanish to be the best foreign performer of their music, played it on the piano with such passion and vigour. Those wishing to hear a version other than the original or that for the guitar should listen to Jascha Heifetz’s rendition of his own transcription for the violin.

         Asturias, the most frequently performed and best known part of the suite, was included in the cycle by the publisher, who added several pieces to it against the composer’s wishes. This was a thoughtless act since Albéniz’s intention in most of his collections, including the Spanish Suite, was to convey the character and atmosphere of specific locations in Spain; whereas Asturias with its Andalusian flamenco rhythms, has nothing in common with the actual region of Asturia in the north-western corner of the country and is not an example of illustrative music. This is probably the reason why it is most often performed in the guitar version under the title Leyenda (The Legend).

         The monotonous piano staccato converts to the guitar as an equally electrifying exercise in independent action of the fingers and thumb of the right hand. Andrés Segovia’s virtuoso transcription and performance conveys the impression of listening to not one but two guitars being played.

         Apart from Segovia, John Williams is an unrivalled performer of this piece; Manuel Barrueco and Julian Bream also deserve attention.

         The original piano version is best interpreted by Alicia de Larrocha and by Arthur Rubinstein, who recorded the best known parts of the suite only.

         Asturias is often a source of inspiration for rock and pop musicians; the first rock band to draw on it were The Doors in Spanish Caravan. The guitar version frequently appears in commercials – the most recent example being the advert for Mercedes CLA-Class.

         Another of Albéniz’s hits is worth mentioning here – Córdoba, the fourth part of the collection Chants d’Espagne, Op. 232. It leads us onto the streets of Córdoba and hence to the La Mezquita mosque which is one of the most splendid monuments to the Islamic culture in Europe. After Córdoba was recaptured by Christian forces, a gothic cathedral was erected in the centre of the mosque. When faced with such an act of barbarism, King Charles V is quoted to have said: “You have built here what you or anyone might have built anywhere else, but you have destroyed what was unique in the world”.

         The peaceful introduction takes us into the interior of the temple and ends with a nostalgic procession of flageolets. The succeeding main theme, based on Andalusian rhythms, develops in waves of emotion, the rise and fall of tension mirroring the stormy history of the city.

         All guitarists of note have recorded Córdoba, but the rendition by John Williams is unparalleled.

         There is a treat in store for those who would like to discover just how flexible and open to transcription Albéniz’s music is: the film Iberia by Carlos Saura. All the hits discussed previously are to be found there, as well as the principal compositions of the composer’s main cycle under the same title as the film. They are mostly adapted in the flamenco style, with its characteristic dance and cante jondo, but there are also jazz-like versions and transcriptions for various instruments. For example, Asturias, the most famous guitar hit, can be watched and heard in an arrangement for the cello accompanied by a tap dancing ballet ensemble, a true gem! Granada appears in both the original piano version with flamenco dancing and as a love song. The whole is illustrated by the photos of the composer and dances ranging from flamenco to modern. It is a real feast for the eyes and ears!

          
   

         Related links:

         Granada (de Larrocha): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t1-umzoIw1o

         Granada (Williams): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rdb9efEXz8o

         Sevilla (de Larrocha): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zzijARS9LdU

         Sevilla (Williams): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HD07JElkIR8

         Asturias (de Larrocha): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yhhmGmD_Eec&feature=related

         Asturias (Williams): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oEfFbuT3I6A

         Córdoba (de Larrocha): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4NpmbQJM49s

         Córdoba (Williams): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mysRRddARXk

      

   


   
      
         
            
Adagio in G minor for violin, strings and organ 

Albinoni, Tomaso (1671-1751)
   

         

         Albinoni, who lived at the turn of the 17th
       and 18th
       centuries, was one of the greatest Italian composers of the late Baroque era, the author of over fifty operas, countless concertos and sonatas; in spite of that, he is universally remembered solely as the composer of Adagio, the piece most frequently played at funerals. Ironically, Adagio was not the work of his genius; he only composed the figured bass portion and the remainder, that is the beautiful melody played on the strings, was added in the middle of the 20th
       century by Remo Giazotto who then published the entire work under Albinoni’s name. Giazotto, an Italian musicologist and composer, whose principal undertaking was to catalogue Albinoni’s work, for some reason maintained initially that Adagio was a movement of an unknown sonata by an old Italian master. Eventually, he admitted to being the author of the melody superimposed on the bass part by the Baroque composer.

         And so Albinoni became world famous centuries after his death due to a composition which, to all intents and purposes, he did not create; now that is a class act!

         Adagio can be heard not just at funerals and (increasingly less frequently) in concert halls; it’s been utilised by the rock band The Doors and is currently performed by the pop singer Lara Fabian and the Il Divo quartet. There are numerous arrangements for various solo instruments and ensembles, but they are largely ill-advised affairs, bar a few exceptions.

         In films, Adagio appears either in its unadulterated form as in Fucking Amal, The Doors or Rollerball or it is bordering on plagiarism – in the final part of the soundtrack to Surviving Picasso.

         Herbert von Karajan was an unremitting proponent of Adagio; it was thanks to his efforts that it became a worldwide hit. His recording with the Berliner Philharmoniker is to be highly recommended, therefore: faultless in sound, majestic and impeccable which, apart from the first-class quality of the orchestra, is undoubtedly due to his penchant for playing everything as slowly as possible. The CD includes other classical music hits: Air on the G String by Bach and Canon in D by Pachelbel, performed with equally unhurried reverence.

         Accidentally, adagio (Italian for “slowly”) is a description of the tempo in music and usually occurs as part of longer compositions like symphonies, sonatas and concertos. Incidentally, there is another, no less popular than the Albinoni/Giazotto work, musical piece entitled Adagio: Adagio for Strings by Samuel Barber (1910-1981), which is the second part of the String Quartet in B minor, Op. 11, adapted by the composer for a string orchestra.

         Adagio for Strings is probably one of the saddest melodies of classical music. It accompanied the news of the assassination of John F. Kennedy on American television and, before that, provided the musical backing for the radio announcement of the death of President Franklin D. Roosevelt. It was performed at the funerals of Albert Einstein and Princess Grace of Monaco. It is, however, played on happier occasions as well – like the opening of the winter Olympics in Vancouver in 2010.

         Film-makers often avail themselves of this piece: it appears in Amélie, The Elephant Man, Lorenzo’s Oil and Les roseaux savages; the person to make the most thorough use of this work is Oliver Stone in Platoon.

         Barber’s Adagio also became an inspiration for the lighter muse and so we can hear it in various guises, from the song by the American folk trio Peter, Paul and Mary to the electronic sound of techno by DJ William Orbit and DJ Tiesto.

          
   

         Related links:

         Adagio (Albinoni - Karajan): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vGULBQtGwQw

         Adagio (Barber - Bernstein): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BGMwNe9WWmE

      

   


   
      
         
            
Air on the G String BWV 1068 No. 2 

Bach, Johann Sebastian (1685-1750)
   

         

         Air on the G string (originally Air from Orchestral Suite No. 3 inD major BWV 1068) is one of the most frequently performed pieces by Bach. The violinist August Wilhelmj, wishing to show off his virtuoso skills, transcribed it for the violin and piano in such a way as to be able to play it on the lowest string of the violin (which is the G string) during recitals and that is how the piece acquired its name.

         The composition has been adapted for all possible instruments: the organ, string trios and quartets, the trumpet, saxophone, cello, flugelhorn and even the classical guitar and the Pan flute. It has been exploited in advertising (as in the memorable Lancôme perfume commercial) and computer games.

         It is ubiquitous in films: from the outstanding thrillers TheDevil’s Advocate and Seven; comedies such as Heartbreakers; social and period dramas Moll Flanders, One Night Stand and The RunawayBride to the cult film Yellow Submarine by The Beatles. In The Holy Girl it can be heard in a peculiar version played on the theremin (an early electronic instrument operated by the player without touching it; he only has to move his hands from a distance).

         The Air acquired a peculiar meaning in the tenth James Bond film, The Spy Who Loved Me. It is said that music “has charms to soothe a savage breast”; judging by a lot of films, this is not necessarily so. Happy or hauntingly beautiful compositions often provide a contrasting background for macabre scenes and so supply a counterpoint, which will be discussed frequently in this book. In this case, the arch-villain Stromberg throws his secretary to be devoured by a shark to the sound of the Air.

         This beautiful melody, one of the most beautiful in Bach’s whole oeuvre, has also inspired rock musicians; one of the first was the band Procol Harum who used it as a basis for the creation of their greatest world hit, A Whiter Shade of Pale, in 1967. It became a world hit again in 1997 in a vocal version by Sweetbox (Everything’s Gonna Be Allright). Vanessa Mae plays a rock version on the electric violin.

         The Air on the G string is often performed at weddings and thousands, if not millions, of brides have been led to the altar to its strains.

         The original versions to be recommended are those of Yehudi Menuhin and the orchestra of the Academy of St. Martin-in-the-Fields conducted by Sir Neville Marriner. I shall not attempt to list the recordings of the transcriptions – there are so numerous that everyone will find something to suit their taste, it’s sufficient to enter the title on YouTube (in this case, however, no arrangement will equal the original).

          
   

         Related link:

         Air (Marriner): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8xFVB6bZywQ

      

   


   
      
         
            
Badinerie BWV 1067 No. 7 

Bach, Johann Sebastian (1685-1750)
   

         

         Bach was prolific in more ways than one: he left behind a legacy of twenty children and over a thousand catalogued compositions.

         How did he find the time? Apart from his duties as a cantor, he played the violin, the organ, harpsichord and the guitar; while several of the catalogued items are not just brief trifles but monumental compositions like St. Matthew Passion. It is due to these serious passions and fugues that Johann Sebastian Bach is commonly perceived as a severe man, with no time for fun and games.

         His numerous progeny are evidence to the contrary, however; while the lively dances and happy tunes in his suites show that he was anything but a miserable killjoy. Badinerie, the closing section of the Orchestral Suite No. 2 in B minor BWV 1067, is a prime example of that.

         This enchanting, roguish theme with a virtuoso flute part is familiar to virtually everybody: it pops up in radio and television programme jingles and as mobile phone ringtones, and once ensconced in our mind, is impossible to get rid of.

         Bach’s Badinerie is often performed by flute virtuosi during recitals but it has also been transcribed for brass instruments, like the trumpet, and even the classical guitar, not to mention the electric guitar where it serves the purpose of testing the performers fingering speed. The arrangement for classical guitar and ensemble by John Williams and the superb Wendy Carlos on synthesisers are the two most interesting transcriptions.

         By the way, the technical difficulties posed by the works of the old masters raise the question of the level of virtuosity then and now. Badinerie, along with the subsequently discussed works by Bach and other composers, proves that top musicians from centuries ago were no less proficient in their technical skills than any of today’s giants of the violin or the piano. The main difference lies in the approach to the education of young people: these days, even the students in secondary schools perform pieces deemed “impossible” by the virtuosi of past centuries. The elite, however, remains unshakeably inveterate.

         Badinerie can be heard in the comedy Father of the Bride; the vocal version was performed by the Swingle Singers.

         I recommend the classic recording of the Academy of St. Martin-in-the-Fields conducted by Sir Neville Marriner (modern instruments) and, for comparison, the version by Ton Koopman with his Amsterdam Baroque Orchestra (period instruments), as well as the virtuoso interpretation by the flutist James Galway.

         Badinerie is just one of the numerous miniature hits by Bach – parts of orchestral, lute or violin suites. Bourée in E minor from the Suite in E minor BWV 996 is, undoubtedly, among the most popular. Written for the lute, this work is part of the standard repertoire of classical guitarists; it was the favourite classical “bit” for such giants of rock like Led Zeppelin or Jethro Tull and even the rapper Tenacious D included it in his song Rock Your Socks, which he sings and plays on the guitar.

          
   

         Related links:

         Badinerie (Koopman): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xVxwuirUX-M

         Badinerie (Galway): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gf1ngUirGD4

         Bourée (Williams): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mbgGdAdJiDM

      

   


   
      
         
            
Brandenburg Concertos BWV 1046-1051 

Bach, Johann Sebastian (1685-1750)
   

         

         The name Brandenburg Concertos was introduced by Bach’s first biographer. It’s a collection of six totally diverse concertos which have nothing in common apart from the fact that the composer presented them to the margrave of Brandenburg in the hope of obtaining employment. He did not get the job; the scores were abandoned in a chest and only discovered many years later. Obviously, there was no remuneration either – after all, a gift is a gift.

         Concertos number three, four and five are the ones which became popular enough to be established as hits. They are all innovative in form (the fifth is even considered to be the forerunner of future piano concertos) but their popularity does not stem from that; it is due to their exuberance, virtuosity and, above all, their beauty.

         The technical demands facing the performers of the solo parts are best evidence of amazing technique of some musicians of the Baroque era. It particularly applies to the violin part in the flanking movements of concerto number 4 and to all the solo instruments in the fifth concerto, especially the harpsichord (as both a concertino and ripieno instrument).

         The composer Max Reger transcribed the Brandenburg Concertos for piano duets and four hands but it proved to be an unfortunate idea. These concertos are not suitable for successful alteration, with one curious exception: the synthesiser version recorded three times (each one differently) by Wendy Carlos. The unchallenged king of Bach’s performers on the piano, the brilliant Canadian pianist Glenn Gould, declared that Wendy’ electronic version of concerto number 4 was the most magnificent he had ever heard…

         All the Brandenburg Concertos, especially the three most popular ones, can be heard in films: the Third in Die Hard, BoxingHelena, Hannibal and Moll Flanders; the Fourth in La Pianiste and Slaughterhouse Five where the joyous Presto provides the background to some macabre scenes; the Fifth in The AmericanPresident.

         The unsurpassed recording of the Brandenburg Concertos on modern instruments is that by the Academy of St. Martin-in-the-Fields conducted by Sir Neville Marriner, with George Malcolm playing the harpsichord. The English Concert’s recording, conducted (from the harpsichord) by Trevor Pinnock, stands out among the recently increasingly more popular versions played on period instruments. It also provides an opportunity to compare the performance of two brilliant English harpsichordists, especially in the cadence of the first part of the fifth concerto. It is also worth listening to the Brandenburg Concertos conducted from the piano by Glenn Gould.

          
   

         Related links:

         Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 (Alessandrini): http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g9obY3GVAJw

         Brandenburg Concerto No. 4 (Abbado): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wi9tDgPNHMU

         Brandenburg Concerto No. 5 (Abbado): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rnAcRm7IL74

      

   


   
      
         
            
Chaconne in D minor BWV 1004 No. 5 

Bach, Johann Sebastian (1685-1750)
   

         

         Chaconne, a Spanish dance in the ¾ time, was considered almost licentious in Baroque era. Listening to Bach’s Chaconne or Vitali’s Ciaccona (which is the Italian term for it), we realise how the world has moved, or rather raced, on; these days only a zombie slowed down on weed could dance to this tempo and it is hard to imagine any wanton goings on to the strains of this music, for how can you get naughty dancing that slowly?

         The version of chaconne (“chacona” in Spanish) which arrived in Spain from South or Central America was, however, a lively and vivacious dance; it was only when it reached the royal courts of Europe that it became solemn, rather like the sarabande. This rise in its prestige caused the composers to start treating it seriously.

         The Italian Girolamo Frescobaldi was instrumental in transforming the best chaconnes (and passacaglias) into themes with variations, delighting audiences with their virtuosity, exceptional for those times (as well as the present!); Vitali’s Ciaccona in G minor and Bach’s Chaconne in D minor are prime examples of this.

         Bach had a lot in common with the modern day Japanese in that he did not invent the wheel, by and large; he did not introduce any new musical forms, but when he applied himself to other people’s inventions, he perfected them beyond measure.

         He widely drew on other composers’ motives, from the totally unknown to Albinoni and Vivaldi. As if that weren’t enough, he plundered his own output, producing transcriptions for other instruments or using excerpts of his works in successive compositions.

         Bach’s Chaconne is a part of Partita No. 2 in D minor for Solo Violin BWV 1004. It is a remarkably demanding work technically, which required top violin playing skills in Bach’s days and is considered one of the most difficult pieces to play on any instrument that it has been transcribed for. It is both majestic and solemn. It inspired numerous arrangements: orchestral (a praiseworthy recording conducted by Stokowski); at least three for the organ; for the lute; the harpsichord (here I recommend Wanda Landowska and, for comparison, Larry Palmer in John Challis’ adaptation); several transcriptions for the piano (Busoni’s version as played by Alicia de Larrocha and Brahms’ arrangement for the left hand recorded by Krystian Zimerman are the most noteworthy); for the classical guitar (Segovia and successive guitarists) and even the bassoon. The top prizes have to be awarded to Nathan Milstein’s unsurpassed interpretation on the violin (from1975); the brilliant John Williams on classical guitar; and Rachel Podger on Baroque violin.
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