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Foreword





Bach’s music has been part of my life for as long as I can remember. I had to perform his work as a young chorister at St Paul’s Cathedral in London, although it was inevitable that my experience in the choir would be limited to his sacred, rather than his secular, music. I can still recall distinctly the feelings of elation, satisfaction and tiredness as I sang in the final, consolatory chorus of the St Matthew Passion at the end of our annual performance of that overwhelming work. Other, later memories are equally sharp: hearing for the first time the great slow movement of the Concerto for two violins as my father drove my family across Europe at the beginning of our summer holiday; or wading through a prelude and fugue from The Well-tempered Clavier when I was a teenager and realising, in a sudden, exhilarating flash, that playing the piano could actually be fun.


I have continued to listen to and play Bach’s music throughout my adult life, aware that, given his enormous output, there will always be new works to discover and to study. With this marvellous guide, Nicholas Kenyon has offered people like me a great gift. Listening to Bach can be demanding – think of the complexities of The Musical Offering or the Goldberg Variations – and Kenyon takes care to acknowledge this. As a compensation, he offers us a friendly hand and clear, unpretentious analysis. With his help, music that can seem daunting will yield great rewards. This book – a long labour of love – is about a miracle. It tells the story of how a man from an ordinary family, with a thorough but unexceptional education, a man who wrote dazzling music that summons up the sensual, everyday pleasures of the world around us, could then push himself to produce work that touches the face of God. That is a journey that anyone who loves music would be eager to trace. With this book in their hand, their task will be a simple pleasure.




 





Simon Russell Beale


October 2010           






















Introduction







Bach’s music was nourished by the past and feeds the future.


Friedrich Blume




 





‘Who needs Bach?’ ‘You, me, everybody else, civilisation, and the Jacques Loussier Trio.’


Bernard Levin, The Times, 31 July 1975





Let’s face it, Bach can be daunting. He does not give up his secrets easily. He is one of the most mysterious of Western composers. Mozart is one of us, a person whose feelings we can recognise; Beethoven asserts our common humanity, and declares our common fate; Handel articulates our basic human emotions, and cuts to the heart, while Wagner extends those primeval emotions on the grandest scale. But with Bach, there is always something more, something veiled. He is ‘the other’: his vision and aspiration carries us far beyond ourselves, and we can find his transcendental idealism very difficult to penetrate.


Like all cultural icons, Bach has been made to serve every prevailing ideological tendency: in one view he is the spiritual hero of German music who spent his life writing sacred cantatas to the greater glory of God; in another, the cantankerous artist forever complaining at employers and disgruntled with patrons; in yet another, more recent, he has become the first great entrepreneur of the classical music scene, selling his own goods and services and acting as an agent for published music and pianos around the courts and cities of Germany in the eighteenth-century equivalent of e-commerce. He was even a financial investor: as this book went to press in December 2010, a new discovery of documents revealed that in the 1740s Bach bought shares in a Saxon silver mine.


All great artists have a perpetually fluctuating relationship to posterity, but in Bach’s case this is especially so because what we know about his personal life is limited and even the facts we do know have shifted so much in recent years. There is no rich body of correspondence (we have far less than from Mozart or even from Monteverdi). We have plenty of information about which organs he examined, which pupils he recommended, and why he fell out with his superiors, but this does not add up to a rounded picture of his personality. Hence it has been easy for successive generations to impose on Bach their own ideas of his character and motivations.


Perhaps this does not matter at all to the listener who wants to put the essence of Bach’s astounding music in his or her pocket. But it provides the context for scholarly work that is far from being complete. The story of Bach is an ever-changing narrative, for there are advances being made all the time and every scholarly step forward requires a reassessment of the balance of Bach’s work. Just in the last few years there have been the discovery of the very first autograph manuscripts in Bach’s hand, written when he was around fifteen, the identification of a previously unknown aria from Weimar, and the rediscovery of the priceless Old Bach Archive which resurfaced as part of the Sing-Akademie library in Kiev in the Ukraine and has now come back to Berlin. Bach’s copy of the Calov Bible with his revealing marginal markings turned up in a barn in Michigan; Gerhard Herz tells the story of an autograph flute part of Cantata 9 being mysteriously found among the rubble on a New York building site in 1971. Cantata libretti from 1727 have recently turned up in St Petersburg. Is there a lost Bach Passion waiting to be found in an organ loft?


There is a vast amount that can now be understood about Bach’s political and social background in order to put him in context: Ulrich Siegele has written about Bach’s relationship to the complex cultural politics of Leipzig and Saxony, John Butt about his relation to the philosophy of his time, while Robin Leaver is a distinguished recent interpreter of Bach’s understanding of Luther’s theology and liturgy. Equally, musicians and scholars have explored radically new ways to understand his music: Robert Marshall has tried to disentangle how Bach actually composed, what his scores show about his mental processes; John Butt surveyed all his articulation marks. Particularly suggestive have been Laurence Dreyfus’s explorations of Bach’s patterns of invention, while a whole strand of analysing and understanding Bach’s critical stance towards the musical conventions of his time has been explored by Dreyfus, Michael Marissen and Eric Chafe. Relevant documents are still being turned up as near to home as Leipzig, by sharp-eyed scholars such as Andreas Glöckner, Uwe Wolf and Peter Wollny. A recent course at King’s College, London, suggests that




various scholars have begun to challenge [Bach’s] transcendent status more seriously, opening up a number of compelling alternative perspectives on the composer and his world. Others, meanwhile, continue to seek new answers to the baffling question of how this provincial cantor’s music could have become such a dominant force in Western cultural life.





Perhaps most striking, for those of us who are primarily listeners to Bach, has been the revolutionary reinvention of the sounds and textures of his music over the last half-century of historical performance practice, which has reinvigorated our understanding of Bach’s genius. From the epoch-making Bach cantata cycle of Nikolaus Harnoncourt and Gustav Leonhardt, which I would unhesitatingly call the most important recording project of my lifetime (others might give this accolade to the Solti Ring cycle), there has flowed a sea-change in our understanding of baroque music in general and Bach in particular. In this context, the still-simmering arguments highlighted by Joshua Rifkin and Andrew Parrott (which will be referred to later), about whether his ‘choral’ music should be performed with one singer to a part or more, continue to resonate throughout the world of performance. Bach cantata cycles on CD are still being released; John Eliot Gardiner’s was completed in November 2010.


This process has ensured the continuing relevance of Bach’s music for a wide public. Constant reinterpretation and reinvention have guaranteed that it continues to resonate throughout our musical world. Bach was central to the sound of the Swinging Sixties, when Jacques Loussier, the Swingle Singers and the Moog synthesizer all made us listen to the classics in a new way. Stokowski’s film Fantasia, with its abstract dramatisation of the Toccata and Fugue in D minor, was not a total success when it appeared in wartime in 1940, but it took off in the 1960s and influenced a generation. The Moog synthesizer ‘Switched-on Bach’ was the first LP based on classical music ever to sell over half a million copies, and the ‘Air on the G string’ made people buy cigars called Hamlet. As noted below, Bach’s music has been continually used (and misused) in a wide range of films and media from Truly, Madly, Deeply to Rollerball. Few contemporary composers, from Andriessen to Kagel, from Birtwistle to Henze, have been untouched by exposure to and admiration for Bach’s music.


His impact continues: when BBC Radio 3 devoted its entire schedule over Christmas 2005 to the complete works of Johann Sebastian Bach, the response was extraordinary. At a time when high culture was supposedly undervalued, listeners wrote, phoned and e-mailed to testify to the power this music from a quarter of a millennium ago had over them. Bach’s appeal shows no signs of diminishing in the twenty-first century. He is now a postmodern resource for creative artists. Herbert Wernicke’s innovative theatre piece Actus Tragicus uses music from Bach’s cantatas to illustrate the obsessive repetitiveness of daily life in a never-changing landscape. In 2009, meanwhile, the architect Zaha Hadid conceived the ‘J. S. Bach Music Hall’ for performances of the solo violin and keyboard music at the Manchester International Festival: an installation of a ‘voluminous ribbon’, which ‘swirls within the room, carving out a spatial and visual response to the intricate relationships of Bach’s harmonies’, surrounded performer and audience. The continuing, infinitely varied reception of Bach’s music gives us the confidence to believe that music can indeed transcend its original cultural context and speak across time.




*





There is really nothing original in this book, except a personal response to Bach’s music based on my years of listening. I have acknowledged, in the Further Reading and in the text itself, the many writers and scholars on whose work I have directly drawn to create this latest summary of Bach’s life and music. This book does try some new and different approaches: for all the surveys of Bach’s cantatas that exist, for example, I think none so far has tried to illustrate Bach’s development of this form by presenting the cantatas in the order in which they were most likely composed – rather than by the days of the liturgical year for which they were written, which is the most usual approach, or by BWV number, which recent research has rendered outdated. More risky, because more uncertain, is a broadly chronological approach to the keyboard and organ music, acknowledging that these two genres, although separated here into secular and sacred music, do often overlap.


Bach’s output is vast, and I have risked ignoring some minor works while first drawing attention to many favourites, as the new listener may require some guidance as to where to begin: the ‘Top 50’ (or so) Bach works I list at the start are my personal preferences. The book is not designed to be read straight through, but to be used as a resource. It aims to complement, for example, the life-and-works narrative of the late Malcolm Boyd’s excellent Master Musicians volume on Bach by providing separate information on as many works and movements as possible within the format. In the same way as my Faber Pocket Guide to Mozart, this book aims to assimilate some recent scholarship and make its insights as accessible as possible; the unfinished debate is reflected in these pages by the overuse of the words ‘perhaps’, ‘surely’ and ‘probably’ – in the knowledge that we shall never feel that we have penetrated to the heart of one of the most mysterious, accomplished, and protean creative geniuses our civilisation has ever produced. As Malcolm Boyd put it, ‘the difficulty of writing anything on Bach remotely worthy of its subject remains’. 


A note on numbering Bach’s works


One of the most problematical aspects of organising Bach’s output is that the great catalogue of his music by Wolfgang Schmieder, Thematisch-systematisches Verzeichnis der Werke Johann Sebastian Bachs, which gave its name to the BWV Bach-Werke-Verzeichnis system (unlike other more egotistical cataloguers of composers, Schmieder did not want his own name used as an abbreviation), is not chronologically ordered. Its sequence of cantatas from BWV 1 onwards bears no relationship to the order of composition; other numberings are equally outdated by modern research, and in any case are organised by type rather than by date. My ancient red-bound volume of Schmieder, already battered when I bought it second-hand many years ago, has steadily collapsed during the writing of this book.


The second edition of the BWV catalogue attempted to remedy some of these faults, and a smaller Kleine Ausgabe, edited by Alfred Dürr and Yoshitake Kobayashi, appeared in 1998: in addition to being bright blue, which helps, it is the most practical current catalogue, even though thinking has subsequently moved on. A third edition of the full BWV catalogue, reflecting the latest research, is awaited. A recent project, the Bach Compendium, was begun under the editorship of Christoph Wolff and Hans-Joachim Schulze in 1985, but publication is as yet confined to four volumes on the choral works; while its numberings extend further, to the organ and keyboard works, their logic is not yet explained, and thus they have not yet become established in the popular mind. Though they are listed in the second edition of The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians (2001) alongside BWV numbers, they are not used, for example, in Wolff’s own biography of Bach (2000).


The most easily available current listings of Bach’s works are those in Malcolm Boyd’s Bach (third edition, 2000) and The New Grove Bach Family (edited by Christoph Wolff), but the latter has since been updated in the second edition of New Grove and on Grove Music Online (now part of Oxford Music Online); there still remain many uncertainties. It is chastening to know, for instance, that there is no currently reliable and detailed listing of all Bach’s works in chronological order: compiling this would at the moment be an impossible task, given the stylistic world of his earliest music, as many datings are uncertain within a wide range of possibilities. Quite a few familiar Bach works are in doubt: the most famous of all is the Toccata and Fugue in D minor BWV 565 (is it for organ? is it by Bach?), but also the well-known single-movement Nun ist das Heil uns die Kraft, Cantata 50, and the solo Amore traditore, Cantata 203, as well as a wide range of possible early works. Moreover, fixing a date precisely, which is sometimes possible, might tell us only about a single version of a work: it might be a revision of a previous version or the subject of future revision. A recent commentator on Bach’s early works, the English scholar Richard Jones, points out that the process of establishing dates is fraught with difficulty: ‘The kind of analytical studies that lead to observations on Bach’s stylistic development must also be used to try to establish approximate composition dates in the first place. The scope for circular argument is obvious, and the whole situation is intellectually unsatisfying.’


Throughout the book ‘Bach’ refers to Johann Sebastian, rather than to any other member of the extensive family. In references to keys, ‘Suite No. 1 in C’ means in C major, whereas the Suite No. 2 is referred to as ‘in B minor’. All references to Bach works are to the BWV catalogue in the version of 1998, and its various appendices (Anhang). Cantatas are as usual referred to by their BWV numbers, but I refer simply to ‘Cantata 106’, for example, rather than ‘Cantata BWV 106’. I have not given BWV numbers for individual preludes and fugues within The Well-tempered Clavier, or individual chorale preludes within the Orgelbüchlein: the keys of the former and the titles of the latter clearly distinguish which piece is being referred to, but readers who require more detailed information will find it in the work-lists in New Grove and elsewhere. I have used the well-known shorthand of the ‘48’ to refer to the two books of The Well-tempered Clavier. The recording recommendations doubtless reflect my own preferences for recent period-instrument performance, but there are some historic recordings as well: there are many more available and discussed at www.bach-cantatas.com.


I would like to thank Belinda Matthews of Faber, for persuading me that this undertaking was ever a realistic proposition, and for enthusiastically supporting the lengthy process, the excellent editing, setting and proof-reading team at Faber for their support, John Carewe for the overlong loan of many of his Neue Bach Ausgabe volumes, Martin Randall of Martin Randall Travel for squeezing me into his fine Bach Tour of 2010, Amy Blier-Carruthers for much research and checking, and Hester Furman for invaluable work on the discographies. Vikram Seth kindly gave permission for the quotation from An Equal Music. I thank Jonathan Freeman-Attwood, John Butt, Martin Neary, Stephen Roe and my wife Ghislaine for their close reading and thoughtful comments on parts of the manuscript. In particular I must thank Richard D. P. Jones, whose rich knowledge and careful checking saved me from signal errors. Finally I thank those very many Bach performers and scholars who over the years have provided fascinating conversations and insights. They cannot be blamed for any of what follows.


NK


21 March 2010 (325th anniversary of Bach’s birth) –


28 July 2010 (260th anniversary of Bach’s death)



















The Bach ‘Top 10’





The popular image of Bach, as on countless compilation CDs:




Toccata and Fugue in D minor (but is it by Bach?)


‘Air on the G string’ (arr. from Orchestral Suite No. 3)


‘Jesu, joy of man’s desiring’ (from Cantata 147)


‘Sheep may safely graze’ (from Cantata 208)


Ave Maria (arr. Gounod, from Prelude in C, Book 1 of the ‘48’)


Brandenburg Concerto No. 3


Largo from Concerto for two violins


‘Sleepers, wake!’ (from Cantata 140)


Prelude from Violin Partita in E


Badinerie from Orchestral Suite No. 2





What a limited list this is! Based around the idea of Bach as a master of the memorable melody, some in later arrangements, few of these pieces involve Bach’s greatest strengths. But they are the pieces repeatedly featured on ‘Bach’s Greatest Hits’, ‘Essential Bach’, ‘Chill Out to Bach’, ‘Magical Wedding Music’ and ‘Bach for My Baby’ … 



















My Top 50 (or so) Bach





A very personal selection: these are some of the pieces that I return to over and over again in my listening to Bach and have come to value most highly over the years – just the tip of a wonderful iceberg.




The Art of Fugue BWV 1080, Nos. 4, 10, 14


Ascension Oratorio BWV 11


Brandenburg Concertos Nos. 3, 4, 5, BWV 1048, 1049, 1050


Cantata 34 O ewiges Feuer


Cantata 45 Es ist dir gesagt, Mensch


Cantata 54 Widerstehe doch der Sünde


Cantata 61 Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland


Cantata 62 Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland


Cantata 67 Halt im Gedächtnis Jesum Christ


Cantata 78 Jesu, der du meine Seele


Cantata 79 Gott, der Herr, ist Sonn und Schild


Cantata 82 Ich habe genug


Cantata 106 Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit


Cantata 197 Gott ist unsre Zuversicht


Cantata 202 Weichet nur, betrübte Schatten


Christmas Oratorio BWV 248


Concerto in D minor for two violins BWV 1043


Concerto in C for two harpsichords BWV 1061


Concerto in A minor for four harpsichords BWV 1065


Fantasia and Fugue in A minor for keyboard BWV 904


Fantasia and Fugue in G minor for organ BWV 542


Goldberg Variations BWV 988


In dir ist Freude, prelude for organ BWV 615


Komm, Jesu, Komm, motet BWV 229


Kyrie, Gott heiliger Geist, prelude for organ BWV 671


Jesu, meine Freude, motet BWV 227


Magnificat in D BWV 243


Mass in B minor BWV 232 


The Musical Offering BWV 1079


O Jesu Christ, mein Leben Licht BWV 118


Orchestral Suites Nos. 1–4 BWV 1066–9


Partitas for keyboard Nos. 2, 3, 4, 6, BWV 826, 827, 828, 830


Prelude and Fugue in E flat for organ, ‘St Anne’ BWV 552


Preludes and Fugues from the ‘48’, BWV 846–93


Sonata in B minor for flute and keyboard BWV 1030


St Matthew Passion BWV 244


St John Passion BWV 245


Toccata and Fugue in D minor for organ, ‘Dorian’ BWV 538


Trio Sonatas for organ BWV 525–30


Violin solo Partitas in D minor, E BWV 1004, 1006


Violin solo Sonatas in G minor, C BWV 1001, 1005


Wir glauben all an einen Gott, prelude for organ BWV 680





If one had to choose a single work of Bach’s that most completely expressed his genius, would it be the B minor Mass or the Goldberg Variations …? Fortunately, we have both.



















Bach in sound and number





Bach was conscious that he had been born into one of the great musical families of his time. He was also aware that his name had meaning: both as sound, as a melodic fragment, and, more controversially, as a number.




 





B (=B flat) – A (A natural) – C (C natural) – H (=B natural)


This sequence of notes occurs at critical points in several late Bach works, and in a host of works by other composers written as a tribute to him. J. G. Walther first pointed out the musical nature of this theme in his Musicalisches Lexicon of 1732, and it was used by others of the Bach family; it then appears clearly in Bach’s own Canonic Variations and the (possible) final fugue of The Art of Fugue, and has been found lurking elsewhere. Beethoven planned an overture on it which he never completed, Schumann used it in fugues, Liszt created his dramatic Preludium und Fugue über den namen BACH, Schoenberg embedded it in his Variations for Orchestra Op. 31, Rimsky-Korsakov, Casella, Bartók, Honegger, Wellesz and countless others have utilised it, often to mark Bach anniversaries.




 





BACH = 14 and J. S. BACH = 41


Among the much debated and disputed number alphabets extant in Bach’s time, it is unarguable that Bach was aware of one formula and regarded it as significant, building it into significant moments of his music, especially in his late works. This is the system in which A = 1, B = 2, C = 3, D = 4, E = 5, F = 6, G = 7, H = 8, etc., meaning that the letters in BACH add up to 14, while the letters in J. S. BACH add up to 41. Further than this it might be unwise to go, though many have, in wildly counting and attributing importance to word symbolisms, bar numbers, and other ‘hidden messages’ in Bach’s works. Beware. 




Bonae


Artis


Cultorem


Habeas


‘You have someone who cultivates good art’





From an inscription to a canon, 1 March 1749












	
VIVAT: JSB  






	B A C H

	theurer Bach!

	Beloved Bach






	G G# F F#

	ruffet, ach!

	call out, ah






	E D# D C#

	hofft auf leben

	hopes for life






	So di innen nur kanst geben 

	Which only you can give






	Drum erhör ihr sehnlich ach! 

	Thus grant our wish, alas






	Theurer B A C H Bach 

	Beloved B A C H Bach















Inscription on the Bach Goblet, c.1735, Bach-Museum Eisenach




Tortoise: … Now getting back to Bach’s melodic name, did you know that the melody B–A–C–H, if played upside down and backwards, is exactly the same as the original?




 





Achilles: How can anything be played upside down? Backwards, I can see, but upside down? You must be pulling my leg …




 





Tortoise: … Let me just go and fetch my fiddle … let’s see now … here’s the last Contrapunctus, and here’s the last theme …




 





The Tortoise begins to play B–A–C – but as he bows the final H, suddenly, without warning, a shattering sound rudely interrupts his performance. Both he and Achilles spin round, just in time to catch a glimpse of the myriad fragments of glass tinkling to the floor from the shelf where Goblet G had stood, only moments before. And then … dead silence.





Douglas Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher, Bach, an Eternal Braid  



















Things people said about Bach






JOHANN KIRNBERGER 1781


The great J. Sebastian Bach used to say ‘Everything must be possible’, and he would never hear of anything being not feasible.



JOHANN FRIEDRICH REICHARDT 1782


Had Bach possessed the high integrity and deep expressive feeling that inspired Handel he would have been much greater even than Handel; but as it is he was only more painstakingly and technically skilful.



CHRISTIAN FRIEDRICH DANIEL SCHUBART 1784


Without doubt the Orpheus of the Germans! Immortal in himself, and immortal through his great sons … His spirit was so original, so vast, that centuries would be needed to measure up to it … His hand was gigantic. He would reach a twelfth with the left hand and fill it in with the middle fingers. He performed passages on the pedal with the greatest accuracy. He used the stops with such subtle variety that the listener was overcome by the power of his magic … What Newton was as a sage of nature, Bach was as a musician.



CHARLES BURNEY 1789


He was so fond of full harmony that, besides a constant and active use of the pedals, he is said to have put down such keys with a stick in his mouth as neither hands nor feet could reach.



JOHANN KARL FRIEDRICH TRIEST 1801


What joy for a patriotic resident of our Fatherland to know that the greatest, most profound harmonist of all previous time, who exceeds everything that Italy, France, England had done for pure music, who moved his musical world – which surely was accustomed to learned works – to amazement, and passed on to posterity still unequalled models, which would be considered like mysteries … this man, I say was German! Proud and majestic shines the name of Johann Sebastian Bach before all German composers of the first half of the preceding century. He grasped with Newton’s spirit everything that had been thought about and established as example, probed the depths so fully and successfully that he is considered to this day the rule-giver of authentic harmony.



ATTRIB. LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN 1801


The immortal god of harmony.



JOHANN WOLFGANG VON GOETHE 1827


His works are an invaluable national patrimony with which no other nation has anything to be compared.


CARL FRIEDRICH ZELTER 1827 (TO GOETHE)


Could I let you hear some happy day one of Sebastian Bach’s motets, you would feel yourself at the centre of the world as a man like you ought to be. I hear the works for the many hundredth time, and am not finished with them yet, and never will be.


FRIEDRICH ROCHLITZ


[Bach is] … the Albrecht Dürer of German music, since he attains great expression by the profound development and inexhaustible combination of simple ideas.


WILHELM LOEBELL 1829


Sebastian is certainly austere and grave, but in such a way that even among the lamentations, grief, repentance and penance, the cheerfulness and joy of existence still breaks through in the most wonderful manner, indeed grows directly out of those emotions and flourishes. I must tell you that I think I have found in Bach the composer I have sought for so long, a musician who may be compared with Shakespeare.


FELIX MENDELSSOHN 1831


… here I have found a proper registration to play Seb. Bach’s ‘Schmücke dich, o liebe Seele’. It is as if it were made for it, and sounds so moving, that every time I start to play it, I shudder all over … this imbues the chorale with a peaceful sound, as though they were far-off human voices, singing the chorale from the bottom of their hearts.


ROBERT SCHUMANN 1836 (TO MENDELSSOHN)


… then you Felix Meritis … played one of the chorales … gilded garlands hang about the cantus firmus, and you poured such blissfulness and joy into it, that you confessed to me yourself ‘if life were to rob you of every hope and belief this one chorale would restore them all to you’.




 





Play the fugues of the great masters, above all Johann Sebastian Bach. Let The Well-tempered Clavier become your daily bread. Then you will become a solid musician.


GEORG WILHELM FRIEDRICH HEGEL, PUBLISHED 1838


A grand, truly Protestant, robust and, so to speak, erudite genius which we have only recently learned again to appreciate at its full value.


FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE 1878


In Bach there is too much crude Christianity, crude Germanism, crude scholasticism. He stands at the threshold of modern European music, but he is always looking back towards the Middle Ages.


PYOTR ILYICH TCHAIKOVSKY 1888


I would add that I like playing Bach because it is interesting to play a good fugue, but I do not regard him, as some do, as a great genius.


CAMILLE SAINT-SAËNS 1899 (ON BERLIOZ)


I always remember his astonishment and delight at hearing a chorus of Sebastian Bach that I played him one day. He couldn’t get over the idea that the great Sebastian had written things like that; he told me that he had always taken him for a sort of colossus of learning, grinding out scholarly fugues but devoid of poetry or charm. The truth was, he didn’t know him. 


RICHARD WAGNER 1865


… the almost unexplainably puzzling phenomenon of the musical miracle man … this master, a wretched cantor and organist wandering from one little Thuringian village to another, hardly known even by name, dragging out his existence in miserably paid posts, remaining so unknown that it took a century for his works to be rescued from oblivion; even in music finding an art form already in existence that was externally the perfect picture of its time – dry, stiff, pedantic, like a wig and pigtail portrayed in notes. And now see what a world the inconceivably great Sebastian constructed out of these elements …


GEORGE BERNARD SHAW 1898/1923


Bach’s method was unattainable: his compositions are wonderful webs of exquisitely beautiful Gothic traceries in sound, quite beyond all human talent. Beethoven of blunter craft was thoroughly popular and practicable: not to save his soul could he have drawn one long Gothic line in sound as Bach could, much less have woven several of them together with so apt a harmony that even when the composer is unmoved its progressions saturate themselves with their emotion which springs as warmly from our delicately touched admiration as from our sympathies …


FERRUCCIO BUSONI 1923


I have to thank my father for the good fortune that kept me strictly to the study of Bach in my childhood, and that in a time and in a country in which the master was rated little higher than a Carl Czerny … How did such a man in his ambition for a child’s career come to hit upon the one very thing that was right?


ALFRED BURGARTZ 1931


Bach’s fugues and Frederick [the Great]’s battle plans are spiritually united.


ROGER FRY


Bach almost persuades me to be a Christian. 


ARNOLD SCHOENBERG 1950


I used to say ‘Bach was the first composer with twelve tones’. This was a joke of course. I did not even know whether somebody before him might not have deserved this title. But the truth on which this statement is based is that the Fugue of No. 24 of the first volume of The Well-Tempered Clavier, in B minor, begins with a subject in which all twelve tones appear.


ANTON VON WEBERN


You find everything in Bach: the development of cyclic forms, the conquest of the realm of tonality – the attempt at a summation of the highest order.


ERNEST NEWMAN 1946


Here is Bach, a poor boy self-educated in music, with the minimum of culture even in his own domain, who never read a book on musical aesthetics or musical form in his life, for such things did not exist in his day, but who somehow managed, for all that, to demonstrate in his works all the architectonic possibilities of the flow and combination of any given set of musical sounds. Yet while achieving this wonder his mind was not merely working like a superlative machine; his genius for permutation and combination went hand in hand with an inexhaustible power of artistic creation of the most varied kind, each purely technical problem being solved not as it is in the books, by means of a portmanteau formula, but in the terms of the particular aesthetic of the case in hand.


RALPH VAUGHAN WILLIAMS 1950


We unmusical have taken John Sebastian Bach to our hearts. A young exquisite once said to me ‘I don’t like Bach, he is so bourgeois’ to which I probably answered that being bourgeois myself I considered Bach the greatest of all composers. It is Bach’s intense humanity that endears him to me and my fellow bourgeois. The proletarians (if there were any in this country) would be too much occupied with their wrongs, and the ‘governing classes’ (if indeed they existed outside the imagination of the New Statesman) would be too much occupied with preserving their rights to have time to be human. The warm human sentiments are reserved for the bourgeois; therefore of all Bach’s works it is those great choral expressions of his personal and anthropomorphic religion which appeal most to us country and small-towns folk.


PAUL HINDEMITH 1950


A shadow seems to have fallen upon his creativeness, the shadow of melancholy … What can a man do, who technically and spiritually has climbed to the highest rung of artistic production attainable by mankind? He can climb no higher, for he is only a man. Is he serenely to continue his former work, forcing it by mere rearrangement into apparently new forms? … he has arrived at the end, he stands as the old Persian poem says, before the curtain that nobody will ever draw aside. For this ultimate attainment he must pay a dear price: melancholy, the grief of having been bereft of all former imperfections and with them of the possibility of proceeding further.


THEODOR W. ADORNO 1951 (TRANS. 1967)


The view of Bach which prevails today in musicological circles corresponds to the role assigned to him by the stagnation and industriousness of a resurrected culture … Bach is degraded by impotent nostalgia to the very church composer against whose office his music rebelled and which he filled only with great conflict … Bach was the first to crystallise the idea of the rationally constituted work, of the aesthetic domination of nature … Perhaps Bach’s most innermost truth is that in him the social trend which has dominated the bourgeois era to this very day is not merely preserved but, by being reflected in images, is reconciled with the voice of humanity which in reality was stifled by that trend at the moment of its inception.


SUSAN MCCLARY 1987


I participated during 1985 in several Bach Year celebrations … to my overwhelming joy (as paranoid confronted with worst-possible scenarios) I was told outright by prominent scholars that Bach (unlike ‘second-rate’ composers such as Telemann) had nothing to do with his time and place, that he was ‘divinely inspired’, that his music works in accordance with perfect universal order and truth. One is permitted in other words to deal with music in its social context, but only if one agrees to leave figures such as Bach alone …


HANS WERNER HENZE 1976


There are things said in this music [Cantata 77] which up until this point no one had ever dared say with sounds, had ever been able to say, or ever even tried to say. With unparalleled realism, here we have the birth of a universal language, a plain language, and through its help and mediation, human emotions and conditions are revealed in which – and only now can we see and think of it this way – not just the traditional Christian bourgeois audience sees itself, but also the modern, lonely, doubting human being, who has lost faith, who has no firm foothold in society, and whose life must primarily be spent (like Büchner’s Woyzeck), “without the church’s blessing”.


BERNARD LEVIN 1975


The truth of the matter is that I am not at all sure I like Bach, and quite certain that I do not understand him … to my ears almost everything he wrote sounds as though it is in the minor key … practically all Bach sounds as if it was written to make me feel unhappy … I know that Bach was one of the greatest geniuses ever to adorn the human race, and that he wrote some of the most sublime music in all history. But he leaves me, literally, cold.


DOUGLAS R. HOFSTADTER 1979


The Musical Offering is a fugue of fugues, a tangled hierarchy like those of Gödel and Escher, an intellectual construction which reminds me, in ways I cannot express, of the beautiful many-voiced fugue of the human mind. 


LOUIS ANDRIESSEN 1989


Apart from Stravinsky, Bach is the composer I study all the time. Every day in fact. It’s very strange and it’s getting worse.


EDWARD SAID 2000


Like a mathematician with a rare insight into the heart of natural numbers, what their basic properties are, the way they cohere, combine and behave in groups, Bach saw into the tonal system, discerning its potential for concentration, expansion, expression and elaboration, its harmonic as well as its melodic capacities, the rhythmical and logical compatibilities of notes, as well as the articulation of inherently beautiful phrases taken from a huge number of possibilities. No one else in musical history has had that power to such a degree.


NINA SIMONE


Bach made me dedicate my life to music.


MICHAEL TORKE


Why waste money on psychotherapy when you can listen to the B minor Mass?


MARK MORRIS


Bach is God’s favourite composer.


Bach: the performers’ view


PABLO CASALS


For the past eighty years I have started each day in the same manner. It is not a mechanical routine but essential to my daily life. I go to the piano and I play two preludes and fugues of Bach. I cannot think of doing otherwise. It is a sort of benediction on the house. But that is not its only meaning for me. It is a rediscovery of the works of which I have the joy of being a part. It fills me with awareness of the wonder of life, with a feeling of the incredible marvel of being a human being. The music is never the same for me, never. Each day it is something new, fantastic and unbelievable. That is Bach – like nature, a miracle! [Joys and Sorrows] 


WANDA LANDOWSKA


Everything is close to Bach, and everything in Bach’s music is close to us, is part of our own life of misery, despair or bliss. Bach never climbs on a pedestal to preach or admonish … there is something eternal in Bach’s music, something that makes us wish to hear again what has just been played. This renewal gives us a glimpse of eternity.


LEOPOLD STOKOWSKI


In the character of the man who so revolutionised the music of his own time and so influenced that of centuries to come was a remarkable balance between the heart, head and hand. From his heart came the intensity of expression and from his head came his superb mastery of counterpoint, fugue and every other form of polyphonic music. His dexterity of hand amazed all those of his contemporaries who were capable of understanding his technical mastery.


YEHUDI MENUHIN


A crystalline logic underlies all of Bach’s work, which is one reason why he is so often the favourite composer of mathematicians and scientists. But his music also throbs with a living pulse; his rhythms and harmonic modulations, however controlled, evolve with seeming spontaneity. His endlessly inventive melodies, however they neatly fit into a scheme, rise and fall and intertwine with a lyrical life of their own. The most solid of his constructions are nevertheless charged with energy and intensity.


DANIEL BARENBOIM


I was reared on Bach. My father was virtually my only teacher and attached great importance to my growing up with Bach’s keyboard music … in my childhood I played practically all the Preludes and Fugues from The Well-tempered Clavier and many other pieces by Bach. That was my basis. At the age of twelve I moved to Paris to study harmony and counterpoint with Nadia Boulanger. When I arrived for my first lesson, The Well-tempered Clavier was on the music stand of the grand piano … she settled on the Prelude in E minor from Book 1 and said, ‘Right my boy now play it for me in A minor.’ She held a wooden ruler in her hand and every time my fingers played a wrong note she tapped them with it.


KURT MASUR


A crucial musical experience of my childhood was directly connected with Bach. I was twelve years old when I first heard The Art of Fugue played on the famous Engler organ in St Nicholas’ Church in my home town of Brieg in Silesia by the organist Max Drischner and my first piano teacher, Katharina Hartmann. The experience was simply overwhelming. This piano teacher transmitted to me one of the guiding principles of my later conducting career: in interpreting a work of music, one must work with humility and uncompromising respect for the music itself.


THOMAS BEECHAM


Too much counterpoint; what is worse, Protestant counterpoint.


STEPHEN HOUGH


I’m quite embarrassed about this, but I don’t like Bach. I admire him enormously, of course – who couldn’t? Every bar he wrote is extraordinary. I hear people talking about the ‘universality’ of it, and the ‘deep spirituality of it’ and the expression and the romanticism, but it just doesn’t reach through to me. I feel like a priest who’s lost his faith. I really am meant to believe this, but somehow I don’t. Occasionally I put the B minor Mass on in the car thinking: ‘This is the greatest Mass ever written, get on with it,’ but within a couple of minutes my mind starts to wander … There’s clearly some important screw missing in my musical mechanism.


NIGEL KENNEDY


Bach? Jazz cats love the geezer! 


Bach: the biographers’ view


JOHANN NIKOLAUS FORKEL 1802


He laboured for himself, like every true genius; he fulfilled his own wish, satisfied his own taste, chose his subjects according to his own opinion, and lastly, derived the most pleasure from his own approbation … He believed the artist could form the public, but that the public could not form the artist … This man, the greatest musical poet and the greatest musical orator that ever existed, and probably ever will exist, was a German. Let his country be proud of him, let it be proud but be worthy of him too …


PHILIPP SPITTA 1873–80


Bach’s nature was above all grave and earnest, and with all his politeness and consideration for his fellow men his demeanour was dignified and commanded respect. If we may judge the portraits which remain of him his appearance answered perfectly to this. To judge from them he must have been of a powerful, broad and stalwart build, with a full but vigorous and marked face, a wide brow, strongly arched eyebrows, and a stern or even sinister line between them. In the nose and mouth, on the contrary, we find an expression of easy humour; the eyes are keen and eager, but in his youth he was somewhat short-sighted. All his actions were based on a genuine piety which was not the outcome of any mental struggle, but inborn and natural; and he clung to the tenets of his fathers. He was fond of reading theological and edifying books, and his library included eighty-three volumes of that class at his death.


ALBERT SCHWEITZER 1911


He did not ask the world for the recognition of that part of his work which was not of his age, and in which his deepest emotions found expression. It did not even occur to him that he should or could expect this from the epoch. He did nothing to make his cantatas and Passions known, and nothing to preserve them. It is not his fault if they have survived to our day … Bach himself was not conscious of the extraordinary greatness of his work. He was aware only of his admitted mastery of the organ and clavier and counterpoint. But he never dreamt that his works alone, not those of the men all round him, would remain visible to the coming generations … No one was less conscious than he that his work was ahead of his epoch. In this respect he stands, perhaps, highest among all creative artists; his immense strength functioned without self-consciousness, like the forces of nature; and for that reason it is as cosmic and copious as these.


C. S. TERRY 1933


Bach’s opus disproves the illusion that he was a cold mathematical precisionist. Rather it reveals him as one of the tenderest and most emotional of men – with a poet’s unshakeable soul and a technical skill that was miraculous.


CHARLES HUBERT PARRY 1934


I would be hard put to strike up a friendship with Beethoven … But with Bach, I would sit down comfortably and quaff a stein of beer.


EVA MARY AND SYDNEY GREW 1947


The revival is not yet complete, since the music still waits for the discovery of the right way to perform it. But there are English music-lovers who were caught up in the spirit by it in their first days, when they did not know how to pronounce the composer’s name, and could not have said whether he was alive or dead. They have lived with it unbrokenly all their lives (but in private, not in public), finding more and more contentment in it as the years pass, until in their old age, when so many things fade, it becomes very nearly all they want in the way of music, and is certainly the kind they hope to discover in whatever next world they may be destined for.


DENIS ARNOLD 1984


Bach may have been a mystic, an ecstatic – but that view may shed more light on Schweitzer’s mentality than his subject’s. He may have been a convinced Lutheran who sought his salvation in writing music and persuading others to virtue. He may be considered the last of the medieval craftsmen in music, the product of a Germany which missed the Renaissance. All this is speculation. What is not is that he was a thoroughly professional musician, doing his job day in, day out, sometimes so short of time that he had to use up formerly invented materials, sometimes in a mood for brilliant improvising, sometimes content to set himself and solve puzzles … One of the missing facets of human experience in Bach is any sense of nostalgia. Bach never looks back. There has never been a Golden Age. He faces new problems to the end.


ROBERT MARSHALL 1972


A composer like Beethoven enjoyed a ‘luxury of time’ which allowed him to experiment with and assemble a large number of ideas from which he would ultimately choose the best one. Bach and his contemporaries had to invent or ‘discover’ their ideas quickly. The hectic pace of production obviously did not tolerate passive reliance on the unpredictable arrival of Inspiration.


MARTIN GECK 2000


Bach’s music, though rationally planned, sometimes seems an impenetrable, unsolvable myth, touching pre-linguistic levels of meaning, where experience is not worked through but simply got through. When this occurs, what counts is not the argument but shock and awe, those emotions that take hold and move precisely those listeners who are incapable of decoding complex structure. The result can be laughter as well as tears: laughter over the infinitude of creation, and tears at one’s own insignificance.


CHRISTOPH WOLFF 2000


Bach’s concentrated approach to his work, to reach what was possible in his art, pertained to all aspects of music, from theory to composition and from performance to physiology and the technology of instruments. In the final analysis this approach provides the key to understanding his never-ending musical empiricism, which deliberately tied theoretical knowledge to practical experience. Most notably, Bach’s compositions, as the exceedingly careful musical elaborations that they are, may epitomise nothing less than the difficult task of finding for himself an argument for the existence of God – perhaps the ultimate goal of his musical science.



















Bach in the media





The use of Bach in popular culture is a tribute to his staying power, and to the emotional associations of his music. The wealth of references to, and uses of, Bach’s music in films of all dates and kinds reflects his extraordinary appeal.


Some of these uses are just mood music, evoking fear, pity, terror or beauty. Some associate Bach with unbearably poignant human moments (Breaking the Waves, Bergman’s Autumn Sonata, Cries and Whispers) while others (the superb Truly, Madly, Deeply; the dreadful Hilary and Jackie) are in the context of films actually about musicians. The first in this list, the classic abstract realisation of the Toccata and Fugue in D minor in Stokowski’s Fantasia, did more to establish Bach in the popular mind for the post-war generation than anything until Jacques Loussier, the Swingle Singers and the Moog synthesizer.


Surely the most purely intense and musical use of Bach in a wholly appropriate context is Pasolini’s classic film of The Gospel According to St Matthew. This stylised and ritualised telling of the Gospel story, reduced to its barest essentials, is clothed in long silences and broken by Bach’s music. Extracts from the St Matthew Passion, especially the final chorus and the violin obbligato to the aria ‘Erbarme dich’, are hypnotically and repeatedly used to highlight moments of drama, and Bach’s music is juxtaposed with spirituals, folksong, and the exuberant Missa Luba to create a uniquely resonant score.


There is one famous film that puts Bach’s music in the foreground rather than the background: The Chronicle of Anna Magdalena Bach by Jean-Marie Straub, a 1967 essay featuring Gustav Leonhardt playing Bach in Leipzig, and the crowded organ loft of the Thomaskirche serving as the scene of his Passions. The approach was literal and static, using music as Straub put it ‘not as accompaniment or commentary but as aesthetic material’; the film critic John Russell Taylor thought ‘music-making has never been so movingly captured … it should be obligatory viewing’, while Penelope Gilliatt in The New Yorker wrote, ‘I came out blessing the film for letting me listen to Bach.’ The music includes extracts from the Fifth Brandenburg Concerto, the Magnificat, Cantata 205, the Trauer Ode, the St Matthew Passion, the B minor Mass, Cantata 215, the Ascension Oratorio, and ends with The Musical Offering, The Art of Fugue and the ‘deathbed chorale’.












	Toccata and Fugue in D minor
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	Concerto for two violins: Largo
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	Hannah and Her Sisters






	Sonata for viola da gamba No. 3

	 

	Truly, Madly, Deeply






	Keyboard concerto No. 5: Largo
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	Violin Partita No. 3: Prelude

	 

	The Truth about Cats






	Concerto for four harpsichords

	 

	Dangerous Liaisons
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	Toccata, Adagio and Fugue: Adagio

	 

	Sour Grapes
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	Brandenburg Concerto No. 4: Presto
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	English Suite No. 2: Bourrée

	 

	Schindler’s List






	Suite No. 2: Minuet and Badinerie

	 

	Father of the Bride






	Mass in B minor: Et resurrexit
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And not forgetting … by far the most memorable use of Bach in the media in the UK for a certain generation of TV viewers, now outdated by our politically correct age: the advert ‘Happiness is a cigar called Hamlet’, with the Air from the Suite No. 3 distinctively arranged by the Jacques Loussier Trio. (A distant second is ‘Sleepers, wake!’ in a Lloyds Bank ad.)


A famous use – homage or plagiarism? – of Bach in popular music is recalled in this 2009 news story: ‘Procul Harum borrowed from Bach’s Suite No. 3 for their international 1960s hit, “A Whiter Shade of Pale”. Gary Brooker of Procul Harum told Uncut magazine: “If you trace the chordal element, it does a bar or two of Bach’s Air on a G String before it veers off. That spark was all it took. I wasn’t consciously combining Rock with Classical, it’s just that Bach’s music was in me.” Nearly forty years after this song was released, Matthew Fisher, who played the organ in the recording, filed a lawsuit claiming that he deserved songwriting royalties for his contributions. After his claim was heard, dismissed and appealed against, on 30 July 2009 the Law Lords unanimously ruled in the organist’s favour, pointing out that there were no time limits to copyright claims under English law.’


But what about Bach? Could he have sued?




 *





In 1977 Carl Sagan was advised by a Dr Lewis Thomas on choosing music to include in the Voyager space shuttle, in case it could be heard by aliens. The first track was by Bach. Sagan said: ‘I would vote for Bach, all of Bach, streamed out into space over and over again. We would be bragging, of course, but it is surely excusable to put on the best possible face at the beginning of such an acquaintance. Any species capable of producing the music of Johann Sebastian Bach cannot be all bad.’


Meanwhile the misuse of Bach in the media produced this outburst in 2010 from the Guardian’s music critic Tom Service in the last days of a tennis tournament:




The worlds of library music and TV sports montage combined yesterday to conjure the single most nauseating, tasteless, and limb-gnawingly idiotic musical experience I can remember … What those of us unfortunate enough  to have tuned in actually heard was something that crossed all known limits of postmodern genre-busting, the last chorus from the Matthew Passion, with the addition of a lazily loungey drum-track. I don’t just mean the tune, I don’t just mean the harmonic progression – I mean the words, the orchestration, the whole thing. And yes, yes, I know, the original Bach is still there, it’s just a different context, who cares, nobody owns the Matthew Passion, only a tiny percentage of those watching would have recognised this musical horror show for what it was, it’s just music to be sampled and used in new ways, etc. All true – but not, for the love of Bach, music, and even God, like this!






















Bach from 1750 to 2010





Leipzig, March 2010


On the 325th anniversary of Bach’s birth, one of those cheap flights that take off at the crack of dawn and land in a field in the middle of nowhere. A coach drives towards Leipzig, through the endless woods and fields of Thuringia, the dry, flat region of the Bach family, passing villages and farms, here isolated garages, there a burnt-out car, a few local shops. This is the former East Germany, and the echoes of its previous regime are still strong – not much affluence, some industry, predominately rural. Then a sudden burst along a new (European-funded) motorway and, touching Saxony, we are in Leipzig, not Bach’s birthplace but the city where he spent the majority of his working life. The Bach Museum in Leipzig is to be reopened in a ceremony attended by the German president Horst Köhler and attended by many local dignitaries – perhaps the descendants of those Leipzig worthies who were reluctant to appoint Bach in the first place, reviled him in his lifetime, complained about his music, and then auditioned for his replacement before he was on his deathbed. But now atonement has been made in the form of a superbly appointed museum based around the Bach Archiv Leipzig, where many of Bach’s manuscripts are kept.


The museum is directly opposite the Thomaskirche where Bach worked and taught; while the house at Thomaskirchhof 16 in which it is sited has no direct connection with the composer, its owners, the Bose family, were contemporaries and friends of the Bachs. The new museum has not been short of investment or expertise provided by the leading scholars of the Bach world. Although it is traditional in form, in content it is superb. Here are some of the most precious autograph scores of Bach’s time in Leipzig, newly displayed and explained. Here is the organ console of an instrument examined by Bach himself in 1743 from the former Johanniskirche church, a casket with curious relics supposed to be from Bach’s tomb, and an impressive heavy cash box, with the Bach monogram, which was recently discovered among the property of the Bach family. There is a room devoted to baroque instruments, and another where one can listen to Bach recordings from Mengelberg to the present day.


All this is but one aspect of the extensive work of the Bach Archiv Leipzig, which is busy putting all Bach’s autograph material in a digital online database so that it can be studied from afar; it is re-editing and supplementing the hundred-and-more volumes of the Neue Bach Ausgabe (New Bach Edition), which was completed only in 2007, with a range of new volumes reflecting scholarly advances (starting with the B minor Mass, and then different versions of the St John Passion, Weimar cantatas, motets, organ works, the violin sonatas and the cello suites). Scholars, encouraged by recent discoveries, are carrying out an exhaustive archive search of German libraries for new material relating to the Bach family.


Thuringia, June 2010


The new Bach Museum in Leipzig is in one respect an act of blatant rivalry, an attempt to recapture the Bach heritage for the place where he spent most of his life. For in the town where he was born, the much less accessible Eisenach in mid-Thuringia, there has been a tradition for more than a century of Bach commemoration and homage, based around the Bachhaus. Though this is one of the oldest houses in the town, it was not where the composer was born. (His birthplace further up the Lutherstrasse is unmarked, torn down many years ago, though there is a touching extant house nearby where his father lived for a while.) The Bachhaus embarked a few years ago on a major contemporary extension designed by a pupil of Frank Gehry, which is a dramatic addition to the landscape and houses a new, deliberately instructive Bach exhibition. Here you can follow the progress of one Bach autograph (they don’t have so many here, but they have made the most of it) from score to editions, from the Bach Gesellschaft to the NBA, and hear its realisation in different forms. Here you can compare, at a single console, recordings of Cantata 61 by interpreters from Karl Richter to John Eliot Gardiner, Helmut Rilling to Philippe Herreweghe, and a bold multimedia installation has the same directly educational intent. This may not be Bach’s house, but it brings you much closer to Bach’s music.


Only thirty kilometres from Eisenach is Mühlhausen, where Bach worked early in his life, a wonderfully well-preserved, lovingly maintained town of half-timbered houses surrounded by a medieval wall that is still intact. There is a tangible sense of municipal pride – you can see why this Council would have gone to the trouble of printing and publishing their celebratory cantata by the new organist (this and its lost successor were the only cantatas of Bach’s to be published in his lifetime). In the St Blasius Church where he was organist, the whole Bach family tradition springs to life: the intensity with which he and his relatives must have lived their lives and felt their calling to be musicians, within this tiny, concentrated geographical framework.


There is quite a contest for possession of Bach going on, now that the former East is open and attracting tourists. Nearby Weimar, with its unrivalled artistic and cultural heritage ranging from Goethe and Schiller to Liszt and Bach, boasts the renovated Schloss where Bach performed (though where he worked burned down long ago); a plaque stands marking his house and the birthplace of Wilhelm Friedemann and Carl Philipp Emanuel, and there is now a plan to build a Bach exhibition in a cellar under a car park of a nearby hotel, claiming this as a definitely authentic site of his work.




 *





Has any great composer been subject to such radical reappraisal over the last half-century as Johann Sebastian Bach? Scholars who have subjected the source material to new scrutiny have come to conclusions that completely alter the accepted view of Bach’s life and pattern of work. And performers, experimenting with the instruments and playing techniques of the past, have produced startlingly new realisations of his music, which challenge old assumptions about how it ought to sound. These two processes, though not necessarily related, have gone hand in hand, defamiliarising Bach in our minds and moulding him to the temper of our times.


No scholarly change has been more startling than that, proved by laborious work on the manuscripts and handwriting of the cantatas in the 1950s, which redated the bulk of Bach’s Leipzig cantatas to his first few years in that post. Traditional scholarship, led by the pioneering biographer Spitta, pictured Bach as preoccupied with church music almost to the end of his life, developing the genre through the twenty years he was active in Leipzig to produce the great chorale cantatas in the 1740s: an appropriate and logical culmination of his work. In fact these works were written in the mid-1720s, in an enormous first flood of enthusiasm for his work at Leipzig. He accumulated a body of cantatas that could be drawn upon for weekly use, performed the work of others, and shifted his preoccupations into other areas, notably the Collegium Musicum during the 1730s. It was the forensic work of the scholars Alfred Dürr, who as early as 1951 established a new chronology for the Weimar cantatas, and Georg von Dadelsen, culminating in work they both published in 1957–8, that really shook the foundations of Bach scholarship to their roots. Bach’s creative effort in cantata writing was shown to be concentrated in the first three years of his time in Leipzig (possibly extending to the first five years, depending on whether one believed that there were further cantatas now lost from that second two-year period). This research was very quickly and widely accepted, and began to change the view of Bach’s entire output. (Ironically, Spitta was advanced in his use of watermark evidence, and usually correct in his analysis. Hence his datings were generally accepted. But only those watermarks which were related to dated works could be relied on: all his other datings were hypothetical.) 


When it came, the reaction to the new chronology was extreme and radical: a leading Protestant scholar, Friedrich Blume, seemed to conclude that Bach had virtually given up his faith, had become disillusioned with his service of God, and turned to more worldly matters. It was an understandably exaggerated reaction, and one can see the pendulum swinging, more wildly than it needed to, against the notion of Bach as lifelong Lutheran and proselytiser for the faith. Blume spoke at the International Bach Society in Mainz in June 1962 and his paper was published a year later in Music and Letters. Blume attributed the Lutheranisation of Bach, his elevation to the status of the ‘Fifth Evangelist’, to nineteenth-century sentimentality, to the biographers Bitter and Spitta, and claimed it was completely absent in Forkel’s earlier view of the composer. Not content with reflecting on the changed chronology of the cantatas, Blume also laid into the idea that Bach was particularly linked to the organ, arguing that he had no ‘ancestral connection’ to the instrument or to church music. ‘Did Bach have a special liking for church work? Was it a spiritual necessity for him? Hardly. There is at any rate no evidence that it was. Bach the supreme cantor, the creative servant of the Word of God, the staunch Lutheran, is a legend. It will have to be buried along with all the other traditional and beloved romantic illusions.’


This was going too far, especially since another discovery of the time was Bach’s copy of the Calov Bible, obviously read with great care and annotated with religious awareness. The reaction against Blume was swift. Another Lutheran scholar, Friedrich Smend, tried to correct what Blume called an avalanche by referring to it as no more than ‘a little breeze’. That was certainly an underestimate of its effect. Rereading Blume’s portrait of Bach now, it seems more balanced than his critics gave him credit for: he was trying to contrast the elements in Bach’s life, not denying any of them, reasonably pointing out that our picture of Bach must not be distorted by the works that happen to have survived: ‘What has come to down to us is merely a part of Bach’s total output, and circumstances have brought it about that far more of the ecclesiastical part has survived than of the secular.’


Then the assumption that Bach’s instrumental and chamber music dated largely from his time at the court of Cöthen was suddenly undermined by Christoph Wolff’s suggestion that great pieces, including the Concerto for two violins, might date instead from his mature Leipzig years. George Stauffer has begun to explore the repertory of the Leipzig Collegium Musicum in Bach’s time, opening up the fascinating hypothesis that Bach might have performed up-to-date repertory such as Handel opera arias. The accepted chronology of Bach’s last years was effectively rewritten by the demonstration by the Japanese scholar Yoshitake Kobayashi, from a close study of the autograph scores and handwriting, that The Art of Fugue, far from being his last work left incomplete on his death, was essentially finished some years earlier; it was the Mass in B minor that occupied Bach’s final creative phrase.


Bach scholarship, which had concentrated first on the music and then on matters of chronology, was opened up to a whole new range of documentary evidence after the Berlin Wall came down, and East German archives that had previously been inaccessible were opened up to scholars. These explorations may yet yield further discoveries. Bringing the many divergent views into a harmonious whole, or at least a harmonious counterpoint, has been a major undertaking of recent Bach biography. The straightforward approach of Malcolm Boyd was refreshingly unpartisan, while Peter Williams has gone back to the source of the Obituary of Bach, analysing its implications in detail. It has been left to the leading Bach scholar of our generation, Christoph Wolff, to achieve a complete synthesis with his biography published in Bach’s 250th anniversary year, 2000, and its implications are still only just being explored. Wolff’s characterisation of Bach’s world-view is highly significant, and he has yet to write a companion volume on the music itself.


The process by which performances of Bach’s music have been transformed in recent times is dealt with below, pp. 119–27. But one scholarly debate of recent years, argued on a very public battlefield through recordings and performances, has been among the most fraught areas of recent research. Joshua Rifkin’s dramatic assertion, unveiled to the world in an American Musicological Society conference paper and performance of the B minor Mass in Boston in 1981, and a subsequent recording, was that Bach’s normal practice was to use only one singer on each vocal part in his sacred music. However one views the extremely complex evidence (which can be assessed and interpreted in many ways), the shock that Rifkin administered to the system was a wholly positive one, and even if its only effect were to have offered a corrective to the idea that large-scale choral performances are the best way to hear Bach’s vocal music, it would have been beneficial.


The most thoroughgoing expositions of these theories, paradoxically, have come not from Rifkin himself – he has never published the book-length justification that was promised – but from the English conductor and scholar Andrew Parrott. In The Essential Bach Choir, Parrott spells out with daunting detail the basis for the revolutionary view, drawing on a wealth of knowledge of performance practice before Bach, as well as a forensic examination of what Bach actually meant by his famous document of 1730 arguing for a well-appointed church music. The opposing, traditional view of Bach’s resources is still expressed by most conductors of the ‘choral’ tradition, even in its new guise with small-scale forces and period instruments, as well as by Bach scholars such as Boyd and Wolff (who does not mention Rifkin once in his Bach biography of 2000, even though Rifkin’s crucial redating of the St Matthew Passion has been accepted). This is, to over-simplify, that Bach was able to draw on various singers and players as ‘externi’ from the town’s other resources, but that he did not mention these in his document because it might have undermined his case for more good singers as part of his basic establishment.


Rifkin’s important theory, looked at over the perspective of a quarter of a century, now seems to fit with uncanny exactness into both the developing view of Bach performance practice and the altered view of Bach’s creative personality: for what better way to disengage Bach singing from the traditions of yesteryear than to whisk him out of the choral tradition altogether, and what better way to move away from a vision of Bach as the great Lutheran preacher than to imbue his deepest and most profound music with transparent lightness and dance-like grace? Also, of course, the textures that Rifkin, Parrott, Paul McCreesh and most recently John Butt advocate take to an extreme the taste of the times for small-scale performances: is this just a matter of our contemporary performance styles matching the style of our era; is it a reflection of the practicality (and economy) of soloist-led performance, or is it a richer and subtler interaction between past evidence and present taste?


Perhaps, as in many of these cases of historical judgement, extreme positions are giving way to a more flexible approach that may be regarded by the purists as compromise, but which is actually the most creative response to the evidence in the changed conditions of today’s performances. (However, the scholarly debate seems to have become even more entrenched in the 2010 issues of Early Music.) In the case of Bach’s vocal music, the controversy has alerted us to the vitally important fact that these performances did not oppose choral singers and soloists, but grew out of a tradition of consort-scale, ensemble-led performance driven by skilled soloists. This is another revolution in our understanding of Bach’s music.
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The perception that Bach was rediscovered only in the nineteenth century was encouraged by the statement as recently as The New Grove that ‘Bach was known only to a small circle of pupils and devotees until the Romantic movement stimulated a growing interest in his art’. But this will really not stand up to scrutiny. Long ago it was established by Gerhard Herz, Ludwig Finscher, Hans-Joachim Schulze and others that Bach’s sons and pupils kept his music alive after his death, and more and more fascinating details are emerging of the Bach legacy that was cultivated in the later eighteenth century. True, it was a partial legacy, which did not impact on the wider public consciousness until later, but it prepared the ground for that popular revival – in much the same way as those who revived old instruments in the early twentieth century from Arnold Dolmetsch onwards prepared the way for the popular period-instrument revival of the last fifty years.


The main impetus for the performance of Bach’s music after his death was the activity of his pupils, and in particular his sons Wilhelm Friedemann in Halle and Carl Philipp Emanuel in Hamburg (and perhaps also J. C. F. Bach as a keyboard player), who presented his works in concert. Friedemann Bach’s biographer Falck mentions performances of some cantatas. In line with the temper of the times they adapted the music for their forces: Carl Philipp Emanuel in Hamburg took portions of his father’s Passions for his own settings, and later adapted two cantatas. Friedemann added trumpets and timpani to Cantata 80, and Emanuel Bach revised the score of the Credo of the B minor Mass by altering his father’s own manuscript in a way that has made it very difficult to disentangle what he wrote and what his father wrote (even the most recent scientific spectroscope analysis undertaken by Uwe Wolf for the latest facsimile edition of the Mass has been disputed by Rifkin in 2010). The Credo was performed in Hamburg in 1786 and Emanuel wrote an introduction to be played before the piece. Bach’s sons kept alive keyboard works, and the motets continued in the repertory of the Thomanerchor in Leipzig – this is evidenced by the famous Rochlitz anecdote of Mozart hearing a Bach motet when he visited Leipzig in 1786.


Mozart was interested in Bach through the agency of Baron van Swieten, who had a well-known appetite for the music of the past. Either Mozart or members of his circle arranged Bach fugues for string trio in the 1780s and added some preludes of their own, and the influence of Bach can be heard in many places in Mozart’s later music, in the chorale of the armed men in The Magic Flute and in some keyboard pieces. It has been suggested that the Viennese interest in Bach was stimulated by a revival in Berlin, where some of Bach’s sons and pupils had lived, and a recent investigation of the Berlin harpsichordist Sara Levy and her musical soirées has revealed the extent to which the music of the Bach family was heard there towards the end of the century.


There was a continual fascination with Bach’s music through the second half of the eighteenth century, but its preservation and transmission depended on who took most care of the manuscripts they acquired on Bach’s death. It is known that Wilhelm Friedemann, for instance, acquired a great deal but sold much of it; C. P. E. Bach acquired the larger vocal pieces including the B minor Mass, but Forkel claimed that Wilhelm Friedemann had the largest share, in which case what may have been lost? Even before the end of the eighteenth century, copies of Bach’s music were listed for sale in the publisher’s catalogue of Johann Traeg in Vienna: Peter Wollny of the Bach Archiv Leipzig suggests these copies may have originated with Baron van Swieten himself. Beethoven’s patron Count Lichnowsky also owned copies of Bach’s music, perhaps through contact with Forkel. Beethoven studied the ‘48’ with his teacher Neefe – who said in a letter from Leipzig in 1776 that Passion music by Bach was to be performed there. Max Schneider found many Bach works in the Breitkopf catalogues of the 1760s and 1770s, especially the ‘48’, but also the Chromatic Fantasy and sacred and secular cantatas. Haydn owned a rare copy of the B minor Mass. Johann Philipp Kirnberger, a Bach pupil and theoretician, was the curator of the music library of Frederick the Great’s sister, Princess Anna Amalia, and this was another vital source keeping Bach’s music alive, through many copies as well as his publication of a major collection of chorale harmonisations. Forkel learned much from this collection for his first Bach biography, and after his death the library went to Berlin, where Zelter used it for his early Bach choral revivals.


Carl Friedrich Zelter, a minor composer but a major figure in the Bach revival, was the key link between those connoisseurs and enthusiasts and the next wave of Bach popularisation. He too made arrangements, such as the E major Fugue from Book 2 of the ‘48’ for string quartet, and performed the Harpsichord Concerto in D minor in 1807 and Brandenburg No. 5 in 1808. Armed with Kirnberger’s copies from Anna Amalia’s library, and also with Bach manuscripts he had himself collected from C. P. E. Bach’s legacy, he set out to rehearse the most ambitious works of Bach’s output, including (incredibly for the time) the two Passions, the B minor Mass and many cantatas. He tried the Kyrie of the B minor Mass in 1811, the A major Missa and a cantata in 1812, and the whole B minor Mass in 1813: these were essentially private sing-throughs, but enormously influential none the less; in 1815 he tackled parts of the St John and St Matthew Passions. (We can take with a grain of salt the claim by Adolf Bernhard Marx that Zelter ‘obtained the score of that immortal work [the Matthew Passion] from a cheese shop, where it was being used as wrapping paper’ – but it shows the desire to claim the evolution of Bach’s reputation as a radical rediscovery; Marx led a concerted press campaign on behalf of Mendelssohn’s activity.)


All this led directly to Mendelssohn’s famous performance of the St Matthew Passion in 1829. That was, of course, a signal moment in the reception of Bach’s music, but it is better to see it not as a revolution from the blue but as the culmination of a long process of cultivation and revival for which the ground had been well prepared over previous years: Zelter had encouraged Mendelssohn and the singer Edward Devrient, both his pupils. The performance was certainly a great event, and even impressed Goethe from afar: ‘The news of the successful performance of the great old masterpiece … makes me think. It seems to be as if I heard the ocean roaring from afar. I offer congratulations upon such a complete attainment of the virtually inconceivable.’ There were three performances in Berlin in 1829, and more followed; but it reached Leipzig under Mendelssohn only in 1841.


Our authenticist approach to history is now so odd that not only do we perform Bach’s St Matthew Passion, we also revive Mendelssohn’s version of Bach’s St Matthew Passion and present it as a separate art-work in its own right, performing it and publishing it. It is of course fascinating to know the alterations, cuts and reorchestrations that Mendelssohn for reasons of contemporary taste and practicality felt it necessary to make, but are we able to enter into its spirit? Is that a scholarly exercise or can it make a musical experience? Mendelssohn’s revival evidently sparked off a series of performances of the choral music on a wide scale around Germany, and the Bach revival in the public sphere had begun. Extensive publication programmes followed: Bach’s ‘Oeuvres complètes’ had been planned by the Leipzig firm Hoffmeister and Kühnel, but it was only with the launch of the complete Bach Gesellschaft in 1850, the centenary of Bach’s death, that the entire output of Bach’s work was made available, and Brahms was able to say that he felt the mission of the Bach-Gesamtausgabe was one of the most important experiences of his musical life. Spitta’s great Bach biography was published in two volumes in 1873 and 1880 and was translated into English as early as 1883–5 by Clara Bell and J. A. Fuller-Maitland. By then the Bach revival was already well established, and his position in the repertory assured.
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The intense impact that Bach’s music made on creative figures led to reinterpretation and reworking of his music in the nineteenth century – partly to make it performable, as Mendelssohn did, partly to make it available, but also attempting to interpret it for a new generation. Brahms, with his total dedication to the music of the past, understood better than most the origins of the Bach style as it developed from Schütz and Gabrieli, for he edited their work and performed it in his own concerts, as he did Mozart’s Requiem and Beethoven’s Missa solemnis. As the Bach Gesellschaft edition appeared, he performed cantatas and the Christmas Oratorio, and his music increasingly shows the influence of Bach – in his organ preludes, some of the late chamber music, and most prominently in the great passacaglia finale of the Fourth Symphony, where a ground bass of Bach’s from the early Cantata 150 is extrapolated on the largest scale.


But contrast Brahms’s extremely pure arrangement, for piano left hand, of the famous Chaconne from the Violin Partita in D minor – an utterly un-self-advertising and understanding transcription – with the virtuoso showpiece that Ferruccio Busoni made of the same movement half a century later. What had happened? Both Mendelssohn and Schumann had arranged the same Chaconne, Mendelssohn more freely. Mendelssohn also gave unaccompanied violin pieces a piano accompaniment for Ferdinand David’s recitals. Schumann brought the solo violin and cello works to the attention of a wider public by providing them with accompaniments because without them they might not have been heard, but at the same time he subtly draws them into a new musical world of explicit richness and romanticism, whereas in Bach the harmonic elaboration is only implied. (Schumann’s piano-accompanied version of the famous Prelude from the E major violin Partita is arguably less imaginative than Bach’s own rescoring for ensemble in Cantata 29.) Ignaz Moscheles added cello obbligato parts to the ‘48’. Growing out of this tradition was Gounod’s legendary addition of a melody to the first Prelude from the ‘48’ to make his famous Ave Maria. (I must add here the glorious explanation of that piece from a nineteenth-century periodical unearthed by Charles Cudworth: ‘This immortal melody was composed by Bach on his deathbed, and with his dying breath he entrusted the accompaniment to Gounod.’)


Then Franz Liszt, with his virtuosic pianistic style, used Bach not so much as a subject for faithful transcription but as a jumping-off point for musical elaboration. While his early versions of organ preludes and fugues are quite literal, by the time one reaches his fantasias on Weinen, Klagen, rewriting the cantata movement of that name and the ‘Crucifixus’ of the B minor Mass, we are into very different territory: independent composition stimulated by a far-distant original. As a concert pianist, Liszt performed major works such as the Goldberg Variations and the Chromatic Fantasy, but he increasingly moves to making the music his own – with the Preludium und Fugue über den Namen BACH for organ at the most extreme end of the spectrum of co-ownership. It is interesting, though, to note that these two interpretative approaches – transcription and recomposition – are not totally separate, but rather part of a gradual continuum, encapsulating the somewhat modern idea that any approach to, or reading of, a text is essentially an individual interpretation.


Directly influenced by Liszt’s Bach were Busoni’s Bach and Reger’s Bach – both concepts from which we find ourselves today at pretty much the opposite pole, though who is to say that they will not return to the centre of our taste? Busoni’s engagement with Bach, as Martin Zenck has put it, ‘lasted his entire life as a presence that often threatened to be all-consuming’. He thought of staging the St Matthew Passion; he planned extensive editions of Bach’s keyboard works, and made a ‘practical’ edition of the Goldberg Variations which eliminated some of the canonic movements and reduced the variations from thirty to twenty. In the case of the Chaconne, Busoni was using it as a source for his own imaginative flights of fancy – and this is surely far more successful. It is a Bach transformation that remains absolutely identifiable: Busoni is precisely mirroring Bach’s stretching of the potential of the eighteenth-century violin to the maximum of its powers, with the stretching of the twentieth-century concert grand to the very edges of its technical capability. Busoni went further in his later works related to Bach, such as the massive Fantasia contrappuntistica which mixes chorales, variations, and fugues using material from The Art of Fugue in a phantasmagorical sequence. Yet his transcriptions remain distinctive: in the organ chorale Ich ruf zu dir, as soon as you make the first chord in the left hand an eloquent minor tenth (rather than separating it as in the organ original into pedal and left hand) you have changed the piece and it becomes a pianistic original. Reger’s Bach is more glutinous, in the style of Mahler’s rescorings of movements from the Orchestral Suites, and his transcriptions of the Brandenburgs and the Suites as piano duets are pretty impenetrable. He made organ trios out of the three-part Inventions. Much more fun (though even more difficult) are the chromatic touches that Rachmaninov added to his own version of movements from the Violin Partita in E major: naughty but nice.


It is typical of our time that, as in the twentieth century Bach interpretation strove to become more faithful to the perceived originals, transcriptions too reverted to a form that was more recognisably Bachian. Which is not to say that they were literal: Schoenberg’s overwhelming 1928 orchestration of the ‘St Anne’ Prelude and Fugue (which may have been inspired by Busoni’s version ‘for the pianoforte for concert use’) uses the full resources of the modern symphony orchestra to create an effect that reveals how he heard the music, with full organ colours. Schoenberg’s versions of organ chorale preludes are more restrained but equally rich. They make a strong impression today, as does Elgar’s reworking of the Fantasia and Fugue in C minor with its hilarious xylophone writing at the climax. Fantasy reigned in Percy Grainger’s piano transcriptions, notably Blithe Bells, his wandering, chromatically lush mediation around ‘Sheep may safely graze’. Respighi added weighty orchestration to the organ Passacaglia in C minor. The greatest Bach orchestration of the twentieth century is surely Anton Webern’s version of the six-part Ricercar from The Musical Offering: laid out like a patient on a table, every strand of Bach’s marvellous contrapuntal concept is coolly exposed and dislocated between instruments in a way that forces us to listen, and then reassembles the music to wonderful effect.


Bach was especially important to the whole neo-classical revival, and it is no surprise that Stravinsky and Paul Hindemith were particularly influenced by him. At the very end of his life Stravinsky was arranging music from the ‘48’, and those transcriptions have only recently been performed for the first time; better known are his versions of the Canonic Variations on ‘Vom Himmel hoch’, a more or less literal analysis of Bach’s original (though with the chorale melody sung). Bartók’s Sonata for solo violin was inspired by Bach; Schoenberg’s Variations for Orchestra Op. 31 quotes the B–A–C–H theme, and most famously Berg’s Violin Concerto uses the chorale setting ‘Es ist genug’ from Cantata 60, a setting which the contemporary composer Magnus Lindberg has also arranged. The maverick composer Maurizio Kagel celebrated the Bach anniversary of 1985 by creating the Sankt-Bach Passion, a powerfully surreal piece which used the genre it aimed to deconstruct, creating a Passion story based on Bach’s own life and documents. The influence of the strong Bach choral tradition in England is powerfully felt in Michael Tippett’s A Child of Our Time, with its use of spirituals as quasi-chorales, recitatives and a Passion-like structure with direct references to Bach’s St John Passion. On the other side of the globe, the Brazilian Heitor Villa-Lobos wrote transcriptions of Bach preludes and fugues for an orchestra of cellos, and then his nine Bachianas Brasileiras of 1930–45 after Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos: ‘inspired by the musical ambience of Bach, a universal folkloric source, rich and profound, an intermediary for all peoples’; among them No. 5 is well known with its combination of eight cellos and soprano voice.


Many composers have continued to arrange Bach’s music and to derive inspiration from it, as in Lukas Foss’s Baroque Variations and Robin Holloway’s two-piano Gilded Goldbergs – which began, as the composer says, as a version ‘to be able to play and relish their ingenuities with ease and clarity, but slowly and shyly entered further and further reaches of fantasy … “shyly” is an understatement. I felt guilty and ashamed. But desire knows no curb.’ John Tavener conceived his huge and visionary religious work about St John of the Cross, Ultimos Ritos (premiered in 1974), as a piece that was completely derived from, and finally dissolved into a recording of, the ‘Crucifixus’ from Bach’s B minor Mass. The most beautiful and touching Bach transcriptions today are the utterly simple piano-duet versions by the Hungarian composer György Kurtág, which he plays with his wife on their recording Játékok (Games). Trio sonata movements for organ are transcribed with one line transposed up an octave; most memorable is the introductory Sinfonia to the funeral Cantata 106, Gottes Zeit: the Kurtágs played this on an upright piano at the 2006 funeral of their compatriot, György Ligeti.
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In the 1960s the appropriation of Bach by popular culture seems to symbolise a moment of openness, of a coming-together between pop and classical music, that held out much hope for the future. Was Bach essentially trivialised by the Moog synthesizer and the Swingle Singers? The Moog with its gloriously crude technicolours certainly enabled Bach to be played with a virtuosity beyond purely human endeavour, but to listen to it today is to be reminded of its strong links with sewing-machine neo-classical inflexibility: the Prelude of the E major violin Partita (or rather its transcription in Cantata 29) sounds relentlessly driven. The Swingles, on the other hand, are far freer and more fanciful in their rather sweet and sentimental approach to the repertory, especially in the F minor Prelude from Book 2 of the ‘48’ or the Badinerie from the Orchestral Suite No. 2. Jacques Loussier made a huge impression with his jazzed-up Bach as early as 1959, offering relaxed, sophisticated and often intricate responses to the music, and has continued to work in this vein for many years. Bach’s harmonic framework seems to suit the process of improvisation, a benefit recently discovered by the newest of the Bach improvisers, Gabriela Montero, who plays Bach on the piano and then improvises her own music around it.


There could be no greater demonstration of Bach’s integral, accepted place in our culture than the number of parodies and references his music has produced. It started long ago: when Sullivan wanted a reference to ‘masses, fugues and ops by Bach interwoven with Spohr and Beethoven’ in The Mikado, he just slipped the perky subject of the G minor Fugue for organ into the accompaniment (and assumed everyone would recognise it!). Peter Schickele’s newly invented Bach son P. D. Q. Bach became an industry in itself in America, a portmanteau device for parodying all classical music genres, spawning phenomena like the Baroque Beatles (their hits rearranged in an all-purpose sub-Bach idiom), or Peter Ustinov’s glorious impersonation of a cellist playing a Bach suite (without a cello). From ‘Bach Goes Bossa’ to Bud Powell’s Bud on Bach (actually an improvisation around C. P. E. Bach’s Solfeggietto) to classically trained Nina Simone’s ‘Love Me or Leave Me’, Bach has infused popular culture. The jazz composer Alec Templeton produced a little classic in Bach Goes to Town, described as ‘an effectively suburban idea about what a gently swung Bach prelude and fugue might be like’; it was recorded by Larry Adler among many others and stimulated Steeleye Span’s Bach Goes to Limerick. When the pioneering harpsichordist George Malcolm was going to record the Templeton on the harpsichord for a 78rpm disc, he sat up the night before and composed a companion piece for the B side, Bach Before the Mast, a witty baroque-isation of the sailors’ hornpipe. (When he got to the studio the next morning he found he couldn’t play it very well. ‘Because you were very tired?’ asked an interviewer. Malcolm replied testily: ‘No, it’s actually a really rather difficult piece.’)


Salzburg, Easter 2010


The Salzburg Easter Festival 2010: in the Karajan-inspired grandeur of the Grosses Festspielhaus and its elegant and overblown halls, a lavish parade of dresses, formal evening wear, Austrian national costume and plastic surgery. This is an event whose existence has been threatened by administrative corruption, money-laundering and political in-fighting, and the short (but horrendously expensive) festival is in the course of a rescue by the English manager Peter Alward. The artistic direction has traditionally been in the hands of the conductor of the Berlin Philharmonic: first Herbert von Karajan, now Sir Simon Rattle.


It is a curious and unlikely setting for a spiritual revelation. But in the middle of all this, a performance of riveting intensity and power of Bach’s St Matthew Passion, newly re-imagined for the twenty-first century: Simon Rattle and the Berlin Philharmonic are joined by the director Peter Sellars to take apart the jigsaw pieces of this work and put them back together. It is not the first time Bach’s Passion has been staged – Jonathan Miller’s effective concert staging in London, mingling singers and players, was successfully televised some years ago – but it is surely the most radical rethinking of it. Sellars has separated the two choirs and orchestras out around the stage in the most disrupting way, to create a large open central space, with one choir at the left front facing sideways, and an orchestra behind it facing forwards, one choir at the right back facing forward, with an orchestra in front of it facing opposite – and the pairs of orchestras and choirs are not the ones you might expect, but match each other across the open space. Even Rattle as the conductor has to commute across stage for those numbers with separate orchestras. In the central space, a few wooden blocks, which can be a seat, a table, an altar, and finally a grave. In this space Mark Padmore’s Evangelist begins to speak, his back to us, and his eloquent narration gradually draws in other commentators – as the soloists appear for their meditative arias, the instrumental obbligato players come to the centre of the stage and form beautifully constructed groupings where solo singer and solo players can look into each other’s eyes. It is an extraordinarily powerful experience, as if a great stone monument, familiar across the ages, has been deconstructed and torn apart, to reveal a beating human heart within.


What this St Matthew Passion really proves is that Bach will never die. He will just go on being recreated. From his own lifetime across the centuries his music has been ignored, vilified, misrepresented, used for political ends and commercially exploited, but it has always survived. Which does not mean that just any performance will do: there is no music so demanding to realise in sound, and so quick to reveal a lack of understanding or a lack of integrity in approaching it.
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Why was Bach so good at what he did? In his book Outliers, Malcolm Gladwell has some penetrating observations on the nature of creativity and genius. One of his key observations is that those who accomplish great things need to be born in the right time and right place, and need to be able to practise their craft – that applies as much to computer programmers as it does to sportsmen and musicians. As a teenager Bill Gates had access to a mainframe computer for thousands of hours. Anyone who has studied music knows how much practice it takes to make even the most innately talented musician great; we do not know how many possibly great musicians did not develop because they did not practise their craft or recognise their talent.


There is a central fact here about Bach: he spent hundreds of thousands of hours on the task of conceiving music. From his earliest days he was surrounded by music at home, was taught music, played music, and probably wrote music as soon as he was able – most likely every day of his life he either wrote down, or thought out, or made up music. And from every one of those hours he learnt. The comparison with others is not that he wrote more (Telemann, Graupner and other contemporaries produced far more music) but that he learnt so productively from what he did. As his Obituary stresses, thanks to his own efforts (and the writers were interestingly eager to stress the element of his being self-instructed), he got better at what he did. Bach shows every sign, in the continual improvements he made to his scores, his frequent reuse of material which he strove to perfect, of having acquired a quite exceptional level of self-criticism and self-awareness as to what needed to be changed and improved. This chimes precisely with what Forkel wrote in his biography: ‘I have often felt both surprise and delight at the means he employed to make, little by little, the faulty good, the good better, and the better perfect.’ Bach was never content. Even after his music was published he was tinkering with it, correcting it and adding to it. Whether or not one accepts that the final fugue of The Art of Fugue was unfinished at his death, there is a mythic truth in the idea that he was always searching for something better and greater. As Wolff writes, ‘When Bach set his indefatigably self-critical hand in motion, there seemed to be no such thing as an “untouchable” text, whether manuscript or print.’


Bach is thus the apotheosis not only of our idea of the composer as craftsman, as worker, as inexhaustibly active; but also of our idea of the composer as idealist, as spiritual striver for something that lies beyond. Rarely do these two characteristics come together in such perfect balance as they do with Bach: they cannot be separated because the work, whether in the realm of sacred music or secular music, is the spiritual quest. He challenges us to do better.
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