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Chapter 1: Who Was
Johann Sebastian Bach?


 





Johann Sebastian
Bach, a luminary of the late Baroque era, graced the world with his
transcendent compositions and musical prowess, leaving an indelible
mark on the tapestry of German artistry. Renowned for his
orchestral
masterpieces such as the Brandenburg Concertos, instrumental gems
like the Cello Suites, and keyboard marvels like the Goldberg
Variations and The Well-Tempered Clavier, Bach's legacy resonates
through the ages.


 





Born as the youngest
scion of a musical lineage in Eisenach, Bach's destiny intertwined
with the harmonies of his familial predecessors. Orphaned at the
tender age of ten, he sought refuge in the tutelage of his elder
brother Johann Christoph. Five years of profound musical immersion
in
this fraternal haven laid the foundation for Bach's illustrious
journey.


 





Venturing forth to
refine his musical acumen, Bach embarked on an odyssey that led him
to Lüneburg, where he completed his education. The orchestral
realms
of Arnstadt and Mühlhausen witnessed his melodic contributions,
while the courts of Weimar and Köthen became the crucibles of his
artistic evolution. Weimar, a realm where the organ's majesty
captured his attention, and Köthen, a haven where chamber music
found its muse in his hands.


 





The zenith of Bach's
career unfolded in Leipzig, where he assumed the mantle of
Thomaskantor in 1723. A harmonious symbiosis with the city's
Lutheran
churches and the Collegium Musicum, the university's ensemble,
became
the canvas for his creative expressions. The year 1726 marked a
pivotal moment as he unveiled some of his keyboard and organ
compositions to the world.


 





Yet, the journey was
not without discord. Tenuous relationships with Leipzig's
authorities
mirrored a recurring theme in Bach's professional life. Even the
honor bestowed by his king, Augustus III, as court composer in
1736,
did little to alleviate the strains.


 





The opus of Bach's
life continued to evolve, with early compositions undergoing
metamorphosis and expansion in the later chapters. In the twilight
of
his years, at the age of 65, Bach bid farewell to the world in
1750,
succumbing to complications arising from eye surgery. Though his
mortal journey ceased, the symphonies of Bach endure, immortalized
in
the echoes of time, resonating through the corridors of Western
musical history.


 





Bach's artistic
prowess transcended conventional boundaries, weaving a tapestry of
counterpoint, harmonies, and motifs that reverberated with the
influences of Italy and France, elevating German musical idioms to
new heights.[4] His musical palette, a fusion of diverse rhythms,
forms, and textures, bore the imprint of cultural
cross-pollination,
showcasing his unparalleled mastery.


 





A prolific creator,
Bach's repertoire spans a myriad of genres. His legacy is
immortalized in the cadence of sacred and secular cantatas, Latin
church compositions, Passions, oratorios, and motets. Beyond the
grandeur of his larger vocal compositions, Bach wove the threads of
Lutheran hymns seamlessly into his fabric, evident not only in
monumental works but also in the delicate nuances of his four-part
chorales and sacred songs. His devotion to the organ and keyboard
manifested in a prolific array of compositions, while concertos for
violin and keyboard, suites for chamber ensembles and orchestra,
adorned his diverse body of work. The haunting beauty of canon and
the intricate dance of fugue echoed through many of his pieces,
testament to his profound understanding of musical form.


 





In the 18th century,
Bach's acclaim as an organist held precedence, while his keyboard
masterpiece, The Well-Tempered Clavier, garnered accolades for its
pedagogical significance. The 19th century witnessed the unveiling
of
crucial biographies that unraveled the layers of Bach's life, and
by
its closure, the entirety of his known musical legacy graced the
pages of printed scores. The unfolding century bore witness to an
outpouring of scholarly works dedicated exclusively to Bach,
fostering a deeper understanding of his genius through platforms
like
journals and later, websites.


 





Cataloging his vast
repertoire, the Bach-Werke-Verzeichnis (BWV), a numbered compendium
of his works, became a cornerstone for enthusiasts and scholars
alike. New critical editions of his compositions further enriched
the
landscape of Bach studies. Beyond the confines of academic
discourse,
Bach's music found resonance in popular culture through
arrangements
such as the ethereal Air on the G String and the uplifting "Jesu,
Joy of Man's Desiring."


 





As the world
commemorated the 250th birthday of this musical luminary, a wave of
appreciation surged through complete box sets, preserving his
oeuvre
for generations to come. Bach's melodies continued to cascade
through
time, an eternal symphony that transcends epochs and captivates the
soul.

Chapter 2: Bach's
Life


 





On March 21, 1685
O.S., amidst the cultural tapestry of Eisenach, Johann Sebastian
Bach
made his entrance into the world—a world of musical heritage and
potential that would shape the course of history. The town's
musical
heartbeat, Johann Ambrosius Bach, and Maria Elisabeth Lämmerhirt,
his parents, welcomed him as the eighth and youngest progeny in the
Bach lineage, where the essence of music ran through their
veins.


 





His familial roots
were deeply entwined with the artistry of sound, surrounded by
uncles
who were maestros in their own right—church organists, court
chamber musicians, and composers. The rhythmic legacy passed down
by
Johann Christoph Bach, an uncle who imparted the secrets of the
organ, and Johann Ludwig Bach, an esteemed second cousin, a
luminary
in the realm of composition and musical prowess.


 





Tragedy struck young
Bach in 1694 when his mother, the harmonic pillar of the household,
departed this earthly stage, followed eight months later by his
father. At the tender age of ten, fate guided him to the abode of
his
older brother, Johann Christoph Bach, the organist at St. Michael's
Church in Ohrdruf, Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg. Despite societal norms
prohibiting access to musical scores, the tenacious young prodigy
immersed himself in the world of music, performing, studying, and
even transcribing compositions, including those of his own kin.


 





Johann Christoph, a
mentor and guide, not only unraveled the intricacies of the
clavichord for Bach but also introduced him to the symphonies of
notable composers such as Johann Caspar Kerll, Johann Jakob
Froberger, and Johann Pachelbel. The melodic journey extended to
the
works of North German composers, French virtuosos like
Jean-Baptiste
Lully and Louis Marchand, and the expressive notes of Italian
clavierist Girolamo Frescobaldi.


 





Yet, Bach's
education wasn't confined to the harmonious realms alone. The local
gymnasium enriched his mind with theology, Latin, and Greek,
providing a holistic foundation for his artistic odyssey. This
confluence of disciplines cultivated a fertile ground for the young
composer to flourish.


 





In 1700, the
chapters of Bach's musical education unfolded further as he, along
with his young schoolmate Georg Erdmann, crossed the threshold of
the
prestigious St. Michael's School in Lüneburg. The echoes of Ohrdruf
faded into the distance as a new cadence beckoned them to the
north,
a rhythm that would resonate through centuries and define the
indelible legacy of Johann Sebastian Bach.


 





In all likelihood,
their journey was predominantly on foot, tracing pathways that
weaved
through the tapestry of landscapes. During the two years of this
pilgrimage, Bach's senses absorbed the diverse hues of European
culture, enriching the symphony of his experiences. Within the
sacred
walls of the institution, he not only lent his voice to the choir
but
also became a maestro of the three-manual organ and the enchanting
harpsichords. It was not just a musical journey; it was an
immersion
into a microcosm where sons of northern German nobility, destined
for
various professions, crossed paths.


 





In the rhythm of
life, Bach found himself in the court of Duke Johann Ernst III in
Weimar in January 1703. His appointment as a court musician was the
beginning of a crescendo that would resonate through the annals of
musical history. This chapter unfolded shortly after Bach's
graduation from St. Michael's and a gentle rejection from the
organist position at Sangerhausen, laying the groundwork for a new
melodic phase.


 





The specifics of
Bach's role in Weimar remain shrouded in the enigma of time, likely
comprising tasks beyond the realm of music. Yet, it was during
these
seven months that his reputation as a virtuoso keyboardist reached
a
symphonic zenith. Invited to inspect the new organ and grace the
New
Church in Arnstadt with his inaugural recital, Bach marked the
beginning of an era that harmonized with the keys of opportunity.
On
August 14, 1703, the sonorous echoes of his talent resonated as he
was appointed organist at the New Church—a position that carried
with it not just a paycheck, but a canvas painted in the hues of
artistic freedom.


 





However, as the
notes of time progressed, discord emerged between Bach and the
authorities, overshadowing the familial and musical ties that bound
him to Arnstadt. The quality of the choir became a discordant note
in
Bach's harmonious composition, leading to a clash with a certain
Geyersbach, aptly labeled a "Zippel Fagottist." The
conflict crescendoed one fateful night when Geyersbach confronted
Bach with a stick. Seeking justice, Bach filed a complaint, but the
authorities, rather than echoing his grievances, orchestrated a
minor
reprimand for Geyersbach and advised Bach to temper his
expectations.


 





In pursuit of a
different cadence, Bach took a leave of absence from Arnstadt for
four weeks, venturing beyond familiar realms. The year 1705 marked
a
symphonic interlude in his life—a pilgrimage to Lübeck to commune
with the famed organist and composer Dieterich Buxtehude. Legends
etch a 450-kilometer round trip on foot, a journey that resonated
with the notes of dedication and the echoes of commitment to his
craft. Bach's footsteps, echoing through the corridors of time,
embody not just a physical odyssey but a melodic pilgrimage—a
testament to the lengths he would traverse in the pursuit of his
musical destiny.


 





In 1706, Bach sought
the role of organist at Blasius Church in Mühlhausen, marking a
pivotal chapter in his journey where the resonance of his talent
would reverberate through sacred walls. As part of his application,
a
cantata, likely an embryonic rendition of the magnum opus "Christ
lag in Todes Banden," graced the air on Easter, April 24, 1707.
The harmonious cadence of this musical offering was a prelude to a
future where Bach's melodies would entwine with the spiritual
tapestry of Mühlhausen.


 





A month after this
musical proclamation, the gates of opportunity swung open for Bach,
and he commenced his service in July, adorned with the mantle of
the
esteemed organist at Blasius Church. This appointment was not
merely
a change of title; it orchestrated a symphony of transformative
elements—a substantial increase in salary, improved working
conditions, and the gift of a choir whose notes harmonized
seamlessly
with Bach's vision.


 





In the embrace of
Mühlhausen, Bach's personal and professional chords found a
unifying
harmony as he embarked on a journey of matrimonial bliss. Four
months
after assuming his position, Bach exchanged vows with Maria Barbara
Bach, his second cousin, weaving the threads of family into the
fabric of his musical legacy.


 





Bach's influence
extended beyond the organ keys; his persuasive notes reached the
hearts of Mühlhausen's ecclesiastical and civic authorities. With
eloquence unparalleled, he advocated for an elaborate organ
refurbishment at Blasius Church—an endeavor that would elevate the
sonic grandeur of the sacred space.


 





The year 1708
witnessed the birth of "Gott ist mein König," a jubilant
cantata composed by Bach to celebrate the inauguration of the new
council. This composition, resonating with triumphant notes, not
only
showcased Bach's musical prowess but also underscored his ability
to
harmonize with the civic spirit of Mühlhausen. The council,
recognizing the transcendent value of Bach's musical offerings,
undertook the publication of this opus, immortalizing both the
composer and the city in the annals of artistic history. The
synergistic relationship between Bach and Mühlhausen during this
chapter became a sonorous testament to the transformative power of
music in shaping the cultural and spiritual landscape of a
community.

Chapter 3: His Music
Style


 





From his earliest
days, Bach delved into the masterpieces of Baroque composers and
those who preceded them, sculpting his musical identity through a
tapestry of influences. A symphony of artistic dialogue unfolded as
he immersed himself in the works of his Baroque contemporaries and
the musical legacies handed down by previous generations, each note
echoing the resonance of bygone eras.


 





In his compositions,
Bach embraced the basso continuo technique, a musical thread
intricately woven through concertos, suites, recitatives, da capo
arias, and the harmonious fabric of four-part choral compositions.
Handel, Telemann, and Vivaldi, fellow architects of the Baroque
soundscape, joined him in this exploration of musical depth.
However,
Bach's ingenuity surpassed the conventions of his time. His
harmonies
resonated with daring dissonances and progressions, showcasing a
profound harmonic exploration within the confines of a single
composition—an audacious journey into the uncharted territories of
musical expression.


 





Bach's sacred opus,
numbering in the hundreds, serves as a testament not only to his
artistic prowess but also to a profound spiritual connection with
the
divine. His role as Thomaskantor in Leipzig extended beyond the
musical realm; he imparted the teachings of Luther's Small
Catechism,
infusing theological depth into his compositions. The Lutheran
chorale, a cornerstone of his musical foundation, became a fertile
ground for his creativity. Transforming these hymns into chorale
preludes, Bach demonstrated unparalleled ingenuity, crafting
compositions that were both accessible and intricately
interwoven.


 





Within the sacred
tapestry of his major works, a meticulous structure unfolded,
revealing the depth of Bach's preparation to evoke both a spiritual
and musical resonance. The St Matthew Passion, an embodiment of
this
intricate craftsmanship, transcended the boundaries of conventional
oratorio. While echoing the biblical narrative through recitatives,
arias, choruses, and chorales, Bach ingeniously fashioned an
immersive experience that stands as a testament to its enduring
impact—an artistic creation that continues to elicit both musical
exhilaration and spiritual profundity across the annals of
time.


 





Bach's creative
tapestry extends far beyond the realms of opera, as he meticulously
curated and published an array of collections that delved into the
expansive landscape of musical genres prevalent in his era. Within
these collections, he ventured into the creative and technical
nuances inherent in each genre, leaving an indelible mark on the
musical heritage of his time.


 





An exemplary
testament to his musical exploration is "The Well-Tempered
Clavier," a magnum opus divided into two books. Within its
pages, Bach intricately weaves a tapestry of preludes and fugues,
each traversing the vast expanse of major and minor keys. This
composition serves as a mesmerizing showcase of structural
ingenuity,
contrapuntal brilliance, and diverse fugal approaches, illustrating
Bach's command over the full spectrum of musical expression.


 





In the intricate
realm of four-part harmonies, Bach stood as a luminary figure.
While
the foundations of four-part harmonies predated him, he existed
during a pivotal juncture when the tonal system supplanted modal
music in Western tradition. Embracing this transformative shift,
Bach's compositions embodied the principles of this new system,
where
musical progression unfolded from one chord to another, each
comprised of four distinct notes. This innovation permeated not
only
his renowned four-part choral compositions but also resonated in
the
nuanced accompaniment of figured bass.


 





Bach's mastery over
the tonal system wasn't just a stylistic choice—it laid the
groundwork for a burgeoning musical scheme that would shape the
course of expression for centuries to come. An architectural force
in
this evolution, Bach's works became a cornerstone, influencing
subsequent generations of composers and solidifying his legacy as a
trailblazer in the ever-evolving landscape of musical
expression.


 





One compelling
manifestation of this influence is evident in Bach's arrangement of
Pergolesi's Stabat Mater in the 1740s. In this adaptation, Bach
didn't merely replicate the original; he breathed new life into the
viola part. Transforming it from a unison companion to the bass
part,
Bach infused his distinctive four-part harmony approach, elevating
the composition and showcasing the enduring impact of his
innovative
musical language.


 





During the
19th-century debates in Russia regarding the legitimacy of adopting
four-part court chant settings versus adhering to older Russian
musical traditions, Bach's four-part chorale settings emerged as
intriguing foreign-influenced models, especially evident in the
concluding segments of his Chorale cantatas. This sparked a nuanced
discourse on the perceived inevitability of such foreign
influence.


 





Bach's unwavering
commitment to the tonal system and his pivotal role in shaping its
trajectory should not be misconstrued as a dismissal of the older
modal system and its associated genres. In a departure from his
contemporaries who swiftly embraced the tonal system, Bach
showcased
a unique propensity for revisiting the ostensibly antiquated modi
and
genres of yesteryears. A striking example of this divergence is
found
in his Chromatic Fantasia and Fugue, crafted in the D dorian mode
(equivalent to D minor in the tonal system). This composition,
echoing the chromatic fantasia genre favored by predecessors like
Dowland and Sweelinck, stands as a testament to Bach's multifaceted
musical exploration.


 





Bach's innovative
approach extended to the realm of modulation, a technique that
surpassed the conventions of his time. Brass instruments,
particularly trumpets and horns, were tethered to the key of their
tuning for a considerable period before the advent of valves.
Similarly, keyboard instruments, lacking a practical system of
temperament, were constrained in the keys to which they could
seamlessly modulate. Bach's bold experimentation with modulation
didn't escape scrutiny, as evidenced by an indictment he faced in
Arnstadt. Accused of introducing "strange tones" in his
organ playing that perplexed the singers, Bach's audacious foray
into
uncharted tonal territories set him apart. Notably, his
interactions
with Louis Marchand, an early experimenter in modulation, suggested
that Bach's innovations surpassed the norm, perhaps contributing to
Marchand's strategic avoidance of a direct confrontation.


 





The audacity of
Bach's musical expression reached new heights in his 1723
Magnificat's "Suscepit Israel." In a remarkable feat, he
orchestrated the trumpets in E-flat to play a melody in the
enharmonic scale of C minor. This ingenious maneuver showcased
Bach's
mastery in manipulating tonalities, pushing the boundaries of
musical
convention and solidifying his status as a trailblazer in the
intricate tapestry of musical innovation.


 





In the realm of
keyboard instruments, a transformative shift was occurring during
Bach's era—a shift toward a temperament that allowed unrestricted
use of all available keys, encompassing the 12 major and 12 minor
keys, facilitating seamless modulation without the need for
retuning.
Bach played a pivotal role in propelling this significant
development
forward. His early composition, the Capriccio on the Departure of a
Beloved Brother, showcased an enthusiasm for modulation that
distinguished it from contemporary works, setting the stage for
what
would later unfold in the monumental Well-Tempered Clavier. The
genesis of this influential work can be traced back to around 1720,
with glimpses found in the Klavierbüchlein für Wilhelm Friedemann
Bach, one of Bach's earliest explorations in this direction.


 





Within Wilhelm
Friedemann's Klavierbüchlein, Bach provided an insightful ornament
notation and performance guide for his eldest son, who was a mere
nine years old at the time. Bach's approach to ornamentation was
characterized by a remarkable degree of intricacy, reflecting the
prevailing ethos of the period where ornamentation was often
considered a performer's liberty rather than explicitly notated by
composers. The Goldberg Variations' "Aria" stands as a
testament to this, adorned with rich ornamentation in nearly every
measure. This penchant for embellishment is further evident in
Bach's
keyboard arrangement of Marcello's Oboe Concerto, where his added
ornamentation continues to be embraced by oboists in contemporary
performances.


 





While Bach refrained
from composing operas, his admiration for the genre and its
elaborate
vocal style was unmistakable. In the realm of church music, Italian
composers incorporated operatic vocal flair, particularly in the
Neapolitan mass. In Protestant settings, however, there was a
degree
of hesitancy toward adopting such a style for liturgical music.
Kuhnau, Bach's predecessor in Leipzig, notably shied away from
opera
and the virtuoso vocal style prevalent in Italian compositions.
Bach,
in contrast, displayed a more open disposition. Following a
performance of his St Matthew Passion, an astute audience member
remarked on its striking resemblance to opera—an observation that
underscored Bach's willingness to embrace diverse influences and
push
the boundaries of traditional expectations in pursuit of his
artistic
vision.


 





During Bach's era,
the basso continuo, a foundational ensemble comprising instruments
like the organ, viola da gamba, or harpsichord, typically played a
supportive role, providing harmonic and rhythmic support for the
entire musical piece. A unique twist to this convention emerged in
the late 1720s when Bach, a decade ahead of Handel's debut organ
concertos, introduced the organ as a concertante instrument, taking
on a soloist role within the orchestral framework during
instrumental
cantata passages.


 





Notably, Bach's
inventive exploration extended to the harpsichord in the 1730s,
marking the genesis of his harpsichord concertos. Unlike
conventional
continuo roles, these concertos showcased a transformative approach
where neither the harpsichord nor the accompanying instruments
played
a continuo part in his sonatas for viola da gamba and harpsichord.
This departure from the figured bass tradition was instrumental in
shaping the evolution of genres, particularly the keyboard
concerto.


 





Bach's compositional
prowess, however, was not confined to specific instruments; he
ventured into creating music that transcended instrument
specificity.
The sonatas and partitas for solo violin, considered the pinnacle
of
violin repertoire, exemplify this approach. While demanding
virtuosity from performers, these compositions are tailored to the
unique capabilities of the violin, pushing it to its zenith without
relying solely on bravura. Interestingly, Bach's innovative spirit
extended beyond the bounds of instrument exclusivity, as he
transcribed certain pieces from this collection for alternative
instruments.


 





Similarly, the cello
suites, renowned for their virtuoso character tailored to the
instrument, witnessed Bach's experimental side when he arranged one
of these suites for the lute. This dexterity in adaptation was not
limited to string instruments; his most virtuosic keyboard pieces
followed a similar trajectory. In each instance, Bach harnessed the
full potential of an instrument while ensuring the intrinsic
substance of his music remained resilient, transcending the
limitations of any specific medium and embracing a boundless
musical
landscape.


 





Unsurprisingly,
Bach's musical legacy transcends the confines of its original
instruments, making it a versatile repertoire frequently adapted
and
performed on a diverse array of musical mediums. The phenomenon of
transcribing his compositions is a testament to their enduring
appeal, finding unexpected echoes in genres as varied as jazz
music.


 





Beyond the
adaptability of his compositions, Bach's innovative spirit is
evident
in the deliberate absence of instrumentation in certain works.
Noteworthy examples include the canons BWV 1072–1078, along with
substantial portions of the Musical Offering and the Art of Fugue.
This deliberate departure from traditional instrumentation adds an
extra layer of intrigue to Bach's musical legacy, inviting
interpreters to explore and reimagine his works in novel
contexts.


 





A hallmark of Bach's
distinctive approach lies in his extensive use of counterpoint, a
departure from the prevailing homophonic style. This is prominently
showcased in his four-part Chorale settings and finds its zenith in
his canons and fugues. While Bach did not invent the fugue, his
transformative influence on the genre was so profound that he
became
synonymous with its defining characteristics. Fugues, akin to the
Sonata form for Classical composers, represent an integral facet of
Bach's musical identity.


 





In the realm of
strictly contrapuntal compositions, a defining feature of Bach's
oeuvre is the individuality of melodic lines within each voice. The
chords generated by simultaneous notes adhere meticulously to the
principles of four-part harmony. Johann Nikolaus Forkel, Bach's
earliest biographer, eloquently underscores this distinctive
quality,
emphasizing how Bach's music stands apart from the norm, creating a
rich tapestry of voices that harmonize in a unique and compelling
manner. Bach's legacy, therefore, not only endures through its
adaptability but also through the intricate interplay of voices
that
characterizes his compositional genius.


 





When examining the
language of music, the mere expression of a melodic
line—essentially
a straightforward succession of musical notes—can be deemed
somewhat lacking. The inclusion of a bass component serves to
establish a harmonic foundation, providing an explanation, but
rather
than merely enhancing the richness, it confines and defines the
musical structure. This approach, often characterized by a melody
accompanied by a supportive bass, even if not all the notes align
precisely with the actual bass, or adorned with simple
embellishments
and basic chords, is traditionally referred to as "homophony."


 





Contrastingly, a
more intricate scenario unfolds when two melodies intertwine with
such intricacy that they engage in a dialogue akin to two
individuals
conversing on equal footing. In the first situation, the
accompaniment assumes a secondary role, merely supporting the
primary
element. However, in the second scenario, the relationship between
the two components takes on a different nature. Their interweaving
spawns novel melodic combinations, ushering in fresh forms of
musical
expression. The linguistic apparatus expands proportionately when
diverse musical pieces interlace freely and autonomously, reaching
an
almost boundless realm with the introduction of varied forms and
rhythms. Harmony, once a mere supplement to melody, transforms into
a
potent force that elevates the complexity and expressiveness of
musical communication. In this context, a basic accompaniment falls
short; true harmony manifests through the intricate interplay of
numerous melodies spanning the upper, middle, and lower registers
of
the composition.


 





Bach's genius in the
realm of harmony lies in his ability to weave distinct melodies
together seamlessly, a skill that reached its pinnacle from around
1720, when he was thirty-five, until his passing in 1750. In this
domain, Bach surpasses all other composers on a global scale. His
musical tapestry is so intricate that each section appears to
embody
the true melody, a feat unparalleled by any other. Remarkably, one
can selectively omit the upper and lower parts of Bach's four-part
compositions, and the intermediate sections alone still captivate
with their charm and harmony. His mastery in this realm remains
unparalleled, making Bach an unrivaled luminary in the realm of
musical composition.


 





Bach demonstrated a
heightened focus on the architectural integrity of his
compositions,
setting him apart from his contemporaries. This meticulous
attention
to structure is evident in his adaptations of existing works,
exemplified by his early version of the "Keiser" St Mark
Passion. Here, he not only refines scene transitions but also
elevates the overall coherence of the piece. Similarly, this
commitment to structure is reflected in his original compositions,
such as the Magnificat and Leipzig Passions.


 





As he approached the
final years of his life, Bach engaged in a notable practice of
revisiting and revising numerous earlier works. The most
conspicuous
transformation often involved the reshaping of previously composed
music into a more enriched and sophisticated structure, a notable
instance being the Mass in B minor. Bach's fascination with
structure
invited numerological analyses of his pieces, particularly reaching
its peak around the 1970s. However, many of these interpretations,
often delving into symbolism-laden hermeneutics, were later
discredited for overreaching and misrepresentation.


 





Beyond the musical
intricacies, Bach placed significant importance on the librettos or
lyrics of his vocal compositions. In instances where he couldn't
rely
on the expertise of other text authors, he actively sought
collaboration with diverse writers for his cantatas and expansive
vocal works. There's evidence to suggest that he might have even
authored or modified texts himself to align seamlessly with the
structural nuances of the piece he envisioned. One of the most
well-known collaborations is with Picander for the libretto of the
St
Matthew Passion, showcasing Bach's dedication to achieving a
multi-layered and harmonious structure, a trend that was apparent
in
his earlier efforts, including the St John Passion libretto. This
collaborative and intricate approach to both musical and textual
elements reveals Bach's unwavering commitment to the meticulous
construction of his compositions.

Chapter 4: How His
Music Was Received


 





During the 18th
century, Bach's musical brilliance found its primary audience among
discerning connoisseurs of the time. The onset of the nineteenth
century marked a pivotal moment with the publication of the
composer's inaugural biography, a precursor to the Bach
Gesellschaft's monumental task of compiling and publishing all of
Bach's known works—a significant undertaking that spanned the
century.


 





The transformative
Bach Revival unfolded with Mendelssohn's captivating 1829 rendition
of the St Matthew Passion. This performance acted as the catalyst,
propelling Bach into the echelons of musical greatness, a stature
that only intensified as the century progressed. The latter half of
the nineteenth century witnessed the unveiling of a comprehensive
Bach biography, further cementing his status as a musical
luminary.


 





The twentieth
century witnessed an unprecedented proliferation of Bach's music
through widespread performances and recordings. The Neue
Bachgesellschaft, among other entities, delved into scholarly
studies, contributing to a deeper understanding of the composer.
The
mid-twentieth century saw a surge in Bach's popularity, fueled by
modern reinterpretations. The Swingle Singers' innovative
arrangements and Wendy Carlos' groundbreaking Switched-On Bach,
featuring the Moog electronic synthesizer, were instrumental in
this
resurgence.


 





As the twentieth
century drew to a close, a notable shift occurred in classical
musicians' approach to Bach's repertoire. Departing from the
romantic
era's conventions, performers embraced historical accuracy,
employing
period baroque instruments, studying authentic playing techniques
and
tempi, and adopting instrumental ensembles and choirs reflective of
Bach's own preferences. This meticulous return to authenticity
breathed new life into Bach's works.


 





The symbolic BACH
motif, a hallmark in the composer's own creations, resonated across
scores paying tribute to his enduring legacy from the 19th century
to
the 21st century. With the advent of the twenty-first century,
technology further democratized access to Bach's complete surviving
oeuvre through dedicated online platforms, fostering a global
appreciation for his musical genius.


 





Bach's influence
transcends mere musical realms, earning him a revered place in
ecclesiastical commemorations. The Episcopal Church, alongside
several Lutheran denominations like the ELCA, acknowledges Bach's
contributions, honoring him on July 28 alongside luminaries such as
George Frideric Handel and Heinrich Schütz—a testament to Bach's
enduring impact on both sacred and secular musical landscapes.


 





Bach enjoyed
widespread esteem among his contemporaries, yet his recognition
beyond this select circle of connoisseurs rested more on his
virtuosic prowess than the dissemination of his works, which had a
notably limited reach. Despite this, Bach basked in public acclaim
during his lifetime, earning the prestigious title of court
composer
from Augustus III of Poland and accolades from illustrious figures
like Frederick the Great and Hermann Karl von Keyserling. These
commendations stood in stark contrast to the challenges he faced,
notably in Leipzig. Bach faced detractors, with figures like Johann
Adolf Scheibe urging him to simplify his compositions, while
champions like Johann Mattheson and Lorenz Christoph Mizler lauded
him in contemporary publications.


 





Posthumously, Bach's
standing as a composer underwent an initial decline, as his work
was
deemed antiquated in comparison to the emerging galant style.
Initially typecast as primarily an organ virtuoso and an educator,
his compositions, particularly those for organ and harpsichord,
were
prevalent in the music publications of his time, at least as far as
memory serves. Consequently, his reputation as a composer remained
largely tethered to his keyboard compositions, with an emphasis on
their pedagogical utility.


 





The preservation of
Bach's musical legacy faced challenges within his immediate family,
with discrepancies in their commitment to safeguarding his
manuscripts leading to significant losses. His second eldest son,
Carl Philipp Emanuel, emerged as a stalwart guardian of his
father's
legacy. Instrumental in co-writing Bach's obituary, contributing to
the publication of his four-part chorales, staging performances of
his works, and playing a key role in preserving a substantial
portion
of his father's previously unpublished compositions, Carl Philipp
Emanuel played a pivotal role in ensuring the enduring legacy of
Bach's musical genius.


 





Wilhelm Friedemann,
the firstborn, showcased many of his father's cantatas in Halle.
However, facing unemployment, he found himself compelled to sell a
portion of Johann Sebastian Bach's extensive collection of
works.


 





Several disciples of
the venerable maestro played pivotal roles in perpetuating his
musical legacy. Notable figures among them included his son-in-law
Johann Christoph Altnickol, Johann Friedrich Agricola, Johann
Kirnberger, and Johann Ludwig Krebs. Beyond the realm of musicians,
distinguished individuals like Daniel Itzig, a high-ranking
official
at Frederick the Great's court in Berlin, held Bach in high esteem.
In this milieu, even Bach's daughters found tutelage, studying
under
Kirnberger, while the younger sister, Sara, honed her skills under
the guidance of Wilhelm Friedemann Bach during his residence in
Berlin from 1774 to 1784. Sara Itzig Levy, a patron of CPE Bach,
zealously collected works from Johann Sebastian Bach and his
offspring.


 





During his tenure in
Leipzig, Bach's ecclesiastical compositions were confined to a
handful of motets and Passions directed by Cantor Doles. A
subsequent
generation of Bach enthusiasts emerged, meticulously transcribing
and
copying his music, even clandestinely performing some of his
grandiose pieces such as the Mass in B minor. Gottfried van
Swieten,
a prominent Austrian official, played a pivotal role in
transmitting
Bach's legacy to the Viennese school of composers. Notably, Haydn
drew inspiration from Bach's compositions, possessing manuscript
copies of the Well-Tempered Clavier and the Mass in B minor.
Mozart,
too, held a copy of one of Bach's motets, reproduced several
instrumental compositions (K. 404a, 405), and crafted contrapuntal
pieces under the influence of Bach's style. Remarkably, by the age
of
11, Beethoven had mastered the Well-Tempered Clavier and bestowed
upon Bach the title of "Urvater der Harmonie" (progenitor
of harmony).


 





In 1802, Johann
Nikolaus Forkel unveiled "Ueber Johann Sebastian Bachs Leben,
Kunst und Kunstwerke," marking the composer's inaugural
biography and acting as a catalyst for expanding his audience.


 





By 1805, Abraham
Mendelssohn, who had entered the family through marriage with one
of
Itzig's granddaughters, made a significant contribution to the
Berlin
Sing-Akademie. He presented an extensive collection of Bach
manuscripts inherited from C. P. E. Bach. The Sing-Akademie
occasionally showcased Bach's works in public concerts, featuring
performances like his inaugural keyboard concerto with Sara Itzig
Levy at the piano.


 





During this period,
Breitkopf initiated the publication of chorale preludes,
Hoffmeister
delved into harpsichord music, and the Well-Tempered Clavier saw
simultaneous printing by Simrock in Germany, Nägeli in Switzerland,
and Hoffmeister in both Germany and Austria in 1801.


 





The subsequent
years, 1802 and 1803, witnessed the release of motets, followed by
the E major rendition of the Magnificat, the A major Kyrie-Gloria
Mass, and the cantata "Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott" (BWV
80). In 1818, Hans Georg Nägeli acclaimed the Mass in B minor as
"the best work ever." The profound impact of Bach
reverberated through the early Romantic composers who succeeded
him.
Felix Mendelssohn, Abraham's son, evidenced this influence at the
tender age of 13 when he composed his initial Magnificat setting in
1822, drawing inspiration from Bach's unreleased D major version of
the Magnificat at the time.


 





In 1829, Felix
Mendelssohn orchestrated a landmark Berlin performance of the St
Matthew Passion, playing a pivotal role in reigniting fascination
with Bach's oeuvre and sparking what has since been recognized as
the
Bach Revival. Following this resounding success, the St John
Passion
made its 19th-century debut in 1833, followed by the first public
rendition of the Mass in B minor in 1844. The decades spanning the
1830s and 1840s witnessed a surge in the publication of Bach's
vocal
works, including six cantatas, the St Matthew Passion, and the Mass
in B minor. This period also marked a notable increase in public
performances and media coverage, casting a brighter spotlight on
the
composer and his creations.


 





In 1833, a
groundbreaking collection of organ compositions by Bach was
published
for the first time, reflecting the expanding interest in his
diverse
musical legacy. The influence of Bach extended beyond the classical
realm, permeating the works of contemporaries such as Chopin and
Schumann. Chopin's composition of the 24 Preludes, Op. 28,
commenced
in 1835, while Schumann contributed his Sechs Fugen über dem Namen
B-A-C-H in 1845, both creations deeply inspired by the masterful
Well-Tempered Clavier. Further homage to Bach's genius unfolded as
composers like Carl Friedrich Zelter, Robert Franz, and Franz Liszt
engaged in copying and arranging his works to align with
contemporary
preferences and performance practices. Noteworthy instances
included
incorporating Bach's melodies into new compositions, exemplified by
Charles Gounod's Ave Maria. The allure of Bach's compositions was
not
lost on prominent figures of the time, as Brahms, Bruckner, and
Wagner were among those who lavished praise upon or actively
promoted
Bach's musical contributions.


 





The
Bach-Gesellschaft (Bach Society) was established in 1850 with the
explicit goal of championing Bach's musical legacy. This initiative
bore fruit with the Society's meticulous release of a comprehensive
edition of Bach's works in the latter part of the nineteenth
century.
Philipp Spitta, during the same period, authored "Johann
Sebastian Bach," a seminal work that stands as the definitive
account of Bach's life and musical oeuvre. Bach had already
achieved
recognition as the foremost figure among the "three Bs" in
music during the nineteenth century. This era witnessed an
impressive
surge in literature dedicated to Bach, with over 200 books written
about him. By the turn of the century, local Bach organizations had
sprouted in various regions, and his music resonated in
performances
across the globe, firmly establishing him as a timeless and
globally
celebrated musical luminary.


 





Throughout the
century, Bach became entwined with burgeoning nationalist
sentiments
in Germany, emerging as a symbol of a cultural and musical
renaissance. Simultaneously, he found resonance in England, where
his
name became synonymous with a revival of religious fervor and the
flourishing of baroque musical traditions. This widespread
association with spiritual and artistic renewal marked a profound
impact on Bach's legacy.


 





As the 19th century
unfolded, Bach's reputation solidified, positioning him as an
undisputed master of composition. His contributions extended across
the realms of both instrumental and vocal music, showcasing a
versatility that captivated audiences and fellow musicians alike.
The
nuanced interplay of his compositions, embodying both technical
prowess and emotional depth, contributed to the elevation of his
stature as a preeminent figure in the musical landscape.


 





In Germany, the
spirit of Bach resonated deeply with the emerging sense of national
identity, invoking a cultural pride that transcended geographical
boundaries. The composer's works became emblematic of a shared
heritage, fostering a connection among Germans who found solace and
inspiration in the rich tapestry of his creations.


 





In England, Bach's
influence took on a distinct character, intertwining with a revival
of religious fervor and a renewed appreciation for the intricate
beauty of baroque music. His compositions, once again brought to
the
forefront, became integral to a cultural resurgence that celebrated
the grandeur of the past while embracing a forward-looking artistic
vision.


 





As the century
progressed, Bach's legacy became a unifying force, transcending
borders and cultural differences. His music became a source of
pride
for nations, a testament to the enduring power of artistic
expression
to shape the collective identity of a people. The 19th century
witnessed the crystallization of Bach's position as not merely a
composer of his time but a timeless maestro whose creations
continued
to inspire and resonate across generations.


                    
                    
                












