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The Masterworks

[image: img7.jpg]

Eisenach, a town in Thuringia, Germany, thirty miles west of Erfurt  Bachs birthplace
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Eisenach in 1647


The Masterworks: A Short Guide
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In this section of the eBook there are concise introductions for Johann Sebastian Bachs most celebrated works. Interactive links to popular streaming services are provided at the beginning and end of each introduction, allowing you to listen to the music you are reading about. The text is also accompanied with contextual images to supplement your reading and listening.

There are various options for streaming music, with most paid services charged competitively at the same rate and usually offering a similar range of albums. Various streaming services offer a free trial (Google Play Music, Amazon Music Unlimited and Apple Music) and Spotify offers a free service after you watch a short advertisement. Amazon Prime members can also enjoy a wide range of free content from Amazon Prime Music. If you do not wish to subscribe to a streaming service, we have included YouTube links for free videos of the classical pieces.

Please note: different eReading devices serve hyperlinks in different ways, which means we cannot always link you directly to your chosen service. However, the links are intended to take you to the best option available for the piece of music you are reading about.

High-resolution scores for the music would be too large in size to include in an eBook; however, we have provided links to free scores available at IMSLP, the International Music Score Library Project, which can be accessed from the SCORES links in each chapter.

Now, settle back and relax as you immerse yourself in the music and life of Bach...


Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, BWV 565
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In 1685 Johann Sebastian Bach, the paramount German composer of the Baroque period, was born into a great musical family in Eisenach, Saxe-Eisenach. His father, Johann Ambrosius Bach, was the director of the town musicians and his uncles were also professional musicians. His mother was Maria Elisabeth Lemmerhirt, the daughter of Valentin Lemmerhirt, a furrier and coachman from Erfurt. It is likely that Bachs father taught him to play the violin and harpsichord, while his brother Johann introduced him to contemporary music. 

Tragedy was to strike early for the young Bach, when his mother died in 1694  he was aged only nine  and his father died eight months later. Bach moved in with his eldest brother, Johann Christoph Bach, the organist at St. Michaels Church in Ohrdruf, Saxe-Gotha-Altenburg. There he studied, performed and copied music, while his brother also instructed him on the clavichord. He explored the works of the great composers of the day, including South German composers such as Johann Pachelbel and Johann Jakob Froberger.

In April 1700, Bach was enrolled at the prestigious St. Michaels School in Lüneburg, some two weeks travel north of Ohrdruf. His two years there were critical in familiarising the composer with a wider range of European culture. In addition to singing in the choir, he excelled at playing the Schools three-manual organ and harpsichords. Mingling with the sons of aristocrats from northern Germany, he was to form several important relationships for his later career.

Shortly after graduating from St. Michaels in 1703, Bach was appointed court musician in the chapel of Duke Johann Ernst III in Weimar. During his seven-month tenure at Weimar, his fame as a keyboardist soon spread and he was invited to inspect the new organ and give the inaugural recital at the New Church in Arnstadt. This subsequently won him the position of organist at the church, with light duties, a relatively generous salary and access to a fine new organ, allowing the performance of a wider range of keys.

Ultimately, Bach was dissatisfied with the standard of singers in the choir and in 1706 he applied for a post as organist at the Blasius Church in Mühlhausen. A month later his application was accepted and he took up the position in July. It included a significantly higher remuneration, improved conditions and a more accomplished choir. 

It is believed that during this formative period, Bach composed his Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, BWV 565, one of his most memorable pieces of his entire oeuvre. A two part musical composition for organ, it is renowned for its majestic sound, dramatic authority and driving rhythm. It had become famous for modern listeners due to its inclusion in the 1940 Disney classic Fantasia, in which it was adapted for orchestra by the conductor Leopold Stokowski. The piece also shares a strong association in Western culture with horror films and funeral-themed scenes in various media.

The first part is a toccata (from the Italian toccare, to touch), representing a musical form for keyboard instruments, intended to exhibit the organ players virtuosity. Toccatas often served as introductions and foils for fugues, setting the stage for the complex and intricate composition to follow. As found in many toccatas, the piece demonstrates many fast arpeggios (chords played in a series rather than simultaneously) and runs up and down the keyboard, though it is generally composed in free form, allowing the composer much freedom for personal expression. 

The fugue, forming the second part, is characterised by the overlapping repetition of a principal theme in different melodic lines (counterpoint). The subject of the four-voice fugue is composed entirely of sixteenth notes, with an implied pedal point set against a brief melodic subject that first falls, then rises. This technique is typical of Baroque music; however, the answer is in the subdominant key, rather than the traditional dominant. Although only simple triadic harmony features throughout the fugue, there is an unexpected C minor subject entry, followed by a solo pedal statement of the subject  a unique feature for a fugue of that time. After the final subject entry, the fugue resolves to a sustained B flat major chord. Then follows a multi-sectional coda (the passage that brings a piece to an end), marked Recitativo. Although only 17 bars long, the coda progresses through five tempo changes, ending with a minor plagal cadence. Bach would later make much use of the fugue in his compositions, particularly in solo organ pieces and choral cantatas. 

Much doubt remains regarding the compositions first performance or reception, as it scarcely survived its first century in a manuscript written by Johannes Ringk. The first publication of the piece, during the Bach Revival era, was not until as late as 1833, through the efforts of Felix Mendelssohn, who performed Toccata and Fugue in D Minor in an acclaimed concert in 1840. The fame of the piece increased in the second half of the nineteenth century due to a successful piano version by Carl Tausig, though it was not until the twentieth century that its popularity surpassed Bachs other organ compositions. In recent times scholars like Peter Williams and Rolf-Dietrich Claus have gone so far as to question its authenticity. Christoph Wolff and others have defended the attribution to Bach. Today, it is widely regarded as the most famous fugue by any composer.
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The composers father, Johann Ambrosius Bach, 1685
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Beginning of the piece in Johannes Ringks manuscript, the only extant eighteenth century copy of Toccata and Fugue in D Minor
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Title page of Ringks manuscript
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The famous beginning of the piece
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Program of Mendelssohns 1840 organ concert: BWV 565 is listed as the last piece by Bach, before the Freie Phantasie which was an improvisation by Mendelssohn.
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St. Michaels from the north-east, Lüneburg, Lower Saxony
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Portrait of Felix Mendelssohn by James Warren Childe, 1839  Mendelssohn greatly popularised Bachs Toccata and Fugue in D minor in the nineteenth century.
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The Wender organ played by Bach in Arnstadt
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The church in Arnstadt where Bach had been the organist from 1703 to 1707.


Violin Concerto No. 2 in E Major, BWV 1042
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While employed as organist of Mühlhausens St. Blasius Church, Bach courted Maria Barbara Bach, his second cousin. In August 1707, he received from his maternal uncle an inheritance of 50 gulden, more than half his yearly salary. This unlooked-for inheritance allowed the musician to marry at once. The ceremony took place on 17 October at Dornheim, a village near Arnstadt, Marias hometown and Bachs previous post. Little is known of her life or their marriage, except that they were happy and contented.

The couple left Mühlhausen the following year, returning to Weimar, where Bach had secured the position of organist and from 1714 he became the Director of Music at the ducal court. This post enabled him to work with a large, well-funded contingent of professional musicians. Later the same year, their first child, Catharina Dorothea, was born, and Maria Barbaras elder, unmarried sister joined them. She remained to help run the household until her death in 1729. 

Bachs fruitful time in Weimar marks the start of a sustained period of composing keyboard and orchestral works. Achieving the confidence to develop the prevailing structures in music composition, he was also keen to include influences from abroad. Bach learned to write dramatic openings, employing the dynamic motor rhythms and harmonic schemes found in the music of Vivaldi and Corelli. He was particularly fond of the Italian style in which one or more solo instruments alternate section-by-section with the full orchestra throughout a movement.

In 1717 Bach had fallen out of favour in Weimar and was, according to the court secretarys report, jailed for almost a month for too stubbornly forcing the issue of his dismissal, before being finally dismissed. Nevertheless, a new position did not take long to materialise… Leopold, Prince of Anhalt-Köthen, employed Bach as his Director of Music (Kapellmeister) in 1717. The Prince himself was a musician and admired Bachs talents, paying him well and allowing him considerable independence in his composing. 

Bachs two surviving violin concertos were composed during his time employed by the Prince of Anhalt-Cöthen. The beautiful Violin Concerto in E major, BWV 1042 was described by J. N. Forkel, the composers first biographer, as full of an unconquerable joy of life, which sings in the triumph of the first and last movements. The concerto reveals the influence of Vivaldis violin works. Composed in the three-movement Venetian concerto model, it is written for violin, strings and continuo (an accompanying part that includes a bass line and harmonies) in three movements:


	Allegro, meter of cut time, in ritornello form.

	Adagio, meter of 3/4, with a ground bass.

	Allegro assai, meter of 3/8, with an overall structure of a rondo.



The ebullient first movement takes the basic idea of ritornello form  which had been used to such great effect by Vivaldi  and experiments with the motivic processes involved in concerto composition, forming the whole into an accomplished dialogue between soloist and accompanying ripieno group, where neither instrument enjoys supremacy over the other. Yet, a balance between the soloist and the accompaniment is maintained, defined by a powerful arpeggiated triad motif, offering a catalyst for continuous invention and virtuosic embellishment. 

Marked Adagio, the second movement provides an impression of solemnity, as the violins intricate explorations are woven around a quiet ostinato in the bass instruments. The concluding section is written as a dance-like movement of notable energy. As the contrasting passages increase in complexity, exhibiting the violinists advanced skill, the final refrain finishes with an impressive rush of wild thirty-second notes. 

There are two extant eighteenth century scores for the piece, though neither is autographed. Bach would turn to the concerto again as the model for his Harpsichord Concerto in D major, BWV 1054, appearing in his 173739 autographed manuscript. 
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Saint Blaise church in Mühlhausen, Thuringia, where Bach was employed during the time of his courtship with Maria
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Leopold of Anhalt-Köthen (1694-1728) was a German prince of the House of Ascania and ruler of the principality of Anhalt-Köthen. Today, he is best remembered for employing Bach as his Kapellmeister between 1717 and 1723.
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Bachs first biographer, Johann Nikolaus Forkel (1749-1818) was a musicologist and music theorist.
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Portrait of Bach as a young man (disputed by some) by Johann Ernst Rentsch the Elder
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Köthen Castle, Anhalt-Köthen, a principality of the Holy Roman Empire ruled by the House of Ascania. Bach much likely spent much of his time working in the castle.


Cello Suite No. 1 in G Major, BWV 1007
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Bachs new employer, Leopold, Prince of Anhalt-Köthen, was a Calvinist (a major branch of Protestantism following the practice of Reformation theologians) and so did not use elaborate music in his worship. Accordingly, most of Bachs work from this period tended towards the secular, including his orchestral suites, sonatas, Brandenburg Concertos and cello suites. The latter are some of the most frequently performed and recognisable solo compositions ever written for the cello.

There are six Cello Suites, BWV 1007 to 1012, which were likely composed from 1717 to 1723. The title given on the cover of the Anna Magdalena Bach manuscript was Suites à Violoncello Solo senza Basso (Suites for cello solo without bass). They were written for unaccompanied cello and are celebrated for achieving the effect of implied three- to four-voice contrapuntal and polyphonic music in a single musical line. As usual in a musical suite of the Baroque age, each movement is based on a dance type. Bachs cello suites are structured in six movements: prelude, allemande, courante, sarabande, two minuets or two bourrées or two gavottes, and a final gigue. Due to their exacting technical demands, and the non-annotated nature of the surviving copies, the cello suites were little known and rarely publicly performed until they were revived and recorded by Pablo Casals in the early twentieth century. They have since been performed and recorded by many renowned cellists, as well as being transcribed for numerous other instruments.

A precise chronology of Bachs suites, detailing the order in which they were composed, remains elusive. However, scholars generally argue that they were produced earlier than 1720, the year on the title page of Bachs autograph of the violin sonatas. No autograph manuscript survives, yet analysis of a hand-written copy by Bachs second wife, Anna Magdalena, has produced authentic editions, although they are critically deficient in the placement of slurs and other articulation. As a result, the texts present performers with numerous challenges of interpretation.

Scholars now believe that Bach intended the works to be considered as a systematically conceived cycle, rather than an arbitrary series of pieces. Compared to his other suite collections, the cello suites are the most consistent in order of their movements. In addition, to achieve a symmetrical design and go beyond the traditional layout, Bach inserted intermezzo movements in the form of pairs between the sarabande and the gigue. Only five movements in the entire set of suites are completely non-chordal, consisting of a single melodic line. These are the second minuet of Suite No. 1, the second minuet of Suite No. 2, the second bourrée of Suite No. 3, the gigue of Suite No. 4 and the sarabande of Suite No. 5. The second gavotte of Suite No. 5 features only a unison chord (the same note played on two strings at the same time), but only in the original scordatura version of the suite.

The prelude, Suite No. 1 in G major, BWV 1007, the best known movement from the entire set of suites, offers a dazzling display of arpeggiated chords and has regularly featured in many forms of modern media. It opens with an arpeggiated figure that takes full advantage of the natural resonance of the cello, rendering a motion-filled music that combines forward direction with a calm feeling of tonal colour. The suite goes on to explore a wide variety of moods and emotions, encountering dissonances and resolutions, melodic shapes, unexpected harmonic progressions and an inventive implied 3-voice composition. Bachs use of the various registers of the cello to enhance depth of emotion signals his rapid development in the art of music-making.
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The title page of Anna Magdalena Bachs manuscript: Suites á Violoncello Solo senza Basso
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The first page of the original manuscript
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The first page of the score
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Cello, front and side view. The endpin at the bottom can be adjusted for height in accordance to the player.


Brandenburg Concerto No. 1 in F Major, BWV 1046
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Tragedy struck once again for Bach in 1720, when his wife Maria Barbara died suddenly and unexpectedly. At the time he was absent, accompanying his employer, the Duke of Köthen, who was taking the waters at the Carlsbad spa and required musicians to entertain him during the treatment. When Bach had left the family home, Maria Barbara was in normal health; but on his return two months later, he was shocked to hear that she had died and been buried on 7 July. The cause of her death remains unknown, but speculations include infectious disease or complications from pregnancy. During thirteen years of marriage, she had borne seven children, three of whom died at an early age. 

In spite of personal tragedy, this period witnessed the composers most prolific output. Among the many innovative pieces he produced, none have received as much attention as the Brandenburg Concertos, BWV 10461051  a collection of six instrumental works dedicated to Christian Ludwig, Margrave of Brandenburg-Schwedt in 1721. The composer had met with the music-loving margrave after being sent to Berlin by Prince Leopold in 1719. Bach appreciated Ludwigs interest in his compositions and two years later dedicated his Six Concerts Avec plusieures Instruments to the nobleman. Now, they are widely regarded as some of the finest orchestral compositions of the Baroque era; yet, in effect, they could be likened to a failed job application.

Following his wifes untimely death, Bachs position at Köthen was becoming less desirable and he was keen for a new start. His employer was also reallocating funds from music to his palace guard, most likely due to the fact that the Princes new wife was no lover of music. Therefore, Bach sent the beautifully rendered score of the Brandenburg Concertos to the Margrave in 1721, hoping to secure a lucrative new position. There is no known response to Bachs political overture, but he certainly failed to win the position he hoped for. Indeed, there is no evidence that the Margrave even heard the pieces played.

Brandenburg Concerto.No.1 in F Major, BWV 1046 is the only concerto of the six to feature four movements:


	Allegro or Allegro moderato

	Adagio in D minor

	Allegro

	Menuet  Trio I  Menuet da capo  Polacca  Menuet da capo  Trio II  Menuet da capo



The piece is scored for two corni da caccia (natural horns), three oboes, bassoon, violino piccolo, two violins, viola, cello and basso continuo. The first concerto is once again indebted to Vivaldi, whose scores Bach spent many hours copying out, analysing his use of contrast, rhythmic propulsion and orchestration. It was not unusual for Italian composers to produce concertos for widely varying combinations of instruments, and Bachs shifting textures demonstrate the influence of southern composers. However, Bachs novel handling of the Italian concerto form would find no rival throughout the Baroque era. His introducing of hunting horns, three oboes and a bassoon, as well as continuo strings and the violino piccolo, were particularly un-Italian elements. The sound of the horns is at once distinctive, though Bach is able to blend them into the ensemble through the use of multiple winds. Each movement of the concerto employs a rapid pace and extraordinary counterpoint, exploring the endless contrasts between the small concertino group and the tutti ensemble. The horn and the violino piccolo noticeably provide an innovative quality to the music. 

The Brandenburg Concertos contain some of Bachs most adventurous orchestrations. They went on to change the course of music, demonstrating the endless potential of an already-established form. The pieces afford each instrumental family solo opportunities, with unusual combinations, like the inclusion of violas and violas da gamba in Brandenburg Concerto No. 6 or the exciting use of the harpsichord in the Brandenburg Concerto No. 5. Each of the six pieces has its own devoted admirers, from the elaborate first, the stately second, the endearing, yet homely third, the towering fourth and the galloping fifth, culminating with the glorious sixth.
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Christian Ludwig (1677-1734) was a member of the House of Hohenzollern and a military officer of the Prussian Army. The margravial title was given to princes of the Prussian Royal House and did not express a territorial status. He is best known as the recipient of Bachs Brandenburg Concertos.
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Schwedt Castle in 1669  Brandenburg-Schwedt was a secundogeniture of the Hohenzollern margraves of Brandenburg, established by Prince Philip William, who took his residence at Schwedt Castle.
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The first page of the autograph score
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The first page of the score
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Probable portrait of Antonio Vivaldi (1678-1741), c. 1723


The Well-Tempered Clavier, Book 1, BWV 846
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Bachs second wife was Anna Magdalena Wilcke, who was born at Zeitz, in the Electorate of Saxony, to a musical family. Her father, Johann Caspar Wilcke (c.16601733), was a trumpet player, who enjoyed a successful career. In 1721 Anna was employed as a singer at the ducal court of Köthen, where Bach had been working since 1717. They were married on 3 December 1721, seventeen months after the death of Bachs first wife. Close to this time, Bachs employer Leopold married Frederica Henriette of Anhalt-Bernburg. Due to the Princess disinterest in music and certain budgetary constraints, musical life in Köthen saw a swift decline. 

Nevertheless, this did not prevent Bach from producing what would later be regarded as one of the most important works in the history of Western classical music. The Well-Tempered Clavier, BWV 846893 is a collection of two series of Preludes and Fugues in all 24 major and minor keys, composed for solo keyboard (clavier). At the time of his second marriage, Bach produced a book of the preludes and fugues, stating they were for the profit and use of musical youth desirous of learning, and especially for the pastime of those already skilled in this study. Twenty years later Bach compiled a second book of the same kind, which became known as The Well-Tempered Clavier, Part Two.

Both parts contain twenty-four pairs of prelude and fugue. The first pair is in C major, the second in C minor, the third in C-sharp major, the fourth in C-sharp minor, and so on. The rising chromatic pattern continues until each key has been represented, finishing with a B minor fugue. Bach re-uses several preludes and fugues from earlier sources; for instance, the 1720 Klavierbüchlein für Wilhelm Friedemann Bach contains versions of eleven of the preludes of the first book of the Well-Tempered Clavier. The C-sharp major prelude and fugue in book one was originally in C major  Bach added a key signature of seven sharps and adjusted some accidentals to convert it to the required key.

Bachs title suggests that he had written for a 12-note well-tempered tuning system in which all keys sounded in tune. The opposing system in Bachs day was meantone temperament in which keys with various accidentals sound out of tune. Bach would have been familiar with different tuning systems, and in particular as an organist would have played instruments tuned to a meantone system.

The Well-Tempered Clavier offers an extraordinarily wide range of musical styles, as the preludes are formally free, apart from adopting typical Baroque melodic forms, often coupled to an extended free. The pieces are also notable for their irregular numbers of measures, in terms of both the phrases and the total number of measures in a given prelude. Each fugue is marked with the number of voices, from two to five. Most are three- and four-voiced fugues, while there are only two five-voiced fugues (BWV 849 and 867) and one two-voiced fugue (BWV 855). The fugues employ a full range of contrapuntal devices, though they are generally more compact than Bachs fugues for organ.

Both books of The Well-Tempered Clavier were widely circulated in manuscript, but printed copies were not made until 1801, by three publishers almost concurrently in Bonn, Leipzig and Zurich. Bachs style went out of favour close to the time of his death and most music in the early Classical period had neither contrapuntal complexity nor a great variety of keys. However, with the maturing of the Classical style in the 1770s, The Well-Tempered Clavier once again exacted a powerful influence on the course of musical history, with Haydn and Mozart studying the work closely.
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Title page of Das Wohltemperierte Clavier, Book I, autograph
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Bachs autograph of the 4th Fugue of Book I
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Clavecin Royal, Johann Gottlob Wagner, Dresden 1788, in Bachhaus Eisenach
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The title page of Singende Muse an der Pleiße, a collection of strophic songs published in Leipzig in 1736, by Johann Sigismund Scholze. It has been suggested that the two people depicted may be Bach and his second wife Anna Magdalena.


Concerto for Two Violins in D Minor, BWV 1043
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In 1723 Bachs search for a new position came to an end, when he was appointed Thomaskantor (cantor at St. Thomas) in Leipzig. This position included providing music for four churches in the city, the St. Thomas Church, St. Nicholas Church, the New Church and St. Peters Church. Now he was the leading cantor in Protestant Germany, placed in the mercantile city in the Electorate of Saxony and Bach would hold this distinguished position for twenty-seven years until his death. During that time he gained further prestige through honorary appointments at the courts of Köthen and Weissenfels, as well as that of the Elector Frederick Augustus in Dresden. Bach was also required to instruct the students of the Thomasschule in singing, as well as teaching Latin, though he was allowed to employ four deputies to fulfil this role. A cantata was required for the church services on Sundays and additional church holidays during the liturgical year.

On his arrival at Leipzig, he inherited a professional music staff of four town pipers, three violinists and an apprentice. At the age of forty-eight, some may have gone so far as to say that the position of Thomaskantor was a backward move in his career. Nevertheless, he relished the new challenges before him and set about his work at once, building up his team of musicians, recruiting from his school and the nearby university.

Originally composed in 1717, Concerto for Two Violins in D minor, BWV 1043, also known as the Bach Double, came with Bach from his previous position as director of music for Prince Leopold of Anhalt at Köthen. Soon after arriving in Leipzig, he made a transcription for two harpsichords. When the Köthen version of the work was lost, Bach specialists were able to reconstruct the piece from the harpsichord version. 

Scored for two solo violins, continuo and strings, the piece follows the typical Baroque concerto pattern of three movements (fast-slow-fast). The interplay between the soloists is exquisite as the melodies interweave in a continual stream of contrapuntal melodies and is considered among the best examples of concerto music-making of the late Baroque period. The concerto is characterised by the subtle, yet expressive relationship between the violins throughout the work. The musical structure of the piece employs fugal imitations and, of course, experimental and innovative use of counterpoint. Yet, it is the second, slow movement that is popularly regarded as one of the composers most sublime creations.
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The first page of the score of the Double Concerto
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St. Thomas Church at Leipzig
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Statue of Bach at St. Thomas Church
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Inside St. Thomas Church


Herz und Mund und Tat und Leben, BWV 147
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A church cantata is a musical form composed to be performed during a liturgical service. The church calendar of the German Reformation era had, without counting Reformation Day and days between Palm Sunday and Easter, 72 occasions for which a cantata could be presented. Composers like Georg Philipp Telemann composed cycles of church cantatas comprising all 72 of these occasions. In some places, including Bachs new home in Leipzig, no concerted music was allowed for the three last Sundays of Advent, nor for the Sundays of Lent, so the typical year cycle comprised only 64 cantatas. It is believed that Bach wrote a total of 200 cantatas during his time in Leipzig.

Bach composed the cantata Herz und Mund und Tat und Leben BWV 147, which translates as Heart and mouth and deed and life, in 1723 during his first year as director of church music in Leipzig. It forms part of his first cantata cycle in the city and was written for the Marian feast of the Visitation on 2 July, commemorating Marys visit to Elizabeth as narrated in the Gospel of Luke in the prescribed reading for the feast day. Bach based the music on his previous cantata BWV 147a, originally composed in Weimar in 1716 for Advent. He expanded it from six movements to ten movements in two parts in the new work. While the text of the Advent cantata was written by the Weimar court poet Salomo Franck, the librettist of the adapted version, who added several recitatives, remains anonymous.

The first movement is scored for choir and the full orchestra. The inner movements are alternating recitatives and arias for solo singers and mostly obbligato instruments. Both parts are concluded with a chorale stanza, both from the same hymn and set in the same manner. Bach scored the work for four vocal soloists, a four-part choir, and a Baroque instrumental ensemble: trumpet, two oboes, oboe da caccia, two violins, viola and basso continuo. The opening chorus, Herz und Mund und Tat und Leben delivers the complete words in three sections, the third reprising the first and even the middle section not different in character. An instrumental ritornello (a recurring passage in Baroque music) is heard in the beginning and in the end as well as, slightly changed, in all three sections with the choir woven into it. In striking contrast, all three sections conclude with a part accompanied only by basso continuo. Sections one and three begin with a fugue with colla parte instruments. The fugue subject stresses the word Leben (life) extended over three measures. The soprano starts the theme, followed by the alto one measure later, then the tenor two more measures after that, before the bass one measure later. This fast succession results with a lively impression of a happy and untied life. In the final section the pattern of entrances is the same, but builds from the lowest voice to the highest.

Today, the cantata is best remembered for Jesu, Joy of Mans Desiring, appearing in the last and tenth movement. A transcription by the English pianist Myra Hess (18901965) was published in 1926 for piano solo and in 1934 for piano duet. Often performed slowly and reverently at wedding ceremonies, as well as during Christian festive seasons like Christmas and Easter, it is scored for voices with trumpet, oboes, strings and continuo. Below is a common English version of the piece, written by the poet laureate Robert Bridges. It is not a translation of the stanzas used within Bachs original version, but is inspired by the stanzas of the same hymn composed in 1642 by Johann Schop, which Bach had drawn upon: Jesu, meiner Seelen Wonne, the lyrics of which were written in 1661 by Martin Janus.

Jesu, joy of mans desiring,
Holy wisdom, love most bright;
Drawn by Thee, our souls aspiring
Soar to uncreated light.

Word of God, our flesh that fashioned,
With the fire of life impassioned,
Striving still to truth unknown,
Soaring, dying round Thy throne.

Through the way where hope is guiding,
Hark, what peaceful music rings;
Where the flock, in Thee confiding,
Drink of joy from deathless springs.

Theirs is beautys fairest pleasure;
Theirs is wisdoms holiest treasure.
Thou dost ever lead Thine own
In the love of joys unknown.
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The opening of the autograph manuscript
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The first page of the score
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Visitation, from Altarpiece of the Virgin by Jacques Daret, c. 1435, Staatliche Museen, Berlin
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Leipzig in the seventeenth century
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The city today (Old Town)


Violin Concerto in A Minor, BWV 1041
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Bachs Violin Concerto in A minor, BWV 1041 follows the traditional Italian structure of three movements, arranged fast-slow-fast:


	Allegro Moderato, in A minor, 2/4 meter

	Andante, in C major, 4/4 meter

	Allegro assai, in A minor 9/8 meter.



The heroic, yet tragic opening movement allows the violin to carefully integrate with the texture and melodic working-out of the material. The basic plan of the movement is ritornello, in which it is anchored around the frequent returns of the opening music in the orchestra. Bachs use of the form is considerably richer in texture and sentiment than found in the music of his Italian models. The episodic sections between the recurrences of the ritornello, when the soloist is dominant, offer depth and ingenuity that until this time was rarely found in the concerto form. 

The second movement derives its lyrical style from the world of opera, as the basses present a theme that is repeated in various keys throughout the movement. Bach uses an insistent pattern in the ostinato bass part that is repeated in the movement, focusing the variation in the harmonic relations. Bach relies on bariolage figures to generate striking acoustic effects, while the meter and rhythm are those of a gigue. The composer provides a touching melody for the soloist, providing counterpoint and commentary for the orchestral background. The concertos finale reprises the quick motion and rich pathos of the opening movement. Not until the last phrase of the movement do all the elements come together, as each instrument plays at the same time. 

We know very little about the pieces origin. We know neither when, where nor why Bach composed the concerto. Some musicologists ascribe it to the years between 1717 and 1723, when he was Kapellmeister at the court of the Duke of Anhalt-Köthen  the only time in his fifty-year career that he was not employed in making music for Lutheran church services. We know Bach composed concertos in Köthen, yet we also know that when he left that position for Leipzig, he also supplied concertos for the Leipzig Collegium Musicum, which he also directed. The only extant evidence for the A-minor Concerto in Bachs handwriting is a set of parts that date from well into his Leipzig years.

Bach likely played the solo parts himself, as he was a capable musician that liked to direct his orchestras while playing the viola, where he could be the focus of a performance. In fact, Bach owned a violin by Jacob Stainer, whose instruments were prized more highly than those of Stradivari in the eighteenth century. 
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Portrait, possibly of Bach, from the Weydenhammer Portrait Fragment
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The autograph manuscript
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The first page of the score
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A violin by Jacob Stainer


Singet dem Herrn ein neues Lied, BWV 225
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It is uncertain how many motets Bach composed, as some are believed to have been lost and there are doubtful attributions among the extant scores. The motet was one of the pre-eminent polyphonic forms of Renaissance music. According to the late thirteenth century theorist Johannes de Grocheo, the motet was not to be celebrated in the presence of common people, because they do not notice its subtlety, nor are they delighted in hearing it, but in the presence of the educated and of those who are seeking out subtleties in the arts. In Baroque music, there were two distinct, and very different types of motet: petits motets, which are sacred choral or chamber compositions, with the sole accompaniment of a basso continuo; and grands motets, which included massed choirs and instruments up to and including a full orchestra. The motets of Jean-Baptiste Lully, an important composer of the grand motet form, often included parts for soloists as well as choirs; they were longer, including multiple movements in which different soloist, choral or instrumental forces were employed. Bach carried on this tradition, producing motets that were relatively long pieces in German on sacred themes for choir and basso continuo, with instruments playing colla parte.

One of Bachs cantorial duties was to provide music for funerals.  Although most of the time he could rely on a standard collection of funeral motets, a wealthy family would occasionally request something new. Several  families did and the results are the six masterpieces ascribed to Bach, catalogued BWV 225230. BWV 228 appears to have been written at Weimar, between 1708 and 1717, and the other five in Leipzig, between 1723 and 1727. A seventh motet, Ich lasse dich nicht, BWV Anh. 159, which was formerly attributed to Bachs older cousin Johann Christoph Bach, appears to be one of Bachs earlier works, possibly composed during the Weimar period. Bachs motets are his only vocal works that remained in the repertoire without interruption between his death in 1750 and the nineteenth century Bach Revival. In the early 1800s, the motets were among his first printed music.

Singet dem Herrn ein neues Lied (Sing unto the Lord a new song), BWV 225, a motet in B-flat major, is scored for two four-part choirs (eight voices) and was first performed in Leipzig in c. 1727. Bach used Psalm 149:13 for the first movement, while the third stanza of a 1530 hymn after Psalm 103 provides the source for the second movement, and Psalm 150:2 and 6 makes up the content of the final movement. The motet may have been composed to provide choral exercises for Bachs students at the Thomasschule. 

Music scholars now believe that the work is the motet heard by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart when he visited Leipzigs Thomasschule in 1789. Johann Friedrich Rochlitz, who graduated from the Thomasschule and remained in Leipzig to study theology, later recorded that Johann Friedrich Doles, a student of Bach and cantor of the Thomasschule during Mozarts visit, surprised him with a performance of the double-choir motet. The Austrian visitor was told that the school possessed a complete collection of Bachs motets, preserving them as a sacred relic. Thats the spirit! Thats fine! Mozart had cried. Lets see them! There was, however, no score, so Mozart had the parts given to him, and sat himself down with the parts all around him. He later requested a personal copy and is believed to have valued it very highly.

Singet dem Herrn ein neues Lied was included in the first edition of Bach motets, printed by Breitkopf & Härtel in two volumes in 1803. The editor of both volumes is believed to have been Johann Gottfried Schicht, Thomaskantor from 1810. Bachs six surviving motets are an enduring cornerstone of the choral repertoire. They demonstrate the composers contrapuntal craftsmanship, delicately weaving vocal lines into beautiful tapestries, sparkling with Bachs passionate personality.

The words for Psalms 149:13, the basis of the first movement, are provided below:

1 Praise ye the LORD. Sing unto the LORD a new song, and his praise in the congregation of saints.

2 Let Israel rejoice in him that made him: let the children of Zion be joyful in their King.

3 Let them praise his name in the dance: let them sing praises unto him with the timbrel and harp.
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Manuscript of the motet
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The first page of the score
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Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791), the influential composer of the Classical era, was a great admirer of Bachs motets.


St. Matthew Passion, BWV 244
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Composed in 1727, the St. Matthew Passion, BWV 244 is a sacred oratorio written for solo voices, double choir and double orchestra, featuring a libretto by Christian Friedrich Henrici, known by the pen name of Picander. Setting chapters 26 and 27 of the Gospel of Matthew to music, the oratorio features interspersed chorales and arias. Universally regarded as a masterpiece of classical sacred music, the St. Matthew Passion is the second of two Passion settings by Bach that have survived in their entirety, the first being the St. John Passion, first performed in 1724.

The St. Matthew Passion was most likely first performed on 11 April 1727 in the St. Thomas Church. In this version the Passion was written for two choruses and orchestras. Choir I consists of a soprano in ripieno voice, a soprano solo, an alto solo, a tenor solo, SATB chorus, two traversos, two oboes, two oboes damore, two oboes da caccia, lute, strings (two violin sections, violas and cellos), and continuo (at least organ). Choir II consists of SATB voices, violin I, violin II, viola, viola da gamba, cello, two traversos, two oboes (damore) and possibly continuo.

At the time only men sang in church, as high pitch vocal parts were usually performed by treble choristers. St. Thomas Church had two organ lofts: the large organ loft that was used throughout the year for musicians performing in Sunday services and the small organ loft, situated at the opposite side of the large loft, which was used additionally in the grand services for Christmas and Easter. The Passion was composed for a performance from both lofts at the same time: Chorus and orchestra I would occupy the large organ loft, and Chorus and orchestra II performed from the small organ loft. The size of the organ lofts limited the number of performers for each Choir. Large choruses, in addition to the instrumentists indicated for Choir I and II, would have been impossible.

Bach revised the Passion by 1736 for a performance on Good Friday 30 March 1736  the version that is generally known as the St. Matthew Passion, BWV 244. In this version both choirs have SATB soloists and chorus, and a string section and continuo consisting of at least violins I and II, viola, gamba and organ. The woodwinds are two traversos, oboes and oboes damore for each choir, and in addition for choir I two oboes da caccia.

Picander wrote text for recitatives and arias, as well as for the large scale choral movements that open and close the Passion. Other libretto sections came from publications by Salomo Franck and Barthold Heinrich Brockes. The chorale melodies and their texts would have been familiar to those attending the services in St. Thomas Church. The oldest chorale Bach used in the St. Matthew Passion dates from 1525. Like other Baroque oratorio passions, Bachs setting presents the Biblical text of Matthew in a relatively straightforward way, primarily using recitative, while aria and arioso movements provide newly written poetic texts, commenting on the various events in the Biblical narrative and portraying the characters states of mind in a lyrical, monologue-like manner.

The narration of the Gospel texts is sung by the tenor Evangelist in secco recitative accompanied only by continuo. Soloists sing the words of various characters, also in recitative; in addition to Jesus, there are named parts for Judas, Peter, two high priests, Pontius Pilate, Pilates wife, two witnesses and two maids. These roles are not always sung by different soloists. The character soloists are also often assigned arias and sing with the choirs, a practice not always followed by modern performances. Two duets are sung by a pair of soloists representing two simultaneous speakers. A number of passages for several speakers, called turba (crowd) parts, are sung by one of the two choirs or both. The words of Christ usually receive special treatment. Bach created particularly distinctive accompagnato recitatives in this work: they are accompanied not by continuo alone, but also by the entire string section of the first orchestra using long, sustained notes and highlighting specific words, creating an effect often referred to as Jesus halo. Only his final words, in Aramaic, Eli, Eli lama asabthani? (My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?), are sung without the halo effect.

Bachs recitatives often set the mood for the particular passages by highlighting emotionally charged words such as crucify, kill or mourn with chromatic melodies. Diminished seventh chords and sudden modulations accompany Jesus apocalyptic prophecies. In the arias, obbligato instruments are equal partners with the voices, as was customary in late Baroque arias. Bach often uses madrigalisms, as in Buß und Reu, where the flutes play a raindrop-like staccato as the alto sings of drops of his tears falling. 

Surprisingly, the St. Matthew Passion was not heard in more or less its entirety outside of Leipzig until 1829, when the twenty-year-old Felix Mendelssohn performed a version with the Berlin Singakademie to great acclaim. Mendelssohns revival brought the music of Bach, particularly the large-scale works, to public and scholarly attention. The Sterndale Bennett 1845 edition of the Passion was to be the first of many, the latest being by Neil Jenkins (1997) and Nicholas Fisher and John Russell (2008). 
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Title page of Bachs autograph score
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Last measures of movement 1 and start of movement 2 in the autograph score
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Fair copy in Bachs own hand of the revised version of the St Matthew Passion BWV 244, c. 1746
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Opening chorus, measure 1718, vocal part of Chorus I
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A third century papyrus of Matthew 26


Orchestral Suite No. 3 in D Major, BWV 1068
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Bach composed a total of four orchestral suites, the best-known being Orchestral Suite No. 3 in D Major, BWV 1068, which features the famous Air on a G String in the second movement. Along with the other three suites, the piece was written during the last period of the composers life in Leipzig, c. 1731. Despite their current arrangement, the suites were actually composed in a different order: Suite No. 1 almost certainly dates from around 1723, when Bach was Cantor of the Thomasschule, Suite No. 4 dates from before Christmas 1725 and Suite No. 2 survives in manuscript form from 1738-9.

Bach called his orchestral suites ouvertures, referring to the opening movement of a French overture, in which a majestic opening section in relatively slow dotted-note rhythm in duple meter is followed by a fast fugal section, before being rounded off with a short recapitulation of the opening music. During the Baroque era, the term was used in Germany for a suite of dance-pieces in the French style, preceded by an ouverture. Although this genre was popular, Bach appeared to showed far less interest than other major composers, such as Telemann, Christoph Graupner and Johann Friedrich Fasch; the latter actually composed close to 100 suites, compared to Bachs small number of four. Bach did write several other suites for solo instruments, notably the Cello Suite no. 5, BWV 1011, which also exists in the autograph Lute Suite in G minor, BWV 995, the Keyboard Partita no. 4 in D, BWV 828 and the Overture in the French style, BWV 831 for keyboard. Scholars now believe that Bach did not conceive the four orchestral suites as a set in the way he developed the Brandenburg Concertos, as the sources are various.

Orchestral Suite No. 3, BWV 1068 survives from a partially-autographed set of parts from around 1730. Set in five movements, the suite is scored for three instrumental choirs  two oboes, three trumpets, timpani and strings:


	Ouverture

	Air

	Gavotte I/II

	Bourrée

	Gigue



Bach wrote out the first violin and continuo parts, C. P. E. Bach (the composers fifth child and second surviving son) wrote out the trumpet, oboe, and timpani parts and Bachs student Johann Ludwig Krebs wrote out the second violin and viola parts. The famous Air in the second movement was transcribed for strings by August Wilhelmj. It would become a party piece for countless musicians over the centuries, as it is playable on only one string of a violin  hence the sobriquet Air on the G string. Due to this, some scholars believe the entire suite may have been composed for strings only, thus giving it the distinction of being Bachs only known work written solely for four-part strings.
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The first page of the score
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First page of the flute part, in the autograph for Orchestral Suite No. 2 in B minor for flute, strings and continuo, BWV 1067
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Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach (1714-1788) was a German Classical period musician and composer, the fifth child and second (surviving) son of Bach and Maria Barbara Bach. His second name was given in honour of his godfather Georg Philipp Telemann, a friend of Bach.


Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme, BWV 140
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Also known as Sleepers Wake, the church cantata Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme (Awake, calls the voice to us), BWV 140 is regarded as one of the composers most mature and accomplished sacred cantatas. Composed in Leipzig for the 27th Sunday after Trinity, the cantata was first performed on 25 November 1731 and was intended to complete Bachs second annual cycle of chorale cantatas, which had commenced in 1724. Sleepers Wake is based on the hymn in three stanzas Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme (1599) by Philipp Nicolai, covering the prescribed reading for the Sunday service, the parable of the Ten Virgins. An unknown author supplied poetry for the inner movements as sequences of recitative and duet, based on the love poetry of the Song of Songs. Bach structured the cantata in seven movements, setting the first stanza as a chorale fantasia, the second in the style of a chorale prelude and the third as a four-part chorale. The new texts were set as dramatic recitatives and love-duets, similar to contemporary opera. The cantata was scored for three vocal soloists (soprano, tenor, bass), a four-part choir and a Baroque instrumental ensemble consisting of horns, two oboes, taille, violino piccolo, strings and basso continuo including bassoon. Surprisingly, Bach performed the cantata only once in his career, in Leipzigs main church Nikolaikirche (St. Nicholas Church) on 25 November 1731.

The first movement (chorale fantasia), Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme is based on the first verse of the hymn, a common feature of Bachs earlier chorale cantatas. The cantus firmus is sung by the soprano, while the orchestra plays independent material chiefly based on two motifs: a dotted rhythm and an ascending scale with syncopated accent changes. The lower voices contribute unusually free polyphonic music images, including the frequent calls wach auf! (wake up!) and wo, wo? (where, where?).

Klaus Hofmann, the revered Bach scholar, declared the cantata to be one of Bachs most beautiful, most mature and, at the same time, most popular sacred cantatas. Fellow scholar Alfred Dürr described it as an expression of Christian mysticism in art, while William G. Whittaker called it a cantata without weakness, without a dull bar, technically, emotionally and spiritually of the highest order. 

A translation of the first chorus is provided below:

Awake, calls the voice to us

of the watchmen high up in the tower;

awake, you city of Jerusalem.

Midnight the hour is named;

they call to us with bright voices;

where are you, wise virgins?

Indeed, the Bridegroom comes;

rise up and take your lamps,

Alleluia!

Make yourselves ready

for the wedding,

you must go to meet Him.
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The first page of the autograph
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The first page of the score
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Philipp Nicolai (1556-1608) was a German Lutheran pastor, poet, composer and hymnodist.
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St. Nicholas Church, Leipzig
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The location of the church in the eighteenth century


Christmas Oratorio, BWV 248
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Composed in 1734, Bachs Christmas Oratorio, BWV 248 is regarded as one of the choral masterpieces of the Baroque era, yet the composer took all of its tunes from other works. Towards the end of his career, Bach composed three large-scale choral works for major feasts - the Christmas Oratorio, the Ascension Oratorio and the Easter Oratorio. His Christmas Oratorio is by far the longest  a performance lasting almost three hours - and the most complex of the works. It was incorporated within services of the two most important churches in Leipzig, St. Thomas and St. Nicholas. Bach took the majority of the choruses and arias from earlier secular works, this time giving them new words.

It is not an oratorio in the usual sense; instead, the format is that of a cantata. Similar to the Matthew and John Passions, it includes a tenor Evangelist that narrates the story of the birth of Christ as it appears in Luke 2:121 and Matthew 2:112. The oratorio is formed of six parts, each being intended for performance on one of the major feast days of the Christmas period. The first part, intended for Christmas Day, describes the Birth of Jesus; the second part  for the following day  concerns the annunciation to the shepherds; the third deals with the adoration of the shepherds; the fourth  intended for New Years Day  describes the circumcision and naming of Jesus; the fifth  written for the first Sunday after New Year  details the journey of the Magi; and the sixth and final part  written for Epiphany, 6th January  concludes with the adoration of the Magi. Although conceived in parts, the oratorio is presented as a united whole, through the use of key signatures. Parts I and III are written in the keys of D major, Part II in its subdominant key G major. Parts I and III are similarly scored for exuberant trumpets, while the Pastoral Part II (referring to the Shepherds) is, by contrast, scored for woodwind instruments and have no opening chorus. Part IV is written in F major (the relative key to D minor) and marks the furthest musical point away from the oratorios opening key, scored for horns. Bach then embarks upon a journey back to the opening key, via the dominant A major of Part V to the jubilant reprisal of D major in the final part, giving an overall arc to the piece. To reinforce the connection between the beginning and end, Bach re-uses the chorale melody of Part Is Wie soll ich dich empfangen? in the final chorus of Part VI, Nun seid ihr wohl gerochen  a melody previously used five times in the St Matthew Passion.

The structure of the narrative is largely defined by the particular requirements of the church calendar for Christmas 1734. Bach abandoned his usual practice of writing church cantatas, no longer solely basing the content upon the Gospel reading for that day to achieve a coherent narrative structure. If he had followed the calendar, the story would have resulted in the Holy Family fleeing before the Magi had arrived, which was unsuitable for an oratorio planned as a coherent whole. Bach removed the content for the Third Day of Christmas (December 27), Johns Gospel, and split the story of the two groups of visitors  Shepherds and Magi  into two. This resulted in a more comprehensible telling of the Christmas story:


	The Birth

	The Annunciation to the Shepherds

	The Adoration of the Shepherds

	The Circumcision and Naming of Jesus

	The Journey of the Magi

	The Adoration of the Magi



The oratorio incorporates music from three secular cantatas written during 1733 and 1734 and a now lost church cantata, BWV 248a. The first performance date of 1734 is confirmed in Bachs autograph manuscript. The next performance was not until 17 December 1857 by the Sing-Akademie zu Berlin under Eduard Grell. The author of the text is unknown, although a likely collaborator was Christian Friedrich Henrici, known as Picander.
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The first page of the autograph
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The opening page of the score
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The Sing-Akademie zu Berlin in 1843
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Adoration of the Magi by Rogier van der Weyden, c. 1460  a key event of the oratorio


Concerto for Violin and Oboe in C Minor, BWV 1060R
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For many years the manuscript of this beautiful concerto was lost. However, a reconstruction was made possible due to Bachs 1736 arrangement of the piece as the Concerto for two harpsichords and orchestra in C minor, BWV 1060, the score of which had survived and served as a model for the original, Concerto for Violin and Oboe in C Minor, BWV 1060R. Although the recent reconstruction is not the precise work of the composer, it is without doubt an authentic treatment of the music, in keeping with Bachs composing practice.

The piece is formed of three movements, with the opening Allegro welcoming a sense of joy in its rhythmic vibrancy and memorable melody. After the striking main theme is introduced by the string orchestra, the delightful second subject and related material are delivered by the oboe and solo violin. Unusually, the oboe seldom takes up the main theme, but is instead occupied with its contrapuntal commentary and other colourful additions.

The second movement is at once familiar, offering a dreamy serenity of the main theme, which is introduced by the oboe, before being taken up by the violin. Once more, Bach imbues the piece with a rich fabric of contrapuntal innovation, deftly imagined throughout. Even though the strings are subdued in their accompaniment of the gentle movement, when reaching the finale they resume a more integral role to the balance of the concerto.
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The first page of the score
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Classical oboe, copy by Sand Dalton of an original by Johann Friedrich Floth, c. 1805


Harpsichord Concerto No. 4, BWV 1055
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Among the first concertos for keyboard instrument ever written, Bachs seven complete harpsichord concertos, BWV 10521065, are scored for harpsichord, strings and continuo. Most of the pieces are thought to be arrangements made from earlier concertos for melodic instruments, most likely written during Bachs tenure at Köthen. Unlike the other six, Harpsichord Concerto No. 4, BWV 1055 has no known precursors, either as an instrumental concerto or as a movement with obbligato organ in a cantata. Critics have identified how the concerto is one of the most concentrated and mature of Bachs works, praising the detailed harpsichord textures and seamless design of the composition. The concerto is set in three movements:


	Allegro

	Larghetto

	Allegro ma non tanto



Offering a light and nimble impression, the first movement opens with a 16 bar ritornello, broken up into two halves, each eight bars long. The ritornello design of the opening Allegro is firmly in the Corelli and Vivaldi tradition that Bach admired so much. In the first solo episode, the harpsichord introduces its own more sustained thematic material, including semiquaver passagework derived from the end of the second half of the ritornello. All of the harpsichord solo passages are based on or develop this thematic material. The two bar motto opening the ritornello, consisting of rhythmic spiccato quaver figures in the strings and cascading broken chord semiquavers in the harpsichord, recurs throughout the movement, before introducing solo episodes for the harpsichord. 

The slow movement is a highly expressive Larghetto in F sharp minor and 12/8 time. Although it lacks the dotted rhythms of a siciliano, it is close in spirit to this melancholy dance-form. The movement is pervaded by the chromatic fourth  both falling and rising  which is associated with the lamento. It is first heard in the descending bass line of the opening two bar ritornello, framing the work. The material between the opening and closing the ritornellos is freely developed, yet reveals several elements of sonata form, most significantly a division into two parts with the second part starting in the relative major key.

The final movement, marked Allegro ma non tanto, is in A major with the lively tempo of 3/8 time. Lightly scored and written in a similarly compact style to the first movement, it both begins and ends with an orchestral ritornello. The opening 24-bar ritornello is rhythmic and dance-like, featuring a variety of thematic material. The main theme is played by the first violin part, which the harpsichord doubles in the right hand, while playing the continuo bass in the left hand. After the ritornello, the harpsichord enters in the first of its solo episodes, 16 bars long. Its new melodic material contrasts with the ritornello, with sustained notes and graceful ornamentation typical of the gallant style.

In section B the thematic material from section A is developed more freely in the harpsichord part with semi-demiquaver figures modified to semiquaver triplets. There is further dialogue between harpsichord and orchestra followed by an extended episode with semiquaver triplet passagework in the relative minor key, F sharp minor. The movement concludes with a complete reprisal of the opening ritornello.
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The first page of the autograph score
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Miniature score of start of first movement
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This harpsichord is the work of two celebrated makers: originally constructed by Andreas Ruckers in Antwerp (1646), it was later remodelled and expanded by Pascal Taskin in Paris (1780).


Goldberg Variations, BWV 988
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Composed for harpsichord, The Goldberg Variations, BWV 988 consist of an aria (a piece of instrumental music modelled on vocal music) and a set of 30 variations. First published in 1741, the work is considered to be one of the most important examples of variation form. The variations are named after Johann Gottlieb Goldberg, believed to be their first performer. Johann Nikolaus Forkel, Bachs biographer, records the tale of how they came to be composed:

We have to thank the instigation of the former Russian ambassador to the electoral court of Saxony, Count Kaiserling, who often stopped in Leipzig and brought there with him the aforementioned Goldberg, in order to have him given musical instruction by Bach. The Count was often ill and had sleepless nights. At such times, Goldberg, who lived in his house, had to spend the night in an antechamber, so as to play for him during his insomnia.… Once the Count mentioned in Bachs presence that he would like to have some clavier pieces for Goldberg, which should be of such a smooth and somewhat lively character that he might be a little cheered up by them in his sleepless nights. Bach felt best able to fulfil this wish by means of Variations, the writing of which he had until then considered an ungrateful task on account of the repeatedly similar harmonic foundation. But since at this time all his works were already models of art, such also these variations became under his hand. Yet he produced only a single work of this kind. Thereafter, the Count always called them his variations. He never tired of them, and for a long time sleepless nights meant: Dear Goldberg, do play me one of my variations. Bach was perhaps never so rewarded for one of his works as for this. The Count presented him with a golden goblet filled with 100 louis-dor. Nevertheless, even had the gift been a thousand times larger, their artistic value would not yet have been paid for.

Forkels biography appeared in 1802, more than sixty years after the events related, so its accuracy has been questioned. The lack of dedication on the title page also makes the tale of the commission unlikely. Goldbergs age of only fourteen years at the time of publication has also been cited as grounds for doubting Forkels tale, although he was known to be an accomplished keyboardist and sight-reader. 

Unusually for Bachs works, The Goldberg Variations were published in his own lifetime. The publisher was the composers friend Balthasar Schmid of Nuremberg. Schmid printed the work by making engraved copper plates, rather than using movable type; therefore, the notes of the first edition are in Schmids own handwriting. Nineteen copies of the first edition survive today. Of these, the most valuable is the Handexemplar, discovered in 1974 in Strasbourg by the French musicologist Olivier Alain and now kept in the Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris. This copy includes printing corrections made by Bach as well as additional music in the form of fourteen canons on the Goldberg ground. On the title page, Bach specifies that the work was intended for harpsichord and it is widely performed on the instrument today, though there are also a great number of performances on the piano. The latter instrument was rare in Bachs day and there is no indication whether he would have approved of performing the variations on the piano.

The thirty variations do not follow the melody of the aria, but rather use its bass line and chord progression. Every third variation in the series of thirty is a canon (a compositional technique employing a melody with imitations of the melody played after a given duration), following an ascending pattern. Thus, variation 3 is a canon at the unison, variation 6 is a canon at the second (the second entry begins the interval of a second above the first), variation 9 is a canon at the third, and so on until variation 27, which is a canon at the ninth. The final variation, instead of being the expected canon in the tenth, is a quodlibet (a light-hearted musical composition that combines several different melodies in counterpoint). The variations that intervene between the canons are genre pieces of various types, including three Baroque dances (4, 7, 19); a fughetta (10); a French overture (16); and two ornate arias for the right hand (13, 25). The variations located two after each canon (5, 8, 11, 14, 17, 20, 23, 26, and 29) have been described as arabesques  variations in lively tempo with much hand-crossing. All the variations are in G major, apart from variations 15, 21, and 25, which are composed in G minor. At the end of the thirty variations, Bach writes Aria da Capo e fine, indicating that the performer is to return to the beginning (da capo) and play the aria again before concluding.
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Title page of the first edition
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Opening page of the autograph
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The first page of the score
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Count Hermann Karl von Keyserling (16971764) was a Russian diplomat from the Keyserlingk family of Baltic German nobility, based in the Duchy of Courland and Semigallia.
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Bach in 1746, holding the riddle canon


Great Eighteen Chorale Preludes, BWV 651-668
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During his final decade at Leipzig, Bach prepared his collection of Great Eighteen Chorale Preludes, BWV 651668 for organ, using much material from his earlier works composed in Weimar, where he was court organist. A chorale prelude is a short liturgical composition for organ using a chorale tune as its basis. The form was predominant in the German Baroque era, reaching its culmination in Bachs works. The Great Eighteen Chorale Preludes present an encyclopaedic collection of large-scale chorale preludes, in a variety of styles harking back to the previous century, which Bach had spent time perfecting. They are judged to be among his finest work for solo organ.

Earlier in his career, when employed at Weimar by Wilhelm Ernst, a devout Lutheran and music lover, Bach had been encouraged to develop secular and liturgical organ works of all forms, in what was to be his most productive period for organ composition. The composers son Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach later recalled: His graces delight in my fathers playing fired him to attempt everything possible in the art of how to treat the organ. Here he also wrote most of his organ works. The chapel organ at Weimar was extensively improved and enlarged. Occupying a loft at the east end of the chapel just below the roof, it had two manual keyboards, a pedalboard and about a dozen stops, including at Bachs request a row of tuned bells. It is probable that the longer chorale preludes composed then served some ceremonial function during the services in the court chapel, such as accompanying communion.

When employed in later years at Köthen and Leipzig, Bachs obligations did not include compositions for the organ. The autograph manuscript of the Great Eighteen Chorale Preludes documents that Bach began to prepare the collection around 1740, after having completed Part III of the Clavier-Übung in 1739. The first thirteen chorale preludes BWV 651663 were added by Bach himself between 1739 and 1742, supplemented by BWV 664 and 665 in 17467. In 1750 when Bach began to suffer from blindness before his death in July, BWV 666 and 667 were dictated to his student and son-in-law Johann Christoph Altnikol and copied posthumously into the manuscript. Only the first page of the last choral prelude, BWV 668, the so-called deathbed chorale, has survived, recorded by an unknown copyist. There have been diverse accounts of the circumstances surrounding the composition of this chorale. Forkels 1802 version of events states that Altnikol was copying the work at the composers deathbed, though this has since been discounted by many. By the second half of the eighteenth century, it had become an apocryphal legend, encouraged by Bachs heirs, Carl Philipp Emmanuel Bach and Wilhelm Friedmann Bach. BWV 668 is now accepted as a planned reworking of the shorter chorale prelude Wenn wir in höchsten Nöthen sein, BWV 641 from the Orgelbüchlein, composed in 1715.

A mid-eighteenth century salute to the musical traditions of the previous century, the Great Eighteen Chorale Preludes offer a breadth of styles and forms for the organ as diverse as found in the Well Tempered Clavier for the keyboard. The pieces are on a large and often epic scale, compared with the miniature intimacy of the choral preludes of the Orgelbüchlein. Many of the chorale preludes pay homage to much older models in the German liturgical tradition  including Georg Böhm, Buxtehude and Pachelbel  but the parallel influence of the Italian concerto tradition is equally apparent. The chorales are characterised by their freely developed and independent accompaniment filling the long intervals between the successive lines of the cantus firmus, a feature of their large scale that has not pleased all commentators.

The Great Eighteen Chorale Preludes were known throughout Germany by the turn of the nineteenth century, though only the last chorale prelude was available in print, due to its reputation as the deathbed chorale. Prior to the two Leipzig editions of Felix Mendelssohn in 1846 and of Griepenkerl and Roitzsch in 1847, the only other published chorale prelude of the collection was the brilliant trio Allein Gott BWV 664, which appeared in 1803 as one of the 38 chorale preludes in J. G. Schichts four-volume anthology. However, the two chorale preludes Nun komm der heiden Heiland, BWV 659 and Schmücke dich, o liebe Seele, BWV 654 had nevertheless become favourites. Mendelssohn and Schumann both venerated the latter chorale. A soberly and ornamental piece, the soprano alternates with the dance-like ritornellos of the two intertwining lower parts above a pedal bass. The unearthly counterpoint between the four different parts creates an air of great serenity, a rapturous meditation on the rite of communion. Indeed, Schumann recalled how Mendelssohn confessed after a performance of Schmücke dich, o liebe Seele, BWV 654, If life were to deprive me of hope and faith, this single chorale would replenish me with them both.
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An early manuscript of the Great Eighteen Chorale Preludes
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The first page of the score
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The court chapel at the Schloss in Weimar, where Bach was court organist. The organ loft is visible at the top of the photograph.
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Johann Pachelbel (1653-1706) was a German composer, organist and teacher, who brought the south German organ tradition to its peak. He composed a large body of sacred and secular music, and his contributions to the development of the chorale prelude have earned him a place among the most important composers of the middle Baroque era.
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An excerpt from Schmücke dich, o liebe Seele, BWV 654


Mass in B Minor, BWV 232
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On 1 February 1733, Augustus II the Strong, King of Poland, Grand Duke of Lithuania and Elector of Saxony, died. Five months of mourning followed, during which all public music-making was suspended. Bach spent much of his time during this period working on the composition of a mass. Though employed as a Lutheran church musician in Leipzig, he was composing the mass for the Catholic court in Dresden. This mass, now known as Mass for the Dresden Court, BWV 232, consists of a Kyrie in three movements and a Gloria in nine movements, and is an unusually extended work scored for SSATB soloists and choir, and an orchestra with a broad winds section. A portion of the liturgy would be sung in Latin and common to both the Lutheran and Roman Catholic rites. His aim was to dedicate the work to the new sovereign Augustus III, a Catholic, with the hope of obtaining the title Electoral Saxon Court Composer. Upon its completion, Bach visited Augustus III and presented him with a copy of the mass, together with a petition to be given a court title, dated 27 July 1733. On the accompanying inscription on the manuscript Bach complains that he had innocently suffered one injury or another in Leipzig. The petition did not meet with immediate success, but Bach eventually received his title and he was made court composer to Augustus III in 1736.

It was in the final years of his life that Bach expanded the Mass for the Dresden Court into a complete setting of the Latin Ordinary. Bach scholar Wolfgang Osthoff has suggested that the composer intended the completed Mass in B minor, BWV 232 for a performance at the dedication of the new Hofkirche in Dresden, which was begun in 1738 and was nearing completion by the late 1740s. However, the building was not completed until 1751 and Bachs death in July 1750 prevented the mass from being submitted for use at the dedication. Instead, Johann Adolph Hasses Mass in D minor was performed, a work sharing many similarities with Bachs mass; for example the Credo movements in both works feature chants over a walking bass line. 

Mass in B minor is orchestrated for two flutes, two oboes damore, one natural horn, three natural trumpets, timpani, violins I and II, violas and basso continuo. Overall, the mass consists of 27 sections, which can be grouped into four parts:

I. Kyrie and Gloria (Missa)

II. Credo (Symbolum Nicenum)

III. Sanctus

IV. Osanna, Benedictus, Agnus Dei and Dona Nobis Pacem

The Kyrie and Gloria were written in 1733 for the Elector of Saxony at Dresden, and the Sanctus dates back as far as 1724. The works magnificence is evident from the opening bars of the Kyrie  one of the most engaging passages of music that Bach ever wrote  which gives a mighty five-part setting of the words, followed by a weighty fugue. The Christe eleison provides a gentle duet for sopranos with a charming ritornello for strings. The second Kyrie, for four-part choir, has an intense, chromatic fugal subject. Kyrie Eleison (Greek for Lord have mercy) is a very old, even pre-Christian expression used constantly in all Christian liturgies, establishing a tone of timeless nobility. The mass Quoniam, with its dark tones of horn obligato and well-rounded bassoon duet figurations, offers an impressive vehicle for the bass soloist, and leads straight into the gloriously jubilant Cum Sancto Spiritu, complete with agile choral fugue, marking the end of Bachs original mass.

The first public performance of the Symbolum Nicenum section took place thirty-six years after Bachs death, in the spring of 1786, led by his son Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach at a benefit concert for the Medical Institute for the Poor in Hamburg. The next documented performance in the nineteenth century was when Carl Friedrich Zelter  a key figure in the nineteenth century Bach revival  led the Berlin Singakademie in read-throughs of the mass in 1811, covering the Kyrie. The first public performance in the century  though only the Credo section was performed  took place in Frankfurt in March 1828, featuring over 200 performers and many instrumental additions. In the same year in Berlin, Gaspare Spontini led the Credo section, adding fifteen new choral parts and numerous instruments. However, it was not until as late as 1859 that the first attested public performance of the mass in its entirety took place in Leipzig, with Karl Riedel and the Riedel-Verein. Since the nineteenth century it has been widely hailed as one of the greatest compositions in musical history and is still frequently performed and recorded today. Alberto Basso summarises the mass as the consecration of a whole life… This monumental work is a synthesis of every stylistic and technical contribution the Cantor of Leipzig made to music. But it is also the most astounding spiritual encounter between the worlds of Catholic glorification and the Lutheran cult of the cross.

During the later years of his life, Bach withdrew a great deal from society. His eyesight was worsening, impeding on his ability to perform his duties; so much so, that the municipal council seriously considered the advisability of appointing a successor to him at the Thomasschule. His eyes were operated upon, but unsuccessfully, by an English oculist, who some years later also operated on Handel.

Bach died in his sleep on 28 July 1750 and was buried quietly in St. Johns churchyard at Leipzig, with no cross or monument marking his resting place. Similarly to Mozart, interred in an unknown grave in the churchyard of St. Marx at Vienna, both great composers shared very modest burials. The only extant recording of Bachs passing can be found in the register of deaths preserved in the Leipzig town library, which states: A man, age 67, Johann Sebastian Bach, musical director and singing master of the Thomasschule, was carried to his grave in the hearse, 30 July, 1750.

Bachs death attracted little attention, partly due to the fact that his family were unable to afford the expense of the customary funeral oration at the grave. The master of the Thomasschule made no reference to the event in his annual speech, nor was mention of it made in any Leipzig newspaper. Ninety-three years later, Felix Mendelssohn, to whom we are so much indebted for the study of Bach at the present day, erected a monument to the memory of the grand old cantor of Leipzig, opposite the house in which he had lived, under the windows of the study where he had laboured so many long hours.

Throughout the eighteenth century, appreciation of Bach's music was chiefly limited to distinguished connoisseurs. The following century saw the first biography of the composer and ended with the completion of the publication of all of Bach's known works by the Bach Gesellschaft. A Bach Revival had started from Mendelssohn's famous performance of the St. Matthew Passion in 1829. In death, Bach was finally winning for himself the reputation of a great composer. 

In the twentieth century, Bach's music was widely performed and recorded for the first time, while the Neue Bachgesellschaft published exhaustive research on the composer. Modern adaptations of Bach's music contributed greatly to his popularisation in the second half of the century, as more classical performers moved away from the performance style and instrumentation established in the Romantic era. They started to perform Bach's music on period instruments of the Baroque era, studying playing techniques and reducing the size of instrumental ensembles and choirs to what Bach would have utilised himself. By the twenty-first century, the composers complete extant output became available online, with several websites exclusively dedicated to the life and work of Bach.

Johann Sebastian Bach was the most celebrated member of a large family of north German musicians. He was admired by his contemporaries as an outstanding harpsichordist, organist and expert on organ building. Bach perfected the established German styles through his mastery of counterpoint and motivic organisation, while adapting the new forms from Italy and France. His prestigious output of compositions includes hundreds of cantatas, both sacred and secular, Passions, oratorios and motets. He wrote extensively for organ and other keyboard instruments and developed pioneering concertos and suites, for both chamber music and for orchestra. Today, we revere him as one of the worlds greatest composers, celebrated as the creator of the Brandenburg Concertos, the Mass in B Minor, The Well-Tempered Clavier and countless other masterpieces of church and instrumental music.
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Autograph of the first page of Symbolum Nicenum, beginning with the Gregorian chant Credo in the teno
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Autograph score of the Benedictus, aria for tenor and obligato flute
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Augustus II the Strong (1670-1733) of the Albertine line of the House of Wettin was Elector of Saxony, Imperial Vicar and elected King of Poland and Grand Duke of Lithuania.
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