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            Preface

         

         Johann Sebastian Bach died in 1750. Ever since that time, countless musicians have turned to him for instruction and inspiration. In this book, I describe more than 300 of these Back to Bach journeys, spanning the years from Bach’s day to ours. Researching and writing this book also captures my own Back to Bach journey, even if this begins improbably in a synagogue. “Why can’t they play the St Matthew Passion?” my mother would whisper as we sat through one of the High Holidays during my early years in Melbourne. When I reminded her that a Jewish service was hardly the place for Bach’s portrayal of the last days of Jesus, she would snap, “I know that, but the music’s better!” And so, each Good Friday, she would drag me and my brother to the local Anglican church to sit through one of Bach’s Passions, following the performance from a miniature score inscribed “Leipzig, 25 March 1932”. The date recorded my mother’s pilgrimage to St Thomas’s, Bach’s own church in central Germany, as she journeyed from her hometown in Transylvania to Berlin to study piano pedagogy. Importing her reverence for Bach to Australia, where she and my father migrated after fleeing Romania in 1939, she instilled in me a lifelong commitment to his music. I began with struggles over the preludes and fugues on the piano and continued with the solo cello suites, which led me to the back 9desk of the cello section of the Australian Youth Orchestra during the 1960s. Although lagging behind more able, younger cellists, I made headway with harmony, counterpoint and composition, equipping myself with the rudiments that underscored my later musicological investigations.

         Not sufficiently gifted to contemplate a professional music career, I studied architecture – a relatively safe option in those days for anyone unsure about what direction to follow. At the end of 1965, I joined a student exchange trip to India, where I became entranced with Asian religion, art and architecture. In 1968, I relocated to London, where I eventually obtained a PhD in Indian archaeology at the School of Oriental and African Studies. From thence, my explorations brought me to the spectacular medieval city of Vijayanagara in the Deccan, better known today as Hampi. During the 1980s and 1990s I headed a team that mapped these ruins, in collaboration with my partner and colleague, the American archaeologist John M. Fritz. While conducting my India projects and authoring books on these and related subjects, I continued my mother’s tradition by attending a Bach Passion each Good Friday in one of the churches in London, where I had made my home. When the Covid pandemic interrupted my travels to India, there was opportunity for another activity, and so began my return to Bach.

         At first, I considered writing on the composer’s music and life, and updated myself on the latest research thanks to the Bach-Werke-Verzeichnis: Kleine Ausgabe (1998), the definitive thematic catalogue of everything that Bach had written, and Christoph Wolff’s magisterial Johann Sebastian Bach: The Learned Musician (2001) and Bach’s Musical Universe: The Composer and His Work (2020). It didn’t take long for me to realise that Bach scholarship constitutes a long established and credentialled academic industry beyond any contribution I could offer. However, as I read and listened ever more widely, I came to understand there 10was no comprehensive, accessible survey of Bach’s influence on later composers and performers. Admittedly, there were the four volumes of Bach und die Nachwelt (1997–2002), which exhaustively documented the reception of Bach’s music from 1750 to 2000, but the chapters were in German academese, with no promise of an English translation. There were also useful but brief summaries of Bach’s place in music history in the “Death and Resurrection” chapter of Albert Schweitzer’s pioneering J.S. Bach (1923), the “Reception and Revival” article in the Oxford Composer Companions J.S. Bach, edited by Malcolm Boyd (1999), and Nicholas Kenyon’s “Bach from 1750 to 2010” section in The Faber Pocket Guide to Bach (2011). There was also Paul Elie’s take on Bach in the twentieth century in Reinventing Bach (2013). But these accounts did not amount to a satisfactory, complete picture, prompting me to adopt the role of musicological sleuth, tracking the responses of musicians after Bach who felt compelled and inspired to respond to his art.

         Thanks to the music library in University of London’s Senate House, the mostly well-documented articles in Wikipedia, and the never-ending choice of musical treasures available on YouTube, I discovered a seemingly limitless number of Back to Bach journeys. What follows in these chapters is only a selection of these journeys, yet it amply confirms Olivier Messiaen’s proposition that “Bach’s music reaches all times, all places”.1

         While the many transmissions, transcriptions and transformations of Bach’s ideas over the last 275 years called for an historical organisation, to limit myself to this approach would have left out the creative ways in which composers have responded to individual pieces, creating in effect an “afterlife” for these works. For this reason, I have combined the two approaches by interleaving chronological surveys with listings that focus on works that have exercised the greatest “magnetism”, notably the Toccata and 11Fugue in D Minor, and Passacaglia, both for the organ, Solo Violin Chaconne, The Well-tempered Clavier, Brandenburg Concertos, Air on the G String from the Orchestral Suites, the St Matthew and St John Passions, Goldberg Variations, and, finally, Art of Fugue with the B-A-C-H “signature”. While readers will have to forgive me if I have passed over their favourite Bach aria, chorale, concerto or cello suite, I hope my selection is sufficiently wide-ranging to demonstrate the vast extent of Bach’s reach.

         With the book as a guide, readers are encouraged to delve into this musical banquet, discovering pieces both familiar and unfamiliar, exploring the Bach connections that lead in so many directions. Readers can browse through the chapters on music history to learn about Bach’s impact on their favourite composer or music ensemble, then scan through the Afterlives listings to find how a particular Bach work came to be reinterpreted and reinvented. Because of the many online music sites and music and video streaming services, they will have no difficulty in accessing all the pieces I describe, often in multiple interpretations, sometimes recorded in live videos or assisted by moving music scores. Exciting discoveries await.

         At the outset, I must confess that the “Back to Bach” title is not my own. It dates to the 1920s and 1930s, when it was used somewhat disparagingly for the neoclassical music of Arthur Honegger, Francis Poulenc and Darius Milhaud.2 I have co-opted it here, as it applies so well to the journeys of so many other figures. My chapters begin with Bach’s own journey as a junior musician, endeavouring to make his art worthy for “God alone the glory”,3 when he trekked from central Germany to Lübeck on the Baltic Sea to learn from the greatest organist of his day. His own journey ended at the age of sixty-five when, seated at his work bench in the shadow of St Thomas’s, he contemplated all the permutations of fugal writing until blindness intervened.

         12The chapters that follow describe the numerous ways later composers have excerpted, distorted or reinvented the contrapuntal logic, rhythmic momentum, and emotive persuasion that are hallmarks of Bach’s art. It was these qualities that thrilled Mozart in Vienna when he first scrutinised The Well-tempered Clavier; some 200 years later, they excited Jimi Hendrix in London as he hijacked the ostinato theme of the Passacaglia to launch one of his famous riffs. Other composers set off on different journeys: fugues written on the B-A-C-H musical signature; sets of twenty-four preludes in the major and minor keys on all twelve notes of the octave; concertos that mimic the obsessive figurations of Bach’s toccatas; translations of the best-known works into the artificial tones of the Moog synthesiser; and so on. Such journeys are only possible because Bach’s music is infinitely adaptable. It is also irresistible: like gravity, it draws listeners inward to explore the architectural structure and mathematical perfection; at the same time, it flows outward to envelop them with excitement, beauty and comfort.

         With all the ways Bach is improvised, arranged, excerpted, reinvented, processed and juxtaposed with different musical traditions and artforms, his music continues to resonate, inspiring composers, creators and performers and delighting listeners. Bach, who himself combined so many influences, genres and sources, remains one of the most generative of presences. Judging from today’s profusion of concerts, recordings, videos, podcasts, theatrical productions and even choreographic realisations, his aura glows brighter than ever.
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            1.

            BEGINNING WITH BACH

            FROM ARNSTADT & WEIMAR TO CÖTHEN & LEIPZIG

         

         Born is Eisenach in Thuringia on 21 March 1685 into the long-established Bach dynasty of professional music-makers in central Germany, Johann Sebastian was from his earliest years immersed in music, and likely to follow his father, brothers, uncles and cousins into the orchestra of an aristocratic patron or the organ loft of a church. What could not have been anticipated during his lifetime is that the more than 1,000 pieces of music he provided for local princes and dukes, church councillors and congregations, and even for newly emerging, middle-class audiences, would transcend time and place.

         STUDENT AT ST MICHAEL’S IN LÜNEBURG, 1700–02

         After training with his elder brother Johann Christoph, Bach spends two years as a teenage scholar at St Michael’s in Lüneburg in north Germany. The choral library of the school is supplied with a rich collection of seventeenth-century German, Italian and French church music, which Bach avails himself of. About 50 kilometres from Lüneburg is Hamburg, home of Johann Adam Reincken, one of the last representatives of the great organ tradition of northern Europe. Bach makes frequent visits to 16hear him play; possibly he also attends music dramas staged in Hamburg’s opera house.

         LACKEY MUSICIAN IN WEIMAR, 1703

         As an eighteen-year-old “lackey”, Bach is engaged to play violin in the court orchestra of the Duke of Saxe-Weimar. Its leader is the virtuoso Johann Paul von Westhoff, who befriends Bach, instructing him in all the tricks of the violin, which Bach later employs in his own compositions for the instrument. After six months, Bach is invited to examine the organ in Arnstadt and is offered employment.

         ORGANIST AT ARNSTADT & MÜHLHAUSEN, 1703–08

         In the New Church in Arnstadt and then in St Blasius in Mühlhausen, both in Thuringia in central Germany, Bach cements his reputation as an outstanding organist. Yet his playing disturbs the church authorities in Arnstadt, who complain about the “many curious variations and …. strange tones”.4 In December 1705, Bach travels more than 400 kilometres to Lübeck on the Baltic coast, reportedly by foot, to meet Dieterich Buxtehude. As a virtuoso organist, celebrated composer and sought-after teacher, Buxtehude is just the type of successful, independent musician that the junior Bach may have longed to emulate. On his arrival, Bach is welcomed by the master, who invites him to participate in his Abendmusik (Evening Music) concerts. On approving his abilities, Buxtehude suggests that Bach replace him as organist at St Mary’s Church since he wishes to retire; in return for the post, however, Bach would have to marry one of his daughters. But Bach had come to listen and learn, not to search for a bride. Indeed, he already has someone in mind – his second cousin Maria Barbara, whom he marries on 17 October 1707, by which time he has shifted to Mühlhausen. 17

         PASSACAGLIA (BWV 582) (see Afterlives)

         After being reprimanded by the Arnstadt authorities for staying away for more than four months, Bach may have composed his organ Passacaglia and sent a copy to Buxtehude before the master dies in May 1707. Satisfied that it surpasses anything by Buxtehude, Bach never writes another one. It stands alone as a mighty pinnacle in the vast panorama of his organ music, “the single most decisive breakthrough in Bach’s compositional career and a fantastic achievement”.5

         TOCCATA AND FUGUE IN D MINOR (BWV 565) (see Afterlives)

         There is some doubt that Bach composed what becomes his most famous organ piece. If he did – which is what most musicians after Bach believe – then it is possible he wrote it in Arnstadt or Mühlhausen, where he begins to explore the melodramatic idiom that displeases his employers.

         CONCERTMASTER IN WEIMAR, 1708–17

         Bach returns to the Dukes of Saxe-Weimar as court organist, and devises chorale settings, as well as numerous toccatas, fantasias and fugues, for the fine instrument in the royal chapel. This, too, is a period of intense compositional activity for the harpsichord, which includes the English Suites (BWV 806–11) and the beginnings of The Well-tempered Clavier. By making keyboard arrangements of Antonio Vivaldi’s violin concertos (BWV 592–6 and 972–87) for one of the junior dukes who is his pupil, Bach updates himself on the latest developments in Italian instrumental music.

         ORGEL-BÜCHLEIN (BWV 599–644) & EIGHTEEN CHORALES (BWV 651–68)

         For services in the Ducal chapel, Bach selects 164 chorales as a directory of melodies for the Lutheran calendar, with the idea 18of providing each chorale with a short harmonic or contrapuntal setting. In what he later calls the Little Organ Book, he completes forty-six chorales, including “Ich ruf zu dir, Herr Jesu Christ” (“I call to thee, Lord Jesus Christ”), with its stately hymn tune floating on a gently moving, inner part. Except for their titles, he leaves the remaining 118 chorales unfinished.

         Also dating from his period, though later revised, are the Eighteen Chorales, among which are “Schmücke dich, o liebe Seele” (“Deck thyself, my soul, with gladness”) and “Nun komm, der Heiden Heiland” (“Saviour of the nations, come”). Bach conceives these organ works as fantasias, with the melodies carried on contrapuntal elaborations derived from the different chorale phrases.

         “SHEEP MAY SAFELY GRAZE” (BWV 208), 1713

         Bach writes his “Hunt Cantata” as a thirty-fifth-birthday gift for Duke Christian of Saxe-Weissenfels, a relative of his Weimar employer and an admirer of Bach’s music. The work includes the tender soprano aria “Schafe können sicher weiden” (“Sheep may safely graze”) accompanied by a pair of warbling recorders.

         KEYBOARD CONTEST & TEMPORARY IMPRISONMENT, 1717

         Works like the Chromatic Fantasia and Fugue (BWV 903) offer a glimpse of the improvisations that earn Bach the reputation as an outstanding keyboard virtuoso. In September 1717, he is invited to the Electoral Court in Dresden to participate in a contest with Louis Marchand, the most famous French harpsichordist of the day. Marchand flees the city rather than compete with Bach, who then offers a solo recital. Shortly after, Bach accepts a more advantageous post in Cöthen without gaining permission from his Weimar employer, who then imprisons him for four weeks. According to Heinrich Nikolaus Gerber, one of his pupils, it was in this “place of ennui, and the absence of any kind of musical instrument” that Bach 19begins composing the preludes and fugues of The Well-tempered Clavier.6 By the end of the year, Bach has shifted to Cöthen.

         COURT MUSICIAN IN CÖTHEN, 1717–23

         The post of Master of the Chapel Choir and Director of Chamber Music at the court of Anhalt-Cöthen in Saxony offers Bach an ideal situation. Prince Leopold, his employer, is an educated and cultured patron who appreciates his music and provides him with an ensemble of fine players, some recruited from the recently disbanded Prussian court orchestra in Berlin.

         SOLO WORKS FOR VIOLIN AND CELLO (BWV 1001–12), INCLUDING THE CHACONNE (BWV 1004) (see Afterlives)

         An idea of the calibre of musicians available to Bach in Cöthen may be had from the Sonatas and Partitas for Solo Violin and Suites for Solo Cello. Arranged in sets of six, they are obviously written for highly accomplished players. The musical independence of the Chaconne and its suitability as a performance piece suggest that Bach may have conceived it as a standalone work and only later appended it to Partita No. 2.

         BRANDENBURG CONCERTOS (BWV 1046–51), 1721 (see Afterlives)

         In March 1719, Bach travels to Berlin to purchase a new harpsichord for Prince Leopold, where he takes the opportunity of meeting the musically cultured Margrave of Brandenburg, a close relation to the Prussian rulers. Impressed with the players in his private orchestra, Bach revises six diverse instrumental piece he has at hand and two years later binds them in a special presentation copy and sends them to the Margrave. In the accompanying note he expresses a desire “to be employed on occasions more worthy of you and your service”.7 There is no 20record of the Margrave ever hearing the Concertos performed: never could he have imagined that one day Bach’s music would immortalise his title. Bach receives no commission.

         ORCHESTRAL SUITES (BWV 1066–9) (see Afterlives)

         Around the time he is preparing his six Concertos for the Margrave, Bach may also have written his four “Overtures”, now known as the Orchestral Suites. These medleys of French-style baroque dances include the vivacious Badinerie for solo flute in Suite No. 2 and the elegiac Air for Strings in No. 3.

         INVENTIONS & SINFONIAS (BWV 772–801), 1723

         To develop the finger dexterity on the keyboard of his thirteen-year-old son, Wilhelm Friedemann, Bach composes his Aufrichtige Anleitung (Faithful Guide), consisting of fifteen two-part Inventions and fifteen three-part Sinfonias.

         THE WELL-TEMPERED CLAVIER (BWV 846–69), 1723 (see Afterlives)

         By adjusting (tempering) the strings of his keyboards, Bach is able to compose music in keys with more than three sharps or three flats, which otherwise tended to sound “false” when the strings were tuned according to natural harmonics.8 To demonstrate the possibilities of his new “tempered” system, he writes pairs of preludes and fugues in the major and minor keys on all twelve notes of the octave, something that had hardly been attempted before. How precisely Bach tuned his keyboards remains a mystery, prompting one keyboard scholar to interpret the ink loops inscribed on the title page as a coded guide.9 Whatever his system, Bach intended his preludes and fugues “for the benefit and use of the musical youth that is eager to learn as well as for the special pastimes of those already qualified in this study”.10 21

         TWO MARRIAGES

         Bach’s productive and happy time in Cöthen is marred by the death of Maria Barbara in July 1720. Eighteen months later, he marries Anna Magdalena, a professional singer, for whom he assembles a Notebook with songs and short keyboard pieces for her to practice. At the same time, his princely employer also marries. Leopold’s new, much younger wife is unmusical, and Bach’s activities are no longer appreciated, leading him to consider shifting to Leipzig, the principal commercial centre of Saxony, with its famous annual fairs, publishing houses and fine university.

         CANTOR IN LEIPZIG, 1723–50

         By no means their first choice, in May 1723 the Leipzig authorities reluctantly appoint Bach to the distinguished post of Cantor and Music Director at St Thomas’s – a Latin school and conservatory that attracts students from all over Germany. Responsible for music in St Thomas’s and other Protestant churches in the city, Bach undertakes a frenzied compositional schedule. Between June 1723 and March 1724, he offers more than forty cantatas for Sunday services and feast-days, as well as large-scale choral works like the Magnificat (BWV 243) for Christmas and the St John Passion for the following Easter. In the next liturgical year, 1724–25, Bach completes another cycle of cantatas, each based on the text and melody of a different Lutheran chorale.

         While keeping up a constant stream of sacred music that includes the St Matthew Passion of 1727 and the Christmas Oratorio of 1734 (BWV 248), Bach also directs concerts for the Collegium Musicum, a private society that meets regularly in Leipzig’s coffee gardens and houses to entertain Leipzig’s cultured citizens. For these occasions, which span the years from 1729 to 1741, Bach presents instrumental works, such as his Orchestral Suites, as well as sonatas and concertos for himself 22to play with his sons and other talented instrumentalists. To show that he is up to date with current musical trends, in 1735 Bach publishes his Italian Concerto (BWV 971) and Overture in the French Style (BWV 831). Even so, he is criticised by Johann Adolph Scheibe, a former pupil, who reprimands Bach for his “turgid and confused style”.11

         A high point is reached in 1747, when the sixty-two-year-old composer is invited to play for Frederick the Great, leading him to compose his Musical Offering. During his last years, Bach devotes himself to “free artistic inclinations and pursuit of personal musical interests”12 by completing his Mass in B Minor and puzzling out the exemplars in Art of Fugue.

         ST JOHN PASSION (BWV 245), 1724, & ST MATTHEW PASSION (BWV 244), 1727 (see Afterlives)

         In the Passion music he provides for Holy Week during his first four years in Leipzig, Bach creates ambitious works to be performed as part of the Good Friday Vespers service. Bach directs several repeat performances, occasionally transferring choruses and chorales from one to the other. For the 1736 Holy Week, he prepares a fresh, meticulously written score of the St Matthew Passion. When its pages later become damaged, Bach painstakingly repairs them, perhaps in the realisation that this work represents his greatest achievement in terms of length, forces required, and dramatic and expressive content. In 1749, a year before his death, he presents the St John Passion for the last time.

         “SLEEPERS AWAKE” (BWV 140), 1731, & “A MIGHTY FORTRESS IS OUR LORD” (BWV 80), C. 1731

         Among the numerous cantatas built around Lutheran chorales that Bach writes for Leipzig, two become especially well known in later times. One of these, Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme (Awake, calls 23the voice to us), begins with a chorale fantasia that pits the static hymn of “Sleepers Awake” against a stirringly rhythmic orchestral accompaniment. In the cantata’s central section, Bach assigns the tenors the hymn tune while unison strings play a lyrical melody that weaves independently around the theme. In 1748, he makes an organ arrangement (BWV 645). Bach opens his Reformation Day cantata, Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott (A mighty fortress is our Lord) with another elaborate chorale fantasia, assigning the hymn’s phrases to a trumpet proclaiming the Protestant faith high above the voices. He concludes both cantatas with stirring, four-voice chorale settings for the congregation to join in.

         KEYBOARD PARTITAS (BWV 825–30), 1731

         With the idea of presenting a comprehensive survey of contemporary keyboard genres and techniques, Bach embarks upon his self-funded, Clavier-Übung publishing project. The first part of his Keyboard Practice consists of six suites of stylised dances ending in a Gigue, Capriccio or Scherzo. In a bid to attract buyers, he writes opening movements in contrasting idioms that include a Fantasia and a Toccata.

         KYRIE AND GLORIA, 1733

         Bach dedicates his monumental choral Kyrie and Gloria to Frederick Augustus II, newly crowned in Dresden as Elector of Saxony. With its repeated mournful phrases, the majestic B minor Kyrie seems to be a lament for the death in February 1733 of Frederick’s father, Augustus II “The Strong”, while the jubilant D major Gloria celebrates the ascent of the son. For these movements, Bach juxtaposes epic polyphonic choruses with Italianate-style vocal arias wreathed in instrumental elaborations. Though the Kyrie and Gloria constitute the Latin “Missa” permitted in Lutheran services, there is no clear evidence of them ever being performed.13 24

         BACH’S FIFTIETH BIRTHDAY, 1735

         For this occasion, Bach’s friends may have presented him with a glass goblet inscribed with the B-A-C-H notes, which they recognise as his musical signature (see below). The accompanying lines of poetry express an admiration for Bach’s art.14

         MUSICALISCHES GESANG-BUCH, 1736

         Bach assists Georg Christian Schemelli, a former student, in bringing out the Musical Songbook, a compilation of the melodies, first verses or texts, and bass lines of more than 900 sacred songs. One of Bach’s contributions is “Komm, süsser Tod, komm selge Ruh” (“Come, sweet death, come blessed peace”) (BWV 478).

         COMPOSER OF THE ROYAL COURT CHAPEL, 1736

         Bach gains a formal title from Dresden thanks to the intervention of his friend, the musical connoisseur, Count Hermann Carl von Keyserlingk, Russian ambassador to the Electoral Court, to whom he now owes a favour.

         GOLDBERG VARIATIONS (BWV 988), 1741 (see Afterlives)

         Bach devotes the fourth and final part of his Clavier-Übung series to an Aria with Diverse Variations (Verschiedenen Veränderungen). It is his longest piece of continuous music for the keyboard and by far the most technically demanding. According to an anecdote by Wilhelm Friedemann,15 Bach writes the Variations to alleviate the insomnia of Keyselingk, who employs as his private musician the teenage keyboard virtuoso Johann Gottlieb Goldberg, a former Bach student. Supposedly the first to play the Variations, Goldberg earns a brief but permanent place in the annals of music history. 25

         BOOK II OF THE WELL-TEMPERED CLAVIER (BWV 870–93), 1742 (see Afterlives)

         Demand for the preludes and fugues in The Well-tempered Clavier persuades Bach to issue another series of twenty-four as Book II. From now on, the two sets are often referred to collectively as the “Forty-eight”.

         MUSICAL OFFERING (BWV 1079), 1747

         The meeting on 7 May 1747 of a provincial musician with Frederick the Great of Prussia, the most powerful state in Germany, was an exceptional occasion, noticed in the official court bulletin and picked up by local newspapers. According to these reports, on learning of Bach’s arrival at his residence in Potsdam, outside Berlin, Frederick interrupted his usual evening concert to summon the visitor. Allowing Bach no time to change his travelling clothes, Frederick invited the composer to try out his new, experimental fortepianos by Gottfried Silbermann. Pausing at one instrument, the king gave Bach a theme and requested him to improvise a three-part fugue on it, which Bach promptly executed, much to the astonishment of the royal entourage. Frederick then challenged Bach to improvise a fugue in six parts. Bach excused himself, explaining that he would need time to prepare, but would later set the king’s theme in a fugue that would be “ordentlich” (“proper”) and have it engraved in copper.

         On first hearing Frederick’s long and chromatically complicated theme, Bach must have realised that it could not be manipulated on its own, but could support a variety of counterthemes, which is exactly what he sets about doing. By September, Bach completes the promised six-voice fugue, together with a keyboard fugue in three parts, a trio sonata in the fashionable galant style with a flute part for Frederick to play (he was competent on the instrument), and a veritable magic box of ten puzzle canons, all based on the 26“Thema Regium”. At his own expense, Bach prints 200 copies of this miscellany, sending one special presentation copy to Potsdam under the title “Musical Offering to His Royal Majesty”, which he writes in German, a language that Frederick forbade at his court, insisting that French only be spoken. He receives no reply.

         BACH JOINS THE CORRESPONDING SOCIETY OF MUSICAL SCIENCE, 1747

         As part of his acceptance by the Leipzig-based Society of Musical Science, which boasts Georg Philipp Telemann and George Frideric Handel among its members, Bach publishes his Canonic Variations on the Christmas Hymn “Vom Himmel hoch, da komm ich her” (“From heaven above, to earth I come”) (BWV 769). He celebrates the occasion by presenting the Society with an oil portrait. In it, Bach holds a leaf of music as a calling card with notes on three staves marked “Canon triplex, à 6 Voc”. These resolve into three simultaneous two-voice canons (BWV 1076), a musically “scientific” feat that presumably satisfies the Society’s worthy members.

         MASS IN B MINOR (BWV 232), 1748–9

         Wishing to contribute to Christianity’s central musical genre, Bach expands his 1733 Kyrie and Credo into a Latin Mass by setting the missing sections to music borrowed from other works. For the Crucifixus in the Credo, for example, Bach adapts the opening chorus from Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen (BWV 12), a cantata dating to his Weimar days, setting its “Weeping, wailing, lamenting, fearing” words to heart-wrenching, “sobbing” vocal motifs carried on a repeated, chromatically descending bass line. For the Benedictus and Agnus Dei, he repurposes arias with instrumental elaborations from other earlier cantatas. With these disparate elements, Bach forges a work of titanic proportions but never hears it performed. 27

         ART OF FUGUE & B-A-C-H (BWV 1080), 1742–50 (see Afterlives)

         Bach devotes his final years to investigating all the possibilities of manipulating a single musical idea, an enterprise that culminates in Art of Fugue. Writing the different lines of the counterpoint on separate staves, Bach produces thirteen fugues on variations of the same theme, each of which he heads with the Latin term “Contrapunctus”, as well as four canons also using the same theme. Rather than an academic treatise surveying different categories of counterpoint, the work has been interpreted as Bach’s “last attempt to explore the profundities of music in terms of number and feeling”.16 While puzzling out the possibilities of the last fugue, Bach introduces a new theme beginning with two pairs of semitones – B-flat and A, and C and B-natural – which in German notation spell B-A-C-H, the composer’s autograph. Up to now, he has never used these four notes as an independent idea,17 but here, at the end of his life, Bach seems to be “signing off”. Some fifty bars after the theme appears, the writing abruptly ceases. Interrupted by the blindness that descends on him after two failed eye operations, Bach can no longer continue.

         “DEATHBED CHORALE”, 1750

         Before dying of a stroke at the age of sixty-five on 28 July 1750, Bach asks a friend to play “Wenn wir in höchsten Nöten sein” (“When we are in greatest need”) for him on a domestic pedal harpsichord. Listening to the chorale, he suggests that it should serve as a setting for the more appropriate hymn “Vor deinen Thron tret ich hiermit” (“Before your throne I now appear”) (BWV 668). 28

         BACH IS REMEMBERED, 1751–4

         Within a year of Bach’s death, Telemann, a close friend of the Bach family, pens a memorial sonnet predicting that “the candle of thy fame ne’er low will burn”.18 Around the same time, Bach’s second son, Carl Philipp Emanuel, publishes Art of Fugue, together with the “Deathbed Chorale” as “compensation” for its unfinished, final contrapuntal exemplar. Barely twenty copies are sold. In his 1753 Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments, Emanuel refers to his father’s teaching method, innovative keyboard fingering, and emphasis on invention. (The Essay is to have considerable influence on Mozart and Beethoven.) The following year, Emanuel collaborates with Johann Friedrich Agricola, who had trained with Bach and married one of his daughters, in bringing out the Nekrolog. Disclosing details of Bach’s life story and family origins, as well as listing his most significant works, the 1754 obituary serves as a fertile repository for all future writings about the composer.

      
   


   
      
         29
            Afterlives

            Toccata and Fugue in D Minor

         

         While in this work, Bach pays homage to the virtuosic extemporisations and contrapuntal ingenuities of earlier generations of north European organists, the Toccata’s gripping opening, “descending like a lightning flash”,19 is instantly recognised as being by Bach. Yet it is only by accident that the work survives: there is no signed manuscript, only an undated copy by Johannes Ringk, one of Bach’s organ students. Together with the unruly structure of the Toccata and rudimentary counterpoint of the Fugue, this has led some scholars to question whether it is by Bach at all.20 Despite their doubts, later performers and musicians respond to what they always believed to be a youthful work, brimming with a “strong and ardent spirit”.21

         Nowhere is Bach’s improvisatory and free manner better heard than in the Toccata’s opening proclamations that plunge downwards to a pedal D. From this bottom note rises a diminished seventh minor chord (G, B-flat, C-sharp and E), usually played as a spine-chilling, dissonant arpeggio. After a resolution in D major comes rapid figurations and scales that also pause on diminished minor chords, allowing Bach opportunities to offer expressive, recitative-like declarations. The Fugue is equally exciting, being built on a theme with rapid oscillations around the notes of D and A, recalling the open strings of a violin. Contrapuntal development is interrupted by melodramatic arpeggios running across the keyboards. The work concludes with a reprise of the Toccata’s recitatives set between thunderous chords.

         The relentless momentum of Bach’s passages inspires later composers to identify the toccata format with what Sergei Prokofiev 30describes as a piece “with rapid running figurations that only touch [toccare] the keys briefly”.22 There is no shortage of examples.

         
            1826 Oscillating chords and runs across the keyboard in Carl Czerny’s Toccata in C Major recall Bach’s organ figurations.

            1833 Together with the musicologist Adolf Bernhard Marx, Mendelssohn publishes the Toccata and Fugue in Little-Known Organ Compositions by Bach.

            1833 Chordal oscillations in Robert Schumann’s Toccata in C Major mimic Bach’s organ figurations.

            1860s Piano transcription by Carl Tausig, Franz Liszt’s most talented pupil.

            1872 Charles-Marie Widor begins his Organ Symphony No. 4 with a toccata and fugue, and finishes his later Organ Symphony No. 5 (1879) with another toccata, now Widor’s most popular work.

            1901 Claude Debussy concludes his suite of baroque dances Pour le piano with a toccata.

            1912 Sergei Prokofiev’s Toccata in D Minor.

            1913 Max Reger quotes Bach’s opening bars at the beginning of his Nine Pieces for the Organ.

            1927 Orchestration by Leopold Stokowski; in 1940 he is filmed conducting it in Walt Disney’s animated film Fantasia.

            1929 Henry Joseph Wood, founder of the hugely popular London Promenade Concerts, conducts his orchestration under the pseudonym Paul Klenovsky.

            1930 The ninth section of Kaikhosru Shapurji Sorabji’s mammoth Opus Clavicembalisticum is a toccata. He follows this with a Toccata Seconda (1934) and a Toccata Quarta (1967). 31

            1931 Toccata movement in Igor Stravinsky’s Violin Concerto in D Major.

            1931 & 1962 Bach’s Toccata is heard during the credits to the movie Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, then in the soundtrack of The Phantom of the Opera and in Andrew Lloyd Webber’s musical remake (1986).

            1973 The Toccata Concertata movement in Alberto Ginastera’s 1961 Piano Concerto No. 1 is taken up by Keith Emerson of the English progressive band Emerson, Lake & Palmer.

            1980 The pop group Sky improvises on Bach’s Toccata.

            1982 In Bach Onto This, Jon Lord, co-founder of the rock band Deep Purple, quotes Bach’s opening flourishes.

            1998 Donald Hunsberger’s arrangement for the Eastman Wind Ensemble of Rochester University.

            2013 The American rapper Eminem reproduces snatches of Bach’s Toccata in his horror song “Brainless”.

            2013 The German family rock group Falk & Sons perform their version of the Toccata.

            2014 Arrangement by the Spanish electric guitar orchestra Sinfonity.

            2017 Baroqueswing album issued by the Charl du Plessis Trio includes an improvisation on the Toccata.

            2018 Rainer Hersch fuses Bach with Bernstein in Toccata Mambo in D Minor.

            2023 Orchestration by Andrew Davis for the BBC Philharmonic.

         

      
   


   
      
         32
            2.

            BACH DISCOVERED

            FROM GLUCK & TWO BACH SONS TO MOZART & FORKEL’S BIOGRAPHY

         

         As the eighteenth century progressed, Bach’s complex, polyphonic compositions infused with rich chromatic harmonies began to sound “difficult”, even old-fashioned. Audiences now preferred elegantly decorated melodies in simple harmonic settings written in the newly popular “galant” style. Though Bach’s music was at first neglected in the years after his death, philosophers, artists and writers began thinking about their place in history, a development which led to an interest in older music. In this way, Bach’s music came to be “discovered” and once again appreciated.

         CHRISTOPH WILLIBALD GLUCK (1714–87)

         Abandoning the long-standing conventions of baroque opera seria, Gluck forged a new type of music drama based on Greek tragedy – an unlikely context perhaps to come across one of the earliest recorded Back to Bach journeys. And it is in an aria of exceptional emotional intensity that Gluck first references Bach. This was not an aria from one of the cantatas or Passions, which were hardly ever performed by now, but a vigorous Gigue from the keyboard Partita No. 1 in B-flat Major (BWV 825) that Bach had published in 1731 in the first part of his Clavier-Übung series. 33

         ARIAS IN ANTIGONO, 1756, & IPHIGÉNIE EN TAURIDE, 1779

         Gluck’s first commission for Rome, Antigono is based on a play authored by Jean Racine in 1670. The opera’s high point is an impassioned recitative sung by the heroine, the Egyptian princess Berenice, when she is separated from her lover Demetrius as he is about to die. In “Berenice, che fai?”, Gluck conjures up a ten-minute portrayal of the heroine’s deranged state as she veers from reflection and longing to fury and agony, and ultimately delirium. For the aria’s climax, Gluck provides an agitated orchestral accompaniment with a relentless pulse based on Bach’s Gigue. Responding to the momentum of Bach’s hopping keyboard figurations, Gluck creates a vivid orchestral backdrop to the heroine’s emotional turmoil, converting Bach’s relentless triplets into nervous string tremolandos with rapid upbeat ornaments, accentuated by brass on Bach’s downbeat pairs of semitones.

         More than twenty years later, in 1779, Gluck returns to the same Gigue in Iphigénie en Tauride, based on another Racine play, which is to become one of his greatest triumphs in Paris. The climax occurs when the heroine sings “Je t’implore et je tremble” as she is about to plunge a dagger into the neck of a sacrificial victim, not knowing that he is her brother, Orestes. Calling on Diana, goddess of the hunt, to assist her in this gruesome task, Iphigénie sings a tormented aria against the same instrumental setting of Berenice’s despair. For Gluck, Bach’s Gigue never lost its dramatic power.

         JOHANN CHRISTIAN BACH (1735–82)

         In 1755, at the age of twenty, Bach’s youngest son, Johann Christian, settles in Italy, converting to Catholicism to accept employment as organist at the Milan Cathedral. By 1762 he has relocated to London, where he establishes himself as “The English Bach”, providing Italian operas for the King’s Theatre, as well writing galant style symphonies, concertos and sonatas for public 34concerts. Among his students is the nine-year-old Mozart. During the year he spends in London in 1764–5, Mozart learns nothing about the music of Johann Christian’s father, whom his teacher refers to dismissively as “the old perruque [wig]”.23 Yet before he shifts to London, Johann Christian has composed organ fugues, including one based on B-A-C-H. But was he paying respect to his father or proclaiming himself?

         ORGAN FUGUE ON B-A-C-H, C. 1760

         Johann Christian had little interest in contrapuntal manoeuvrings and seemingly no feeling for the emotive potential of multi-voice polyphony. Even so, this work for the organ betrays a thorough training in counterpoint in the household of his youth. Johann Christian begins with the B-A-C-H semitones on four equal notes, followed by predictable answers until all four voices are busily exchanging the theme in repetitive patterns. Though he never aims at musically engaging counterthemes, Johann Christian’s harmonies occasionally result in startling chromatic transitions. Around the midpoint, he altogether abandons the counterpoint for oscillating arpeggios like those he employs in his instrumental sonatas and concertos. Similar arpeggios carried on B-A-C-H in the deep pedals bring the fugue to a noble conclusion.

         WILHELM FRIEDEMANN BACH (1710–84)

         While Johann Christian’s fugue may not be compared with his father’s masterpieces, the same cannot be said of the contrapuntal compositions of his older half-brother, Wilhem Friedemann, Bach’s first son. After an unstable career in Halle and Braunschweig, Friedemann ends up in Berlin in 1774, where he takes on keyboard pupils. They include the talented Sara Levi, who, together with other members of the city’s cultured elite, is developing an interest in “old” music, especially that of Bach. Friedemann is 35also introduced to Princess Anna Amalia, a sister of Frederick the Great, who is a fine keyboard player and modest composer. Hoping for a commission, Friedemann presents the princess with a set of fugues, the first four written in C major, C minor, D major and D minor, an arrangement of keys that suggests he is planning a chromatic series modelled on those in The Well-tempered Clavier. Lacking resolution, he never completes more than eight of the projected twenty-four. In the opinion of his younger brother, Carl Philipp Emanuel, this was not for want of talent; as Emanuel lamented, “he could have replaced our father”.24

         KEYBOARD FUGUE IN F MINOR, 1778

         Friedemann’s fugues are rigorously contrapuntal, with clearly defined ideas. That he is experimental when it comes to harmony is nowhere better expressed than in the one in F minor, with its downward-trending chromatic theme carried on a stately countertheme that migrates into remote keys. Listening to it performed on the organ without pedals (Friedemann only scores it on two staves) is to be ushered into a meditation on life’s bitter disappointments, sustained on a continually evolving pulse. Here, Friedemann seems to be recalling the expressive intensity of the three-voice Sinfonia No. 9 in the same F minor key (BWV 795), which Bach had written as a practice piece for the son he always regarded as the most promising.

         GOTTFRIED VAN SWIETEN INTRODUCES BACH TO VIENNA

         In 1770, this cultured Austrian aristocrat with a sincere interest in “old music”, is appointed Hapsburg ambassador to the Prussian court. In Berlin, the Baron takes lessons from Johann Philipp Kirnberger, a former pupil of Bach, and is welcomed into Princess Anna Amalia’s cultivated circle, where the music of Bach and 36Handel is studied and played. Acquiring as many scores as possible during his seven years in Berlin, the Baron returns to Vienna in 1777, and in the musical matinees that he then hosts in his palace, introduces Bach and Handel to music lovers in the capital and welcomes talented new arrivals like Mozart.

         WOLFGANG AMADEUS MOZART (1756–91)

         Something of Mozart’s excitement at his discovery of the preludes and fugues of “Sebastian Bach” is communicated in an enthusiastic report he sends his father, Leopold, in April 1782: “I go every Sunday at twelve o’clock to Baron van Swieten, where nothing is played but Handel and Bach”.25 Mozart’s interest in Bach is further encouraged by his pupil Karl Alois, Prince Lichnowsky, who had attended Göttingen University, where the Director of Music, Johann Nikolaus Forkel, is working on a biography of Bach. Lichnowsky brings copies of Bach’s keyboard works back to Vienna, which he shares with Mozart.

         If the preludes in van Swieten’s copy of The Well-tempered Clavier seemed old-fashioned to Mozart, the fugues promised exciting possibilities. Indeed, he is no novice when it comes to fugal writing. Leopold had ensured that the young Mozart was thoroughly trained in counterpoint, basing his instruction on Gradus ad Parnassum, an academic treatise by Johann Joseph Fux. (It is from Fux that Mozart derives the themes beginning with four full-bar-long notes for the fugato episodes that he inserts into some of his later compositions.) Determined to absorb what he has discovered in Bach, Mozart arranges fugues from The Well-tempered Clavier and Art of Fugue, as well as the one in F minor by Wilhelm Friedemann (just mentioned) for him to play in string trios and quartets at van Swieten’s musical afternoons (K. 404a and 405). When it comes to the Fugue in E-flat Minor from Book I, an awkward key for strings, Mozart transposes it down a semitone 37into the more manageable D minor, substituting Bach’s prelude with a newly composed Adagio of his own.

         Arranging Bach’s fugues stimulates Mozart to write his own, encouraged by his new wife, Constanze, who expresses a craving for “this most artistic and beautiful” music.26 She may not have expected a complete fugue, and for a time she did not get one, since Mozart leaves most of his first efforts unfinished. They include the one in his Fantasia in C Major (K. 394), based on the theme of the fugue in the same key in Book I of The Well-tempered Clavier. Only when he comes to write a fugue for two pianos does Mozart successfully integrate Bachian contrapuntal rigour into his own musical idiom.

         FUGUE FOR TWO PIANOS (K. 426), 1783

         By the time he comes to write this piece, Mozart has already composed a concerto and a sonata for these twin instruments to present in concert with his sister or a talented female student. This work, however, is a private exercise, in which Mozart feels free to invent music with four independent parts, to be executed with four hands on two keyboards. For his theme, Mozart sources the majestic Thema Regium in the Musical Offering, a work he would have found in the Baron’s library. While accepting Bach’s C minor key and basic outline, rising from C to A-flat then dropping to B-natural, followed by a series of downward chromatic steps, Mozart subjects the theme to radical revision. He begins by introducing a pair of insistent notes on the dominant (G) and then accelerating the descent by inserting adjacent notes and tiny breaks. The result is shorter, more rhythmically alive, more Mozartian; significantly, it is also more contrapuntally flexible. He can now manipulate the transformed theme with inversions and overlaps and even give it the right way up and upside down at the same time! Animating his contrapuntal antics with a vigorous 38trill that serves as a countertheme, Mozart extracts chromatic passages from the Thema Regium to glue his ideas together. The result is one of Mozart’s most tautly written, harmonically daring compositions. It is also one of his most urgent: with almost manic energy, he drives the counterpoint relentlessly onward until it reaches a melodramatic climax.

         Mozart must have considered his two-piano fugue a triumph, as five years later, in 1788, he recasts it for strings, without specifying whether for a quartet or a larger ensemble, but adding an Adagio in the manner of a French baroque overture (K. 546). With its oscillations around a single note and jagged leaps passing between the upper and lower strings, this functions as a Bachian-style prelude to Mozart’s longest, most ambitious contrapuntal creation.

         POLYPHONIC FINALE IN THE SYMPHONY NO. 41 (“JUPITER”) (K. 551), 1788

         Inspired by his discovery of Bach, Mozart finds places for counterpoint in his high-spirited instrumental finales. Wishing to consult Bach’s preludes and fugues whenever needed, Mozart obtains his own copy of The Well-tempered Clavier, which, according to his English student Thomas Attwood, who took composition lessons from Mozart in 1786, he keeps beside his piano.27 Mozart’s effort to integrate Bachian counterpoint into his own compositions reaches fruition in the trio of mighty symphonies that he completes during six weeks in the summer of 1788. The Molto Allegro last movement of No. 41 in C Major, a work that rapidly attracts the name “Jupiter” from its opening “thunderbolt” announcements, begins with a quotation from Gradus ad Parnassum (No. 88). After mimicking its first four full-bar notes, Mozart converts the remainder of Fux’s exercise into cheerful figurations to create an eight-bar idea enlivened with his own rhythmic energy. Mozart then introduces four short, entirely 39new themes, developing each separately in imitative patterns, before combining them in different combinations together with the original theme to achieve an exhilarating contrapuntal climax to his entire symphonic output.

         CHORALE PRELUDE IN DIE ZAUBERFLÖTE (K. 620), 1791

         By joining one of the Masonic lodges of Vienna, whose humanistic ideals he

         
         
         
         
         FANTASIA IN F MINOR FOR A MECHANICAL CLOCK (K. 608), 1791

         
         
         GIOVANNI PAISIELLO (1740–1816)

         
         CAPRICCIO: “LES ADIEUX DE LA GRANDE-DUCHESSE”, 1784

         
         
         
         DISPERSAL OF BACH’S HERITAGE, 1780s

         
         PUBLICATION OF THE WELL-TEMPERED CLAVIER & SOLO VIOLIN WORKS, 1801–02

         
         THE FIRST BACH BIOGRAPHY, 1802
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