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Preface

From August 1717 to April 1723 Johann Sebastian Bach was Kapellmeister and Master of the
Royal Chamber Music at the Court of Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Céthen. Bach expressed his
feelings about this post retrospectively in a letter to his long-standing friend Georg Erdmann,
written in 1730. One may gather from this letter that for Bach the well-paid post of
Kapellmeister obviously carried with it a certain prestige and for that reason he felt it to be a
demotion to have to trouble himself with a choirmaster’s job. On the other hand Bach’s com-
ments make it clear that the working conditions in Céthen became increasingly difficult with
the approaching marriage of Leopold to Friederica Henrietta von Bernburg, which took
place at the end of 1721. Bach had in fact, in November 1720, already tried to make a change
by applying - though without success — for the vacant post of choirmaster at the Jakobikirche
in Hamburg.

In this context the fact that Bach sent selected concertos to Berlin, in a dedicatory manu-
script, beautifully prepared as a fair copy in his own hand, for Christian Ludwig, Margrave
of Brandenburg, youngest son of the Electoral Prince, has particular significance. According
to the requirements of his secular post, Bach composed almost exclusively keyboard works,
chamber music and instrumental concertos during his time at Céthen. So when he dedicates
some of his works to an equally secular master it is natural to suppose that he would choose
them from this repertory. Furthermore, in the text of the inscription (in French) to the Mar-
grave dated 24 March 1721, he makes reference to concrete grounds for the dedication of
these Six Concerts avec plusieurs instruments, named nowadays, after their dedicatee, the
‘Brandenburg Concertos’: ‘A couple of years ago I had the good fortune to be heard by your
majesty [...]. Your majesty honoured me with the request that I send you a few of my com-
positions.’

The circumstances of this performance have been much puzzled over. A coincidental meet-
ing between Bach and the Margrave in Meiningen, of which Christian Ludwig’s brother-
in-law was Duke, or in Carlsbad during a trip made by Leopold early in 1718 would be
possibilities; it is more likely however that Bach met the Margrave in Berlin at the beginning
of 1719. Prince Leopold had ordered a harpsichord and instructed Bach to collect the instru-
ment from Berlin — as can be verified from an item for travel expenses in the accounts for
1 March 1719.

The Margrave may well have expressed the desire to hear more of Bach’s compositions at the
time of this performance. The fact, however, that Bach did not comply with the Margrave’s
wishes until the sudden dedication of these six concertos two years later makes it much more
likely that a secret request was the real reason behind the sending of the scores.
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This theory is supported by further observations. As already mentioned, for the enclosures
which accompanied this dedicatory manuscript Bach drew on the repertoire of instrumental
concertos which he had in all probability composed in and for Céthen — taking into account,
of course, the circumstances in Berlin, with which he must have been familiar both from his
journey there and from the lively exchange of musicians which took place between Cothen
and Berlin. He probably hoped to perform the concertos himself in Berlin.

In its six works the score mirrors the whole range of types of concertante ensemble music cur-
rent at the time: the third and sixth concertos display the characteristics of social music-mak-
ing most clearly, the second and fourth more the concerto grosso type, and Concertos 1 and
5 in their final autograph form document the development towards the solo concerto. Fur-
thermore, a comparison with the copies, still in existence, of the early versions of Concertos
1, 2 and 3 made by the Bach scholar Christian Friedrich Penzel shortly after Bach’s death in
Leipzig, and of Concerto No. 5 made by Johann Christoph Altnickol, shows that the diver-
sity of the concerto type was extended in many respects in the writing out of the dedicatory
score. Bach enriched the instrumentation by the use of unusual instruments such as the vio-
lino piccolo in No. 1 and flauto d’echo in No. 4; he divided the cello part in No. 3 and expand-
ed the cadenzas of the solo instruments in Concerto No. 5. In addition, the treatment of the
sequence of movements shows Bach’s desire-to display his skills to the full — by choosing a
two-movement composition for the third piece and by extending the first concerto in the
drawing up of the manuscript to a quasi four-movement piece.

Although Bach provides a representative cross-section of his concertos in the dedicatory
score, it would be mistaken to think of them in terms of a cycle. We have here merely a col-
lection of pre-existing concertos composed as individual works.

After the death of Margrave Christian Ludwig the dedicatory manuscript came into pos-
session of the Bach scholar Johann Philipp Kirnberger. He in turn handed the score on
to his pupil Princess Amalie of Prussia and it was bequeathed with her library to the Joachim-
sthalschen Gymnasium. From there the score was finally passed on to the Berlin Staats-
bibliothek. It was not published until 1850 when, on the centenary of Bach’s death, the
Brandenburg Concertos were printed for the first time by C. F. Peters in Leipzig.

Karin Stockl
Translation: Penny Souster
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Brandenburg Concerto No. 1
in F major BWV 1046

Composed: in 1718/1719

Original publication: unpublished during the composer’s lifetime

Other versions: an earlier 3-movement version of this concerto survives
Instrumental ensemble: 2 horns, 3 oboes, bassoon, violino piccolo

[a smaller violin, tuned at higher pitch], violins I and II, viola, violoncello,
violone grosso, continuo

Duration: ca. 18 minutes

The strict alternating sequence of #ut#i and concertino passages in the first movement, [A/le-
grol, is held together by the momentum of the main theme, which also provides a link
between the short bursts of music on various groups of instruments. This main theme under-
goes numerous changes throughout the movement — for example, in a shortened version, in
the form of brief instrumental interjections, in a resetting in the minor key — until the origi-
nal form is taken up again at the end of the movement (b 72). This main theme is used as the
basis of the concertino sections, too; as these are taken through various polyphonic arrange-
ments on different groups of instruments the resultant sound is quite distinct from that of the
tutti sections, which tend to exploit the harmonic power of the main theme. The most
marked contrast can be found between the concertino section in bb 48-72 and the final zuzti
section that follows it.

In the second movement, Adagio, the thematic detail of the first movement is replaced by an
expansive melodic line in D minor. The first oboe and then the solo violin each present the
entire theme, suggestions of which are then heard in the bass parts and continuo; above them,
the two upper parts imitate one another closely, dovetailing together into one line that leads
into a sighing theme (from b 29 onwards). After a last ornamented oboe entry the movement
ends with a cadence into the dominant key of A major.

The main theme of the third movement, Allegro, reinforces the home key of F major with its
chordal structure after this harmonic opening. The solo violin and the first oboe are often
brought together in the concertino sections by making use of their complementary rhythms,
with other parts joining them in similar fashion so that the movement is characterized by the
sound of playful semiquaver sequences. Two unexpected Adagio bars (bb 82/83) check the
momentum of the music before the reintroduction of the continuo line in bb 17-27 intro-
duces the final section. Bars 95-103 transpose the corresponding bars from the beginning of
the concerto (bb 27-36) from G major into C major, reaching the home key of F major again
in the final zu¢t/ section from b 108 onwards.



X

In the fourth movement Bach makes a concession to the prevailing French influenced musi-
cal tastes of his time by including a dance form with two trios and even inserting a polonaise
between them. This movement represents an unusual crossing over of forms, yet its elements
are only superficially ‘traditional’. Subtle technical details such as unusual phrase lengths (in
the Minuet, 2x12 instead of 2x8 bars) introduce artificial irregularities, which mean that these
dance movements are far removed from the commonplace.

Brandenburg Concerto No. 2
in F major BWV 1047

Composed: in 1719

Original publication: unpublished during the composer’s lifetime
Instrumental ensemble: solo: trumpet in F, flauto (recorder), oboe, violin;
ripieno: violins I and II, viola, violone, violoncello and cembalo
Duration: ca. 10 minutes

For this concerto Bach chose an ensemble of woodwind instruments (oboe and recorder)
with trumpet and violin — a unique instrumental combination for a concerto at that time. The
sounds produced by this unusual solo quartet characterize the whole alternating sequence of
tutti and solo sections throughout: a glance at the score is enough to show that the solo group
has a decisive impact in every movement. This is particularly evident in the third movement,
where the group of soloists clearly takes over the direction of the music, with the ripieno
merely providing an accompaniment. The deliberate choice of an extreme tessitura — with the
trumpet playing in the high clarino register, and the other solo instruments playing at the
same elevated pitch — makes the solo sections even more aurally distinct from the rutti
sections.

The relationship between the solo quartet and the quasi-choral ripieno accompaniment cor-
responds to the traditional concerto grosso form ony very superficially. The instrumentation
used here by Bach goes far beyond what was customary for this period and, together with the
thematic development, helps to determine the musical structure. This is particularly appar-
ent in the first movement, Allegro, where thematic fragments are continually repeated using
different combinations of instruments. Not until all possibilities have been explored does
Bach turn to a new aspect of the theme — a setting in the minor key, rearranging the theme
contrapuntally and then leading both players and listeners quite unexpectedly back to the
original form of the main theme (b 103). The suddenness of this transition is reinforced by
the preceding cadence into A minor.
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The second movement, Andante, inhabits a different sound world, as the trumpet is resting
and the movement begins in the relative minor key of D minor. The sparse instrumentation
contributes also to a completely different mood: the trio of soloists (recorder, oboe, violin)
imitate one another throughout the movement, accompanied by the continuo. After a
renewed entry in A minor (b 8 onwards) the theme moves into F major (b 15 onwards), intro-
ducing a brief moment of brightness. Sighing motifs derived from the theme then lead back
to D minor. The movement ends with some unexpected dissonances, arising from a succes-
sion of seventh chords and diminished intervals.

The final movement, Allegro assai, is characterized by Bach’s strict contrapuntal working
through the succesive entries of each of the solo instruments. The trumpet begins, followed
six bars later by the oboe in canon at a fourth below; after another six bars the canonic roles
are reversed — the trumpet now imitates the oboe. The violin does not enter until b 21, fol-
lowed six bars later by the first entry on the recorder a fifth above it. An imitative dialogue
also develops between these two parts, before the trumpet takes up the theme in C major;
only now does the ripzeno play accompanying figures and short echoes of the opening theme.
Both the opening and development sections of the movement are clearly led by the group of
soloists, while the ripieno in the tutti passages have little thematic significance in the struc-
ture of the music beyond supplying the full harmony between the soloists and the basso con-
tinuo.

Brandenburg Concerto No. 3
in G major BWV 1048

Composed: in 1719

Original publication: unpublished during the composet’s lifetime
Instrumental ensemble: violins I, IT and III, violas I, II and III,
violoncellos I, II and III, violone and cembalo

Duration: ca. 11 minutes

With the instrumentation of this work Bach moved further away from the model of the con-
certo grosso than in any of the other five Brandenburg concertos: here each group of string
instruments is divided into three different parts over a simple bass line, which often plays in
parallel with the cellos. The purity of the string sound and the structure of the work as a
Gemeinschaftsspielmusik, a convivial piece, brings it close in stylistic terms to the sixth Bran-
denburg Concerto, which was written at about the same time.
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In the first movement, which has no tempo indication, the main theme emerges from
ornamenting the notes of the G major chord G — B — D and the notes of this chord are then
used as a basis for contrapuntal development (from b78); the rhythmic force of the main
theme remains ever present, meanwhile, whether it is heard in unison in the u## sections or
shared between the solo parts. A sharp contrast is felt when this thythmic stability gives way
to two long sustained chords marked Adagio; then there is a sudden key change from the end
of the first movement in G major to A major in the first inversion (with the bass parts having
to leap an augmented fifth from G to C#) and then B major. Since the first movement, the
following Adagio and the third and final movement, Allegro, are not separated from one
another with double bar-lines, it may be assumed that these movements are to be played con-
tinuously, without pauses, thus adding further to the harmonic tensions.

The third movement is likewise dominated by the rhythmic force of the main theme. Rippling
chains of semiquavers accompanied by groups of quavers infuse the movement with a tem-
pestuous flow. Once the theme has been introduced in all the parts, with entries half a bar
apart, it remains audible almost all the time through the changing sounds of the quaver
accompaniment.

After the first section, which is repeated and ends by moving into the dominant key, the main
theme goes into the minor key in the second section, which is also repeated. Not until it has
been thoroughly worked through in E minor, B minor and A minor does it move back to the
home key towards the end of this section, with the piece ending on an arpeggio chord of G
major.

Ulrike Brenning
Translation: Julia Rushworth
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