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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 Céthen
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 Joachims-
thalschen 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. 4
in G major BWV 1049

Composed: in 1719/1720

Original date of publication: not published during the composer’s lifetime
Instrumental ensemble: Solo: violin, flauto (recorder) 1, 2;

Ripieno: violins I and II, viola, cello, violone, continuo

Duration: ca. 14 minutes

The fourth Brandenburg Concerto is markedly different from the ‘ensemble concertos’
Nos. 1 and 2 in the set; although it was composed very soon after the second concerto, the
stylistic differences between the two works are readily apparent. The main stylistic difference
lies in the handling of the solo parts: this applies both to the highly idiosyncratic writing of
the individual solo parts and the relationship between solo and #utt: passages.

With the introduction of the main thematic idea at the beginning of the first movement, the
individual treatment of the solo parts becomes evident: each of the recorders plays the main
theme through once before the solo violin enters with new material. The fact that Bach wrote
this movement with specific instruments in mind becomes very clear in the solo passage for
violin from bar 185 onwards: with florid sequences, double-stopping and arpeggios typical
of a violinist’s style (and close in style to the solo Sonatas and Partitas of 1720), the leading
instrument really becomes a solo performer with orchestral accompaniment.

The structure of the movement also follows the direction taken by the solo parts. By alternat-
ing those sections that use the main theme with interludes characterized by contrasting the-
matic material on the solo violin, the focus moves away from the conventional tus#/s0lo form;
further, the recorders and strings are not given the same thematic treatment.

After the very long first movement (with 427 bars it is much longer than the other first move-
ments of the Brandenburg Concertos) comes an Andante. At the beginning of this movement
a rocking theme is introduced in the solo parts and tutti violin parts, though this gentle 3/4
thythm is immediately challenged by the hemiolas in the bass line. The solo violin takes
up this thythm and it is used in counterpoint with the two solo recorders. The tut#/ and solo
sections in this movement are also shorter, often succeeding each other one bar at a time in
an echo effect.

The third and final movement, Presto, provides a marked contrast to the two preceding
movements. Neither the soloists’ roles nor the conventions of musical form determine the
direction of the work here, as, in a compositional tour-de-force, Bach combines a concerto
form with a fugue.
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At the end of the five-part fugal exposition (b27) the musical texture is already so dense that
only a radical change can make room for anything more: beginning with the three solos parts
at bar 41 there is an ingenious combination of fugal and concertante writing, with neither
form being given preference over the other. The structure of the concertante line is derived
from the fugal theme, although the fugal voices are never mere accompaniment and each take
their turn as equal players. All the parts in succession are brought into this combination until
the music breaks out in dissonance (from bb 137 and 205 onwards). Bach brings this entirely
atypical final movement to an end with a tutti so loud that the final entry of the fugue theme
on the recorders is almost inaudible.

Brandenburg Concerto No. 5
in D major BWV 1050

Composed: in 1720/1721

Original date of publication: not published during the composer’s lifetime
Instrumental ensemble: Solo: flute, violin, cembalo;

Ripieno: violin, viola, violoncello violone

Duration: ca. 20 minutes

In this concerto Bach reaches far beyond the compass of the other pieces in the cycle. It is
neither a Gemeinschaftsspielmusik for convivial music-making, like the sixth Concerto, nor a
proper group concerto. The almost revolutionary scope of the composition is revealed most
clearly in the first movement, Allegro.

The movement begins with the main idea, based upon a chord, played in unison by the solo
violin and #u#¢/ violins. The dense string sound is joined by a new voice from bar 9, where for
the first time in the Brandenburg Concerto Bach expressly allocates a part to a transverse
flute. The flute introduces a lyrical, singing motif, which contrasts with the main theme and
can be heard distinctly throughout the rest of the movement. This first movement might be
considered to anticipate the style of the ‘singing’ Allegro.

This opening Allegro is innovative in another respect, too, however. The harpsichord entry,
initially performing as an equal-ranking player in the concerto, changes radically from bar
154 onwards, when a grand 65-bar final cadenza solo senza stromenti transforms this piece
into a solo concerto. As eatly as bar 139 the solo part begins to emerge with virtuoso
keyboard runs, while the cadenza itself rises above the status of a virtuoso display of tech-
nical skills. The most important motif in the cadenza is the downward-fourth quaver figure
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originally heard in the flute part, which consistently re-emerges from the semiquaver figures
in sequential form, sometimes inverted or as a rhythmic fragment. Towards the end of the
cadenza the musical energy is gradually compressed until it erupts in a demisemiquaver pass-
age in which the quaver motif is transformed into a rising and falling demisemiquaver figure
on the up-beat.

As no evidence has yet been found of any other work showing such advanced and emanci-
pated treatment of a keyboard instrument, the fifth Brandenburg Concerto earns the status
of the first solo concerto ever composed for a keyboard instrument.

The second movement, too, stands apart from other slow movements in the cycle in its
expressive character, thematic structure and instrumentation. This movement has the title
affettuoso: an unusual heading for the period. With no instrumental fx#¢7 in this movement
the flute, violin and harpsichord play together as chamber musicians. The imitative devel-
opment of the main theme is not merely another exercise in counterpoint, but an expressive
and intimate musical dialogue. Here the style is palpably close to that of Bach’s chamber
music with keyboard obbligato, such as the Violin Sonatas (BWV 1014-1019) and the Flute
Sonatas (BWV 1030-1032).

The powerful momentum of the first movement, which calls for a weighty and densely writ-
ten second movement, also makes itself felt in the structure of the third movement, Allegro.
It is unusual to find such a rich variety of musical ideas used in a final movement. After the
introduction of the main theme on the solo instruments it is played #u¢¢z, which soon leads to
a transition into the minor key (b 79 onwards). Over an insistent pedal B on the harpsichord
the theme emerges in B minor between the flute and the solo violin, followed by a string #x#¢/
from bar 87.

The harpsichord is again given special prominence in this movement. There is a remarkable
solo section without instrumental accompaniment in bars 163-176 in which Bach works the
opening theme into a strict canon. When the rest of the solo and ripieno instruments join in
again from bar 177, the harmonies become denser once more in a rapid alternation between
minor keys. This section ends in B minor in bar 232 before, abruptly and without warning,
the movement concludes with an almost note-for-note repetition of the opening 78 bars.



Brandenburg Concerto No. 6
in B> major BWV 1051

Composed: in 1718

Original date of publication: not published during the composer’s lifetime
Instrumental ensemble: viola da braccio I and II, viola da gamba I and II,
violoncello, violone and cembalo

Duration: ca. 16 minutes

The sixth Brandenburg Concerto was probably the first work in the cycle to be completed,
at about the same time as the third concerto in G major.

Bach based the structure of this concerto on the Italian trio setting, with two equal-ranking
melodic parts in the foreground: Viola da braccio I and II. These two instruments are accom-
panied by a consistently deep string sound, which affords this concerto a highly individual
character. In the first movement, Allegro, especially, Bach plays with the various possible
combinations of the lower instruments, shading the deep sound quality in different ways. Vio-
las I and IT always play in canon, heard distinctly from the opening theme: the closeness of
their entries, only a quaver apart, and the structure of the theme, with its striking tied notes,
mean that the two parts complement one another intimately.

In the second movement, Adagio ma non tanto, the Gambas rest and the colour of the sound
brightens a little as the violas da braccio continue playing with the Basso continuo (violone
and harpsichord) and an independent cello part. Once again the violas play in canon - the
second viola begins, followed in the fifth bar by the entry of the first viola, a fifth above it —
while the cello maintains a steady crotchet line in counterpoint with this canon. Various
rhythmic values accumulate over the course of the movement to produce a web of notes rang-
ing from semibreves to continuous lines of quavers, while the solemn 3/2 pulse is maintained
with the continuing presence of minims.

Bach also used special thythmic effects in the third movement, Allegro. The merry, seemingly
uncomplicated 12/8 rhythm is soon broken up in the third bar by wilful syncopations on the
two violas. ‘Plain’ and syncopated rhythms are set against one another, resulting in an intense
fluidity of sound where the parts are dovetailed closely together and with a density that
almost contradicts the simplicity of the A-B-A form. Now the violas can be heard against the
background of the rest of the ensemble as they play in a higher register — and yet they cannot
be described as soloists in the usual sense, as there is not a marked contrast between the #uz#
and concertino sections; the sixth Brandenburg Concerto, like the third, is a Gemernschafts-
spielmusik, a convivial piece for a group of players.

Ulrike Brenning
Translation: Julia Rushworth
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