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THE ROUGH GUIDE to classical composers



J. S. Bach



Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) Organist, violinist, composer, and teacher. J.S. Bach came from an established family of musicians in the German state of Thuringia. He went to school, lived and worked all over middle and north Germany – from his home town Eisenach to Berlin, Hamburg and Lübeck. The most important places he lived were Weimar, Köthen and Leipzig. In the former two cities, he worked for the local aristocracy; the city council of the latter hired him as head of music at the prominent St Thomas Church. There is only one portrait of Bach that can be guaranteed as authentic. Painted in the 1740s by E.G. Haussmann, it shows a man in his fifties holding a sheet of paper (you can read the music on it – a six-part canon), with a nice, simple jacket, a round face, very alert eyes, a small, but confident smile and a very stiff white wig. Haussmann’s portrayal of Bach is as an elegant man, whom we can picture sitting at the organ in majestic churches or in nicely decorated rooms at a table with delicious food. The portrait suggests self-awareness, stability and wealth, and it fuelled the many clichés of Bach, his life and his music that still live on in the twenty-first century. However, his life was not always in line with these clichés, as stability and wealth did not feature continuously in Bach’s life. When he



was only 10, both his parents died and he had to move in with his older brother. As a man, he had seven children with his first wife, Maria Barbara, and his second wife gave birth to thirteen, but few of them survived infancy. Wealth also was not forthcoming for Bach and he had to work very hard to make a living. But self-confidence was one of the clichés that rang true. Bach could be a very inconvenient employee, especially when he felt that his art was being undermined. He was not shy of acting rough, either – he once got arrested and spent several weeks in jail. On the other hand, Bach was very well educated: he not only spoke Latin, but could teach it, as well. So, looking beyond the portrait, there is more to the man with a stern face framed by a stiff wig. Bach could blow people’s wigs away with his temper, and with his music. He could improvise like no one else, which he was always eager to demonstrate. He was a master at the organ, harpsichord and every other keyboard instrument of his time, as well as being a very good violin and viola player. As a composer, Bach was incredibly busy and diligent and, with the exception of opera, he composed in every other Baroque genre. He wrote for occasions such as birthday parties for dukes and princesses



as well as funeral services. He created joyful concertos as background music for Friday-afternoon café guests, as well as totally secluded solo sonatas for violin or cello without any accompaniment. There is a cantata for every Sunday of the year. And there are huge cycles of piano music that are not only ingeniously wonderful and timeless compositions, but also marvellously crafted works, full of symmetry, symbolism and mysticism of numbers. During his life, Bach also did a lot of travelling: even if his most important jobs were relatively close to home, he made visits to towns as far away as Hamburg or even Lübeck, all the journeys made on foot. At the end of his life blindness struck him, something that was not at all uncommon at the time, but for a man who wrote, read and made music it was a severe blow. Although he was recognized as a very famous improviser, Bach was not recognized as a composer while he was alive. Soon after his death, he was more or less forgotten to a greater public. However, the composers that followed – such as Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin or Mendelssohn – knew of his genius, and paid tribute to him in many ways. His impact on the history of music can be summarized as follows – since Bach’s death, no one writes a fugue without thinking of him, and he is maybe the greatest master of polyphony that has ever lived.



Jean-Sébastien Bach (1685-1750) Organiste, violoniste, compositeur et enseignant. J.-S. Bach est né au sein d’une famille de musiciens établis dans le Land allemand de Thuringe. Il s’est formé, a vécu et travaillé toute sa vie entre le milieu et le nord de l’Allemagne - de son village natal Eisenach à Berlin, Hambourg et Lübeck, en passant par Weimar, Köthen et Leipzig. Dans les deux dernières villes, il a travaillé pour l’aristocratie locale. A Lübeck, le conseil municipal l’a engagé comme directeur de la musique de Saint-Thomas, la principale église de la ville. Il n’existe qu’un seul portrait de Bach, dont l’authenticité soit attestée. Peint dans les années 1740 par E.G. Haussmann, il représente un homme d’une cinquantaine d’années, tenant une feuille de papier (la partition lisible d’un canon à six voix), portant une jolie veste simple, avec un visage rond, des yeux très alertes, un sourire mince, mais confiant et une perruque blanche très rigide. Le portrait de Bach par Haussman figure un homme élégant, que nous pouvons imaginer assis à l’orgue dans des églises majestueuses ou dans des chambres décorées avec goût, mangeant à une table des plats délicieux. Il évoque la conscience de soi, la stabilité et la richesse, et a alimenté les nombreux clichés sur Bach,



sa vie et sa musique, clichés toujours tenace au début du XXIe siècle.



et tout instrument à clavier de son temps, tout en jouant très bien du violon et de l’alto.



Pourtant, la vie de Bach n’a pas toujours correspondu à ces clichés: la stabilité et la richesse n’en ont pas été une donnée constante. Orphelin à l’âge de dix ans, Bach a dû aller vivre chez son frère aîné. Plus tard, sa première femme, Maria Barbara, lui donna sept enfants et sa seconde en enfanta treize; peu survécurent. La richesse ne fut pas non plus très présente sur le chemin de Bach et il dut travailler très dur pour gagner sa vie.



En tant que compositeur, Bach était incroyablement sollicité et appliqué. Il a composé pour tous les genres de l’époque baroque, hormis l’opéra, et écrit des partitions pour des occasions les plus diverses (réceptions pour l’anniversaire de ducs ou de princesses, funérailles, etc). Il a créé des concertos très joyeux comme musique d’ambiance pour les invités au café du vendredi après-midi, ainsi que des sonates pour violon ou violoncelle solo, sans accompagnement. Il a produit une cantate pour chaque dimanche de l’année. Et de gigantesques cycles de musique pour piano, qui ne sont pas seulement des chefs d’œuvres intemporels d’ingéniosité, mais aussi des compositions extraordinairement bien conçues, pleines de symétrie, de symbolisme et de mystique des nombres.



En revanche, la confiance en soi, qui revient souvent dans les clichés sur Bach, caractérisait le musicien. Bach pouvait être un employé très inconvenant, surtout lorsqu’il trouvait que son art était méprisé. De plus, il n’hésitait pas à se comporter brutalement – il fut même arrêté une fois et passa plusieurs semaines en prison. Par d’autres côtés, Bach était une personne très éduquée: non seulement il connaissait le latin, mais il était également capable de l’enseigner. Ainsi, au-delà du portrait, apparaît plus qu’un homme au visage sévère, encadré par une perruque rigide. Bach pouvait totalement surprendre ses contemporains, par son tempérament et par sa musique. Il était capable d’improviser comme aucun autre musicien, et toujours prêt à prouver ses talents. Il maîtrisait l’orgue, le clavecin



Au cours de sa vie, Bach voyagea beaucoup: bien que ses activités les plus importantes l’aient retenu relativement proche de son domicile, il se rendit dans des villes aussi éloignées que Hambourg et Lübeck, à pied. A la fin de sa vie, il fut frappé de cécité, une affection qui n’était pas rare à l’époque, mais qui constituait un handicap sévère pour quelqu’un qui lisait, écrivait et composait la musique. Reconnu comme un improvisateur de grand talent, Bach n’a pas conquis une célébrité



identique comme compositeur de son vivant. Peu après sa mort, il était plus ou moins oublié du grand public. Mais les compositeurs suivants – tels Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin ou Mendelssohn – connaissaient son génie et lui rendirent hommage de bien des façons. Son influence sur l’histoire de la musique est immense: depuis la mort de Bach, personne n’a écrit de fugue sans penser à lui, et il est peut-être le plus grand maître de la polyphonie qui n’ait jamais existé. Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) Organista, violinista, compositor, y profesor de música. J. S. Bach nació en una familia de músicos de reconocido prestigio del estado alemán de Turingia. Asistió a la escuela, vivió y trabajó en muy diversas ciudades del norte e interior de Alemania: desde su ciudad natal, Eisenach, hasta Berlín, pasando por Hamburgo y Lubeca. Las ciudades más importantes en las que habitó fueron Weimar, Köthen y Leipzig. En las dos primeras, trabajó para la aristocracia local, y el ayuntamiento de la tercera lo contrató para ejercer como director musical de la prestigiosa Iglesia Luterana de Santo Tomás. En la actualidad solo nos queda un retrato de Bach de autenticidad certificada. El cuadro data de la década de 1740 y fue pintado por E. G. Haussmann, en él se retrata a un hombre



de unos 50 años, sosteniendo una partitura en la que se puede leer la composición de un canon de 6 partes. El músico, ataviado con una simple, pero hermosa levita, tiene el rostro redondo, ojos muy despiertos, una sonrisa tenue pero segura, y lleva una peluca blanca algo rígida. Haussmann inmortaliza a Bach como un hombre elegante, a quien podemos imaginar fácilmente tocando el órgano en majestuosas iglesias o sentado ante una mesa repleta de manjares, en habitaciones lujosamente decoradas. El retrato transmite un fuerte sentido de autoconocimiento, estabilidad y bonanza, esta imagen que alimenta las muchos ideas preconcebidas que se tienen de la vida y de la música de Bach, incluso hoy, en el siglo XXI. Sin embargo, su vida no siempre respondió a estos tópicos, y es que la estabilidad y la riqueza no fueron una constante en la vida de Bach. A la edad de 10 años, había quedado huérfano de ambos padres y tuvo que irse a vivir con su hermano mayor. Ya adulto, tuvo siete hijos con su primera esposa, Maria Barbara, y su segunda mujer dio a luz a once niños, de los cuales solo unos pocos llegaron a la adultez. Aquellos tiempos no parecían depararle grandes riquezas, así que Bach tuvo que trabajar muy duro para conseguir salir adelante. Pero si hay un rumor cierto sobre él, es el de su seguridad férrea; como empleado, Bach



podía volverse insoportable, sobre todo si sospechaba que alguien intentaba minar su arte. Tampoco dudaba en sacar su carácter – en una ocasión lo detuvieron y tuvo que pasar varias semanas en el calabozo. Por otra parte, Bach poseía una educación exquisita: no solo hablaba latín, sino que además lo impartía. Así pues, su retrato representa mucho más que a un hombre de gesto severo coronado por una peluca tiesa. Bach era capaz de hacer temblar a la gente con su temperamento y con su música. Era capaz de improvisar como nadie lo ha hecho; habilidad que demostraba a cada oportunidad. Tocaba con maestría el órgano, el clavecín y cualquier otro instrumento de cuerda percutida de la época, además de ser un notable violista y violinista. En su faceta de compositor, Bach era muy diligente y siempre estaba increíblemente atareado; a excepción de la ópera, compuso para todos los demás estilos barrocos. Componía para eventos destacados, como fiestas de cumpleaños de duques y princesas, o para funerales; ideaba desde alegres conciertos que servían de música de ambiente para las visitas y tentempiés de los viernes, hasta melancólicas sonatas para chelo y violín solos, sin el menor acompañamiento. Escribió casi una cantata diferente para cada domingo del año; y también compuso enormes ciclos de piano



que no solo constituyen piezas atemporales y de gran ingenio, sino trabajos elaborados, maravillosos, cargados de simetría, simbolismo y misticismo. En vida, Bach viajó muchísimo: aunque sus principales trabajos se encontraran cerca de casa, a menudo visitaba ciudades tan lejanas como Hamburgo, o Lubeca, siempre viajando a pie. En la etapa final de su vida sufrió ceguera, una afección común en la época, pero que para un hombre como él, que leía, escribía y componía partituras resultó un duro golpe. Aunque gozó en vida de reconocimiento como improvisador de fama internacional, Bach nunca fue famoso como compositor. De hecho, tras su muerte, cayó pronto en el olvido y el desconocimiento del gran público. Sin embargo, grandes compositores posteriores a él, como Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin, o Mendelssohn reconocieron su genialidad y le rindieron tributo de muy diversas formas. En definitiva, su impacto en la historia de la música se puede resumir de la siguiente manera: después de Bach, nadie ha podido componer una fuga sin pensar en él. Bach es posiblemente el maestro más grande de la polifonía que haya existido jamás. Cello Suite No. 1 in G major, BWV1007: I. Prelude – Consisting only of broken chords,



arpeggios and scales, this is really music without a melody, giving the impression that the instrument is just warming up. Indeed, such preludes were sometimes used exactly for this reason: to get instrument, as well as artist and audience, ‘in tune’. However, seldom has it been as wonderfully done as it is here. Bach has given each of his Six Suites for Unaccompanied Cello such wonderful entrance pieces. This is one of the most intimate and unusual works ever written – for one player only, without any accompaniment, on a bass instrument that in Bach’s time was still relatively new. Orchestral Suite No. 1 in C major, BWV1066: I. Overture – Another prelude, another ‘curtain tune’, written in the characteristic (French-influenced) form of a majestic slow introduction, then a playful fugue, and a da capo of the first part. Bach uses a rich, luxurious-sounding instrumentation for oboes, bassoon, the complete string family and, of course, the harpsichord. Bach’s Four Orchestral Suites present his mastery of colouring and deep knowledge of the instruments. Orchestral Suite No. 3 in D major, BWV1068: II.–V. – Bach the composer, the conductor, the virtuoso – and here is Bach the dancer! All of his music is firmly rooted in rhythm, and not only in fast movements. Here, for example, in one of his most famous pieces, the ‘Air on the G String’ (‘air’ meaning



nothing more than ‘tune’), the steady pulse of the descending bass, over which the violins hover, proves to be essential for the overall magical impression of this piece. The following dances are crucial parts in the genre of the suite – where a more or less fixed order of dances pleases the ear… and the feet. Witness another aspect of Bach’s art: his ability to write very short pieces of music, to say so much with so comparatively few notes. Lobet Den Herrn (Praise the Lord), BWV230: Parts 1 & 2 – In contrast to the above, Bach could also say a great deal with a whole lot of notes! Coloratura is the magic word here, the virtuosic moulding and embellishing of single words and syllables. A big challenge for all choirs, Bach’s Six Motets (the term itself describing a variety of vocal music since the thirteenth century) seem to have very different origins. ‘Lobet Den Herrn’ is the most doubtful, having survived neither as a manuscript nor as a proof performance from the composer. However, it is easily possible (as with the other motets) that this music was intended to be performed during funeral services, helping the mourners to brighten up and remember that life goes on beyond death. Das Wohltemperierte Klavier (The WellTempered Clavier) Book 1, BWV846: I. Prelude in C major and II. Fugue in C major – This is possibly the most famous Bach piece. But how paradoxical that its fame



has nothing to do with Bach himself. French composer Jacques Offenbach used it as accompaniment for a very romantic aria, which was to become one of the classic alltime hits – ‘Ave Maria’. However, if we listen to it without Offenbach’s melody, it has the same magic as the ‘Cello Prelude in G’ (see track 1) – music without a tune, but glistening like a string of pearls. And it is the opening of one of Bach’s most important cycles, ‘The Well-Tempered Clavier’. The term `welltempered´ refers to what was then a very new system – having equal distance between all the twelve half-tones that form an octave. Originally it was written for any kind of keyed instrument (‘clavier’ suggests this). Played here on the `modern´ piano, of which Bach knew nothing, the music becomes even more timeless. This opening prelude in C is – very important – only one half of a whole, so let’s not switch off after the world-famous ‘Prelude’, for the following friendly, soft ‘Fugue’ belongs inseparably to it. Das Wohltemperierte Klavier (The WellTempered Clavier) Book 1, BWV847: I. Prelude in C minor and II. Fugue in C minor – Bach wrote two books of the ‘WellTempered Clavier’ (each book consisting of twenty-four preludes and fugues) in all the major and minor keys that could be played with the new method of tuning (see above). This is typical for Bach, for he was able to connect the highest art with the very practical thinking of an educator. Many of his



great published works bear almost humble titles, such as ‘Klavier-Übungen’ (‘Clavier Exercises’). After the quite simple, innocent and quiet opening in C major, he plunges in a furious C minor storm, evoking the image of a flock of seagulls fighting over a fish.



capabilities of practically all instruments playing in the orchestra of his time. In our selection, he links the idea of the concerto with his love for dance tunes – a very elegant menuet with a more down-to-earth trio part and a beguiling polonaise.



Concerto in C major for Three Harpsichords and Strings, BWV1064: I. Allegro – Although the modern piano is a lovely instrument, some purists search for the instrument that the music was composed for – the harpsichord. In this piece, we hear not one, but three, of them in noble competition. This is what the term ‘concerto’ was originally meant to be: a fair game between solo and orchestra and, in this case, also between the three soloists themselves.



Schlummert Ein, Ihr Matten Augen, Aria from Cantata, BWV82: ‘Ich habe genug’ (‘I Have Enough’) – Bach was a religious man, and the most important – and last – of his many jobs was religious. As Thomas Cantor, for the St Thomas Church in Leipzig, he wrote new music for each Sunday of the year. His catalogue offers over 190 cantatas (vocal music on words of the specific lectures for the relevant occasion). The cantata ‘I Have Enough’ tells the story of a human being that wants to rest, of a soul that seeks eternal peace at the end of its life. This particular aria paints a picture of quietness, of literally closing one’s eyes for the last time – Bach describing it with music of unspeakable beauty and irresistible clarity.



Brandenburg Concerto No. 1 in F major, BWV1046: IV. Menuet – Trio I – Polonaise – Trio II – There are many Bach pieces that we do not know exactly the occasion they were intended for, or even when he wrote them down. In the case of the Six Brandenburg Concertos, it is easier to verify. In 1721, he wrote a dedication honouring the Count of Brandenburg (noble head of a large province in Prussian Germany) with a collection of six concerts. These ‘Concerts with Several Different Solo Instruments´, as he simply called them, present nothing less than a summary of the concerto genre as he saw it. So here it is again: Bach’s masterly knowledge of the sounds and



Wachet Auf, Ruft Uns Die Stimme (Sleepers Awake), BWV645: Organ Choral Prelude – Johann Sebastian Bach, above all else, was an organ player extraordinaire, and in this profession he found much more acceptance and success than with his compositions. His improvisational skills were described as legendary. Closing our selection is another example from the cornucopia of his genius – only two voices form a peaceful little



masterwork. This was another of his unique abilities, for he could ‘keep it simple’: never artificial, ever artful. Albert Hosp is an award-winning radio broadcaster from Vienna. In his youth he studied a multitude of musical instruments and styles including violin, conducting and jazz theory. Since the 1980s he has worked as a presenter and producer for Ö1, a cultural radio channel broadcast by the Austrian corporation ORF. Albert’s radio programs regularly feature indepth interviews with world-class musicians, discussion and analysis of classical music and a focus on world music. Albert curates Austria’s largest world music festival, Glatt & Vrkehrt and is a panel member of the World Music Charts Europe. Albert is also a professional choir master, singer and speaker working mostly in the field of contemporary music.



01 Steven Isserlis (Cello) Cello Suite No. 1 in G major, BWV1007: I. Prelude from the album Bach: Cello Suites (CDA67541/2) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



02 The Brandenburg Consort, Roy Goodman (Conductor) Orchestral Suite No. 1 in C major, BWV1068: I. Overture from the album Four Orchestral Suites (CDD22002) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



03 The Brandenburg Consort, Roy Goodman (Conductor) Orchestral Suite No. 3 in D major, BWV1068: II. ‘Air on the G String’ from the album Four Orchestral Suites (CDD22002) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



04 The Brandenburg Consort, Roy Goodman (Conductor) Orchestral Suite No. 3 in D major, BWV1068: III. Gavotte from the album Four Orchestral Suites (CDD22002) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



05 The Brandenburg Consort, Roy Goodman (Conductor) Orchestral Suite No. 3 in D major, BWV1068: IV. Bourrée from the album Four Orchestral Suites (CDD22002) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



06 The Brandenburg Consort, Roy Goodman (Conductor) Orchestral Suite No. 3 in D major, BWV1068: V. Gigue from the album Four Orchestral Suites (CDD22002) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



07 The Sixteen, Harry Christophers (Conductor) Lobet Den Herrn (Praise the Lord), BWV230: Part 1 – Lobet den Herrn, alle Heiden from the album Six Motets (CDA66369) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



08 The Sixteen, Harry Christophers (Conductor) Lobet Den Herrn (Praise the Lord), BWV230: Part 2 – Alleluja from the album Six Motets (CDA66369) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



09 Angela Hewitt (Piano) Das Wohltemperierte Klavier (The Well-Tempered Clavier) Book 1, BWV846: I. Prelude in C major from the album The Well-Tempered Clavier (CDS44291/4) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



10 Angela Hewitt (Piano) Das Wohltemperierte Klavier (The Well-Tempered Clavier) Book 1, BWV846: II. Fugue in C major from the album The Well-Tempered Clavier (CDS44291/4) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



11 Angela Hewitt (Piano) Das Wohltemperierte Klavier (The Well-Tempered Clavier) Book 1, BWV847: I. Prelude in C minor from the album The Well-Tempered Clavier (CDS44291/4) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



12 Angela Hewitt (Piano) Das Wohltemperierte Klavier (The Well-Tempered Clavier) Book 1, BWV847: II. Fugue in C minor from the album The Well-Tempered Clavier (CDS44291/4) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Hyperion Records.



14 Swiss Baroque Soloists Brandenburg Concerto No. 1 in F major, BWV1046: IV. Menuet – Trio I – Polonaise – Trio II from the album Bach, J.S.: Brandenburg Concertos Nos 1–6 (NAXOS8.557755-56) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Select Music and Video Distribution Ltd.



15 Florilegium, Johannette Zomer (Soprano) Schlummert Ein, Ihr Matten Augen, Aria from Cantata, BWV82: ‘Ich habe genug’ (‘I Have Enough’) from the album Cantatas (CCSSA23807) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Channel Classics Records BV.



16 Thomas Schmögner Wachet Auf, Ruft Uns Die Stimme (Sleepers Awake), BWV645: Organ Choral Prelude from the album Orgel Life (RSA001) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Mag. Art. Thomas Schmögner http://thomas.schmoegner.at



13 Purcell Quartet Concerto in C major for Three Harpsichords and Strings, BWV1064: I. Allegro from the album J.S. Bach – Harpsichord Concertos Vol. 2 (CHAN 0611) (J.S. Bach) Public Domain. Licensed from Chandos.
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