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Sonata No. | in B minor, BWV 1014
Adagio

Allegro

Andante

Allegro

Sonata No. 2 in A major, BWV 1015
Dolce

Allegro

Andante un poco

Presto

Sonata No. 3 in E major, BWV 1016
Adagio

Allegro

Adagio ma non tanto

Allegro

Sonata No. 4 in C minor, BWV 1017
Largo

Allegro

Adagio

Allegro

Sonata No. 5 in F minor, BWYV 1018
[Largo]
Allegro
Adagio
Vivace

Sonata No. 6 in G major, BWV 1019
Allegro

Largo

Allegro
Adagio
Allegro




While we associate Bach with his mastery of
keyboard instruments, he also played the violin
to such a high level that his initial employment
at the court at Weimar was as an ensemble
violinist and later as its concertmaster.The
testimony of his sons refers to Bach playing
the violin ‘purely and powerfully’ into his

old age, and, according to his will, three
violins—one of which was from the atelier

of the renowned Tyrolean maker Jakob
Stainer—were among his chattels. The sonatas
recorded here demonstrate how intimately
Bach was associated with both instruments
by presenting an armature of technical and
expressive possibilities. It is reported by
Bach’s biographer, . N. Forkel, that the Six
sonatas for violin and obbligato harpsichord
(BWV 1014-1019) were written during his
Cothen years. However, more recent research
has suggested c. 1725 since this is the date

of the earliest surviving source. Bach scholar
Malcolm Boyd proposes that the first two and
possibly the last movements of the Sonata in
G major (BWV 1019) date from the Cothen
period, with the remainder composed in 1725
during Bach’s Leipzig years. Hans Eppstein
speculates that these movements were
initially transcribed from a lost trio for flute,
violin and basso continuo.The remaining five
sonatas follow the Corellian da Chiesa scheme
of four movements alternating slower and
quicker tempi, a paradigm Bach adheres to
with surprising discipline.

Available sources suggest Bach revised

the sonatas twice in Leipzig. While the
modifications to the first five were minor,
those made to the Sonata in G major were
more radical on both occasions.The first
version has six movements:Vivace, Largo,
harpsichord solo,Adagio, and violin solo

with continuo. After, the first movement is
repeated. Of these, the third and fifth were
later recast as the courante and gavotte in
the keyboard Partita 6 in E minor (BWYV 830)
but omitted from the second revision of the
sonata in favour of a ‘Cantabile ma un poco
Adagio’, itself an apparent adaptation of ‘Heil
und Segen’ from Cantata 120, Gott, man lobet
dich in der Stille.The final revision has the new

harpsichord solo in place of the cantabile. Its
Adagio was replaced with the 6/8 Allegro;

it also appears to be related to a cantata
movement, ‘Phoebus eilt’ from the Wedding
Cantata Weichet nur, betriibte Schatten (BWV
202).

Combining a solo instrumental line with a
‘concertante’ harpsichord part and placing
each on the same footing finds no similar
German precedents, though en concert suites,
where the harpsichordist played a realised
accompaniment in ensembles were published
in France in the first years of the century and
are found in several German manuscripts.
Theorists and composers advocated the trio’s
medium to such a level that it almost assumed
the role of an independent compositional
ideal. Johann Mattheson, for example,
described the genre as one where ‘each of
the three voices must unfold a fine melody
of its own; and yet, as far as is possible,

they must affirm the three-part harmony

as if it came about only by chance’. Bach’s
trio compositions precisely adhere to this
description, and while they remain some of
his most notable works, it is odd that they
are so few in number.Apart from a handful
of isolated examples in cantatas, all that
remains are the six sonatas recorded here,
three others for flute (BWYV 1030-1032),
three for viola da gamba (BWYV 1027-1029)
and the six organ sonatas (BWYV 525-530).
Their instrumentation suggests that Bach’s
approach to trio writing was not tied to any
particular scoring. Indeed, we might go so far
as to describe it as an abstract compositional
genre that allows for its reincarnation in any
number of instrumental combinations while
maintaining its structural and musical content.
Writing in 1774, C. P.E Bach acknowledged
his father’s violin sonatas as ‘among the best
works of my dear departed father.They

still sound excellent and give me much joy,
although they date back more than fifty
years.They contain some Adagios that could
not be written in a more singable manner
today’. His remark demonstrates how the
sonatas transcend any bias towards the
Enlightenment’s tastes by establishing an easily

assimilated genre.This is particularly prevalent
in the highly rhetorical opening of the B minor
sonata, for example, or the elegance of the
slow movement of the E major. However, this
does not mean that Bach’s contrapuntal and
structural instincts are compromised. The
trios allude to concerto techniques, which are
governed by an interaction of ritornello and
episodic material. Take, for instance, the first
allegro of the A major sonata or throughout
the G major, where Bach calls on a panoply of
instrumental techniques based on both foreign
and indigenous paradigms.This is most evident
in the idiomatic keyboard figuration of the F
minor sonata. Its bariolage-like accompaniment
is reminiscent of the chaconne from the
unaccompanied violin sonatas. Similarly, the
second movement of the A major sonata is

a masterpiece of canonic invention that also
serves its contemplative andante and its tour-
de-force concluding presto.

While the harpsichord had always been an
essential element of an instrumental trio, its
role was often secondary, the player filling

out harmonies from a figured bass. However,
the violin sonatas broke this mould because
their realised part allows the distribution of
the polyphony within a three-part framework.
Thus, each hand of the harpsichord takes on
the role of an independent instrument. (While
no known gamba part exists, we should note
that two sources have the designation ‘col
Basso per Viola da Gamba accompagnata’.)
The musical language is the eclectic style

Bach perfected in other mature works such
as Clavier-iibung | (1731), demonstrating a
profound understanding of Frangois Charles
Dieupart’s Suittes de Clavessin (Amsterdam,
1700) and Frangois Couperin’s publications
after 1713. Manuscript sources indicate Bach’s
knowledge of each composer, whose work
epitomises an all-important synthesis of Italian
and French elements to make a cohesive and
musical whole.

Sonata | in B minor (BWYV 1014) is unusual
since it begins with an expressive lamentation
that, at first, focuses on the harpsichord. Its
‘sighing’ paired-note motif in sixths and thirds
is accompanied by a relatively static violin

part that shifts between notes with a series
of decorated arabesque bridges straight from
the Corelli playbook. At about the midpoint,
the violin takes up the falling motif in sixths
and thirds.The increase in texture from

three to as many as five parts makes this
movement one of the most highly rhetorical
pieces in Bach’s instrumental canon. Philipp
Spitta would refer to the falling pairs of notes
as Bach’s ‘grief’ motif; when allied to the key
of B minor; which for Bach seems to have

a significant meaning, little needs to be said

of the dffekt required. The fast movements,
however, precisely fill the trio principle: all
voices participate in realising their thematic
material.

While serene and lyrical, Sonata Il in A major
(BWV 1015) hides a complex scheme: the
first movement is a strict three-part canon,
while the third maintains a canon in the
treble voices above a moto perpetuo staccato
bass.The quicker movements are effortless
examples of fugal technique: the first is an
extended concerto fugue, replete with ripieno
and concertante passagework and a da
capo-like coda; the second lively alla breve in
which the violin and harpsichord partake of a
vigorous dialogue.

Throughout Sonata Il in E major (BWV
1016), we see an armoury of technical
challenges for both performers.The opening
Adagio is layered over a ripieno string-like
accompaniment, and one could imagine its
proud and balanced phraseology orchestrated
as the first movement of a sinfonia or cantata.
In the second, the alla breve time signature
allows time for neither pause nor reflection,
which only arrives in the third movement.
The use of the relative minor is reminiscent
of the second movement of the E major Violin
Concerto (BWYV 1042, also in the same key).
It is a chaconne with a repeated four-bar bass
line that is treated with some uncharacteristic
liberty. Bach even allows it to touch remote
keys without disturbing its basic mood and
slow pace.The passagework of the final
movement, a fugue, juxtaposes a vigorous first
subject with a central episode of more gentle
triplets.



Sonata IV in C minor (BWYV 1017) opens with
a broad binary siciliano. Its accompaniment

is reminiscent of the alto aria ‘Erbarme dich’
from the Matthdus-Passion. Like the third
movement, Bach assigns a discrete rhythm to
the harpsichord’s upper part. In the first, this
takes the form of a regular semiquaver motif
against a bass of broken triads; meanwhile,
the violin unfolds its siciliano.The second
movement—a concerted allegro—is an
anthology of complex ideas that Bach
somehow integrates into a unified whole: it
is built on a ritornello that contains both the
subject and its countersubject. New material
is introduced a third of the way through,
though this is a short-lived interlude, and the
ritornello is repeated either in full or in part
ten times before closing. Both the ritornello
and interlude are developed in the episodes
that follow.The final Allegro is a fugue in
binary form. Like the last movements of the B
minor sonata (BWV 1014) and the first organ
trio sonata (BWYV 525), it follows the same
scheme of the fugal gigues of the keyboard
partitas (BWYV 825-830) by inverting the
subject in the second strain.

The fifth Sonata in F minor (BWV1018)

is defined by an unusually long opening
movement that gives the piece a somewhat
restrained, abstract character. Nowhere in
contemporary literature can anything akin to
Bach’s acute sensibility to string colour on
the violin be found — the sustained entries
on the lower three strings are a testament
to this. Similar rhetoric is reiterated in the
elegiac third movement, where the violin’s
almost continuous sequence of double-
stopped quavers complements the bariolage-
like harpsichord figuration reminiscent of the
chaconne from the Partita for Solo Violin in
D minor (BWYV 1004).An earlier version of
this movement exists with a less intricate
harpsichord part in semiquavers.Tonally, the
movement is in C minor, though it concludes
with a brief coda that modulates to A-flat
major as preparation for a fast Italianate giga-
like chromatic fugue.

It has been mentioned that the Sonata VI in
G major (BWV 1019) underwent significant

changes, and several discrete versions exist.
The sonata stands apart from the others

in not only its five movements but also in

the distinctive integration of concertante
elements. Thus, the first movement, an
exuberant Corellian allegro, is symmetrically
structured and written in a strict da capo form
with a quasi-continuo bass. Both upper voices
in the ritornello are written in invertible
counterpoint, and musical material alternates
every two bars.The following Largo is an
intermediary between the first movement’s G
major tonality and the E minor harpsichord
solo that follows.The second complete
statement of the theme is given to the
harpsichord, while the violin counterpoints
the keyboard’s melody in canon.This gives
way to a series of violin suspensions while
the harpsichord introduces a third voice.The
keystone of the sonata is a binary harpsichord
solo. Unlike the movements it replaced—the
corrente and gavotte from the sixth keyboard
partita—it appears not to be modelled on

a specific dance. However, the writing is
reminiscent of the binary preludes of the
Well-Tempered Clavier and some movements
of the Overture in the French Style (BWYV 831).
The fourth movement again intermediates
between the preceding harpsichord solo

and the tonic key of the final movement.

It is just 21 bars long, and the exchange of
contrapuntal material between all three parts
is reminiscent of Bach’s treatment of the
canons in The Art of Fugue.

It has been mentioned that the final da capo
giga has similarities with ‘Phoebus eilt’ from
the Wedding Cantata (BWYV 202, Weichet

nur, betriibte Schatten). The fugue is a hybrid
and incorporates a tutti fugue with concerto
elements: the opening ritornello lasts 30 bars,
after which the 58-bar B section begins with a
decorated one-bar subject in the harpsichord.
Bach uses this to halt the perpetuum mobile
semiquaver movement of the first section.
However, this is a temporary measure:

the flow soon resumes with sequences of
cascading scales that guide the music to the
dominant in preparation for the da capo
section.
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of Frangois Couperin and d’Anglebert (Tribuot organ,
Seurre) was released in 2020. Future releases in the
Bach series include Volume 4 - Partitas & free works
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