2







Johann Sebastian Bach’s Keyboard Music




Seth D






MUSI 1001B: A History of Western Classical Music: Medieval to Present
[bookmark: _GoBack]Thursday, April 5th, 2018



 
Keyboard music in today’s context has a very different connotation and denotation than it did in Bach’s time. No electronic synthesizers, no MIDI keyboards, no alterations whatsoever to what the physical instrument produced tonally. A keyboard instrument in Bach’s day and for much of music history ranged from the Harpsichord to the Clavichord, to the Fortepiano and then the piano. A special keyboard instrument that was able to generate more sound than the aforementioned string instruments was the organ, which Bach eventually made his personal favourite to compose for and perform on in the world of instruments. As a musician myself, having played a few of Bach’s Preludes and Fugues on both piano and pipe organ, Bach was a genius in both harmony and rhythm, to construct strong progressions through his pieces and keep sentiments well within the forms of music he was composing. Keyboard music was a way for Bach to personally express his music and emotion. For his era, he was the greatest composer to compose it’s stylistic pieces, and he proves this not only in the quantity of his works, but in the quality of each and every single one of them.

Bach lost his father at a young age, music in the 17th and 18th century was much different as a lot of composing and performing skills were passed down from generation to generation, and one would usually take up after their parents in the style of music they would eventually play and compose. 1”The premature death of Johann Ambrosius (J.S. Bach’s father) removed an impediment which might have frustrated the career on which his son early set his heart on”. This is to say, due to the large family of musicians Bach was a part of, and due to the fact that Bach was exposed to many different forms and uses of music. As a result of his stay with cousins and siblings, Bach picked up on the music that he wanted to pursue and most of it involved the Church as to him music was 2”A harmonious euphony to the glory of God”. His father on the contrary, before his passing was a secular musician that held the position of director of the town’s musicians3. Therefore, as a result of his family and the situation of both his parents passing at a young age for him, Bach was enabled and encouraged to explore the world of music even more and thus, set out on his own course to become a musician and composer that praised God through his music.  In hindsight, from today’s perspective, it is seen that Bach changed the course of music history with his unique style of composition, and it can be found in many pieces through to the modern era today.

The keyboard music of J.S. Bach can be broken down into style, instrument, and setting, as Bach composed everything from Fugues, Suites and even a few Sonatas (which are more associated with the Classical period after his death). The instruments he used varied as the clavichord/harpsichord was slowly phased out in society at the time, and the piano was just starting to gain momentum. His main go-to instrument that he composed for and was a master performer on was the pipe organ which he was known for both testing and holding master concerts on. ”Music emanated from (Bach) with apparently equal ease in all its forms, but not, one is sure, with equal satisfaction. Inadequate material, vocal and instrumental, too often alloyed his pleasure, particularly in the rendering of his larger concerted works. On that account, if for no other, he was happiest at the organ, on which his supreme virtuosity completely expressed his design” 4. Bach loved the organ for its consistent generation of tone, pitch, and its controllability by one individual, more importantly, him, the creator of his own music. There was no room for it to be interpreted differently when he was performing and testing out organs to his own liking. Even in a period like the Baroque, Bach found a way to intertwine emotions with his music, however, unlike the much later romantic era, Bach infused his music with emotion through finely calculated ‘mathematical’ scores and wasn’t as free and liberal with it.

Back in Bach’s era, keyboard instruments were also a lot less standardized, one harpsichord in one church could be a lot different from a harpsichord found in another concert hall. Bach’s own personal instruments when it comes to keyboard instruments are hard to know for certain and as such it is hard to construe his exact intentions on with which some of his compositions are played on5. With Bach, his music for organ might be easily distinguishable due to the pedal on these pieces, however a generalization was made when he called for the piece to be played on the clavier, as a clavier is a general term for any keyboard instrument. In Bach’s day, this could mean anything from a harpsichord to a fortepiano to its descendant, the piano. It is for this reason that some of his music remains a mystery and thus is open to the performer’s own conjecture. The majority of Bach’s church cantatas had been commissioned and hence had a timetable and place for them to be performed, this meant that for these kinds of works, he didn’t have the opportunity to lay them aside for later refinement. This is why today, a lot of Bach’s major works for the Church are lesser known or forgotten and only his clavier works are still popular, he spent more time refining them and thinking through each and every passage thoroughly to get them as close to perfection too his eyes.

Bach’s style when it comes to his keyboard music can be derived from many different styles as he fused them to make it his own style. Traces of French, Italian and his native German styles can be found across his works. Bach learned from his older brother at one point, who previously was a direct understudy of Johann Pachelbel, one of the more popular composers at the time and to this day. It was through these many influences that today, it is clear that Bach was one of the more progressive composers of his time. He, like many others had to work within the confines of the time, meaning that stylistically his pieces had to fit a certain criterion due to the people he was working for and where and when they would be performed. Bach however, pushed the envelope on this and added his own unique elements to the style. ”It was characteristic of Bach that although in principle following the conventions of each genre (such as the use of binary-form movements with dance titles to form a suite), he transformed the genres in which he worked by expanding traditional formal structures and admitting technical and stylistic features borrowed from other genres” 6. Bach pushed the envelope when it came to the Baroque period and some of his ideas and stylistic preferences were not only carried out into the Classical era, they were also carried out past that era into the Romantic era, as it has been found that both Bach and Chopin used speech cues to express emotion in their music.  “Bach and Chopin appear to “trade-off” their use of cues within the examined music. Sets with larger pitch differences between major and minor key pieces had smaller timing differences, and vice versa. This may reflect efforts to balance the cues to avoid sounding trite.” 7. Bach was a master of elements that weren’t even supposed to be a part of his time, this is why his music captured the listeners of his time and continue to do the same for people today.

The Prelude and Fugue are one of Bach’s “claims to fame” as he popularized the style in his era and is one of the reasons that Preludes and Fugues are still relative to this day. When Bach published the Well-Tempered Clavier it proved his mastery of the form as it contained a Prelude and Fugue in each of the 24 Major and Minor Keys.” Bach’s enormous labour in mastering every field of artistic manipulation has given him such ease that even in the most difficult situations there is nothing to distract him from the full expression of his personality” 8. Bach, towards the end of his life put in a lot more time with the clavier works and built up such an understanding of himself and the pieces he composed that even at times where he had built a piece so intrinsically and complex that it seemingly did not have a resolution, he had a solution to it, to resolved it, while keeping it attune to his own personal sentiment, and to the styles of the times. 

The Fugue particularly can be looked at as an extreme art form for any kind of art, as it takes immense skill and foresight to see where each voice goes and have the melody appear and reappear so often. One Fugue that is known quite famously was composed when Bach was still early in his career in Weimar, Germany. Even though it was early in Bach’s career, he still showed his mastery of tones and harmony in probably his most famous piece ever, the Toccata and Fugue in D minor BWV 565. As it was still early in his career, the piece mainly has northern and southern German styles. It is however so complex, that organists to this day use the piece to lay claim to their own virtuosity as it is technically difficult for any performer, and one of the most brilliant and beautiful pieces composed by Bach9. The Toccata itself is short, but the chord progressions, in between the brilliant and fast moving chromatic sections make for a riveting yet beautiful opening, one that has been used in many films, The Phantom of the Opera to name the most famous. Ironically even though the film is set in the past, and the piece chose is Baroque, the film uses the Toccata specifically to draw out emotions and feelings from the audience.  The Fugue is the main piece in this duo, but is often outshined as the melody is not as popular as the Toccata, the fact of the matter is that the fugue is a lot more intricate, and is just as rich (if not more rich) than the Toccata is, the Fugue at times has more than four voices and for a Fugue, that is very uncommon and difficult for any composer to handle. Bach finds a way to have many different counter expositions of the main melody, he even finds a way to make the episodes in between them rich and pleasing to the ear. This work is one of Bach’s better-known works, and although potentially overplayed and overused, the intricacy and beauty of this piece will never lose its value as it is an astounding work of rich art that will forever be known throughout music history.

Personally, at the age of 12, the organ was taught to myself on the side at St. Michael’s Choir School. There were many great organists and organ teachers, and when the Toccata and Fugue in D Minor was played for the first time to me, it blew me away and it was a personal goal to one day play it. When it was discussed with my teacher at the time, he made it clear in fact that the piece was too complex at my age and technical ability and that he would not teach the piece during class time. As a side goal, during my free time, time was dedicated to learning the piece on my own, and while the basic understanding of the Toccata was able to be played in its entirety, it was nowhere close to being technically and rhythmically sound as Bach had once expected it. This along with another of Bach’s Preludes and Fugues that were played by myself on the piano gave me a thorough appreciation for Bach’s compositions. Not only were they technically demanding on the performer, they had a similar demand for an emotional, yet mathematical approach, almost like Romantic Era music which was and still is a personal favourite to practice and perform. Within Bach’s pieces there is a demand for attention to minute details for the piece to sound correct, and at the same time there is also a demand to look at his keyboard pieces on the whole. The inner voicings for keyboard instruments prove technically difficult to bring out and voice, but Bach’s use of melody, coupled with a stark counter melody, moving bass, and pedal point make his works that much more colourful for the listener and bring a greater appreciation for many to the Baroque period.

Bach’s keyboard music was intricate and highly complex. It fit the times and the styles he composed in, yet Bach found ways to push the envelope of the era he was living in and found new ways to draw people into his music. Due to the nature of the keyboard, he was able to directly write his intentions in the form of music, with high amounts of delicacy and accuracy as he was the performer of his own works. It was due to this, and the fact that his works for keyboard were not commissioned as often as his works for strings, or choir, that it is clear that Bach’s virtuosity over the Baroque style is fully executed through his compositions for the keyboard. Bach is and forever will be one of the greatest and most brilliant composers of all time.
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