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On 7 October 1774, Bach’s son, Carl Philipp Emanuel, gathered together 
a number of manuscripts to send to his friend Johann Nikolaus Forkel, 
who was preparing a book about Johann Sebastian’s life and work. One of 
those manuscripts – worn through much use – contained the Six Sonatas 
for Violin and Obbligato Harpsichord. A letter that was sent with the 
package reads:

“In somewhat of a rush, I take pleasure in sending you, my dear 
friend, the remainder of my Sebastianoren. […] The 6 Clavier 
Trios [BWV 1014-19] are 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 Adagii that could not be written in a more singable manner 
today. Since they are badly worn, you will be so kind as to use 
them with great care.”

“Was he not the creator of a quite new treatment of keyboard 
instruments? Did he not give them particularly melody, 
expression, and the singing style in performance?”

“Harmony is not to be considered as a mere accompaniment of 
a simple melody, but a real means of increasing […] the riches 
of musical language. But to be this, it must consist […] in the 
interweaving of several real melodies, each of which may be, and 
is, heard sometimes in the upper part, sometimes in the middle, 
and sometimes below. In such an interweaving of various 
melodies which are all so singing that each may, and really does, 
appear in its turn in the upper part, Johann Sebastian Bach’s 
harmony consists. […] In this he excels all the composers in 
the world.”

The singable nature of the melodies was again picked out by Carl Philipp 
Emanuel in a discussion of the virtues of his father’s music for harpsichord 
that was published some 15 years later. He asks rhetorically:

Of course, Bach was not the first to compose melodious, singable music 
for the harpsichord, but he was certainly an innovator in the way that he 
used the instrument in chamber music. By considering the harpsichord 
capable of singing in equal dialogue with another instrument – rather 
than simply providing harmonic support in the continuo tradition that 
stretches back to the beginning of the 17th century – Bach created some 
of the earliest examples of a genre that would grow into the sonata 
tradition of the 19th century.

When Forkel came to write about Bach’s harmony, he described a texture 
created from melodies “singing” in equal dialogue. He could well have 
been staring at the well-thumbed manuscript of the 6 Clavier Trios that 
Carl Philipp Emanuel had sent him, as he wrote:
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The Six Sonatas for Violin and Obbligato Harpsichord form a unified 
cycle that was completed no later than 1725, the date of the earliest 
source, which is in the hand of Bach’s cousin, Johann Heinrich Bach. It 
is fascinating to discover how imaginative Bach is in his use of texture in 
these works. More than half of the movements are constructed in such 
a way that the primary material appears in all three parts. Most often it 
is the violin that first announces this main motive followed by the right 
hand of the keyboard and then the left. This can be heard very clearly, for 
example, at the beginning of the first movement of the Sonata in A major 
(BWV 1015), where each voice appears one bar after the previous one. 
Sometimes the right hand of the keyboard begins this musical dialogue 
followed by the violin and, finally, the left hand and this plan is employed 
in both fast movements of the Sonata in C minor (BWV 1017). In one 
instance, in the opening of the Sonata in F minor (BWV 1018), Bach 
takes this pattern a stage further by giving the keyboard part three voices; 
the violin is then free to weave its slow and sustained alto aria line through 
the middle of this texture, alluding to the harpsichord’s music just once 
about half way through.

The other movements contain a great variety of differing textures. 
Sometimes the left hand provides a simple bass line as, for example, in 
the glorious opening to the Sonata in E major (BWV 1016), where the 
violin is allowed to take flight and the right-hand part weaves expressive 
thirds and sixths in between. A similar arrangement is employed in the 
gently lamenting siciliano-style opening of the Sonata in C minor as well 
as in the slow third movement of the F minor. Sometimes the right-hand 

keyboard part and the violin share the limelight, alternating in having the 
lead role, as in the C-sharp minor third movement of the Sonata in E 
major. Complete equality between the two upper parts is achieved in the 
Andante un poco third movement of the Sonata in A major, through the 
use of canon above the steady tread of the bass: Bach reveals his genius 
by contriving to move so naturally through different key areas despite the 
constraints of having one part mirror the other one bar later throughout. 

Bach uses the ‘alto’ register of the violin in the brooding opening of the 
Sonata in F minor, as mentioned above, but this is not the only example 
of this sort of writing here; something similar happens in the E-flat 
major third movement of the Sonata in C minor, the right hand of the 
harpsichord weaving triplet quavers around the singing violin line. In 
textures of this sort, the different tonal qualities produced by the strings 
on the harpsichord’s upper and lower manuals can be used to make the 
individual strands of the music clearly distinguishable to the listener. (This 
tonal variation is purely the result of a difference in the plucking point of 
the strings, which themselves are identical.) Bach does not indicate the 
use of this subtle effect – the sonatas can be played on a single-manual 
harpsichord – but through the judicious choice of where to place each 
hand, and where to change from one manual to the other, the textures 
of the music can be greatly enhanced and the harpsichord can mirror the 
dynamic rise and fall of the violin part.

The first five obbligato sonatas are of the da chiesa (‘church sonata’) type, 
with its slow-fast-slow-fast four-movement pattern. Structurally, the great
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majority of movements are through-composed but some are in binary 
form and a few are in the ABA da capo form that had become popular in 
Baroque operas. Dance forms are mostly avoided: these were considered 
inappropriate for church use and were reserved for the da camera (‘chamber 
sonata’) category. But as so often in Bach, the dance is rarely far away: the 
opening movement of the Sonata in C minor adopts the typical lilting 
dotted rhythms of the siciliano (indeed some sources include this word in 
the title) and the finale of the Sonata in F minor has strong elements of 
the passepied. 

While all the manuscript copies of the first five sonatas preserve the same 
movements in the same order, the story is different with the sixth, the 
Sonata in G major (BWV 1019): three different versions survive, revealing 
Bach’s experimentation with structure and texture. In the earliest version, 
dating from 1725, Bach included solo movements for both instruments: 
the third movement is a harpsichord solo and the fifth movement is a 
violin solo in the sense that the harpsichord provides only a continuo-
style bass part (‘Tempo di Gavotta’ Disc 2, Track 16).

Around 1730, Bach then replaced the third movement with another 
experiment, an arrangement of an aria from a lost cantata probably 
written during his Köthen years (1717-23). The aria was reused by Bach 
in a wedding cantata of 1729, BWV 120a, and is thought to have been 
parodied a further time in his setting of the St. Mark Passion. In the sonata 
arrangement, the violin reprises its original instrumental obbligato and, 
quite possibly uniquely, the harpsichord right hand takes over the singer’s

line (‘Cantabile’, Disc 2, Track 14). By the time Bach’s pupil Johann 
Friedrich Agricola came to copy out the sonata in Leipzig around 1739, 
Bach had refined the second movement and replaced the following 
three movements with completely different music: a new Allegro for 
harpsichord solo, a more extensive Adagio, and finally, instead of a violin 
solo, a rollicking trio-style Allegro (Disc 2, Tracks 11-13).

Very little of Bach’s surviving chamber music can be dated to his early 
career in Weimar (1708-17) but the two sonatas for violin and basso 
continuo appear to be rare exceptions. The only surviving copy of the 
Sonata in E minor (BWV 1023) was evidently prepared by a scribe at 
the Dresden court at the request of the violinist Johann Georg Pisendel 
(1687-1755). A pupil of Giuseppe Torelli, Pisendel led the Dresden court 
orchestra from 1711 until his death. Pisendel met Bach in Weimar in 
1709 and it is possible that the sonata was the result of this encounter. It 
opens with a fantasia-style movement over a long tonic pedal which leads 
directly into a highly emotional, almost operatic Adagio. The Allemanda 
that follows has a somewhat whimsical character full of wonderfully 
surprising twists and turns – in the violin line and in the keys visited – and 
the work is rounded off with a lively Italian-style Gigue.

The Sonata in G major (BWV 1021) also survives in a single copy, in this 
case in the hand of Bach’s second wife, Anna Magdalena. It was produced 
in 1732 in Leipzig, at a time when Bach appears to have been teaching 
the young Count Heinrich Abraham von Boineburg. The count’s nephew 
Christoph later wrote on the manuscript: “This page was found among
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same instant – of almost every intricacy that artistry could produce in the 
treatment of it”. Even when asked to compose a simple piece, the end 
result would usually be full of complexity. Forkel recounts that:

Adrian Butterfield and Silas Wollston © 2023

several handwritten pieces from my uncle, who enjoyed lessons from this 
great man at the academy in Leipzig”. It is possible that Bach used the 
sonata to teach the Count how to play from a figured bass, since Bach 
himself added the figures to the manuscript in a manner that is unusually 
detailed – indeed, this sonata has one of the most precisely notated figured 
basses of the Baroque era, with clear instructions regarding the spacing of 
the chords and the movement of the additional contrapuntal voices. Bach 
also appears to have used the bass part of the Sonata to instruct the Count 
in how to create a melody over a bass part, since two other pieces survive 
that overlay new upper parts over the same bass (BWV 1022 and 1038). 

While all this took place in 1732, the original date of composition of 
the Sonata appears to have been much earlier. Stylistically it resembles 
the sonatas that Telemann dedicated to Bach’s employer in Weimar, the 
music-loving Prince Johann Ernst of Saxe-Weimar, in 1715. In this da 
chiesa-style work, it is the conciseness of the quick movements that is 
unusual for Bach and which seems to confirm a date of composition 
early in his career: it is hard to imagine Bach writing such a short fugal 
movement (finale) later in his lifetime. The youthful energy of the fast 
movements contrasts wonderfully with the two slow movements, the first 
of which has a serenity and quiet joy, while the third movement, in E 
minor, has an expressive melancholy that is deeply moving.

Bach had an extraordinary capacity to perceive, almost immediately, the 
potential of a simple musical idea. As his first published obituary records: 
“He needed only to have heard any theme to be aware – it seemed in the
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“When he was asked by someone for a very easy piece, he used 
to say ‘I will see what I can do’. In such cases, he usually chose 
an easy theme, but, in thoroughly working it out, always found 
so much of importance to say that the piece could not turn out 
easy after all”. 

The development of something simple into a highly complex form has 
its parallels in the natural world, in the astonishing symmetrical patterns 
that occur and often result in objects of inherent mathematical perfection: 
the petal-layered form of flowers and the fractal intricacies of shells, 
whose proportions are beautiful manifestations of the number sequence 
first popularised by medieval mathematician Leonardo Bonacci (known 
as ‘Fibonacci’). And so it is with Bach’s music, in which the intrinsic 
symmetries and proportions give pleasure to the mind quite unconsciously. 
But, for all these intellectually satisfying qualities, it is the emotional pull 
of Bach’s sonatas that gives them their lasting appeal – the ability, in 
Forkel’s words, to “irresistibly carry us away with them”. More than 300 
years after their composition, they still sound excellent, give much joy and 
continue to transport us to other worlds.
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