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NEW YORK CHAMBER SOLOISTS 

Stude Concert Hall Alice Pratt Brown Hall 

March 21, 1996 

8:00p.m. 

PROGRAM 

The Brandenburg Concerti Johann Sebastian Bach 
(1685-1750) 

Concerto No. 3 in G Major 

Concerto No. 5 in D Major 

Concerto No. 1 in F Major 

Allegro 
(Adagio) 
Allegro 

Allegro 
Affettuoso 
Allegro 

Allegro 
Adagio 
Allegro 

Rice University 

Minuetto - Trio - Polacca - Trio 

INTERMISSION 

Concerto No. 6 in B-flat Major 

Concerto No. 4 in G Major 

Concerto No. 2 in F Major 

Allegro 
Adagio rna non tanto 
Allegro 

Allegro 
Andante 
Presto 

Allegro 
Andante 
Allegro assai 

Photographing and sound recording are prohibited. 
We further request that audible paging devices not be used during perfonnances. 

Paging arrangements may be made with the ushers. 

If it is anticipated that tickets will not be used, subscribers are encouraged to tum them in for resale. 
This is a tax-deductible donation. Call 285-5400. 

KJ!HF887FM 
The radio voice of Houston Friends of Music. 



PROGRAM NOTES 

The Brandenburg Concerti by Johann Sebast ian 
Bach found their precedent in the numerous concertos 

of eighteenth-century Italian composers, and most notably 
those of Antonio Vivaldi. The importance of Vivaldi's music 
during the Baroque era is indicated by the fact that so 
much of it was copied and arranged by his peers. Bach 
became acquainted with Vivaldi's solo concertos in 1713 at 
Weimar where he held the position of organist and later 
concertmaster of the orchestra. He consequently arranged 
nine of them for organ or for one or more harpsichords 
with orchestra. There was little necessity for Bach to com
pose his own concertos at Weimar because most music 
was intended for use in the Lutheran church. However, in 
1717 Bach obtained the position of Kappel/meister at 
Anhalt-Kothen, in the service of Prince Leopold, who main
tained an excellent orchestra and who was an accom
plished viola da gambist. The Reformed Church in that 
area banned elaborate music from the chapel, and so for 
these reasons, Bach was requ ired to compose secular 
chamber music. Thus it was in Kothen that Bach wrote the 
majority of his clavichord and harpsichord music and 
instrumental sonatas and concertos. 

In 1718, Christian Ludwig, Margrave of the Prussian 
province of Brandenburg, requested some compositions 
from Bach. The composer selected six "Concertos with 
Several Instruments" from pieces he had available already 
and which appear to have been composed between 1708 
and 1721 (in the order of Nos. 6, 3, 1, 2, 4, and 5). In 1721 
Bach finally recopied the Concerti and sent them with a 
dedication to the Margrave. It is not known how the 
Concerti were received by Christian Ludwig, but they were 
not listed in the Margrave's catalog of his vast music collec
tion. Compared to the concertos of Vivaldi and other 
Italians, those of Bach were not considered worthy of 
being mentioned by the composer's name. They were 
placed in a group of either 77 or 100 concertos "by differ
ent masters for various instruments" which were divided 
up among the heirs after the Margrave's death in 1734. It 
was not until the late nineteenth century, when Philipp 
Spitta wrote a comprehensive biography of Bach, that his 
compositions were given the title of Brandenburg 
Concerti. 

The significance of Bach's Concerti is found in the fact 
that they abandon the standard type of concerto grosso, 
which featured the use of a small group of solo instru
ments, called the concertino, against the full orchestra, 
called tutti or ripieni. The solos were usually two violins 
and basso continuo (the combination of cello with harpsi
chord). The orchestra consisted of strings, although winds 
occasionally were added. The mixture of instruments 
which Bach used in the Brandenburg Concerti therefore 
was most atypical. Their variety suggests the continuing 
tradition of Venetian tone colors, and the emphasis on 
wind instruments reflects the heritage of the German 
Stadtpfeifer (municipal bands). 

The formal scheme of the late Baroque concerto grosso 
was most often that of a three-movement work, fast-slow
fast. Again, the influence of Vivaldi is shown in the trend 
away from contrapuntal textures toward a more transparent 
sound, with concise opening motives, rhythmic precision, 
and dynamic drive. In the Brandenburg Concerti, however, 
Bach did not always retain the standard structures and 
forms, nor did he abandon contrapuntal writing. Rather, he 

synthesized the many varied elements of Baroque compo
sition from the more serious fugue to bright dance move
ments. The major key exuberance, tunefulness, rhythmic 
vitality, and effortless counterpoint of the Brandenburg 
Concerti reflect the unmatched inspiration of Bach's instru
mental writing. 

The Third Concerto in G major (BWV 1048) is written 
for three violins, ·three violas, three cellos, and basso con
tinuo. Such a homogeneous combination of strings sug
gests that it was composed when Bach lived in Weimar, 
perhaps as early as 1711. Because the instruments tend to 
play not as soloists, but with similar melodic or rhythmic 
motives as groups, the concerto does not really conform to 
the standard format of a concerto grosso. The violins state 
the theme in the first Allegro, and it is from fragments of 
this theme that the entire movement is built. A second 
theme is introduced by the individual violins halfway 
through the movement, "but after ten measures, the first 
theme predominates again. This concerto has no slow 
movement, only two chords which lead without pause to 
the third movement. It has been suggested that the slow 
movement was lost, but the existing chords appear in the 
middle of a page between the Allegros. No one knows 
how the chords were performed in the 18th century. Today 
they are interpreted either as the ending of a slow move
ment to be improvised by the harpsichordist, or as the 
material for a short violin cadenza. ·On the other hand, a 
slow movement from a Bach violin and keyboard sonata 
may be inserted between the two Allegros, or the two 
chords may be performed simply as written. The last 
Allegro is a two-sectioned dance form, where the second 
part is three times as long as the first. A cumulative effect is 
achieved by the perpetual motion of sixteenth notes piling 
up to the end of the movement. 

The Fifth Concerto in D major (BWV 1050) can be con
sidered a true concerto grosso in its setting for transverse 
flute, violin, and harpsichord, and strings as the ripieno. 
This concerto represents the latest stage of composition of 
the set, dating from 1720 or 1721. It may have been written 
originally for the inauguration of a new harpsichord which 
Bach had sent from Berlin to Kothen in 1719, for an earlier 
version of the work existed at that time. The most notable 
feature of the first movement is the writing for harpsi
chord-in tutti passages, it takes on the role of the basso 
continuo, but in sections for the soloists, its lines provide a 
rigorous counterpart to the alternating rhythm patterns of 
the flute and violin. Toward the end of the Allegro appears 
the extraordiarily virtuosic and extensive cadenza which 
has prompted some to consider Bach's work as the first 
important solo keyboard concerto. The second movement, 
Affettuoso, in B minor, is written for the soloists only, in 
the manner of a Baroque trio sonata. Thematic material is 
presented fugally , sometimes in melodic inversion, with 
the right hand of the harpsichord sometimes added as a 
third melody line. The final Allegro combines the features 
of a fugue, with initial entrances of the gigue-like theme by 
soloists, and the form of the Italian da capo aria. The mid
dle contrasting section is in B minor, yet its theme is 
derived from the D major opening subject. 

Some parts of the First Concerto in F major (BWV 1046) 



existed as cantata movements as early as 1713. In 1718, 
Bach compiled three of the movements together as a 
"Sinfonia ," and in 1719, he rompleted the four-movement 
Brandenburg Concerto in its final version. Its .original 
instrumentation includes two horns, three oboes , bassoon, 
violino piccolo, and a string orchestra- with basso:: continuo. 
(The violino piccolo was a smaller sized violin,: usually 
pitched a fourth higher, but in this case tuned <l- -minor third 
above the violin.) A twelve-measure theme contains the 
material for the entire ftrst Allegro. At times there are nine 
individual parts entwined in a dense texture. ,The repetition 
of earlier passages in reverse order gives the movement a 
cyclic scheme. A melancholy Adagio in D minor is begun 
by the ftrst oboe with a slowly pulsing string accompani
ment, followed by the violino piccolo and the bass instru
ments. The oboe and solo violin are them treated canoni
cally between short episodes of the bass line until the final 
dissonant chords. In the next Allegro the violino piccolo 
has a predominant role with soloistic ornaments and dou
ble stops. The energetic rhythms are continuous , being 
interrupted only momentarily for a two-measure adagio, 
before a final drive to the conclusion. The following 
Minuet is the only instance of a dance movement found in 
the Brandenburg Concerti. There is a splendid balance of 
instrumental color with the winds of the trios contrasting 
with the gently wavering strings of the Polacca. 

The Sixth Brandenburg Concerto in B flat major (BWV 
1051) is scored for two violas, two violas da gamba, cello, 
and basso continuo. Such an unusual combination of low 
strings without violins appears in some of the cantatas of 
Bach's Weimar period, so that the date of composition is 
estimated to be as early as 1708. This would place it as the 
first Brandenburg Concerto to be written by Bach. The agi
tated character of the first movement theme is created by 
the canonic imitation of a triadic motive played by the two 
violas one eighth note apart in time, with its resultant syn
copation. An accompaniment of solid eighth-note chords 
pervades much of the movement. The cello part is second 
in importance after the violas, with the viola da gamba 
lines providing an inner texture. The Adagio omits the 
viola da gamba parts altogether. It is essentially a two-part 
fugue with nine statements of the theme given by the vio
las accompanied by a running countermelody in the cello. 
Its harmonic scheme is unusual in that it begins in E flat 
major, reaches B flat major by the eighth measure, and 
modulates several times before reaching G minor where it 
ends on a half cadence before the fmal Allegro. This last 
movement is a gigue in the Italian style in a three-part 
form. There are simple themes without contrapuntal treat
ment. As in the first Allegro, the main theme is syncopated, 
which provides a contrast with the graceful viola figures of 
the secondary material. Again, the cello line is much more 
important than that of the violas da gamba. 

Unlike the Sixth Concerto, where the voices are integrat
ed, the Fourth Brandenburg Concerto in G major (BWV 
1049) is truly a concerto grosso with a clear division of 
solo and tutti material. Musicological sources list the date 
of composition as 1719 or 1720. Its original instrumentation 
includes violin and two recorders as the soloists with the 
accompaniment of strings and continuo. (Because the vio
lin part is so virtuosic compared to the recorder parts, 
some commentators consider the fourth concerto to be a 
solo violin concerto with the recorders as part of the tutti .) 

The initial triadic theme is announced by the recorders and 
it is only in measure 83 that the violin embarks on its 
soloistic lines. As ·in,·several o ther Brandenburg move
ments , the themes : provide a symmetrical scheme by 
appearing in rev6:se ·order toward the end of the move
ment. The E minor. Andante displays the favorite Baroque 
device ·_ of an echo with a melody in thirds alternating 
bern:een the ripieno and the soloists. In contrast to the 
outer movements , the recorders are somewhat more 
prominent than the solo violin. There is even a two-mea
sure recorder cadenza before the final cadence. The Presto 
combines the two antithetic musical ideas of the solo con
certo and the abstract fugue with its equality of voices. A 
dance-like fugal subject pervades the movement except for 
the central section which features the virtuosity of the solo 
violin. 

The Second Brandenburg Concerto in F major (BWV 
1047) was composed in 1717 or 1718, and it is another 
clear example of the concerto grosso, with its original set
ting for valveless F trumpet, recorder, oboe, and violin as 
soloists. A particular brilliance is given to this concerto not 
only because of the presence of the trumpet, but also 
because all the solo parts are for treble instruments. There 
is a distinct difference of motivic material and texture 
between the tutti and solo passages of the first Allegro. 
Even when all instruments are playing, the solo voices 
often maintain their individuality, without doubling the tutti 
parts . The Andante in D minor is written for only the 
recorder, oboe, violin, and basso continuo, its fugal subject 
woven together by the soloists without a solo-tutti contrast. 
In fact, it can be considered a trio sonata movement with 
the addition of one extra melodic line. The last Allegro, a 
fugato, is begun by the trumpet followed by the other 
soloists with the very sparse accompaniment of the basso 
continuo. The ripieno continues to have a slight role 
throughout the movement as the four soloists intertwine 
their rhythmic motives and chains of sixteenth notes in a 
momentum building to the final cadence. 

Ibis is the second performance of all six Brandenburg 
Concerti on a Friends of Music Program. Tbey were last 
played by the New York Chamber Soloists in March 1985. 

Program notes by Ann Fairbanks 

New York Chamber Soloists 

Since 1957 the New York Chamber soloists , led by 
founder and artistic director Melvin Kaplan, have been 
bringing chamber music for unusual combinations in cre
ative programs to audiences around the world. In addition 
to the Brandenburg Concerti , they have performed the 
complete Mozart horn concertos, operas from Monteverdi 
to modern composer Hugh Aitken, and programs featuring 
American classics. More than twenty-five compositions 
have been written for them by composers including 
Gunther Schuller, Ezra Laderman, and Elliott Schwartz. 
They have recorded for Nonesuch, Decca Gold Label , 
Project Three, and Composer's Recordings. The New York 
Times has praised their "technical and stylistic polish," and 
the Baltimore Sun their "precision and stylistic insights." 


