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Partita No.3 in E, BWV 1006 
 Preludio 
 Loure 
 Gavotte en Rondeau 
 Menuet I 
 Menuet II 
 Bourrée 
 Gigue

Sonata No.3 in C, BWV 1005  
 Adagio 
 Fuga 
 Largo 
 Allegro Assai

INTERVAL: 20 minutes

Sonata No.1 in G minor, BWV 1001 
 Adagio 
 Fuga  
 Siciliano 
 Presto

Partita No.2 in D minor, BWV 1004 
 Allemanda 
 Corrente 
 Sarabanda 
 Giga 
 Ciaccona

ABOUT THE MUSIC

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750), the composer and 
keyboard player, has become such a towering figure in 
the 250-plus years since his death that we sometimes 
forget his wide-ranging musical gifts. One of his early 
jobs was as a violinist at the small ducal court of Weimar 
in the heart of German-speaking central Europe. It was 
during this brief tenure – six months in 1703 – that we 
can trace the beginnings of Bach’s sonatas and partitas 
for solo violin, a set of pieces born as much from practice 
as from imagination.

When he arrived in Weimar in January 1703, the 17-year-
old Bach already had a wealth of musical experience to his 
credit. His inquisitive mind made him receptive to all sorts 
of influences. Johann Nikolaus Forkel, his first biographer, 
tells us that Bach’s nature ‘impelled him to try to do, to see, 
and to hear everything which, according to the ideas he 
then entertained, could contribute to his improvement.’ In 
Weimar, Bach met the violinist Johann Paul von Westhoff, 
another member of the court’s musical establishment 
and the author of six partitas for solo violin, published in 
Dresden in 1696. Westhoff was one of the leading violinists 
of his day, spoken of by his contemporaries in the same 
breath as the great Bohemian virtuoso Heinrich Biber. 
The young Bach, in his only professional gig as a violinist, 
must have been impressed.

Bach soon left Weimar; records document that he was paid 
for only two three-month periods, which puts his departure 
in June of 1703, and he had a new post as organist at the 
New Church in Arnstadt, about 20 miles southwest of 
Weimar, by August. The salary in Arnstadt was double his 
Weimar pay, without the onerous extramusical duties – 
including valet service – that had accompanied his Weimar 
position. He apparently continued to pursue his violin 
playing, because by July 1708, he was back in Weimar as a 
chamber musician and organist. Fugue in G minor for violin 
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and harpsichord, BWV 1025, is all that survives from this 
second Weimar period to shed light on his development as 
a violinist, and it indicates the emergence of a performing 
technique wholly in keeping with what we find in the 
sonatas and partitas.

Bach may have actually started working on the sonatas and 
partitas while he was still in Weimar – he left that post in 
1717 to become Kapellmeister (the 18th-century German 
equivalent of music director) in Köthen, a princely seat 
about 140 kilometres northeast of Weimar, a promotion 
prestigious enough that Bach was willing to endure 
four weeks imprisonment to get out of his Weimar job. 
The autograph fair copy of the sonatas and partitas is 
dated 1720, midway through Bach’s Köthen tenure. The 
sonatas and partitas were almost certainly performed 
at the prince’s palace during one (or perhaps spread 
across several) of the court’s regular musical evenings – 
scant documentary evidence means that much of Bach’s 
biography is necessarily conjecture. Bach himself may 
have been the violinist, and several other names have 
been proposed, including the ‘premier cammer musicus’ 
(i.e. concertmaster) in Köthen, Joseph Spiess.

That Bach would have been up to the technical demands 
of the pieces is confirmed by his son Carl Philipp Emanuel 
(1714-88) who, in reminiscing  to Forkel in the 1770s, recalled 
his father’s playing; ‘In his youth, and until the approach of 
old age, he played the violin cleanly and penetratingly, and 
thus kept the orchestra in better order than he could have 
done with the harpsichord. He understood to perfection 
the possibilities of all stringed instruments. This is 
evidenced by his solos for the violin and for the violoncello 
without bass. One of the greatest violinists once told me 
that he had seen nothing more perfect for learning to be a 
good violinist, and could suggest nothing better to anyone 
eager to learn, than the said violin solos without bass.’

The sonatas and partitas reflect Bach’s skill as both 
performer and composer. Only someone involved with 
the violin as a performer could know its possibilities and 
limitations so well. The works demonstrate a level of 

technical and musical mastery previous composers had 
not approached and, indeed, they are still one of the high 
peaks of the violin literature. Bach’s chosen genres allow 
for a musical variety of staggering scope, encompassing 
everything from densely worked counterpoint to elegant 
courtly dances composed in a style marked by rhythmic 
and melodic invention underpinned by complex harmonic 
shifts. The partitas offer up a sequence of dance-inspired 
movements, including dances rarely found in Bach, such 
as the Loure of the Partita No.3, BWV 1006. The sonatas 
are in four movements, divided according to the definition 
found in Johann Gottfried Walther’s Musicalisches 
Lexicon (Musical Lexicon, 1723): ‘The sonata is a piece for 
instruments, especially the violin, of a serious and artful 
nature, in which adagios and allegros alternate.’

Author: John Mangum

ABOUT THE ARTIST

Michael Barenboim lets music, in its diverse and 
enduring ways, speak for itself through his violin. 
Barenboim performs regularly with renowned orchestras 
worldwide, including Chicago Symphony Orchestra, 
Münchner Philharmoniker, NDR Sinfonieorchester, 
SWR Sinfonieorchester Baden-Baden und Freiburg, 
Israel Philharmonic Orchestra, Mahler Chamber 
Orchestra and Orchestra Filarmonica della Scala. He has 
worked with such esteemed conductors as Lorin Maazel, 
Christoph Eschenbach, Michael Gielen, Zubin Mehta and 
David Zinman.

His 2015/16 season highlights include a residency 
with Orchestre Symphonique de Bretagne, debuts with 
Orchestra dell’Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia (under 
Antonio Pappano), Orquesta Nacional de España (under 
Juanjo Mena, performing the Ginastera concerto as a 
centenary celebration of the composer) and Los Angeles 
Chamber Orchestra, as well as a tour with Deutsche 
Staatsphilharmonie Rheinland-Pflaz and Karl-Heinz 
Steffens, with whom he often works in concert. Barenboim 
also makes his orchestral debut in Berlin with Komische 
Oper Orchestra, performs with Auckland Philharmonia 
Orchestra and gives recitals in Australia.
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