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Preface

In addition to its size and much fuller content, this book differs from my
previous attempts at Bach biography, A Life of Bach (2004) and J. S. Bach:
A Life inMusic (2007), in three particular ways. First, it brings the biography
more up to date and asks further questions about the agenda of the sources.
Secondly, often nowwith new sections beginning ‘Anote on’, it discusses the
music to a far greater extent than before, collection by collection. These
major sections, placed more or less chronologically, aim not at providing
analytical programme-notes but at indicating the composer’s development,
interests and priorities at those points. Hence the phrase ‘a musical biog-
raphy’. Thirdly, the book gives some emphasis to the keyboardmusic, seeing
it as crucial to Bach’s biography, as a young organist and amature composer,
as a performer in public and a teacher in private.

Giving due weight to the keyboard music also has the aim of counter-
balancing the constant stream of writings, both scholarly and popular, on
Bach’s vocal works. The cantatas (qv), Passions (qv) and Masses, having
words, are frequently mined for ideas about ‘Bach’s beliefs’, ‘Bach’s feelings’,
‘Bach’s theology’, etc., and a writer’s enthusiasm comes from delight in those
works. They were conceived to instruct, affect, alert, startle and entrance the
listener, originally doing so mostly in church services but today anywhere;
and they amount to a good half of the composer’s entire surviving output.
Yet focusing on them and their expressiveness not only takes music’s
meaning for granted (see the final section, ‘A brief note on aesthetics’) but
might neglect the composer’s profound consideration of music’s language,
how its notes behave and what they can be made to do. This becomes
clearest, I believe, in the keyboard music and in works often treated as if of
only marginal interest, such as the canons.

The Obituary

Like the earlier versions, this book includes newly translated excerpts from
the composer’s Obituary of 1754, now increased in number and used more
fully as a thread through the maze of fact and conjecture about him. An ix



aim of the Obituary too was to give a major emphasis to the composer’s
keyboard activities. It is about these that its few anecdotes are told at some
length, from the first (the confiscated notebook) to the last (playing the
piano to the King of Prussia). It appears also to make use of printed reports
of Bach’s public appearances as a player.
The document now usually called ‘Bach’s Obituary’, orNekrolog, was first

entitled a ‘Memorial’ (Denkmahl) and later ‘Some Reports and Thoughts’
(Einige Nachrichten und Gedanken: Forkel 1802). Though ‘Memorial’ is a
more appropriate term, I have kept to ‘Obituary’ because of its familiarity.
I have also followed its very convenient plan of writing about a composer by
largely separating off chronological narrative (Part I) from critical observa-
tions (Part II). The closing epilogue here corresponds, in a sense, to the
Obituary’s third section, which was a cantata-text in Bach’s honour.
Drafted in the months following his death, ready by March 1751 but not

published until some three years later (Dok. III, p. 7), the Obituary joined
two other memorials in a musical periodical edited by a former Leipzig
student, Lorenz Mizler, who twenty years earlier had dedicated his university
dissertation to Bach, among others. (See ‘Obituary’ in the list of references.)
The two other capellmeisters (qv) being honoured by Mizler are less well
known now but were significant figures of the time, G. H. Bümler and G. H.
Stölzel, members of Mizler’s ‘Society for Musical Sciences’ to which, like
Bach, they made musical contributions of one kind or another. A delay of
four years for such a memorial as Bach’s was not then unusual and need not
imply low public interest, for Bümler had died much earlier (1745) and
Stölzel also before Bach (1749). Nevertheless, given that someone is being
uniquely described as ‘world-famous’, one wonders whether there had been
some difficulty in getting it published or whether it had been written for
some other, unrealized purpose.
Each of the Obituary’s two sections is attributed in the documentation to

a former Bach pupil: the biographical part to the composer’s second
surviving son Carl Philipp Emanuel (here ‘Emanuel’), the evaluatory part
to his pupil and Emanuel’s colleague in Berlin, Johann Friedrich Agricola
(here ‘Agricola’). There follow some memorial verses, laid out as a cantata-
text and written by Georg Venzky, another member of Mizler’s society but
closely connected neither with Leipzig nor, it seems, the composer. (The
two accompanying obituaries also closed with a cantata-text in homage,
but by Mizler.) Like any biography, the Obituary had an agenda, relating
some touching incidents told presumably by the hero-subject himself while
ignoring others less touching; and it gives details that its university-
educated authors would find important about a man they understood only
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in part. In effect, they laid a path trodden by his admirers ever since, so that
what they say and, especially, do not say has become and still is to this day
a crucial part of the Bach picture.

‘A musical biography’

Both the newly enlarged Parts I and II of this book raise many questions to
which no one has an answer, although in their wording such questions
sometimes imply one answer rather than another.

The observations in Part II would range more widely if I pursued some
of the more theoretical aspects, particularly theology and philosophy. But
the book’s emphasis is on the musical background, with more references to
other composers and repertories than is the case in many Bach biograph-
ies. Despite uncertainties about other music that Bach knew and when he
knew it, I feel that such emphasis reveals the activity of a unique musician
more intimately than excursions into political history, social history, reli-
gion, theology, philosophy, literature, rhetoric, numerology, theatre, dance,
architecture, esoteric schemes and even word-setting. Such topics are part
of the picture, of course, as they were for many others at the time, and I do
not mean to dismiss them casually. But I do feel that what precisely the
influence of these topics was on Bach’s music qua music is less obvious
than modern studies often imply.

Also unimportant for the purposes of this book, except where it
impinges on the record, is ‘Bach reception’, how other people posthu-
mously received Bach’s music. More important here is how Bach himself
received other people’s music. What he learnt from a variety of repertor-
ies – traditional vocal and keyboard music of the Lutheran organist,
classical vocal styles of the old Italian masters (especially Masses), newer
Italian trios, Venetian concertos, French ouvertures (qv) and suites, formal
arias, popular songs and especially the best Italian and German keyboard
counterpoint – all this gives some idea of his own musical priorities and
underlines the breadth of his knowledge. The gradual awareness in recent
times of how much Latin music by Roman Catholic composers Bach
copied, adapted and prepared for various possible uses has revealed a
major activity still far from being fully assessed.

Not only is Bach’s music for keyboard the most widely known of his
work but it was by far the most music he ever published, and that in which
he could be said to be most alone with his thoughts about music. Although
it would be an exaggeration to think that the choral works were important
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only to ‘Bach the Salaried Church Cantor’ (qv) and, likewise, that the
chamber music was of interest only to ‘Bach the Freelance Secular Com-
poser’, there does seem nevertheless good reason to ‘feel the heart of the
man’ at its clearest not in either of these but in keyboard music, ultimately
in the Art of Fugue. Whatever his achievements in choral music, a com-
poser who appears to rejoice in the very compass (qv) of the keyboard –

I am thinking of the special use he makes of the top d''' in the ‘Goldberg
Variations’ or the bottom pedal C in several organ works – is one for
whom it was and remained the prime mover. The critic of 1737 who, while
admiring Bach’s performing skills, accused him of requiring singers and
instrumentalists to do what he could do on the keyboard (Dok. II, p. 286)
was not far wrong.

This volume

Although this book places the collections of Bach’s music in roughly
chronological order, most of it is referred to in more than one connection.
For example, Book 1 of the Well-tempered Clavier (WTC) has its own
brief account (‘A note on . . .’) but also crops up in other connections:
biography, musical context, making collections, developing harmony,
shaping movements, teaching students, tuning harpsichords, playing key-
board. For such scattered references, see the Index of works.
The musical examples are as before, and I have baulked at adding more

to demonstrate the scope of this massive oeuvre. To do this fairly would
require dozens of additions, presume on the reader’s confidence with
notation and also tempt the musician (whose eye leaps to any musical
notation on the page) to skip the text. Above all, it would deny the maxim
I have always believed, that ‘examples do not prove, they only illustrate’.
The earlier version of this book had a cover reproducing a lively

Viennese court-scene in c. 1760, showing an instrumental ensemble of
musicians in bright uniform playing to a well-dressed but inattentive
throng. This was to get away from the usual dour image of Bach conveyed
by the official portrait (which followed portrait-conventions of the time
and place) and to show a court-scene not so very different from any that he
knew in Dresden or Berlin, or even in Cöthen and Weimar except in scale.
Hapsburg and Wettin-Albertine banquets were grander, no doubt. For the
cover of the present edition, the view of a room in Frederick the Great’s
Sanssouci Palace is meant to suggest various things typical of the day: the
royal or aristocratic settings for a great deal of chamber music, including
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Bach’s; the increasingly ‘high profile’ enjoyed by keyboard-players in
public; the styles of architecture and furnishings familiar to the composer;
and in all respects, a world quite distinct from church. From the familiar
engravings of the Lutheran towns and churches of Leipzig and Eisenach, it
is not easy to envisage how cosmopolitan were Bach’s interests as a
musician and how varied his experiences.

Abbreviations and bracketed references (name, date and page-number)
are expanded in the list of references, while (qv) refers to an entry in the
glossary. The separate movements of a work are identified by small Roman
numerals, for example BWV 196.iv and BWV 769.x. Keys are usually spelt
out but for brevity are sometimes written as C (major) and c (minor).
Original work-titles are left italicized in German (e.g. Clavierübung) or left
plain in English translation (e.g. St Matthew Passion) but put in quotation
marks when the title is not (or not known) to be the composer’s own, as in
‘Mass in B minor’. This should also be the case for the usual titles ‘Cantata
No. 1’, ‘Cantata No. 215’, etc., neither the title nor number of which is
Bach’s, but for which it would be otiose to use quotation marks each time.
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part i

Life and works





1
�
�
� Early years, 1685–1703: background,

family, studies

The Obituary is headed ‘the Honourable Johann Sebastian Bach, world-
famous in organ-playing, Royal Polish and Electoral Saxon Court Com-
poser and Music Director in Leipzig’, and begins

Johann Sebastian Bach belongs to a family in all of whose members equally a love
for and skill in music seem, as a common gift, to have been imparted by nature.

Emanuel Bach, presumably responsible for these words, was familiar with
the outlines of his family’s musical history, since quite apart from any
anecdotes about it that circulated in the family, his father had spent time
around the age of fifty compiling on paper a selective genealogy. This is the
‘Origin of the musical-Bach family’, Ursprung der musicalisch-Bachischen
Familie (Dok. I, pp. 255–61), a Genealogy known to Emanuel in whose
household it was later copied: a unique source of information about the
family tree and, in the sparseness of other evidence, used ever since in
all kinds of connections. This is a document, often since referred to as a
‘table’, into which something can be read about the composer, his interests,
his industry, even now and then his opinions.

Although for reasons that can only be guessed Bach contributed little to
the published biographies and autobiographies of the day, he did compile a
genealogical list either from scratch after many time-consuming enquiries
or, more likely, by revising and enlarging an older document begun by a
previous member of this large family. There remained some gaps waiting to
be filled, signs of some haste (Dok. I, p. 263). Still an indispensable source,
it numbers fifty-three Bachs in the course of two hundred years or more,
many of them professional musicians well known in central Germany (qv),
though only a few became so in a larger Europe – Sebastian himself and, as
perhaps he was anticipating by the 1730s, several of his sons. Emanuel
added to the Genealogy in which he and five brothers figured. It also
enabled him to begin his ‘Memorial’ more tellingly, even proudly, than
John Mainwaring was able to begin his biography of Handel (‘George
Frederic Handel was born in Halle’).

Since the ‘Memorial’ or Obituary opens in the present tense, the ques-
tion immediately arises whether it was prepared during the composer’s 3



lifetime, perhaps shaped like a curriculum vitae or a biography for one of
the several lexicons being published in Leipzig which did not, however,
include him. The two other obituaries printed along with it begin less
ambiguously by referring to their subjects as deceased. And as Emanuel’s
narrative continues, a further point might strike the reader: now and then
one has the impression that he was citing from press cuttings at his
disposal, leading one to wonder further whether his father had collected
and preserved them along with the genealogical table. Possible instances of
such cuttings are identified below as they occur.
It is easy to imagine personal reasons why a composer would compile

such a Genealogy at or near his own half-century, when Scripture itself
had ordained that one’s fiftieth was a jubilee year, with family celebra-
tion (Leviticus 25:10). In Bach’s copy of the Calov Lutheran Bible, vari-
ous marginalia in the chapters to do with such observances and rules
suggest that he had more than a casual interest in such things (e.g. Cox
1985, facs. 66). And there were also likely to be personal reasons for the
Genealogy, including both a birth and some deaths: the recent birth of
Johann Christian (the ‘London Bach’, in September 1735, his last son, as it
happens) and the loss of so many close relatives, from early childhood on.
Deceased close relatives were his parents (mother at her own half-century,
father two days short of it), gradually all seven of his siblings (one before he
was born, two while he was a small infant), his first wife (she too had been
an orphan), ten of his twenty children (an eleventh died later, aged twenty-
four in 1739) and a particularly beloved employer. His brother and former
guardian Johann Christoph had died in his fiftieth year, as had his sister
Marie Salome in her fifty-second.1

This catalogue of bereavements may have been larger than was usual
among such classes. For example, by his late fifties Telemann had lost only
two of his surviving seven children. But the wider the extended Bach family
was, the more constantly news of deaths within it must have circulated
among relatives or, just as bad, been taken for granted. For example, ten of
the eleven children of Johann Günther, great-great-grandson of Sebastian’s
great-grandfather, died before their mother. Sebastian’s first conscious
family bereavement was when he was six years old (brother Balthasar),

1 It seems that fifty was a significant age in Thuringia and Saxony. At fifty, Handel apparently
planned a visit to his native Halle (HHB 4, p. 254); later in Weimar, at about that age, Goethe
drafted Der Mann von fünfzig Jahren (‘the man of fifty’). Also probably belonging to 1735 is the
‘Bach goblet’, on which are engraved the JSB monogram, several inscriptions including Vivat,
and motifs including B A C H (qv) (Dok. II, p. 264; Dok. IV, p. 278): a jubilee gift?
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his last within nine months of his own death (grandson Johann Sebastian
Altnickol); and not only relations – during Bach’s time at Leipzig, no fewer
than seventeen students in the choir-school died. All this implies that when
Bach’s own entry in the Genealogy says he is still living ‘by God’s will’, this
is no empty formula.

There is another relevant point: in working on the Genealogy when he
did, with whatever personal or religious urges he may have had, the
composer was knowingly or otherwise following the day’s taste for family
tables. In the book-centre of Leipzig such tables were well known through-
out the 1720s and 1730s. Johann Hübner was publishing aristocratic and
other tables for a ready market, one of them with some 333 tables (meant
to be an evocative number, no doubt), and these could have encouraged
Bach to work on a list of the ‘musical Bachs’, perhaps even to think of
publishing it. His careful assemblage of materials confirms that he was a
born collector and portfolio-organizer, even implying that he was more of
a letter-writer than is now known or than he was said by Emanuel to have
been (Dok. III, p. 290). Both the various blanks he left in his table (e.g.
when a date of birth was unknown) and the musical specifics he included
(e.g. that Johann Günther Bach was singer and schoolmaster at a church in
Erfurt) suggest that he had a lively variety of sources: existing information,
correspondence, conversation, visits to and from, hearsay.

In listing the musicians of the large and well-distributed clan to which
he, an early orphan, belonged, Bach accomplishes several things: he estab-
lishes the story of an exceptional family, omits mere family-lore anecdotes
and salutes an art practised to the greater glory of God. The story is not a
fairy tale but sets out an (as it were) apostolic succession, one not entirely
unlike the genealogical tables in two of the New Testament Gospels and
parts of the Old Testament Pentateuch – another biblical allusion, in other
words, whether or not a conscious one. So well read in both Old and New
Testaments were genealogists, including J. S. Bach, that there cannot have
been much difference between conscious and unconscious similarities in
all such compilations.

The first name, Veit Bach, was that of a man said in both Genealogy and
Obituary to have fled Hungary in the sixteenth century on account of his
Religion (Obituary: Dok. II, p. 80), specifically his Lutheran Religion
(Genealogy: Dok. I, p. 255). Although the latter phrase, like its antithesis
Roman-Catholic Religion, was used commonly enough in mid-century
Dresden and elsewhere, since ‘Hungary’ (meaning present-day southern
Slovakia) was already predominantly Protestant at the time, Bach’s Geneal-
ogy might have been making an assumption. Perhaps its source was
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referring to Christianity itself, which at that period was under serious
threat from Islam and Turkish Muslims. (Also threatened in the early
sixteenth century were Jews in that region, when it was finally divided into
Hapsburg, Ottoman and Transylvanian sections. The Jews’ Religion was
another one to be shunned?) The Turks were still being fought centuries
later by the Swedish army to which Sebastian’s brother Johann Jacob
belonged (Dok. I, p. 259). Elsewhere in German literature ‘Hungary’
featured as a haven for anti-Papist musicians, as in Daniel Speer’s Ungar-
ischer oder Dacianischer Simplicissimus, 1683.
The entry on Veit Bach, a Weißbecker (‘fancy baker’), is fuller than for

some others, for from him a Tree of Jesse springs, branches of a Protestant
tree flourishing over generations. Partly as a result of this Genealogy, the
Bachs have become the best known of all musical dynasties, though posi-
tions of higher prestige were occupied in Paris by some of the Couperins.
It seems that a few years later, the Genealogy was joined by another

family document of sorts, the Old-Bach Archive (Alt-Bachisches Archiv), a
surviving collection of choral works by older family members, and today
deposited in the Staatsbibliothek, Berlin. Now constituting some two dozen
pieces, but once perhaps many more, the collection includes music by
Johann Christoph, the organist in Eisenach admired by Sebastian (his
father’s cousin); Georg Christoph (Sebastian’s uncle); and Johann Michael
(Sebastian’s first father-in-law, also praised in the Genealogy). Some of the
copying of scores was done by this Johann Christoph, some performing
parts and a text by Sebastian’s father, but the biggest contributor-copyist
has been identified as not a Bach but Ernst Dietrich Heindorff, cantor
in Arnstadt, who died in 1724. This suggests that the archive was first
assembled as a ‘repertory for use in Arnstadt, during Heindorff’s cantorate’
rather than as a Bach family document, and that it passed complete or
incomplete to J. S. Bach when the organist there, his first cousin Johann
Ernst, died in 1739 (BJ 1998, pp. 138, 147).
In the following years Bach then added to the Archive himself, perhaps

contributing or intending to contribute such autographs as the score or
parts of various early cantatas (qv) (Nos. 71, 4, 106 and 131), fit represen-
tatives of his early successes. He also wrote much of the text underlay for
Johann Christoph Bach’s twenty-two-part motet ‘Es erhub sich ein Streit’
and parts for another, ‘Lieber Herr Gott, wecke uns auf ’. This last, in which
Bach was helped by a student, dates from his final months and could have
been prepared for his own funeral. So it seems that the Archive continued
to be made up piecemeal over the years and was meant to be enlarged
further, even after Emanuel appears to have taken charge of it under the
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name Alt-Bachisches Archiv (Dok. III, p. 502). It was also Emanuel, pre-
sumably being reliably informed, who spoke of his father performing
Johann Christoph’s motet in Leipzig (Dok. III, p. 292).

As well as how, quite why Bach should carefully preserve such an
archive, provide some title-pages for its music, complete some texts, insert
corrections and even make some performance materials from it, is an
interesting question. Likely, of course, is ‘family loyalty’: preserving work
by other Bachs, a further and natural step in his work on the family tree.
And just as his own name featured in the Genealogy, so representative
manuscripts of his own music could have been added to the Archive, or
were planned to be. Was this one of the reasons that in his maturity he
made certain fair copies, such as the late collection of organ-chorales, and
even that it was for this that he completed the Mass, an archive in more
senses than one? Also likely is that the Archive was still supplying him with
service-music from time to time in his final years, despite its out-of-date
styles. For it is often forgotten that as well as modern cantatas, a good deal
of much earlier music was sung in the main Sunday services in the larger
churches – motets, chorales, chant. Presumably by the time the Archive
passed to Emanuel along with the main copy of the Genealogy, its value for
the family was mostly (but not entirely) antiquarian. But this was some-
thing not at all insignificant for the wider Bach family, judging from a letter
of 1728 written by another Bach, Johann Nicolaus, who was aware of the
family’s tradition that it had come originally from ‘Hungary’ (BJ 1989,
p. 213). So was J. G. Walther when he included a biographical entry on
J. S. Bach in his Lexicon in 1732.

To imply in the 1730s that music was an honourable family trade was a
reflection of the growing national respect for ‘art and the artist’, Kunst und
der Künstler. These very words appear often in the Obituary itself, indeed
conspicuously so, and became deeply respected over the German Enlight-
enment and Romantic periods. After all, this was not a dynasty of shoe-
makers or bakers but, as the Genealogy’s title said, ‘musical Bachs’, which
included not only composers and performers but also those who were
active in devising new musical instruments. Walther (1732, p. 64) sug-
gested that those called Bach were devoted to music since their very name
was melodic (B A C H, qv). A surgeon and a shopkeeper who qualified for
inclusion in the list of ‘musical Bachs’ were, one assumes, gifted amateurs –
and therefore in principle very different from one early Bach who had
been a different kind of musician (a court jester/fiddler) and is not listed,
despite Sebastian’s probable knowledge of him. (His portrait had even been
engraved and published: see Geiringer 1954, plate iv.)
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Unlike true family trees, the genealogical table lists few mothers, wives
or daughters, mostly in earlier generations, although the best surviving
source of it is a copy made by Sebastian’s granddaughter. The table does
mention the ‘four unprovided-for daughters’ of Johann Michael Bach of
Gehren, one of whom was Maria Barbara Bach, Sebastian’s first wife; but,
curiously, she is not named. Nor are his wives mentioned under his own
entry, any more than his second wife is in the communicant lists at Leipzig
when they name Bach and with him, fairly regularly, one or more of his
sons. Such a formal church document is unlikely to name women even
though the formative table in Matthew 1 includes Mary (an actual personal
name?), and baptism-records list godmothers, usually by defining their
status (‘wife of . . .’). In a letter of 1730 discussed further below, Bach
makes a point of mentioning the current professional position of three
sons, noting also that his wife sings well and that his first child, Catharina
Dorothea, is unmarried and plays ‘not badly’ (nicht schlimm: Dok. I, p. 68).
In a further letter of 1748, he informs a cousin about Emanuel’s ‘two male
heirs’ but does not mention their sister, for it was through boys that the list
of ‘musical Bachs’ contained in the Genealogy might gradually grow longer.
Yet Bach’s own mother was undoubtedly musical, being a member of the

family Lämmerhirt, closely involved with music in Erfurt and even men-
tioned in theGenealogy (Dok. I, p. 256). Erfurt was the area’s largest town and
a Hanseatic (qv) city with allegiances far afield, and it happens that Elisabeth
Lämmerhirt was also related to two other prominent musicians in Thuringia:
J. G. Walther (she was Walther’s grandfather’s half-sister) and J. H. Buttstedt
(she was his wife’s second cousin). These were composers to whose music her
gifted son was to respond later in one way or another and, clearly, a mother’s
connections could be important to a musician. Telemann in his autobio-
graphies claimed that his musical gifts came from his mother, as something
surely had come to Johann Sebastian Bach from his. Both of Bach’s wives had
belonged to professional musical families and must have contributed to the
musical gifts of the children, as also no doubt to their daily musical studies.

‘Honourable Thuringians’

After listing various musical members of Veit Bach’s ‘race’ (Geschlecht),
the Obituary continues

It would be something to wonder at that such fine men should be so little
known outside their fatherland if one did not bear in mind that these honourable
Thuringians were so content with their fatherland and their standing [there] that
they would not venture at all far from it, even to go after their fortune.
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There is something approaching an apology here. Emanuel is speaking of
earlier Bachs, ‘worthy men’ the memory of whom deserves to be kept fresh,
musicians he had learnt about from the Genealogy and the Old-Bach
Archive. Whether he is fairly representing his father’s views as they had
been expressed at various times, perhaps at some moment of particular
discontent in Leipzig, cannot be shown. Emanuel would certainly have
known how much travel and such experiences had featured in recent
biographies of contemporary composers (in Mattheson 1740) and for his
readers, the relevance of what he says to the biography that follows would
not have been missed. Especially the musicians among them would assume
that normally a musician’s highest status could be measured only by two
kinds of success which Bach, unlike Handel, never achieved: leaving home
to study abroad, especially Italy; then occupying a position of prestige in a
court or capital city such as Hanoverian London or Prussian Berlin. (It was
in Berlin that Emanuel and Agricola were working by the time the Obitu-
ary was published.)

A general and keen interest in a musician’s early studies and later career
is clear from Johann Mattheson’s collection of biographies published a few
years earlier, the Ehren-Pforte of 1740, which generally addressed the ques-
tion of where and what a composer had studied. This is a most important
book to bear in mind when reading the Obituary. Emanuel knew that
Mattheson had not published a biography of Bach to compare with those
of Handel or Telemann, whose travels, meetings with the elite, engagement
with opera, concert-going in important cities and so on, were described
there. An upper-middle-class boy, Telemann had been a university student
in Leipzig, had good and continuing contact with Handel, had travelled,
had enthusiastic contact with Polish music, became opera- and church-
director for the free city of Hamburg, visited Paris and actually declined the
job of cantor in Leipzig. Altogether, such a varied and productive musical
life of fame and obvious success as Telemann’s was surely in the mind of
Emanuel Bach, his own godson, as he drafted the Obituary.

There were many German musicians of the time with wider experience
than Bach. Two very respected musicians trained in Leipzig and whose
biographies were published, Fasch and Graupner, had branched out either
in or beyond Germany, although Fasch was said to have been unable to
afford to study in Italy. (Handel funded his first Italian visit himself from
earnings he made in Hamburg, as reported by Mainwaring (1760, p. 42),
probably wrongly.) Bach’s successor at St Thomas’s, Gottlob Harrer, had
‘spent some time in Italy’ and learnt composition there as well as the job of
cantor (Dok. II, p. 480). These were the kind of travels that Emanuel, who
had by then applied to succeed his father, later admitted he had never
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made himself (Dok. III, p. 255). The ‘Jena Bach’, Johann Nicolaus, had
spent some time in Italy, as Walther’s Lexicon of 1732 informed its readers.
At about the time the Obituary was published, Emanuel’s younger brother
Johann Christian was leaving to study in Italy, and was soon to find success
in Milan and London, freelancing in the modern way. But the biggest
éminence grise behind this and other statements in the Obituary, more
than is often now recognized, is surely Handel. For some decades the
garrulous Mattheson had been lionizing Handel and reporting on his
successes, and no doubt news of his great if fluctuating wealth in England
had reached his native city of Halle and nearby Leipzig. Furthermore,
Handel was not a native Thuringian, the focus of Emanuel’s remarks (Halle
was within the march of Brandenburg).
To what extent Emanuel is reporting his father’s views on ‘not venturing

far’ can only be guessed: his various grumbles over pay and conditions,
particularly in Leipzig – grumbles presumably made aloud in the family –
may have led all of them to feel a need to justify the fact that he remained
there until he died. ‘Not venturing far’ is an aspect of the biography more
important than it is often taken to be. For there is a big contrast here with
G. H. Stölzel’s obituary that accompanied Bach’s, where pages are devoted
to Stölzel’s travels and experiences, surely affecting Emanuel had he seen it
before publication, which is possible. Yet Sebastian himself, at a point in
his Genealogy, refers to a certain family member as one who

never took a job [function] but sought most of his pleasure [Plaisir] in travelling
(Dok. I, p. 260)

– an expression of disapproval, even sarcasm? The offender was none other
than the son of the Eisenach organist Christoph admired by Sebastian,
another Johann Christoph (b. 1676), who became active as a keyboard-
player in London, as did other Germans such as J. C. Pepusch. This Bach was
probably employed as a theatre musician – another source of disapproval?
For it to be true that J. S. Bach had the chance to achieve fame abroad

but chose not to, he would have had to have removed himself more
permanently from his native province in his teens or early twenties than
he ever did. Handel and Christoph Graupner had done so, one from Halle
and one from Leipzig. Or, to match them, he would have had to treat the
Leipzig cantorate as a stepping-stone to Dresden or elsewhere, and if he
had tried to do this, without success, the Obituary authors would surely
know about it. To put it no more strongly: there is little evidence that Bach
wanted to stay in Leipzig or was happy as long-term cantor of St Thomas,
certainly not in his later years when Emanuel was occasionally with him.
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But the theme of contentment with one’s home country was not unknown
in biographies of other German heroes familiar to Bach and his sons, such
as Camerarius’s life of Melanchthon, the early reformer and revered col-
league of Luther. Melanchthon too was orphaned (aged eleven), expressed
fidelity to his fatherland and place of origin, was headstrong and educated
himself by assiduously studying what others had written: all motifs to
occur in the Bach Obituary. By 1700, several editions of Melanchthon’s
Life had been published in Leipzig, and he remained influential through his
practical directives on preaching. (Melanchthon’s portrait had been drawn
by Albrecht Dürer, who, though well travelled, similarly let it be known
that he preferred remaining in Nuremberg to seeking fame and riches
elsewhere – as Italian painters did? Dürer’s family too was said to have
originated in ‘Hungary’.) Both Bach and Melanchthon strove ‘for God
and their neighbour’ and parallels between them as musician and theo-
logian were close: a cantata’s musical rhetoric was equivalent to a sermon’s
verbal rhetoric.

Though it could be true that Thuringia was less confined culturally than
either Hamburg in the north or Munich in the south, it may be rather
wishful thinking to see it as an important cultural crossroads, as some have
done. On the contrary, signs of any impending Enlightenment are hard to
find in writings and other evidence from an area characterized by a kind of
residual medievalism only partially leavened by the Reformation. Travel
overland being as difficult as it was, really lively contact between cities on
major water-routes such as Amsterdam–London or Dresden–Hamburg
would have been easier than, say, Dresden–Eisenach. Yet a province’s very
narrowness is not a disadvantage when its traditions are healthy and lively.
Self-contained Thuringia was a province of marked character and tradi-
tions, culturally alive, competitive from city to city and vigorous in a range
of artistic endeavour. Here, in such a province, an exceptionally gifted and
voracious boy could well have been stimulated both to learn what he could
from elsewhere and to rely on his own achievements. Of course, local or
national pride can mean underrating the foreign, as it clearly did later in
Emanuel’s sarcastic reference to the celebrated French organist Louis
Marchand. Nevertheless, it was far more common for a Protestant boy in
1700 to be receptive to foreign influences, to seek personal development
abroad or in some other way take in what other musical cultures have to
offer his education, than it was for a young Roman Catholic boy.

When it says ‘fortune’, the Obituary seems to mean both financial and
artistic success. Certainly the various Bachs including Sebastian did pro-
gress financially over their careers, doing so without the kind of risks that
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Handel, never a family man, took. In regular income, as a young court
musician J. S. Bach earned 28 guilders, as a minor parish organist 50 then
85, as court organist 150 then 200, as concertmaster 250 to 300, as court
capellmeister to 450, as cantor about 800, plus not insignificant payments
in kind at each stage, as was customary for those with organists’ positions
in Protestant Germany (lodging, fuel, cereals, etc.). Whether, like some
organists in northern cities, Bach was able himself to hire out seats in the
organ-galleries of the churches he served is not, and probably never was,
clearly recorded. Nor is his income from teaching known in more than
occasional detail, but it is not unlikely to have been larger at most stages of
his life than his actual salary, though ‘off the record’.
Nevertheless, obviously Bach’s fame and fortune did not match

Handel’s. How well situated financially the family was by 1730 or so,
with six children at home including one at the university, is a question
the composer himself may not have known quite how to answer. As is
clear from Telemann’s story in Hamburg, there was nothing unusual in
a composer-cantor supporting a large household and at the same time
devoting vast energies to composing and directing musical events, all
without either the large reward or the occasional disaster known to
many an opera-composer.
When it praises those ‘honourable Thüringians’ staying at home and

aiming to please loyal countrymen rather than a few and ‘perhaps even
envious’ foreigners elsewhere, a provincial-nationalistic element creeps
into the Obituary. The accusation of ‘envy’ is puzzling, but something
similar was still there when later on another Leipziger, Richard Wagner,
complained bitterly of those fond of fame and wealth abroad while having
no real fatherland themselves, e.g. Mendelssohn and Meyerbeer (Wagner
1907, 2, p. 35). But it is not at all certain whether the young J. S. Bach
would have agreed with the Obituary authors, when for all anyone knows,
he had (or had once had) the broadest of horizons. It would be dreadful to
imagine him towards the end of his life regretting how he had spent it,
feeling very provincial, wondering what he had missed in the musical
centres of Europe and willing himself to be content with what he had done
in his home country ‘for God and his neighbour’.

Birth, family

Only after summarizing the family background does the Obituary turn to
its main subject:
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Johann Sebastian Bach was born in 1685, on March 21, in Eisenach. His parents
were Johann Ambrosius Bach, Court and Town Musician there, and Elisabeth née
Lemmerhirt, daughter of a town official in Erfurt.

From those two brief sentences its readers would have learnt a great deal
more about the background. Where Emanuel found the information is not
certain: records in a family Bible, perhaps, though not the Genealogy itself
where only the father is mentioned. Although the cultural significance of
Eisenach, a city of about 7,000 inhabitants, is today established by its
associations – with a medieval Minnesinger (Tannhäuser), a famous
‘combat’ between minstrels, a saint (Elizabeth of Thuringia), Martin Luther
(a native, translating the New Testament while sequestered in its castle)
and J. S. Bach – only the last two would have been in the forefront of
Obituary readers’ minds. Probably more familiar to them were the brief
biographies of Bach and Handel in Walther’s Lexicon of 1732, where they
could have learnt that 21 March was barely four weeks after the birth of
Georg Friedrich Hendel in Halle, a bigger town than Eisenach and by the
time of the Lexicon also the seat of a notable university.

Johann Sebastian was the youngest of eight children in the family, the
last-known child born to his mother, then aged forty-one and, in Lutheran
tradition, not present at his baptism two days later. After the common
family name Johann, the second came from his main godparent, as was
customary. Sebastian Nagel was Stadtpfeifer (qv) or municipal musician in
Gotha and a colleague of the infant’s father, Ambrosius, both of them
members of musical ensembles active in the usual way in the local court,
town and churches. By the time of Sebastian’s birth, his father had been
director of the municipal music in Eisenach for fourteen years, a violinist
who had earlier served the city of Erfurt. There in the Erfurt Kaufmanns-
kirche, on 8 April 1668, he had married Elisabeth Lämmerhirt, a young
stepsister of Ambrosius’s uncle’s wife, daughter of a town councillor and
thus bourgeois by class.

Had Ambrosius succeeded a few months before March 1685 in obtain-
ing the release he sought from the local duke and town council at Eisenach
in order to return to Erfurt, Johann Sebastian Bach would have been born
there, as his elder brother Christoph had been – the brother who was to
take him in as an orphan about ten years later. It was also to Erfurt rela-
tives that his sister Marie Salome was to return when their mother died.
At least indirectly, Erfurt played a big part in Johann Sebastian’s musical
background, and it is rather surprising that he is not recorded as ever
having sought a job there. Its musicians over the years included Pachelbel
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(who taught Sebastian’s brother Christoph there from 1686), Nicolaus
Vetter and J. H. Buttstedt (Pachelbel pupils), Johann Effler (Sebastian’s
predecessor in Weimar), J. G. Walther (a Buttstedt pupil) and J. Adlung
(an organist and influential writer on organs) – all well-known names in
the world of German organists and organ music for the best part of a
hundred years.
In the Erfurt Kaufmannskirche over the decades, no fewer than sixty-one

infants with the name Bach were baptized. For Johann Michael Bach,
who was to become posthumously Sebastian’s first father-in-law, Erfurt
would have been the local capital city, and there too various Bachs
remained prominent town musicians until Napoleonic times. In 1716
Sebastian returned to the city to test (and possibly inaugurate) a new organ
in the Augustinerkirche, the Augustinian church or ‘Austin Friars’, where
Martin Luther himself had been ordained priest in 1507. This organ was
the work of the privileged Erfurt builder J. G. Schröter, with whose family
Sebastian remained in contact, and whose pupils included Franciscus
Volckland, builder of several instruments in and around Erfurt still in
recognizably historical condition today. It is quite possible that an abid-
ing sense of pride in Erfurt’s and Eisenach’s associations with Luther was
still with the composer in 1739, when for the very first time he published
some organ music. This was Clavierübung III, which made a point of
drawing on Luther’s hymns and their melodies in a year of special signi-
ficance to Lutherans in Leipzig – 200 years since Luther preached in the
Thomaskirche, which also was originally an Augustinian church.
As a civic musician (Hausmann) in Eisenach, Bach’s father seems to

have been unusually gifted, was officially praised as a versatile and effective
music director (BJ 1927, p. 141), was better paid than his predecessor,
employed four musical assistants (two journeymen, two apprentices) and
was presumably a good violinist. His musical handwriting itself suggests
an accomplished musician, but there is no clue as to what if anything
his youngest son learnt from him except, presumably, from observation.
Ambrosius’s duties in the town included playing in the wind band twice
a day from a balcony or tower of the town hall, participating in the main
service and vespers (qv) on Sundays and feastdays in the Georgenkirche
(St George’s Church, where Sebastian was baptized) and playing at vari-
ous ceremonial events civic or private, for which he had the privilegium
(privilege, qv). Whether such civic musicians as Ambrosius considered
themselves primarily wind- or string-players is not clear or very signifi-
cant, but judging from the support shown to his eventual widow by his
senior colleague, the cantor of the Georgenkirche, he was much respected
(Dok. II, p. 4). So, consequently, was his family.
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Although the local cantor, A. C. Dedekind, would have been very well
known to the boy, both as a composer of music for various occasions and
as his class teacher in 1694–5, a more certain influence on him was also the
church’s organist at the time, Ambrosius’s cousin and colleague, Johann
Christoph Bach. This is the Bach uniquely and conspicuously called in the
Genealogy ‘a profound composer’ (ein profonder Componist), one of whose
expansive and carefully wrought motets Sebastian, as noted, might have
planned for his own funeral. If so, one might see in this a further sign of
Bach’s sense of family and tradition, wishing to acknowledge in death his
having belonged to a proud dynasty of church musicians.

It is often now conjectured that it was Ambrosius’s cousin Johann
Christoph, described a few years after his death as ‘a real wonder of an
organist’ (BJ 2004, p. 158) and active as organist and composer (neither of
which Ambrosius is known for certain to have been), who allowed the boy
Sebastian to learn as many basics of organ-playing and organ-construction
as he could. Johann Christoph laboured for many years to get the large
organ in the town’s major church improved, and it is possible that the boy
was as much interested in this ongoing work as he had been in accom-
panying his father to his various duties. Also, because this Christoph lived
eight years longer than Ambrosius, his influence on Sebastian could have
continued over his early teenage years even at a distance, this becoming
a further reason – over and above its quality – for the music at Sebastian’s
funeral. Had Sebastian been a pupil of Christoph in any formal sense,
however, one would expect the Genealogy to say so. It did mention his
brother Johann Jacob’s teacher, Ambrosius’s successor in Eisenach, but it
lists only Sebastian’s later appointments. The Obituary barely hints that he
learnt much from his father.

Presumably, Ambrosius’s sons sang in the Schülerchor, the schoolboy
choir providing music in the three churches of Eisenach, including the
Georgenkirche, whose recorded repertory of choral music included some
works by Josquin, a composer known to have been admired by Luther
himself and therefore especially appropriate to Eisenach. The choir also sang
twice a week in the streets of the town, in music at special events and even
perhaps now and then in a Passion on Good Friday (BJ 1985, p. 53). The
kinds of contact between the town’s musicians and members of musical
families are not difficult to imagine, although where exactly J. N. Forkel in
1802 got his information about convivial family gatherings over this period,
when apparently siblings and cousins met annually and sang chorales,
quodlibets (qv) and popular songs, he does not say. A second- or third-hand
report from one of the Bach sons? It is a plausible picture, however, and
Forkel had probably seen some physical evidence of one Bach-family
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gathering: the copy of a vocal work for some birthday celebrations of
Bach’s father and uncles in 1689, preserved in the Old-Bach Archive.
Sebastian’s schooling is not documented before 1693 when he entered

the Latin school in Eisenach where Luther had been a pupil almost exactly
200 years earlier, a boys-only school which taught German and Latin
literacy, confessional study such as the Catechism and psalms and no
doubt some degree of numeracy. For boys from five to (finally) twelve
years old, attendance at a different, mixed primary ‘German school’ was
compulsory in the dukedom (BJ 1994, p. 180), either providing them with
the first part of the more senior Latin school’s curriculum (except for the
Latin) or instead, eventually releasing them into the world of apprentice-
ships. One of the German schools of Eisenach was to be found in the street
in which the Bach family lived, its schoolmaster a professional colleague of
Ambrosius. Sebastian’s early admission to the Latin school suggests that
he had been ‘fast-streamed’. Telemann too had been a pupil of the ‘high
school’ in Eisenach, describing later how it was that there he had come
to a ‘true foundation not only in various things pertaining to music’ but
also in Christian teaching or Christenthum (Mattheson 1731, p. 166). For
the young Bach, doubtless the most familiar book was one or other local
hymnal, such as the Eisenach Gesangbuch of 1673.
That Sebastian was younger at entry than his brothers had been, went

straight into the fifth class (above the sixth), by 1695 was placed higher
than his elder brother Jacob and again above others later in the Lyceum at
Ohrdruf (see below), suggests him to have been a brighter than average
child and one already well taught by somebody in Eisenach. Also, living
far longer than any of his siblings, who had died or were to die at six
months and age eight, ten, eighteen, forty (Jacob), forty-nine and fifty-one
(Marie Salome) respectively, he seems to have been the fittest physically,
as indefatigable in body as in mind – although a child born to a mother
at an age rather advanced for that period could just as likely have turned
out to be a weakling, physically and mentally. The many half days he was
absent from school over three years, according to the register (96, 59 and
103 times: Dok. II, pp. 3f.), are less likely to have resulted from ill health
than from being busy assisting his father in some way.

Loss of parents

Bach’s mother had died before his father, about 1 May 1694, so at that
point there was less of a financial problem than there would be nine or
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ten months later. Until then, Sebastian and Jacob had remained with
their father who remarried later in the same year (27 November 1694),
only to die not long after that (20 February 1695), leaving a widow who
already had four children of her own. Ambrosius’s last-known signature of
21 January 1695 has been interpreted as showing an unsteadiness of the
kind discerned in his son Sebastian’s handwriting half a century later
(BJ 1995, p. 181), raising the question of whether they both suffered from
diabetes. Emanuel’s coverage of this difficult moment is brief:

Johann Sebastian was still not ten years old when he saw himself deprived of
his parents by death. He made his way to Ohrdruf to his eldest brother, Johann
Christoph (organist there), and under his guidance laid the foundations for his
keyboard playing. (Obituary)

One cannot tell for sure whether Emanuel intended any pathos with his
words ‘made his way’ (begab sich) while ‘still not ten years old’ (only a
month short of this, however) and, if he did, whether it came from the
composer himself. But considering how common the death of relatives
was – Sebastian would have known only four of his siblings and Handel
lost three of his before he was thirty-three – to have ‘seen himself deprived
of his parents by death’ does seem a more evocative way of saying ‘his
parents had both died’. There was no such shade of meaning in the entry
on Bach in Walther’s Lexicon, which merely recorded that his eldest
brother instructed him in ‘the first principles’ (principia) of keyboard-
playing. Nor was there in the autobiography of the flautist J. J. Quantz,
who reported that his mother had died when he was five and his father
five years later, aged forty-eight, he having (like Bach’s father) married a
second time.

Several of Ambrosius’s sons must have taken part in the funeral pro-
cession of both parents in Eisenach, either as family mourners or as
choristers, and certainly at the moment of their father’s death neither
Jacob’s nor Sebastian’s prospects can have been good. Their Ohrdruf
brother Christoph, still in his mid-twenties, was only modestly situated
himself, though content enough there to decline a job at Gotha a year later
(BJ 1985, p. 60). Perhaps Emanuel did not know that his father’s elder
brother Jacob, also orphaned, went with him to Ohrdruf, and that their
first cousin Johann Ernst was in the same school at the time. (Or he did
know and wished not to endanger the potential pathos?) Nor of course is
reference made to Christoph’s wife Johanna Dorothea, who must have
borne the brunt of housing two young orphans and passed on her name
as godmother to Sebastian’s first child, Catharina Dorothea, twelve or so
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years later. Exactly when the boys moved to Ohrdruf is not certain, for
their stepmother in Eisenach received the usual six-month extension of a
deceased town musician’s salary. Their new school register lists them from
July 1695 (Dok. II, pp. 4–7).
Even if, as is just possible, the father left Christoph money to take in

the younger boys as ‘family-member apprentices’, the costs of a regular
apprenticeship under an established master elsewhere were surely now out
of their reach. Whether in Sebastian’s case the loss affected him in such
a way as to lead to the single-mindedness, defiance and even irascibility
that people have read into the pitifully small number of later documents
concerning him is another big unknown, except perhaps to Freudians.
Handel lost his father just before his twelfth birthday, but his biographer
notes only that this ‘produced a considerable change for the worse in
the income of his mother’ (Mainwaring 1760, p. 29), a remark that was
probably owed to Handel himself. At this period, it is not personal feelings
but practical circumstances that were the business of biography.
To lose both parents within a year at the age of nine could have been

mitigated only by warm relations within the remaining step-family, but
nothing of this kind is recorded or is likely to have been the case. It is under
Sebastian’s stepmother’s name that a curious request was made on 4 March
1695 to the town council of Eisenach, in which, having quoted the local
ruler as saying ‘he should and must have a Bach again’ for a position once
held there by another Johann Christoph, Ambrosius’s twin (d. 1693), she
went on to say that this was not possible because ‘in the last few years the
musical species of Bachs has withered’ (Dok. II, p. 5). Perhaps this was to
strengthen her case for a pension, for by 1695 she must have known that
her elder stepson Johann Christoph, Sebastian’s brother, was already a
professional organist, as indeed he had been briefly in Arnstadt (BJ 1985,
p. 60). If by 1695 Sebastian was showing great musical aptitude – some-
thing that cannot be taken for granted, however – was she following
convention in ignoring a child of nine–ten years old? Or there was little
love lost between herself and her three younger stepchildren? All three
soon moved on to other relations and the other side of the step-family
fades from familiar history.
So common was bereavement and so normal was it for relations to take

in family orphans – Sebastian’s parents had done so while he was a child
(two cousins, perhaps more) and both he and his children Emanuel and
Elisabeth were to do so – that one can only guess how the death of parents
was taken. How anxious financially Christoph was when he became
responsible for two younger brothers in Ohrdruf, and how hard life was
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in any respect for any of them, can be imagined: Christoph himself was
only twenty-three at the time and had been married less than a year. When
exactly he took in his younger brothers is not recorded, but it would have
to be before the end of March 1695 if Sebastian was not yet ten years old,
so within a month of their father’s death. Although any intended pathos
leaves one doubtful about this, we can safely assume that Christoph took
him in some months before the birth of his own first child on 21 July 1695.

It was probably also Christoph who arranged for them to receive charity
income (free board with him) as poor scholars, Sebastian for a longer
period as a chorister in Christoph’s church at Ohrdruf, St Michael’s.
Exactly how the charity was managed is not known, but the position of
chorister may also have brought in other moneys from municipal events
and appearances in the Schloß over the way, but so far no details of these
activities have surfaced.

Earliest musical activities?

Whether, as the Obituary said, the ‘foundations for Sebastian’s keyboard
playing’ were laid by his brother Christoph in regular lessons or as circum-
stances allowed is not recorded, though it may be wrong to assume that a
young musician merely picked up what he could within an active musical
family. Regular lessons or not, in Ohrdruf there would have been music-
copying to do (and to have checked), spinets to learn to tune, playing
techniques to practise, services to help in, perhaps odd jobs in connection
with work on the organ of St Michael’s. While various musical perform-
ances in Eisenach and, presumably on a more modest level, in Ohrdruf
can be pieced together – church motets and other choral works, organ and
keyboard music, instrumental and vocal music in the town square or in
a chamber in the neighbouring castle – it can only be conjectured what
contribution the young Bach made to any of them, in either town. At much
the same time, and at the same age, Handel was taking lessons with a dis-
tinguished musician in a major city, Friedrich Zachow in Halle, but again,
details of the lessons are lacking. Probably, the Obituary authors say little
because what Bach was learning or being taught would not have been
mysterious to readers.

The little that is known about Christoph Bach does suggest a noteworthy
musician. At the early apprentice age of fourteen or so, presumably at some
cost to their father, he had studied for three years with Pachelbel in Erfurt
and, to judge by his later and impressive manuscript albums of keyboard
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music, had become a player of wide interests, indeed ‘a very good crafts-
man’ or optimus artifex, in the words of his church’s registers. Perhaps
it was from Pachelbel, or from a natural alertness to the new and the
challenging, that Christoph acquired an interest in copying French music
and in effect passed it on to his younger brother. His marriage in October
1694 had been the occasion for some music in which their father had
participated along with Pachelbel, whom one can suppose the boy Sebas-
tian heard play on that occasion, and perhaps by whom he was himself
heard. Christoph’s reported contentment with his position at Ohrdruf was
justified by the high reputation of the school and church, as well as their
proximity to the local court and its functions. The school at Ohrdruf was
an exceptional foundation (see also chapter 2, note 1, p. 65) and its cantor
Herda was apparently helpful to pupils of promise.
Although Ohrdruf was a minor town in comparison with Eisenach, the

Michaeliskirche was known to be one of the oldest church-foundations in
Thuringia, and for 125 years members of the greater Bach family were
organists here. There was also an important lyceum attached (a ‘Latin
school’, the most eminent in the dukedom of Saxe-Gotha), a church library
better than many and a new organ that was meant to be up to date and to
deal competently with all the relevant repertory. It was normal for a new
organist to be involved in the work on the organ, as later was Sebastian in
his first appointments, at Arnstadt and Mühlhausen; Christoph too was
young, barely twenty in 1690 when he was appointed (BJ 1985, pp. 68ff.).
On completion, the Ohrdruf instrument was to have two manuals and
twenty-one stops, including a pedal stop for bringing out the hymn melody
in the chorales and, like any new, well-working organ, would have inspired
and positively excited any young musician keen to learn. But not only the
organ was important. It is feasible, though without evidence in support,
that Christoph’s wide knowledge of harpsichord music shown by surviving
manuscripts was sometimes put to good use in concerts in the castle across
the way. It would certainly have kept the brothers in practice.
A big tantalizing unknown in the Bach biography is how gifted Christoph

was and how deep his influence. Some decades after the Obituary Emanuel
repeated in a later letter that his father learnt the ‘first principles’ in
keyboard-playing from this brother, a point also made earlier in Walther’s
Lexicon, which probably derived from Sebastian himself. Emanuel added
that Christoph instructed Sebastian as an organist ‘and nothing more than
that’ (Dok. III, p. 288), as if to say that whatever Walther had been imply-
ing, the boy taught himself to compose. This was part of Emanuel’s picture
that Sebastian owed little of his eventual achievement to any teacher.
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In broad terms all this might be true, but such self-reliance is something a
little too consistently implied by Emanuel to be wholly persuasive. (So little
did Emanuel know of his father’s Ohrdruf period that he thought that
Christoph died in 1700 and left Sebastian to make his own way: see below.)
Certainly the two brothers came to have a common interest in both local
and foreign keyboard music, an interest that possibly went back to the
years before 1700.

It is possible that had his father lived longer, the young Sebastian would
have worked more on the violin and begun to compose string music.
Perhaps he did. As it is, however, the praise given in the Genealogy, the
Obituary and elsewhere to another Christoph Bach (the elder Johann
Christoph of Eisenach) could mean that this eminent organist had a deep
and more lasting influence on both brothers in Ohrdruf. Emanuel, by then
knowing some of his music from the Old-Bach Archive, singles out more
qualities in it than he does for the music of any other family precursor
(Dok. III, pp. 80–1):

he is strong in the invention of beautiful ideas
also in expressing (im Ausdrucke) of the words
composed as elegantly and melodiously (galant und singend) as taste at
the time allowed

produced some uncommonly full-voiced music
played organ and Clavier (qv) in never less than five real parts.

While some of these statements are vague, and none is directly related to
his father, Emanuel’s last points are surely repeating what he had heard
his father say: that it was important for an organist to gain mastery of the
‘full-voiced effect’ (as indeed it is). Emanuel must have studied some of
Johann Christoph’s scores, for he gives as an instance of his inventiveness
a courageous use of a particular chord much favoured by Emanuel’s own
generation (the augmented sixth). He also remarks of the motet in twenty-
two parts that it was composed ‘without any detriment (Eintrag) to the
purest harmony’ – another quality one imagines being recognized and
imitated in Sebastian’s early efforts.

In effect, through his references to the two Johann Christoph Bachs,
senior and junior, Emanuel is listing qualities not only desirable in them-
selves for composers but prominent throughout his father’s oeuvre. He
learnt keyboard (which normally included skills in harmonizing, realizing
figured basses, transposing, handling clefs, transcribing); studied and copied
scores; composed by inventing ideas; and mastered harmony enough to
create full-voiced music. Unfortunately, when and in what order he did
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