J. S. Bach (1685 – 1750)
Background & Employment History as it relates to his music. (Brief notes.)
See also:- http://www.baroquemusic.org/bqxjsbach.html#EI
Early years

· Born into a respected musical family

· Presumably taught Violin and Harpsichord by his father

· Sang in the church choir – a treble voice
· Taught organ by his Uncle Johann Christoph Bach

· After his parents died (Bach was 9 years old) he lived with his older brother who was an organist. His brother had learnt the organ from Pachelbel and it is presumed that he taught J.S. Organ and Harpsichord. Here Bach was exposed to all of the latest compositions for keyboard, making hand written copies of many by famous composers of the day.

· His fine soprano voice and excellent progress in his school subjects, Latin, Greek and Theology earned him a free place in the monastery choir of Michaelis monastery. Here he was exposed to much choral and orchestral music and had access to an excellent library of musical works in a variety of styles including many French as well as German composers’ works. When his voice broke he played Violin in orchestra works and Harpsichord to accompany others.
· At 15 yrs. He wrote 3 organ works which were probably ‘chorale preludes’ – arrangements of a chorale (hymn) melody. The chorale melody would frequently appear in long notes as a cantus firmus (Fixed idea) in these highly decorated chorale preludes.

Early posts held – all paid positions.
· Violinist in a small chamber orchestra of Duke Johann Ernst – Weimar. (Short time only at this stage.) 
· Invited to play the new organ for its dedication in a church at Arnstadt and immediately offered a post as organists because of his impressive playing. (He was 18 yrs.) Around 7 or 8 organ works (probably chorale preludes) and about 6 works for Harpsichord were composed (sonata, capriccio, toccata).
· Two years later Bach was given leave to hear Buxtehude, the famous organist. He came back with many new ideas which he used in Arnstadt church services to the dismay and confusion of members of the congregation. His music had Ornaments and musical surprises in his playing of Chorales (hymns) which were not always appreciated. Other issues later caused him to look for another post.

· Mühlhausen – again a successful audition (this time at Easter) saw Bach offered a post with favourable conditions. Soon after taking up the post Bach married his cousin (from the musical side of the family) Maria Barbara.
· Bach immediately formed a choir and orchestra.

· He collected a large quantity of music suitable for church services – his own and much German music – which he taught to the choir and orchestra. Bach wrote Cantatas for use in services. These were short 20 – 30minute work in several sections or movements written for choir, soloists and orchestra and were based on the Bible reading for the day. These often included settings of Chorales (Hymns)
· He was allowed to supervise the repair of the church organ. 

· Trouble began between the two types of Lutherans in the church at Mühlhausen between the:- 

· Orthodox Lutherans – lovers of music and the arts.

· Pietists – (Puritans) who distrusted all art, including music.

· Bach decided to look for another post, and after finding one in the court at Weimar he diplomatically resigned. He was invited to continue to supervise the repairs to the church organ and played it at the refurbished organ’s inauguration. 

· Compositions include:- 2 cantatas, 4 organ works (Fantasia, Fugue, Prelude & Fugue and a vocal work.)
· Wiemar –  1708 - 1717
· Employed by the Duke as a violinist in the chamber orchestra, and as the court organist. (for services), then 6 years later became the leader of the orchestra. 

· Again Bach persuaded that the organ be rebuilt. 

· During this time Bach wrote many organ works.

· Supervised and tested the building or rebuilding of many organs in various towns.

· Bach came into contact with Italian music which was all the ‘rage’ in Europe at the time, transcribing some instrumental concertos mostly by Vivaldi for keyboard. (see below – 16 arrangements of concertos were made for Clavier – Harpsichord – in 1713)
· Went to Dresden for an organ competition with the best French organist who left prior to the contest. Bach thrilled the audience.

· Bach was disappointed when he was not offered the position of Kapellmeister (sometimes written Capellmeister – master of the chapel – really the Music Director) when the old Kapellmeister died. Bach had been doing most of the work of the Kapellmeister at the time.

· This coupled with a feud between members of his employer’s family made things unpleasant at the court. Bach again decided to look for another post. He was helped by one of those involved in the feud with a recommendation to Cöthen. (sometimes written Köthen)
· His employer refused to release him and threw him into jail for a month. Here Bach wrote Organ Preludes for each service of the year. 

· Compositions for this period include:- more than 25 Cantatas, nearly 200 works for organ (mostly chorale preludes, with a canzona and a concerto), a vocal work, 3 orchestral works (concerto & suite), more than 30 works for Clavier (Harpsichord – including:- partitas, fugues, preludes and fugues, English Suites, air with variations, 16 arrangements for keyboard of concertos completed in 1713.), and 5 Instrumental works (sonata, trio, sinfonia, canon.)
· Cöthen – 1717 – 1723

· Appointed Kapellmeister – the highest rank for a musician.
· Prince Leopold was a Calvinist and not interested in the lavish services of the Lutherans, but he did love music and was very familiar, due to previous trips, with the latest musical fashions in Europe including England. He had studied Italian music and was determined to raise the standard of German music. The Prince played Violin, Harpsichord and Viola da Gamba, and played in the orchestra or in chamber ensembles along side his employees.
· The Prince kept an orchestra of 18 extremely capable players, expanded from 3 players when the Berlin orchestra was disbanded. 
· Here Bach wrote much instrumental music, (Chamber music such as works for violin and keyboard, including concertos and sonatas) and cantatas both secular and sacred. For the cantatas singers were contracted from near by courts.
· Bach’s wife died while the musicians and Prince were on tour meeting with other aristocracy. Bach’s married Anna Magdalena, possibly one of the contracted singers, and a week later the Prince married. His Princess did not approve of her Prince’s involvement in music making.
· Bach began to look for another post, this time in Leipzig where he was to be Cantor and Director of Music. Here his sons could be educated. There was a great deal of musical activity due to the large number of professional and amateur musicians. 
· Brandenburg concerto No 5 written in 1720.
· Compositions include:- 2 cantatas (probably secular texts), 5 organ works (Fantasia, Fugue, Prelude & Fugue, Chorale Prelude), 1 vocal work, 12 Orchestral works (including Brandenburg concertos, violin concerto, orchestral suites), 55 works for clavier  (6 Little Preludes, Preludes, Fantasia, Prelude & Fughetto, Fugue, 24 Preludes and Fugues – book 1 – 6 French Suites, Minute, Suite.) 10 Solo instrumental works (Partita, Sonata, Suite), 4 Chamber works (Trio and Trio Sonata).
· Leipzig 1723 – 1750
· Here Bach was respected as an organist, teacher, musician, composer and expert in organ construction. He worked and taught in the Thomas Schule - Collegium Musicum, and prepared music for services at the Thomas Kirche. He held the title of Court Composer to the Dresden Court – the Elector of Saxony & the King of Poland.
· Here he wrote more than 300 cantatas as well as Masses, Passions, Oratorios, vocal works, instructional Clavier works such as Marches, Minuets, Polonaises, the Musical Offering, the Art of Fugue, Goldberg Variations, Harpsichord concertos and suites, and a small number of Organ works. 
http://www.jsbach.org/1708.html
Catalogue of works by year.

