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Suite No.1 in G BWV1007
1. Prélude 2’52
2. Allemande 4’16
3. Courante 2’53
4. Sarabande 2’37
5. Menuet I & II 3’16
6. Gigue 1 1’36

Suite No.3 in C BWV1009
7. Prelude 3’52
8. Allemande 3’42 
9. Courante 3’22
10. Sarabande 4’00
11. Bourrée I & II 3’43
12. Gigue 3’18

Suite No.5 in C minor BWV1011
13. Prelude 6’49
14. Allemande 4’49
15. Courante 2’09
16. Sarabande 3’52
17. Gavotte I & II 4’56
18. Gigue 2’08

Suite No.2 in D minor BWV1008
19. Prelude 4’02
20. Allemande 3’07
21. Courante 2’01
22. Sarabande 4’19
23. Menuet I & II 2’49
24. Gigue 2’34

Suite No.4 in E flat BWV1010
25. Prelude 4’32
26. Allemande 4’21
27. Courante 3’40
28. Sarabande 4’22
29. Bourrée I & II 4’55
30. Gigue 2’43

Suite No.6 in D BWV1012
31. Prelude 5’05
32. Allemande 8’17
33. Courante 3’58
34. Sarabande 5’35
35. Gavotte I & II 3’52
36. Gigue 4’12

Cello Suites
One of the happiest periods of Johann Sebastian Bach’s life was the seven years 
(1717-1723) when he lived and worked in Cöthen. He subsequently moved to Leipzig 
with his wife and children, becoming cantor of the Thomaskirche and writing his now 
world-famous passions and hundreds of cantatas. This is our most familiar picture 
of Bach. Much of his chamber music, however, was composed in Cöthen, where 
Bach was chapelmaster of the court orchestra of Prince Leopold von Anhalt-Cöthen, 
a fanatical music lover of only 23 years of age. The prince spent no less than a 
quarter of his court finances on music and often joined his virtuoso musicians on the 
violin, viola da gamba or harpsichord. We would probably have forgotten the prince 
entirely had his court not been the setting for the composition of Bach’s Brandenburg 
Concertos, the Well-Tempered Clavier part 1, the Sonatas and Partitas for violin solo, 
the Suites for cello solo and other chamber music.

One of the virtuosos employed by Prince Leopold was the celebrated viol player 
and cellist Christian Ferdinand Abel. Bach is presumed to have written his six suites 
for solo cello for him, since the composer makes extreme demands, if not requiring 
the impossible, of both cello and cellist. Many passages, particularly the many double 
stoppings, cannot be executed literally. In the Suites for solo cello, as in the Sonatas 
and Partitas for solo violin, Bach pursued hitherto untrodden paths. He achieved 
the very greatest effect with the very smallest means, turning an obstacle race into a 
display of grandeur. As an instrumentalist to the back-bone, Bach pushed forward the 
boundaries of performance practice by exploiting to the full the specific possibilities 
of the cello. These Suites, with their improvisational adventures, strict imitative 
excursions, rhythmic flair and for the time unequalled virtuosity, are in every sense the 
equal of Bach’s keyboard works of the same period.

Furthermore, within his oeuvre they form a group of compositions in their own 
right, in which he succeeded, with all the means offered by the instrument but without 
the accompaniment of a basso continuo, in creating genuine polyphony and harmony. 
Bach’s suites present an absolute standard, a standard which had to be measured up 



to by composers including Reger, Hindemith, Ysaÿe, Kódaly, Bartók, Honegger and 
Ligeti when they composed for solo cello.

Unlike the works for solo violin, all six cello suites have a similar structure. They 
commence with a prelude, followed by an allemande, courante, two French dances 
(‘galanteries’) and a gigue. The First Suite in G major begins with a genuine prelude 
with ‘perpetual motion’ in semiquavers, employing arpeggio and scale motifs. Bach 
builds the tension up until the very end, culminating in the widely spread final chord 
with a high g’. The prelude is followed by an allemande, pacing forward regularly, 
and a courante, highly virtuosic despite its single voice. The small-scale sarabande is 
a fine example of classical structure, with two phrases of eight bars each. After two 
simple menuets, employing material reminiscent of the prelude, the suite ends with a 
whirling gigue.

Darker and more dramatic is the Second Suite in D minor. The prelude and 
allemande offer more rhythmic variety than the corresponding movements in the First 
Suite. Wonderful chords and a dark timbre lend the sarabande great profundity. The 
menuets provide a strong contrast. The first is in D minor and has such robust chords 
that it is hardly a ‘galanterie’. The galant second menuet is in the sunny key of D 
major. The same sturdy character permeates the concluding gigue. 

In the opening of the magnificent prelude to the Third Suite in C major, a 
descending scale and broken chords are the broad brush strokes used to establish the 
key. The exciting semiquaver movement set in motion here culminates in a long pedal 
point, the bass note G which is repeated for no less than seven bars. The prelude is 
followed by a beautifully ornamented, noble allemande, followed by a fast pendant in 
the form of the courante, the French dance which runs along so agilely but surprises 
us with all sorts of risky melodic leaps. Slow once more is the dignified, striding 
sarabande with its wonderful double stoppings. Perhaps the most familiar movements 
are the two bourrées, originally French country dances, with their appealing and 
sweeping melodies. The suite ends with an English jumping dance, the gigue, larded 
with virtuosic effects and awkward handfuls of notes.

The Fourth Suite commences with a most spectacular prelude: 48 bars of 
continuosly tumbling arpeggios are brought to an end only by a pause, followed by 
a long garland of semiquavers. More pensive is the prelude to the Fifth Suite in C 
minor. It is the only prelude of the six to comprise two contrasting halves, first a dark, 
improvisational section and then a fugal passage which constitutes a wonder of ‘single-
part polyphony’. In order to accomodate double stoppings and create a particularly 
dark colour, Bach requires the highest A string to be tuned down to G. The recalcitrant 
Sixth Suite in D major was written for an instrument with five strings, the viola 
pomposa. In size this instrument occupies a place between the cello and viola; above 
the customary high A string it has an E string. In the lengthy prelude the uninterrupted 
12/8 movement maintains the tension from beginning to end. It is followed by the 
most richly ornamented and broadly sweeping allemande of the series of six. More 
streamlined and straightforward is the transparent and singlevoiced courante, after 
which the sarabande indulges once more in an ingenious chordal style. The customary 
two menuets between the sarabande and gigue are replaced here by gavottes.
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