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Georg Philipp Telemann: The fall and rise of a Baroque superstar

Many composers’ reputations wax and wane, but Telemann’s has veered from the highest possible
esteem to almost total eclipse, before settling at a more realistic level. His music was most severely
neglected in the 19th century, an 1832 Viennese revival of his Der Tod Jesu being the last
performance of any major Telemann work until the 20th century. In his own lifetime he was an
eminent composer more highly regarded than J.S. Bach. When the position of Leipzig’s municipal
cantor became vacant, both Telemann and Christoph Graupner were unsuccessfully approached
before Bach was even considered for the job, However, with the wider dissemination of Bach’s
music his own status was greatly enhanced, leading to the reverence of subsequent generations. 
At the same time, Telemann’s achievements were overshadowed and he came to be regarded as
relatively lightweight. Today Telemann’s oeuvre has been thoroughly reassessed and hundreds of
commercial recordings of hitherto neglected music have contributed immeasurably to the renewed
appreciation of this supremely versatile, imaginative and engaging composer. 

With typical wisdom, Arthur Hutchings wrote as long ago as 1959:

To set up Telemann as profound (somebody will, sooner or later, for he often composed in the
minor mode and used chromatic chords) is not more stupid than to depict him as among the
most shallow contemporaries of the two giants of the 18th century, for the giants were better
judges than we are. Bach copied several of Telemann’s cantatas; Handel declared that
Telemann could write in eight parts as easily as most people could write a letter.

Telemann’s industrious self-publishing, his appetite for travel and his highly gregarious nature all
contributed to his contemporary success. Very nearly 1,000 of Telemann’s compositions were
published in his lifetime, compared with only 71 of Bach’s works. Indeed, Telemann’s pioneering
activity in this particular field of publishing has provided valuable material for historians of musical
commerce. Wherever Telemann went (he held successive positions at Leipzig, Sorau, Eisenach,
Frankfurt, Dresden and Hamburg) he made a significant impact on musical life, either by
establishing performing ensembles or by printing and distributing his works. As an illustration of his
wide reputation, his publication of Musique de table (or Tafelmusik) in 1733 attracted more than

50 personal subscriptions from abroad (Handel being one such subscriber). Bach, by comparison,
travelled only within Germany. He was also demandingly idealistic and usually more concerned
with art for art’s sake. Stephen Daw has written: ‘The logical rigour of much of Bach’s music … 
and its total lack of easy concessions to popular taste might suggest an aloof and unbending figure.
But while he was uncompromising on artistic matters Bach was not without a lighter side to his
temperament.’ However, while this lighter side is absent from much of Bach’s actual music (the
Coffee Cantata is one exception), a delight in virtuosity – as in the Brandenburg Concertos – is
more common. By contrast Telemann’s music is very rarely austere, more often relaxed and urbane,
its essentially refreshing character appealing to a wide cross-section of both performers and listeners.
A lively awareness of popular taste was among Telemann’s most important attributes, one of several
which he shared with Handel. The ever-practical Telemann designed his music for as wide a
circulation as possible, with both professional and amateur performers, cognoscenti and laymen
among his audiences. As he wrote in one of his volumes of autobiography: ‘Whoever writes for the
many is of more use than he who writes for the few.’

One aspect of Telemann’s musical style that drew contemporary criticism was his penchant for
pictorialism. Johann Mattheson censured Telemann for this imaginative facility, while Christoph
Daniel Ebeling deplored not only his colourful word-painting but also his partiality for the French
style. Telemann’s sense of humour – often inseparable from his pictorialism – is especially obvious in
some of his orchestral works, including the bizarrely scored Grillen-Sinfonie (TWV50:1), with
piccolo, alto chalumeau and two obbligato double basses (‘in the Italian, French, English, Scottish
and Polish styles’), and the Alster-Ouvertüre (TWV55: F11), with its ‘concerto for frogs and crows’. 

Telemann was a great cosmopolitan, assimilating diverse influences as naturally as a bee collects
nectar. These influences included not merely French and Italian but also Polish and Moravian,
amounting to what Quantz described as the German ‘mixed style’. Telemann’s special love of Polish
music dates from 1705, when he first worked as Kapellmeister to Count Erdmann von Promnitz at
Sorau (now Żary in Poland). Of Polish folk musicians he wrote: ‘In eight days a careful listener
could snap up enough ideas to last a lifetime.’ He acknowledged that he had composed entire
concertos drawn from Polish influences without necessarily advertising this fact with Polish titles. 

Telemann was proficient on many instruments and his deep understanding of the individual
character of each one is reflected in the great variety of combinations he employs in his concertos.
Unlike many of his contemporaries, in whose works different instruments could often be



Symphonia Domestica, Gigues (from Images) and Boléro. Typically professional in his writing for
every instrument, Telemann here shows keen awareness of both the oboe’s and oboe d’amore’s
characteristic qualities, as well as their technical strengths and limitations.

Overtures or Suites
The term ‘Ouverture’ (or ‘Overture’) refers to the opening movement of a work in this genre but it
also came to be applied to the entire work, as an alternative to ‘Suite’. It is widely believed that
Telemann composed about 400 overtures/suites, though only about a third of these have survived.
The vast majority are orchestral works, while only about 20 keyboard suites are extant. In the
orchestral overtures this ever-imaginative composer explores an extremely wide spectrum consisting
of dance-movement types and character pieces, while employing a palette of many instrumental
tone-colours. About one third of the surviving suites are either predominantly or partly
programmatic in the broadest sense, such as the Alster-Ouvertüre (the ‘frogs and crows’ mentioned
above). The practice of characterising particular movements with overt programmatic or pictorial
features was just one of the customs Telemann adopted from French music. Other programmatic
works include the Burlesque de Quixotte (TWV55:G10), with its representations of the Don’s
caprices; the Völker-Ouvertüre (TWV55:B5), which includes Les Turcs, Les Suisses, Les Moscovites
and Les Portugais; and the Ouverture jointes d’une Suite tragi-comique (TWV55:D22). The non-
programmatic suites are no less inventive, not least because of the unpredictable way in which
Telemann varies the sequence of movements. For instance, the Overture in D TWV55:D4 has a
movement entitled Furies, a pair of Passepieds, a Loure, a Canaries and a Chaconne, while the
Overture in D minor TWV55:d2 comprises – after the initial Ouverture – this sequence: Rondeau,
Irlandoise, Réjouissance, Sarabande, Les Scaramouches, a pair of Minuets and Entrée.

Paris Quartets · Scherzi melodichi
Telemann composed a vast quantity of chamber music for many different combinations. There are
dozens of trio sonatas, many including flute or oboe instead of violins, works that came to be
known as the Paris Quartets (all with flute), and diverse sonatas for recorder, violin, oboe and
bassoon respectively. The first set of six Paris Quartets appeared in Hamburg in 1730 and a second
set (Nouveaux Quatuors) was published in Paris eight years later – subscribers including J.S. Bach. 

The Scherzi Melodichi (TWV42, published 1734) is an unusually titled group of chamber works
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interchanged without detriment, Telemann specially exploits differences in tone-colour and technique. 
Even in his old age Telemann maintained his lively interest in the latest musical trends. 

As Nikolaus Harnoncourt wrote: ‘Even at the age of 80 he put younger composers to shame with
his ultra-modern works written in the style of the Viennese-Mannheim school.’

One further testament to Telemann’s phenomenal all-round influence on the German musical
scene of his day is his enthusiasm for music theory, manifest in a succession of treatises spanning
more than 40 years, though unfortunately none of these seems to have been completed.

Tafelmusik
Telemann published his three ‘Productions’ of Tafelmusik (published as Musique de table) in 1733.
Each production, or anthology, is framed by an overture and a conclusion while also including a
quartet, a concerto, a trio sonata and a solo sonata. These pieces typify the kind of superior
‘entertainment music’ required to accompany – and greatly enhance – a royal banquet or its
aristocratic equivalent. During Telemann’s lifetime the suites from this collection were the most
popular and widely known of his works in this genre. The works comprising the Tafelmusik
were among those compositions that Telemann himself engraved on pewter plates. His personal
contribution to this practical distribution of his music is one more facet of his great versatility 
and diligence.

Concertos  
Oddly, Telemann admitted to taking little satisfaction from his concertos, but this feeling is not
widely shared. His extensive and diverse list of concertos comprises works for solo instruments, 
two instruments or multiple combinations. For instance, in the Concerto in A minor TWV52:a1
Telemann employs the contrasting tone-colours of the recorder and viola da gamba, but throughout
his concerto output the range of instruments includes violin, viola, viola d’amore, viola da gamba,
flute, recorder, oboe, oboe d’amore, chalumeau and horn. In keeping with the relative popularity of
the oboe as a solo instrument in Baroque music, Telemann composed an impressive number of oboe
concertos. Ten of these have survived, while there are also three for oboe d’amore. This slightly
larger member of the oboe family, with its more rounded and mellow tone, was quite commonly
used by Bach and other Baroque composers. Subsequently it became neglected until composers
including Richard Strauss, Debussy and Ravel scored for it in orchestral works such as the
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– consisting of seven suites, one for each day of the week and each in seven movements. These were
written as afternoon entertainment for the guests at the Spa of Bad Pyrmont. This typically relaxed
but engaging music is sometimes known as Pyrmonter Kurwoche.

Passion oratorios 
More than 20 Passion settings by Telemann have survived, though it is known that he actually
composed more than 40 for Hamburg churches alone. In common with the music of many other
composers from this period, a high proportion of Telemann’s prodigious output has not survived 
to the present day. Telemann’s compositions described as Passion Oratorios – in which he sets non-
Biblical poetic texts rather than words from the Gospels – include the large-scale Seliges Erwägen
des bittern Leidens und Sterbens Jesu Christi (Blessed Reflections on the Bitter Sufferings and Death
of Jesus Christ, TWV5:2), which Telemann composed in 1722 while employed at Hamburg. The
delightfully varied scoring of this work includes flutes, chalumeaux, horns and bassoons. Other
works in this genre are Die Auferstehung und Himmelfahrt (1761), a work based on Jesus’
Resurrection and Ascension, and Der Tag des Gerichts (The Day of Judgement, 1762). Telemann’s
oratorios quite often feature imaginative instrumentation and operatic elements, reminding us that
this kind of work was not intended for liturgical use.
� Philip Borg-Wheeler
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Also available on Brilliant Classics 

95150: Telemann Edition
50CD

The most comprehensive edition of Telemann’s music available, 
with 50 CDs’ worth of listening pleasure. 


