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35312Johann Sebastian Bach
The Six Partitas (for keyboard) BWV 825/830

Virginia Black, piano

DiSc 1

1  Partita no. 1 in B flat major BWV 825
 Praeludium, Allemande, Corrente, Sarabande, Menuet 1-Menuet 2, Gigue
2	 Partita no. 2 in c minor BWV 826
 Sinfonia, Allemande, Courante, Sarabande, Rondeaux, Capriccio
3  Partita no. 4 in D major BWV 828
 Ouverture, Allemande, Courante, Aria, Sarabande, Menuet, Gigue 

  TT: 71’16”
DiSc 2

1  Partita no. 3 in A minor BWV 827
     Fantasia, Allemande, Corrente, Sarabande, Burlesca, Scherzo, Gigue
2  Partita no. 5 in G major BWV 829
 Praeambulum, Allemande, Corrente, Sarabande,  
 Tempo di Minuetta, Passepied, Gigue
3  Partita no. 6 in E minor BWV 830
     Toccata, Allemande, Corrente, Air, Sarabande, Tempo di Gavotta, Gigue

  TT: 72’47”
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Bach issued his six Partitas for solo harpsichord at the rate of one a year, between 1726 and 

1731 when he brought out the six together as his Opus 1. He gave them the title “Clavier-

Übung” or Keyboard Practice consisting, as the title page tells us “of preludes, allemandes, 

courantes, sarabandes, gigues, minuets and other galanteries, composed for music lovers to 

refresh their spirits, by Johann Sebastian Bach, Actual Capellmeister to the Court of Saxe-

Weissenfels and Directore Chori Musici Lipsiensis” Opus 1. Published by the Author, 1731. 

Leipzig, Commissioned from the daughter of the late Boethius, under the town hall.” The Partitas 

were not, of course Bach’s first opus but they were his first important publication, preceded 

only by the cantata “Gott ist mein König” (BWV 71) which he had written in 1708 for the 

Mühlhausen Town Council election. Another such piece for Mühlhausen in the following year 

may have been printed but the work is lost.

The publication of the Partitas is the first indication that we have of Bach’s wish to preserve 

his music for posterity and of his intention, implicit in the designation “Opus 1” to commit 

further works to print. This was indeed the case, with the “Italian Concerto” (BWV 971) and 

the Ouverture in the French Style (BWV 831) being published in 1735 as the second instalment 

of solo harpsichord music in his “Clavier-Übung”, organ music (BWV 669-689 and 802-805) 

forming the third instalment (1739), and the Goldberg Variations (1741) forming the fourth. The 

title “Clavier-Übung” was not new, however, since Bach’s predecessor as Leipzig’s Thomaskantor, 

Johann Kuhnau had published two sets of keyboard partitas in 1689 and 1692 under the heading 

Neue Clavier-Übung. Vincent Lubeck was also to adopt the term, shortly after Bach, for his 

keyboard dance suites published in Hamburg in 1728. Each of Kuhnau’s sets consists of seven 

partitas and it seems that Bach originally intended his set likewise to contain seven. In the end he 

settled for six, two of which had been composed earlier, predating the inception of the Clavier-

Übung. They are Partita No. 3 in A minor and No. 6 in E minor both of which were included in 

Bach’s second “Clavierbüchlein” for his wife Anna Magdalena, begun in 1725.
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Now her career has gone full circle and she has returned to her roots as a pianist, and 

is playing much of her harpsichord repertoire on the piano.  She also gives lectures, seminars 

and workshops, demonstrating baroque music on the piano, using her knowledge of historical 

performance and authenticity while delighting in all the benefits of the modern instrument.

Bach has always been her passion, and this recording of his 6 Partitas marks a culmination 

of playing, teaching and discussion which represents a lifetime of study and performance.

Virginia Black has also recorded on the harpsichord for cRD:

cRD 3442 Domenico Scarlatti, Sonatas; cRD 3452 Antonio Soler, Sonatas; 

cRD 3453 J C Bach, Sonatas and with her late husband and duo partner, 

Howard Davis, the Mozart Violin Sonatas, cRD 3435

Full details of these and other CRD recordings can be seen on our website: 

www.crdrecords.com
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While the cantata “Gott ist mein König” was printed foremost at the behest of the 

Mühlhausen council Bach himself shouldered the financial responsibility for the Partitas as 

well as overseeing their promotion and distribution. In respect of the latter Bach enlisted the 

help of six colleagues in key locations who, on commission would serve as agents for sales in 

their areas. They were Dresden organist Christian Petzold, (Dresden), Johann Gotthilf Ziegler 

(Halle), organist, composer and long-standing friend Georg Böhm (Luneburg) who sold copies 

of the second and third Partitas, organist and violinist Georg Heinrich Ludwig Schwanenberg 

(Brunswick) who also sold copies of Partitas 2 and 3, town musician Gabriel Fischer (Nuremberg) 

and town musician Johann Michael Roth (Augsburg).

Bach’s freelance activities as promoter both of his own music and that of other composers 

was no mere shot in the dark but was almost certainly a response, at least in part to the 

commercial climate prevailing in the Leipzig of his day. By the beginning of the eighteenth century 

the city had become one of the two leading centres for the book trade in Germany. Its three 

trade fairs, at the New Year, Easter and at the Feast of St. Michael, which began on 29th September, 

had acquired a cosmopolitan status, attracting imported goods from other German towns, as 

well as foreign countries, and visitors from far and wide in search of them. Above all, Leipzig 

was a thriving centre for the business of printing, with a wealth of print firms, small and large. 

The best known of the music publishers, eventually was that founded by Bernard Christoph 

Breitkopf (1695-1777). In a printing and publishing milieu such as this, text writers, composers 

and performers would have been able to purchase much of the latest music, witness stylistic 

trends in poetry and prose as well as, in Bach’s case for instance, acquire the incentive to 

establish a lively sales pitch. Even if the composer’s receipts for the Partitas are not recorded, 

we may infer from an account by Bach’s early nineteenth century biographer, Johann Nikolaus 

Forkel that the venture was mainly successful: “The first work [Clavier-Übung I] consists of six 

Suites, the first of which came out in 1726, and the others following successively, till they were 

6

Virginia Black is well known for her harpsichord recitals, concerto performances and recordings in 

a career which has spanned several decades.  She has specialised in the virtuoso repertoire for the 

harpsichord and her CD of Soler sonatas earned her an “Editor’s Choice” in Gramophone, while 

her Bach Goldberg Variations CD won a comparative review with recordings made by Landowska, 

Gould, Leonhardt and Schiff.

She has travelled the world giving concerts for festivals, radio and television, at the same time 

furthering her work in music education by teaching harpsichord at the Royal Academy of Music.
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all engraved together in 1731. This work made in its time a great noise in the musical world. Such 

excellent compositions for the clavier had never been seen and heard before. Anyone who had 

learnt to perform well some pieces out of them could make his fortune in the world thereby; 

and even in our times, a young artist might gain acknowledgement by doing so, they are so 

brilliant, well-sounding, expressive and always new”.

It has been suggested that Bach fashioned the music of the first “Clavier-Übung” to attract 

the tastes of visitors to the Leipzig Fairs. Thus the predominantly French-style music of its Partitas 

“Composed for Music Lovers, to Refresh Their Spirits” might be understood as an invitation to 

amateurs as well as professionals. Yet, for the most part the music lies beyond the grasp of all 

but the most accomplished of amateurs, as part of a letter by Louise Adelgunde Victoria Kulmus 

- who was both harpsichordist and lutenist - to her future husband, the Enlightenment poet 

Johann Christoph Gottshed confirms: In 1732, the year following publication of all six Partitas 

she writes: “The clavier pieces by Bach that you sent and the lute works by Johann Christian 

Weihrauch are as beautiful as they are difficult. After I played them ten times, I still felt like a 

beginner. Of these two great masters, I appreciate anything more than their caprices: these are 

unfathomably difficult.”

Taken together, Bach’s six keyboard Partitas demonstrate a wonderfully diverse stylistic 

palette in which, following a fashionable trait of the time in the imitation of foreign styles, French 

and Italian ideas, gestures and patterns blend with Germany’s indigenous traditions to create 

a satisfying, homogeneous picture. Each Partita begins with a movement in which Bach points 

up aspects of form which provide colourfully striking contrasts with the initial movements of 

the remaining five. Partita No. 1 begins with a through-composed Praeludium with gracefully 

contoured phrases. In the Sinfonia of Partita No. 2 Bach lays open his fluent mastery of European 

styles. Its first section retains some of the formal character of a seventeenth century Lullian 

French opera ouverture, with its characteristic dotted rhythms. As the movement develops it 
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assumes the clothing of an Italian sinfonia while, to round it off Bach develops a two-part fugue 

to complete a tripartite piece of impressive scale and virtuosity. The introductory movement 

of Partita No. 3 is termed by Bach “Fantasia” and is essentially a two part invention. Partita No. 

4 opens with a generously proportioned Ouverture in the French manner while Partita No. 5 

begins with a movement marked “Praeambulum”. This piece, recalling a concerto movement and 

similarly constructed with sections of ritornello hints at the solo keyboard “Italian Concerto” 

(BWV 971) contained in Part Two of Bach’s “Clavier-Übung”. The Partita No. 6 begins with a 

Toccata followed by its fugue.

All but one of the Partitas adopt the movement scheme of the classical suite: allemande, 

courante, sarabande and gigue. The exception is Partita No. 2 which omits the gigue. Bach 

chose instead a movement of contrapuntal virtuosity designated “Capriccio” which, as Malcolm 

Boyd has remarked (Bach, J.M. Dent 1983) is “a graveyard for all but the most nimble fingered 

executants”. Just as we find in the rich variety of styles contained in the opening movements 

of the Partitas so too are there comparable stylistic contrasts to be discovered among the 

remaining movements as, for example between the French “courante” and the Italian “corrente” 

and of course among the playfully varied “galanteries”. Throughout the Partitas, where an element 

of contrast is of the essence, our attention is held by a refreshing individuality, a warm-blooded 

expressive fervour and a feeling that hardly a convention is left unconsidered or unchallenged. 

The compositional process is of breathtaking originality, the captivating and light-footed Gigue 

of Partita No. 1 with its skilfully contrived hand-crossing and wide intervals providing but one 

dazzling example.

Nicholas Anderson © 2013
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