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J.S. BACH SONATAS AND PARTITAS
Much has been written about the life of Johann Sebastian Bach and about the apparently
limitless aesthetic qualities of his compositions. So complex and vast is his output that
it is no easy task to discover all the hidden secrets of its rich polyphony, which seems
to transcend all other music, both past and future. Even today, many scholars are still
engaged in attempting to understand the signiﬁcance of the musical archetypes invoked
by this most exceptional of composers. So it is not surprising that the six Sonatas and
Partitas for solo violin (completed in 1720 and entitled in the autograph manuscript
‘Sei solo â Violino senza Basso accompagnato’) were described by George Enescu as ‘the
Himalayas of violinists’. But what might these works mean for a cellist? How would their
complexity respond to a transcription for cello, especially one in Baroque set-up?
In Bach’s day it was standard practice to transcribe or arrange music written for one
instrument or instruments for quite other forces. Bach himself transcribed the Lute
Suite in G minor, BWV 995, to create the Cello Suite No. 5 in C minor, BWV 1011 – or
the reverse: the matter is still debated – and similarly made a version of the solo Violin
Sonata in A minor, BWV 1003, for harpsichord in D minor, BWV 964. These models
suggest a clear approach in transcribing the Sonatas and Partitas for cello, as of course
does the relative pitch of the two instruments’ lowest strings: g on the violin, C on the
cello. (A transcription in the original keys would cause severe technical difficulty, since
– unless a violoncello piccolo with top E string were used – it would necessitate frequent
left-hand shifts on the top string; moreover, the spread chords and double stops would
have to be played on stopped, not open, strings, which would go against the practice of
Bach’s time.) The obvious choice, employed for this recording, is to transcribe the music
down an octave and a 5th, following Bach’s procedure in the two works mentioned above.
A performer approaching these pieces in transcription will perhaps wish to make them
sound distinct while at the same time preserving the essence of the original. Bach himself
‘frequently played the six solos for violin on the harpsichord, adding whatever he deemed
necessary to the nature of the harmony’, as his son-in-law Johann Friedrich Agricola
recounted in 1774.
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In these works Bach takes a notable risk in composing polyphonic music for an
essentially single-line instrument; he does this also in the Cello Suites, BWV 1007–1012,
and in the Partita in A minor for solo ﬂute, BWV 1013, but those works exhibit far less
contrapuntal density. Performing the Sonatas and Partitas on the cello is so challenging
that it is almost impossible to imagine a cellist of Bach’s day playing them, especially
given that at the time there was so little solo cello repertoire. It was only in the early
nineteenth century that the ﬁrst transcription, likewise a 12th lower, for cello is found;
in 1865 its owner, Count von Stosch, gave the manuscript to the Royal Library in Berlin
(see pages 4 and 15). The version is not dissimilar to that used in this recording: both
may properly be considered transcriptions rather than arrangements, since very little
of the musical text has been changed. Considering the technical level achieved by some
cellists in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, it is reasonable to assume
that some movements at least of this version were in fact played.
The Cello Suites will be an obvious reference point for the cellist who wishes to play
the Sonatas and Partitas. Unfortunately, the autograph manuscript of the suites is lost,
and with it the articulation marks and bowings it contained. The main source is a copy
made by Bach’s second wife, Anna Magdalena. Though her hand is very close to the
composer’s own, her precision is not, so that the text cannot entirely be trusted: thus
we are uncertain in various ways how Bach intended the suites to be played. That Anna
Magdalena was not an accurate copyist is also clear from her version of the Sonatas and
Partitas, where it seems reasonable to assume that the imprecision of the slurs reﬂects a
lack of knowledge of string-instrument technique. Bach, by contrast, had no such failing,
as his son Carl Philip Emmanuel (1714–1788) makes clear in a letter of 1774 to his
father’s ﬁrst biographer, Johann Nikolaus Forkel: Sebastian Bach ‘understood perfectly
everything that was possible on all string instruments and this is exempliﬁed in his works
for solo violin and violoncello. One of the greatest violinists has told me that he knows
of nothing more perfect for learning to be a good violinist.’ There are other copies of
the suites in addition to Anna Magdalena’s, but they are mostly the work of cellists who
either did not have access to Bach’s original manuscript or did not care about the original
bowings and replaced them with their own; they are therefore even less reliable, though
they are revealing of cello technique of their time. Much information in this area may of
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course be gleaned from elsewhere in Bach’s output, but the difficulty in these solo string
pieces lies in the gap between theory and practice – i.e. between musicological studies
and the playing of the works. That gap can be bridged, and a complete understanding
of these works more nearly achieved, by means of projects such as the present one that
involve both specialisms.
Playing the Sonatas and Partitas on a modern cello is less demanding technically,
since metal strings do not squeak, are more stable in tuning, and respond more rapidly to
the bow. However, they require continuous vibrato to achieve the warm, human sound
typical of the gut strings generally used in the Baroque. Again, the modern practice of
continuous vibrato detrimentally affects the sound quality in terms of both tuning and the
way the instrument resonates. A Baroque cello offers compelling advantages.
For the recording sessons in St Catherine’s, Karjaa, the room microphones were
placed close to the instrument in order to capture the gut strings’ more rustic character,
to convey as it were the human side of the Baroque cello, and the impression that the
listener is sitting in the front row of a live concert.
Whatever the performance of these pieces in this way will mean to cellists, the present
transcription not only expands the solo cello repertoire, but also brings us a little closer
to understanding the Cello Suites. One further point of interest is that Bach described
the Sonatas and Partitas as ‘Libro primo’; so the Cello Suites were likely to have been
conceived as the ‘Libro secondo’ in a grand project of composing complex music for
solo instruments.
© Guadalupe López-Íñiguez, 2015

A translation of this note is available in German and Spanish as a free download from
http://www.linnrecords.com/recording-bach-sonatas-partitas.aspx
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PERFORMER’S NOTE
In my transcription I have made very few changes to the original text. I had in mind
to play certain passages an octave higher (that is, transposed down a 5th not a 12th),
but in practice I found the results seemed to weaken Bach’s line and structure. My
general approach has been to take my interpretative cue from the set-up of the Baroque
instrument, which informs such issues as tuning, vibrato, ﬁngering and articulation.
From the very ﬁrst time I studied the autograph of the Sonatas and Partitas,
I was impressed at how virtually ﬂawless an understanding of bow technique Bach
demonstrates in his articulation marks and bowings. Only in a few places have I added a
slur that Bach perhaps omitted for economy of copying; I have also broken two slurs that
were too long for the cello bow. Indeed, so idiomatic are Bach’s markings that, though
I have played the Cello Suites for more than 40 years, I decided to review my bowings of
them: it seems clear to me that the Sonatas and Partitas offer a compelling strategy for
bowing and articulation in the cello works.
French Baroque music for solo viola da gamba, in particular the works of Marin Marais
and Antoine Forqueray, is another useful source of guidance here; indeed, that music
has inspired me as a gamba player to probe more deeply into the works of Bach. These
two contemporaries expanded the expressive power of the viola da gamba while also
extending the use of the lower register and exploring more complex textures involving
multiple stoppings. Forqueray’s innovations were considered technically daunting to all
but the composer himself and his son: even today, few gamba players have the ﬁve suites
for viola da gamba in their repertoire. In some ways, the difficulties those suites present
resemble those that arise in the present transcription.
In addition to a wide repertoire of French Baroque music, which like Bach’s solo
string works includes dance movements and chaconnes, the polyphonic viol-consort
music I have played for many years has also aided my approach to the dance and
fugal movements in Bach’s Sonatas and Partitas. In the case of the dance music,
one understands better how stress and lilt are part of the musical vocabulary; in the
fugues, one sees the subject and its reappearances in the context of more playful and
virtuosic episodes.
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The matter of temperament is also very important to me. The tonal system of
Western music has a built-in inconsistency, since a circle of twelve pure 5ths comes out a
Pythagorean comma higher than seven octaves (approximately 1/9 of a tone). Moreover,
any four 5ths give a Pythagorean 3rd that works melodically but is dissonant and even
jarring when used in a harmonic context. Thus, decisions have to be made in tuning an
instrument with ﬁxed tuning such as the harpsichord or organ. Most organs of Bach’s
time were tuned to a kind of meantone that produced eight harmonically pure 3rds,
four of them so out of tune that they could not be used. It was a system every musician
and music lover was accustomed to, though there were other, special temperaments
for tuning harpsichords, including that needed to play Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier.
Nevertheless, harmonically pure 3rds were considered beautiful and would be aspired to
in any instrumental or vocal performance.
It is easy to see that Bach would not have had in mind one ‘correct’, ﬁxed tuning
system for the Well-Tempered Clavier. In those days it was customary for the player to
tune his own harpsichord, and perhaps when Bach referred to ‘good tuning’ he meant the
ideal temperament for each piece, not only in the Well-Tempered Clavier but in any work,
according to its key and affect. String instruments, however, do not (beyond the open
strings) have a ﬁxed tuning system, so that the player is not limited to 12 different notes
to the octave. Most obviously, notes may be pitched according to their ‘spelling’, which
gives an octave of 19 notes: C–C sharp/D ﬂat–D–D sharp/E ﬂat and so on. That is the
system I use in this recording.
However, a ﬁxed pure-5th tuning for the open strings creates problems because it is
very difficult to play 3rds that are sufficiently pure in relation to the open strings. For
example, the note E is too low against the open top A string note of the cello if it is to be
in tune for a C major chord using the open bottom C and G strings. Likewise, the note E
would produce a Pythagorean 3rd (too high) in relation to the open C and G strings if
it were tuned as a pure 4th against the open A string. On this recording, I tune the 5ths
of the open strings a little closer together than pure in order to resolve these and other
similar problems.
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With regard to those other problems, in addition to the temperament used, I have
taken into account the fact that notes can be tuned according to their particular context.
Thus, for example, long, sustained notes could be tuned as pure, while fast melodic
lines sound brighter if sufficiently close semitones are used, and so on. However, when
the aim is to achieve harmonically pure 3rds and 6ths (or to use a meantone-related
tuning system), diatonic and chromatic semitones are uneven, the diatonic being
much wider than is often acceptable to modern listeners, the chromatic being much
narrower (the sharps are lower and the ﬂats are higher). That melodic character of the
semitones is inevitable if the aim of the interpretation is to seek pure harmony, as it is in
this recording.
The constant (and widespread) use of vibrato in the interpretation of these pieces
covers 3rds and 6ths which are ‘out of tune’ fairly well when the instrument is tuned
in pure 5ths and the octave has only 12 notes; this is true even if sharps are considered
as conducive notes in melodic lines and therefore need to be tuned high, though that
pollutes the purity of the harmonies. Furthermore, a constant vibrato is totally alien
to the aesthetic and stylistic world of this music, and I use it purely as ornamentation
in certain places. Again in regard to tuning, I use left-hand ‘holds’ or ‘tenues’ (keeping
ﬁngers on the strings during chords or in melodic lines with bariolage between strings,
which avoids the characteristic hammering or exaggerated articulation with the ﬁngers
used by modern players); the effect is similar to that of the damper pedal on a modern
piano, in that it makes the harmony resonate as much as possible. This kind of technique,
well known in gamba playing, was in widespread use up to the early nineteenth century
by players of instruments in the violin family.
In Bach’s solo violin and cello works, tuning is to be understood as part of the
performer’s art, not just as a mechanical system. That tuning should of course aim to be
well tempered and beautiful. My main aim in this recording has been to capture emotion
and convey expression according to the respective key and character of each movement;
technical desiderata have formed just a part of my guide to interpretation. It has been a
fascinating learning process.
© Markku Luolajan-Mikkola, 2015
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MARKKU LUOLAJAN-MIKKOLA
Markku Luolajan-Mikkola is a historically informed musician who plays various viols
and historical cellos, on which he interprets a wide range of music: his repertoire ranges
from the sixteenth century to the present day, and includes some of the most demanding
pieces written for his instruments. He is also a pioneer: throughout his career he has
embraced projects of a kind unprecedented in his home country, Finland; and his
exceptionally creative and enquiring approach seeks to achieve musical expression over
the simple recreation of historical musical performances and practices.
Luolajan-Mikkola has given more than a thousand concerts in 30 countries.
His Gambaa! concert series, of nine different French Baroque music programmes in
three countries, earned the Finnish Broadcasting Company’s Musical Act of the Year
award in 2003. The series included the ﬁve suites by Antoine Forqueray as well as music
from Marin Marais’ ﬁve books for bass viol and from the Nouveaux Concerts of François
Couperin for treble viol. At the time of the release of this recording, Luolajan-Mikkola
is touring Bach’s complete Cello Suites as well as his transcription of the violin Sonatas
and Partitas. In 2015–17 he will have given a total of almost a hundred recitals in all
the medieval churches of Finland.
Luolajan-Mikkola has a parallel interest in contemporary music, and believes that the
future of early instruments lies not only in the music of dead composers but also in the
hope that we might better understand ourselves and our time through the possibilities
for expression and communication offered by those instruments. He ﬁnds inspiration in
looking back to earlier times, when more or less all music performed was new; in that
spirit, he has premiered more than 20 pieces, most of which he commissioned himself.
In addition to pioneering the Baroque cello and viola da gamba in Finland and
founding several period ensembles there and abroad, Luolajan-Mikkola has introduced
concert concepts such as Soitto kotiin (‘Home concerts’) at the Helsinki Festival in 2010
and Tule makoilemaan (concerts where the audience listens to live performances while
relaxing on a mattress) with the Finnish Baroque Orchestra in 2012. Luolajan-Mikkola
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was president of the Finnish Soloists’ Association 2003–08 and artistic director of the
Finnish Baroque Orchestra 2010–13, and in 2010 founded the BRQ Vantaa Festival, of
which he is artistic director.
Luolajan-Mikkola’s 40 or so solo and chamber-music recordings have been
enthusiastically acclaimed by audiences and critics alike. As soloist, he has received the
National Janne Award, the Finnish Broadcasting Company’s special honour prize and the
Classical Music Emma Prize. As a member of the viol consort Phantasm, he has won two
Gramophone Awards, as well as other accolades, including the Diapason d’Or, Choc du
Monde de la Musique, ‘Editor’s Choice’ in Gramophone and ‘Recording of the Month’ in
BBC Music Magazine and Rondo.
Luolajan-Mikkola had begun to teach the modern cello at the Sibelius Academy in
1970s, even before his graduation there; he continued to teach it for a while during
the 1980s, and many of his students from that period now play in leading European
orchestras. He currently teaches both viol and Baroque cello at the Academy. In support
of his belief that children best learn to appreciate music and culture in general when they
are 10–18 years old, he has taught at the West Helsinki Music School since the 1980s.
Luolajan-Mikkola obtained his modern cello diploma from the Sibelius Academy in
1983 and earned postgraduate diplomas in both viola da gamba and Baroque cello at
the Royal Conservatoire of The Hague in 1992. During his years as a student, he was
mentored by Arto Noras, Jaap Ter Linden and Wieland Kuijken. He would especially like
to thank Paul Tortelier, Laurence Dreyfus and Seppo Laamanen for their encouragement.
For more information please visit: www.luolajan-mikkola.ﬁ
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