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Yet, during this decade, Bach continued to compose,
perform, teach, and successfully applied for the position of
cantor at the prestigious St Thomas Church in Leipzig, a
position left vacant by the death of Johann Kuhnau in 1722.
The recent discovery and publication of Bach’s personal
copy of the Bible, with numerous annotations in the margins,
suggests that Bach’s deep familiarity with, and sympathy for,
the orthodox Lutheran idea of the Ars moriendi, as well as
the famous funerary homiletics of the preceding
generations, were a source of strength for the devout
Lutheran.

Though he had attended excellent schools, and had
excelled in them, Bach would be the first cantor at
St Thomas since the 16th century not to have a university
education. The next would not arrive for another 100 years.
It was perhaps in order to shore up his teaching credentials
– instruction would be a major part of the job – that Bach,
around the time of his audition at St Thomas, gathered
together three collections of compositions to which he added
title pages declaring their pedagogical purpose. Any one of
the three collections (Book 1 of The Well-Tempered Clavier,
the Inventions and Sinfonias, and the Orgelbüchlein) would
have ensured his place in the history of music. Between
1726 and 1730, he self-published six keyboard partitas, or
suites. They were collected in 1731 as Clavier-Übung.

Bach’s suites contain a core of fixed dance movements
(Allemande, Courante, Sarabande, Gigue) based on a
model that can be traced to a manuscript written by Johann
Jakob Froberger in Vienna in 1649. To these, Bach might
add a Prelude, and insert such galanteries as a Minuet,
Passepied, Burlesca, Bourrée, Loure, and Gavotte before
the Gigue. In all, Bach wrote 19 suites for keyboard.
Chronologically, they are the six English Suites, six French
Suites, six Partitas, and the French Overture. He also wrote
fourteen other suites for solo instruments, and four for
orchestra. Many other works contain dance movements.  

Johann Nikolaus Forkel’s 1802 biography of Bach tells
us that suites ‘were then common instead of our sonatas.’ A
number of treatises from Bach’s time have come down to
us, both theoretical and practical. One of the best known
German theorists of the time, Johann Mattheson, taught that
‘affect’ was a significant feature of dance movements, and
described the dances by their ‘affections’. According to him,
many of the dances could have different ‘affects’, while

some usually had one. So, while a Gavotte was usually
characterised by ‘jubilant joy’, a Sarabande could be
‘serious’, ‘sad’, ‘honorable’, or ‘reverent’. Mattheson was
familiar with the earliest musical dictionary to be published
in the vernacular, by Sébastien de Brossard in 1703 in Paris.
In it, Brossard writes entries for ‘Affetto’, ‘Grave’, and
‘Tendre’. The two main moods (or ‘affects’) of the dances
are Tendre (‘sentimental, affectionate’) and Grave (‘regal,
poised’).

The tradition of composing dance suites was French in
origin, but the choice and ordering was left to the performer.
Couperin, one of Bach’s greatest keyboard-playing
contemporaries, wrote sets of dances rather than suites.
The sets contain too many pieces to be performed in one
sitting. A performer was expected to extemporaneously
choose from the set.

Whereas Bach suites typically contain six to eight
movements, Magna Sequentia I, the title Sonia Rubinsky
has given to her innovative collection, is an expanded
Baroque dance suite consisting of nineteen dance
movements. The collection pays homage to Bach’s
traditions, while also being something totally new. It is also
in a way like the French tradition of composing large sets of
dance movements.

Built around the Partita No. 4, Magna Sequentia I
maintains the overall structure of a suite, and has a tonal
logic. In arranging this grand suite of dances taken from the
many suites of Bach, Sonia has chosen several examples of
each of the different dance forms used by Bach, thereby
enabling us to appreciate his dazzlingly varied renderings
of their different styles and moods. 

Magna Sequentia I has selections that showcase the
ornate and sophisticated French style in tracks 1, 5, 7, 8, 9,
14, 16; the more straightforward and sometimes virtuosic
Italian style in tracks 4, 6, 18, and the stricter fugal writing of
the German in tracks 17 and 19. The collection begins with
a French Overture from the Partita No. 4 in D major, followed
by two Allemandes – one Tendre and one Grave – and two
Sarabandes – also one Tendre and one Grave. The first
Sarabande (track 7) is the well-known Aria from the Goldberg
Variations. Although it is not given the title of Sarabande, it
exhibits the characteristics of one: it is in triple time, and has
a delicate emphasis on the second beat, which suggests the
choreography of the dance. Between the Allemandes and

‘Joh. Sebastian Bach, youngest son of Joh. Ambrosius
Bach, was born in Eisenach in the year 1685 on March 21.’
So begins the autobiographical entry Johann Sebastian
wrote in 1735 in the course of compiling a family genealogy.
Bach goes on to list the positions he had held up to that
point: court musician in Weimar, organist in Arnstadt,
Mühlhausen, and Weimar, Kapellmeister in Cöthen, and
music director and cantor at the St Thomas School in
Leipzig.

Bach was born to a family of musicians, receiving his
earliest instruction from his father and brothers. After being
orphaned at the age of ten, he went to live with an older
brother, Johann Christoph, an organist in Ohrdruf. At the
local school the boy learned Latin, Greek, French, and
Italian, as well as Lutheran theology. A precocious young
man, in 1700 he moved away to attend the prestigious
St Michael’s School in Lüneburg, where he furthered his
musical education with Georg Böhm, and learned alongside
aristocratic fellow students. Two recent discoveries from this

period – a set of organ tablatures the young Bach had
copied, and the Neumeister Collection of chorale preludes,
which contains over 30 compositions by Bach – show the
work of a diligent young man working on his craft.

It is well known that Bach fathered 20 children with his
two wives. Less well known is that ten of his children never
reached adulthood. In fact, only eight of his children outlived
him. A cursory glance at a chronology of the years 1720
through 1730 is a grim glimpse at life and loss in 18th-
century Europe. During this period, Bach’s first wife, with
whom he had had seven children, died while he was
travelling with his patron, Prince Leopold. He lost three sons
and four daughters; two brothers; and his sister-in-law, who
had lived in his household for 20 years. Prince Leopold, too,
passed during this period, though Bach had already moved
his family to Leipzig (a move mentioned in a Hamburg
newspaper, which mentions the two carriages and four
wagons that delivered the family and their belongings to
their new city).
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Partita No. 4 in D major, BWV 828 
1 I. Ouverture 6:30
2 II. Allemande 12:34

Partita No. 6 in E minor, BWV 830
3 II. Allemande 2:54
4 III. Corrente 4:51
5 French Suite No. 3 in B minor, BWV 814

II. Courante 2:09 
6 French Suite No. 4 in E flat major, BWV 815

II. Courante 2:06 
7 Goldberg Variations, BWV 988

Aria 4:11 
8 Partita No. 6 in E minor, BWV 830

V. Sarabande 5:27
9 French Suite No. 1 in D minor, BWV 812

IV. Menuet I – V. Menuet II 3:33
0 Partita No. 5 in G major, BWV 829

VI. Passepied 1:51 
! Partita No. 3 in A minor, BWV 827

V. Burlesca 2:10

@ Keyboard Suite in E minor, BWV 996
V. Bourrée 1:08

# French Suite No. 5 in G major, BWV 816
VI. Loure 1:49 

$ Overture (Partita) in the French Style in 
B minor, BWV 831
III. Gavotte I – IV. Gavotte II 3:30 

% Partita No. 6 in E minor, BWV 830
IV. Air 1:37 

^ Goldberg Variations, BWV 988 
Variatio 7. A 1 ô vero 2 Clav. al tempo di Giga 1:41 

& Partita No. 6 in E minor, BWV 830
VII. Gigue 5:41 

* French Suite No. 5 in G major, BWV 816 
VII. Gigue 3:42

( Partita No. 2 in C minor, BWV 826
VI. Capriccio 3:37 
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Sarabandes, there are three Courantes, two in the Italian
style, one in the French. Following the Sarabandes, there
are seven galanteries before the Gigue (in this case a set of
three) which customarily ends a suite. The Capriccio which
ends this collection is taken from one of the two instances in
which Bach ends a suite with a different dance.

Throughout, Sonia wrestles with questions raised by the
historically informed performance practice movement. For

this recording, she worked extensively with the
harpsichordist Nicolau de Figueiredo (1960–2016), to whom
this recording is dedicated, as well as harpsichordist and
musicologist Edmundo Hora. The result is a recording that
brings her fresh insight to performing Bach on a modern
grand piano. 

Harold J. Bott Jr

I am indebted to Nicolau de Figueiredo (1960–2016) who inspired me to record Bach. I dedicate this album to his memory
– Sonia Rubinsky



Magna Sequentia I is a unique sequencing of dance movements drawn from Bach’s
keyboard works featuring pieces from the French Suites and the Partitas. Whereas Bach’s
suites typically comprise six to eight movements, Sonia Rubinsky has selected 19, compiled
with a tonal logic that still keeps the structure of a suite. She has chosen several examples
of each of the dance forms used by Bach so one can appreciate the dazzling variety of both
style and mood. Enhanced by her historically informed performance, Magna Sequentia I
offers fresh insights into Bach performance on a modern grand piano. 
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Playing Time
71:08

1 Ouverture from Partita No. 4 6:30
2 Allemande from Partita No. 4 12:34
3 Allemande from Partita No. 6 2:54
4 Corrente from Partita No. 6 4:51
5 Courante from French Suite No. 3 2:09
6 Courante from French Suite No. 4 2:06
7 Aria from Goldberg Variations 4:11
8 Sarabande from Partita No. 6 5:27
9 Menuets I–II from French Suite 

No. 1 3:33
0 Passepied from Partita No. 5 1:51
! Burlesca from Partita No. 3 2:10

@ Bourrée from Keyboard Suite in
E minor 1:08

# Loure from French Suite No. 5 1:49
$ Gavottes I–II from Overture in 

the French Style 3:30
% Air from Partita No. 6 1:37
^ Variatio 7 from Goldberg 

Variations 1:41
& Gigue from Partita No. 6 5:41
* Gigue from French Suite No. 5 3:42
( Capriccio from Partita No. 2 3:37

A detailed track list can be found inside the booklet

Sonia Rubinsky, Piano


	574026f JSBach Magna1 iT.pdf
	574026bk JSBach Magna1 iT.pdf
	574026rr JSBach Magna1 iT.pdf

