Johann Sebastian Bach
For an extended version of these notes , taken from Christoph Wolff’s biography, send me a request: rrussell@ usm.maine.edu
1685, Eisenach    
Born March 21, son of Ambrosius Bach, who was director of the Eisenach town music company.
A "Bach" in 18th c. Germany = a "musician" 

1695, Ohrdruf—Orphaned at age 10, Bach was adopted by his brother, Johann Christoph, his teacher. “The most decisive role in Sebastian’s musical upbringing must be assigned to his elder brother Christoph. Not only did he provide a home for his youngest brother, he furthered Sebastian’s professional musical development during the most formative years of his life. In fact, in the Obituary, Christoph is the only teacher mentioned.” (Wolff, 43)

1700 (age 15) chorister at St. Michael’s School, Lüneburg 
· Sebastian and Georg Erdmann (a schoolmate and traveling companion) became singing scholars for the Mattenchor (Matins-Choir) of Michaeliskirche; Bach possessed an "uncommonly beautiful soprano voice."
· “When Sebastian set out for St. Michael’s School in Lüneburg, his musical preparation was exceptional, comprehensive, and in every respect well rounded.” This included basic training on all the town piper instruments; he played violin and viola regularly, in addition to keyboard.
1703
organist for Arnstadt at the New Church (Sophienkirche) and commanding a good salary
  

· First independent appointment

· During Bach’s time in Arnstadt, municipal and church authorities recorded many complaints about the excessive behavior of undisciplined students. So, after three years, he saw little future for himself at the New Church. 

· 1705/06 – “He undertook a journey, on foot, to Lübeck, in order to listen to the famous organist of St. Mary’s Church there, Dietrich Buxtehude. He tarried there, not without profit, for almost a quarter of a year.
1707 organist for Blasiuskirche (St. Blasius’s Church) in Mülhausen
· 1707 married his distant cousin Maria Barbara. 
· He developed an interest in composing vocal church music, did not find there an interest in "well-regulated church music" (regular cantata performance); stayed only one year.

1708 court organist and Kammermusicus in Weimar 
· The Weimar Court Capelle in 1708 = 12 full-time members

· Duke interested in new techniques; Bach assimilated techniques of Vivaldi. Bach writes that Vivaldi’s works “taught him how to think musically.”   Principles: order, coherence and proportion. 

· “Bach’s adaptation, integration, and command of both modern and traditional compositional approaches represent a systematic attempt at shaping and perfecting his personal musical language and expanding its structural possibilities and expressive powers.”
· Obituary—“The pleasure that His Grace (Duke Ernst August) took in his playing fired him with the desire to try every possible artistry in his treatment of the organ; in Weimar he wrote most of his organ works.”

1717 Kapellmeister & Director of Kammermusik in Cöthen (Prince Leopold) 

· Working for a patron whose musical background and interests were as strong as he could wish for. “This Prince Leopold was a great connoisseur and champion of music; he himself played the violin not badly and sang a good bass.” … “There I had a gracious Prince, who both loved and knew music, and in his service I intended to spend the rest of my life.”

Excellent compensation

· Directed and composed music for an elite professional chamber ensemble, recruited from Berlin

· “After thirteen years of blissful married life with his first wife, the misfortune overtook him, in the year 1720, upon his return to Cöthen from a journey with his Prince to Carlsbad, of finding her dead and buried, although he had left her hale and hearty on his departure. The news that she had been ill and died reached him only when he entered his own house.”  He met Anna Magdalena Wilcke, a singer at the court, and they married in 1721.
1723 Cantor of Thomasschule, Leipzig
· Responsible for the musical education of the pupils at St. Thomas and for the musical supervision of the four principal churches in Leipzig: St. Thomas, St. Nicholas, the New Church, and St. Peter’s) and Director Chori Musici in Leipzig (senior musician of the city, answerable for official musical functions like council elections). Concerted music alternated with Choir I between St. Thomas and St. Nicholas.

· Successor to Kuhnau. Telemann, the first choice, refused the job. Christoph Graupner, the second choice, was not released from court of Darmstadt.

· Bach’s salary was ¼ what it had been, but he received free housing and payments for heat and light as well as the opportunities for other supplemental income, including weddings and funerals.

· Bach trained the choral scholars, taught Latin, composed, and performed. 

· Leipzig = major university city. “An eminent professoriate, a dynamic and forward-looking academic youth, and a literate bourgeoisie advanced the development of the city as an unrivaled center of the book trade and of scientific and general publishing. These activities contributed markedly to Leipzig’s reputation as Germany’s intellectual capital.”
· 90 new church works in first two years there (as well as keyboard music and orchestral suites)

· Five cantata cycles and Passions according to St. John (1724) and St. Matthew (1727)

· The abrupt cessation of new cantatas in early 1725 likely the result of the death of the (anonymous) librettist of the cantatas, Andreas Stubel. Bach composed cantatas only at irregular intervals thereafter.

1750 Bach died on July 28, 1750. He had enjoyed good health and reasonably good fortune by the standards of his profession and time... His unhappy widow and her luckless dependants were to be homeless and poverty-stricken now that the mainspring of their existence and prosperity was gone.
· Bach submitted to two operations on his eyes and was blind at the end of his life. “After the second operation, Bach’s entire physical system fell into disarray, and he was “almost continuously ill” for three months.
· “The Esteemed and Highly Respected Mr. Johann Sebastian Bach, Court Composer to His Royal Majesty in Poland and Serene Electoral Highness in Saxony, as well as Capellmeister to the Prince of Anhalt-Cothen and Cantor in the St. Thomas School, at the Square of St. Thomas’s, peacefully and blissfully departed in God; his dead body was this day, in accordance with Christian usage, committed to the earth.”

· "But the family, after all, broke up with the death of Johann Sebastian, not least through the sordid wrangling over the estate between Maria Barbara's sons and those of Anna Magdalena. The children increasingly lost contact with one another, and what common interests there remained dwindled. The structure of what was once so close a family of musicians had changed radically...For a while the memory of their father proved their sole focal point."
JSB:  “What I have achieved by industry and practice, anyone else with tolerable natural gift and ability can also achieve.”

“NB. With devotional music, God is always present in his grace.” Wolff:  “Music prompted the appearance of the glory of God in the cloud, and the cloud demonstrated God’s presence. Bach picked up the Hebrew notion of the presence of the invisible prompted by a physical phenomenon, the sound of music, but for the Lutheran theologian Bach, the metaphysical presence of God’s grace replaced the visible proof of the physical cloud. Yet the presence of God’s grace was to him no less manifest than the actual sound of music that would bring it about, if it were only devotional and attentive, directed toward one subject. … Most notably, Bach’s compositions, as the exceedingly careful musical elaborations that they are, may epitomize nothing less than the difficult task of finding for himself an argument for the existence of God—perhaps the ultimate goal of his musical science.”  SDG
The Passion According to St. John

passio, n. (Latin)—suffering 
      The Texts




       The Music

Gospel narrative



Chorus = extended choral concertos; Turba = crowd chorus

Poetic commentary



Secco recitative = speech-like song (gospel narrative)


Chorale 




Aria = song

Arioso = song-like (shorter than aria)







Chorale = Lutheran hymn
