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J S Bach interpretations in a mood of relaxed, unperturbed

concentration ... thoughtfully appealing, reliably judged.”
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JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH
(1685-1750)

Six English Suites

BWYV 806-811

The English Suites were probably written
during Bach’s years as Kappellmeister in
Cothen, or even as early as 1715 while he was
still in Weimar — certainly well before the

six French Suites and the six Partitas. It was
customary to write Suites in sets of six. The
original manuscript had been lost, but a copy
was in the possession of Bach’s youngest son,
Johann Christian Bach, then living in England.
The title page included the inscription Faites
pour les Anglois.

The name ‘English’ was not given by J.S.
Bach himself — indeed it in no way refers to
the style of the music. The style is essentially
French, also to a lesser extent Italian.

The Suites may have been dedicated to an
Englishman of some rank, or alternatively to
the French composer Dieupart, who lived in
England for forty years. As the melody of the
Prelude No. 1 of the first Suite, Bach borrowed
a Gigue written by Dieupart, who also wrote
Six Suites pour le Clavecin. Handel also wrote
his first Suite in the key of A major. Bach’s
own Prelude, from the Prelude and Fugue in
A major in Volume 2 of the 48 preludes and
fugues also shows a similarity to the No. 1
Prelude.

The English Suites are unique in that
they begin with a Prelude - generally quite

large-scale, giving the impression of soloist
alternating with orchestra (as Bach does in his
later Italian Concerto.) The Prelude of No. 6
opens with a Rhapsodic Introduction as well.
Bachss later Partitas Nos. 2-6 also begin

with a large-scale opening piece each titled
differently. (Only Partita No. 1 has a short
Praeludium.)

Bach’s French Suites are without Preludes.
Composers who influenced him, such as




Johann Jacob Froberger and Georg Bohm,
wrote suites following the ‘Allemande,
Courante, Sarabande & Gigue’ pattern,
Sequential (binary form), dance movement
structure.

Bach showed an affinity with the
French lutenists who ‘warmed up’ with an
improvisatory unmeasured Prelude preceding
their dance Suites. The Allemandes are of a
serious and discursive nature, with beautiful
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melodic lines with bass in imitation or
supporting the treble.

The Courantes were usually quite short and
of the French type, though The Courante of No
1is followed by a 2™ one, then yet another 2
variants called ‘Doubles’ The final pieces have
intricate semi-quavers and quaver figures often
in the bass for the left hand. These ornamental
dances are very similar to those of Couperin.
The Sarabandes in all suites are very fine in

quality and very expressive, yet they still
suggest the slow triple-time dance with the
emphasis on the 2" beat.

Sarabandes of Nos 2, 3 and 6 are not
only magnificent, but are followed by
decorative variations. The repeat of the
two sections allows for the player to add
more ornaments, such as mordents, double
mordents, turns and trills. Each English
Suite had six movements, as between the
Sarabande and Gigue, Bach placed a pair of
Gavottes (Nos. 3 and 6). Bourrées in Nos 1
& 2, Minuets in Nos 2 & 4 and Passepieds
(en Rondeau) in No. 5. The 2" dance of
each pair is in the relative major or minor
key. These are delightfully playful little
dances.

The Gigues were in lively compound
duple or quadruple time (6/8 or 12/8)
with rollicking flowing rhythm. The most
original is the final No. 6 Gigue with its
fiendishly difficult trills, between semi-
quaver triplets — dramatic and rivetingly
exciting. This final piece brings the whole of
the English Suites to a great end.

In the mid 1720s after Bach was settled
as Cantor of St. Thomas’, Bach composed
fewer Cantatas. At last he had time to
sort out all his keyboard works with a
view to publishing them, yet only the Six
Partitas were published by Bach himself. His
great Four-Volume collection Clavier-Ubung,
was widely disseminated after his death in
1750. It included all the massive organ pieces,
concluding with the Goldberg Variations
BVW 988. Bach’s intention was to provide a
comprehensive survey of keyboard style.
Judith Lambden
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Judith has given many recitals in England,
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Europe. She broadcast for the BBC and Radio
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