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Toccatas

The toccata originated in Italy about a century 
before Bach’s time. The name comes from 
“toccare” meaning “to touch”. Italian composers 
would improvise, or use these to try out a new 
harpsichord or organ. The virtuosic fast runs 
and brilliant cascading passages (with chordal 
accompaniments) also displayed the player’s 
skill. Several were published around 1590. They 
were then developed into a longer form with 
defined sections. A flourish as introduction, 
followed by a fugal section, a slow chordal 
adagio, possibly more of the fugue section with 
embellishments, then finally, a lively gigue. 
Like the heights of extravagance and almost 
overwhelming decorative detail, of the baroque 
architecture of the day, toccatas were similarly 
full of virtuosity and intensity, yet retained 
their improvisational feeling. Bach wrote seven 
toccatas for harpsichord. They are amongst 
his earliest works. His later toccatas for organ, 
followed by a fugue, are magnificent. The most 
famous is the Toccata and Fugue in D minor.

Chromatic Fantasia and 
Fugue    BWV 903

This shows Bach at his most inventive with 
flights of imagination and many flourishes  and 
daring modulation into relatively remote keys. 
There is a dramatic “Recitative” interspersed 
with chords. The Fugue has a chromatic 
subject, and is tightly knit, including light 
episodes. All builds up to grandeur and 
magnificence.

Italian Concerto    BWV 971

Bach wrote the “Concerto in the Italian 
taste” for two manual harpsichord and it 
was published in 1735. It is unusual in that a  
concerto is usually for orchestra contrasting 
with a solo instrument.Bach was influenced 
by the concerti of Vivaldi and Corelli. 
He transfers this idea writing for a single 
keyboard player. The lower keyboard would 
be loud and the upper keyboard softer. He 
marks “forte” and “piano” accordingly. There 
are three movements (fast-slow-fast). The 
outer movements, in the Italian exuberant, 
good humoured spirit flank a slow aria-like 
movement, with a beautiful, rhapsodic melody 
with florid embellishments above a repeating, 
calm and steady bass.
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