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Chapter 1: Background 

During his years in Leipzig, J. S Bach produced a large amount of musical works, 

including Clavier-Übung — a set of keyboard compositions in four volumes. Clavier-Übung part 

1 was published in 1731, containing 6 keyboard partitas, including the keyboard partita No. 2 in 

C Minor BWV826. The other three volumes of Clavier-Übung were published separately in later 

years with some of his most important keyboard compositions: The Italian Concerto BWV 971 

and French Overture BWV 831 in part 2, the German Organ Mass which is a collection of organ 

compositions in part 3, and the Goldberg Variations BWV 988 in part 4. Among the four volumes 

of Clavier-Übung, part 1 has the most surviving prints and manuscripts. It is also the first work 

Bach himself intended for publication unlike his previous manuscripts which were copied and 

shared among students and colleagues.1  

The Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor was written in 1727, a few years before it was 

published along with the other five partitas in Clavier-Übung part 1. Johann Kuhnau, Bach’s 

predecessor in Leipzig wrote two volumes of partitas entitled “Neue Clavier-Übung” at the end of 

17th century. They were later reprinted in the 1720s and are possibly the inspiration for Bach 

naming his Clavier-Übung.2 

Partita is a name originally used as for solo instrumental music. It is later used as the 

equivalent of suites which represent a collection of dance music by 17th and 18th century 

composers. The earliest surviving print of dance suite music is from Jacques Chambonnières, a 

17th century French composer.3 His contemporaries and later generations of composers followed 

the trend and contributed a great number of dance suites. Starting from the 1690s, sales of 

ceremonial type music were starting to be overtaken by smaller scale chamber and solo keyboard 

 

1 Talle, Andrew.  J. S. Bach's Keyboard Partitas and their Early Audience. Ph. D., (Harvard University, 
2003), 17. 
2 Ibid., 38. 
3 Ibid., 24. 
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music.4 The popularity of dance suites reaches its maximum in Bach’s time, and dance suites 

became popular throughout the continent, including Germany. The early dance suites, such as the 

ones written by Jacques Chambonnières normally have an Allemande, one or more Courantes, a 

Sarabande, and sometimes a gigue. These dance suites generally share an international style: the 

German Allemande, the French Courante and the Italian Corrente, the French Sarabande 

originating in Spain, and the English Gigue. Several optional dances are later added into the 

recipe which also come from different regions in the continent: a prelude at the very beginning, 

while with one or two dances including Pavane, Gavotte, Bourrée, Minuet and Passepied in the 

middle of the suite. 

When Bach was born in 1685, Germany was recovering from the destructive 

consequences of the Thirty Years’ War. France, meanwhile, under the reign of Louis XIV who is 

famous for his enthusiasm and taste in arts, enjoys a period of time which features a highly 

prosperous and influential culture. The land of Germany during that period is under heavy 

influence from France in terms of arts, music, and culture. The French dancing master serves as a 

great example of this French culture output phenomenon, representing the symbolic French court 

dance as part of the culture. Major cities in Germany usually hire some French dancing masters 

who teach the court etiquette such as how to properly greet and bow in front of nobles, and the 

techniques of French court dance.5 One of the famous French dancing masters, Jean Baptiste, was 

a good friend of Bach. Also, during that time 1700-02 Bach was studying at the Michaelisschule 

in Lüneburg and he had an aristocrat roommate who went to the Ritterakademie which was 

considered a center of French culture.6 Bach would have encountered French culture and 

language from his roommate as a young man. It is apparent that the French culture has a 

 

4 Ibid. 
5 Little, Meredith, and Natalie Jenne. Dance and the Music of J.S. Bach. Expanded ed. (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2001), 9. 
6 Ibid., 3. 
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significant impact on Bach’s musical world. Many of the dances in Bach’s dance suites are 

written in a style that aligns with French taste, with a sense of majesty and nobility. Half of the 

movements in his Keyboard Partita No. 2 are associated with the French style: the Sinfonia with 

the French overture section, the Courante and Sarabande which are linked to their corresponding 

court dances then are favored by the French nobility, especially their king Louis XIV.  

Among other dance suites composed in the first half of the 18th century, the combination 

of dances in Keyboard Partita No. 2 provide variety from the standard formula. Unlike most other 

dance suites starting with a prelude, it starts with a Sinfonia which has the grand French overture 

at the opening. It is in a way similar to the orchestral sinfonia used in the opening of an opera. 

The Sinfonia in this partita is constructed with three sections, while each of the section has its 

own tempo marking in the order of increasing speed. Between the Sarabande and the last 

movement of a suite, one or two optional dances such as Gavotte, Minuet, Passepied and Bourrée 

are usually placed. However, the dance at this position in this suite, which is the 5th movement 

with the title Rondeaux, is actually not a dance. Rondeau is rarely seen in Bach’s dance suites. 

The only other Rondeau is in his orchestral suite No. 2 BWV 1067.  The last movement, 

Capriccio, replaces the Gigue from the normal form of a dance suite. It has a solid three-voice 

texture in fugal style. Compared to a Gigue, the Capriccio provides a more passionate, dramatic, 

and powerful ending for the suite. 

Although J. S. Bach did not write any treatise on his music philosophy or performance 

instructions, his contemporary François Couperin, and his son C. P. E. Bach created some 

significant and influential theoretical works. Considering the general international style and 

composers influencing each other in Europe at Bach’s time, these treatises would provide hints on 

J. S. Bach’s performance style. Bach had a private library that contained a wide variety of scores 

from the past, and from different countries, including some of Couperin’s works which Bach 

esteemed. In 1716, Couperin published the first edition of his “The Art of playing the 

Harpsichord”. This pedagogical treatise covers subjects from early training methods to fingerings 
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and ornamentations. Many of his comments provide useful directions on what would be 

considered good taste and fitting style in terms of playing the harpsichord. C. P. E. Bach’s “Essay 

on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments”, although published in 1753 for the first part, 

after J. S. Bach’s death, provides some valuable comments from revealing how he thought about 

his father in terms of his musical taste and performance style. The treatise itself is significant as 

instruction for keyboard players in the second half of the 18th century. Beethoven asked Czerny 

to read through this work of C. P. E. Bach before coming to his first lesson.7 It also tells about the 

shifting development of fingering, ornamentation and performance style on harpsichord and later 

keyboard instruments between the few decades from Couperin’s time to C. P. E. Bach’s. It is 

helpful to make stylistic analyses of J. S. Bach’s works based on these two different treatises as 

both of them were highly esteemed in the 18th century. 

	

 

7 Bach, Carl Philipp Emanuel, and William J Mitchell. Essay On the True Art of Playing Keyboard 
Instruments. [1st ed.] (New York: W. W. Norton, 1949), 2. 
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Chapter 2: Sinfonia 

Sinfonia is a term in Italian which normally refers to an instrumental piece serving as an 

overture or a prelude to a larger work, such as an opera, cantata or suite in 17th and 18th century.1 

J. S. Bach himself composed a collection of 15 sinfonias BWV 787-801, some small scale three-

part contrapuntal keyboard pieces which are paired with another collection — 15 two-part 

inventions BWV 772-786. The sinfonia in the C Minor Keyboard Partita (No. 2) serves more as 

an overture or a prelude in this case. This sinfonia has a structure of three sections without pause. 

Each of these sections has its own tempo: grave adagio, andante and allegro. Due to the 

accelerating tempo of the three different sections, which is similar to a mini symphony, it is a 

relatively independent movement compared to a prelude. 

 The first section, grave adagio, in this sinfonia is a French overture with constant dotted 

rhythm. This constant dotted rhythm raises diversity in interpretation of its rhythm, specifically 

for those sixteenth notes attached to the pair of a dotted sixteenth note plus a thirty-second note, 

shown in example 2.1. It is natural to play this overture precisely according to the score. Pianists 

such as Martha Argerich and Glenn Gould played exactly what is written in the score. However, 

if we dig into the notation tradition and custom back in the early 18th century, we can find traces 

where omission in notation for certain rhythms is common. Just like Baroque and Renaissance 

composers usually leave some space for performers to add ornamentation to the music according 

to their taste, notation in this time is far less strict and precise compared to the notation systems 

we know in later periods. In “the Art of Playing the Harpsichord”, Couperin complained about 

the notation in France as inaccurate and confusing compared to Italy:  

 

1 Fisher, Stephen C. "Sinfonia." Grove Music Online. 2002. 
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The fact is we write our thing differently from the way in which we execute it… 
For instance, we dot several consecutive quavers in diatonic succession, and yet 
we write them as equal.2  
 

A French overture features the continuous dotted rhythm. The sixteenth notes in discussion are 

considered to be played as thirty-second notes by some musicians and scholars so they match the 

following dotted rhythm with dotted sixteenth note and thirty-second note, shown in example 2.2. 

Another reason for this interpretation is the rest before the sixteenth notes in discussion. In order 

to notate the thirty-second notes attached to the pairs of notes with dotted rhythm, the sixteenth 

rest need to be replaced by dotted thirty-second rests. In the early 18th century, dotted rests are 

rarely indicated in the score, and it is reasonable to think that composers like Bach would assume 

performers were able to comprehend his true intent. This interpretation opens up an option for 

performers today and provides a true sense of the majestic French overture. Pianists like András 

Schiff chooses to play this sinfonia opening section with this interpretation.  

 

 

 

Example 2.1. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Sinfonia m. 1. As 
printed(top) and as realized with dotted rest (bottom).  

 

2 Couperin, François, L'art De Toucher Le Clavecin: Die Kunst Das Clavecin Zu Spielen. The Art of 
Playing the Harpsichord. (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1933), 23. 
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 Style brisé, translated as “broken style”, is a term used to denote the use of a broken, 

arpeggiated texture in music for plucked stringed instruments.3 It is a technique borrowed from 

lute playing and well applied into harpsichord technique. The overture section of sinfonia has 

numerous chords played by both hands, including the one at the very beginning. These chords are 

normally played in arpeggiated texture on a harpsichord to intensify the musical character and 

utilize the best sound effect from the instrument. The piano sound compared to harpsichord is 

more rounded and less direct, which gives a diminishing result for this style of playing compared 

to harpsichord, but it is still recommended to play with the broken style on a piano. Due to the 

character of this overture which is serious and grand, it is best to roll all or some of the chords, or 

at least the left-hand part of the chord. The arpeggiated chords should be played in a tight fashion, 

with relatively fast speed while each of the note should be even, so that it retains the elegant and 

noble gestures from a good French court dancer. The ideal posture of a French court dancer is 

portrayed in figure 2.1, which is considered a kind of coolness in the 17th and 18th century. 

 

3 Ledbetter, David. "Style brisé." Grove Music Online. 2001. 
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Figure 2.1. "Une Dame de Ia Cour de Pelee," watercolor on parchment. Courtesy Musee 
Carnavalet, Paris.4  

 

 The adagio which is the second section of the sinfonia is full of elegance. It has a two-

part texture with a highly decorated and melodic top voice, mostly sixteenth and thirty-second 

notes, and an accompanying bass that mainly consists of eighth notes, occasionally decorated by 

rapid scales running up. For those consecutive eighth notes in the bass, it would have been boring 

and distasteful to play them entirely in legato or the opposite on both harpsichord and piano. For 

 

4 Little, Meredith, and Natalie Jenne. Dance and the Music of J.S. Bach. Expanded ed. (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2001), 8. 
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harpsichord playing, due to the lack of dynamic diversity unlike piano, some techniques which 

are unique to this type instruments are applied to present strong and weak notes, or we could say 

faking the dynamics. In order to make a note sound strong, a rest needs to be made between the 

fortified note and the one before it. The duration of the first note should be shortened to better 

bring out the ideal effect. Depending on the situation, the strong note is sometimes slightly 

delayed. This technique is described in Couperin’s treaties, where he named the weak note 

“Aspiration” and the strong note “Suspension”. In the description of this harpsichord technique 

with the two invented new names, Couperin wrote: 

The Aspiration (a quasi-staccato, i.e., a note with a breathing space after it) and 
the Suspension, (breath before the note, thus slightly retarding it) … In the regard 
to the expressive effect of the Aspiration, the note over which it is placed must be 
detached less abruptly in passages which are tender and slow than in those which 
are light and quick. As for the Suspension, it is hardly employed at all except in 
slow and tender pieces. The duration of the rest which precedes the note over 
which it is marked must be left to the taste of the executant.5  
 

This technique makes grouping essential. For passages like the bass in the andante with 

continuous eighth notes, it will better suit the style to group several passing notes within the same 

harmony, and single out the ones that are more special and important. For example, in m. 12, the 

8 eighth notes in the left hand can be grouped into 3, 1, 3, 1, shown in example 2.2, because the 

two groups containing three notes each belongs to the same harmonies with a rising gesture, 

while the two groups containing a single note each has a huge leap downward from the previous 

note. The top voice in the same passage with the two tied notes signaling temporally stops also 

contributes to the grouping factors that divide them into a similar grouping to the bass. Both of 

the tied notes, E-flat and C, create a syncopated rhythmic figure which require a slight rest before 

them. At beat 2 between the C and E-flat, as well as beat 4 between C and D, it should be divided 

so that it is aligned with bass grouping, reinforcing the dramatic leaping from the bass. 

 

5 Couperin, François, L'art De Toucher Le Clavecin: Die Kunst Das Clavecin Zu Spielen. The Art of 
Playing the Harpsichord. (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1933), 14-15. 



10 

 

 

 

Example 2.2. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Sinfonia m. 12. As 
printed(top) and as realized with grouping (bottom).  

 

For piano playing, although the technique applied on the harpsichord is unnecessary since 

it is natural to leverage a certain number of dynamic changes with the instrument itself. If we 

want certain notes to be stronger, well, technically we simply need to strike harder and faster. 

However, if we want to achieve the better result with a natural sense of phrasing, it is essential to 

utilize the weight and motion of our hands, especially when playing a group of consecutive notes. 

For example, we can loosen up our forearms to make a slight dropdown motion, transferring the 

weight of our palms, or along with part of the forearms onto the keyboard to create louder sound. 

Lifting up the hands, which means reducing the weight applied onto the keyboard, can easily 

make a softer sound. Horizontal motions of the hands can easily create natural shapes for a group 

of notes while combining the vertical motions mentioned above to shift weights between 

consecutive notes. With this ability to control dynamic difference for each note on the piano, it 

gives room for more legato playing. However, the idea of grouping still provides value as it 

makes certain gestures more accurate and vivid, such as the one with rise and fall mentioned in 

m. 12. This grouping also helps with piano playing if we take the hand motion into consideration, 
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such as having one directional motion playing an entire group of notes. Compared to harpsichord 

playing, the duration of gaps or rests applied in between different groups on the piano needs to be 

reduced due to the added layer of dynamic differences, otherwise it will sound too much of 

exaggerations and spoil the elegance of the music.  

 The top voice of the andante section has an abundant amount of fast running notes, 

mostly in scales with occasional turns. Compared to the bass which apparently provides support 

and structural stability, the top voice has a certain amount of freedom to elaborate its melodic 

presence, more so on the harpsichord. Without the physical control of different dynamics on the 

harpsichord, some degrees of push and pull rubato is proven to be necessary in performance along 

with the technique of “Aspiration” and “Suspension” which create rests. Take m. 12 as an 

example again, notes like the E-flat on the second half of the second beat and the D on the second 

half of the fourth beat can be pulled which means extended at the price of making the three notes 

that come after accelerating, in other words, pushing these notes. Even with lots of rubato 

happening in the top voice, it is paramount to align with the bass so that the structure of the music 

does not collapse and negatively interfere with the flow. It is good for the top voice to incorporate 

with the bass eighth notes to emphasize certain notes together, thus the E-flat and D mentioned 

above as the corresponding bass eighth notes are singled out in grouping. For piano playing, 

rubato is no doubt necessary, but it should be minimized compared to harpsichord playing. 

Without the dynamic control, those fast-running notes with exact same volume played on a 

harpsichord would sound appropriate and tasteful with even an extreme amount of rubato. But 

with the ability to shape different groups and phrases with a sensitive control of different 

dynamics on a piano, it would be too much if the same amount of rubato is applied. It would be 

ideal to have the same tendency and direction of rubato on piano playing compared to 

harpsichord, but being reduced to a degree that is almost imperceptible.  

 The only passage in the andante section of this Sinfonia that could be applied with 

extended and obvious rubato is at the ending, mm. 28–29, which draws similarities from a 
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cadenza with its improvising and theatrical style. This passage has a minimum amount of left-

hand bass interference which gives space to the right-hand texture for the utmost level of freedom 

and rubato. The musical characteristic in this passage changes as well, from a casual and elegant 

mood proceeding to a more dramatic and exciting atmosphere. It serves as a bridge between the 

andante section to the allegro section in the aspect of emotions and tempi.  

 The allegro, which is the final section in this Sinfonia presents a distinct style and texture 

compared to the grave adagio and andante. It escalates the excitement from the bridge passage at 

the end of the andante and carries on its rapid and passionate musical character. It is still in two-

part texture, but it is highly contrapuntal unlike the andante, and can be related as a fugue. 

Because of the nature of contrapuntal texture and this fast tempo, it gives smaller space for rubato 

playing in this section. Proper grouping for the fast running sixteenth notes is more essential and 

effective in order to represent a meaningful and natural performance in good taste. With the 

ability to bring out crescendo or diminuendo on a piano, playing those sixteenth notes with a 

similar articulation might be acceptable along with appropriate shaping. With a harpsichord on 

the other hand, is entirely different. For playing a group of consecutive fast notes on a 

harpsichord, it is common practice to separate them into consecutive groups, each group 

containing two or three notes, while making one strong and the rest weak. Normally the one on 

the downbeat or with higher rhythmic importance takes priority to become the strong note. Due to 

the light-weight touch of the harpsichord keyboard, it is possible and generally preferred to have 

only two or three fingers play a short scale, depending on the grouping, so that the strong notes 

can be held for longer while the last note of the group, which is considered weak, could be left 

early (naturally thanks to the hand motion forced by this type of fingering). It creates a gap which 

makes the coming strong note more prominent as well. Take the countersubject in the right-hand 

part as example, which is m. 33, the second half of the measure has 6 descending sixteenth notes 

from B-flat to D, a C natural minor scale without the key of C if we ignore the ones outside of the 

aforementioned range. For these 6 notes, it is plausible to use the fingering 3 2 3 2 3 2 to create a 
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purposefully uneven effect by suspending the strong notes and shortening the weak notes, shown 

in example 2.3. This fingering also changes the rhythm slightly, close to three pairs of dotted 

rhythms which fit the performance style Couperin mentioned in his treatise which we discussed 

earlier. However, this technique does not really work on the piano. The amount of unevenness 

created by this rapidly shifting motion, especially the downward force by with the weight of the 

hand, would make it distastefully crooked, and breaks the flow awkwardly. It is more reasonable 

to utilize the strength of the instrument since piano and harpsichord are very different. Using 4 3 

2 1 3 2 for those 6 notes as we normally would use when playing a descending C natural minor 

scale is more appropriate in this case. Due to the fact that the sound created from piano strings is 

much more sustaining, it is better to make the articulation for this kind of fast running notes short 

and clean, rather than over holding some of them like on the harpsichord.  

 

 

Example 2.3. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Sinfonia m. 33. As 
printed(top) and as realized with grouping and fingering(bottom).  
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Chapter 3: Allemande 

Around the mid-16th century, a new German dance appeared in Nuremberg and soon 

spread to other lands.1 It has different names in each country throughout different periods of time, 

and each of them is a slight variant to the original one. During the renaissance period, it was 

called Deutscher Tanz in Germany, Almande in France and the low countries, Balletto Tedesco in 

Italy, and Almain in England2. The dance in this period was generally in duple meter, with a 

melody in the top voice with homophonic texture, and three other voices underneath as harmony. 

A triple meter variation usually comes afterwards.3 It was a popular social dance with multiple 

couples, dancing forward or backward, 3 steps and 1 grève or coup de pied without leap. Grève or 

coup de pied occurs when the dancer raises one foot in front of him, as if he wants to kick 

someone.4 From the first half of 17th century as the Baroque era takes over the renaissance, this 

Deutcher Tanz and Almande along with other branches from different countries gradually fell out 

of fashion. It is instead referred as Allemande in both Germany and France, and has become 

purely an instrumental composition, or vocal music depending on the region, rather than a 

functional social dance.5 While some of the musical traits were inherited from the variants of the 

German dance, others like four-voice chordal structure with a top voice melody had become more 

contrapuntal, highlighting individual voices with sequence, motivic structure, and patterned 

rhythm. The triple meter dance that normally comes after had disappeared as well. The changes 

were first made in England, and then interestingly spread to north Germany. 

 Keyboard Allemande has taken an independent route for its development seperate from 

Allemande for chamber or orchestral ensemble and becomes a regular movement and keyboard 

 

1 Hudson, Richard, The Allemande, the Balletto, and the Tanz. (Cambridge [Cambridgeshire]: Cambridge 
University Press, 1986), 3. 
2 Ibid., x. 
3 Ibid., 49. 
4 Ibid., 55. 
5 Ibid., 147. 



15 

 

dance suite.6 Unlike the latter which takes much of influence from the Italy, Allemande for 

keyboard in Germany shares similar traits with those in France. Under the influence of style brisé, 

the broken style from lute playing, Allemande in the Baroque era generally has flows of 

unmelodic sixteenth-note texture with irregularity in phrase structure, shifting listener’s focus 

from the melody to rhythmic figures.7 It is normally in binary form, with repeats in each section. 

The first section usually ends on the dominant in major keys, while in minor keys it ends on 

dominant or mediant. The second section continues from the previous tonality and returns to the 

tonic at the end. 

 Thanks to the large collection of scores from the past and the current time in his personal 

library, Bach is evidently aware of the different traits and styles Allemande presents throughout 

its long development in history. Among the Allemandes he had written, several styles could be 

categorized. Some of them have unthematic and unmelodic textures with much of the broken 

style as mentioned above. Some of the others has a highly ornamented melody on the top, 

accompanied by longer notes underneath in several voices.8 The Allemande in his Keyboard 

Partita No. 2 in C minor belongs to a different category from above, which is close to a two-part 

invention with the exception of 6 bars containing an added voice. Both hands have equal thematic 

material that is filled with imitations. It is in an expected formal structure as an Allemande, which 

has two repeated sections with equal length. The tonality goes from tonic to dominant in the first 

half, and from dominant to tonic in the second half.  

 This Allemande, for the most part is in a slow and steady pacing, and thus requires proper 

legato playing. Over legato is a technique widely used on a harpsichord by holding down a group 

of keys from a portion of a pattern and releasing them all at once before the next group of notes. 

It functions similarly to the pedal of the piano, so it could also be called finger pedal. Take the 

 

6 Ibid., 178. 
7 Ibid., 151. 
8 Ibid., 197. 
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opening for example: the 3 notes in the pick-up can be grouped together and held down until the 

first note of m. 1. The next 5 notes can be divided into the grouping of 2 and 3 and played with 

over legato as well. These 8 notes in the top voice of the opening create a pattern of a sequence 

that descends by a minor third, repeated twice. The bass repeats the same theme partially but a 

half measure later. Same grouping and techniques could be applied to the left hand. Although the 

eight-note pattern in the opening is divided into 3 different groups, played with over legato, there 

should be no gap in between otherwise it would stop the flow of the phrase. This kind of 

minimum maneuver of grouping in smaller pattern makes it possible to take breaths between 

larger scale phrases or take time on some important moments with special cadences or harmonic 

changes without dragging down the music, while still adding enough direction and shape to make 

it musical. 

 The Allemande was considered an ancient dance in Bach’s time as it had a long history of 

development for close to 200 years. It gives a solemn musical impression with its unique musical 

characteristics, such as duple meter combined with unmelodic pattern and irregular phrasing 

structures. In order to preserve the solemn quality of the Allemande, it should be played with 

limited rubato and rhythmic exaggeration, more so while playing on a piano. Being able to create 

shapes with dynamic management on a piano makes it more effective to achieve the ideal result 

of musical playing with less rubato. If same degree of rubato from harpsichord playing is applied 

to the piano, added with the sensitive shaping maneuverability on the newer instrument, it would 

most likely sound overly dramatic and exaggerated, as if the pianist is drunk. Over legato is 

mostly unnecessary on a piano because the piano sound does not decay as fast compared to a 

harpsichord. Having over legato on a piano will create too many dissonances or unexpected 

thickness which leads to disturbance in phrases and is uncomfortable for the ears. 

 An added middle voice appears in mm. 5–10 in this Allemande for a total of 6 measures. 

A fragment from the opening pattern in the top voice is used in the beginning of this added 

middle voice. This middle voice gradually becomes more fragmented in mm. 7–8 and later turns 
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into harmonic filler in mm. 9–10. It is worth mentioning that 4 trills tied to the previous eighth 

note in mm. 9–10 need to be treated carefully. According to Couperin’s treatise, trills should start 

from the upper note. In the case of the first trill in m. 9, this trill on the C should start with D and 

then go to C and repeat for at least once. Considering the tempo and the value of the eighth note, 

playing three pairs of D and C is reasonable and realistic. However, since the C is tied to its 

previous note D, and the starting note of the trill is D which is exactly the same note as the D on 

the downbeat, these two Ds should be tied as well. The actual trill should be played before beat 

two, while having the last note from the trill which is C played exactly on beat two, same as the 

demonstration from Couperin’s treatise. The second note of the bass which is G lining up with the 

trill should be played first, aligned with the tied D being held down so that it distinguished itself 

from having a mordent placed on the D on the downbeat. Below are the comparisons between the 

notation and execution of this measure along with an example Couperin demonstrated in his 

treatise specifically for this type of trill.    

 
Example 3.1. Explanation in ornaments by François Couperin. The upper music line shows 

the notation, that below the execution. 9 

 

 
 

Example 3.2. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Allemande m. 9. As 
printed(left) and as realized with written out ornament(right).  

 

9 Couperin, François, L'art De Toucher Le Clavecin: Die Kunst Das Clavecin Zu Spielen. The Art 
of Playing the Harpsichord. (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1933), 35. 
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Chapter 4: Courante 

There are two distinct branches of Courante in the Renaissance and Baroque era: the 

French Courante and the Italian Corrente. The Italian Corrente is generally a fast-paced triple 

meter dance, usually in 3/4 or 3/8, while having a virtuoso playing style with simple texture and 

phrase structure. Corrente as a dance appeared earlier than the one as a movement in a keyboard 

dance suite. The Corrente was a court dance in the early 17th century, having fixed and 

improvised step patterns. Dancers were described as running rather than walking, moving 

sideways in zigzag fashion instead of forward and backward as in Allemande.1 J. S. Bach wrote 

both the Italian Corrente and the French Courante in his keyboard dance suites, with the number 

of Courantes being significantly larger compared to the Correntes.  

 Courante as a dance was already flourishing in early 17th century across France and 

England. Its popularity gradually decreased afterwards but was brought back by Louis XIV in the 

second half of the century. Louis XIV himself was an excellent and admirable dancer of the 

Courante and he would normally start with a Courante in his court balls. According to Rameau, 

Louis XIV had been practicing this dance for twenty years. He was described as having unusual 

grace and dancing the Courante better than anyone in his court.2 This dance moves in a very slow 

tempo in 3/2 meter. It has two types of step unit which are unique to Courante. The shorter step 

unit is called tems de courante, containing a plié, a bending of the knees, and then a élevé, rising 

on the downbeat and lastly a curved slide from the non-weight bearing foot on the second beat of 

the measure. The longer step unit is pas de courante, which contains a demi-coupé, which is 

consist of a plié and a élevé, and a coupé, a demi-coupé onto one foot and a slide on the other. 

According to Gottfried Taubert, a German dance master in the Baroque era, in one form of 

 

1 Little, Meredith Ellis, and Suzanne G. Cusick. "Courante." Grove Music Online. 2001. 
2 Little, Meredith, and Natalie Jenne. Dance and the Music of J.S. Bach. Expanded ed. (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2001), 115. 
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Courante, the gentleman holds the lady’s left hand throughout the dance. They begin at the foot of 

the hall, move up the hall, turn widely leftward, and come back, forming an oval and an ellipse. 

The step of Courante creates a mood of gravity and dignity, which serves well as an opening 

dance of formal court balls.3  

 The French Courante is much different from the Italian Corrente. The earliest traceable 

Courantes are lute music. Some of them have similar a style to the Italian Corrente while some of 

the others started developing a new approach with contrapuntal texture and heavy ornamentations 

which were inherited by the later Courante. A few traits were used to describe the Courante: 

serious and solemn, grand and noble, majestic and earnest.4 It is a common movement in dance 

suite since the 1620s or 1630s, usually placed after Allemande and before Sarabande. Courante 

was soon favored by Composers before Bach such as Rameau and Chambonnières. Their 

Courantes showcase the complexity and ambiguity of rhythm such as hemiola, and highly 

ornamented contrapuntal texture in slow triple meter. Courantes in general emphasizes beat one 

and beat three, because of the dance step units which cross the barlines and the sliding steps on 

the second beat. 

 Bach’s Courantes, compared to those of his predecessors, have less ambiguity in rhythm 

and are more straight-forward in phrase structure. There are hemiola shifting from triple meter to 

duple meter in some of his Courantes, but the one in his Keyboard Partita No. 2 has only two 

measures containing hemiola, both of which are at the end of each section. This Courante is in 

binary form just like most of the Courantes in the Baroque era dance suites, while each of the 

sections has the same length of 12 measures with repeats. Similar to the tonal structure in 

Allemande, this Courante progresses to the dominant at the end of the first section as well and 

continues from the dominant in the second half and returns to the tonic at the end. It has a three-

 

3 Little, Meredith, and Natalie Jenne. Dance and the Music of J.S. Bach. Expanded ed. (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 2001), 116. 
4 Ibid., 114-5. 
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part contrapuntal texture most of the time, while having an added voice occasionally, usually in 

beat 3 to beat 1 crossing the bar lines. Among all these two beat long phrases in this Courante, the 

majority of them could be categorized into two types of motivic structures which provide 

rhythmic stability, while the rest contribute to rhythmic and phrase structure ambiguity. The first 

type features a pair of repeated notes with dotted rhythm on a dissonance during the third beat, 

then steps down and resolves on the first beat that follows across the bar line, such as the mm. 1–

2 and mm. 2–3 shown in example 4.1. This combination provides an obvious stopping point on 

the third beat while also creating attention on the first beat, which vividly simulates the lifting 

steps on both of the third and first beat in the dance.  

 

 

Example 4.1. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Courante mm. 1–2(top), 
mm.2–3(bottom) with type one motivic structures marked in red. 

The second type contains the added alto voice which starts with the scale degree vii on 

the third beat, resolving to the tonic on the first beat across the bar line, along with a bass line that 

goes from dominant which is a descending eighth, and goes up to tonic from the third beat to the 

next first beat. This cadential type of phrases, such as mm. 5–6 and mm. 11–12, shown in 

example 4.2, establishes the tonal stability and creates gravity on the first beat and the attention 

on the third. Both of these two types of combinations are more commonly found in the first half 

of the Courante, while the second half has more variants of the combinations. Those variants 
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include unexpected rhythmic figures such as the suspended G on the top voice in mm. 17–18, and 

unexpected harmonic progressions like the G to F in mm. 13–14 instead of E-flat to D. The 

second half of this Courante has a variation quality and is in general more unpredictable 

compared to the first half.  

 

 

Example 4.2. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Courante mm. 5–6(top), 
mm. 11–12(bottom), with type two motivic structures marked in red. 

 With the gravity and attention created from the third beat to the followed down beat in 

the Courante, it is natural to emphasize them during the performance. It is best to take enough gap 

and time on the harpsichord for the down beat, sometimes the third beat as well depending on its 

rhythmic and harmonic importance, especially for the passages containing the two types of 

motivic structures mentioned above. It needs a similar approach playing on the piano, but with 

slightly smaller gaps while emphasizing those beats because the lyrical nature of the piano sound 

compared to the harpsichord would be affected more by making gaps in between. It would lose 

the noble and majestic qualities if the gaps are large enough to create a hiccup. Multiple chords 

are written in the Courante, all of which are on the downbeat or the third beat. These chords 

should be played in the broken style on both instruments as it better simulates the lifting steps in 

the dance. 
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Chapter 5: Sarabande 

Sarabande has a long yet interesting development from its origin in Spain all the way to France 

and Germany. The spelling for Sarabande is commonly used in France and Germany, but it’s 

called Zarabanda in Spain, Sarabanda in Italy, and Saraband in England. As early as mid-16th 

century, references of Zarabanda were found in a poem from Latin America. However, Zarabanda 

was later banned by the Spanish government in 1583 for its extraordinary obscenity.1 Even after 

more than a hundred years, the French version of this dance which is Sarabande was still 

described as amorous and lascivious In French scholar Antonie Furetière’s Dictionaire Universel 

published in 1690:  

A musical composition, a dance in triple meter and which usually finishes with a 
raised hand when beating time, in contrast to the Courante, which ends with a 
lowered hand. . . It is usually danced to the sound of the guitar or castanets. Its 
movement is gay and amorous. . . The sarabande employs lascivious postures and 
gestures.2 
 

Somehow Zarabanda was becoming more popular in around 1580 to 1610 as many of the literary 

references were found during those years. The dance was accompanied by guitars, castanets, and 

perhaps other percussion instruments, and by a text with a refrain. Zarabanda was brought to Italy 

as part of the guitar repertoire in the early 17th century, and later spread to France. In Michael 

Praetorius’ Terpsichore, Musarum Aoniarum which is a compendium of over 300 instrumental 

dances published in 1612, examples of two types of French Sarabande could be found: one with 

repeated sections like most French Baroque dances, while the other is non-sectional. These 

Sarabandes are in triple meter with frequent and constant hemiola, while generally in I IV I V 

harmonic progression. 

 

1 Hudson, Richard, and Meredith Ellis Little. "Sarabande." Grove Music Online. 2001. 
2 Patricia Ranum, Audible rhetoric and mute rhetoric: the 17th-century French sarabande, (Early Music, 
Volume 14, Issue 1, February 1986), 22. 
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Very much like the Courante, Sarabande was soon altered by the French into a slow 

dance with serious affects while retaining some of its unique qualities. The amorous movement 

and lascivious postures and gestures mentioned in the dictionary were not entirely cut off in 

Sarabande as a court dance. Instead, these characteristics are in a way reduced but retained 

through a different manner, by being passionate, expressive, and tender. A description of 

Sarabande danced by a male dancer made by François Pomey in his Le Dictionnaire Royal 

Augrnente written in 1671, translated by Patricia Ranum, vividly portrays the dance with the 

characteristics mentioned: 

. . . He would express anger and spite with an impetuous and turbulent rhythmic 
unit, and then, evoking a sweeter passion by more moderate motions, he would 
sigh, swoon, let his eyes wander languidly, and certain sinuous movements of the 
arms and body, nonchalant, disjointed, and passionate, made him appear so 
admirable and so charming that throughout this enchanting dance he won as 
many hearts as he attracted spectators.3 
 

 Not only in France but also in Germany, Sarabande as a common movement in dance 

suite is usually a slow triple meter dance in binary form, both sections with repeat. It has simple 

phrase structure such as 4 + 4 or 8 + 8 and anticipated rhymes. Compared to other dances, the 

harmonic gesture of Sarabande is relatively stable as the harmonies mainly change on the beat. It 

features a dotted rhythm on the second and the third beat with expectation of accenting the second 

beat by shortening the note before, as shown in example 5.1. It normally starts on the downbeat, 

but an upbeat is rare.  

 

Example 5.1. Typical dotted rhythm in Sarabande.  

 

3 Ibid., 35. 
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 J. S. Bach wrote more Sarabandes than any other dances. In all of his major keyboard 

dance suites, such as the French suites, the English suites and the 6 keyboard partitas, a 

Sarabande can be found in every one of them. The Sarabande in the Keyboard Partita No. 2 has a 

fluid texture with mainly sixteenth notes in the top voice, and a mixture of eighth notes and 

sixteenth notes in the bass. A middle voice which overlaps with the top voice appears in the first 

measures which add a sense of gravity into the music. Some suspended rhythmic figures 

happening in both voices, shown in example 5.2, are constantly used to mimic the rising gestures 

so that the passionate, expressive, and nonchalant characters of the Sarabande are well blended in.  

 

Example 5.2. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Sarabande m. 1 with 
suspended rhythmic figures marked in red. 

The phrase structure in this Sarabande is very simple. The first section has only 8 

measures which could be divided into two sets of question and answer: (2 + 2) + (2 + 2). The 

second section has double the length but is also straight-forward in phrase structure. It has 4 sets 

of four-bar phrases, while some of them have three measures of sequence plus one measure of 

closing. The general analysis of phrase structure in the second half is: 4 + 4 + (3 + 1) + (2 + 2). 

The bass in the first 4 measures is a descending sequence while each of the measure is an instance 

of the sequence. The top voice also has sequence, but the last two instances are complicated 

because they are condensed into 4 beats from 6 beats, followed by a closing for two beats, 

forming a hemiola against the bass. The last 4 measures also have a sequence like the other two 

places in mm. 9–11 and mm. 17–19, but in two instead of three which is a hemiola, so it is 

condensed into 2 measures from 3 measures.  
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 Unlike those highly decorated Sarabandes Bach wrote in the rest of his other 5 keyboard 

partitas, the one in No. 2 has only one trill at m. 4 in the entire movement while no thirty-second 

note written out ornamentation are found. The setting of simple phrase structure and few 

ornamented notes provides a good opportunity for performers to improvise, rewrite and add their 

own ornamentation during the repeats for both sections. Decorating the repeats also helps bring 

out more of the passionate, expressive, tender characteristics of the Sarabande by creating 

dramatic motions and subtle changes. It is essential yet challenging to appropriately add 

ornamentations with good taste. Fortunately, some good examples can be found in this partita 

itself, for example the Andante in Sinfonia, the first movement of the partita. The Andante 

section, especially the top voice has plenty of written-out ornamentation, which can be partially 

borrowed, such as the rhythmic figures and the contour of the melody, for the Sarabande in 

discussion. For passages where they are repetitive with the same rhythm and melodic contour, 

like the sequences in the second section, would be good places to add ornamentations for a 

change of flavor. Take mm. 9–12 for example, we can add an F between the E-flat and G which is 

the same as the very first beat in the top voice of the Andante in Sinfonia:   

   

Example 5.3. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Sarabande m. 9. As 
printed(left) and as realized with added written out ornament(right).  

 

When we add an ornamentation, it is more pleasing to the ears if we also add ones at the 

following similar spots, such as the same position in the next sequences. The reason behind this is 

because our ears would expect to hear the surprise again at the similar spots that follow the first 

rewritten or added ornamentation. Decorating passages in this manner creates a unified gesture so 

it also prevents breaking the balance of phrase structure. A similar approach could be taken at m. 

10 on the first beat for the top voice, adding a G between F and A:   
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Example 5.4. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Sarabande m. 10. As 
printed(left) and as realized with added written out ornament(right).  

 

However, for the next two measures, the down beat in the top voice does not have any gap to 

insert notes, same for the third beat on the same measure that shares the identical gesture. In order 

to achieve a similar but slightly different effect, which is actually better as it adds variety to the 

music, we can add F and G between the E-flat and D, while shortening the original notes, creating 

a turn. The same goes for the notes on third beat, but adding with a reverse turn as its gesture goes 

up unlike the one on the first beat that goes down:   

   

Example 5.4. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Sarabande m. 11. As 
printed(left) and as realized with added written out ornament(right).  

 

Trills, mordents, turns, appoggiaturas can also be added in the same manner, to the spots that 

seem fit to the performer’s taste.  

 Besides ornamenting the repeats, the harpsichord could also make some dramatic color 

changes if the instrument has at least double layers of strings. It is effective to switch the double, 

reducing one layer of the strings, so that the color and volume of the harpsichord can be different 

when playing the repeats of both sections. On the piano, with the help of the left pedal, similar 

effects can be made on this modern instrument. The piano has another advantage in terms of 

making changes during the repeats. It is applaudable to emphasize a specific voice during the 

repeats to create a different experience for the ears. For example, the first section has an added 

middle voice which could blend into the top voice when played for the first time. During the 
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repeats, if we purposefully bring out this middle voice, it will create a sense of gravity and 

majesty. The top voice in the second section is beautiful and has a gesture of rising. The bass in 

the meantime is a variation of the top voice from the opening of the first section. It would create a 

unique and refreshing experience if we dramatically bring out the bass melody during the repeats, 

while softening the top voice.  
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Chapter 6: Rondeaux 

Rondeau is the French spelling of rondo. This term when used in the 17th and early 18th 

century does not have much connection with the Rondeau used for the French chanson in one of 

the three forms fixed in the medieval and renaissance era.1 The French Rondeau in the Baroque 

era is a popular form, favored by many of Bach’s predecessors, such as Lully, Rameau, François 

Couperin. In a Rondeau, a refrain is usually reused multiple times, at the beginning, the end, and 

between one or more couplets. The refrains at the beginning and the very end are repeated in 

some cases. Couplet is a passage that differs from the refrain but retains some of its traits. Its 

number varies depending on the composers. Lully prefers having only two couplets, which is A B 

A C A in form, while Couperin enjoys a drastic variety in the number of couplets, ranging from 1 

to 8. The couplets, such as the ones in Couperin’s music, are in different key and textures to 

highlight its contrast to the refrain.  

 

Example 6.1. Title of Rondeaux in the first edition of J. S. Bach’s Clavir Ubung. 

 

 

1 Cole, Malcolm S. "Rondo." Grove Music Online. 2001. 
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 The Rondeaux, title shown in example 6.1, probably because of Bach writing out the full 

repeats of each refrain rather than using repeat signs, has the plural of Rondeau as the title of the 

5th movement in the Keyboard Partita No. 2. Despite not being a dance like the previous 

movements, it indeed has a light-hearted dance feeling in a fast-paced triple meter setting, 

replacing the position of other optional dances which are otherwise used in most of the dance 

suites in the Baroque era. It is somehow reasonable as these dance suites are pure instrumental 

compositions that are not really supposed to be danced. This Rondeau has 3 couplets, in a form of 

A B A C A’ D A’’. The refrain occurs 4 times, while the last two are developed and varied, which 

is uncommon in the French Rondeaux from Bach’s contemporaries and predecessors. In my 

perspective, the phrase structure of this Rondeau is simple and balanced in its larger scope, but 

irregular in details. Every refrain and couplet have equal length which is 16 measures except for 

the last couplet, with half the length which is 8-measures long. Each refrain has a pair of 8-bar 

phrases. The first phrase ends with a half cadence while the second phrase is a written-out repeat 

ending with an authentic cadence. The first couplet has a pair of 8-bar phrases while each of the 

phrases is different. From the second couplet onward, the development starts to accelerate in this 

Rondeau. This couplet is constructed with a 6-bar phrase plus a 10-bar phrase, breaking the 8-bar 

phrase structures from the previous sections. The 3rd refrain starts with a variation of the regular 

refrain, with the same harmonic scheme, but different texture. Its repeat returns to the original 

version. The third couplet (which is the last of the three) has only 8 measures which is half the 

length compared to all the previous refrains and couplets. It has newly added decorative textures 

such as appoggiaturas and rapid triplets in succession, creating a new affect for this couplet. The 

last refrain, also the ending of this movement, is different from the original refrain, while its 

repeat descends to the lower register.   

 Although the phrase structure of this Rondeau on paper looks similar to the Sarabande in 

the same suite, especially from the second half, it has relatively less balanced phrasing. The 4 

measures starting from the 3rd measure of the refrain is a descending sequence, which interrupts 
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the gesture from the first two measures, then closed by the last two measures, creating a sense of 

insertion with the 2 + 4 + 2 phrase structure in this 8-bar phrase. The second couplet has irregular 

6 + 8 phrase structure as well. This setting of irregular phrase structure in smaller scale certainly 

brings enough surprises, which is in a way similar to Courante. This Rondeau has simple texture 

with rapid sixteenth notes and eighth notes with constant leaps, resulting in a fast pace and 

virtuosic playing, resembling some characteristics form the Italian Corrente.  

 The frequent uses of sequences in the Rondeau creates a large amount of rise and fall 

gesture in the 8-bar phrases. The refrain, for example, starts on the C in the top voice, goes up to 

the G in scale which is on the downbeat at the 3rd measure, and then goes all the way down to the 

dominant, which is the G one octave lower, if we ignore some of the notes that mainly function as 

harmonic support or decoration. For the second half of the refrain, which is the repeat, it ends on 

the C as the tonic instead. This rise and fall gestures give an opportunity for pianists to make 

directional phrasing, such as crescendo on the rise and diminuendo on the fall, or vice versa. 

Since this is a Rondo with lots of repeats of the refrain, it is possible to make the return of those 

refrains different with a variety of approach in phrasing. Although it is impossible to make the 

same shaping on a harpsichord with dynamic adjustments, it would be appropriate to creates 

tensions and releases sharing the same idea of shaping those rise and fall gestures, but potentially 

with smaller units. For example, the half cadence in mm. 7–8 would be a good place to create a 

tension point, on the down beat of m. 8. If we slightly rush the last two beats in m. 7 and then take 

a tiny pause before and after the downbeat in m. 8 while shortening the last notes in both voices at 

m. 7, the downbeat of m. 8 would be highlighted while maintaining a reasonably stable pulse.  
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Chapter 7: Capriccio 

Capriccio has been used as a title for a wide variety of music since the 16th century, 

including madrigals, music for voice and instruments, and instrumental music. In the early 17th 

century, it is used in some collections of music including ricercares, madrigals and canzonas, but 

with no piece titled capriccio. The term was used in those collections to imply the spirit of the 

music, usually rebellion against the rules of counterpoint. Later in the century, Capriccio appears 

as a type of keyboard composition featuring sudden changes of mood and style, flexible tempo, 

with contrapuntal textures but not so strict about the rules of counterpoint.1 In the last few 

decades of the 17th century, it starts to appear in dance suites written by composers like Maurizio 

Cazzati, Ludovico Roncalli (and obviously J. S. Bach). Beside the Capriccio in the partita under 

discussion here, Bach also wrote a Capriccio on the departure of a beloved Brother BWV 992 

which is a sonata like composition in 6 movements. 

 The Capriccio in his Keyboard Partita No. 2 clearly shows its connection with fugue 

through a highly contrapuntal three-voice texture and similar compositional techniques, including 

separate appearances of the subject in all three voices in the opening, implements of response to 

the subject, inversion of the subject, and countersubject. This Capriccio could be roughly 

analyzed as a fugue but with a few exceptions. The opening of a fugue normally introduces the 

theme in each voice separately by adding one voice at a time, and adding another as an extra 

layer, eventually reaching full voice texture. This Capriccio, unlike a fugue, starts with all three 

voices instead. There are 2 countersubjects that can be recognized in the entire movement. Both 

of them are reused multiple times but most of them are heavily altered or fragmented. In passages 

where an individual voice is supposed to be a countersubject, they often appear to be in 

 

1 Schwandt, Erich. "Capriccio (i)." Grove Music Online. 2001. 
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improvisatory material instead. Like the Allemande, Courante and Sarabande in the same suite, 

the Capriccio is also in binary form with repeats in each section, following the same harmonic 

scheme in a large scale which is I-V-I. However, binary form is generally not seen in a fugue, 

which makes this Capriccio more suitable in the family of a dance suite while retaining many of 

the traits from a fugue, resulting in a combination of a dance and a fugue at the same time. 

 This is a brilliant and virtuosic piece that poses a challenge to keyboardists’ technique. It 

has similar textures and mood compared to the Allegro in the Sinfonia, which means the 

Capriccio should be played in a relatively fast tempo, at least close to the Allegro. With an extra 

voice compared to the Allegro, as well as huge leaps that are part of the subject texture which are 

implemented frequently throughout the piece, it becomes a showcase of skills and a burst of 

accumulated excitement in the entire suite. The rising 4th gesture after a rest at the beginning of 

the subject provides forward momentum, adding energy and a sense of instability. It is natural to 

reinforce this character by accordant keyboard techniques, including shortening the first note 

while slightly delaying the second on the harpsichord, while also increasing the volume on the 

second note on the piano. The top voice at m. 3, which is the tail of the subject has 4 eighth notes 

with leaps as large as 10ths and 11ths. The interval of a descending 11th which is G to D at m. 3, 

is actually the inverse and enlarged motif of the rising 4th gesture at the head of the subject. It 

will add a similar sense of propelling gesture if we group these two notes together, rather than 

dividing the 4 eight notes by 2 and 2 at the tail of the subject. The syncopation in the top voice at 

m. 7 evidently support this grouping, as the tail of the subject runs simultaneously underneath it 

where the descending 11th fits into the long quarter note in the top voice.  

 Before Bach’s time, harpsichordists generally avoid using the thumb. In C. P. E. Bach’s 

treaty, he mentioned his father’s preference on fingering, especially for the thumb: 

My deceased father told me that in his youth he used to hear great men who 
employed their thumbs only when large stretches made it necessary. Because he 
lived at a time when a gradual but striking change in musical taste was taking 
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place, he was obliged to devise a far more comprehensive fingering and 
especially to enlarge the role of the thumbs and use them as nature intended.  
 

Due to the fast tempo and three-voice texture in the Capriccio, it is natural to use thumbs 

especially for passages with two voices played by the same hand. J. S. Bach evidently had wide 

usages of thumbs in mind when he composed keyboard music. In passages like mm. 5–6, shown 

in example 7.1, it is necessary and wise to use the thumbs in several notes, while other options of 

fingering are not ideal. The thumbs used on these notes also helps shape the phrasing in a good 

musical sense, such as dividing groupings and emphasizing certain notes with accents.  

 

Example 7.1. Bach Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor, BWV 826, Capriccio mm. 5–6 with 
fingering notated for thumbs. 

 

 Music of J. S. Bach might be the first attempt from many pianists, including myself, to 

play a piece that is not written for a piano, but for other distinctively different early keyboard 

instruments such as harpsichord. It is demanding to play his music on the piano with appropriate 

approach according to the traditions from harpsichord playing, such as articulations and 

ornamentation, as well as different character from multiple dances. It is in my hope that my 

analysis of Bach’s Keyboard Partita No. 2 in C Minor BWV 826 and the comparisons between 

harpsichord and piano playing based on this piece would shed lights on performers who are 

interested in this music but have uncertainties on stylistic approach. 
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