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Of the four solo violin sonatas of JS Bach that
survive, the Violin Sonata in G was initially, when it
was uncovered in 1928, thought to date from Bach’s
late career in Leipzig. The date of the discovered
copy was accurately dated to 1732, but its conception

is likely to have dated right back to his Weimar period,

like the others in the group. Bach was never
particularly enthusiastic about the solo violin sonata
form with figured bass accompaniment, but it is
nevertheless the case that his examples provided the
starting point for his odyssey into repertoire for violin.
It was this which allowed him to examine various
styles and musical techniques that eventually came
to fruition in his two sets of violin sonatas: the six solo
sonatas and partitas, and the six accompanied violin
sonatas around which this series of recitals is based.

Although the original melody line of the sonata may
simply have been lost over the course of one of his
many moves, Bach reused the bassline of this sonata
(which was also reworked by his son, Carl Philipp
Emanuel) specifically for teaching purposes. A note
on the copy suggests that he was using it for his
lessons with Count Heinrich Abraham von Boineburg,
a violinist who was studying at Leipzig University at
the time. By all accounts, Bach was a creative and
dynamic teacher, adapting his approach to meet the
needs of his violin pupils and — possibly more likely —
his own changing perspectives and investigations. In
this way, Eugéne Ysaye was like Bach — a musical
innovator and teacher, in many ways also set apart
from his environment and his contemporaries. It is
therefore not surprising that he professed a profound
interest in the violin music of Bach, looking directly
back to him to pull the original source material out of
his works.

Ysaye dedicated each of his violin sonatas to a
different performer-friend, and each is wildly different
in character as a result. He may also have dedicated
them to those he thought would play them best, but
obvious in all of them is his acquisitive nature in
relation to influence and reference. Everything is
there: jazz, folk, Debussy and, above all, Bach. The
Sonata No. 5 in G was dedicated to his friend Mathieu
Crickboom, second violin in the Ysaye Quartet and his
favourite pupil. The sonata’s subtitle of ‘pastoral’
emphasised the shared Belgian background of the
two, and just as Bach’s relationship with his son
resulted in a teacher-pupil relationship, Crickboom
himself became a well-known teacher and writer on
violin technique. In this sonata in particular it is
possible to hear the kaleidoscoping of sounds; it is
the same extraordinary variety of themes, styles and
- perhaps most importantly - moods that gave
Bach’s accompanied violin sonatas an emotional

appeal that has lasted down the centuries. Especially
as they came from the most carefree period of Bach’s
life, though the first movement of the Violin Sonata
No. 5in F minor, for instance, has an almost Dido-like
sense of lament and sad tranquillity about it. But it is
the repeated notes of the second movement that
make it hard to imagine that he was still to experience
some great loss. The real melody here is not the most
obvious one in the piano part, or even the beautiful
line in the bottom part of the double-stopping in the
violin. It is the notion that all three of those lines might
be merely an accompaniment, supporting a fourth
melody singing over the top, left for the listener to
imagine.

Darius Milhaud spent a lot of his middle career
trying to recreate the absolute essences of the
Baroque and Classical periods. He investigated all
sorts of forms during this time, taking, like Bach,
single ideas and distilling them as close as possible to
their essence. His Sonata for violin and harpsichord is
probably the purest example of this, sending his
clearest statement of intent all the way back to Bach.
Ralph Kirkpatrick, one of its dedicatees (along with
the violinist Alexander Schneider), made the original
registration suggestions that Milhaud retained,
reflecting all the ornamentation and decoration to be
expected in a Baroque sonata, including Bach’s own
beloved Italian prototypes. But most of all, Milhaud
places the harpsichord and violin on an equal footing,
just as Bach did in the accompanied sonatas. The
opening movement not only uses minutely wrought
Bachian counterpoint, but also pulls out all the
purities of the Baroque sonata, treating each idea
separately: sharp and snappy rhythms in the first
movement, for instance; chromatic lines in a simple
texture (so beloved of Bach’s son and his Potsdam
colleagues) in the second; and sequences and
imitations in the third.

The seeds of all the pearls that Milhaud created
from his image of the Baroque can be found in the
last of Bach’s accompanied sonatas. In the Violin
Sonata No. 6 in G both instruments play equal roles in
the construction of all its parts and, although there
are three surviving versions, the movements are
ordered to surround two slow movements with three
fast movements, bringing his revelatory collection full
circle back to the ltalian sonata da camera. Even if the
accompanied sonatas don’t reflect a period of
turbulence in Bach’s life, they do still represent a
turbulent time in music: the extinction-burst of a
great tradition, and the beginning of a new form.
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