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Organological Questions and Their Significance
in J. S. Bach’s Fourth Brandenburg Concerto

MiICHAEL MARISSEN

ONE CENTRAL QUESTION among the traditionally discussed problems
surrounding the Fourth Brandenburg Concerto concerns its clas-
sification: is this a solo concerto for violin with ripieno strings and wood-
winds, or is it a concerto grosso for a concertino of violin and woodwinds
with ripieno strings? In the preface to his edition of the Brandenburg
Concertos for the nineteenth-century publication of Bach’s collected
works, Wilhelm Rust, taking the solo-concerto view, refers to the auto-
graph title and to the style of the work and claims that there is “no way
one can speak of a triple concerto for violin with flutes.”! Only a few
years later, in his extended biography of Bach, Philipp Spitta, raising the
concerto-grosso view, also refers to the autograph title and the style of
the work and counters:

[It] is a Concerto grosso in the manner of [Brandenburg Concerto] No. 2. . ..
W. Rust, in the B.-G. edition, is wrong in calling it a violin concerto. The word
ripieni in the title applies only to the violins, since there are no flauti ripieni.
Besides this, the intention is clear from the work itself.2

The autograph title reads “Concerto 4. 4 Violino Prencipale. due
Fiauti d’Echo. due Violini, una Viola ¢ Violone in Ripieno, Violoncello &
/ Continuo.”,® and thus Spitta’s observations turn out more accurately
than Rust’s to reflect the immediate text-critical facts. The force of Rust’s
conclusions depends somewhat on his having placed commas instead of
periods before and after “due Fiauti d’Echo” in citing Bach’s title.

Posing this sort of “does s/he or doesn’t s/he” question to the Fourth
Brandenburg Concerto will hold certain practical consequences for us
that would not necessarily have come up as an issue for Bach. For ex-
ample, music publishers conventionally print groups of staves together,
and their choices in formatting staves will reflect their classification,

1. Bach (1869), vi.
2. Spitta (1883-85), 2: 133-34; Spitta (1873), 741.
3. It is unclear whether Bach corrected the comma after “Ripieno” from a period.
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consciously or unconsciously considered, of the concerto.* Similarly,
performers nowadays conventionally organize themselves on the concert
stage into functional categories (e.g., soloists stand, while the other play-
ers sit), and their set-ups will betray their view of the piece.> But taking
into account Bach’s notation of the staves in the Margrave of Branden-
burg’s score (Am.B.78, Deutsche Staatsbibliothek, Berlin, which has no
bracketing of subgroups) and carefully considering what the setup pro-
cedures for Bach’s own performances of the piece could have been (did
Bach group his instrumentalists functionally?), we might find the
either/or question to have a false urgency. The very ambiguity of clas-
sification for the Fourth Brandenburg Concerto might instead, as I will
argue, be interpreted as an interesting aspect of the meaning of the
piece.

Even from a superficial glance at the score it is clear that Bach’s
“Violino Prencipale” part commands by its overt virtuosity a great deal
of attention within the ensemble. It is also clear that the “Fiauti d’Echo”
parts command by their thematic prominence more attention than the
ripieno string parts. This is, of course, why it was possible in the first
place to sustain extended discussion of whether this is a solo or triple
concerto. But Bach may in fact be moving beyond the two-way
(concertino/tutti) textural contrast of the traditional baroque concerto
and making it three-way: one soloist versus two other soloists, and these
together against the ensemble. Moreover, the oppositions may be seen to
involve not only musical ones between full and reduced textures, be-
tween string and woodwind instrumental timbres, and so on, but, as I
will suggest, also deeper, social oppositions between “first-” and “second-
rank” instruments within the ensemble.

Before pursuing the social aspect of this interpretation, it will be
necessary to come fully to terms with the problem of what instruments

4. See Rust’s edition (Bach [1869]), where the Flauti I/Ii, Violino di ripieno I/I1, and
Violoncello/Violone are grouped together by three separate brackets (i.e., solo-concerto for-
matting). Compare this with the new collected edition of Bach’s works (Bach [1957]),
where Violino principalel Flauto dolce I/II and Violino in ripieno I/11/Viola in ripieno/Violoncello/
Violone/Continuo are grouped together by two separate brackets (i.e., triple-concerto for-
matting).

5. 1 have witnessed several performances of the Fourth Brandenburg Concerto with
the woodwind players standing next to the solo violinist and several other performances
with them sitting next to the ripieno strings.



BACH’S FOURTH BRANDENBURG CONCERTO 7

are called for by Bach’s designation “Fiauti d’Echo.” Although the issue
remains controversial among musicologists, instrument makers, and
some players,S the research on the question, both published and unpub-
lished, has been either unrigorous or too limited in scope.” It seems
worthwhile, therefore, to pursue here a painstaking examination of rel-
evant aspects of Bach’s instrumental writing and terminology. I will be
defending the position that the Fourth Brandenburg Concerto was writ-
ten for two standard-sized alto recorders (i.e., instruments upon which
all fingers down produces the note f'). For purposes of the present
interpretation it does not strictly speaking matter whether Bach’s instru-
ment was one kind of recorder or another—only that it was not some
other sort of woodwind instrument. Thoroughly researching the case
for recorders constructed in f’ is nonetheless a worthwhile project, for
without its results it remains impossible to clinch the argument for re-
corder in general. To avoid misunderstanding, I should stress at the
outset that the organological component to this essay is not designed to
solve once and for all the precise identity of the “Fiauti d’Echo” as a
factual problem which some readers might find interesting for its own
sake. The discussion functions rather to provide a sufficiently grounded
technical context for a social interpretation of the scoring and style of
the piece. Seen in this light, it will be clear that an even more conclusive
organological study than the one given here would not actually
strengthen the point of the broader discussion. The details of this or-
ganological component will all the same be rather long and involved,
however, and so many readers may wish to jump ahead at first to the
style-critical discussion starting on page 22 below. Consideration of the
status of recorders within the eighteenth-century musical hierarchy is
taken up on pages 32 and following.

According to Ulrich Prinz’s little-known terminological investigations
on selected instruments in Bach’s Instrumentarium, a study based not on
the critical editions but on Bach’s manuscript materials, the term
“Fiauto” or “Flauto” by itself in Bach always refers to recorder.®

6. Seeking immediately practical solutions for performances, however, ensembles today
generally decide either for the transverse flute or for the alto recorder in f'.

7. A useful but somewhat cursory summary of some of this research is provided in
Martin, The Recorder 9 (1989). My thanks to David Lasocki for this reference.

8. Prinz, 109-26. For a survey of early terminology on recorders in middle and north-
ern European countries, see Degen, 25—-41.
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The transverse flute is never called simply “Flauto” in the original
Bach materials.? This instrument is always designated with some form of
the word “traversa,” and in the vast majority of cases the designation
does not include a preceding word like “Flute” or “Flauto.”!® Thus on
terminological grounds it is unlikely that Bach’s “Fiauto d’Echo” refers
to some form of transverse flute.!!

As access to Prinz’s study is very limited, I will list in full his termi-
nological survey of Bach’s “Flauto” parts.

In the following Bach vocal works the original materials give the
designation “Flauto” (i.e., these designations are found in titles on or
headings within the autograph score, and in titles on or headings within
Bach’s separate performance parts):

Brich dem Hungrigen dein Brot, BWV 39

Gleichwie der Regen und Schnee vom Himmel féllt, BWV 18
Herr Jesu Christ, wahy’ Mensch und Gott, BWV 127
Himmelskinig, sei willkommen, BWV 182

Jesus schlift, was soll ich hoffen?, BWV 81

Lobe den Herrn, meine Seele, BWV 69a

9. It is sometimes claimed, e.g., that the transverse flute is called “Flauto” in Bach’s
cantatas Erwiinschtes Freudenlicht, BWV 184, and Komm, du siife Todesstunde, BWV 161, as
well as in the Suite in B Minor, BWV 1067. Prinz, 137, counters, however, by pointing out
that this occurs only in manuscripts not associated directly with Bach. The wrapper to the
orchestral parts to Dem Gerechten muf das Licht immer wieder aufgehen, BWV 195 (Mus. ms.
Bach St 12, Staatsbibliothek PreuBischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin), with its indication *. .. /2
Hautbois & Flauti/ . . .” in Bach’s handwriting, presents another apparent exception. The
woodwind parts to this cantata as we know it are clearly for transverse flute. Not only does
the range correspond, but the autograph score (Mus. ms. Bach P 65, Deutsche Staatsbib-
liothek, Berlin) reads “Recit. 2 Trav: 2 Hautb. e Soprano™ at the heading to the fourth
movement. Furthermore, the separate parts (St 12/13—14) are unambiguously labelled
“Traverso” (sic, i.e., not “Traversa,” the correct usage). According to current research, the
orchestral parts, the principal vocal parts, and the (revision-copy) score to the cantata are
dateable to between August 1748 and October 1749, while the ripieno vocal parts are
dateable to 1742; the wrapper, however, would on the basis of its watermark appear to
date still earlier, from about 1727 to 1732 (Kobayashi, 50 and 61; and Kaiser). Perhaps a
(lost) pre-1742 version of the cantata was scored with recorders instead of flutes. There are
a number of indications that the bass aria “Riihmet Gottes Giit und Treu” was originally
written for tenor, and this would open up the possibility for the participation of recorders
in an earlier version (as mentioned by Prinz, 119).

10. Prinz, 136-37.

11. Addington, 47, states that Bach’s instruments in the Fourth Brandenburg Concerto
“were certainly not recorders in F. Bach wrote a different version of the concerto for the
latter, in their home key [BWV 1057, with obbligato harpsichord in place of the solo
violin]. The fiauti d'eco must have been flutes or recorders pitched a whole tone higher, in
G; and the ‘little quart flute’ [i.e., a smaller traversa], which is mentioned by Quantz and in
the Encyclopédie, fits the bill exactly.”
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Das neugeborne Kindelein, BWV 122
Schauet doch und sehet, ob irgend ein Schmerz sei, BWV 46
Tritt auf die Glaubensbahn, BWV 152

In the following works the original materials give the designation
“Flaute”:

Es ist nichts Gesundes an meinem Leibe, BWV 25
Himmelskonig, sei willkommen, BWV 182

In the following works the original materials give the designation
“Flauti”:

Er rufet seinen Schafen mit namen, BWV 175

Gott ist mein Konig, BWV 71

Jesus schldft, was soll ich hoffen?, BWV 81

Kommt, eilet und laufet, ihr fliichtigen Fiiffe, BWV 249
Magnificat, BWV 243a

Das neugeborne Kindelein, BWV 122

Preise, Jerusalem, den Herrn, BWV 119

Schmiicke dich, o liebe Seele, BWV 180

Sie werden aus Saba alle kommen, BWV 65

Was mir behagt, ist nur die muntre Jagd!, BWV 208

In the following works the original materials give the designation
“Flaut:”:

Er rufet seinen Schafen mit namen, BWV 175

Kommt, eilet und laufet, thr fliichtigen Fiifle, BWV 249
Das neugeborne Kindelein, BWV 122

Schauet doch und sehet, ob irgend ein Schmerz sei, BWV 46
Tritt auf die Glaubensbahn, BWV 152

In the following work the materials give the designation “Flutti”:
Gott ist mein Konig, BWV 71

In the following works the original materials give the designation
“Fiauto”:

Himmelskionig, sei willkommen, BWV 182
Maithdus-Passion, BWV 244

Meine Seufzer, meine Trianen, BWV 13
Preise, Jerusalem, den Herrn, BWV 119

In the following work the original materials give the designation
“Fiaut.”:
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Himmelskinig, sei willkommen, BWV 182

In the following works the original materials give the designation
“Fiauti”:

Brich dem Hungrigen dein Brot, BWV 39
Matthius-Passion, BWV 244

Preise, Jerusalem, den Herrn, BWV 119
Sie werden aus Saba alle kommen, BWV 65

In the Second Brandenburg Concerto, BWV 1047, and the F-major
concerto with harpsichord, BWV 1057, the original materials give the
designation “Fiauto.” The F-major concerto, BWV 1057, also gives
“Fiauti 2 bec,” while the memorandum submitted by Bach to the Leipzig
Town Council on 23 August 1730 refers to “Floten a bec.”!?

According to this terminological survey, Bach’s “Fiauti d’Echo” would
seem to point in the direction of recorders. Although the use of the term
“Fiauto d’Echo” in Bach’s works is unique to the Fourth Brandenburg
Concerto, we should notice that he employs it only in the title of the
piece. In the staff headings Bach designates the instruments simply
“Fiauto 1™°” and “Fiauto 29°” (i.e., with one of his conventional terms
for recorder).

The f'-g"” range of the Fiauti d’Echo parts corresponds to the typical
range of the recorder parts in Bach’s vocal and instrumental works.!3

12. “Kurtzer, iedoch hichstnithiger Entwurff einer wohlbestallten Kirchen Musik” (“Short but
most Necessary Draft for a Well-Appointed Church Music”). A translation of this docu-
ment is found in David, 120-24. In the context that the term appears in the Entwurff, it is
clear that Bach is referring to recorders with the term “Floten a bec”: “If it happens that
the church piece is composed with flutes also (whether they be a bec . . . or Traversieri . . .),
as very often happens for variety’s sake, at least 2 more persons are needed.” Since there
are about twenty church pieces by Bach from before 1730 with “Flauto” (i.e., recorder)
parts, about forty church pieces with “Traversiere” (i.e., transverse flute), and no church
pieces designated with some other term clearly pointing to another kind of flute, Bach
must be referring to recorders by the “Floten a bec” in the Entwurff. Also, the fact that the
original performance parts to the F-major concerto BWV 1057 are designated simply
“Fiauto” (i.e., one of the standard terms for recorder) indicates that the “Fiauto a bec”
heading in Bach’s score refers to recorders. Furthermore, Johann Gottfried Walther
(Bach’s Weimar cousin) uses the term “Flate a bec” unambiguously to refer to recorder in
his Musikalisches Lexicon, 250. Dart, (1960): 340, incorrectly claims that the term “Fiauto &
bec” is unique in Bach to the F-major Concerto, BWV 1057, and he goes on to suggest that
“Diderot and d’Alembert incline one to believe that a ‘fliite-a-bec’ was not a recorder but
the larger of ... two kinds of flageolet [in g” and d”], which possessed a characteristic
‘beak’.”

13. Published accounts of ranges in Bach’s recorder parts are incorrect or confusing.
This is because they are based on printed editions which often do not accurately reproduce



BACH’S FOURTH BRANDENBURG CONCERTO 11

Thus Thurston Dart’s ingenious suggestions that Bach’s “Fiauto d’Echo”
referred to what the contemporary English called “echo flute” and that
“echo flute” in turn referred to an instrument the French called “fla-
geolet” fail to hold up to close musical scrutiny. The two-octave compass
of the flageolet is not wide enough for the Fourth Brandenburg Con-
certo, and a perusal of Bach’s instrumental writing reveals that he with-
out exception allows flute and recorder ranges to be exceeded only when
he has provided doubling by other instruments possessing the required
ranges.!4

The notation of clefs in the Fiauto d’Echo parts conforms to Bach’s
notation of clefs in the recorder parts in his vocal and instrumental
works. All recorder music in Bach’s handwriting is notated in the
“French violin clef,” indicating g’ on the lowest line of the staff.!> Bach

either Bach’s notation of key relationships or his octave placement within the separate
orchestral parts for movements performed colla parte. This problem is especially acute in
the closing chorales of Leipzig church cantatas, where the parts are commonly printed an
octave too low. The standard published accounts are Terry (1932) and Schmidt (1964).

14. Dart admits in a footnote ([1960]: 340) that there is an f' in m.183 of the first
movement, but he refers to it as an example of Homer-nodding. He does not mention that
there is also an f' in m.227 and an f*’ in m.201, whose presence seriously further weakens
his argument; see also observations regarding range in Higbee (1962), who argues on this
basis for two recorders in f’. (Although Addington’s quart-flute hypothesis was already
challenged above on terminological grounds, it should be added here that the range of the
g'-traversa is also not wide enough for the Fourth Brandenburg Concerto.) Dart advances
the most sustained and sophisticated argument against recorder for Bach’s “Fiauti d’E-
cho.” He bases it to a considerable extent on a complex web of plausible ties between
contemporary French, English, Prussian, and Saxon court musicians who probably dis-
tributed modish instruments like French flageolets and who may have called them *“echo
flutes” (or “Fiauti d’Echo”). As will be clear from the present discussion, however, Dart’s
research suffers seriously from inadequate consideration of the notational and technical
aspects of Bach’s instrumental writing. See Dart (1960) and Dart (1961). A new examina-
tion by David Lasocki of a wider range of English archival documents has shown, however,
that the “echo flute” cultivated in England must have been some sort of recorder (Galpin
Society Journal [forthcoming], and [1991]).

15. The original score of Das neugeborne Kindelein, BWV 122, might be cited as an
exception (see, e.g., Ruétz, Mustk und Kirche [1935]: 184-85). It should be pointed out (as
is mentioned in Prinz, 112), however, that in Bach’s composing score the three recorder
parts in the recitative “Die Engel, welche sich zuvor” are notated in treble-treble-alto clefs
only because Bach initially had violin-violin-viola, oboe-oboe-taille, or the combination of
these two groups of instruments in mind (the score is preserved as Mus. ms. Bach P 868
in the Staatsbibliothek PreuBischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin). When Bach decided to change
the scoring to recorders, he entered the first notes of the three voices respectively a sixth
higher, a sixth higher, and a second lower, thereby specifying placement of the parts in
French violin clef one octave higher. Then to avoid all confusion he entered the heading
“Recit. Soprano & 3 Flauti.” The separate parts used in the original performance are
notated in French violin clef (Thomana Collection 122, Stadtarchiv Leipzig).
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never notates music for transverse flute in this clef.! In fact the in-
stances of Bach’s using French violin clef outside recorder music are
extremely rare. And even then the clef is used not for entire parts but
for only a few bars at a time, when staff lines are too close together to
accommodate high treble-clef entries.!”

The notation of key relationships between the Fiauto d’Echo parts and
the rest of the parts in the score to the Fourth Brandenburg Concerto
conforms to Bach’s contemporary practice (i.e., in Kéthen) of notating
recorders and the strings in the same key. (See his notation of the Fiauto
part in the Second Brandenburg Concerto.) In Bach’s Miithlhausen can-
tatas the recorders are notated a whole step higher than the rest of the
ensemble, because there the recorders were tuned to Kammerton (“cham-
ber pitch,” lying about a semitone lower than the standard pitch of
today), while the strings, organ, and voices were tuned to Chorton (“choir
pitch,” lying about a semitone higher than modern pitch).!8 In Bach’s
Weimar church cantatas the recorders are notated a minor third higher
than the rest of the ensemble, because there the recorders were tuned to
Tief-Kammerton (“low chamber pitch,” lying about a whole tone lower
than modern pitch), while the strings, organ, and voices were tuned to
Chorton.'® In Bach’s Leipzig church cantatas the recorders, strings, and
voices are notated at the same pitch, because there they were all tuned to

16. According to Prinz, 138, Bach without exception notates transverse flute parts in
the treble clef.

17. For example, mm.40-42 of the fugue in the G-minor solo violin sonata, BWV 1001,
and mm.86—-88 and 195-99 of the chaconne in the D-minor solo violin partita, BWV 1004
(Mus. ms. Bach P 967, Staatsbibliothek PreuBlischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin). These two ex-
amples are mentioned in Prinz, 26. For mm9-10 of first movement in the First Branden-
burg Concerto, Bach notates the first oboe part in French violin clef for this same reason.

18. Bach’s Miihlhausen cantatas with recorder include Gott ist mein Konig, BWV 71
(Deutsche Staatsbibliothek, Berlin: Mus. ms. Bach St 377 and P 45/1, where Bach notates
the recorders in D for this C-major cantata), and Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit, BWV 106
(Staatsbibliothek PreuBlischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin: Mus. ms. Bach P 1018, an apograph
copy, where the recorders are notated in F for this Ei-major cantata).

19. Bach's Weimar cantatas with recorder include his earliest version of Himmelskinig,
sei willkommen, BWV 182 (Mus. ms. Bach St 47, Deutsche Staatsbibliothek, Berlin, and Mus.
ms. Bach P 103, Staatsbibliothek PreuBischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin; Bach notates the re-
corder in Bt for this G-major cantata), Tritt auf die Glaubensbahn, BWV 152 (Mus. ms. Bach
P 45, Deutsche Staatsbibliothek, Berlin; Bach notates the recorder in G for this E-minor
cantata), and Komm, du siifle Todesstunde, BWV 161 (according to the apograph copy Mus.
ms. Bach P 124, Staatsbibliothek PreuBischer Kulturbesitz, Berlin, Bach notated the re-
corders in E: for this C-major cantata).





























































































































