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PROGRAM NOTES 

 

What is a concerto? By 1720 a concerto meant an Italian-style instrumental work whose 

participants engage in spirited play, usually in a three-movement scheme of fast-slow-

fast. As perfected by Antonio Vivaldi, a Baroque concerto’s outer movements typically 

begin with a fully-formed thematic idea. This ritornello returns throughout the 

movement in various guises, sometimes in its original state but more often in different 

keys, segmented, shortened, or otherwise altered. The slicing and dicing of the 

ritornello energizes and punctuates the movement, which may also include virtuosic 

episodes for one or more soloists. Slow movements are more casual affairs, with highly 

decorated melodies typically riding above gentle accompaniments.  

 

As such, the Baroque concerto exemplifies the memorable architecture and boundless 

energy of its age while appealing across cultures. It remains popular thanks to copious 

amounts of fantasy and display. Equally important for the generation of Bach, 

Telemann, and Handel was the French dance suite, as popularized in French operas and 

ballets during the long reign of Louis XIV. The “mixed” German taste of the early 

eighteenth century produced some of the landmark works in both genres, including a 

set of concertos sent to the Margrave of Brandenburg in 1721 by a talented young 

composer working in relative obscurity at the provincial court of Anhalt-Cöthen. 

 

Each of Sebastian Bach’s “Six Concertos for Several Instruments,” as he titled them, calls 

for its own distinctive complement of players. The two on tonight’s program are also 

atypical formally, with four movements in No. 1 and just two in No. 3. Both these 

anomalies may be the result of Bach’s compositional process: instead of composing 

these concertos from scratch, he assembled them from an ever-growing store of 

sinfonias and concerto movements. The First “Brandenburg” calls for the largest 

ensemble of the set, including two horns, three oboes, bassoon, violin solo and a full 

complement of strings and continuo. The Third, by contrast, is scored for an unusually 

resonant string ensemble of three players each on violin, viola, and cello, with support 

from the violone and harpsichord.  

 

The diversity and casualness of Bach’s collection is perhaps nowhere more evident than 

in No. 3, whose two substantial Allegro movements are separated by a pair of enigmatic 

“Adagio” chords. The lack of a proper slow movement, especially in such a fancy 

presentation manuscript, is provocative. Perhaps Bach expected the Brandenburg 

musicians to improvise something of their own here. Or was he simply avoiding having 



to choose (assuming a traditional song-like Adagio) from among the nine “solo” 

instruments in this work? Though he did so rarely, in this case Bach leaves the door 

open for performers to decide themselves what constitutes the work. 

 

Bach’s good friend Georg Philipp Telemann was an even more prolific composer of 

concertos and dance suites. As music director to the cities of Frankfurt (1712–21) and 

Hamburg (1721–67), Telemann provided reams of music for church and civic occasions 

of all kinds; he also published a good deal of his instrumental music for distribution 

throughout Europe. His Ouverture-Suite in C begins with a splendid French overture in 

two parts. Its dance movements allude to well-established theatrical tropes: a playful 

gigue-like “Harlequinade” summons the familiar jokester of Italian theater, while a 

“Sommeille” reproduces the drowsy motives of a French opera’s obligatory “sleep” 

scene. The “Bourrée en Trompette” features not trumpets but oboes, who are on 

prominent display throughout. 

 

One of many Italian musicians who emigrated to work for German princes, Giuseppe 

Antonio Brescianello served nearly four decades in various musical positions at the 

Württemberg court. As Kapellmeister from 1731 onwards, he presided for several years 

over an unusually large orchestra. For this ensemble Brescianello wrote concertos and 

suites that (like the “Brandenburgs”) often subvert the normal expectations of the genre. 

His Concerto in G Minor, scored for solo violin and oboe with accompanying strings, 

seems at first glance to be a double concerto, though a high-flying violin cadenza just 

before the end seems to question that designation. In any case, the work provides 

eloquent testimony of Brescianello’s gift for melody and invention. 
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