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70 An Aria’s Journey

An Aria’s Journey: C.P.E. Bach’s  
“Sing ihm voll Rührung, o Zion” (Wq 212)

Paul Corneilson

One  of  the  vexing  challenges  of  editing  the  vocal  music 
 of Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach is the problem of his extensive borrowing, 
either from himself or other composers. Carl Friedrich Zelter, the long-time 

director of the Sing-Akademie zu Berlin and Felix Mendelssohn’s teacher, recognized 
the problem in a long note regarding the first St. Matthew Passion of C.P.E. Bach:

One can deduce that he was not entirely in his element in vocal music 
by the fact that the music chosen by him for the Hamburg churches was 
often patched together, with new texts adapted for different occasions, or, 
indeed, even woven together with other composers’ works. The latter case 
is particularly evident in this manuscript [of the 1769 Passion], in which 
all of the chorales and turba choruses are borrowed from Sebastian Bach’s 
St. Matthew Passion.
 Now, that he had little desire to indulge in the custom of setting 
biblical texts or turba choruses [Volksgebell] can be assumed, but I 
possess many church pieces by him which contain choruses or arias by 
Homilius, Georg Benda, and others, only in order to perform a particular 
piece for a particular Sunday without much effort!1

 1 “Daß er sich selber in seinen Singkompositionen nicht geistig frey gefühlt habe ließe sich dadurch 
errathen indem die für die Hamburger Kirchen von ihm bestimmten Musiken gar oft geflickt, andere Texte 
für neue Gelegenheiten unterlegt ja mit fremden Compositionen durchflochten sind. Das Letztere wird an 
diesem Manuscript besonders fühlbar indem sämtliche Chöre und Volkschöre aus der Passion dem Seb. 
Bach secundum Matthaeum abgeschrieben sind.

Daß er nun, der Observanz zu fröhnen wenige Lust gehabt habe, biblische Relationen oder Volksgebell 
in Töne zu bringen ist wohl anzunehmen, aber ich besitze viele Kirchenmusiken von ihm worin sich Chöre 
oder Arien von Homilius, G. Benda und dergleichen befinden um nur für den bestimmten Sonntag ohne 
viel Mühe eine bestimmte Musik aufzuführen!” The complete text, dated May 14, 1825, is printed in Heinrich 
Miesner, Philipp Emanuel Bach in Hamburg: Beiträge zu seiner Biographie und zur Musikgeschichte seiner Zeit 
(Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1929), 61–62. Translation by the author.
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This problem is reflected in the composer’s music library, which Zelter inherited in 
part from the Mendelssohn family, and thus Zelter speaks from first-hand experience 
with sources. Bach kept separate files of musical numbers that he could (and often 
did) insert into his Passions and cantatas while music director at Hamburg. His estate 
catalog (NV 1790, p. 63) includes an entry for such music: “The many choruses found 
in the Passions that are taken from Cramer’s Psalms, Gellert’s and Sturm’s songs, the 
Litany, etc. can also be made available to collectors in single copies [i.e., as individual 
pieces rather than having to purchase an entire Passion]” (Die vielen in den Paßions-
Musiken befindlichen Chöre aus Cramers Psalmen, Gellerts und Sturms Liedern, der 
Litaney, u. a. m. können den Liebhabern auch einzeln in Abschrift überlassen werden). 
Some of this music was dispersed in an auction of 1805, after the death of his daughter 
(and last surviving heir) Anna Carolina Philippina Bach.

One such composite manuscript survives in the Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin—
Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Musikabteilung mit Mendelssohn-Archiv, Mus. ms. Bach 
P 349, and it contains several songs, four motets (Wq 208/1–4, based on four Gellert 
songs, in Wq 194), choruses, and the aria “Sing ihm voll Rührung, o Zion!” (Wq 212).2 
This collection had belonged to Georg Poelchau, who either purchased some of it 
directly at the 1805 auction or assembled it from other collectors over the years, and 
who eventually donated most of his collection to the Prussian Royal Library in 1841. 

The aria Wq  212 is representative of Bach’s recycling that Zelter alludes to so 
tellingly. It was first written in 1771 for the Einführungsmusik (installation cantata) for 
Pastor Johann Matthias Klefeker (H 821b), with the text “Sei fromm, mein Sohn, und 
sanft!” (published in CPEB:CW, V/3.1).3 Bach later reused it in his 1775 Michaelmas 
cantata, Siehe! Ich begehre deiner Befehle (Wq  247) with a new parody text, “Sing 
ihm voll Rührung, o Zion!” The latter cantata was revived in 1779, 1783, and 1788 for 
Michaelmas (published in CPEB:CW, V/2.4). 

On October 27, 1783, Bach sent a letter to an unknown correspondent who had 
requested a copy of the aria:

Most cherished friend,
 The requested aria is enclosed. The copy is not worth repayment. I 
composed this aria 12 years ago when a pastor’s son was being installed 
in his father’s position. The text at that time was as I have written under 

 2 The fact that this aria has a separate Wotquenne number (Wq 212), when it appears as a movement 
in two other cantatas, is symptomatic of the idiosyncrasies of this thematic catalog. In the introduction to 
his thematic catalog (p. xxii), Helm points out that Wotquenne’s catalog (1905) is “little more than a copy of 
[Westphal’s] Catalogue thématique [des oeuvres de Ch. Ph. Emm. Bach].”

 3 Klefeker’s father, Johann Conrad Klefeker, had died on August 13, 1771, and J.M. Klefeker was 
installed as the pastor of Moorfleet in Billwerder in a service at St. Michaelis on November 5, 1771.
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the bass, and occasioned the few changes also noted by me in the voice 
part. You will find the introduction to this aria on the accompanying little 
page. You can now choose. I have not composed very many vocal works 
for reasons I told you here. I only beg you to make no public use of my 
explanation. Nothing will change here and I will make still more enemies. 
Transeant haec [Let these things pass]! Very many of my works for clavier 
have already been printed and still more will perhaps be printed. I have 
the honour to remain with true respect
Your sincerely most devoted 
Bach.4

Bach had Johann Heinrich Michel, his principal copyist in Hamburg, make a copy 
of the aria with parody text in the Michaelmas cantata (“Sing ihm, voll Rührung, o 
Zion!”), presumably because this was the version most accessible. But Bach must have 
remembered that the aria was composed with a different text, and he wrote in the 
original text underlay (“Sei fromm, mein Sohn, und sanft!”), then also copied the 
original text with some of the preceding recitative from the installation cantata for 
Klefeker (a facsimile of the complete aria is included at the end of this essay as figures 
3.3–3.6). The “accompanying little page” is none other than the fragment in Houghton 
Library (see figure 3.1)!

The da capo aria for tenor in A major and marked “Largo con sordini” was 
originally written for Carl Rudolph Wreden, as both the autograph score and parts for 
the Klefeker cantata make clear (see commentary to CPEB:CW, V/3.1). It is similar to 
the aria in B minor, Adagio con sordini, written for Wreden in the 1769 St. Matthew 
Passion, “Wende dich zu meinem Schmerze,” later incorporated into the Passions-
Cantate, Wq 233.5 Bach had to make only a few minor adjustments to the vocal line 
for the original text (e.g., the first measure of last system of page 1, the first and sixth 
measures of the last system of page 2, and the last measure of the first system of page 
4); these of course represent his initial setting of the text and not any further revision. 

The text was written by a Hamburg-born pastor, Christian Wilhelm Alers, and in 
this aria the singer assumes the persona of the recently deceased Pastor J.C. Klefeker 
addressing his son, J.M. Klefeker:

 4 Letters of C.P.E. Bach, trans. and ed. Stephen L. Clark (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 197.
 5 Cf. recordings of the aria “Wende dich” in the Passions-Cantate (Sigiswald Kuijken and La Petite 

Bande on DHM 77042-2-RG) with that of the aria “Sing ihm, voll Rührung” in the Michaelmas cantata, 
Wq 247 (Ludger Rémy and Himlische Cantorey and Les Amis de Philippe on CPO 777 594-2). Such slow 
movements, Largo or Adagio, with muted strings are a staple of Bach’s style, and these occur frequently in 
the concertos and symphonies as well as the vocal music.
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    Mein Vater,  
. . . Wie ist mir, seh ich nicht 
dein himmlisch Angesicht? 
Schwebt nicht dein Geist um diese Chöre? 
und gibt mir segnend diese Lehre:

Sei fromm, mein Sohn, und sanft! 
Die Herde, die um mich weinet, liebte mich. 
Und lieben wird sie dann auch dich. 
Geliebt zu sein von deiner Herde, 
dies sei dein Ruhm auf dieser Erde. 
Den Ruhm erwirbt die Sanftmut sich. 
    D. C.

Figure 3.1.  C.P.E. Bach’s handwritten text of a part of a recitative and aria, included in his letter of 
October 27, 1783.  15 x 20 cm. Houghton Library, Autograph File.
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 My father,  
. . . How is it, I cannot see 
your heavenly face? 
Doesn’t your spirit float above these choruses? 
and blessedly teaches this to me:

Be pious, my son, and gentle! 
The flock, which cried for me, loved me. 
And they will also love you. 
To be loved by your flock, 
this is your glory on this earth. 
Meekness obtains glory. 
             D. C.

(translated by Mark W. Knoll)

Perhaps the collector who purchased this fragment thought that C.P.E. Bach was 
referring to his own father, or perhaps the text is what appealed to the person who 
asked for the aria in the first place.

The German editor of C.P.E. Bach’s correspondence, Ernst Suchalla, suggested that 
the recipient of the letter and aria might have been Johann Nikolaus Forkel (1749–
1812),6 but Stephen Clark points out that Forkel is not known to have visited Bach in 
Hamburg.7 Another more viable candidate is Johann Friedrich Reichardt (1752–1814), 
who met Bach during his visit to Hamburg in the spring and summer of 1774. Although 
we do not know how much time Reichardt spent with Bach, the latter owned a drawing 
of Reichardt in his portrait collection (see figure 3.2). And a copy of the aria “Sing ihm, 
voll Rührung” is listed in Reichardt’s estate catalog.8 

Reichardt was active as a music critic and composer, and he was eventually 
appointed kapellmeister to the aged Frederick II a few years before the king died in 
1786 (see figure 1.6). Among Reichardt’s voluminous publications is the two-volume 

 6 Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach. Briefe und Dokumente. Kritische Gesamtausgabe, ed. Ernst Suchalla, 
2 vols. (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1994), 2:987–988.

 7 Letters of C.P.E. Bach, 197. Clark was the first to make the connection between the text in 
Houghton and this letter.

 8 Verzeichniß der von dem zu Giebichenstein bei Halle verstorbenen Herrn Kapellmeister Reichardt 
hinterlassenen Bücher und Musikalien, welche den 29sten April 1816 und in den darauf folgenden Tagen 
Nachmittags um 2 Uhr zu Halle an den Meistbiethenden verkauft werden sollen (Halle, 1815), 90: (“XIII. 
Sebastian Bach und Philipp Emanuel Bach.”): “8. Aria: Sing ihm voll Rührung, (P. E. B.) geschriebene 
Partitur.”



 Paul Corneilson 75

Briefe eines aufmerksamen Reisenden die Musik betreffend (Frankfurt and Leipzig, 1774; 
Leipzig and Breslau, 1776), a series of letters written to friends regarding his travels in 
North Germany. One letter written to the organist Carl Gottlieb Richter (1728–1809)9 
in Königsberg, where Reichardt attended the university from 1767 to 1770, discusses 
C.P.E. Bach and his music at great length (for a complete translation of the letter see 
appendix 3). Ironically, the work Reichardt heard in Hamburg during Lent 1774 was a 
Passion according to St. Mark (H 787), which is a pasticcio based mostly on a St. Mark 
and a St. John Passion by Gottfried August Homilius, with almost no original music 
by Bach (see CPEB:CW, V/5.2). So when Reichardt speaks of the “stamp of originality” 
and “innovation and invention,” he is unwittingly praising Homilius. And his one 
criticism of “one aria, whose playful wit is not really appropriate for the church” is also 
Homilius’s fault. In this case, Reichardt probably means the soprano aria no. 25, “Wenn, 
Heiland, die dich schähn,” marked Vivace (and to which Bach wrote “feurig” [fiery] 

 9 Richter was born in Berlin and studied music with Christoph Schaffrath, an associate of C.P.E. 
Bach, and became organist at the Schloßkirche in Königsberg in 1761, later at the Altstädtischen Kirche. 
He was Reichardt’s teacher there, and in 1776 performed Bach’s oratorio Die Israeliten in der Wüste; he also 
subscribed to many of Bach’s publications. See Briefe und Dokumente, 2:1683.

Figure 3.2.  Portrait of Johann Friedrich Reichardt 
from C.P.E. Bach's collection; drawing in red pencil 
on cream paper. 9.5 x 8 cm. Staatsbibliothek zu 
Berlin—Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Musikabteilung 
mit Mendelssohn-Archiv, Mus. P. Reichardt, J. Fr. I 2.
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in the organ part), originally written as a tenor aria for Homilius’s St. John Passion, 
HoWV I.4.

It is unlikely that many people knew that this music was not by Bach, though Bach 
was reprimanded by the Hamburg authorities in 1771 for using money for copying 
existing music rather than writing new music.10 A clue to this state of affairs is given 
in Burney’s account (see appendix 1), in which he claims that Bach had given up on 
Hamburg, where he had neither decent performers nor a sophisticated audience to 
write for. Reichardt seems to contradict Burney’s account in saying, “Of course Bach 
wrote his music for good singers who can sing in tune, and not just in thirds like the 
students there. For them it is inordinately difficult, but that doesn’t mean that it is 
generally so.” 

Should this detract from Reichardt’s praise of Bach’s original genius? No, because 
even though Reichardt was deceived about the music of the Passion he heard, Bach’s fame 
rested first and foremost on his keyboard music and secondarily with his original vocal 
music, like Die Israeliten in der Wüste, a work that Reichardt reviews in a subsequent 
letter in the Briefe (2:7–22). Reichardt includes a list of some of the pupils of C.P.E. or 
J.S. Bach with whom he became acquainted on his travels in Germany and Bohemia, 
which Schubart refers to as the “Bachische” Schule (see appendix 4). Reichardt admits 
that Bach is not a master of other instruments as he is of the keyboard, and dismisses 
the criticism with rhetoric.

Reichardt also compares and contrasts Bach and C.H. Graun with the poets 
Klopstock and Gellert, using the “learned vs. popular” dichotomy. And again, while 
the praise for “this masterful Passion” applies to Homilius most directly, it also applies 
to Bach’s music. Certainly the more general observation, that “Bach in composing it 
felt it much more strongly and vividly than most people are capable of experiencing,” 
is difficult to argue with. Near the end of the essay Reichardt invokes Edward Young, 
whose English poetry and novels were translated into German by Johann Arnold Ebert. 
If Reichardt means to say that, like criticisms of Young, Bach had “an excess of strength 
of spirit and acumen,” the same might be said of any great composer.

Although we cannot be certain that Bach sent the copy of this aria to Reichardt 
along with the original text (currently in Houghton) in his letter of October 27, 1783, 
we do know that these two documents were included in this package. How or why they 
became separated is one of the accidents of history. But this aria’s journey, from Bach 
to his unidentified correspondent to Berlin and Cambridge, gives us a glimpse into the 
working habits of a composer, who was a genius but also a practical and overworked 
music director. 

10 In a letter of January 31, 1771 Bach refers to these criticisms. See Briefe und Dokumente, 1:209; 
Letters of C.P.E. Bach, 22.
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Figure 3.3.  Page 1 of aria “Sing ihm voll Rührung, o Zion” (Wq 212) in the hand of Michel with 
alternate text added and corrections by C.P.E. Bach. 34 x 21 cm. Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin—
Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Musikabteilung mit Mendelssohn-Archiv, Mus. ms. Bach P 349.
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Figure 3.4.  Page 2 of aria “Sing ihm voll Rührung, o Zion” (Wq 212).  34 x 21 cm. Staatsbibliothek zu 
Berlin—Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Musikabteilung mit Mendelssohn-Archiv, Mus. ms. Bach P 349.
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Figure 3.5.  Page 3 of aria “Sing ihm voll Rührung, o Zion” (Wq 212).  34 x 21 cm. Staatsbibliothek zu 
Berlin—Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Musikabteilung mit Mendelssohn-Archiv, Mus. ms. Bach P 349.
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Figure 3.6.  Page 4 of aria “Sing ihm voll Rührung, o Zion” (Wq 212).  34 x 21 cm. Staatsbibliothek zu 
Berlin—Preußischer Kulturbesitz, Musikabteilung mit Mendelssohn-Archiv, Mus. ms. Bach P 349.
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Appendix 1 
 

Charles Burney’s Visit to Hamburg

From The Present State of Music in Germany, the Netherlands and United Provinces, 
2nd ed., 2 vols. (London, 1775): 2:245–279. In the early 1770s, Charles Burney made two 
trips to Europe to collect information for his planned history of music. Having visited 
France and Italy first, Burney made his way through Germany by way of the Rhineland, 
via Munich to Vienna, and then returned through Dresden, Berlin, Hamburg, and the 
Netherlands. He spent several days with C.P.E. Bach in Hamburg, and his accounts of this 
encounter are one of the most colorful and rich descriptions of a composer whom Burney 
clearly admired.

Hamburg is not, at present, possessed of any musical professor of great eminence, 
except M. Carl Philip Emanuel Bach; but he is a legion! I had long contemplated, with 
the highest delight, his elegant and original compositions; and they had created in me 
so strong a desire to see, and to hear him, that I wanted no other musical temptation 
to visit this city.

M. Ebeling1 having been so kind, before my arrival, as to communicate to him the 
translation, which he has done me the honour to make in German, of my Italian Tour, 
and to acquaint him with my intention of coming to Hamburg, undertook to introduce 
me to him, the morning of my arrival. M. Bach received me very kindly, but said that 
he was ashamed to think how small my reward would be, for the trouble I had taken to 
visit Hamburg. “You are come here, said he, fifty years too late.”

He tried a new piano forte, and in a wild, careless manner, threw away thoughts 
and execution upon it, that would have set up any one else. He desired me to fix a time 
for coming again, and said, that he must have me for a whole day to himself, which 
would not be half sufficient for the exchange of our ideas. He offered to accompany me 
to every church in Hamburg, where a good organ was to be found; said he would look 
out for me some old and curious things; and told me at my departure, that there would 
be some poor music of his, performed in St. Catharine’s church, the next day, which 
he advised me not to hear. His pleasantry removed all restraint without lessening that 
respect and veneration for him, with which his works had inspired me at a distance.

 1 Christophe Daniel Ebeling (1741–1817), local poet and historian, translated Burney’s travels to 
France and Italy into German. Burney had written to Ebeling in November 1771 and specifically asked him 
to send some of Bach’s church music and any new harpsichord music. See The Letters of Dr. Charles Burney, 
vol. 1, 1751–1784, ed. Alvaro Ribeiro (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 106. Ebeling spent years working on 
a history of North America, and his papers for that project are in Houghton Library, MS Ger 1, donated by 
Israel Thorndike in 1818.
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After quitting M. Bach, I spent the rest of the day in delivering of letters, viewing 
the town, and in visiting booksellers, of which, there is a great number in Hamburg. 
Among these, I must make my acknowledgments to M. Bode,2 an eminent printer and 
publisher, and a good musician, who rendered me many services.

In the evening, M. Ebeling, after shewing me part of his excellent collection of 
music and musical writers, did me the favour of introducing me to M. Busch,3 professor 
of mathematics, at whose house, and with whose family, I spent a most agreeable 
evening; which, indeed, was productive of no musical event, or new discovery; for I 
had long been convinced, that there is no harmony more enchanting, than that arising 
from the coincidence of hearts, and accord of sentiments in society.

M. professor Busch, and M. Ebeling are at the head of the academy of commerce, 
established at Hamburg, in 1768, an institution admirably calculated for the education 
of young persons, intended for merchants, in the several parts of the world, where the 
German, English, French, Italian, and Dutch languages are required; with which the 
pupils are taught book-keeping, geography, and even history, as far as it is connected 
with the commercial interests of the several inhabitants of the globe.4

Saturday, 10th October, Dr. Mumsen,5 an eminent physician, as well as a person 
of refined taste and literature, and the arts, to whom I was honoured with a letter from 
England, obligingly carried me this morning to the celebrated poet, Klopstock, who is 
called, the Milton of Germany. I had the pleasure of conversing with him, and several 
persons of learning and discernment, for a considerable time; during which, many 
curious subjects were started and discussed. I am unable to speak of M. Klopstock’s 
poetical abilities; but it is the opinion of his countrymen, that he has left all other 

 2 Johann Joachim Christoph Bode (1730–1793), translated the two volumes of Burney’s travels in 
Germany into German in 1773. He also published Klopstock’s Oden (1771) and librettos for C.P.E. Bach.

 3 Probably Johann Georg Büsch (1728–1800).
 4 [Burney’s footnote:] Messieurs Busch and Ebeling are assisted in this undertaking, by nine 

different masters, two of whom are experienced merchants, skilled in every branch of trade, I visited the 
young students while they were receiving their instructions from the several masters, and never before saw 
so much order, decorum, and application among young persons, who seemed under so little restraint. The 
society at present is numerous, and consists of young gentlemen from Spain, France, England, Holland, 
Russia, and different parts of Germany; two years only are required for completing the course of their 
mercantile studies, at the end of which, with a tolerable genius, they will have acquired a sufficient knowledge 
in languages and traffic, to be usefully employed in a compting house. The same care that is taken in forming 
these young persons for commercial concerns, is likewise bestowed in preparing them for the commerce of 
the world, by rendering them intelligent and amiable members of society; seventy pounds a year, includes 
every expence of lodging, board, and instructions.

 5 Jakob Mumsen, as Burney says, translated English poetry into German.
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bards far behind him: his Messiah, which is but lately finished, is the first poem of the 
Germans, as the Iliad is of the Greeks.6

They speak of his odes, as of a novum atque inauditum scribendi genus; and say, 
“that old Greece and Rome might decide about the force, sublimity, truth, and harmony 
of these poems; the numbers are sometimes taken from the Greek; but many are of his 
own invention. Klopstock’s merit in the German language, will be best known to future 
ages; his odes require a reader of good natural sense, well acquainted with the history 
of his own country, its language, antiquity, and the harmony of verse; the more they 
are studied, the more they will please; they are by many reckoned unintelligible, merely 
because they are analogous to no other species of writing.”

After this visit, M. Bach accompanied me to St. Catherine’s church, where I heard 
some very good music, of his composition, very ill performed, and to a congregation 
wholly inattentive.7 This man was certainly born to write for great performers, and for 
a refined audience; but he now seems to be out of his element. There is a fluctuation 
in the arts of every city and country where they are cultivated, and this is not a bright 
period for music at Hamburg.

At church, and in the way home, we had a conversation, which was extremely 
interesting to me: he told me, that if he was in a place, where his compositions could be 
well executed, and well heard, he should certainly kill himself, by exertions to please. 
“But adieu music! now, he said, these are good people for society, and I enjoy more 
tranquility and independence here, than at a court; after I was fifty, I gave the thing up, 
and said let us eat and drink, for to-morrow we die! and I am now reconciled to my 
situation; except indeed, when I meet with men of taste and discernment, who deserve 
better music than we can give them here.”

After this, when our conversation turned upon learned music, he spoke irreverently 
of canons, which, he said, were dry and despicable pieces of pedantry, that any one 
might compose, who would sacrifice his time to them; but it was ever a certain proof to 
him, of a total want of genius, in any one that was fond of such wretched studies, and 
unmeaning productions.

He asked, if I had found many great contra-puntists in Italy; and upon my answering 
in the negative, he replied, nay, if you had, it would have been no great matter; for after 
counterpoint is well known, many other more essential things are wanting to constitute 
a good composer. He said, he once wrote word to Hasse,8 that he was the greatest cheat 

 6 Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock’s epic “Heldengedicht” Messias was first published in 1749, and was 
translated into English as early as 1763, by Joseph Collyer.

 7 Burney probably heard a performance of a Michaelmas cantata, Ich will den Namen des Herrn 
preisen, Wq 245.

 8 Johann Adolf Hasse (1699–1783), one of the most important opera composers of his generation, 
active in Dresden and later Vienna. 
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in the world; for in a score of twenty nominal parts, he had seldom more than three 
real ones in action; but with these he produced such divine effects, as must never be 
expected from a crowded score; upon this occasion I observed, that as it is the part 
of a wise man in conversation, to wait for an opportunity of saying something to the 
purpose before he speaks; so a good composer should do in writing accompaniments; 
and not, like those eternal praters, who have a rage for saying something, when there’s 
nothing to be said, stun an audience with worse than unmeaning notes, which destroy 
all melody and expression in music; as a large company speaking all at once destroys 
conversation; and instead of reason, good sense, and good humour, makes social 
intercourse consist of nothing but clamour, impertinence, and noise: to this he entirely 
assented.

In the evening, M. Ebeling was so kind as to collect together all the Hamburg 
performers and lovers of music, he could muster, in order to treat me with a concert; 
and M. Bach was there to preside. I have great reason to be thankful for the pains 
that were taken in order to entertain me on this occasion. Several of M. Bach’s 
vocal compositions were performed, in all which great genius and originality were 
discoverable; though they did not receive the embellishments, which singers of the first 
class might have given to them. M. Bach has set to music, a Passione, in the German 
language, and several parts of this admirable composition were performed this evening. 
I was particularly delighted with a chorus in it, which for modulation, contrivance, and 
effects, was at least equal to any one of the best choruses in Handel’s immortal Messiah. 
A pathetic air, upon the subject of St. Peter’s weeping, when he heard the cock crow, 
was so truly pathetic as to make almost every hearer accompany the saint in his tears.9

Several symphonies and detached airs with an accompanied harpsichord sonatina, 
consisting of a very curious mixture of pathetic and bravura, were performed, in which 
the band had very hard duty, and though they are not in such constant practice as to be 
under exact discipline, yet they executed several very difficult pieces, with a reasonable 
degree of accuracy.

I mention M. Bach’s vocal and miscellaneous compositions, in order to prove the 
ductility of his genius; but it is not on these that I would rest his reputation, so much as 
on his productions for his own instruments, the clavichord, and piano forte, in which 
he stands unrivalled; of these I shall have occasion to speak hereafter; as to the rest, 
perhaps as good songs, chorusses, and symphonies, have been made by others: for 
though his genius is equal to every thing in music, yet he has not had the practice, the 
experience, nor the singers, or orchestra, to write for, which others have had before 
him: however, each candid observer and hearer, must discover, in the slightest and 

 9 The aria Burney refers to is “Wende dich zu meinem Schmerze,” from the Passions-Cantate, 
Wq 233.
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most trivial productions, of every kind, some mark of originality in the modulation, 
accompaniment, or melody, which bespeak a great and exalted genius.

October 11th. I spent this day in a most agreeable manner, at the villa of John 
Hanbury, esq. in the neighbourhood of Hamburg, where true English hospitality 
reigns. I was carried thither by Mr. Mathias, his majesty’s Resident, to whom I had 
letters, and who countenanced and honoured me with the same notice as his majesty’s 
minister’s had bestowed upon me in other parts of Germany.

At my return to Hamburg, in the evening, on the Altona side of the city, there were 
such crowds of people walking and sauntering up and down the road, it being Sunday, 
that carriages could, with infinite difficulty, approach the gates. It gave me a great idea 
of the populousness of Hamburg: and, upon enquiry, I was assured that it contains 
120,000 inhabitants, within the walls, and 80,000 without. The common people were 
to-day clean, and looked free from want; a sight not very frequent in the other parts of 
Europe through which I had lately passed.

At night I was carried to a concert, at the house of M. Westphal,10 an eminent 
and worthy music-merchant. There was a great deal of company, and the performers, 
who consisted chiefly of dilettanti, were very numerous. This kind of concert is usually 
more entertaining to the performers than the hearers; however, there were many young 
musicians of this party, who had promising hands upon their several instruments, 
and who, with pains and experience, would become excellent performers. But in 
these meetings, more than others, anarchy is too apt to prevail, unless the whole be 
conducted by an able and respectable master.

Monday, 12th. This was one of the busiest days of my German tour; I spent the early 
part of the morning among the musical curiosities of my friend M. Ebeling, and the rest 
of it, at M. Westphal’s musical warehouse. As M. Westphal is in correspondence with all 
the great printers and publishers of music in Europe, his catalogue is not merely local, 
and confined to Hamburg, or even the German empire; but is general, and that of all 
Europe: besides compositions that are printed and engraved, he has a great collection 
of manuscript music, which he disposes of, at a very fair and reasonable price. I was 
now unable to examine half the contents of his catalogue, before it was time to go to M. 
Bach, with whom I was engaged to dine and spend the day.

But, previous to the making my readers more intimately acquainted with the talents 
and character of this excellent musician, I shall present them with a few particulars 
relative to his life, which will be rendered more interesting, by a list of his works, than 
by his adventures.

If a narration of the still, but successful efforts of genius in the closet, could 
render a book equally entertaining with the public transactions of the field; the life of a 

10 Johann Christoph Westphal (1727–1799) was a local printer and music dealer.
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philosopher, a man of science, or an artist, would be read with as much avidity, as that 
of a Cæsar, or an Alexander.

But though the day, and hour, are carefully consigned to posterity, when towns 
have been sacked, and armies defeated, yet the exact time is seldom enquired, 
when discoveries the most useful to human nature have been made, or the greatest 
productions of genius conceived.

He would, therefore, be thought a most contemptible biographer, who, in the life 
of a musician, should circumstantially relate the year, the day, the hour when, and 
place where, a particular sonata was composed, though, by its excellence, it should bid 
fair for delighting the lovers of music, as long as the present system of harmony shall 
subsist.

And yet an historian will be read with a kind of savage satisfaction, who in the 
course of events, tells us, when Kouli-kan, or any other tyrant, made dispositions for a 
battle, in which such carnage ensued, as will make humanity shudder with horror, as 
long as the recital of it shall blacken the annals of mankind.

Carl Philip Emanuel Bach, second son of Sebastian Bach, music-director at Leipsic, 
was born at Weimar, in Upper Saxony, and territory of Thuringia, 1714. In his youth he 
studied the law, both at Leipsic, and at Frankfort on the Oder, having been intended for 
a civilian; but his father discovering in him such a strong propensity to music, as would 
prevent his applying sufficiently to any other art, indulged his natural inclination, and 
suffered him to make it his profession.

It was at Frankfort upon the Oder that he first turned his talents to account, 
by composing and directing the music, at the academy, as well as at all other public 
exhibitions in that city, even while he continued his studies at the university.

In 1738 he went to Berlin, not without expectation that the prince royal of Prussia 
[later Frederick the Great], who was then secretly forming a band, would invite him 
to Rupping he was not disappointed, the fame of his performance soon reaching this 
prince’s ears, his royal highness, sent for him to his court, and heard him with so much 
satisfaction, that he afterwards frequently commanded his attendance; but from the 
circumscribed power of the prince at that time, he did not take him into actual service 
till his accession to the throne, in 1740, and then M. Bach had alone the honour to 
accompany his majesty upon the harpsichord in the first flute-piece that he played at 
Charlottenberg, after he was king.

During his residence at Berlin, M. Bach does not seem to have enjoyed that degree 
of favour to which his merit entitled him; for though music was extremely cultivated 
by his Prussian majesty, who supported operas with great expence and magnificence, 
and who had in his service musicians of the first abilities, yet he honoured the style of 
Graun and Quantz more with his approbation, than that of any other of his servants, 
who possessed greater originality and refinement; but his majesty having early attached 
himself to an instrument which, from its confined powers, has had less good music 
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composed for it, than any other in common use, was unwilling, perhaps, to encourage 
a boldness and variety in composition, which his instrument would not allow him to 
participate.

But though Bach’s style did not insinuate itself into the favour it deserved at the court 
of Berlin, it has been imitated and adopted by the performers upon keyed instruments 
in every other part of Germany. How he formed his style, where he acquired all his 
taste and refinement, would be difficult to trace; he certainly neither inherited nor 
adopted them from his father, who was his only master; for that venerable musician, 
though unequalled in learning and contrivance, thought it so necessary to crowd into 
both hands all the harmony he could grasp, that he must inevitably have sacrificed 
melody and expression. Had the son however chosen a model, it would certainly have 
been his father, whom he highly reverenced; but as he has ever disdained imitation, he 
must have derived from nature alone, those fine feelings, that variety of new ideas, and 
selection of passages, which are so manifest in his compositions.

The works which he produced, during his residence at Berlin, are so numerous, 
and, in general, so unknown in England, that I shall specify the principal of them here, 
for the satisfaction of those who may wish to procure them.

 I. Six Sonatas far the Harpsichord, dedicated to [Frederick II] the King of Prussia. 
Published by Schmidt, at Nuremberg, 1742. [Wq 48; CPEB:CW, I/1]

 II. Ditto, dedicated to [Carl Eugene] the duke of Würtemberg, published the same 
year, and in the same city, by Windter. Many of his admirers look upon this as the 
best of his works. [Wq 49; CPEB:CW, I/1]

 III. Two Trios for Violins, and a Base, with remarks by the author. Printed by dø. In 
these pieces, the composer has endeavoured to support a dialogue between two 
persons of different characters. [Wq 161; CPEB:CW, II/2.1–2.2]

 IV. Three Harpsichord Concertos. Printed separately, by dø. [Wq 11, 14, 25; CPEB:CW, 
III/7]

 V. An Essay on the Art of Playing the Harpsichord, with examples, on twenty-fix 
copperplates, written in the German language, and printed for the author, 1753. 
[CPEB:CW, VII/1; and Wq 63; CPEB:CW, I/3]

 VI. Ten sonatas for the harpsichord, printed by Hafner, at Nuremberg, in his 
Miscellanies, from 1755, to 1765. [see CPEB:CW, I/5.1–5.2]

 VII. Two Sonatas for the Harpsichord, with some detached pieces, and a Fugue, in 
Brietkopf ’s Collection, Leipsic, 1757. [see CPEB:CW, I/5.1–5.2]

 VIII. Melodies to Gellerts Hymns, by Winter, at Berlin, 1759. [Wq 194–195; CPEB:CW, 
VI/1]

 IX. Twelve short Pieces for two and three Voices, in a pocket form. dø. [Wq  81; 
CPEB:CW, II/5]

 X. Six Sonatas, with his own Graces, book first: this work has been printed in 
London, by the late Mr. Walsh. [Wq 50; CPEB:CW, I/2]
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 XI. Second Part of dø. 1761. [Wq 51; CPEB:CW, I/2]
 XII. Essay upon the Art of Playing the Harpsichord, vol. II. which treats of 

accompaniment, and voluntary playing, Berlin, dø. [CPEB:CW, VII/2]
 XIII. A Collection of Odes dø. [Wq 199; CPEB:CW, VI/3]
 XIV. Six Sonatas for the Harpsichord, dø. 1762. [Wq 53; CPEB:CW, I/3]

He has likewise composed a great number of simphonies, many of which have been 
printed separately. The whole of his works, include thirty trios for the harpsichord, and 
other instruments; eighteen solos, for different instruments; twelve sonatines, of which 
some are for two harpsichords, with accompaniments; forty-nine concertos for the 
harpsichord; a hundred and seventy lessons for dø. besides smaller pieces, and single 
fugues.

* * *

It must be owned, that the style of this author is so uncommon, that a little habit is 
necessary for the enjoyment of it; Quintilian made a relish for the works of Cicero the 
criterion of a young orator’s advancement in his studies, and those of C.P.E. Bach may 
serve as a touchstone to the taste and discernment of a young musician. Complaints 
have been made against his pieces, for being long, difficult, fantastic, and far-fetched. In 
the first particular, he is less defensible than in the rest; yet the fault will admit of some 
extenuation; for length, in a musical composition, is so much expected in Germany, 
that an author is thought barren of ideas, who leaves off till every thing has been said 
which the subject suggests.

Easy and Difficult, are relative terms; what is called a hard word by a person of no 
education, may be very familiar to a scholar: our author’s works are more difficult to 
express, than to execute. As to their being fantastical, and far-fetched, the accusation, 
if it be just, may be softened, by alledging, that his boldest strokes, both of melody 
and modulation, are always consonant to rule, and supported by learning; and that his 
flights are not the wild ravings of ignorance or madness, but the effusions of cultivated 
genius. His pieces, therefore, will be found, upon a close examination, to be so rich in 
invention, taste, and learning, that, with all the faults laid to their charge, each line of 
them, if with-drawn, would furnish more new ideas than can be discovered in a whole 
page of many other compositions that have been well received by the public.

Though M. Bach continued near thirty years at Berlin, it cannot be supposed 
that he was perfectly contented with his situation. A style of music prevailed, totally 
different from that which he wished to establish; his salary was inconsiderable, and he 
ranked below several that were greatly inferior to him in merit.

Frequent opportunities offered, during this period, for his establishing himself 
very advantageously elsewhere, some of which he wished to accept; but he could not 
obtain his dismission: however, his salary, after many years service, was augmented.
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Indeed as M. Bach was not a subject of Prussia, it seems as if he might have quitted 
Berlin whenever he pleased; but as he had married during his residence there, and had 
issue by that marriage, it is supposed that his wife and children, being all subjects of his 
Prussian majesty, could not retire out of his dominions without his permission.

But in 1767, being invited to succeed Telemann, as music-director at Hamburg, 
after repeated solicitations and petitions, he was allowed to go thither with his family, 
where he has continued ever since.

* * *

When I went to his house, I found with him three or four rational, and well-bred 
persons, his friends, besides his own family, consisting of Mrs. Bach, his eldest son, who 
practises the law, and his daughter.11 The instant I entered, he conducted me up stairs, 
into a large and elegant music room, furnished with pictures, drawings, and prints 
of more than a hundred and fifty eminent musicians: among whom, there are many 
Englishmen, and original portraits, in oil, of his father and grandfather. After I had 
looked at these, M. Bach was so obliging as to sit down to his Silbermann clavichord, 
and favourite instrument, upon which he played three or four of his choicest and most 
difficult compositions, with the delicacy, precision, and spirit, for which he is so justly 
celebrated among his countrymen. In the pathetic and slow movements, whenever he 
had a long note to express, he absolutely contrived to produce, from his instrument, 
a cry of sorrow and complaint, such as can only be effected upon the clavichord, and 
perhaps by himself.

After dinner, which was elegantly served, and chearfully eaten, I prevailed upon 
him to sit down again to a clavichord, and he played, with little intermission, till near 
eleven o’clock at night. During this time, he grew so animated and possessed, that he 
not only played, but looked like one inspired. His eyes were fixed, his under lip fell, 
and drops of effervescence distilled from his countenance. He said, if he were to be set 
to work frequently, in this manner, he should grow young again. He is now fifty nine, 
rather short in stature, with black hair and eyes, and brown complexion, has a very 
animated countenance, and is of a chearful and lively disposition.

His performance to-day convinced me of what I had suggested before from his 
works; that he is not only one of the greatest composers that ever existed, for keyed 
instruments, but the best player, in point of expression; for others, perhaps, have had as 
rapid execution: however, he possesses every style; though he chiefly confines himself 
to the expressive. He is learned, I think, even beyond his father, whenever he pleases, 
and is far before him in variety of modulation; his fugues are always upon new and 
curious subjects, and treated with great art as well as genius.

11 [Burney’s footnote:] He has two sons, the youngest of whom studies painting, at the academies of 
Leipsic and Dresden.
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He played to me, among many other things, his last six concertos,12 lately published 
by subscription, in which he has studied to be easy, frequently I think at the expence 
of his usual originality; however, the great musician appears in every movement, and 
these productions will probably be the better received, for resembling the music of this 
world more than his former pieces, which seem made for another region, or at least 
another century, when what is now thought difficult and far-fetched, will, perhaps, be 
familiar and natural.

There are several traits in the characters of the younger Scarlatti and Emanuel Bach, 
which bear a strong resemblance. Both were sons of great and popular composers, 
regarded as standards of perfection by all their cotemporaries, except their own 
children, who dared to explore new ways to fame. Domenico Scarlatti,13 half a century 
ago, hazarded notes of taste and effect, at which other musicians have but just arrived, 
and to which the public ear is but lately reconciled; Emanuel Bach, in like manner, 
seems to have outstript his age.

M. Bach shewed me two manuscript books of his father’s composition, written on 
purpose for him when he was a boy, containing pieces with a fugue, in all the twenty-
four keys, extremely difficult, and generally in five parts, at which he laboured for the 
first years of his life, without remission. He presented me with several of his own pieces, 
and three or four curious ancient books and treatises on music, out of his father’s 
collection; promising, at any distant time, to furnish me with others, if I would only 
acquaint him by letter, with my wants.14

Tuesday 13th. This morning was entirely employed in visiting churches, and 
hearing organs, to which M. Bach was so kind as to conduct me. The first instrument 
we heard, was at the new church of St. Michael, which is an elegant and magnificent 
building.

The late Mr. Mattheson,15 who was secretary of legation many years to the English 
Resident at Hamburg, and who has written so many treatises on music, bequeathed 
all his possessions to that republic, on condition that an organ should be built for this 

12 Sei concerti per il cembalo concertato, Wq 43, were published by Winter in 1772. The tuttis were 
included in the keyboard part so that they could be played on solo keyboard, which is how Bach played them 
for Burney.

13 Domenico Scarlatti (1685–1757) was a son of Alessandro Scarlatti (1660–1725), one of the foremost 
Italian baroque opera composers. Domenico spent most of his career in Lisbon in the service of King Joao V 
of Portugal, where he wrote more than five hundred sonatas for keyboard.

14 [Burney’s footnote:] Since that time Mr. Bach has obliged me with several of his own and his 
father’s most curious compositions.

15 Johann Mattheson (1681–1764), a composer and singer of Handel’s generation, produced many 
important music treatises, including Der vollkommene Capellmeister (1739), as well as a treatise on figured 
bass.
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church, such as he described in his will. It has not been long finished, and is, I believe, 
the largest and most complete in Europe. It cost upwards of 4000£. sterl. was built 
by Hildebrand, is of thirty-two feet, has four sets of keys, long compass, up to F in 
altissimo, and with the pedals goes down to double double C. The keys are covered 
with mother of pearl, and tortoise-shell; the front is curiously inlaid, and the case richly 
ornamented, though it is not, I think, of the most elegant form.

There are sixty-four stops in this instrument, among which the German flute is 
composed of as many real flutes as there are notes. The other stops are good of the 
kind, and the chorus is the most noble that can be imagined; but it is more striking by 
its force, and the richness of the harmony, than by a clear and distinct melody, which 
fashion makes it necessary to load with a crowd of accompaniments in all the German 
churches. M. Hartmann,16 a dilettante, was so obliging as to play on this instrument a 
considerable time, in order to let me hear all its powers. M. Bach has so long neglected 
organ-playing, that he says he has lost the use of the pedals, which are thought so 
essential throughout Germany, that no one can pass for a player worth hearing, who is 
unable to use them. A swell has been attempted in this instrument, but with little effect; 
only three stops have been put into it, and the power of crescendo and diminuendo is 
so small with them, that if I had not been told there was a swell, I should not have 
discovered it.

M. Mattheson’s picture is placed in the front of the organ, and in the front of 
the gallery there is a fine old fashioned Latin inscription, giving an account of his 
benefaction: this good man had more pedantry and nonsense about him, than true 
genius. In one of his vocal compositions for the church, in which the word rainbow 
occurred, he gave himself infinite trouble to make the notes of his score form an arch. 
This may serve as a specimen of his taste and judgment, with respect to the propriety 
of musical expression and imitation.

By his last will and testament, an anthem was performed, which he had composed 
himself for the occasion; but it was fairly laughed at, when heard in its old fashioned 
guise. However, he possessed a large share of musical erudition, and was of great use to 
his countrymen, in his younger days, by bringing them acquainted with the music of 
other parts of the world, and by introducing a better style among them than their own: 
he was less fond of fugues than his cotemporaries, but in his latter days he became a 
mere theorist, without taste or feeling.

Hamburg has no less than five organs of thirty-two feet; three of them made by 
Splitger, about the latter end of the last century, which are excellent for welltoned pipes, 
and noble chorusses: these are to be found in the churches of St. John, St. Nicholas, and 
St. James.

16 Several musicians with the surname Hartmann sang or played in Bach’s Hamburg music 
ensembles.
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The organ of St. Peter’s church is the most ancient in the town; it is not known 
when it was originally built, but the two last manuals, it has four, were made at 
Hartzogenbuch, in Brabant, by Mister Nargenhof, in 1548, and sent hither by sea: 
this, the organist, M. Pfiffer, told me, is upon record. Some of the stops are excellent, 
particularly the vox humana, which, though not like a human voice, resembles, in tone 
and in sweetness, a better kind of clarinet. M. Pfiffer is in years, but must have been a 
very brilliant performer in his youth, and he still retains his powers of execution, both 
with hands and feet, beyond any one I ever heard, at his time of life.

In the afternoon, I was introduced to Signor Ansani,17 a first-rate Italian singer, 
who had been two or three years at Copenhagen, and was now going to Amsterdam. 
He has an excellent tenor voice; is tall, thin, and of a good figure; he accompanied 
himself on the harpsichord, in several songs, in which he manifested not only great 
taste and expression, in slow movements, but great neatness in the quick; for he is able 
to execute, in bravura airs, the most rapid passages. His style is serious, and I never 
heard a better singer of his sort. He has a great compass of voice, with much strength 
and sweetness; his shake is a little too close, otherwise I should venture to pronounce 
him, a perfect tenor singer.

Having been assisted in my musical enquiries, at Hamburg, with such friendly zeal, 
and treated with so much kindness and hospitality, it gave me great concern that I was 
unable to remain longer in that city; but the time being elapsed, which I had allotted 
myself for visiting those parts of Germany where music has been most cultivated, I was 
now under a necessity of turning my face towards England.

17 Giovanni Ansani (1744–1826).
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Charles Burney’s entry on C.P.E. Bach

After completing his four-volume General History of Music in 1789, Burney wrote a series 
of short biographies of eighteenth-century musicians for Abraham Rees’s Cyclopedia, 45 
vols. (London, 1802–1820).18 Since Burney had already written a summary of C.P.E. Bach’s 
life in his Present State of Music (see appendix 1), he instead offered some criticism of his 
own, making the point at the end that Haydn’s “bold modulation, rests, pauses, and free 
use of semitones, and unexpected flights” were indebted at least in part to C.P.E. Bach.

Bach, Charles Philip Emanuel, son of Sebastian, resided many years at Berlin, in the 
service of Frederic II. king of Prussia: he was afterwards music-director at Hamburg, 
and long regarded as the greatest composer and performer on keyed instruments 
of his time; he was certainly the founder of the present style of composition for the 
piano-forte, as his father and Handel had been for that of the organ. It was observed by 
Abel,19 that if Sebastian Bach and his admirable son Emanuel, instead of being music-
directors in commercial cities, had been fortunately employed to compose for the stage 
and public of great capitals, such as Naples, Paris, or London, and for performers of 
the first class, they would doubtless have simplified their style more to the level of 
their judges; the one would have sacrificed all unmeaning art and contrivance, and 
the other have been less fantastical and recherché; and both, by writing in a style more 
popular, and generally intelligible and pleasing, would have extended their fame, and 
been indisputably the greatest musicians of the eighteenth century.

Emanuel Bach, in his life, written at our request by himself,20 has some excellent 
reflections on his own style, which he formed and polished by hearing the greatest 
performers, vocal and instrumental, of his youth, who visited his father, or were 
employed in the theatre at Berlin. When the critics, says he, are disposed to judge 
impartially, which seldom happens, they are frequently too severe on works that 
come under their lash, from not knowing the circumstances that gave them birth, 
or remembering the author’s original intention. But how seldom are critics found to 
possess feeling, science, probity, and courage; qualities without which no one should 
set up for a sovereign judge. It is a melancholy truth, that musical criticism, which 

18 See Roger Lonsdale, Dr. Charles Burney, a Literary Biography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1965). 
19 Carl Friedrich Abel (1723–1787), a famous viola da gambist, was a pupil of J.S. Bach and went to 

London in the late 1750s, where he would have been acquainted with Burney.
20 Burney is referring to C.P.E. Bach’s autobiography, which he requested in 1772 during his visit to 

Hamburg, and which he paraphrased in translation in his travels (see appendix 1). In the German translation, 
rather than translate Burney’s English back to German, the translator Bode used Bach’s own German text.
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ought to be useful to the art, is in Germany a trade, commonly carried on by dry, 
malignant, and stupid writers. He then declares that of all his works, those for the 
clavichord or piano-forte are the chief in which he has indulged his own feelings and 
ideas. His principal wish has been to play and compose in the most vocal manner 
possible, notwithstanding the great defect of all keyed instruments, except the organ, 
in not sustaining their tone. But to make a harpsichord or piano-forte sing, is not easily 
accomplished; as the ear must not be tired by too thin a harmony, nor stunned by too 
full an accompaniment. In his opinion, music ought to touch the heart, and he never 
found that this could be effected by running, rattling, drumming, or arpeggios.

If Haydn ever looked up to any great master as a model, it seems to have been 
C.  P.  Em. Bach: the bold modulation, rests, pauses, and free use of semitones, and 
unexpected flights of Haydn, remind us frequently of Bach’s early works more than of 
any other composer. But in writing for violins, he has surpassed his model in facility 
and invention; freaks, whim, and even buffoonery, appear natural to Haydn, which 
in the works of his imitators seem downright caprice and affectation. Em. Bach used 
to be censured for his extraneous modulation, crudities, and difficulties; but, like the 
hard words of Dr. Johnson,21 to which the public by degrees became reconciled, every 
German composer takes the same liberties now as Bach, and every English writer uses 
Johnson’s language with impunity. Emanuel Bach died at Hamburg, 1788, at near eighty 
years of age.

21 Samuel Johnson (1709–1784), the famous lexicographer and essayist, would have known Burney 
personally through the Thrales in Streatham.
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Appendix 3  
 

Johann Friedrich Reichardt’s letter on C.P.E. Bach 

Reichardt visited Hamburg in 1774 and made the acquaintance of C.P.E. Bach. He reported 
on some of the music he heard there in a letter written to Herr Richter in Königsberg, 
published in Briefe . . . 1:110–125. See also the essay by Paul Corneilson, pp. 70–80 above.

Should you come upon the idea that I could have written to you earlier, and 
wonder why I happen to be writing you specifically today, since it has been so long, I 
must answer that there has not been for you such an important musical reason to write 
about until today. That I love you wholeheartedly and value you highly I do not have to 
repeat, you are convinced of it; and this was quite a comfort to me. But to have avoided 
you, that was impossible. My custom is that when I see or hear something beautiful or 
perfect, I immediately look around to see with whom I can share my pleasure, since 
joy felt alone is only partial joy to me. As I looked around today, no matter how much, 
it was always you among hundreds of people that I had before my eyes, even though 
you are so far away from me. Thus I must share my pleasure with you, most worthy 
friend. You ask: what does it consist of? Can it be anything else than something from 
our Bach,22 whom we both adore, and who is everything to you? Today I got to know 
this great man from a new perspective, and am filled with new admiration for him. 
One of his Passions23 was performed in the St. Petri Church, the character of which 
encompassed originality, an appropriately powerful and new expression, sustained 
strength, and intense fire. One recognizes Bach’s genius in all of his works, even the 
smallest. They all carry the stamp of originality, immediately recognizable among 
a hundred others, although each is new and inventive. Nowhere, however, has his 
inexhaustible spirit so blossomed as here. In every recitative, in every aria, in every 
chorus can be found innovation and invention, in the harmony as well as the melody. 
And nothing crude anywhere. Everything—except for one fast aria, whose playful wit 
is not really appropriate for the church—everything is noble, large, and in the most 
solemn sacred style; and everything unique to him.

* * *

22 [Reichardt’s footnote:] “C.P.E. Bach, Capellmeister in Hamburg.”
23 The Passion according to St. Mark, H 787, was first performed at St. Petri on Invocavit Sunday, 

February 20, 1774; see CPEB:CW, IV/5.2. See Schreib-calender in Houghton exhibition case 7, p. 38 above. 
This Passion, like most of C.P.E. Bach’s Passions, is a pasticcio based on Gottfried August Homilius’s St. Mark 
Passion, HoWV I.10, with additional music from Homilius’s other Passions. These Passions have been edited 
by Uwe Wolf and published by Carus Verlag.
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“But the natural, flowing melody of a Graun24 is missing,” say those inexperienced 
in art, but which one can rebut with two words. “You must admire the original composer 
in Bach, who is only able to write the way he writes, who does not sing in such a way 
that you could think, on hearing his music, ‘I would have sung that verse the same way.’ 
With Graun, though, you must admire him for precisely that. This is what has made 
Graun one of the most pleasing of composers, and led to his becoming the darling of 
his nation, such as he became through his Tod Jesu.25 Bach on the other hand has raised 
himself through his original genius to the stature of a great and peerless man, and is the 
model for an entire school, indeed the best school of its kind that any nation has ever 
had. Do you understand me? Klopstock26 does not write verses like Gellert27 does, and 
Gellert would have a hard time of it, if he were to try to write Klopstockian verse. Their 
geniuses are as different as Bach’s and Graun’s. Gellert’s would lead him inevitably to 
become the favorite of the nation, Klopstock’s to become the model of epic poetry, and 
that is what they became. Bach desires to please everyone as little as does Klopstock. 
You, therefore, who cannot find such men to your liking, should sing and play your 
Graun and read your Gellert. Those other men have thought and written for other 
people. The language in which their eloquence is couched is unknown to you. How 
could you possibly understand them?”28

This opinion would be much less universal among amateurs (dilettantes) if they 
were left to their natural good senses, but they are led astray partly by ill-informed 
people, partly by jealous and mischievous people. Whoever fails to understand Bach’s 
works can thus hardly perform them in a way that the audience can understand them. 
How can I properly recite verses before I understand the meaning in them? And how 
can a listener to whom I read this verse with false and incorrect declamation possibly 
understand it? It is exactly the same with musical performances. Therefore every wise 
person considers playing music from sight to be an empty exercise. And don’t think that 
I criticize what appears to the unknowing public as an achievement like philosophers 
who belittle riches and outward fame, not out of personal conviction, but because 
they do not have them. For me this is not the case with any piece, and since I don’t 
consider it to be anything special I can say of myself that I possess the ability on two 

24 Carl Heinrich Graun (1704–1759) was kapellmeister at Frederick the Great’s court and a colleague 
of C.P.E. Bach in the 1740s and 1750s.

25 Graun’s oratorio Der Tod Jesu (1755), to a text by Karl Wilhelm Ramler, was one of the best-known 
works by the composer.

26 Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock (1724–1803) spent the last years of his life in Hamburg, and wrote 
several poems for C.P.E. Bach to set to music.

27 Christian Fürchtegott Gellert (1715–1769) spent most of his career in Leipzig, and his Geistliche 
Oden were set to music and published by C.P.E. Bach among other composers.

28 Whether Reichardt is quoting a published work or is simply setting up a straw man is unclear. 
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instruments to read even difficult pieces cleanly at sight. But still, how often is the true 
sense, the true expression of the idea of the piece lacking, even when not a single note 
has been missed. I have often enough experienced this in my own playing as well as 
with every other sight-reader. Of all instruments this occurs most often with keyboard 
instruments—inherently already because of its polyphonic nature, not to mention its 
difficulty of playing, and most of all with keyboard pieces by Bach, since these possess 
more originality than anything else and therefore require to a much greater degree 
that one become most intimately familiar with them before playing them. The same 
applies to Klopstockian verses. How few are there, however, who can properly read 
these, or who can properly perform Bach’s pieces? Without wanting to flatter you, my 
dear Richter,29 I must admit in this connection that you have always satisfied me most 
in your manner of performing Bach. And of all of the keyboard players that I have 
gotten to know during my three-year journey I can only place very few at your side. 
Among these are particularly Bertuch30 and Fasch31 in Berlin, Kapellemister Wolf32 in 
Weimar, Fr. Benda33 in Potsdam (the eldest son of Concertmeister Benda), Transchel34 
in Dresden, who in addition to his great abilities at the keyboard is also a very fine and 
thorough judge of music; Duscheck35 in Prague, who, apart from playing Bach extremely 
well, also has a particularly delicate and brilliant touch; Fleischer36 in Braunschweig, 
who fully deserves his place here. He plays with much nicety, differentiation, exactness, 
and dexterity not only Bach but his own pieces, which are full of fire and invention. 
And finally Pobielski37 in Königsberg and Klügling38 in Danzig. Those are the very 

29 Reichardt identifies the recipient of his letter (in a footnote on p. 115) as “Herr Richter, Organist 
bey der Hauptkirche in Königsberg,” who was his music teacher while Reichardt was a student there.

30 Wilhelm Christoph Bertuch (1732–1782) was a pupil of C.P.E. Bach.
31 Carl Friedrich Christian Fasch (1736–1800) served as deputy harpsichordist at Frederick the 

Great’s court and eventually replaced C.P.E. Bach in 1768. He founded the Sing-Akademie zu Berlin in 1792.
32 Ernst Wilhelm Wolf (1735–1792) spent most of his career at the Weimar court and was a friend of 

C.P.E. Bach.
33 Presumably Friedrich Ludwig Benda (1752–1796), who was the son of Georg Anton Benda (1722–

1795), but the parenthetical reference to his father as concertmaster would be Franz Benda (1709–1786), 
Georg Anton’s elder brother. Both brothers were associates of C.P.E. Bach, and Reichardt might have gotten 
the two mixed up.

34 Christoph Transchel (d. 1800) was a pupil of C.P.E. Bach.
35 František Xaver Dušek (1731–1799) was one of C.P.E. Bach’s agents and a disciple of the Bach 

school.
36 Friedrich Gottlob Fleischer (1722–1806) studied with J.S. Bach.
37 Christian Wilhelm Podbielski (1740–1792) studied with J.S. Bach, and eventually gave 

counterpoint lessons to E.T.A. Hoffmann.
38 Friedrich August Klügling (1744–1800) studied with Johann Philipp Kirnberger in Berlin and 

moved to Danzig in 1768
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few among the many hundreds, and seldom does one find even among the very worst 
any who do not play Bach. And it turns out that these poor hacks are often the most 
generous with their art so that it is they among the very few that are heard. So how 
can it be otherwise, that Bach’s pieces appeal to so few? And even among those who 
hear his pieces played well are so many with such bad taste that they enjoy an English 
or a Polish dance better than the best sonata. And how many are not still among the 
masses who prefer to read a little anacreontic poem than a noble ode by Ramler? But 
still I wish to emphasize that all of this is not so bad as the malice and jealousy of many 
musicians themselves, who are really in the position to recognize the merit of the great 
man, but who attempt to disparage his name because they feel unable to reach his level, 
in order not to appear so far behind him at least in the eyes of the unknowing public 
who allow themselves to be convinced by them. I know that all of this disturbs Bach 
very little. And I am not trying here to defend him, far from it, only more or less to 
open the eyes of those who read this little work, to lead them to push back a little the 
next time someone speaks to them in definitive terms about a lack of natural, pleasing 
melody. That they ask him about the original spirit and great knowledge of harmony 
of the great man, about who could possibly surpass him, indeed how many could even 
match him? To let themselves generally be more informed about the great merit of 
the man, rather than about what, according to that jealous talk, is missing. When one 
finally truly knows and understands this, one will become convinced that nothing is 
lacking in him except that which contradicts his genius or is beneath him.

Even today such malicious people did not refrain from sowing the seeds of 
reproach among the people. They seized on a few slips in respect to declamation and 
attacked the great man like a simple schoolboy who in his ignorance attacks his Virgil 
because of a misplaced comma or period. And since there are always people at home, 
even if it is just little girls, who listen to his childish gibberish and admire his early 
erudition, so there are also enough people who consider such malicious people to be 
wise men because of their impertinent small talk. The only thing lacking here is for 
the father to show up and give the boy a box on the ear for his impudence. Then you 
should see the faces of the girls! Worthy of a painting by Hogarth! Meanwhile Oeser39 
is working on a monument to the great man, and thereby perpetuates his own memory, 
just as he had done with his recent graces on Gellert’s grave—an invention in delicacy 
that can scarcely be surpassed. Thus another pernicious critic disturbed my pleasure: 
“listen to what difficulties there are in the voices and instruments.”40 To the devil with 
you, leave me alone! Of course Bach wrote his music for good singers who can sing in 
tune, and not just in thirds like the students there. For them it is inordinately difficult, 

39 Adam Friedrich Oeser (1717–1799) was a painter active in Leipzig and the teacher of C.P.E. Bach’s 
son, J.S. Bach the younger.

40 Probably another straw man.



128 J.F. Reichardt on C.P.E. Bach 

but that doesn’t mean that it is generally so. And then the instruments—don’t you agree 
that an original idea often requires an expression that is unfamiliar to us? And what 
is difficulty if not the unfamiliar that we don’t encounter every day? Certainly a few 
notes could be avoided that are awkward to play, but do you expect Bach to master all 
instruments as well as he does the keyboard? And this requires not only theoretical 
knowledge, but also personal practice and experience with the instrument. So you only 
demand of Bach that he had endured an apprenticeship with a piper in order to learn to 
play every instrument before you will consider him complete? Oh, that he lack nothing 
more than this, so may he continue thereby to pay his duty to humanity.

* * *

The expression in this masterful Passion was most of the time so appropriate and 
strong, and thereby new, that it can be regarded as a particular and unmistakeable 
proof of Bach’s original genius; how he doesn’t tiresomely search far and wide for his 
new and unfamiliar ideas, rather they spring all by themselves from his soul. Because 
when a vocal composer attempts to force a new expression to the words before him, and 
digs around for an unfamiliar idea, the appropriate expression is almost certainly lost, 
and one sees in the idea, especially when the words are sung to it, something anxious 
and forced. This was certainly not the case with Bach. Rather I perceived much more, 
that the reason for the exceedingly rare strength in much of the expression was that 
it was simply inherent, and that Bach in composing it felt it much more strongly and 
vividly than most people are capable of experiencing, and this caused more admiration 
in them than true feeling. To this belongs, to a certain extent, that one attempts to 
enter into the same enthusiasm that the composer felt when he was composing; that 
one prepares himself as a listener to such a piece in advance; that one persuades 
oneself about the importance of the themes that will be treated, just as the composer 
did before beginning to work; and that one guards against all distractions during the 
performance. Because if you listen to even one movement with less attentiveness than 
to the others, you have already lost the ability to judge the work as a whole. I found it, 
as a listener immersed in myself and the piece, beautiful and sublime, considered as a 
whole. According to the sentiments and opinions of the majority, however, I must now 
observe it from the point of view of those who say about it, what so many have said 
about Young:41 his only mistake was this, that he was all too persistent and monotonous 
in the strength of his ideas, without any change; that the reader becomes fatigued by it; 
that the reader is not in the position to read more in one sitting than Young was able 
at most in one night to write and to think. This last one is false, since Young certainly 

41 Edward Young (1683–1765); his most famous work, Night-Thoughts, which was translated into 
German in 1760 by Johann Arnold Ebert (1723–1795), went through numerous editions, and influenced early 
Goethe.
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thought about each idea a hundred times more than what ended up in the book, and 
more than most readers think about. But these readers will certainly again be so just 
as to grant him an excess of strength of spirit and acumen. They will also grant that we 
Germans know only one Ebert, who is able to think like him, indeed, to think as him.

The intense fire that flames through the work I cannot describe with mere words. 
Sometimes I would be inflamed to fury, and the expression of pain and lament was just 
as intense and strong.

Concerning the excellence with respect to harmony I need say nothing to you. 
You already know this great man so well that you require no analysis of the individual 
beauties of this work in order to consider him an absolute master of harmony. This 
much I must say to you, though: you will find such an abundance of new, great, and 
sublime passages and modulations as perhaps are to be found in no other musical 
work.

If only you could have heard this great masterpiece yourself! Perhaps I will soon 
have the good fortune of being in the presence of the master himself, and to get to 
know him completely in his practical art.42 I hope that you won’t then take it amiss 
when you lose the top spot in my list of keyboard players. But the top spot in my heart 
you will always have.
   

(translated by Mark W. Knoll)

42 Reichardt means practical art as a performer.
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Christian Friedrich Daniel Schubart on C.P.E. Bach

Schubart was a musician, poet, and critic whose aesthetics of music (Ideen zu einer 
Ästhetik der Tonkunst, 1806; see Houghton exhibition case 8, p. 43 above) was published 
posthumously. C.P.E. Bach owned Schubart’s portrait, and his poem “Die Forelle” was set 
to music by Franz Schubert. 

Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, who in many instances exceeded Telemann.43 He 
was kapellmeister in Hamburg; [also] for Princess Amalia of Prussia;44 and served 
various courts in this capacity. He is the son of the great Sebastian Bach, and studied 
harpsichord- and organ-playing with him and had such admirable success that already 
in his eleventh year he could play the magical pieces of his father, which he learned 
while looking over his shoulder as he composed them. But he soon gave up on the organ 
and devoted himself entirely to the clavier and composition. In his eighteenth year 
he became the first keyboard player for Frederick the Great and always accompanied 
alone the flute concertos and solos of the king. Here he advanced to the rank of the best 
clavier player in the world. No one has ever grasped with such deep insight the nature of 
the harpsichord, the fortepiano, the pantaleon, and clavichord as this immortal man. In 
particular he was the first to bring coloring to the clavichord, and invented the floating 
and vibrating of the notes [Bebung], portato [Träger] (a kind of mezzotint), cadenzas, 
trills, also trilled turns, along with countless other embellishments on the clavichord. 
He plays extremely strongly and just as beautifully. His legato style, his ornaments, his 
modulations, his harmonic tricks are unequalled. He has studied music in its widest 
range. As great as he is as a solo player, as creative as he is at improvising, as great 
and exalted his imagination—he is just as great an accompanist. Who accompanies 
like Bach? Nobody! is how all of Europe would respond. Frederick the Great, who 
studied Horace’s principle of Nil admirari [to be surprised by nothing] to such a high 
degree, more than once stood behind the great man as he conjured up sounds from the 
clavichord, then rapped his cane on the floor and cried out: only one Bach! only one 
Bach!

We have numerous clavier pieces by this master, all of them bearing the stamp 
of extraordinary genius. No one is so rich in invention, so inexhaustible in new 

43 Georg Philipp Telemann was Bach’s predecessor as music director in Hamburg, serving from 1721 
until his death in 1767. Telemann was also a godfather of C.P.E. Bach.

44 Anna Amalia of Prussia (1723–1787) was a younger sister of Frederick the Great. She studied 
music with J.P. Kirnberger, and as Abbess of Quedlinburg, she appointed C.P.E. Bach her kapellmeister in 
absentia.
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modulation, so full of harmony as this man. What Raphael is as a painter and Klopstock 
as a poet—that is pretty much what Bach is as harmonist and composer. What faults 
his pieces have are a stubborn taste, often bizarreness, studied difficulty, idiosyncratic 
fingerings, in which, for example, the middle fingers are always independent; also 
inflexibility against fashionable tastes. Even if something in these accusations is true, 
yet it is truer still that the truly great man can bend but never actually degrade himself 
to the dwarfishness of his contemporaries. Bach used to say: if my contemporaries fall 
down, it is my duty to pick them up, not to lie next to them in the muck. Therefore, 
you always notice in his latest pieces an adapting to the genius of the times, but never 
sinking to the prevailing spirit of smallness. All dallying on the clavichord, all sugary, 
vapid mannerisms, all the tinkling of today’s composers is an abomination for this 
great mind. He remains, in spite of the fashion, what he is: Bach!

As great as a clavier player as he appears here, he is equally great as a teacher of the 
clavier. No one knows better how to master the art of training masters than he has. His 
great mind has formed his own school, the Bachisches school. Whoever comes from 
this school will be treated preferentially throughout all of Europe. His fingering is the 
most excellent ever invented for the clavier: his hand and body position are brilliant, 
and his presentation is so relaxed that one sees him work miracles without noticing 
a single magical motion. Yes, he has become the teacher of the world in clavichord 
playing. His “true manner of playing the keyboard”45 is as classic a work as ever was 
written. His style is pure, serious, and precise. Its rules are drawn from the deepest 
experience. He is theorist and aesthetician at the same time to a rare degree. He seems 
to have exhausted everything at the keyboard: in the forty years since he dominated 
the field, many others have tried to attain his colossal image, but they could scarcely 
lick his boots. 

He was equally capable as a director of a musical choir. He understands how to 
blend a hundred voices and strings into unison in such a way; to introduce the very 
pulse of nature, to rein in genius itself into order, that there is hardly his equal in it. 
Acoustics, orchestration, and many secret kapellmeister arts he understood from 
the foundation. Also as a song composer he has shown brilliance. His cantatas, his 
chorales, for which he chose Gellert’s,46 Cramer’s,47 or Klopstock’s48 lyrics, are full of 
pathos, full of novelty in melodic passages, unique in modulations—in short, true 
harmonic spheres of sound. His mind is as great as his diligence. No genius has ever 

45 Versuch über die wahre Art das Clavier zu spielen, 2 vols. (1753–1762).
46 Geistliche Oden und Lieder mit Melodien, Wq 194, first published in 1758 and reprinted several 

times eventually with an appendix of twelve additional songs in 1764, Wq 195; see CPEB:CW, VI/1.
47 Cramers übersetzte Psalmen mit Melodien, Wq 196, first published in 1774; see CPEB:CW, VI/2.
48 Bach set several of Klopstock’s lyrics, the most famous being the Morgengesang am Schöpfungsfeste, 

Wq 239, published in 1784; see CPEB:CW, VI/4.
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written so much as he, and everything including the slightest song or minuet shows his 
original stamp. That through this extraordinary man, the music in Hamburg had to 
be uncommonly formed is to be understood. Everything there is song and sound: the 
greatest virtuosos visit there, and are rewarded royally; the amateurs rise to mastery.49

    

(translated by Paul Corneilson)

49 [Schubart’s footnote:] The Syndic Schuback, a cyclopedic mind, not only plays the clavier as 
a master, but also composes quite admirably. A man who can say, I only know two teachers, Klopstock 
and Bach, deserves to be noticed by history even if he refers to himself only as an amateur. [Corneilson:] 
Jacob Schuback (1726–1784) studied music with C.P.E. Bach, and wrote an installation cantata for Pastor 
Schumacher, H  821c, with him; see CPEB:CW, V/3.1. His oratorio Die Jünger zu Emaus is on display in 
Houghton exhibition case 6, p. 34 above.
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