
Bach, Brandenburg Concertos 

 

There are so many versions of the Brandenburg Concertos to choose from. There is also the decision 

to make as to whether you would prefer to hear them played by baroque instruments (replicas of 

the actual instruments used in Bach’s time) or 

whether you would prefer to hear them played 

on modern instruments. 

Maybe you’re not sure what the differences 

are. 

The strings were less strident and were made 

with a lower tension than modern stringed 

instruments. This means that the tone is softer. 

Allso the pitch is adjusted normally so that it’s 

slightly lower. The note ‘A’ in the Baroque 

period was not exactly the same note as we 

have today set as ‘A’ at 440. 

So the pitch is lower. 

Woodwind were what I would describe as, a little more ‘wheezy’ 

sounding. Oboes for instance didn’t have anything like the bright 

sound that we hear today. Flutes were made of wood, not metal. 

There is a gentleness about the woodwind sound of the Baroque 

period that we don’t get on modern instruments. As an oboist, I 

know that the reeds used were also different. A bit wider than a 

modern reed and they took less pressure to blow because the  

bore was wider. This meant that the oboe was capable of playing 

in a really ‘lyrical’ way and could be very expressive. The 

woodwind also had less keys than modern instruments. 

Brass were used sparingly and in those days. They had no valves. There was some kind of technique 

that enabled them to play more notes then say, a bugle. (Bugles can’t easily play tunes other than 

the Last Post or a Hunting motif since they have no valves. 

The range of notes are limited) We’re not exactly sure how 

brass played tunes in those days and there are different 

theories. It has become a lost technique! 

So, a Baroque Orchestra sounded more gentle than a modern 

orchestra and it seems to have a certain lyrical quality that is 

hard to replicate on modern instruments. 

Some people favour this sound and prefer to hear the 

Brandenburgs played on these types of instruments. 

Baroque horn. No valves. Just a piece of tubing!! 

Baroque oboe. Few keys and actually has a 

wider bore which gives a softer sound. 



Others prefer to hear modern sounds and put a little more directness into Bach’s music, although he 

probably didn’t envisage this when he wrote the music. 

Which is correct? Well, it’s a matter of taste, or else we 

would all need different instruments to play music from the 

other periods as well. A Classical period instrument also 

sounds very different from modern instruments. Even in the 

twentieth century, again, as an oboist, I’m well aware that 

the sound of the oboe has changed since the second world 

war. If you listen to old films, you’ll hear a very different 

oboe sound to the one we now hear. In other words, 

instruments have all been evolving over time. 

Your choice. 

For me, although I don’t mind the Baroque orchestral sound, I have a preference for modern sounds. 

I like the directness and immediacy of the modern orchestral sound and often wonder whether Bach 

would have preferred it, if we could get him back to review his work. However, if he heard modern 

sounds, he could well end up re-scoring his compositions in the light of what he 

heard!! 

One recording that I really enjoy a great deal is the one by Rinaldo Alessandrini  

with the Concerto Italiano. It’s not cheap and there are some much cheaper 

recordings around but this one, at least for me, injects new life into the 

Brandenburgs since I have heard so many versions. This also brings out new 

things that make it more interesting to me as well.  

Concerto no 1 in F major 

The opening of this version is much more weighted towards the French horns. 

The oboes ‘clip’ the second quaver in each group of two which is unusual.  The 

overlapping rhythms in the horns are very apparent and the cross rhythm in 

triplets across the bar are really strongly highlighted. Interestingly, the horns 

have been split left and right on the recording – some may not like this. It just differentiates what 

each horn is doing. Normally, this is heard as part of the group and is mixed into it. On this recording, 

it is very plain what is going on with the horns. 

The harpsichord is back in the mix. All the while that the ripieno (main body of the orchestra) plays, 

the French horns really whack out their fanfares. 

At  15”, the first solo section begins with the oboes and is answered by the solo strings. A short 

ripieno section before the next, more extended solo section at 32”.  

The idea of a concerto is that there is a soloist playing in front of an orchestra. However, in Baroque 

times, a concerto was a different thing. Instead of one soloist, they used a group of soloists. So a 

concerto could be regarded as a kind of competition between the soloists and the ripieno. (orchestra 

that accompanies) 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/s?_encoding=UTF8&field-artist=Rinaldo%20Alessandrini&search-alias=music


So what was the point? I have written about 

dynamics in the intro section to Baroque music 

here. Baroque composers didn’t write crescendos 

and diminuendos like we do. They used ‘stepped’ 

dynamics. That is, the music would suddenly change 

in volume in order to produce contrast. The 

Baroque concerto offered a really good platform to 

do this. A small group of soloists and a larger 

orchestra = Instant contrast of dynamics. That is 

exactly what happens very quickly in this concerto. 

At times, the horns are playing some pretty quick melodies rather than fanfares. This is a slight 

puzzle. We are not exactly sure how they did this. If you look at the picture of the Baroque horn, you 

will see what a crude looking instrument it was. It should only be able to play the ‘harmonic series’. 

(What a bugle plays) They had their right hand in the bell and it has been suggested that they hand 

stopped notes to flatten the pitch of them while others say that they played high up in the range so 

that the harmonic series notes were closer together. This would have meant that they must have 

been a pig to play!!! Truth is, we’re not sure, but Bach has scored melodies for brass instruments in 

this concerto, so someone was able to do it. He wouldn’t have written music that couldn’t be 

performed. 

The concerto moves through keys; something that Bach was a master at. It was also a pretty new 

idea in those days. 

Notice how the whole movement DOES NOT change mood. It remains the same throughout. This is 

typical of music from the Baroque period. The movement is just 3’36”. For people who are used to 

hearing a rit at the end of the movement – there isn’t one. Bach would not have written any form of 

slow down in the score and this orchestra remain true to his directions. 

The second movement is one of the most beautiful Bach melodies that I have ever heard. It is played 

by the oboe which soars above the strings. What is absolutely extraordinary is the clashing harmony 

below and the tension it creates. 

Once you have savoured that lovely tune, listen to what is going on below. It’s almost romantic!! 

Following the oboe, the solo violin repeats the melody and then ......... listen. The harmony below. 

For Baroque times, this is quite forward thinking. Then the oboe continues and is chased by the 

violin. At 1’58” these extraordinary clashes in the harmony. Then the violin is chased by the oboe. 

At 3’02”, this clashing harmony again. It’s actually what is called a kind of suspension, but placed in 

the harmony below so that it really kicks in and causes a kind of tension in the music. It is here that 

the bassoon actually plays a melody. Again, this is quite a modern idea. A bass instrument playing 

tunes with the upper soloists play the harmony. The scoring in this section is so modern when you 

consider when it was written. 

At 3’20” there is a cadenza played on an oboe. The orchestra pause, while the oboe soars away on 

his own unaccompanied for a short while before a strange passage of cadences that alternates 

between groups of instruments. 



A cadence is a form of punctuation that uses a preset chord construction that sounds to us like 

commas and full stops in music. The movement finishes with an imperfect cadence which means 

that it doesn’t actually sound finished. It’s preparing you for the next movement and so we get 

another mood change in the new section. These chords are very difficult to play on modern 

instruments accurately and in tune. It is so exposed. 

Now here’s the strange part. The slow movement finishes with an imperfect cadence that makes us 

think that the next section is going to be in D minor. It’s not – it’s in F major. It’s a related key, so it’s 

not too outrageous but it is unexpected following that cadence. If you hear it, your ears may well tell 

you this. 

The third movement is lively and in 3 time so normally, this would be regarded as the light, last 

movement to finish the piece off. Again, we hear fast French Horn melodies as well. 

You will hear plenty of counterpoint – moving parts in bass and melody answering each other and no 

sense of melody with backing, as you get with more modern music. The line of each part is more 

important than the harmonic content. (although this was also considered, of course) 

The movement comes to a halt at 2’33” where there is a thoughtful phrase, almost reflecting on 

what has happened before it launches back into the original movement again. 

There are so many composition devices that Bach used, it would need much more detailed analysis 

of what he was doing musically with his harmonies and for some, Bach is a lifetime study. 

For me, the piece should have stopped there. 

Bach follows this with a minuet type movement that returns between episodes. (Ritornello) It 

consists of lots of episodes by different sections of the orchestra and is very light hearted and like a 

dance movement. 

I do like this recording, but I think many of you will have your own favourite versions. Perhaps you 

could suggest some? It’s always interesting to hear what different orchestras do with this piece since 

it is so open to all kinds of interpretations. 

One that I heard a long time ago made it sound like it was a piece from the Romantic period which 

was a bit odd. 

I really like the Brandenburg Concertos a lot and it never ceases to amaze me how inventive and 

lyrical Bach’s music is. 

To think, his son, CPE Bach started work on a new style that became the basis of Classical music and 

basically wrapped his father’s scores up and put them in an attic where they stayed for a long time 

until Mendellsohn  found them one hundred years later and started a revival of this wonderful 

composer’s music. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Johann_Sebastian_Bach 
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