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to this exhibition at no additional charge.
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April - September 09:15-17:30

KILKENNY 
NETWORKS
Merchants – Magnates – Courtiers



74   KILKENNY ARTS FESTIVAL 2022

Johann Sebastian Bach
The Cello Suites, arranged for solo violin 
by Johnny Gandelsman

Bach was an inveterate arranger of his own 
music as well as works by other composers. 
There are examples from Vivaldi’s concertos 
to new versions of his own concertos and 
chorales. So it is not surprising that later 
composers and performers have adapted his 
music for various instruments and groups 
as well. The exact date of composition is not 
known, as the original manuscript is lost, but 
it was probably 1721 when Bach was working 
in Köthen, where Prince Leopold of Anhalt-
Köthen (1694–1728), a keen musician, held a 
famous court.

As with much of Bach’s music, the Suites 
virtually disappeared for some 150 years. 
Then, when looking through a second-hand 
bookstore in Barcelona in 1889, the thirteen-
year-old Pablo Casals (1876–1973) found 
the scores and decided to study them. He 
was soon overwhelmed by their beauty and 
originality, undertaking a long course of 
study and practice, not playing any of them 
in public until he was twenty-five in 1911. 
They quickly became popular, placing them 
among the greatest of baroque instrumental 

Programme Notes

Johnny Gandelsman
Bach Cello Suites

WED 10 AUGUST 9PM
THE BLACK ABBEY

Programme

Suite no. 1 in G major, BWV 1007

Suite no. 2 in D minor, BWV 1008

Suite no. 3 in C major, BWV 1009

Suite no. 4 in E flat major, BWV 1010

Suite no. 5 in C minor, BWV 1011

Suite no. 6 in D major, BWV 1012

Duration 2 hrs approx. 
(without interval)
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achievements. Although created as a 
group, it is not clear that Bach intended 
them to be performed as a continuous set; 
the Fifth Suite requires the instrument to 
be retuned and the Sixth is intended for 
a five-string cello, so this seems unlikely. 
The Suites have been transcribed for many 
other instruments including violin, guitar, 
saxophone and even the tuba.

Each suite has five movements in common 
– the opening four: prelude, allemande, 
courante and sarabande, plus the final 
gigue. The variations come with the fifth 
movement: a pair of minuets appear in 
the first two, then pairs of bourées in 
the Third and Fourth, and finally pairs 
of gavottes. The allemande (from the 
French word for ‘German’) is a moderate 
dance in duple metre dating from the 16th 
century. The sarabande is in triple time 
and in the baroque era was a graceful 
slow dance; however it seems to have 
been based on a much livelier Central 
American ‘zarabanda’ which presumably 
the Spanish brought home with them. 

Indeed it is often described as a Spanish 
dance. The minuet gets its name from the 
Italian ‘minuetto’, meaning pretty or small, 
and probably refers to the short steps 
involved in the dance; it is in ¾ time. The 
bourée originated in the Auvergne area 
of Franc, around the Bay of Biscay; it is a 
lively double-time dance with an upbeat 
start. The gavotte is named after the 
people of Gavot in the Dauphinée region 
of France, around Grenoble. It can be 4/4 
or 2/4, in a moderate tempo with a half-
measure upbeat. Finally comes the gigue, 
better known to us as a jig. It originated in 
Ireland and England and reached France 
in the mid-17th century. It is a vigorous 3/8 
dance and was the usual choice to bring 
a suite to an end. A ‘gigue’ was an early 
form of small violin and also provided the 
German word ‘geige’ for the instrument. 
The minuets, bourées and gigues are 
played in three-part or ternary form, with 
the first piece being repeated after the 
second, A – B – A. 

Suite no. 1 in G major, BWV 1007
i. Prelude
ii. Allemande
iii. Courante
iv. Sarabande
v. Minuets I & II
vi. Gigue

The opening prelude is one of the best-
known movements among the Suites and 
is frequently heard in films and on tv and 
radio. Its deceptively simple, undulating 

phrases rise to an impassioned climax 
through the use of arpeggiated chords. 
The ensuing allemande is a grave affair, 
again depending on repetitive rolling 
phrases for its effect. The first courante 
of the series is a busy creation with a 
fast-flowing melody, while the sarabande 
presents a dignified two-part theme. 
The opening pair of minuets begin with 
a sprightly dance, while the second one 
involves an elegantly serpentine melody 
and is the first movement in which no 
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chords appear. The concluding gigue has 
a muscular bounce to it.

Suite no. 2 in D minor, BWV 1008
i. Prelude
ii. Allemande
iii. Courante
iv. Sarabande
v. Minuets I & II 
vi. Gigue

The opening prelude is in two parts: first 
a strong, simple theme, then a cadenza-
like sequence leading to dramatic final 
chords. The allemande is a brusque affair 
with occasional wayward comments 
outside the formal framework. A spinning 
courante with sudden, emphatic beats 
follows and is succeeded by a broad, calm 
sarabande with trills and strong chords. 
The first of the Minuets presents tricky 
technical demands with frequent chords 
while the second has a much lighter 
touch to it. The closing gigue employs a 
widely spread theme with a distinctive, 
falling motto.

Suite no. 3 in C major, BWV 1009
i. Prelude
ii. Allemande
iii. Courante
iv. Sarabande
v. Bourées I & II
vi. Gigue

The Suite is launched in a prelude, 
in an A–B–A–C form, starting with 
flowing scales. The allemande involves 

a sprightly theme with falling notes and 
further dramatic chords. The courante 
continues the mood with attractive side-
comments along the way. This leads to a 
broad, peaceful sarabande: a splendidly 
languorous reverie. The first bourée 
presents a strong, emphatic melody 
while the second is a kind of reflection 
on it. The gigue has many attractive 
features including brief asides, tumbling 
phrases and stirring climaxes.

Suite no. 4 in E flat major, BWV 1010
i. Prelude
ii. Allemande
iii. Courante
iv. Sarabande
v. Bourées I & II
vi. Gigue

The opening prelude sounds like an 
easy-flowing eight-note fantasy but is 
tricky to enunciate smoothly. It includes 
a cadenza before returning to the first 
motif, with further variants right up to 
the conclusion. The smooth allemande 
and the bouncy courante, with its 
staccato phrases, follow the usual 
pattern. The sarabande is a thoughtful, 
calm creation with its chord landing on 
the second beat, instead of the more 
usual first. The bourées offer a lovely 
contrast: the first involves a charming, 
rather folksy tune with attractive echo 
effects, while the second is a more 
stately affair. The closing gigue is a 
rumbustious dance.
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Suite no. 5 in C minor, BWV 1011
i. Prelude
ii. Allemande
iii. Courante
iv. Sarabande
v. Gavottes I & II
vi. Gigue

The prelude is written in two sections, 
slow-fast, in the manner of a French 
overture with the opening sequence 
displaying a deep emotion and the second 
involving a tricky but remarkably well-
constructed fugue. The allemande and 
courante both display dark tones while the 
sarabande is a most mysterious creation. 
It does not employ chords and weaves 
a solo serpentine line suggesting veiled 
comments and intimacies. The gavotte 
now makes its debut in a Suite. The first 
of them has an elegant theme while the 
second involves a more flowing mood. 
There is a fine swagger to the closing 
gigue, banishing the overall somber 
timbre of the earlier movements. 

Suite no. 6 in D major, BWV 1012
i. Prelude
ii. Allemande
iii. Courante
iv. Sarabande
v. Gavottes I & II
vi. Gigue

The final Suite was written for a five-
string instrument, exactly which one is 
not clear. The original transcription simply 
lists the tunings for the strings, with 
the extra one tuned to E, a perfect fifth 
above the next highest string. The work 
is regularly played on modern fou r-string 
instruments. Tonight, of course, we have 
a complete change of instrument with the 
introduction of a five-string violin. 

The prelude is a gymnastic affair 
encompassing an extended range with 
considerable vigour. The allemande is 
a plaintive song with heart-felt chords 
while the courante is in a brisk mood. 
The sarabande involves a particularly 
fine hymn-like melody, full of poignant 
reflection. The gavottes are quite 
charming: the first is one of Bach’s most 
melodious creations while the second 
has bagpipe-like chords, adding a festive 
touch. The Suite ends with an upbeat 
gigue, bringing this remarkable series 
of works to a positive and triumphant 
conclusion.

Notes © Ian Fox 2022



78   KILKENNY ARTS FESTIVAL 2022

Grammy award-winning violinist and 
producer Johnny Gandelsman’s musical 
voice reflects the artistic collaborations 
he has been a part of since moving to the 
United States in 1995. Richard Brody of The 
New Yorker has called Johnny Gandelsman 
‘revelatory’ in concert, placing him in the 
company of ‘radically transformative’ 
performers like Maurizio Pollini, Peter 
Serkin and Christian Zacharias. 

This summer Johnny released his new 
solo album, This Is America - An Anthology 
2020-2021. Debuting at No.2 on Billboard’s 
Traditional Classical Charts, this three-CD 
release features almost four hours of new 
music for violin written for Gandelsman 
during the height of the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Gramophone Magazine called it ‘one of the 
important albums of our time’ and Pitchfork 
praised it for ‘crystallizing a new vision for 
American classical music’. 

As a founding member of Brooklyn Rider 
and a former member of the Silkroad 
Ensemble, Johnny worked with such 
luminaries as Bela Fleck, Martin Hayes, 
Kayhan Kalhor, Yo-Yo Ma, Mark Morris, 
Anne Sofie von Otter, Alim Qasimov and 
Fargana Qasimova, Joshua Redman, Abigail 
Washburn and Damian Woetzel. He has 
appeared with Bono, David Byrne, Renee 
Fleming, Rhiannon Giddens, I’m With Her, 
Christian McBride and Suzanne Vega. 

Gandelsman integrates a wide range of 
creative sensibilities into a unique style 
amongst today’s violinists, one that, 
according to the Boston Globe, possesses 
‘a balletic lightness of touch and a sense 
of whimsy and imagination’.  Johnny’s 
recording of the complete Bach Sonatas 
and Partitas for Solo Violin, which reached 
No.1 on the Billboard Classical Chart, and 
made it onto NY Magazine and NY Times 
Best of the Year lists, was described by 
the Boston Globe as ‘sparklingly personal 
Bach, shorn of grandeur, lofted by a spirit of 
dance, and as predictable as the flight of a 
swallow.’

Johnny has been producing records since 
starting his label, In a Circle Records, 
in 2008. In addition to This Is America, 
recent credits include original soundtrack 
for Ken Burns, Lynn Novick and Sarah 
Botstein’s PBS documentary The US 
and the Holocaust, Silkroad Ensemble’s 
Falling out of Time, Brooklyn Rider’s 

Johnny Gandelsman
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Grammy-nominated Healing Modes 
and Spontaneous Symbols (In a Circle 
Records); Magos Herrera and Brooklyn 
Rider’s Dreamers (Sony); Johnny’s own 
recording of JS Bach’s complete Cello 
Suites and complete Sonatas and Partitas 
for violin (In a Circle Records) and Silkroad 
Ensemble and Yo-Yo Ma’s Sing Me Home, 
a Grammy award-winner for Best World 
Music album (Sony).
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