J. S. BACH 
CONCERTOS FOR TWO PIANOS 


Johann Nikolaus Forkel, Bach’s first biographer, informs us that the double concertos originated from the need for performance material for the Collegium Musicum—a musical society in Leipzig founded in 1703 by composer and close friend of Bach, Georg Philipp Telemann—which Bach directed from 1729 to 1737, and again from 1739 to 1740/41. 

The performances took place weekly at Zimmermann’s coffee house and featured Bach’s best students. The keyboard concertos were almost certainly intended for performance by himself and his sons – W. F. Bach, C. P. E. Bach and J. C. F. Bach were keyboard virtuosi of the highest caliber. Two of the concertos (both in C minor) were originally composed for other solo instruments and arranged by Bach as piano concertos. The second C minor (BWV 1062) survives in the original version as a double violin concerto in D minor (BWV 1043), and is better known in this form. However, the highly idiomatic writing in the C major concerto—the longer and more demanding of the three—leaves no doubt that it originated as a work for two keyboards. 

Although other composers have since composed concertos for two pianos, Bach’s double keyboard concertos were unprecedented in his time. The two pianos are treated as equal partners, engaged in a constant dialogue with each other and with the orchestra. Bach follows the traditional model of two fast movements flanking a lyrical slow movement in the related key. In the case of the C major concerto, the slow movement is unaccompanied by the orchestra. 

These concertos are what we associate with the best of Bach: large scale, virtuosic works, full of melodic riches, harmonic and contrapuntal complexity, and some of the most lyrical writing the Baroque has to offer.
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