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THE TRIO SONATAS 
Sonatas for Clavier and Viola da Gamba BWV 1027–1029
Sonatas for Clavier and Violin BWV 1014–1019

[bookmark: _GoBack]While the trio sonata was one of the most popular genres in the late Baroque period, with countless works by composers such as Georg Philipp Telemann and Georg Friedrich Händel, it is Bach’s trio sonatas that are considered unsurpassed masterpieces in this genre. Like any of the conventional forms and genres of the day he turned to, his developments and innovations led to the creation of masterpieces that are unique in scale, complexity and beauty. One of the most significant and far-reaching innovations was Bach's elevation of the harpsichord from a continuo instrument—an instrument that provides a bass line and fills in the harmony—to a prominent obbligato instrument that carries not only the bass line, but also a melodic line in the right hand. Therefore, as there are three melodic parts, most of Bach's instrumental sonatas for solo instrument and clavier are actually trio sonatas. Apart from the six sonatas for violin and clavier (BWV 1014–1019), there are three sonatas for viola da gamba and clavier (BWV 1027–1029), three sonatas for flute and clavier (BWV 1030–1032) and six trio sonatas for organ (BWV 525–530). These trio sonatas, and in particular Bach’s handling of the keyboard part, were an important influence on the works in the genre by his sons—C. P. E. Bach and J. C. Bach in particular—whose own works in turn continued to influence later composers. In a letter written in 1774 to J. N. Forkel (J. S. Bach’s first biographer), C. P. E. Bach famously wrote that: “The 6 clavier trios [BWV 1014–19] are among the best works of my dear late father. They still sound very good now, and give me much pleasure, despite the fact that they are over 50 years old. There are a few Adagios in them that to this day are unsurpassed in their cantabile qualities.” 

Sonatas for Clavier and Viola da Gamba BWV 1027–1029

    The sonatas for clavier and viola da Gamba date from the 1730s, when Bach was director of the Collegium Musicum (a musical society in Leipzig founded in 1703 by composer and close friend of Bach, G. P. Telemann, and directed by Bach from 1729 to 1737, and again from 1739 to 1740/41). The first of these sonatas also exists in an earlier version for two flutes and continuo (BWV 1039), probably dating back to Bach’s time as Kapellmeister at the court of Cöthen (1717—1723), and also in a version as an organ sonata of three movements—which was most probably arranged by Johann Peter Kellner - one of Bach’s students, attesting for the popularity and relevance of this work.
The first two sonatas conform to the sonata da chiesa format, containing four movements each (slow-fast-slow-fast), while the third sonata, with its extensive opening movement is practically a concerto in scale and format (fast movements at the ends with a slow cantabile movement in the middle). The fast movements are either in fugal or concerto-allegro form, often having a dance-like character—a testament to Bach’s love for dance.

Sonatas for Clavier and Violin BWV 1014–1019
Of the sonatas for solo instrument and clavier, the violin sonatas in particular have remained popular after Bach’s death, as the number of hand copies made by Bach's students and his circle—as well as the number of editions printed in the early 1800s—attests. Some of the movements of these sonatas may have had their origins as trio sonatas for two instruments and continuo, composed during Bach's years in Cöthen; however, if this is the case, the original works have not survived. Bach must have been extraordinarily fond of these sonatas as he continually worked on refining and perfecting them (the sixth sonata survives in three different versions). 
With exception of the sonata No. 6, the sonatas for clavier and violin conform to the sonata da chiesa format, containing four movements each. While the fast movements are either in fugal or concerto-allegro form, Bach explored variety in the slow movements. Incredibly, no two of them are in the same form or style, and no two have the same texture or use similar figurations. In several of these movements Bach uses techniques not found anywhere else among his oeuvre. E.g.: the staccato sempre marking in the left hand semiquavers over which the violin and the right hand of the piano have a strict canon in the second slow movement of the Sonata in A major; or the expansive Adagio and the Passacaglia which constitute the first and third movements of the E major sonata. Hearing these works today, one cannot help but agree with C. P. E. Bach: to this day, they are unsurpassed in their lyricism, warmth and cantabile qualities.
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