
Why are the Brandenburg Concerti popular?
The music itself is astonishing; each concerto is varied from the others and from any other piece in the Baroque 
repertoire. In fact, each piece has a kind of ‘daring’ subversiveness.

How is a Baroque Orchestra different from a Symphony Orchestra?
The classical symphony as we know it (with a wind choir in the middle, brass in the back, strings on either side) came of 
age later, in the classical era. A typical arrangement of instruments in a Baroque performance is strings + oboes, or strings 
+ oboes + bassoons, used typically to accompany an opera. The actual choice of instruments depends on whether the 
performance is historically-informed or not.

What is a historically-informed performance?
Historically informed performance is an approach to the performance of classical and earlier music which aims to be 
faithful to the approach, manner and style of the musical era in which a work was originally conceived.
It is based on two key aspects: the application of the stylistic and technical aspects of performance, known as 
performance practice; and the use of period instruments which may be reproductions of historical instruments that were 
in use at the time of the original composition, and which usually have different timbre and temperament from their mod-
ern equivalents.

Which are the hardest of the six Brandenburg concerts to perform in a historically-informed way?
The first two concerts, which score period brass, are the hardest to pull off. The first concert uses natural horns, and the 
second uses the natural trumpet). The second concert is unique in its instrumentation, using solo oboe, violin, recorder, 
and trumpet. At times it becomes a Concerto for Trumpet and Everyone Else, because the trumpet is louder than the 
other instruments, however the valveless baroque trumpet has a more covered sound than its modern counterpart. 

How is period brass different from modern brass?
Period brass instruments do not have valves.
The natural horn, for example, has several gaps in its harmonic range. To play chromatically, in addition to crooking the 
instrument into the right key, two additional techniques are required: bending and hand-stopping. Bending a note is 
achieved via the use of the lips, facial muscles, tongue, and teeth in playing it in order to raise or lower the pitch 
fractionally. Hand-stopping is a technique whereby the player can modify the pitch of a note by up to a semitone by 
inserting a cupped hand into the bell. Both techniques change the timbre as well as the pitch.

What is pitch?
Pitch is the absolute frequency of each note. In modern orchestras, for example, A above middle-C is set to 440Hz.  
Typically, early music (historically informed performances) uses a lower pitch of 415Hz for A above middle C, but it can be 
even lower.

What pitch will be used for the Six Brandenburg Concerts?
The Six Brandenburg Concert will be played at low pitch, 392Hz. The court chapel in Cöthen (where most of the 
concertos must have been composed) as well as at his previous position in Weimar (where concerto no. 1 was born), were 
using this low chamber pitch.
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What is timbre?
It is what makes a particular musical instrument or human voice have a different sound from another, even when 
they play or sing the same note. For instance, it is the difference in sound between a guitar and a piano playing the 
same note at the same volume. Both instruments can sound equally tuned in relation to each other as they play 
the same note, and while playing at the same amplitude level each instrument will still sound distinctively with its 
own unique tone color.

How is the timbre of early music instruments different from that of their modern counterparts?
This varies by instrument. For example, the modern violin sounds forceful and declamatory in comparison with 
its baroque ancestor. Baroque violin playing has a gentler tone with hardly any vibrato. The complex nuances of 
bowing give it a sort of swelling-fading sound. It's very free-flowing and expressive.

How are Baroque violins different from modern ones?
Baroque violins are almost always fitted with gut strings, as opposed to the more common metal and synthetic 
strings on a modern instrument. Baroque violins are not fitted with a chin rest and are played without a shoulder 
rest.

Why is the 5th concerto so well-known?
It gives a solo role to the harpsichord. The harpsichordist will stun everyone with the 5th concerto cadenza.

What is a cadenza?
It is an improvised or written-out ornamental passage played or sung by a soloist or soloists, usually in a “free” 
rhythmic style, and often allowing virtuosic display.

What is a harpsichord and how is it different from a piano?
Both are keyboard instruments. The harpsichord was invented in the 12th Century and became popular during 
the Renaissance and Baroque periods. The piano was only introduced much later, in the 18th Century and 
become the Classic and Romantic periods' main instrument. While hammers are used to strike the strings of a 
piano, the strings are plucked in a harpsichord. For this reason, the piano falls under the percussion instrument 
category, while the harpsichord is a string instrument. In a way, the harpsichord mechanism is similar to that of 
the guitar.

Will the harpsichord need to be re-tuned after each of the six concerts?
Bach likes to modulate a lot and wander through the keys in each of his pieces, which is why SBO will use irregular 
temperament, something close to Vallotti. That makes for a tuning system that works in all keys, so the instrument 
doesn’t need to be re-tuned.

What is an irregular temperament?
A regular temperament is a system of tuning where the logarithmic distance between semitone frequencies is 
constant. Alternatively, the percentual growth in frequency from one semitone to the next is constant. An 
irregular temperament is a system where this is not the case, and is often used to have perfect frequency ratios 
between certain pairs of notes, resulting in cleaner harmony.

What is the 6th concerto known for?
It is known for its subversiveness: it is scored for two solo violas. Usually the servant of the orchestra, and rarely 
featured as a solo instrument. At the same time, two violas da gamba fill out the inner lines. This was the 
instrument of the nobility. It is known that Bach’s employer played the gamba, and likely played in any real 
performance of the 6th concerto. But the inner lines are written for amateurs to play, they are some of the most 
un-challenging part-writing Bach ever wrote.

What is a viola da gamba?
It is the predecessor of the cello and it’s of comparable size. The name indicates where you hold it. “Gamba” is 
the Italian word for leg and it’s held between the legs like a cello. The cello has four strings; the gamba has six 
(or sometimes seven). And unlike a cello, a viola da gamba has frets like a guitar, and that makes it easier to play 
chords on the gamba.


