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The Musical Offering

In May of 1747, after finishing the B minor Mass and the second book of ¢ile W
Tempered Claier, Johann Sebastian Bachwetled to Potsdam, accompanied by his son
Wilhelm Friedeman, to visit his successful son Carl Philipp Emmanuel, vd® w
personal harpsichordist to Frederick the Great of Prussia. Johann Sebastian was still a
humble schoolteacher; he taught Latin and Music at St Thomas School in Leipzig.

Potsdam was aevy musical court. Personal flute teacher to Frederick the Great w
Johann Joachim Quantz, the finest flute player in the cotmerauthor of the book "On
Playing the Flute", and the only person allowed to fandtfwith the kings flute playing.
Carl Philipp Emmanuel would ki@ gpent much time playing music with Quantz, and
they must hae sounded wnderful. Frederickhimself was a fine flute playeand a
composer whose works are still played by flute players today.

When Johann Sebastian aed, the King immediately cancelled theering’s gdanned
concert. Hehad an rtensve ollection of harpsichords, and Johann Sebastian, without
being gven time to change out of his treling clothes, was ushered from room to room
and asked to improvise on each one.

The King also had fifteen of thewdortepianos, which he correctly foresas he great
new wavein music. They were loud modern wrentions, where the strings were so thick
that the could not @en be pucked, lut had to be hit with hammers. Silbermann, of
Freybug, had devised an elaborate mechanism tavat® hammer to reboundien as

the key remained pressed. The fortepiano had some of the touch sensitivity of the
clavichord, but was loud enough to be played in conceet) in public; hovever, it could

not play vibrato, as the clavichord could. Thiasathe only time that Johann Sebastian
played on the ve fortepiano, andwery piano player since wouldve t© know what he
thought of the instrument, andwdie dayed it. Certainly Silbermann was thegan-
malker that Johann Sebastian most admired, so the aneation would hee keen
accorded respect.

As is usual with visiting @anists, Johann Sebastian was asked to improvise ovea gi
theme. TheKing sat at the &board and played a fine Bachdikheme, rich and
dramatic, and asked his guest to inyse a fugue upon it. The King admired the
learned treatment of his subject, andemskBohann Sebastian to play it in faben five,

and finally six wices. Nobodyknows what Johann Sebastian played in response, and |
am sure that it sounded superht he probably failed to sustain a six-voice texture, and
presumably the King pointed this out.




-

A six-voice fugue is an almost unheard-of technical challenge — there is none ielthe W
Tempered Claier, for example — and the Kingtheme, which does not fit in stretto with
itself, is particularly urdvaurable to treatment in mgnvoices. Onthe other hand,
because of its great eloquence, it is a wonderful subject for a thieefugue, and
presumably Johann Sebastian pointed this out.

Arnold Schoenbey even suggested that the royal theme had beessdd by Carl Philipp
Emmanuel as a practical joke, because hewkae sx-voice treatment would be
impossible. Ido think it was written by Carl Philipp Emmanuel, because itvsha
superb understanding of Johann Sebastigyle, and is simply too good for the King to
have invented. Havever, | do not think Carl Philipp Emmanuel, at the peak of a brilliant
careey and well avare of his athers extraordinary pwers, would hee felt ary need to
ridicule him.

The King also desired to hear Johann Sebastian perform ongdme so the next day he
was taken round all the gens in Potsdam. The following day he returned to Leipzig.

The wyage to Potsdam is a definingest in the western musical tradition, because it is
the only time Johann Sebastian was accorded public haheuonly time he played the
fortepiano, and because it brings him, and all his contrapuntal powers, into contact with
the best of the m& generation, who were to ddop the style which became that of
Haydn and Mozart.

Six months laterJohann Sebastian sent to Potsdamusical Ofering which he had had
engraed at s own &pense. Thepening piece is a three voice fugicercae a 3 on

the King's theme; this | see as Johann saying to Frederick "When | mentioned that the
best setting for this theme was in three voices, this is what | had in mindThé .
centrepiece is a six voice fuguri€¢ercae a 6 on the King’s theme; this | see as Johann
saying to Carl Philipp "You see ? My art is adequate to your testTheé finale is a trio
sonata, for flute, violin and continuo, daty based on the King'theme, a delight to play
perhaps the greatest and certainly the grandest trio soreatarégten. Betweerthese

three pieces are eight smaller ones, all on the Kithggme. Thg include a number of
puzzle canons, and tikeiga Canonica in Epidiapenter flute and kyboard.

Then Johann Sebastian Bach turned his attention #rtiué Fugue

Peter Billam
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Peaer Billam was born in London in 1948, studied piano, angxdi in Switzerland from 1973 to
1983, where he studied composition, classical gditae and voice, wrked as Musical Director

of the Théate Populaire Romand and as recording engineerecord producer and computer
programmer He noved to Tasmania in 1983, and lectured in composition at the Caatseivm.

He foundedvww.pjb.com.au, becoming the first composer to sell scores on-line, taking scores
from Composer to Performer in one immediate séfww.pjb.com.awffers a ne approach to
music publishing. These pieces angtten to be read, made to be played !

Compositionsat www.pjb.com.aunclude:Five Short Pieceguitar, 1979; Divisions on an lItalian
Ground flute and guitarl980; De ProfundisandNacht on ppems by Lama Anagarika Govinda, voice and
piano, 1980funf Bagatellen piano, 1980;Five Roundschoir, 1986; Go Forth and Multiply choir, 1986;
Three Violin Duets1987; Fable, for piano, 1987;To Hich Jantsch sAATTB recorders, 1988A Qiite of
Curves trombone (or horn) and piano, 199Tywo Recoder Duets dto recorders, or other melody
instruments, 1991frombone Quintettrombone, flute, piano, bass, and percussion, 1Bi9%e Songson
poems by Jack Kerouac, Vikram Seth and Dylan Thomas, voice and pignthé first and third of these are
availablg), 1994; Piano Study piano, 1994;Four Dances various ensembles including recorder quartet,
string quartet, 1995fhe Poet in the Cloudsn a ppem by S. TColeridge,SATB choir, 1995; Tres Casidas
del Divan del @amarit, on ppems by Federico Garcia Lorca, voice and piano, 18Bige Suitesfor the
solo line, piano, and piano and a solo line, 20Di@; Zeiten on ppems by KastneBachman and Jinger
choir (only the second and third of these aveilable), 2000; Three Duetdor flutes, 2001 For Four Handsfor
piano four hands, 200Z;hree Peludesfor piano, 2003Second Solo Suifer flute, violin, viola or cello,
2003; Guitar Duetfor two guitars, 2006 \We Who Mournfor choir, 2007; Trio With Guitarfor guitar and
two darinets or tvo recorders or tw violas, 2008 Canonsfor two- and fowhand piano, 200Flute Tio,
2012; Twenty Studiedor piano, 2013-14Music for Stringsand Two Encores for Stringsfor 2vin, 2vla,
2vic, 2015;Album for Choir 2015; Eight Pieces for Guitar2017.

Arrangementsinclude: By J. S. Bachirio BWV 655 piano and fluteVor deinen Thron BWV 668
piano; Fugue in F minor BWV 68%ATB recordersfour Duets BWV 802;%eyboard;Six Preludes and
Fuguesfrom Book I, lkeyboard;Flute Sonata BWV 103h G major for alto recorder ancyboard;Flute
Sonata BWV 103@ompleted by Peter Billam for flute andykoard, also in C major for alto recordamd
in G major for descanRicercae a 3 of he Musikalisches Opfdor keyboard;Ricercae a § for sSSABG
recorders, or strings, or tnkeyboards; andruga Canonicafrom theArt of Fugue Contrapuncti 1 4 and9
for keyboard, andContrapunctus 14s completed by D.. Hovey, for keyboard, or for SATB recorders, or
for strings;Passacaglia and Fugue in dor piano four handsChorales with Descarfior melody instrument
and pianoCello Suites,IIl andlll for flute or alto recordeforty Choralesfor piano,Der Geist hilftfor
SATB-SATB recorders. By Brahmg:ugue in Ab minor for gran, for SATB recorders andagnba, in A
minor; Choralvorspiele for oganplus settings by Isaac, Bach, Praetorius, recorditen Carr, Divisions
on an ltalian Gound flute or recorder and guitaFranz Liszt,Late piano piecesG.F. Handel:Concerto
Grosso in A minoop 6 no 4, harpsichord and recorddR&ecoder Sonata in Bmo 5, in G for tenor
recorder and dyboard. ClaudioMonteverdi, Ecco Mormorar I'Onde SSATB recorders. Arnold
SchoenbergVerklarte Nadt for piano. Franz Schuberftour Songsvoice and guitarDances recorders
and guitar Dances piano 4 hands.Scriabin,Two Preludes op.67; Five Preludes op,7#ano. Telemann,
Twelve Flute Rntasias recorder Wilbye, Draw on sweet NightSSATTB recorders, and for flute choir
Twelve Italian Songsind Seven English Songwsoice and guitarFolk Guitar Solos Fourteen Folk Dance
Tunes recorder and guitaBBushband Dancesviolin, accordeon and banjd&asy Classical Pieced3b
trumpet and piandzamous Beginninggor piano.
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