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Johann Sebastian BACH (1685-1750)
HARPSICHORD CONCERTOS, BWV 1052 & 1056
BRANDENBURG CONCERTO NO. 5, BWV 1050

JEANNETTE SORRELL, harpsichord & direction
APOLLO’S FIRE on period instruments

HARPSICHORD CONCERTO IN D MINOR, BWV 1052
q [Allegro] 		  8:23
w Adagio 		  6:21
e Allegro 		  9:32

Violin I: Cynthia Roberts, Chris Verrette, Naomi Guy, Dongmyung Ahn
Violin II: David Greenberg, Cheryl Trace, Thomas Georgi
Viola: Daniel Elyar, Elizabeth Holzman; Cello: Reinmar Seidler, Ann Marie Morgan 
Contrabass: Sue Yelanjian 

HARPSICHORD CONCERTO IN F MINOR, BWV 1056 
r [Allegro] 		  3:23
t Largo 		  2:19
y Presto 		  4:30

Violin I: Cynthia Roberts, Emlyn Ngai, Naomi Guy, Cheryl Trace 
Violin II: David Greenberg, Rachel Evans, Dongmyung Ahn
Viola: Nicole Divall, Elizabeth Holzman; Cello: Reinmar Seidler, Ann Marie Morgan
Contrabass: Sue Yelanjian 

BRANDENBURG CONCERTO NO. 5 IN D MAJOR, 
for Harpsichord, Flute & Violin, BWV 1050
u Allegro 		  10:07
i Affettuoso 		  5:26
o Allegro 		  5:42

Flauto traverso: Michael Lynn; Violino principale: Cynthia Roberts
Violin: Miho Hashizume, Lisa Ferguson, Naomi Guy, Allison Edberg 
Viola: Nicole Divall, Peter Bucknell; Cello: Ann Marie Morgan
Contrabass: Sue Yelanjian

TOTAL TIME:		  55:48



IMAGINATION ON FIRE: The Harpsichord as Storyteller 
by Jeannette Sorrell

Twenty-five years ago, on a crisp October night in Cleveland, I recorded a Bach 
harpsichord concerto with my Apollo’s Fire colleagues. We worked late into the 
night, but with joy and exhilaration. The piece was Brandenburg Concerto no. 5, 
generally considered the world’s first harpsichord concerto. We were thrilled to be 
recording it.
Apollo’s Fire was a fledgling orchestra at the time. The ensemble and I were 
unknown outside the Midwest. Since we were unknown, it was decided a few 
years later to throw my recordings of two other Bach harpsichord concertos onto 
the end of our 2-CD Brandenburg Concertos album, as bonus tracks – hoping that 
the extra quantity of music might help the album to sell. To our great surprise, the 
Brandenburgs album debuted in the top 10 on Billboard Traditional Classical Albums 
Chart, and suddenly we found ourselves receiving enthusiastic reviews on both sides 
of the Atlantic. 

In the years that have passed since then, I have had the joy and honor of performing Brandenburg Concerto no. 5 on many beautiful stages. 
Meanwhile though, our recordings of the D Minor and F Minor harpsichord concertos have remained hidden at the back of the Brandenburg 
2CD album. Finally, we are now bringing these three concertos together in an album where the harpsichord takes center stage. 
This album of my three favorite harpsichord concertos has many layers of nostalgia for me. Brandenburg no. 5 and the Bach D Minor Harpsichord 
Concerto were the pieces that made me fall in love with the harpsichord, and with period instruments in general. As I played and performed 
these pieces in my 20’s, I learned that through the harpsichord, I could “play” the baroque orchestra.
What does that mean? The harpsichord as a solo instrument has significant limitations. For one thing, it has no dynamics. (No soft or loud, no 
crescendos or diminuendos, no way to make the melody louder than the accompaniment.). The harpsichordist can only create the illusion of 
dynamics, through sheer force of will. But Bach’s harpsichord concertos taught me that this instrument is unsurpassed as an agent for animating 
the players of a baroque orchestra – for injecting rhetoric and suspense into the orchestral dialogue. 
When I was 25, I played these pieces for my beloved teacher Gustav Leonhardt in Amsterdam – playing on Bruce Kennedy’s beautiful 
reproduction of the Mietke harpsichord that Bach owned in the early 1720’s. Leonhardt taught me that, in order to make something happen 
in music, you first have to imagine it. And not just halfway. The ideas must be burned into your imagination with crystal clarity. Without 
imagination, without rhetoric, there will be no music – because music is about ideas. 
As a musician, I am a storyteller. And as a harpsichordist, my tools for telling the story came from Leonhardt: articulation and subtle dynamics at 
the micro-level; the extreme over-holding of sixteenth-notes to create an impressionistic wash of sound; and the fluid sense of timing, freedom, and 
rubato that Leonhardt dared bring to baroque music. On the harpsichord – an instrument with such severe limitations – rhetoric and imagination 
are acts of abandon.
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A Revolutionary Keyboard Concerto 
In 1719, Johann Sebastian Bach was 34 and was in his second year as the music director 
for the Prince of Köthen. Fortunately, the Prince loved music, and kept an outstanding 
though very small orchestra. One spring day, the Prince sent Bach to Berlin to purchase 
a two-manual harpsichord. The large and beautiful instrument was made by Michael 
Mietke, the leading harpsichord-maker of Germany. 

Always on the lookout for career opportunities, Bach took time while in Berlin to perform 
for a certain Margrave Christian Ludwig of Brandenburg. The Margrave was so delighted 
with Bach’s playing that he commissioned Bach to write several pieces for him. Two years 
later, in 1721, the Margrave received a beautifully bound manuscript, dedicated to him 
and containing the six magnificent pieces which he called Six Concerts avec plusieurs 
d’instruments.

We know them as the Brandenburg Concertos, but they were not, in fact, composed 
specifically for the Margrave. Rather, these are six individual pieces that Bach had written 
at various times for use with his orchestra at Köthen, and previously, Weimar. Being a 
busy man and a practical one, he simply collected six concerti which represented his best 
work and copied them out for the Margrave. Unfortunately, the Margrave did not have 
the musical personnel necessary to perform these works. He never used the score, never 
sent Bach a fee, and never thanked him. So much for the Margrave.

While each of the Brandenburgs broke new ground in baroque music, Brandenburg no. 5 was 
truly revolutionary. Up until this time, the solo instrument in a concerto was nearly always 
the violin, or possibly flute or oboe. Not harpsichord. Harpsichords had played a humble role 
in ensembles, staying in the background and merely providing basso continuo accompaniment. 
(This was mostly because they were not loud enough to be heard over an ensemble.). But 
Bach was a virtuoso keyboard player, not a violinist. And clearly, he wrote Brandenburg no. 
5 for himself to play. Thus, with masterful attention to delicate orchestration so that the 
harpsichord could be heard, he created the first harpsichord concerto.Portrait of Bach by E. G. Haussmann, 1748

“The aim and final end of all music should be none other than the glory of God and the refreshment of the soul.” 
JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH
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In the first movement, we hear Bach experimenting playfully with the 
harpsichord’s role. The piece begins with a joyful, Vivaldi-like ritornello in 
the happy key of D major. Two soloists – a flute and a violin – stand ready 
to take the spotlight in a moment. The harpsichord is in the background 
(as a harpsichord should be, or so it was thought) – playing basso continuo 
accompaniment in the traditional manner. But when the opening ritornello 
ends… surprise! The harpsichord plays melodies – audaciously in dialogue with 
the flute and solo violin, as an equal partner. In the next several minutes, the 
harpsichord part becomes increasingly ornate and virtuosic, playing various 
Vivaldi-like solo figurations translated from the violin idiom to that of the 
keyboard. As things heat up, the harpsichord begins playing wild, fast scales up 
and down the keyboard, in seeming disregard for the flute and solo violin. And 
finally, the harpsichord hijacks the performance and everyone else drops out – 
for nearly three and a half minutes.

In the elaborate and extended solo cadenza, Bach spends some time 
contemplating the universe, before eventually making a mad, chromatic 
descent into the depths. There, the music bubbles and gurgles over a tense, 
lengthy dominant pedal-point before finally re-emerging into the light with 
a splash – summoning the band to return to the party and join in the final 
romp. This cadenza remains as startling and gripping for audiences today as it 
must have been for Bach’s listeners. 

The Dutch harpsichordist-scholar Pieter Dirksen has pointed out that this 
cadenza is influenced by the lengthy and virtuosic cadenza in Vivaldi’s 
Grosso Mogul violin concerto – a piece which Bach knew and had already 
transcribed for organ. Dirksen also notes that the seemingly impossible left-
hand stretch of an eleventh, which is required in the cadenza, would not have 
been so difficult for Bach. His harpsichords had exceptionally narrow keys, 
even by the standards of the day. After Bach’s death, his younger colleague 
Johann Friedrich Agricola wrote, “Regarding the width of the keys, we know 
that in the Brandenburg region [the region where Bach’s Mietke harpsichord 
was built], the keys are made narrower than elsewhere… this was required by 
the late Kapellmeister Bach.”

The hauntingly beautiful slow movement, marked Affettuoso (“moody”), is an 
expressive conversation between flute, violin, and harpsichord. The early 20th-Harpsichord after Mietke 1710



—6—

century French musicologist André Pirro observed that the plaintive 
theme of this movement is based on an organ fugue by the 18th-
century French keyboardist and composer, Louis Marchand. This offers 
us one of the best clues to the origin of this revolutionary concerto. 

Prior to being included in Bach’s Brandenburg set of 1721, 
Brandenburg Concerto no. 5 had already existed in an earlier version, 
known as BWV 1050a. This version was probably written in 1717, 
either for Bach’s ensemble at Weimar, or perhaps for the virtuosic 
orchestra of Dresden, where Bach visited in September of that year. 
In Dresden, a legendary keyboard competition had been arranged 
between Bach and… Louis Marchand. Both were visiting the city at 
the same time. However, Marchand skipped town on the morning of 
the performance. Did he fear defeat? In any case, it may be that Bach 
composed this first version of Brandenburg no. 5 for performance in 
the competition (intending to tease or perhaps unsettle Marchand 
by taking his theme and developing it in a more masterful way 

than Marchand ever did). In truth, Brandenburg no. 5 is a perfect 
competition piece for a harpsichordist.

When Bach recopied the piece in 1721 as part of the Brandenburg 
set, he made a few changes – all of which seem related to the fact 
that the new 2-manual Mietke harpsichord from Berlin was louder 
than the instrument for which he had composed the original version. 
While the first version uses a delicate violone (a member of the viola 
da gamba family) as the only bass instrument, the “Brandenburg” 
version includes a part for cello as well as violone. Both versions 
are unusual in the lack of a second violin part. This was a brilliant 
stroke by Bach, as the lighter ensemble texture greatly helps the 
harpsichord to be heard. 

Brandenburg no. 5 requires from the harpsichordist a level of speed in 
the scalar passages that far exceeds anything else in the repertoire. 
One has to train for this piece the same way one trains for an athletic 

Original manuscript of Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto no. 5
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event. Also, the unusual journey of the harpsichord in this Concerto – starting off 
playing basso continuo (easy), then playing solo melodies in dialogue with the flute 
and violin (moderately difficult), then getting carried away into virtuoso scales (very 
difficult), and finally leaving the others in the dust as one meditates on the eternal in 
a huge solo cadenza (mountaintop experience) – makes this piece a unique emotional 
experience each time one plays it.

Concertos for a Coffeehouse
The two other concertos on this album began life as violin concertos, or possibly oboe 
or organ concertos. They were transcribed by Bach himself into harpsichord concertos 
in the 1730’s. At this point, Bach was serving as Cantor of the Thomasschule in 
Leipzig. It was a difficult life, full of over-work and severe tensions with his bosses on 
the Leipzig Town Council.

Against this backdrop of conflict, Bach seems to have found relief and fun at the 
pleasant coffeehouse owned by Gottfried Zimmermann, one of Leipzig’s most 
successful entrepreneurs. Zimmerman sponsored casual weekly concerts to draw in 
the crowds. Beginning in 1729, Bach became the leader of these coffee-concerts along 
with the Collegium Musicum – his informal orchestra of mostly law students from the 
University of Leipzig. The available solo virtuosi were essentially Bach himself and a 
couple of his sons, both of whom were keyboardists. So he needed more harpsichord 
concertos. Thus, he set to work, adapting (transcribing) some of his Weimar and 
Köthen violin concertos into harpsichord concertos. 

Bach’s Harpsichord Concerto in D Minor, BWV 1052 is one of the great baroque 
concertos on any instrument. The key of D Minor was often used by 18th-century 
composers (including Mozart) for bold, dramatic concertos. This piece lives up to 
that expectation with fierce intensity. The outer movements, both of which use the 
ritornello form developed by Vivaldi, require unflagging concentration and nerve from 
the soloist. There are two extensive passages using the “bariolage” effect – a violin 
technique in which moving notes are rapidly alternated with repeated notes, the 
repeated note being an open string on the violin. Bariolage can be reproduced on the 
harpsichord, but it is much more naturally idiomatic to the violin or the organ. 

The Bach scholar Christoph Wolff has recently suggested that the original version of 
this concerto may actually have been a solo organ piece rather than a violin concerto, 
since the “extended and extreme passagework” in the solo part cannot be found in Zimmerman’s Coffeehouse in Leipzig
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Bach’s three surviving violin concertos. This is true. However, Bach surely wrote 
many more violin concertos that have not survived. (For this we can thank 
Bach’s ne’er-do-well son, J.C.F. Bach, who sold off his father’s manuscripts one 
by one whenever he needed money.) Thus, the origin of this piece remains a 
tantalizing mystery.

The middle movement of this concerto is a haunting Adagio, full of rhetorical and 
dramatic moments. Beginning with a ground-bass theme played by the orchestra 
in unison, this movement becomes a poetic conversation between the orchestra 
and the soloist. The opening theme recedes to the cellos and basses, where it 
repeats with eternal inevitability as the soloist soars in moody lines above it. 
This compositional technique – a repeating ground bass that begins as a unison 
statement by the full strings – is one that Bach apparently learned from studying 
Vivaldi’s manuscripts. 

It is likely that the Harpsichord Concerto in F minor, BWV 1056 began its life 
as a violin or oboe concerto, for which the music is lost. The sustained, cantabile 
melody of the second movement is well suited to oboe or violin. Bach wrote 
the harpsichord version in F minor, but he typically transposed violin and oboe 
concertos down a tone when transcribing them for harpsichord, because his 
harpsichord lacked the top E’’’, which is often the top note of baroque violin 
concertos. The original violin version would have been in G minor – a much 
more resonant key for string players. We have chosen to perform the piece in the 
original “violin” key, as we enjoy the vibrant ring of G minor.

It is a pleasure to record these two “coffeehouse” concertos, because in truth, they are 
better suited to recording than to live performance in a modern concert hall. Unlike 
Brandenburg no. 5, these concertos were not conceived for the harpsichord; thus, 
they did not receive the careful attention that Bach gave to the ensemble balance 
in Brandenburg 5. The coffeehouse concertos have denser string writing, including 
a second violin part which Bach omitted in Brandenburg no. 5. But if performed in a 
small room for 30 to 40 people (like a coffeehouse), the harpsichord can hold its own 
in these pieces. 

We hope that this music will provide “refreshment of the mind and spirit,” as Bach 
intended with all his music.

©Jeannette Sorrell, Cleveland, 2024
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JEANNETTE SORRELL 

GRAMMY®-winning conductor Jeannette Sorrell is recognized 
internationally as one of today’s most compelling interpreters of Baroque 
and Classical repertoire, and a leader in creative programming exploring 
multicultural roots. She is the subject of the documentary by Oscar-
winning director Allan Miller, titled PLAYING WITH FIRE: Jeannette 
Sorrell and the Mysteries of Conducting (commercially released in 2023).

Sorrell studied harpsichord with Gustav Leonhardt in Amsterdam; 
and conducting at the Aspen and the Tanglewood music festivals 
under Leonard Bernstein and Roger Norrington. She won First Prize 
in the 1991 Spivey International Harpsichord Competition, competing 
against over 70 harpsichordists from four continents. 

As a conductor, Sorrell made her New York Philharmonic debut in 2021 
and Philadelphia Orchestra debut in 2022, both to rave reviews. She has 
repeatedly conducted the New York Philharmonic, Pittsburgh Symphony, 
St. Paul Chamber Orchestra, Seattle Symphony, Utah Symphony, 
Florida Orchestra, New World Symphony, and Philharmonia Baroque 
in San Francisco; and has also led the Royal Liverpool Philharmonic 

(Bach’s St. John Passion), Royal Scottish National Orchestra, the 
Baltimore Symphony, Houston Symphony, Indianapolis Symphony, 
the National Symphony at the Kennedy Center, Los Angeles Chamber 
Orchestra, the Orchestra of St. Lukes at Carnegie Hall, and Opera St. 
Louis with the St. Louis Symphony, among others. 

As founder and conductor of APOLLO’S FIRE, she has led the 
renowned ensemble at London’s BBC Proms, Carnegie Hall, and 
many international venues. Sorrell and Apollo’s Fire have released 32 
commercial CDs, including 12 bestsellers on the Billboard Traditional 
Classical Albums Chart and a 2019 GRAMMY® winner. Her CD 
recordings of the Bach St. John Passion and Vivaldi’s Four Seasons have 
been chosen as best in the field by the Sunday Times of London (2020 
and 2021). Her Monteverdi Vespers recording was chosen by BBC 
Music Magazine as one of “30 Must-Have Recordings for Our Lifetime” 
(September 2022). With over 17 million views of her YouTube videos, 
Sorrell has attracted national attention and awards for creative 
programming.

Photo: Sisi B
urn

“A brilliant harpsichordist, Sorrell… 

exudes stylish energy – a blend of 

scholarship and visceral intensity.” 
– GRAMOPHONE MAGAZINE 
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Named for the classical god of music and the sun, Apollo’s Fire 
is a GRAMMY®-winning ensemble. Founded by award-winning 
harpsichordist and conductor Jeannette Sorrell, the period band is 
dedicated to the baroque ideal that music should evoke the various 
Affekts or passions in the listeners. The Apollo’s Fire musicians are 
creative artists who share Sorrell’s passion for drama and rhetoric. 

Apollo’s Fire has performed six European tours, with sold-out concerts at 
the BBC Proms in London, Madrid’s Royal Theatre, Bordeaux’s Grand 
Théàtre de l’Opéra, the National Concert Hall of Ireland, and venues in 
France, Italy, Austria, and Portugal.

Chosen by the DAILY TELEGRAPH as one of London’s “Best 5 Classical 
Concerts of the Year,” its 2014 London performance was praised for 
“superlative music-making... combining European stylishness with 
American entrepreneurialism.”

North American tour engagements include Carnegie Hall (twice), 
the Tanglewood and Ravinia festivals (three times), the Boston Early 
Music Festival series, the Aspen Music Festival, Library of Congress, 

the National Gallery of Art, the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 
York City, as well as major venues in Toronto, Los Angeles, and San 
Francisco. Most of these concerts have been sold out. In 2021, Apollo’s 
Singers made their debut with the New York Philharmonic under the 
baton of Jeannette Sorrell, winning rave reviews.

At home in Cleveland and Chicago, Apollo’s Fire enjoys sold-out 
performances at its series, which has drawn national attention for creative 
programming.

With over 17 million views of its YouTube videos, Apollo’s Fire has 
released 32 commercial CDs and won a GRAMMY® award in 2019 
for the album Songs of Orpheus with tenor Karim Sulayman. Twelve of 
the ensemble’s CD releases have become best-sellers on the Billboard 
Traditional Classical Albums Chart, including Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, 
Monteverdi Vespers, Bach’s Brandenburg Concertos, Biber’s Mystery Sonatas, 
and Sorrell’s crossover programs including Sacrum Mysterium – A Celtic 
Christmas Vespers; Sugarloaf Mountain – An Appalachian Gathering; and 
Sephardic Journey – Wanderings of the Spanish Jews.

APOLLO’S FIRE

“Sorrell and her dazzling period band… are incandescent.” – THE SUNDAY TIMES, London 
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