
2 — Did Bach really mean that?

his time, but inherited a const antly shifting and g rowing not ational and
inter pret ative practice. Again, all Baroque composer s were individuals
who used not ation differently, just as composer s have always sought to
stretc h and extend the language of music in their own way.

The approac h of Yo Yo Ma has its own validity: modern per for mer s
are individuals too. We are apt to forget that, just as t here are as many
inter pret ations of a Bach prelude today as t here are player s, so it was in
Bac h’s own time. Beyond deliberate sabot age, t here cannot be a “r ight”
or “wrong” way to play Bach, since we don’t live in 18t h centur y Leipzig.
Because we exist at two centuries’ dist ance from Bach, we must accept
t hat t here are now far more ways of per for ming his music t han he would
have known.
 However, this book is not aimed at those who feel that t hey can do
whatever t hey like with the score. It is intended to open some unexpec-
ted doors to those who want to “get inside” Baroque music — who want
to play Bac h’s music not, fir st and foremost, from their own point of
view, but from Bac h’s, or as near to that as we can hope to get. The
premise of the book is that such a desire often transcends the categor ies
whic h we may choose to term “mainstream, or authentic”, “modern or
specialist”.
 There is sometimes a clear difference in the approac hes to not ation
between keyboard-player s, instr ument alists, and singer s. This study will
concentrate on keyboard music, and some of t he inter pret ations
suggested here may be regarded by non keyboard-player s as ir relevant to
t hemselves. Ever y oppor tunity whic h I enjoy of working with singer s
and instr ument alists shows me that this is mist aken. But to keep t his
book within sensible bounds, this cobbler will stic k to his last.

The Development of Musical Notation
Incomplete notation — by accident and design

Music has been written down for at least a millennium in the wester n
world. It probably comes to the notice of most of us fir st in a simple for m
used in monaster ies in the Middle Ages: as a row of blac k dots or squares.
The st ave, which may have originated in a met hod of representing finger
positions when playing an instr ument, was est ablished at this time. The
new language of not ation t hen g radually became bot h more compli-
cated, and increasingly used for secular music. Once this transition had
been made, its complication g rew rapidly, and it developed into a more
univer sal not ational language which could be used for music of all types.
 Most of us seldom recognise that as musicians attempted to make
not ation a more precise and all-encompassing tool, t hey also reduced its
flexibility. Each new specific direction in a score means that the user (t he
musical per for mer) has one less possibility for er ror, for choice, or for
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