
The Big Bach Lutebook 
Preface by the editor: 
 

 The music of Johann Sebastian Bach is unique in western cultural history.  No other composer has 

demonstrated Bach's personal combination of sheer effort, mastery of numerous forms and media, his lyrical 

and narrative gifts, and his unchallenged understanding of musical architecture.  It was this combination that 

first attracted me, while still a student of the guitar, to his music, and it was the promise of being able to play 

it in something resembling its original form that induced me to play the lute.  I acquired a lute before 

beginning formal post-secondary music education, and soon after my first baroque lute, a 14-course lute by 

Sandro Zanetti in the late 17th century tradition with two pegboxes.  Almost immediately I started 

transcribing the music of Bach into lute tablature after the shocked discovery that aside from a few pieces, no 

tablatures existed.   

 My first efforts with the Prelude, Fugue and Allegro BWV 998 led to more shocked discoveries--

more and more of the music appeared to be written in a form not playable on the lute.  The contemporary 

tablatures had critical problems.  After working through the idea, I came to the point where it became clear 

that not only had Bach, as I then thought, misunderstood the lute, but he hadn't, according to my 

understanding, written anything for it. Everything appeared to have insuperable difficulties.  Even if one 

could make the notes fit, by transposition, by judicious editing, one could only count success with actual 

performance of the music.  That was the test.  You could make your lute version, but could you actually play 

it convincingly.  In no other medium in which Bach is played do musicians have to contend with this 

conundrum.  Can it be imagined that a violinist, cellist, or keyboard player would have to spend hours 

fretting over his copy, then practising for literally years just to play even a relatively simple piece. They take 

up the piece and play.  

 After graduating from my studies, I began another line of attack.  Could the lute be the key? I ordered 

a beautiful big Widhalm/Tieffenbrucker 13-course lute by Robert Lundberg, which I still play with great joy.  

Later I began making lutes, trying this and that, single strings, theorbo tunings, smaller, bigger, various 

spacings, copies of originals, unheard of things, to see whether the situation might be ameliorated by 

ingenuity of lutherie.  And to some extent, it has. I did find out that the choice of lute matters greatly. And 

fortunately I have created a wall of lutes from which to choose. 

 Now more than thirty-eight years later, hundreds of concerts, some devoted entirely to the music of 

Bach played on the lute, I have added more and more pieces to the group of tablatures which I began as a 

student. Many of them have seen great changes since their initial versions.  Sometimes I have thrown the 

whole thing out, transposed to a new key (BWV 996 in D minor, then F minor:  BWV 998 in D, 1006a in D; 

BWV 997 in C minor, then A minor; BWV 995 in G minor, then A minor) only to return to the beginning.   

 With the advent of computer tablature typesetting and the web I have made individual pieces 

available for some time, since 1996.  Now I am making my versions of the usual suspects and my versions of 

the cello suites (which make very fine lute music, as Bach himself realized) and some violin pieces available 

in a singe printable and viewable edition.  They are newly corrected, revised and compactly laid out to 

minimize use of paper or screen and with minimal page turns, together with revised and extended forewords 

for some of the pivotal pieces (BWV 996, the piece least likely to be for the lute, and BWV 995, the most 

likely).  I hope you will enjoy and benefit from my work. 

 Before I finish, here’s a scenario imagined by one of my teachers, Eugen Dombois, from a comment 

made by Agricola (which I have liberally embellished in the finest Baroque tradition). It may serve better 

that the most exacting musicology to put the Bach and the lute into some sort of context: 

 

 One day a distinguished musician came to visit the Bach household in Leipzig.  It was none 

other that the famous lutenist, Sylvius Leopold Weiss, taking time from his posting in Dresden to 

visit friends.  A few letters had passed between them, and Bach, being a sociable and engaging 

host, asked Weiss whether he would spend a few hours with the Cantor.   

 Bach was something of a practical joker.  He liked the broad humour of the German people, he 

enjoyed puns, and he often wrote funny things into his music.  The quodlibet at the end of the 

Goldbergs is a good example:  "Cabbages and Turnips Have Driven Me Away" combined with 



"You've Been Gone So Long". You can almost hear the guffaws. He decided to play a little joke on 

Weiss.  Meeting him at the door, he said:  

 "Well to tell the truth I've been trying to play the lute a little lately.  I used to fool around on it 

when I was a ‘Bub’, but the instrument always confounded me--all those strings!  I got a much 

better instrument from my dear friend Hofmann in the Lautenkrankenstrasse, and I've been 

completely taken with it.  I've been working night and day on one of my old suites to play for you, 

to see if you have any suggestions.  But I'm still a bit shy with it, an old man trying to do something 

new, you know, it's a bit silly.  So if you don't mind I'm going to go into my Schreibzimmer, just sit 

here and listen.” 

 With that he repaired to his composition room and went behind an old curtain that he had 

dividing the room to keep his family out.  When Bach was behind the curtain, he was 

incommunicado. That was the rule.  After a bit of tuning and few odd notes and chords the most 

fantastic uninterrupted veil of flawless lute-playing erupted.  Weiss instantly recognized the 

signature tune of every student violinist in Saxony--the Prelude of the E major violin Partita.  It 

was incredible, without error, perfectly in tune, not even a mis-fretted "n" (the twelfth fret of the 

lute).  That piece quickly concluded, Bach began playing something entirely new. 

 "Here's something I've just been working on" he said, peering out from behind the curtain, and 

from his room came the now utterly familiar strains of the beautiful opening bars of Prelude, Fugue 

and Allegro in E flat.   

 Weiss expected him to stop, but the flow never ceased.  Ten minutes later, as the last notes died 

away, Weiss was plainly aghast.  After all, Weiss had spent a lifetime playing the lute, struggling 

with its idiosyncrasies, the tuning, strings, the pegs, the frets, the sheer uncertainty and 

unpredictability, a spider's web of deceit, a device calculated to drive musicians mad—here, the 

great genius of music, old Bach himself--had managed to master the instrument after only a few 

months of effort.  How was it possible?  Weiss was dumbfounded.  Finally the portly master drew 

aside the curtain.   

 "How do you like my new toy", said Bach and motioned to a three-manual lute-harpsichord 

built by his uncle.   

 Weiss, true to his name, turned the colour of a sheet, and let out a sigh: He had been fooled. 

  "Du lieber Gott", he exclaimed, "you nearly gave me a heart attack”. 

 After that they had a little belt of schnapps (well, maybe a couple of them) and started talking 

about the ongoing rivalry between the soccer teams of the Dresden Frauen-Kirche and the 

Leipzig’s St.Thomas Schule.    

 Weiss took a copy of Bach's new piece home to see whether he might be able to make 

something of it. Just to confound his student Lobkowitz, who was as dense as a plank of maple, 

Weiss scrawled “Praeludio per il Liuto” at the top of the page.   

 “This will keep him awake for a year”, he chuckled to himself, exhaling a cloud of pfeffermint 

vapour. “D-flat in the bass…hah!”  

 He wandered down the path into the town, tipsily singing a ditty from his student days:  

  “Ich bin ein diplomierte Lautenisten,  

  Ich trage immer neunzehn lautenkästen…” 

 Later, Wilhelm Friedemann Bach wrote to a friend:  "Something very special in the way of 

music was heard on that occasion!" 

 

Clive Titmuss 

www.clivetitmuss.com 



Suite pour la Luth par J. S. Bach (BWV995), Suite a Violoncello Solo 

senza Basso [V] in C minor (BWV1011) 

 

Foreword:___________________________________________________ 
 

If there is a case for Bach as a composer for the lute, it rests principally on his own 

arrangement (BWV 995) of the fifth cello suite (BWV 1011).  The autograph 

arrangement of this cello suite with its specific reference to the lute in the title is the only 

authorial evidence that he was at all interested in setting himself the challenging task of 

writing idiomatically for the instrument.  Careful observance of way he transposed and 

reworked earlier material with the lute in mind gives us a clear picture of Bach's 

understanding of the lute's capacity for a mix of contrapuntal and free-voiced textures, its 

dynamic capacities and its suitability to typical late 17
th
 century dance forms and 

rhythms. His interest in the exploitation of its sonority stems from his vantage point as a 

composer of wide experience with an unsurpassed ear and social and musical contact 

with professional players.   

 

The Bach household owned a lute, listed in his Nachlass (the inventory of his possessions 
is reproduced in English in The Bach Reader, 1945, revised edition 1966, Mendel and 

David, editors). He knew a number of professional lutenists:  Rudolf Straube, Johann 

Ludwig Krebs; both his students, Sylvius Leopold Weiss, and M. Schouster (to whom 

BWV 995 is dedicated).  Jurist and lute-player Johann Christian Weyrauch, the identified 

intabulator of Fuga  BWV 1000 and movements of the [Partita in C minor] BWV 997, 

was a close family friend.  He may also have known with Adam Falckenhagen, who lived 

in Leipzig and is credited (by P. Kiraly, T. Crawford, primarily on orthographic evidence) 

with the intabulation of Bach's arrangement of BWV 1011.   

 

Nevertheless, our picture of Bach as a composer of lute music is clouded by the 

questionable attribution of other of Bach's works which were probably not intended for 

the lute, but have historically been associated with it. The Suite in E minor BWV 996, the 

C minor Partita BWV 997, Prelude, Fugue and Allegro BWV 998, the Little Prelude 
BWV 999, and the Partita in E major BWV 1006a, have all been claimed with 

anachronistic sensibility as legitimate repertoire for the lute, despite prescriptive additions 

to the sources—“auf's Launtenwerk" for BWV996 and "por la luth. ò Cèmbal” for BWV 

998—and despite unidiomatic keys, technical impossibilities and obvious keyboard 

stylistic traits.  

 

It is the Suite pour la Luth in which Bach clearly applies himself practically to the 
question of what is the lute capable in regard to texture, the use of its diatonic bass 

courses, and its ability to ornament and fill out a basic texture as established in the cello 

suite.  Unlike the works above, in this piece our view is not clouded by a nagging 

suspicion that we are looking at thin-textured keyboard music with a tenuous historical 

connection to the lute. 

 

With these doubts in mind we must ask whether Bach himself was technically equipped 

to make a successful lute version of his own earlier work. Before dealing with this 
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