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With a tone that ranges from a rich bass to a radiant treble, the cello, among all instruments, is the one most often characterized as being like the human voice.  But with a basic pitch to low to soar above the orchestra and without the volume to triumph over the piano’s sheer sonic power in a head to head contest, the cello poses compositional challenges as a solo instrument.  While balance problems can be avoided by doing away with accompaniment or musical collaborators (and cellists do enjoy calling all the the interpretive shots once in a while!), the cello is—like the voice—essentially a single line medium and that presents its own compositional challenge.  Many modern composers have risen to it; the nineteenth century avoided or ignored it.  Bach not only solved it, in so doing he presented modern cellists with their greatest interpretive challenge.
As I have previously noted, today’s cellist is expected to play everything and to interpret each composition in its appropriate style—and with the Bach Suites what is deemed ‘appropriate style’ approaches religious warfare.  In the Suites, bowing and articulation (both slurs and non-slurs) form the essence of style and are consequently the most contentious interpretive elements.  No wonder that some cello teachers advise their students to avoid playing solo Bach in competitive situations if at all possible—however you play it you are bound to offend someone. 

What, you might ask, is the nature of this stylistic controversy?  Although they intertwine to a certain extent, I identify three questions that vex today's interpreters of the Suites:  1. What is the accurate text? 2.  How were the Suites played in Bach's time?  3.  How should they be performed now on a modern cello?  (Playing them on a baroque cello affects this question only slightly and the first two not at all.)

First, let me briefly address question two.  No matter how much was written during the eighteenth century about performance style or how many scholarly studies and opinions have been presented since, words are not sounds.  There are no recordings, so unless someone invents a time machine, we will never know how the suites were played in Bach’s time.    

Now for question one: the text—notes, rhythms, articulations—is the starting point for all interpretations of the suites.  To review the situation, Bach probably wrote the cello suites in 1720 as a companion set to his Sonatas & Partitas for violin.  His original manuscript has disappeared although that of his lute version of fifth suite (c. 1737) survives.  Four eighteenth century copies exist but from exactly what exemplars, no one knows: Johann Peter Kellner (1726); Anna Magdalena Bach (c. 1730); anonymous, also known as 'Westphal' (after 1750); and anonymous (c. 1790).  From these sources, musicological and forensic research coupled with logical analysis and reflection allow us to guess at a reasonably accurate text, but without Bach's manuscript we cannot know with certainty what he wrote down.

Returning to my second question, as I alluded to above, textual issues may also be performance issues and vice versa.  Not only would we like to know precisely over which notes Bach placed his slurs but we also need to know how strictly he intended they be followed.  Unfortunately, we aren’t sure of either so even if there were no doubt about the articulations that Bach wrote, how to play them would remain unresolved.  (The currently popular notion that the bow must change direction with every written slur is odd and limiting.  What a bowing sounds like is significant, not what it looks like.)

Complicating this issue still further, it is very possible—even likely—that cellists in Bach’s day and locale played with an underhand gamba-like bow-grip.  If so, this would give many of today’s overhand baroque-bowing ideas limited relevance.  Virtually all musicologists and baroque cellists seem to ignore the fact that Bernard Christian Linike, the cellist for whom Bach probably wrote the suites, was born in 1673.  Given the evidence of cellists pictured in paintings from the period, I would say that a nearly 50-year-old German cellist would almost certainly have held his bow underhand. 

So the real debate centers on question three, how should we play the suites in our own time?  Personally, my overarching view is that for the suites to be performed successfully on a modern cello they must be considered to be transcriptions, similar to harpsichord music played on a modern piano—a singularly ineffective exercise if the pianist merely imitates a harpsichord.  And regarding bowing and slurs, many eighteenth century bowings, whether conceived for an underhand or overhand bow-hold, don’t work with a modern bow on a modern cello.  I am not advocating disregarding historical research or ignoring the information that we can gain from studying the original sources that we have: the choice of bowings can shape the character of an entire movement.  But I have difficulty believing that J. S. Bach, the great improviser and virtuoso performer, would expect cellists to follow slavishly his every slur (or non-slur)—let alone hypothetical slurs played on an instrument substantially different than that for which he composed the suites.  The music is the important thing.  Bach's own transcription of the fifth suite for the lute, an instrument played without a bow, proves this point.

Ultimately, any interpretation of the Bach Suites will not succeed or fail because of a cellist’s choice of edition, ornaments, style, or bowings.  Character, energy, tempo, rhythm, phrasing, timing, and flow—these are the critical elements of a performance.  Musicality should prevail over ideology.

