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Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) / Giuseppe Martucci (1856-1909) 
Orchestral Suites / Overtures nos. 1-3  
Piano transcription 
 
Overture / Orchestral Suite in C major No. 1 (after BWV 1066) 

1- Overture 
2- Courante 
3- Gavotte I and II 
4- Forlane (“Venetian Dance”) 
5- Menuet I and II 
6- Bourrée I and II 
7- Passepied I and II 

Overture / Orchestral Suite in C major No. 2 (after BWV 1067) 
8- Overture 
9- Rondeau 
10- Sarabande 
11- Bourrée I and II 
12- Polonaise and Double 
13- Menuet 
14- Badinerie 

Overture / Orchestral Suite in C major No. 3 (after BWV 1068) 
15- Overture 
16- Air  
17- Gavotte I and II 
18- Bourrée 
19- Gigue 
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The Gospel famously says that it is impossible to serve two masters at once; and what happens 
when this task is attempted is humorously shown in a comedy by Carlo Goldoni, The Servant of 
Two Masters. I admit to occasionally having felt like the protagonist of Goldoni’s play, Arlequin, 
when facing the challenging interpretive choices posed by Giuseppe Martucci’s piano transcription 
of the first three Orchestral Suites by Johann Sebastian Bach. To whom did I owe my loyalty, as a 
performer? To Bach or to Martucci, when – in my opinion – their musical wills collided? And how 
could I be sure that my perception and my choices were right?  
Of course, there is no univocal answer to these interpretive problems. Performers have to find 
their own way in order to render in the best possible fashion the score they are playing. But, in 
this case, it was much harder than it usually is. For one thing, Martucci’s transcriptions are 
exceptionally difficult to play on the merely technical plane. So complex they are that Martucci’s 
first biographer labelled them as “nearly unplayable”, and, in fact, to my knowledge this is the 
world premiere recording of these magnificent arrangements. Giuseppe Martucci was a virtuoso 
pianist, but also an appreciated composer and conductor. He had always been at the forefront of 
the Italian Bach cult: he had conducted the first complete performance of a Bach cantata on Italian 
soil, had proposed excerpts from the St. Matthew Passion, and had played works for solo 
keyboard and for keyboard(s) and orchestra on numerous occasions. He had also been the first 
Italian to conducted an Orchestra Suite by Bach in its entirety, and the famous Air from the Third 
Suite, sometimes flanked by the Gavotte, had frequently been featured in his programmes (even 
in such important venues as the La Scala theatre in Milan). The Italian premiere of the D-major 
suite under Martucci’s baton was a revelation: “It is one of the most amazing works I know”, 
wrote a critic after the concert.  
During the years 1895-6, Martucci was intensely and fully occupied by the composition and 
premiere of his First Symphony. After this prolonged effort, his compositional activity underwent a 
brief interruption, possibly due also to the need to practise the demanding piano works which he 
was booked to perform in 1897 (including Beethoven’s Emperor Concerto). Thus, Martucci’s entire 
compositional output for the year 1897 consisted only of transcriptions, including those of Bach’s 
Suites.  
Martucci had been rather active as a transcriber for years. His biographer, Fano, characterises his 
transcriptions as follows: “there is a tendency to preserve all the notes, even doubling the original 
chords, though this may lead to pianistically unrewarding passages; then, [there is] a widespread, 
sometimes excessive use of arpeggios; by way of contrast, a certain freedom in the ornaments, 
where the personal taste of the composer [Martucci] is shown; in general, however, a great 
feeling of precision”. Several of these traits mark a distinct difference between Martucci’s attitude 
as a transcriber and that of, for example, Ferruccio Busoni.  
The concept of Bach music revealed in Martucci’s transcriptions is a very powerful and majestic 
one. The impression received by today’s listeners is of a colossal, solemn, and gigantic view of 
Bach’s style, particularly in the slow movements. This is easily observed by comparing Martucci’s 
transcriptions for the piano after Bach’s Orchestra Suites with those by Joachim Raff, which 
predate them by a couple of decades (1875). Martucci was familiar with Raff’s output, and, 
curiously, he conducted one of Raff’s symphonies in the very same year which would also see the 
creation of his own Bachian arrangements. In all likelihood, Martucci knew well Raff’s 
transcriptions and used them as a basis and inspiration for his own work, as appears rather clearly 
(though not indubitably) by comparing certain passages of their respective arrangements. By way 
of contrast, however, the differences between their two versions are even more significant, and 
bear witness to a markedly divergent model of Bach interpretation. For instance, Martucci’s 
perspective prominently focuses on the bass line, e.g. through massive doublings of the lowest 
line. Moreover, the contrapuntal fabric is richer and denser in Martucci. Particularly in the dances, 



moreover, Martucci’s skill in trying to suggest the typical timbres of the original instruments is 
noteworthy. Martucci considerably thickens the scoring, by consistently doubling the bass line, 
and he achieves some timbral differentiation by privileging large chords.  
The effect he obtains is particularly solemn and imposing, and it is reminiscent of organ pedalling 
and registration. Similar to what happens to Busoni’s version of Bach’s Chaconne, in which the 
model for the transcription seems not to be Bach’s violin original, but rather an imagined organ 
piece, here too the path from orchestra to piano seems to touch the organ in between. This aspect 
was already noticed by one of the first reviewers of Martucci’s transcriptions, Edgardo Del Valle de 
Paz, who wrote: “Martucci, inspired by Liszt’s great transcriptions of Beethoven’s symphonies and 
of Bach’s organ works, has succeeded in making it possible to perform these orchestral pieces, 
adapting them to the piano, which is the complete instrument par excellence”.  
As every performing musician knows, however, timbral and volume choices can never be taken in 
isolation from those regarding tempo and rhythm. Both for practical reasons (the need to 
“prepare” a powerful sound and/or a dilated hand position) and for aural considerations (a loud 
sound, as one rich in harmonics, will decay more slowly than a thin one), the adoption of thick 
timbral textures impacts on both tempo and agogic. Thus, Martucci’s tempo indications remain 
one of the most striking and idiosyncratic aspects of his transcriptions, though they are fully 
consistent with his overall aesthetic view.  
Martucci, in fact, carefully indicated the metronome tempi of the individual movements in his 
transcriptions of the Suites. While some such indications, as that for the Badinerie in the B-minor 
suite, are substantially in accord with those adopted by modern, “historically informed” 
performances, other are impressively at odds with today’s sensibility. In the case of the B-minor 
Fugue, as a performer I decided that Martucci’s metronome indication must contain a typo, and 
that it should be interpreted as indicated a tempo twice as quick as that read on the score. In spite 
of this, the Overtures and their polyphonic sections are the movements where the distance 
between Martucci’s taste and today’s is most pronounced.  
Martucci evidently associated the idea of solemnity and gravity to Bach’s music. A reviewer writing 
in 1899 affirmed, about Martucci’s performance of the D-minor Concerto: “Here, Martucci played 
the piano part with such a seriousness, nay, a severity in intentions and means, that the greatest 
and most surprising effect was drawn from that same dryness of the genre and performance. Nor 
could the spirit of deep mysticism which inspires all of the works by Bach be better felt and 
rendered than as Martucci felt and rendered it”. These nouns and adjectives seem to suggest the 
feeling of a very strict and objective performance (at least by contemporaneous standards), while 
the last one, “mysticism”, seems not to suggest here anything like a rapturing experience, but 
rather a “religious” approach in the manner of liturgical music. Even more explicitly, a critic wrote 
about a concert given on April 8th, 1907, in Naples, whose opening piece was a Chorale and Fugue 
by Bach: “How solemn and almost hieratic he was in that Chorale introduction by Bach, and how 
[well] he expressed its clean classical austerity in the imposing and sober Fugue!”.  
Thus, it may be inferred that the tempi so carefully notated by Martucci in his transcriptions 
mirrored rather faithfully his actual performing practice. They are also highly suggestive of a 
radically different aesthetical approach to Baroque music, which was considered – at one and the 
same time, and almost paradoxically – both as an example of restrained and almost geometrical 
Classicism, and of a sublime and magniloquent expression.  
It is therefore particularly fascinating to study these scores, as they reveal something – in the 
absence of audio recordings – about how Bach’s Orchestral Suites were first performed and heard 
in Italy. It can be argued that Martucci’s interpretive concept contributed not only to a more 
widespread knowledge of Bach’s music, but also to the creation of a taste to which later 
interpreters had to conform – or else against which they had to take a standing. Almost regardless 



of the actual dissemination of Martucci’s transcriptions, thus, these scores represent an invaluable 
witness – and a very detailed one, even painstakingly so – of Martucci’s interpretive concept.  
When Martucci’s transcriptions are performed today, following – as much as it is possible and 
opportune – his tempo, character, and dynamic/agogic indications, strange as they may appear to 
today’s listeners, the effect is always impressive. Not only, in fact, they are fundamental witnesses 
of a past performance practice, but they also show an undeniable artistic worth. For today’s 
audiences (and performers, to be sure), the well-known pieces by Bach become something 
dramatically different from those we are familiar with, thus providing even to our ears a 
fascinating and refreshing experience. They bear witness to the fullness and wealth of ideas which 
can be found in Bach, whose music can still surprise us with a feeling of novelty, and to the 
perceptive, imaginative, and creative interpretation which Martucci designed for them. Thus, 
these transcriptions should be rediscovered and reconsidered, both for their documentary value 
and for the objective beauty they achieve, even though, at times, the player may feel torn apart by 
the two masters he or she is attempting to serve at the same time.  


