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BACH

Brandenburg Concertos
Bach’s Brandenburgs are a set of wildly innovative and dizzyingly 
diverse answers to the question of how musical individuals relate 
to larger groups. Bach doesn’t come up with anything so 
straightforward as the concerto form as it became ossified in 
the 19th century, in which a single soloist is set against the 
massed ranks of the orchestra. Instead, each Brandenburg 
Concerto proposes a much more fluid solution to the question 
of how a solo part or multiple solo parts weave in and out of 
the texture of the instrumental ensemble as a whole. It’s all 
done with such seamless invention that it’s like looking at an 
ever-active shoal of fish in the ocean, where your attention is 
sometimes drawn to the dazzle and glint of individuals but then 
flows out to the group as a whole, in and out again, in a dance 
of different relationships between the players and a dance of 
listening on which Bach leads us in each of these concertos.

It would take later centuries to restore this multitude of 
different relationships to the dynamic of the concerto form. 
Thea Musgrave’s concertos – especially those for clarinet, 
viola and horn – are all explorations of a multi-layered concerto 
dynamic, so that the soloists make alliances with smaller groups 
within the orchestras as well as creating a dialogue with the 
whole ensemble. Musgrave’s ‘dramatic-abstract’ idea (which she 
defines as ‘dramatic in presentation but abstract because there is 
no programme’) is driven by the tension in all of these 
relationships, and these pieces are among the most compelling 
concertos of the later 20th century, just as her more recent 
concertos – like Two’s Company for oboe and percussion, 
premiered at the Proms in 2007 – take her ideas into the 21st.

Another composer who took the concerto idea as a founding 
principle of his music was the American Elliott Carter. All of 
Carter’s music is catalysed by the principle of a ceaseless dialogue 
between musicians, so it’s no surprise that concertos are the 
backbone of his output. In the 1960s his Piano Concerto, Concerto 
for Orchestra and Double Concerto for harpsichord and piano 
made a breathtakingly virtuoso triptych of new possibilities for 
the concerto, in which the orchestral ensemble and soloists 
are atomised and fractured, only to be put back together in 

a kaleidoscope of new forms, groups and layers. In his Indian 
summer – composing throughout his eighties and nineties until his 
death at the age of 103 – Carter continued to revisit and reshape 
the concerto principle, from Dialogues I and II for piano and 
orchestra and his Clarinet Concerto to works that take the 
Brandenburg principle of a group of instruments as an ensemble of 
potential soloists into the present day. That’s the effervescent energy 
that drives Carter’s Boston Concerto, written for the Boston 
Symphony Orchestra in 2002, and the Asko Concerto, composed in 
1999–2000 for the eponymous Dutch new music group. It’s not 
only the example of Bach that tonight’s composers are up against: 
there are the achievements of Musgrave and Carter to contend with 
too!
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