


Concerto TranscriptionsBach & Walther

Dónal McCann  
Organ of New College Oxford



Antonio Vivaldi / J.S. Bach

Johann Ernst / J.S. Bach

Antonio Vivaldi / J.G. Walther

 

Giuseppe Torelli / J.G. Walther

Johann Ernst / J.S. Bach

Concerto in A minor, bwv 593
I: Allegro 
II: Adagio
III: Allegro

Concerto in G major, bwv 592
I: Allegro Assai
II: Grave
III: Presto

Concerto in B minor
I: Allegro
II: Adagio
III: Allegro

Concerto in D minor
Allegro

Concerto in C major, bwv 595
[no tempo indication] 
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Tomaso Albinoni / J.G. Walther 

Antonio Vivaldi / J.S. Bach 

Giulio Taglietti / J.G. Walther 

Antonio Vivaldi / J.S. Bach

Concerto in B flat major 
I: Allegro 
II: Adagio 
III: Allegro 

Concerto in D minor, bwv 596 
I: Allegro–Grave–Fuge  
II: Largo e spiccato  
III: Allegro 

Concerto in B flat major 
I: Grave, e Solo 
II: Allegro 
III: Adagio 
IV: Allegro 

Concerto in C major, bwv 594 
I: Allegro 
II: Recitativo, Adagio 
III: Allegro
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Bach, Walther and the  
Venetian concerto

Repertoire notes

Antonio Vivaldi’s first major collection of 
concertos, L’estro armonico, took Europe 
by storm in the second decade of the  
18th century. In Venice, opera dominated  
as the foremost mode of entertainment; 
however, the newly distilled three-move-
ment form of the concerto was the perfect 
delicacy to be exported to Europeans 
longing for a taste of Venetian culture.  
At the beginning of the 18th century, a 
network of publishers in northern Europe 
(spearheaded in Amsterdam by Estienne 
Roger) were printing and distributing  
much Italian music across the continent. 
Rather than allow pirated copies to 
circulate, Venetian composers decided to 
leverage this network for their own profit 
and send their music directly northwards, 
overlooking publishers closer to home 
(principally Antonio Bortoli and Giuseppe 
Sala). In his performing notes to L’estro 
armonico, Vivaldi is deferential to the 
‘famous hand of Monsieur Estienne Roger’, 

describing his engraving as the score’s 
‘greatest distinction’1, beyond even its 
musical content. Bach and Walther’s 
introduction to Vivaldi’s collection was  
a fortunate consequence of both its 
publication in northern Europe, and also 
the visit of Johann Ernst of Saxe-Weimar  
to Utrecht from 1711 to 1713. The prince 
returned to Weimar with an abundance  
of scores for the court orchestra, which  
he delivered to his music teacher, Johann 
Gottfried Walther, and to court musician, 
J.S. Bach. 

Bach and Walther’s lives were 
intertwined, not only by career but also  
by blood: the two men shared a maternal 
grandfather in Valentin Lämmerhirt,  
and J.S. Bach’s second cousin, Johann 
Bernhard Bach, was Walther’s first organ 
teacher. Bach and Walther’s professional 
relationship began in rivalry, with both  
men vying to become the organist of  
the Blasiuskirche in Mühlhausen.  
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Bach was successful; however they  
were reunited shortly after in Weimar, 
where Walther was the organist of the 
Stadkirche (where he remained for the  
rest of his life), and Bach was a member  
of the Court Capelle. The two men enjoyed 
a close personal relationship (Bach was 
the godfather to Walther’s eldest son)  
and they also had common professional 
pursuits. The two men set about 
transcribing Ernst’s Italian scores for  
the keyboard; in both cases for the  
organ, but Bach also created manualiter 
versions for the harpsichord. Over the 
course of his life, Walther created 78 such 
transcriptions. His diligence in producing 
them is perhaps not surprising, given  
his ethic in completing his monumental 
Musicalisches Lexicon, the first major 
German dictionary of musical terms and 
musicians. Walther’s transcriptions were 
‘very dear’ to him and draw from a wide 
range of composers from Italy, France  

and also his German contemporaries 
Telemann and Meck (who, interestingly,  
he lists as the original composer of  
the concerto in B minor – it is, in fact,  
a transcription of Vivaldi’s concerto in  
E minor RV 275).

Transcribing these concertos for the 
organ presents a number of challenges, 
and opinions have differed over the 
ultimate goal in this task: are they primarily 
tools for education, or performance? 
Nicolaus Forkel, Bach’s first biographer, 
thought that in transcribing these works, 
Bach taught himself to ‘think musically’, 
although Forkel greatly overstated the 
extent of Bach’s efforts in transcribing 
Vivaldi’s works. Despite the claim that 
Bach transcribed all of Vivaldi’s published 
concertos, seven transcriptions exist  
for solo harpsichord, and three for the 
organ. Notwithstanding Forkel’s 
exaggerations, we can be confident  
of the influence of Vivaldi in Bach’s own 

music, both in terms of style and form. 
The ritornello form and structure,  

which Vivaldi deployed so effectively in  
his concertos, developed in the illustrious 
musical tradition of Venice. The question  
of the ritornello’s origin has long 
concerned musicologists; some have 
pointed to the contemporary development 
of the operatic da capo aria which, by  
its nature, repeats material extensively.  
A ritornello is conventionally much shorter 
than the A section of a da capo aria,  
but both are similarly tonally closed.  
In instrumental music, ‘motto’ technique 
was a direct predecessor of the ritornello: 
a piece was structured in three or more 
sections, introduced by a musical ‘motto’. 
This ‘motto’ was eventually expanded  
and when combined with alternating  
solo and tutti, we are left with the  
ritornello. A mature form of this ‘motto’ 
technique can be heard in the concerto  
by Torelli which features on this recording.  

This concerto doesn’t feature a true 
ritornello (Fischer’s conventional terms 
Vordersatz, Fortspinnung and Epilog 
cannot be applied with any significance), 
but we can hear a striking ‘motto’, 
comprised of extended descending 
sequence headed by a striking  
diminished seventh. 

Returning to the idea of Bach  
learning through transcribing Vivaldi’s 
works, he takes this ritornello technique 
and form, and deploys it ingeniously  
in many of his own pieces, not least  
the Brandenburg concertos. In addition,  
Bach (and Vivaldi) adopted the 
three-movement concerto structure 
popularised by Torelli and Albinoni.  
The four-movement concerto featured  
on this recording, by Giulio Taglietti,  
is in the tradition of the sonata de chiesa, 
with a solemn first movement (thought  
to be more appropriate in a church 
setting).
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Bach could also have used the exercise of 
transcription to educate others, as well as 
himself. For instance, the young prince 
Johann Ernst (who delivered these scores 
to Bach and Walther), was himself a 
talented composer. Bach transcribed two 
of Ernst’s concertos for the organ and four 
for the harpsichord; however Ernst’s 
originals and Bach’s transcriptions don’t 
always line up with regard to musical 
content. Perhaps, as Werner Breig wryly 
puts, Bach is attempting to ‘give the young 
prince an extra lesson in composition’2,  
evident in the harmonic and melodic 
adjustments which Bach makes. Bach  
also makes some significant changes  
to Vivaldi’s concertos, suggesting that  
he was creating versions for performance, 
rather than just exercises in score 
reduction. Beyond practical accommoda-
tions such as the realisation of continuo 
harmony, one might point to the addition  
of rapid pedal scales in the third movement 

of BWV 593, or fiery scalic movement  
in the third movement of BWV 594 as 
examples of Bach’s virtuosic touches.

In a broad overview of their composi-
tional style, both Bach and Vivaldi had  
no trouble coalescing their secular and 
sacred styles. In this way, Vivaldi diverged 
from the model of his predecessors; 
Antonio Lotti, for instance, distinguished 
firmly between the style of his works for 
the church and the theatre. As with Vivaldi, 
this distinction is not felt so strongly in 
Bach’s works, for example the recycling of 
music from a secular cantata to a sacred 
one. One only has to look at Bach’s organ 
works to see Vivaldi peering over his  
shoulder. The ‘Dorian’ Prelude and Fugue 
BWV 538 could easily be transcribed as  
a chamber concerto. The prelude features 
some of Bach’s most frequent requests  
for manual changes within an organ piece, 
and these manual swaps are how he 
distinguishes the tutti and soli in his 



concerto transcriptions. The top line of  
the Prelude also frequently evokes the 
character of a concertino violin, with 
continuo chords accompanying beneath. 
Another textural comparison can be drawn 
between one of Bach’s best-known organ 
works, the Fantasia and Fugue in G minor 
BWV 542, and the second movement  
of BWV 594 (a transcription of Vivaldi’s 
concerto RV 208). The solo line in both 
works, full of fantasy and rhythmic 
freedom, is punctuated by ‘continuo’ 
chords in the left hand and pedal.

In examples such as these, we can 
hear the voice of Vivaldi in many works  
of Bach, and through the changes that 
Bach makes to Vivaldi’s works in his 
transcriptions, we can hear Bach’s voice 
alongside Vivaldi’s. Walther has a lighter 
touch in his own transcriptions, as the 
changes he makes are mainly in the name 
of practicality (for instance, the Albinoni 
concerto on this recording, which is 

transcribed down a tone in order to fit  
the keyboard compass). Nonetheless,  
we are reminded that when we listen  
to these concertos we are immersed  
in two worlds: that of the original 
composer, and that of the transcriber.  
 
Dónal McCann  
February 2022
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1 Translation quoted from M. Talbot ‘Vivaldi’  
 2nd edition 1993, OUP, p. 41

2 Werner Breig, The Cambridge Companion to  
 Bach, ed. John Butt, 2011: 10. Composition as  
 arrangement and adaptation



Dónal McCann Organist

Dónal is the Assistant Organist at  
New College, Oxford, where he 
accompanies the world-renowned choir.  
At New College, Dónal is involved in all 
aspects of musical life, including the 
teaching and the training of the choristers. 
He took up this post in September 2020, 
before which he was an organ scholar at 
King’s College, Cambridge, where he read 
music, graduating with a double first. At 
King’s, he accompanied the choir in daily 
chapel services, as well as in recordings, 
tours and broadcasts, including the 
Festival of Nine Lessons and Carols. 

Dónal’s first musical experiences were 
as a chorister at St Peter’s Cathedral, 
Belfast. He studied at Methodist College, 
Belfast and in 2015 was awarded the 
Andrew Lloyd Webber Scholarship to  
Eton College for sixth form, where (under 
the tutelage of David Goode) he worked  
to achieve the FRCO diploma with the 
Limpus prize. He was subsequently 
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awarded the Silver Medal of the 
Worshipful Company of Musicians.  
In 2018 he won the inaugural Dame  
Gillian Weir Medal at the Northern  
Ireland International Organ Competition. 
He is also an accomplished pianist,  
having studied with Anthony Byrne at the 
Royal Irish Academy of Music in Dublin, 
alongside organ studies with Professor 
Gerard Gillen at St Mary’s Pro Cathedral. 

As a recitalist, Dónal has performed 
throughout the UK and Ireland, and he  
has recently collaborated with the 
Instruments of Time & Truth and Oxford 
Bach Soloists in his work as a continuo 
organist. As a concerto soloist, he has 
performed with the Ulster Orchestra  
and the Academy of Ancient Music. 

This is Dónal’s debut solo recording; 
future plans on the Novum label include  
a recording of Hindemith’s organ sonatas. 





Organ notes

Great

Bourdon  16
Prinzipal 8
Spitzflöte 8 
Oktave 4
Spitzgedackt 4 
Terz 3 1/5

Quint  2 2/3

Oktave 2
Mixtur IV-VI
Cornet V
Trompete 8
Vox Humana 8
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Swell

Flûte-à-Cheminée 8
Salicional 8
Celeste 8
Principal 4
Flûte conique 4
Nazard 2 2/3

Quarte 2
Tierce 1 3/5

Larigot 1 1/3

Sifflet 1
Neuvième 8/9

Fourniture V
Trompette 16
Hautbois 8
Trompeta Real 8

Positive

Holzgedackt 8
Quintadena 8
Praestant 4
Rohrflöte 4
Prinzipal 2
Quintatön 2
Scharfzimbel III
Sesquialtera II
Holzregal 16
Schalmei Krummhorn 8

Pedal

Prinzipal 16
Subbass 16
Oktave 8
Rohrflöte 8
Oktave 4
Nachthorn 2
Mixtur IV
Fagot 32
Fagot 16
Kupfer Trompete 8
Trompete 4

Tremulants
Swell to Great, Positive, Pedal
Great to Pedal
Positive to Great, Pedal
Cymbalstern



Performance notes

In choosing the repertoire for my debut 
solo recording, it was important for me  
to pick music which I could engage with 
stylistically, but also which complemented 
the iconic organ in the chapel of New 
College. The Grant, Degens & Bradbeer 
instrument was installed in 1969 and is  
a product of the Orgelbewegung, or 
Organ Reform Movement, which sought  
to recapture the spirit of instruments  
from the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries, taking influence from builders 
such as Arp Schnitger. Organs of this 
Neo-Classical movement are signified by 
their striking choruses and characterful 
solo stops; these are represented well  
in this instrument, and were enhanced  
further by the tonal changes made by  
the firm Goetze and Gwynn in the 2014 
restoration. 

There is a distinct aural clarity between 
the manual divisions, which is perfectly 
suited to the concerto transcriptions of 

Bach and Walther. This repertoire 
frequently calls for manual changes, 
representing the alternation between  
tutti and solo. The clear distinction 
between compartments is partly due to  
the Werkprinzip, which ensures that  
each chamber is self-contained and 
distinguishable by arrangement of its 
principal chorus. This recording aims to 
capture some of the qualities of spatial 
contrast which are evident in the chapel. 

The stops’ beauty and individuality are 
showcased in the slow movements of the 
concertos, particularly those by Albinoni 
and Taglietti. Conversely, the Great plenum 
is present, and variation is brought by  
the occasional coupling of the swell and 
choir mixture choruses, which both add a 
striking brightness. In the interest of further 
variety, I have resisted the urge to overuse 
the plenum, for instance in BWV 592.  
The opening movement is played primarily 
on the Great division’s 8 and 4 foot flutes, 
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which brings a pastoral colour to the 
movement. Some of this organ’s most 
unique colours are featured prominently  
in this recording, such as the Positive 
reeds in BWV 595.

This is music of great energy, which  
I devoted much time to learning through 
the worst days of the COVID-19 
pandemic. I hope that the comfort it 
brought me in those times will be 
conveyed in this recording.  

Dónal McCann



This recording was made using Edition Breitkopf,  
Bach Organ Works Volume 5, edited by Pieter 
Dirksen, and the Edition Breitkopf, Walther Organ 
Works Volume 1, edited by Klaus Beckmann.
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