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Bach in London…but it’s not JSB. 
About the Bach-Abel Concerts 
“ The aim and final end of all music should be none other 
than the glory of God and the refreshment of the soul” 
attrib: Johann Christian Bach

These words could have easily been ascribed to 
Johann Sebastian, but they are actually attributed 
to his youngest son Johann Christian Bach, born at 

Leipzig in 1735. 

Taught by Joh. Seb Bach in his early years and later by 
Carl Philipp Emanuel, Johann Christian would have known 
his father more as a sort of musical elder statesman in 
Saxony, as Dresden Court composer1, sought-after teacher, 
accepted in academic circles2, pre-occupied even.  From 
his youth Christian Bach revealed an independent spirit 
and travelled. First it was to Berlin to advance his musical 
studies with his half brother3, then to Italy in 1756 to 
continue them.  Johann Christian then did the unthinkable 
in the eyes of his Lutheran family who consequently gave 
him the brush-off; he became a Catholic in 1760. Whether 
the conversion was out of genuine conviction or just 
expediency it is difficult to tell… but it would allow the 25 
year-old to take up the post of organist at Milan Cathedral. 
And he did. It was obviously not an arduous job, allowed 
time to compose Italian opera and foster connections that 
would enable them to be staged. This would also stand 
him in good stead for his future employment – a post as 
composer at the King’s Theatre4 in London from 1762; Italian 
opera was the vogue.

Glittering circles
Bach entered Georgian London’s rich musical life enjoyed 
by Handel, Arne, Boyce, and his success was immediate 
with operas Orione and Zanaida premièred in 1763. This 
then brought him to the attention of Queen Charlotte5 to 
whom he was appointed Music Master. At a Court concert 
he met Mozart, for whom he became not only a friend, but 
also a significant musical influence on the young prodigy6.  
Life was good. Within the space of just two years, John Bach, 
as he was known here, had not only arrived, he had become 
a major musical force.

Bach-Abel concerts founded
John Bach’s arrival in London followed that of his childhood 
friend Carl Friedrich Abel7, a viola da gamba player and 
one of Queen Charlotte’s chamber musicians. Together in 
c. 1764 they founded what became known as the Bach-Abel 
subscription concerts, forerunners of the public concert 
format we enjoy today. The concerts were hubs for the 
musical ‘celebrities’ of the day and were promoted first in 
the concert hall of opera singer Mrs Theresa Cornelys’s 
home, Carlisle House in Soho Square. Later, without Mrs 
Cornelys’s assistance, Bach and Abel moved their series 
to the new Hanover Square Rooms in London’s fashionable 
West End, a venue that became the capital’s premier 
concert hall.

Hanover Square Rooms.

Hanover Square Rooms
They were built by Sir John Gallini in the 1770s and originally 
situated in Hanover Square on the corner of Hanover Street, 
just a few yards from St. George’s Church, the venue for 
the London Bach Society’s 2014 Bachfest. John Bach and 
Friedrich Abel were involved with the building from the 
start and the Rooms opened in 1775 with a subscription 
concert. Both founder-musicians continued to promote this 
annual series of around fifteen concerts until their deaths 
in 1782 and 1787 respectively, their success far exceeding 
their vision and expectations no doubt.  Sadly no Bach-Abel 
programmes survive, but we do know that chamber and 
instrumental music featured. Perhaps most important of all 
was that music performances in London were extended to 
promote a wider repertoire …in public… and therefore to 
new audiences.

After Bach-Abel
Known now as The Professional Concerts, these continued 
apace and as the 18th century drew to a close Haydn’s 
Salomon symphonies were given their London premières 
in the Rooms.  Later in the 19th century for example 
Concerts of Ancient Music and the Philharmonic Society 
concerts were presented there, Mendelssohn conducted 
the London première of his Scottish Symphony in 1842, 
William Sterndale Bennett directed the first performance in 
England of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion on 6 April 1854 and 
star artists of the day appeared – Jenny Lind, Paganini, Liszt, 
Clara Schumann among them. It was also the major public 
venue for concerts given by the Royal Academy of Music8 
up until the eventual closure of the Rooms in 1874.

 Contemporary tributes at Bachfest
As a contribution to the Hanoverian Succession celebrations 
this year, the London Bach Society’s Bachfest recitals are a 
contemporary tribute to the Bach-Abel concerts founded 
in the time of George III9. They are also a timely reminder 
of both our Georgian musical heritage and an influential 
concert venue that no longer exists… not even a plaque on 
site!  

Margaret Steinitz

1Appointed November 1736
2Mitzler's Learned Society in 1747
3CPE Bach: See Bach Notes, March 2014

4 Originally known as the Queen's 
Theatre, the name has reflected the 
gender of the monarch since 1714.

51744-1818, Wife of George III
6The concertos in particular
7His father succeeded J S Bach at 

8Founded in 1822
91738-1820Cöthen, 1723



It  i s  t u r n i n g 
o u t  to  b e  a 
golden year for 

one  o f  t he  mos t 
engaging and exciting 
harpsichordists to 
grace the concert 
s t a g e  f o r  m a n y 
years. Among other 
accolades,  Mahan 
Esfahani has recently 
been short-listed for a Gramophone Award for his recording 
of CPE Bach’s Württemberg Sonatas. Following his stellar 
appearance with Steinitz Bach Players back in March, 
Mahan appears at the LBS Bachfest for the first time and 
plays Book 1 of the ‘48’. In conversation with the Editor, he 
talks about his approach and preparation. 

MS Your performance of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier 
Book 1 at the Festival is very eagerly awaited. How did you 
approach the volume?

ME: I’ve been working on the first book of the Well-
Tempered Clavier, on and off (off, mostly), since I was 
maybe twelve years old. The work has always fascinated 
me, and I’ve seen it as a cycle rather than as a collection 
of discreet pieces that haven’t any larger-scale idea to 
them. Over the years, I worked on the preludes and fugues, 
occasionally performed a few of them as sets within recitals 
of other pieces, that sort of thing. I’ve turned thirty this year 
and finally decided some time last year that it was time to 
celebrate this milestone by approaching Bach’s greatest 
keyboard work. 

MS: What tuning will you use? Equal temperament?

ME: This is a very good question! A lot of people think that 
“well-tempered” means “equally tempered,” but this has 
been a common misconception. In fact, the work espouses 
an inherently unequal temperament, but one in which 
the characters of various keys can be explored. I haven’t 
quite decided what temperament I will use yet, but there 
is a very good recipe for a temperament by an American 
fellow named Bradley Lehman, which he claims is based on 
Bach’s own precepts. I am not in a position to judge that, but 
it does sound pretty great for all twenty-four keys. The sharp 
keys are dark, the natural keys are multi-coloured, and the 
variety is really wonderful. So, let’s see. 

MS: Given Robert Schumann’s advice “Let the Well-
Tempered Clavier be your daily bread and you will surely 
be a solid musician”, would you subscribe to that?

ME: Yes, no question. There were probably a few years 
during which I didn’t subscribe to that. For some reason, 
when I was at university, I got into my head the idea that 
Bach didn’t even mean the Well-Tempered Clavier to be 
performed - that it was music for the brain and the eyes. 
Fortunately, I have been disabused of that notion. The 
two teachers who had the biggest impact on me - Zuzana 

Ruzickova in Prague 
and Peter Watchorn 
in Boston - made sure 
that Bach was a daily 
subject. 

MS: You have played 
music by a wide range 
of composers, from 
Bach & Couperin to 
Ligeti, via Rameau and 

this year a great deal of CPE Bach, for which you have been 
highly praised. Why have you waited until now to offer us 
WTC Book 1?

ME: I probably didn’t feel ready yet. I still don’t, and I 
probably won’t for a very long time. That’s the nature of 
Bach. He makes us realise just how small we really are 
- not in a negative sense, of course, but in that he makes us 
see that we are part of something greater and we owe that 
greater community the best of our abilities. I’m performing 
Book 1 of the WTC as an experiment of sorts, and I invite 
the audience to join me in the laboratory. 

MS: Thank you Mahan. We shall.

Mahan Esfahani plays Bach’s Das Wohltemperierte Klavier 
BWV 846-869 over two recitals at Bachfest, 7.00pm, 3 & 4 
Nov, in St. George’s Hanover Square. Not to be missed!

WW1 Centenary Reflection
“The greatest examples of music and the arts are world 
possessions and unassailable even by the prejudices and 
passions of the hour.” Robert Newman, Manager of Queen’s 
Hall10, London’s premier concert hall in 1914

It was to be business as usual in 1914. Musical life was 
to go on whether it was on the concert platform, in 
the cathedrals or in the community, at least that was 

the intent. Indeed to a large extent that aim was fulfilled in 
spite of everything – thousands of young men serving at the 
Front, shortages, Zeppelins, the pattern of life completely 
disrupted, social change…the end of  “La belle époque”.

In the lava-stream of patriotic fervour that followed the 
declaration of war by Britain on 4 August 1914 there 
flowed, understandably, distaste for German music, but 
Prom 30 in September that year still included Bach’s second 
Brandenburg Concerto, with Leon Goossens playing 
the oboe no less, followed by Brahms and Beethoven. 
In keeping with the moment the National Anthem of a 
European country was also played at each concert. At 
Prom 33 on 22 September 1914 the Belgian National Anthem 
was performed, an appropriate response to the plight of the 
refugees who were escaping from German occupation to 
safety and hospitality here at that time.  

Newman and Henry Wood, Proms co-founders, and Edgar 
Speyer, philanthropist, were soon to feel the weight of 
public sentiment however. Speyer had German connections 
and was forced to leave the country in 1915.

(continued on next page)

10In Langham Place, Building destroyed in 1941 Blitz

In tune with his audiences

Meet… Mahan Esfahani



This was all a far cry from 
pre-war successes at 
Queen’s Hall: the London 
première of Schönberg’s 
Five Orchestral Pieces 
(January 1914), Scriabin’s 
P i a n o  C o n c e r t o  i n 
F #  m i n o r  w i t h  t h e 
composer  as  so lo is t 
(14 March 1914) and two 
weeks’ later the première 
of Vaughan Will iams’ 
London Symphony,  a 
work dedicated to his 
fr iend the composer 
George Butterworth. Both 
composers later enlisted 
and served in WW1; 
Butterworth MC was killed, 

VW incurred hearing loss that adversely affected him in 
later years.

The tonic? Entertainment…
The ‘it will all be over by Christmas’ jingoism of the first 
few months soon soured by the autumn 1914.  Reality struck 
as the first troop trains returned from the Front carrying 
soldiers bearing horrific injuries. As war continued… 1914 
into 1915 and 1916, shell shock was added to the list of 
horrors borne by officers and troops bogged down (literally) 
by trench warfare on Flanders’ fields. Something was 
needed to lift the gloom when they came home to recover 
or on leave, provide some escape… Entertainment.   

Music Hall, a concoction of various unrelated Acts, often 
risqué in content, had been hugely popular pre-WW1. King 
Edward VII frequented them, therefore so did many others 
in high society. However by 1914 it was Musical Theatre 
and Operetta that were proving popular. Silent Films too, a 
medium around since 1870s, filled the leave-time of many a 
‘Tommy’ home from the Front. Musicians gifted with the art 
of keyboard improvisation found a valuable niche here and 
provided the sound-accompaniment.  

Where do Bach and his heritage 
fit into all this? As in London, 
musical life continued at Leipzig. 
The Bachfest took place in June, 
just weeks before the fatal shot 
in Sarajevo that triggered the 
Alliances that led to war. Gustav 
Schreck was Cantor, succeeded 
by Karl Straube in 1918 whose 
pupil (a future Cantor) was 
Thomaner and organist Gunter 
Ramin, called to military service 
in 1916. The Bachgesellschaft 
presented its annual Festival in 
Vienna in 1914, but none further 
until 1920. Max Reger taught at 
the Leipzig Conservatoire until 
his death in 1916. Two centuries 
earlier, the environment in Bach’s 
time was also blighted by conflict. 

RCO  
London Organ 
Forum

“Organ Music in Time of War” Widor, Reger, 
Karg-Elert and the link to Bach (1 Nov)

At the invitation of RCO Academy Director Simon 
Williams, LBS is collaborating once more to 
bring within the realms of our 24th Bachfest what 

promises to be a fascinating day of recitals interspersed 
with talks, followed by the evening film.

The Royal College of Organists is celebrating its 150th 
anniversary this year; in 1914 it was the 50th. Widor, Reger 
and Karg-Elert were all then given Honorary Membership of 
the College. All three were also greatly influenced by Bach. 
This provided an irresistible inspiration for 12th RCO London 
Organ Forum and contribution to the WW1 Centenary 
commemorations. 

Wars on European soil have cast a dark shadow over the 
last millennium, yet music, its different genres, composition 
and performance, has shone through, a bright light of hope 
and belief in humanity as relevant in Bach’s time as it was in 
1914. Come and find out more. MS
www.rco.org.uk

American Bach Society Biennial Meeting  
May 2014   Peter Smaill reporting

“J�ohann Sebastian Bach and his Sons” was the 
ambitious title for the American Bach Society’s 
biennial Meeting, and which coincided with the 
tercentenary of the birth of Carl Philip Emmanuel.

One of the most beautiful campuses in the USA, Kenyon 
College – originally an Anglican foundation in rural Ohio – 
formed the setting for the highly diverse canvas of musical 
styles which were the birthright of the Bach family, and to 
which each descendant superimposed fresh shades from 
the expanding acoustic palette of the later eighteenth 
century.

Two years previously, ABS had unveiled to the world in 
performance a newly discovered early C P E Bach Cantata, 
highly reminiscent of Bach the father, “Ich bin vergnügt 
mit meinem Stande”. This time, Michael Maul talked 
about another discovery by the Leipzig Bach-Archiv11, an 
application from a former prefect of the Thomasschule 
to a rural parish post, in which he claimed that for two 
whole years in the late 1740’s, he had been stand-in for 
Capellmeister Bach: new light on the infirmities and 
withdrawal from church duties which have long been 
surmised towards the end of Bach’s life. 

Rediscovery was the theme of Maul’s colleague, Christine 
Blanken, who has unearthed the “Firmenarchiv” of the 
publisher Breitkopf. The historic papers lay secreted 
away since 1962 in the former East German State Archive; 
now we can see copy manuscripts of important works by 
J S Bach – the Toccatas BWV 913 and 914 in particular – plus 
many early versions of the works of the Bach children.

                           (continued on next page)

11Announced in December 2013

Statue of Vaughan Williams at 
Dorking, where he conducted Bach’s 

St. Matthew Passion at 
Leith Hill Festival

Showing at Bachfest on 
1 November with the  

wonderful David Briggs to 
improvise…and popcorn!



American Bach Society report…
As for the sons: a musical tour in performances included 
the Buckeburg Bach, J C F (his Die Amerikanerin featured) 
with Hamburg represented by the challenging C P E Bach 
D major quartet Wq. 94, and his moralistic settings of 
Gellert’s Geistliche Oden und Lieder. The London Bach, 
Johann Christian (his remains are thought to be with us even 
today, in an unmarked grave in St Pancras Churchyard) was 
traced back to happier days. For the Carnival in Turin in 
1761, he reset the arias of Artaserse for the Pavarotti of 
the time, Gaetano Guadagni. Meanwhile, the mysteries 
continue to swirl round Wilhelm Friedemann: still active in 
later years, and interested in new instruments. But did he 
really dispose of a hundred of his father’s Cantatas? Is the 
famous portrait actually of him? 

Such questions are for future years but the most intriguing 
observation of this multi-faceted Conference was brought 
to light by Robert Marshall. He quotes Richard Kramer: 
“Everywhere, Emmanuel felt the need to speak of his father. 
In his music, he fails to do so.” One senses, once they 
became independent, aesthetic rebellion was a driver for 
the brilliant sons: rebellion against the father, and yet the 
persistence remained also of that powerful familial bond 
consequent on being not just a family of musicians, but of 
Bachs. 

Finally, the event returned to the centre of the Bach 
universe; a full service, chorales throughout, featuring 
Sebastian Bach’s Cantata from 1731 (BWV 112) on the text, 
“The Lord is my Shepherd”, with a multilayered sermon in 
the classical Lutheran style of Bach’s sources. The diligent 
preaching structure of the scholar-theologian Robin Leaver 
and the resonant horns declaiming “Der Herr ist mein 
Getreuer Hirt” demonstrated to wondrous effect the full 
power of Gospel and Cantata in juxtaposition. C P E Bach 
would have been a seventeen year old, still at home, when 
the work was performed. What an act to follow!

Australian Bach Society - Melbourne Bach 
Forum July 2014
Frederic Kiernan & Shelley Hogan, University 
of Melbourne.

In honour of 
Professor Dr 
Chr is toph 

W o l f f ,  t h e 
esteemed Bach 
a n d  M o z a r t 
scholar, a forum 
w a s  h e l d  o n 
25–27 July 2014 
in  Melbourne , 
Australia, jointly 

hosted by the Australian Bach Society, the Melbourne 
Conservatorium of Music (MCM) of The University of 
Melbourne, and St John’s Lutheran Church, Southgate. 
This event gave Melbourne Bach lovers the opportunity 

to hear and meet with Professor Wolff, and an associated 
symposium provided a showcase for Australian based Bach 
research. 

Attendees were also treated to public concerts, the opening 
of an exhibition of historical maps of Leipzig, a panel 
discussion, and a performance of a Bach cantata at St John’s 
as part of the continuing Lutheran tradition of Australia.  
The three-day event began at the MCM and ended at 
St John’s Southgate. 

Christoph Wolff address

The highlight of the forum was Professor Wolff’s much 
anticipated public lecture: “Johann Sebastian Bach 
in Leipzig: In Search of the Thomascantor’s Human 
Face.” Recent achievements in Bach scholarship were 
incorporated into a broad, accessible discussion of the 
context of Bach’s life and work in Leipzig. Wolff explored 
the phenomenon of Bach’s current popularity, and 
described his character as represented in portraits (both 
the well known official portrait and one recently discovered 
and presented at the Bachfest in Leipzig last spring). A 
vivid picture of Bach’s arrival in Leipzig with his family was 
painted, and the conditions of the lodgings in which the 
Bach family lived were given. 

With gentle 
authority Wolff 
d i s c u s s e d 
Bach’s major 
m u s i c a l 
achievements, 
e x p l a i n i n g 
h o w  h e 
f u n c t i o n e d 
in a capacity 

far beyond that traditionally expected of a local cantor: 
as honorary composer to the Dresden court, Bach wrote 
music for special concerts in honour of his royal patrons, 
and in doing so he transformed the office of cantor into 
that of “civic Kapellmeister.” The lecture was greeted with 
long, enthusiastic applause from an audience that filled 
Melba Hall at the University of Melbourne. (Extract from 
full report).

Editor: The writers have provided an extensive report 
that makes fascinating reading. It is posted in full on the 
London Bach Society’s website – Bach Notes page.

Bach Network UK 
Dialogue Meeting 2015
The seventh J. S. Bach Dialogue Meeting will be held at 
Madingly Hall, Cambridge from Wednesday 8 to Friday 10 
July 2015. Details of the programme will be publicised in 
autumn 2014. Registration will open in early 2015. For further 
information please contact the Dialogue Administrator, Matt 
Laube, on laube.bnuk@gmail.com
www.bachnetwork.co.uk 

Editor: In the glorious setting of Cambridge in summer, 
this Dialogue Meeting is a must for Bach all comers: 
academics, performers or devoted listeners. If Warsaw 
2013 is anything to go by, then Cambridge 2015 will be a 
winner!

Thomaskirchhof in Bach’s time

(l to r) Jan Stockigt, Christoph Wolff/Samantha 
Owens (centre) Kelly Murphy, Hans Schroeder.
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Bärenreiter
w w w . b a e r e n r e i t e r . c o m

NBA

“The NBA revised edition is an important 
resource now available to all performing 
musicians and s  olars concerned to get 
as close to the surviving source material 
of J. S. Ba  ’s music as possible.”

John Eliot Gardiner

Mass in B minor
(BA 5935) · Full score 

cloth bound (format 25.5 x 32.5cm)
Available separately or as part of a complete 
subscription to the NBArev at a specially 
reduced subscription price.

New Ba   Edition – Revised:
Se  ing a New Standard for S  olars and Musicians

Burnt Mill, Elizabeth Way, Harlow, 
Essex, CM20 2HX, UK

info@barenreiter.co.uk
 Tel (01279) 828930  ·  Fax (01279) 828931

The New Bach Edition (NBA),
completed and available in 
104 music volumes and 101 critical
commentaries, is regarded as 
a work of musical scholarship 
of the  rst rank.  
However, new sources have 
been discovered, new knowledge 
has been acquired and further 
editorial experience amassed.
The Bach Archive Leipzig and 
Bärenreiter will therefore publish 
approx. 15 volumes or works in 
revised editions.

The New Bach Edition – 
Revised (NBArev) resembles the 
NBA in its outward appearance, 
but each volume now contains a 
more detailed foreword in German 
and English, as well as a concise 
critical report in German.  
State-of-the-art scienti c methods 
employed when examining Bach’s 
manuscript scores enable in-depth 
analysis of areas which have been 
destroyed or made illegible.

Ask for our detailed bro  ure 
(SPA 186).
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Summer Concert 2015 
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