Bach’s Cellos Suites on the Horn
by Daniel Katzen

S

ince the mid-20th century, when Wendell Hoss transcribed the legendary Suites for Cello Solo by J. S. Bach
for horn, we horn players have been drawn to the allure
of making them “our own.” Let’s face it – we missed a large
collection of the great composer’s talents by not having valves.
Since the horn was not reliably chromatic until Wagner, hornists could not undertake the challenges of Bach’s cello suites
(not the least of which would have been dealing with the ire of
every cellist who found out about our poaching!).
Hoss did us all a great favor by introducing us to a version of the Suites that made some sense to performers on the
modern horn. He showed us his ideas of how to play doublestops (use grace notes), long-winded phrases for short-winded
hornists, and translating tricky passages into more-manageDEOHVL]HGFKXQNVDQGZLWKUHZULWWHQVHFWLRQVZKLFKZRXOG
otherwise be left unplayable. However, he took the notes he
saw and kept them as printed (but up an octave) which makes
them a perfect fourth too high, thus taking them out of the true
cello range and transposing their keys from Bach’s original intentions. This led to the loss of two important features of playing the Suites on the horn: the opportunity to work in depth
RQ RXU ORZ UHJLVWHU ÁH[LELOLW\ DQG UHVSRQVH DQG FRPLQJ WR
musical terms with the ingenious counterpoint and harmonic
versus melodic lines of large numbers of notes.

0LFKDHO+|OW]HOP\IUHVKPDQ\HDUKRUQWHDFKHUDW,QGLDQD 8QLYHUVLW\ LQWURGXFHG PH WR +RVV·V WUDQVFULSWLRQV +H
was passionate about the musical pleasures inherent in playLQJ WKLV PXVLF , WRR WRRN PXFK SOHDVXUH LQ SOD\LQJ WKHVH
ZRUNVDQGGDEEOHGLQWKHPIRUDIHZ\HDUV:KHQ,UHDOL]HG
WKURXJKZRUNLQJZLWK'DOH&OHYHQJHUWKDWP\HPERXFKXUH
did not have the ability to play much below the treble clef,
Bach’s Suites became a great vehicle (along with Kopprasch
and Singer) for opening up my low register and solidifying my
HPERXFKXUHFKDQJH,FUHGLWP\GHYHORSPHQWDVDVHFRQGKRUQ
in large part to my relationship with the Bach Suites.
The biggest challenge in working on them is that the horn
is a melodic, one-note-at-a-time instrument. The chords Bach
chose, for emphasis or added colors, are among the most interesting facets of these pieces, and we do a great disservice
to them if we play with only a melodic version. Much can
be learned from grappling with where to place breaths, and
ZKLFKGRXEOHDQGWULSOHVWRSQRWHVWRSOD\E\DQDO\]LQJWKH
lines and harmonies implied in the original key’s cello parts.
,RIWHQFKDQJHORQJKHOGRSLQLRQV²ZKHQ,UHWXUQWRRQHRI
WKHVXLWHVDQGUHDOL]HWKDWGHFLVLRQV,PDGH\HDUVHDUOLHUQRZ
look like just a good starting point for understanding Bach’s
intentions (and those of countless great cellists who have interpreted them in masterful ways).
The work involved in decoding these musical ambiguiWLHVOHGPHWRPHPRUL]LQJWKHVL[6XLWHVIRUSHUIRUPDQFHVDQG
recordings at the New England Conservatory and at perforPDQFHVRQFROOHJHFDPSXVHVDFURVVWKHFRXQWU\,QHYHUFHDVH
WREHDZHGE\WKHLUGLIÀFXOW\DQGP\VWHU\DQGWKHRXWRIERG\
H[SHULHQFHRIEHLQJSDUWRIWKHPHVVHQJHURIWKHPXVLF 
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,KHDUWLO\UHFRPPHQGWRP\VWXGHQWVWRWDNHDJRRGRULJinal-key cello part, as well as the Hoss horn-friendly edition,
and play through single movements that seem to be accessible.
Poring over the myriad of notes and the plethora of interpretation options leads one to delve deeper into the music, in an
architectural fashion, searching for structural directions and
their obvious conclusions. Starting with the Allemande (after
the Prelude) gives one a more coherent format that makes the
landscape somewhat more obvious.

,W·VEHVWWRJHWDFHOORHGLWLRQWKDWKDVIHZDUWLFXODWLRQRU
dynamic markings so you can come to your own musical conclusions. Be sure that the Fifth Suite is notated in “normal” tunÆ
ing, rather than scordatura notation, which has the cello’s top a
Æ
string tuned down to g for a deeper tone. Be sure that the top
QRWHRIWKHÀUVWFKRUGLQWKHVHFRQGPHDVXUHRIWKH)LIWK6XLWH·V
b
b
Prelude movement is notated as an a , not a b 7KDWVLJQLÀHV
that you are looking at a “normal-notation” edition. Schirmer
DQG,QWHUQDWLRQDOGRQRWKDYHWKHQRUPDOQRWDWLRQ3HWHUVDQG
Henle Verlag do have the correct pitch notation.
Always play with a pencil on your stand, and play in both
the horn and the concert keys until you have a good sense of
KRZWKHWXQHVFRPHDQGJR:ULWHLQ\RXUFKRLFHVRIÀQJHUings, breaths, note choices, articulations, and dynamics as a
sort of personal history of what you think you’ve decided
(you’ll more than likely change them after awhile and it’s instructive to see what you formerly thought). The suites have
EHHQUHFRUGHGE\DQXPEHURIFHOOLVWVDQG,VXJJHVW\RXOLVWHQ
to as many as possible (Yo-Yo Ma, Lynn Harrell, and Mischa
Maisky are some of my favorites) – try to emulate their musicality rather than copying it.
Marilyn Bone Kloss wrote an article in the November 1994
issue of The Horn Call compiling observations and opinions of
a variety of horn players who had been playing the Suites for
PDQ\\HDUV7KLVIROORZHGDSUHVHQWDWLRQ,PDGHWRDJDWKHULQJ
earlier that year of readers of Marilyn’s newsletter Cornucopia.
'XULQJWKDWSHUIRUPDQFHPDVWHUFODVVDQGGLVFXVVLRQPDQ\
interesting issues arose about how to perform and approach
the Bach Suites.
Many informative articles about the Suites can be found
RQWKHLQWHUQHW,ZRXOGVXJJHVWEHJLQQLQJZLWKWKHWickipedia
article for general information and then, if you want to learn
PRUHWKH,QWHUQHW&HOOR6RFLHW\ FHOORRUJQHZVOHWWHUDUWLFOHV
DQJVWKWP LQFOXGHVDQDUWLFOH´,QWHUSUHWDWLRQDO$QJVWDQGWKH
%DFK&HOOR6XLWHVµE\7LP-DQRI%62EDVVWURPERQLVW'RXJODV <HR·V ZHEVLWH \HRGRXJFRPUHVRXUFHVIDTIDTBWH[W
bachsuites.html) discusses the Suites. Finally, the fascinating
book, The Cello Suites: J. S. Bach, Pablo Casals, and the Search for a
Baroque Masterpiece (Grove Press, 2009) by Eric Siblin, endeavors to tie together the personal, musical, historical, and philoVRSKLFDOUDPLÀFDWLRQVRIWKH6XLWHVLQ3DEOR&DVDOV·V DQG-6
Bach’s!) life.
 2QSDJHRIWKLVLVVXHLVLQIRUPDWLRQRQWKHÀUVW&'RI
two of the Suites in my own transcriptions, which are now
DYDLODEOH GNPXVLFEL]RUGNDW]HQ#HPDLODUL]RQDHGX :LOH\

Bach’s Cello Suites
5RVVPDVWHUIXOO\HQJLQHHUHGWKHUHFRUGLQJDWWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI
$UL]RQD5HFRUGLQJ6WXGLR7KHVHFRQG&'VKRXOGEHRXWE\
Spring 2013 and the third by the end of the year.

,ZLVKIRUDOOZKRDFFHSWWKHFKDOOHQJHRIWKH%DFK6XLWHV
on the horn, musical enlightenment instead of bravado, beauty
instead of strength, and joy instead of arduousness. Happy
trails!
Daniel Katzen is professor of horn at the University of Arizona
in Tucson. Formerly he was second horn of the Boston Symphony
Orchestra and on the faculty of New England Conservatory, Boston
University, and the Tanglewood Music Center.

Strauss Concerto notes continued from page 67:
25

6RXUFH3URJUDPRIWKH([WUD&RQFHUW0HLQLQJHQ0XVHXPV0XVLF+LVWRU\'HSDUWPHQW
2VFDU)UDQ]  ZDVLQDFDQGLGDWHIRUWKH5R\DO2UFKHVWUDLQ'UHVGHQ1H[WXQWLO
1867 he was a Court Musician with the Court Opera in Stuttgart. From June 1, 1867 until his death in
KHZDVD&KDPEHU0XVLFLDQRIWKH5R\DO0XVLF2UFKHVWUDLQ'UHVGHQ6WUDXVV·V6HUHQDGH2SZDV
already premiered in 1882 by wind players from this orchestra and was performed again in 1883.
27
Provided with a title page are the score, the piano reduction, solo part and timpani part.
28
Willi Schuh, Richard Strauss, Youth and Early Apprentice Years, Atlantis Zürich/Freiburg in Breisgau,
1976, p. 93: “The new edition can only have been intended for printing. Probably it was done on the
advice of the composer’s father.”
29
2VFDU)UDQ]GLHGôPRQWKVDIWHUWKLVSHUIRUPDQFH
30
,QWKHSUHPLHUHRITristan und Isolde)UDQ]6WUDXVVSHUIRUPHGWKHÀUVWKRUQSDUW
31
See Footnote 16.
32
Strauss also wrote reduced scores or piano sketches.
33
See “Comments on the autograph” with NB 2.
34
Foreword to the new edition, p. 6, line 4.
35
Long-term research project Critical Edition of the Works of Richard StraussDWWKH,QVWLWXWHIRU0XVLFRORJ\RIWKH/XGZLJ0D[LPLOLDQ8QLYHUVLW\0XQLFK7KHVSRQVRURIWKHSURMHFWLVWKH%DYDULDQ$FDGHP\
of Sciences.
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