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ANALYSIS AND PERFORMANCE OF
THE FLUTE SONATAS OF
J.S.BACH: A SAMPLE LESSON PLAN

CYNTHIA FOLIO

INTRODUCTION

A recentarticle by Janet Schmalfeldt closed with an appeal to perform-
ers and analysts for greater commitment toward a liaison based upon an
increased understanding of shared and separate tasks.] Some books and
articles listed in the bibliography (at the end of this essay) have taken
important steps toward that liaison, most notably those by Cone (1968) and
Berry (1989). But because of the tenuous relationship betweenanalysis and
performance, this very interesting subject is often ignored. The study of
how interpretive decision follows the analysis of form and structure re-
mains subsidiary to other interests of music theorists and performers. One
reason performers tend to avoid making connections between analysis and
interpretation is that many of them view theory as a dull and somewhat
abstract exercise; some are even afraid of theory, with memories of unsuc-
cessful experiences in their classes. One reason theorists avoid this area of
study is the fear of having to make subjective decisions. As Schmalfeldt
emphasizes in the above-mentioned article, there is no single, one-and-only
performance decision that can be dictated by an analytic observation. This
makes study in this area exciting, but a little dangerous.

In this presentation, I propose to offer some practical suggestions on
the subject of analysis and performance, much of which can be imple-
mented in the theory class. The first part of the essay shares sample
assignments and class projects and offers an introduction to the topic of
analysis and performance. Then, it presents a sample lesson in the form of
a lecture/performance that demonstrates the direct application of analysis
tointerpretation in several of Bach’s flute sonatas.2 A bibliography of books
and articles on the subject is provided at the end of the essay.3

Most theory teachers have had the experience, atleast once, of hearing
the question from a skeptical student: “but what does all of this have to do
with music?” In the midst of mastering the fundamentals and learning the
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terminology, the relevance of music theory often eludes the student. Our
task is made more difficult if the students’ private instructors fail to make
any referencesinlessons to historical or theoretical issues. So it becomes our
responsibility to suggest to students the important connection between
theory, music history, and performance. The following is a sample list of
assignments and class projects I have used to encourage students to apply
what is learned in theory class to their own practicing and listening:

1. Assignment: Find an example of in theliterature for your

own instrument or voice.

a. Certain forms—binary, ternary, sonata, rondo, theme & varia-
tions.

b. Certain chromatic chords—Né, Augé, mode-mixture chords,
etc.

¢. Certain compositional techniques—sequence, development
of rhythm/pitch motives.

2. Assignment: Write a composition in the style of to be
performed in class. A few measures in a particular texture, or a
complete melody could be given to get them started. A composi-
tion in “Mozart style” not only provides a welcome relief from the
SATB assignments, but also seems more closely related to their
performance repertoire.

3. Class: After analysis of a passage, ask the student how the knowl-
edge gained might affect the performance of that passage.

4. Class: Play several different recordings of a piece or passage
studied in class and ask them to evaluate and compare, based on
information acquired through analysis.

5. Class: In general, include live performances in class whenever
possible, either on the student’s major instrument or at the piano;4
also have the class sing whenever there is an opportunity.

6. Class: Ask students to bring their instrument to class and hold a
masterclass on a piece studied in class; ask the students to contrib-
ute ideas toward interpretation and have the instrumentalist try
different solutions.
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BERRY’S QUESTIONS

As Berry points out, there are only two broad categories in which a
performer has interpretive choice: these are in matters of tempo and
articulation.5 Within these broad categories, however, are many complex
and subtle choices that a performer makes. “Tempo” of course includes
acceleration and deceleration (i.e., rubato), while “articulation” includes all
adjustments of individual events: dynamics, duration, color, and such
idiomatic techniques as pedalling, vibrato, and bowing. Berry also dis-
cusses twelve questions that arise in relating analysis to performance and
that deal with specific issues that affect the performer’s decisions:6

1.  What note do I play?

2. Assuming I do not get in its way, is the motive self-evident, or
does it require some deliberate projection?

3.  What about dynamic inflection where none is indicated?

4.  Are there not times when deliberate effort is needed to convey
the sense of a significant, not necessarily explicit, voice-leading
connection?

5.  Performance decisions are elucidated at critical times by analyti-
cal awareness of place in a formal process.

6.  Whatdecisions concerning groupings of events may reasonably
follow from the analysis of form and structure?

7.  Whereatexturemay beinterestingly complicated by animplicit,
relatively disguised imitation, is it possible and desirable for the
performer to communicate this?

8.  How about the critical issue of tempo in its fundamental, “met-
ronomic” aspect?

9.  This question concerns concepts of surface metric fluctuation
and primary metric downbeat.

10.  Isthereanything the performer can or should do about a piece’s
broadest tonal (background) structure?
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11.  Where music is used descriptively, as often in text settings, how
do analytical findings concerning descriptive elements condi-
tion interpretation?

12. Does not a probing, just analysis reveal to the performer an
attitude appropriate to the character of a piece?

Number 10 above represents an often-asked question in a class that
introduces Schenkerian principles. Rothstein reveals Schenker’s attitude
by pointing out that Schenker did not believe that the tones of highest
structural significance ina compositionare to be given any special emphasis
as a general rule. In fact, sometimes just the opposite is the case, and the
structural tones are actually to be underplayed.” The subtle relation
between the tonal background and performance, however, is an important
one, as Berry suggests in the following statement: “The details of an
interpretation are conditioned by a grasp of broad lines and of whole. This
is a most critical point of relation between analysis and performance,
between the cognizance of large-scale structural functions and continuities
and reasoned decisions of interpretation.”8

SAMPLE LESSON

Keeping some of these preliminary questions in mind, I will now turn
to the analysis and performance of several excerpts from J.S. Bach'’s flute
sonatas. This presentation could serve as a sample lesson for an advanced
theory class, a class in analysis and performance, or Schenkerian analysis.9
Some of the analytical decisions lie on the surface and are easy to under-
stand and interpret, such as the recognition of appoggiaturas, sequences,
cadences, and rising and falling step progressions. But the more interesting
analysis occurs on a deeper level—discovering hidden lines, motivic and
structural connections, and hidden repetitions.

Figure 1 is the first page in Bach’s manuscript of the Partita in A minor
for solo flute. The two circled areas, from measure 17 and measure 41,
represent parallel passages in parts one and two of the binary form, but
present a problem for the performer—namely, Berry’s question #1, “what
note do I play?” The F-sharp in the first part is inconsistent with the B-flat
in the second part. Does Bach mean to vary the harmony the second time
around? Or did he neglect to cancel the F-sharp in measure 17? Or is the B-
flata mistake? Given the fact that Bach is consistent in this MS in canceling
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out accidentals when they appear earlier in the bar, the F-sharp could very
well be intended. So we are left with a decision that might better be solved
through analysis. Figure 2a is a copy of the two passages in question from
the complete works edition; notice that this editor has “corrected” the F-
sharp to make it match the B-flat.

My analysis below (Figure 2b) shows two possible ways of viewing the
passage in measure 17 (both using the F-natural), based on two different
phrasings.10 Both analyses reveal a series of tonicizations, including a V7
of N6. Both, however, have problems in my opinion: in the first, the F-
natural disrupts the series of falling minor thirds (an F-sharp would
maintain the sequence); the second phrasing disrupts the pattern of domi-
nant sevenths to introduce an It+6 of . An F-sharp would substitute the
diatonic II for the Neapolitan and continue with a V7 onto I. However
interesting the F-natural may be, I prefer the sound of the F-sharp (and the
corresponding B-natural in bar 41).11 Whatever conclusion the performer
reaches, at least the analysis could be helpful in making an informed
decision.12

Thelast movement of the Bminor sonatais divided into two seemingly
unrelated parts, separated by a half cadence. (The beginning of each partis
shown in Figure 3a, with an analysis in 3b.) The first partis in cut time; the
second part is in 12/16 and differs in texture, character, and thematic
material. Buta number of subtle relationships exist between the beginnings
of each part, linking the two sections. The first seven notes of the flute
melody in the second part are all taken (in order) from the first part; the
upper line of the compound melody outlines scale degrees 6-5-4-3-2 in the
first phrase of the first theme and the second phrase of the second; and the
circled notes also reverse roles and reverse direction.

This technique of linking is similar to Bach’s technique of inverting the
opening motive in the second half of his gigues. The contrasting meters of
the two parts, however, are reminiscent of the dance pair, such as Alle-
mande/Courante or Pavanne/Galliard. In addition to the melodic connec-
tions, the two passages share a similar harmonic progression.13 To under-
score the connection, the performer should try to make the compound
melody clear, especially by connecting theline from G to C-sharp. Another
suggestion is to diminuendo when the line descends and crescendo when
thelineascends. Although thisisanobvious intuitive response, adeliberate
exaggeration of the dynamics results in a clear reversal of the diminuendo/
crescendo pattern, thus reflecting the reversal of the theme. Another
implication for interpretation relates to tempo: because of the connections
between the two parts, it is imperative they share a common pulse, so the
half-note in part one is equal to the dotted-eighth in part two.
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