
 

MODULE B 

 

J.S. BACH SINFONIA IN G MINOR  

 

PROGRAMME NOTES 

 
Composed in 1723 the Sinfonia in G minor is one of thirty compositions referred to 

as the Two-and Three-Part Inventions that J.S.Bach wrote to help instruct his 12 

year old son in keyboard technique and composition. Bach gave clear instructions: 

 

“Forthright instruction, wherewith lovers of the clavier, especially those desirous of 

learning, are shown in a clear way not only 1) to learn to play two voices clearly, but 

also after further progress 2) to deal correctly and well with three obbligato parts, 

moreover at the same time to obtain not only good ideas, but also to carry them out 

well, but most of all to achieve a cantabile style of playing” 

 

We are directed not simply to perform the individual voice-parts with technical 

correctness, but also to allow the inventions or ‘ideas’ to express themselves like 

singers in different parts. 

 

While counterpoint is the dominant style of these pieces, No. 11 in G minor is not in 

fugal style. Henle Verlag notes that ‘it is conceived more of a duet over a principal 

bass line...’. As a performer, the golden rule is to emphasise the ideas we want to 

voice, always mindful of the three lines.  My broad intention, then, is to generally 

voice the soprano after which, equal emphasis on the alto and soprano voices ‘in 

duet' from bars 23-28 and similarly with that same sequence in bars 59-63.  The 



 

bass will take a bold lead from bar 34-38 with its arpeggiated regularity strongly 

contrasting with the floating soprano melody above.   

 

The listener may be surprised to hear that this piece is built around a single, simple 

motif:  three semi-quavers, a quaver and a dotted crotchet.  Amazingly, the motif 

appears in different registers across different voices, no less than thirty-five times 

across the seventy-two bar piece.  The challenge to the audience is to spot them all. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Inspired by PTC performances and lectures I decided to use this assignment as an 

opportunity to deepen my knowledge of Bach’s keyboard music.  My aim is to fully 

establish music knowledge and understanding in theory and in practice as per the 

PTC guiding principal and to pass this experience on to my pupils. What better 

choice than this three-part Sinfonia that Bach had created for the very purpose of 

improving his pupils’ skills and knowledge. 

 

As a pupil I had previously avoided Bach finding his music too much like dry scalar 

exercises, lacking in expression.  But after listening to all the Inventions I was greatly 

drawn to the Sinfonia in G Minor.  Why?  Is it the G key and many modulations, or is 

it the rich interplay and contrast of the counterpoint?   Will understanding the ‘why’ 

raise the standard of playing? As a newcomer to public performance I am preparing 

for a technically assured recital.  Beyond this, my intention is to voice the parts with 

expression, in a singing style. 

 

ANALYSIS of Sinfonia 11 in G Minor 



 

To understand the structure of the piece and the various sections I carried out a bar 

by bar analysis looking particularly at the main idea and how this develops 

throughout the piece referencing Appendix 1 and 2 as well as cadences as 

indicators.  Once this was complete I tabled the sections below. 

 

TABLE 1 STRUCTURE AND DEVELOPMENT OF MAIN IDEA 

Section 1 bars 1-8 The first appearance of the motif in bar 

1 descending through the tonic triad, 

rising an octave followed by motif 2 

butting in straight away and sung by the 

alto voice with the third motif in bar 4, 

imitating the same motif in the bass clef.  

Important introduction of motif voiced by 

3 parts.  

Section two bars 9-16 Four plus four bars swapping between 

C minor and G minor to create a more 

turbulent second section, still with the 

same motif. 

Section 3 bars 17-24 The simple motif is exchanged between 

alto followed by soprano then bass, 

soprano, alto, soprano, ascending in 

pitch leading into an episode.  

Section 4 bars 25-32 A move from the motif pattern breaking 

into runs of 6 semi-quavers, which 

naturally speeds up the music.  



 

Section 5 bars 33-40 Returns to the motif pattern but in this 

section more fragmented between 

voices and a wider range of pitch in the 

motif.  The whole feeling has gained 

more uncertainty from bar 33 running up 

a G minor arpeggio topped with a 

soprano B to be grabbed back by alto 

and bass.  From bar 33 the piece 

modulates into D minor re-affirmed by a 

perfect cadence - bass line A to D over 

bar 35 to 36.  We are now in D 

minor.  This is a rising sequence 

swapping between D minor to G major 

to G minor to a G melodic minor. 

 

Section 6 bars 41-48 Finally returning to home key in bar 41 

and regaining the original theme, 

travelling down from the high C to the B 

flat to the A followed by F sharp 

before dropping into the bass line, 

reaching the lowest point in the music in 

bar 46.  During this section we have the 

most attractive melody in the soprano 

line simply descending via a dotted 

crotchet and forming a bold line before a 



 

change in pace until we reach bar 45 

where the Neapolitan 6th surprises us 

and brings the music to a standstill. 

Then 6 semiquavers and pick-up of 

tension with ascending minor thirds 

before releasing into bar 48 into the 

home key of G minor with a return to the 

motif and easy interplay between alto 

and bass line. 

 

Section 7 bars 49-56 Building energy with a little release in 

bars 55 and 56 with the original rhythm 

of 3 semiquavers, quaver and dotted 

crotchet reaching a climax on the top E 

flat, announcing a change of direction. 

 

Section 8 bar 57-64 Bass D held over 6 bars gives space to 

the alto voice to be heard under the 

descending scale sequences in the 

soprano. We now hear two contrasting 

voices culminating in an ascending 

arpeggio in D major through bars 62 into 

63 that climaxes from C natural into a 

top E flat, signalling a move back to the 



 

home key of G minor and return to 

the final section. 

 

Section 9 bars 65-72 The first and last 8 bars of the piece are 

almost identical except that in the 

penultimate bar we revert to G minor 

(rather than the D minor of bar 7) so the 

return to the home key for the final two 

bars is settling and finishes with 

a perfect cadence. 

 

 

 

This is a densely packed, very efficient interplay of three voices as evidenced in 

Appendix 1. The looping motif clearly demonstrates, as the composer intended, a 

whole Sinfonia built out of a single idea or ‘invention’.   The looping motif serves to 

establish a regularity and recognizable sound that provides the overall theme of the 

piece.  

  On breaking away from the theme in bars 36 and again at bar 54, two scalar 

episodes, the unleashed semi-quavers establish a strong pace and a contrasting 

sense of freedom which serves to re-establish the main them on its return. 

Though a 3-part contrapuntal piece the texture is almost thinned out to two voices in 

parts, like a duet.  For example, during bars 24-28 the bass voice is a single tied 

note which provides space for the scalar alto voice to sing with the wider pitch 

ranging soprano to good effect. 



 

   

The tone of the piece is greatly determined by the key changes and modulations, 

evidenced in Appendix 1.  The tone is set in the first couple of bars. It opens in the 

key of G minor but the soprano F in bar 2 takes us into the melodic minor before 

moving into D minor setting us up for frequent key changes at the very outset.  The 

key changes underpin the mood that might be described as melancholic, sometimes 

coquettish, other times bold and demonstrative, but always changing.   All of the 

related keys to G harmonic minor are used to add shading, the melodic minor, the 

natural minor and the nearest related key, frequently D minor and C minor.  

Pinpointing the key changes and modulations helps to determine where the principal 

melodic notes and main climax might appear as evidenced by red arrows in 

Appendix 3. 

 

COMPARISON OF COMPOSITION PLAYED BY ANDREAS SCHIFF AND 

RANDOLPH HOKANSON 

The following comparison between performances by Andreas Schiff and Randolph 

Hokanson focuses on how they achieve a cantabile style of playing through 1) 

changes in tempo 2) variance in embellishments and 3) voicing of different lines of 

the music and melodic notes, which are some of the main characteristics of baroque 

music.  While key issues such as pedaling and articulation have also been studied, I 

have selected these three areas of baroque performance as the main show-stoppers 

in this comparison. 

 

Andreas Schiff uses embellishing trills and variances in his performance to give more 

depth of character to the soprano, alto and bass voices. Frequently such 



 

embellishments mark the end or beginning of a new melody.  For example, towards 

the end of section 3 and through section 4 the listener’s attention is drawn to the 

strong alto voice warming up a simple 5 note C to G ascent and descent with trills on 

the first beat of each of the 5 bars. The emotional soprano line, with big variances in 

pitch running on semiquavers, serves as a beautiful contrast while the bass line’s 

single tied note allows the alto and soprano to be heard clearly.  In section 8, 

Andreas Schiff repeats this idea, so we are once again reminded of the importance 

of the alto voice despite the more attention seeking soprano, with its more 

complicated melody and variance in pitch.  Another area where we hear 

embellishment is in the opening of the end of the first section, where the soprano 

coquettishly trills at the end of the phrase and then leads into the second section with 

a demonstrative trill for a whole measure.  Not only are we caught in the moment by 

this attractive embellishment, it serves to slow down the piece, encouraging us to 

stop and take notice. 

 

Unlike Schiff’s rendition, enriched with 17 additional trills voicing ornate expression, 

Randolph Hokanson adds few embellishments to those printed. In fact, the briskness 

of the allegro pace at 129 beats per minute is about a fifth faster than Schiff’s 109 

bpm rendition. Crucially this leaves less space for embellishment.  The mood is 

upbeat and the tempo brisk, though the soprano does trill over a dotted crotchet on 

four occasions.  For example, at the end of bar 39 in section five where, almost as if 

the bass voice has been given enough attention, we are reminded that the soprano 

is ending the melody before beginning another.   

 



 

In fact, tempo fluctuations and agogic accents further differentiate these two 

performances. The piece was written for the clavier, so without the dynamic or tonal 

range of a modern piano hence the importance of rubato to add expression.   In 

Schiff’s performance we can hear the voices living and breathing, expressing 

themselves through changes in tempo.  Slowing down towards the end of the 

opening section to mark the introduction and the theme, we are again minded of the 

breathing as a drawn-out pause, before the end of the second section leads us into 

the new melody in section three.  We slow again in bars 29-30, then again in bar 32, 

almost like a deep intake of breath, before running through the arpeggiated semi-

quaver bass-line, throwing it into relief and preparing our ears before a new voice 

takes over.  Again, from bars 42 to 44 the bass line pulse is strong and steady, 

contrasting with the soprano voice floating and landing gently through its 

descent.  Towards the end of bars 48-49 a slowing down, here comes the cadence, 

we’ve reached the end of this section.  By lengthening bars 51-52 Schiff lingers over 

the beautifully contrasting treble and bass. The final rubato comes in bars 71 to 72 

as the composition peacefully closes. 

 

Hokanson’s use of tempo is also distinctive.  His tempo is generally somewhat 

metronomic but not totally unyielding, as he also chooses to prolong bars 28-29, 47, 

56 63-64 and 71.  At first glance this tells us that these performers have chosen to 

emphasise different features of the music through agogic accents.  In the first 

instance, Hokanson is really drawing our attention to a changeover in lead voice as 

the bass line takes over in bar 29.  In bar 47 it feels like the prolonging of the semi-

quavers acts as a warning to the soprano, not to get carried away. This rendition isn’t 

simply about the soprano but rather reminds us that this is a 3-part counterpoint 



 

where all voices should be heard.  Bar 56 is a simple slowing down to throw into 

contrast the running scalar semi-quavers to follow, almost a pause for breath before 

breaking free.   Similarly, in bars 63-64 tempo is slowed again and breathing space 

created, signifying the end of the sequence.  Hokanson also lingers over the 

penultimate bar, a signal to the audience that the piece is reaching the conclusion. 

 

LEARNING PLAN  

 

As discussed in Fitch, G. (27.10.18) The Practice Tools lecture, there is a need to 

map out the terrain and do a certain amount of work away from piano before starting 

to learn a new piece.  This analysis began with background listening.  Next, I 

analysed the piece and the key of the main chords in each bar as per Appendix 1. 

Then I analysed the motif and structure in Appendix 2 before finally looking at the 

voicing of the parts and the main focal points in Appendix 3.  For practicing the piece 

I devised a learning plan that was essentially a countdown to the performance day. 

This included rehearsals in front of friends and family and filming my early 

performances to allow for tutor feedback ahead of the final performance. We had 

been advised by Masayuki Tayama in the PTC tutorials to find as many performance 

opportunities as possible to replicate the elevated feeling of playing in front of people 

plus the experience of trying out different pianos.  These are incorporated into the 

learning plan below, which was continually adjusted to reflect feedback.   

 

TABLE 2. LEARNING GOALS 

 



 

WEEK 10  

 

Learn first section 8 bars.  Play each 

line soprano, alto, bass (appendix 1) 

then two voices at a time in 

combination. 

 

WEEK 9  

 

Learn section 2 + 3 + 4.  Recover 

section one and run a suspension 

check.  Video myself practising to 

assess progress. 

  

WEEK 8  Learn Section 5 + 6 +7 Practice scales 

and arpeggios in key of composition 

including G minor, C Minor, D 

minor.  Practise staccato and legato and 

detached versions. 

 

WEEK 7  Learn Section 8 + 9.  Practise one bar 

one note method on difficult areas, start 

one note before the problem area.  Re-

fingering to relieve the legato and 

suspensions in the parts. 

 

WEEK 6  Video performance for tutor for 

feedback.  Incorporate 

feedback.  Spend time internalising the 



 

score by analysing the 

structure.  Consider each line of music 

individually and consider how the motif 

is passed between the voices with 

pauses in between and breaks into 

sequences.   

 

WEEK 5  Perform for Tutor Group.  Use feedback 

and practise the whole piece detached 

to improve fluency and to be able to 

check that I am correctly holding the 

suspensions. 

 

WEEK4  Compare the recordings to form an idea 

of how I want to interpret the piece 

beyond technical correctness. 

 

WEEK 3   Video performance and send to tutor for 

feedback.  Perform on different piano for 

family.  Piano lesson to check what else 

can be improved including dynamics to 

give a more engaging performance. 

 

WEEK 2 Practice performing daily by either 

videoing a performance or playing to 



 

another.  Focus on ensuring voicing the 

parts.  Check dynamics, the piece must 

be correct as well as musically engaging 

– re-check suspensions. 

WEEK 1 Perform piece in auditorium of public 

space. 

WEEK 0  Perform at PTC 

 

 

 

LEARNING FROM VIDEO  

Initially with this piece I tried the three S’s approach (slowly, separately, together) as 

outlined in ‘Practising the Piano’, Fitch. G, (p. 45) but from feedback received I 

appreciated that it is better to practise hands together work for counterpoint and that 

separate hands for specific sections was only necessary for bars that pose 

difficulties.  Through the video/tutorial looping back mechanism I observed I wasn’t 

holding some of the suspensions whilst over-holding others.   For future counterpoint 

work I now have a better understanding of how to teach this lesson.    Additionally, 

on listening to my practice I realised that I wasn’t strict enough on setting out an 

intention and executing it.  For example, ‘quarantining’ frequently lapsed into playing 

beyond the section before mastering the difficulty.  This is a common practice error 

but if it can be eradicated could potentially save hours of time.  I am mindful of the G. 

Fitch Practice Tools Lecture (27.10.18) “practice makes permanent - repeatedly 

playing wrong notes will ingrain them quickly and it is time-consuming to correct 

errors later”. Pupils similarly need to learn that practice will be much more efficient if 



 

gratification is delayed until the correct preparation is done.  This is further 

underlined by PTC guiding principle to develop effective practice strategies for 

pupils.   

 

REFLECTION ON LEARNING 

 

One of my key findings was putting the ‘feedback loop’ into practice as outlined in 

‘Practising the Piano’, Fitch, G, (p.29).  Essentially this is about identifying a learning 

goal, writing that goal down, videoing the practice, listening back and then re-

practising as necessary.  The discipline of performing for the video acts like another 

level of quality control, a good tool for pupils.  

 

Another key learning is understanding the lines in counterpoint. A Eureka! moment 

came along when I physically highlighted the parts and appreciated that each line 

was a voice that needed time to breathe and pause.  From this I feel confident that I 

will be able to set learning exercises for pupils, helping them to make similar 

discoveries.   

 

The performance aspect of Bach’s music and Baroque music in general is distinct in 

its lack of performance direction.  We as pupils and performers need to interpret the 

piece ourselves and consider many of the aspects discussed above to perform a 

piece well. Clearly, in order to become good pianists pupils need to establish and 

develop their musical knowledge and learning in both theory and in practice and this 

is duly underlined by the second of the PTC’s four guiding principles. 

Word Count:  2960 
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APPENDIX 2:  MOTIF ANALYSIS 
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