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A Sixteen-Week Study of the Life and Musical Works of J. S. Bach 
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The composer for study for the next 1 weeks is Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750), one 
of the most beloved and noteworthy composers of the Baroque period. The word 
"Baroque" means "imperfect pearl" and refers to the style of music as rather elaborate 
compared to earlier works.   
 
Recommended  works for listening: 
Weeks 1-8 

• Well-tempered Clavichord 
• Ave Maria 
•  Ein Feste Burg Ist Unser Gott.(A Mighty Fortress Is Our God) 
• Air on a G String 
• Violin Concerto No. 1 in A Minor 
• My Heart Ever Faithful from For God So Love the World 
• Brandenburg Concertos: Concerto #1 (There are six in all) 
• Brandenburg Concertos: Concerto #2 

Weeks 9-16 
• Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 1 (7 minutes) 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 2 (9 minutes) 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 3 (8 minutes) 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 4 (8 minutes) 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 5 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 6 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 7 

 
You will find a biography of J. S. Bach entitled, "First Evening” included with this learning 
pack. Read a few paragraphs each week or read all at once during one week. In addition, 
during the second eight-week period you will view and listen to a seven-part program 
produced by the BBC of England, which includes a visual biography. In all, your child will 
get an opportunity to hear many works by Bach. 
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 This week listen to The Well-tempered Clavichord. It can be found on YouTube 
(www.youtube.com) by typing in "Bach Well-tempered Clavichord." We recommend the 
selection entitled "The Well_tempered Clavier Played on Harpsichord..." so your children 
can hear what an early version of the piano sounds like.  
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 Continue reading the biography of Bach. This week listen to Ave Maria. It can be found on 
YouTube (www.youtube.com) by typing in "Bach Ave Maria." This musical piece is one of 
the most recorded of all Bach's works. 
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Continue reading the biography of Bach. This week listen to Ein Feste Burg Ist Unser Gott. 
This beloved hymn of Christians everywhere is known in English as "A Mighty Fortress is 
Our God." Martin Luther wrote the words and Bach created the choral cantata (a vocal 
composition with instrumental accompaniment and sung in Church). It can be found on 
YouTube (www.youtube.com) by typing in "Bach Ein Feste Burg Ist Unser Gott." To read 
the words to the hymn "A Mighty Fortress Is Our God", go to 
www.hymnsite.com/lyrics/umh110.sht 
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 Listen to a short program for children on Bach by going to www.classicsforkids.com and 
type in the search box "Bach shows." 
 
Listen to the sublime Air on a G String. Use YouTube, as usual. If you would like to see a 
young child, Sungha Jung, playing this piece on a guitar, type in "Air on a G String Sungha 
Jung." (Watch out for ads!) Also, continue reading the biography of Bach.  
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 This week listen to Bach's Violin Concerto No. 1 in A Minor. It can be found on YouTube 
(www.youtube.com) by typing in "Hilary Hahn Bach Violin Concertos." The musician, Hilary 
Hahn, is 16 years old. 
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 Complete reading the biography of Bach, This week listen to Bach's sweet and lovely My 
Heart Ever Faithful from For God So Love the World. It can be found as usual on YouTube 
by typing in "Bach My Heart Ever Faithful." 
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This week listen to Bach's Brandenburg Concerto #1. There are six concertos in all. The 
original title: Six Concerts à plusieurs instruments) are a collection of six instrumental 
works presented by Bach to Christian Ludwig, margrave of Brandenburg-Schwedt, in 1721. 
These works thought of as some of the finest musical compositions of the Baroque era. 
(For a definition of Baroque, see Week 18.)  

A concerto is a piece of music written for a solo instrument and an orchestra. When an 
orchestra plays at a concert they might play a symphony (a piece for orchestra) and 
they might play a concerto (with a soloist). If the solo instrument is a violin the piece is 
called a “violin concerto”, if it is a piano it is called a “piano concerto”, etc. The 
orchestra accompanies the soloist. This means that it is the soloists, who decides how 
fast or slow to play. The conductor should listen to the way the soloist wants to play 
and make the orchestra accompany sensitively. (From Wikipedia) 

 
The website Classics for Kids (www.classicsforkids) has a show exploring the concertos 
and a recording of the second concerto. In the top menu click on "On the Radio" and select 
J.S. Bach link. 
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This week listen to Brandenburg Concerto #2  
About the Brandenburg Concertos: 

Bach visited Berlin in 1719 to pay 130 Thalers for a harpsichord purchased by Leopold, 
Prince of Anhalt-Köthen. At some time during the visit, the composer met with Christian 
Ludwig and impressed him. In hopes of gaining patronage from the margrave, Bach 
presented him with a set of concertos on March 24, 1721. Frederick William I preferred 
the music of George Frideric Handel, however, and Christian Ludwig lacked enough 
musicians to perform Bach's concertos. Hence the margrave was obliged to decline 
Bach's offer and the concertos were never performed in Berlin during the composer's 
lifetime. Nevertheless, the compositions became known as the Brandenburg Concertos 
after they were found in Brandenburg's archives in the 19th century.(From Wikipedia) 

 
The website Classics for Kids (www.classicsforkids) has a show exploring the concertos 
and a recording of the second concerto. In the top menu click on "On the Radio" and select 
J.S. Bach link. 
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Parent Note: Play a selection on YouTube, and then ask your child to name it. Ask: Which 
of Bach’s works do you like best and why? Narration: Ask your child to narrate all he 
remembers of the life of Bach. 
 
In the next eight weeks your child will continue to study the life and works of J.S. Bach. The 
works suggested are: 

• Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 1 (7 minutes) 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 2 (9 minutes) 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 3 (8 minutes) 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 4  
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 5 (7 minutes) 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 6 
• Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 7 
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 This week: Listen to the well-known Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring. There are many 
contemporary versions of this piece. We recommend listening to the piano version, found 
on YouTube (www.youtube.com) by typing in "Cantata BWV 147 Jesu, Joy of Man's 
Desiring" 
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This week: Listen to the 7 minute BBC production which plays many selections of Bach's 
music, as well as offering an interesting look at his life, home, church and town. To listen, 
go to YouTube (www.youtube.com) and type in "Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - 
Part 1. 
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This week, listen to the second BBC production (9 minutes)-- Great Composers: Bach 
(BBC, 1997) - Part 2 To listen, go to YouTube (www.youtube.com) and type in "Great 
Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 2. 
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This week, listen to the third BBC production (8 minutes)-- Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 
1997) - Part 3 To listen, go to YouTube (www.youtube.com) and type in "Great Composers: 
Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 3." 
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This week, listen to fourth in the series, Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 4 To 
listen, go to YouTube (www.youtube.com) and type in "Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 
1997) - Part 4." 
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This week, listen to fifth in the series, Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 5. To 
listen, go to YouTube (www.youtube.com) and type in "Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 
1997) - Part 5." 
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This week, listen to sixth in the series, Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 6. To 
listen, go to YouTube (www.youtube.com) and type in "Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 
1997) - Part 6." 
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This week, listen to seventh in the series, Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 1997) - Part 7. To 
listen, go to YouTube (www.youtube.com) and type in "Great Composers: Bach (BBC, 
1997) - Part 7." There is an excellent description of how Bach composed with his unlined 
paper, clavichord, quill pen and "sand box." 
If you have not finished the biography of J. S. Bach provided on the Grade Three Resource 
CD, complete it this week. Also, visit the Classics for Kids website and listen to any radio 
shows you have not previously listened to on Bach in preparation for the end-of-term 
narration questions. 
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S  • Play Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring without your child looking and see if he can name it. 

• Tell six things you learned about the life of Bach by listening to the BBC seven-part 
program. (Hint: early years, death of his wife, being put in prison, how Brandenburg 
Concertos were written, St. Matthew Passion) 

• Bach wrote many pieces as a form of worship to God. What does this tell us about his 
love of God? Why?  

A NOTE FROM SHEILA CARROLL, CREATOR OF CM HELPER…. 
If you enjoyed this study of the life of J.S. Bach, would you let me know? Please include a short 
description of how you used it in your homeschool, so we can let other parents know. 
Email me at  cmhelper@livingbookscurriculum.com  

mailto:cmhelper@livingbookscurriculum.com
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“First Evening” 

  
A short biography of J.S. Bach  

excerpted from  
IN MUSIC LAND 

A Handbook for Young People 
By  

George P. Upton 
Browne & Howell Company 

1913 
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FIRST EVENING—BACH 
Boyhood of Bach—The Bach family—Johann's early studies—Purloins his brother's music—The orphan's first 

journey—The old man and the herrings—A friend in need—Frederick the Great honors Johann—His rise to 
greatness. 

» 

WO hundred and twenty-eight years ago there was born at Eisenach in Germany, where 
Martin Luther lived so long, a boy named Johann Sebastian Bach. He belonged to a family 
of Bachs who had been 

musicians for many years. He himself had twenty children, every one of whom was a musician, 
and at one time there were over a hundred Bachs who played church organs, some of whom also 
wrote sacred music. "Bach," in German, means "brook," but this brook did not "go on forever," as 
the poet says, for there is not one of the large family left. It was the custom of Am-brosius, Johann's 
father, like all the other Bach fathers, to have family gatherings, and on these occasions the boys 
and girls as well as the grown up Bachs used to sing the simple but stately old German hymns and 
chorales. Little Johann, who had a quick ear for music, soon learned them and joined in the 
singing. In those old days also, the children of Eisenach often sang in the village streets and the 
people gave them pocket money. As soon as Johann could toddle about, he joined these little 
minstrels, as his father had done before him. As soon as Johann was big enough to hold a 
violin his father gave him music lessons, but in his ninth year both his father and mother died, and 
Johann no longer had his happy home or the delights of the little home concerts. He went to live 
with his oldest brother, Johann Christoph, and studied the clavier with him. 

T 
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"What is a clavier?" piped up Martha. 
" iClavier' is the German word for piano, but it means also any instrument with a keyboard." 
Well, Johann progressed finely with his clavier lessons, and so rapidly indeed, that he was soon 

dissatisfied with his brother's teaching and wanted to study higher music. His brother was very 
much displeased with him. He wanted him to be just an ordinary village organist like himself and 
so many others of the family. Indeed he was very unjust to him in many ways. 

"In what ways?" asked 
"Well, I will tell you just one thing he did," said the Guide. 
He had some old organ music which Johann was very eager to see but his brother refused him 
permission and locked it up in a kind of cabinet or cupboard which had a wire door. One night 
Johann managed to get his little fingers between the wires, pulled the music out, a sheet at a 
time, and took it to his little room in the attic. As his brother did not miss it, Johann kept it and 
copied it by moonlight He was over six months finishing it and severely strained his eyes. When 
he was very old he went blind, probably because of this moonlight work. At last his brother 
found out what he had done and took not only the original sheets but Johann's copy away from 
him. 
"I think Johann Christoph was a mean, jealous man," said Alice, with a fine show of indignation. 
"He may have been, like most of the Bachs, a poor, hard working man without much hope of 

ever rising above the position of village organist," said the Guide, "and probably thought 
Johann Sebastian was aiming much higher than he could reach.' In any event Johann Christoph 
died shortly after this and our Johann was again homeless. Another brother had gone to Sweden, 
all his uncles were dead, and his cousins were very poor. On the day of his brother's funeral the 
cousins discussed what they should do with the orphan. 
 
Greatly to their surprise Johann told them he was not going to be a burden to them and intended to 
leave the next day to seek his fortune. All he asked for was his copy of the organ music and an old 
box in which he kept his Christmas money. The cousins told him he ought to stay at home and be a 
village musician, but he was so determined to go that at last they reluctantly consented and gave 
him not only the music and the Christmas box but also a violin that had been his brother's, and 
much good but cheap advice. There was another boy in the village, named Erdmann, who was his 
most intimate friend and playmate, and as he was going to see his uncle at Liineburg the next day, 
the two lads planned to go together. That night Johann packed his little possessions, which he 
could easily carry under his arm, and then went to sleep and you may be sure he had pleasant 
dreams. He was only a poor little, unknown village boy that night, but the next morning he was on 

his way to make his name known and respected all over the world for centuries to come. 
"What did he dream aboutI" asked Dorothy. 

JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH 
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"I do not know," replied the Guide, "but I think he dreamed of some mighty Passion music, and 
of organists hundreds of years later playing his majestic fugues, which some day you will hear, 
because his music will never die." 

The two lads started away bright and early and after a seven days' wagon ride arrived at 
Liineburg. Johann was kindly welcomed by Erdmann's uncle and became a great favorite with 
him. He secured him a position in a boy choir and in payment for his singing he was allowed a 
seat at the free dining-table of the chapel. He was given lessons and he sometimes earned a few 
pennies by singing at weddings and funerals. He was also permitted to play on the little chapel 
organ and one day he had a rare treat, for he bribed the organ blower to let him into the tower 
and there he heard the regular organist play. It was the most joyous moment of his life and 
aroused his determination to become a great musician. While in Luneburg, he lost his voice but 
he was allowed to remain in the chapel and have the privileges of a free scholarship in 
consideration of his teaching the very young pupils. 

One day, Erdmann, who had been to the great city of Hamburg, came back and told of hearing a 
very famous organist, named Reinken, play in the cathedral. Johann at once resolved to hear him. 
He got leave of absence for Sunday and Monday and started for Hamburg on Saturday, having to 
walk the whole distance of twenty-five miles. He reached the city safe but very tired and he heard 
Reinken play. He was so carried away that he forgot all about his chapel duties and over-stayed his 
time. At last he started back with only a few pennies in his pocket, and desperately hungry. On his 
way he came to a tavern where they were preparing a dinner for a big company. He ventured in 
and begged the tavern keeper to give him a herring and a slice of bread, but poor Johann was 
peremptorily ordered out of the tavern. He sat down by the roadside in despair, for he was footsore 
and well-nigh exhausted by hunger, when all of a sudden a window opened above him and he saw 
the kindly face of an old man, who not only smiled at him but threw down a little parcel. Johann 
eagerly opened it and found two rolls and two herrings. When he opened the herrings with his 
pocket-knife, he discovered a ducat in each one of them. 

Katherine clapped her hands. "Wasn't he rich?" 
Doubtless he felt rich. He wanted to thank the kind old man but the window was suddenly 

shut and Johann never knew who he was. At last he got back to the chapel and then he had to 
settle for overstaying his time but it didn't cost him much, for the chapelmaster only gave him a 
good scolding and then forgave him. Johann stayed at the chapel three years and then went to 
the Duke's Chapel at Vienna, as a violinist. You see he was rising fast. He didn't have to depend 
any longer upon herrings thrown out of windows by kindly old gentlemen. At that time he was 
seventeen years of age. He next got. a position at Arnstadt as organist and then he was come of 
age and entered upon his life career. 

It is sad to tell you that he was buried in Leipsic almost like a pauper and no stone was placed at 
the grave of this immortal musician. No one knows now where he rests. The Bible says, "Seest 
thou a man diligent in business? He shall stand before kings." When Bach had become famous all 
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over Germany, though he was living very modestly and almost obscurely in Leipsic, the Emperor 
Frederick the Great, who was very fond of music and played the flute quite well, ordered him to 
come to court. You know Emperors at that time could order anybody round.  Bach arrived at the 
palace in his every-day clothes which were dusty and stained with travel. The courtiers in their gay 
uniforms must have taken him for some old farmer or tramp, and were about to order him away, 
but when Frederick espied him he shouted: '' Stand back, a greater than all of you is here. Wel-
come, Johann Sebastian Bach. *' Some day, children, you will hear his majestic chorales and grand 
fugues and understand why he was great And always remember these words of his. He was asked 
at one time how he had become great. He replied: "I was obliged to be industrious. Whoever will 
be equally industrious will succeed well" As you grow older, children, I think you will come to the 
conclusion that much of what is called genius is only the capacity for good, honest, hard work. 
And this is specially true of music. There is no easy road to it. Whether you have an aptitude for it 
or not, you will have to work long and hard to succeed. 
 


