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chapter one

Sebastian Is Born  

Thuringia, a region in central Germany (1685) 

Imagine a time and a place very different from  
our own. It is March 1685. In a valley between rolling 
hills is the small town of Eisenach. It lies in the country-
side in Thuringia, a region in central Germany. Forests 
of ancient fir trees cover the hillsides, and farm animals 
graze in green pastures. Old wooden fences crisscross 
the landscape. It is early spring, and streams flow down 
the hills and line the valley as flowers begin to bloom.

High on a hilltop, the great Wartburg castle  
towers over the small homes of Eisenach. In the town 
below, people walk past the large church and through 
the busy marketplace. Eisenach is full of many different
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sounds as friends stop to chat, mothers shop, 
and children play in the crowded streets.  
Even from a distance, you can hear the  
conversations mix together as people  
walk around.

In a time before radio, video games,  
the Internet, and cable TV, music seems to  
be everywhere. Most people sing and play 
instruments. 
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Families make music together in  
their homes, and worshipers sing hymns  
loudly in church. People even sing in the  
streets, entertaining anyone who will listen.  
This is a beautiful, enchanted place— 
the kind of place where great moments  
in history can happen.

Music seems to be everywhere.
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of
Faith

hero

 

Sebastian's father, Ambrosius,  
taught him to play the violin.
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chapter two

Sebastian’s Childhood  

When he turned eight years old, Sebastian’s 
parents sent him to the same grade school in  
Eisenach that Martin Luther had attended. Those 
early days in school were happy ones! Young  
Sebastian started to read. He learned arithmetic, 
studied the Bible and the catechism, and played 
during recess. And he loved to make music with  
his classmates. At home, his father, Ambrosius, 
taught him how to play the violin.

But the good times did not last long. Two 
tragedies struck while Sebastian was still quite 
young. When he was nine years old, his mother 
died. Then the next year, while he was still feeling 
sad and missing his mother, his father passed away 
too. Losing his mother and father while so young 
affected Sebastian throughout his life. He would 
make sure his own family felt loved and cared for.

After his parents died, Sebastian went to  
live with his older brother, 24-year-old Johann 
Christoph, who already cared for a young family  
of his own. They lived in the city of Ohrdruf, not 
far from Eisenach.
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Johann Christoph Bach was also a musician 
(no surprise there!). He taught school and served 
as organist at St. Michael’s Lutheran Church in 
Ohrdruf. To help provide for his family, Christoph 
also tuned and repaired organs. Sebastian’s older 
brother treated Sebastian like a son. Christoph 
even continued the music education Sebastian 
had begun with their father. He taught Sebastian 
to play the organ, the clavichord, and the harp-
sichord. Sebastian showed intense interest in 
music and discovered early that he had a special 
talent.

Christoph once described some music as 
too difficult for young Sebastian, and he would 
not allow his younger brother to practice it. So, 
for almost six months, Sebastian would get out of 
bed late at night and sneak into the room where 
the music was hidden. By moonlight, he slowly 
made his own copy. Sebastian could not resist the 
opportunity to learn new music!

His brother had Sebastian help him fix and 
tune organs. Sebastian continued to use this skill 
throughout his life, not only to make extra money, 
but also to help design new organs for churches. 
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Although Sebastian greatly missed his mom and 
dad, he enjoyed life in his brother’s home. But as 
time went by, Christoph’s family got larger, and 
soon there was no room for Sebastian. Only five 
years after his parents’ deaths, Sebastian’s life  
was about to change again.

By moonlight, Sebastian slowly  
made his own copies. 
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St. Thomas Lutheran Church in Leipzig, Germany 
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chapter five

Sebastian Makes Music 
in Church and at Home  

In 1723, Sebastian auditioned for the job of 
cantor (one who leads a congregation’s singing) at 
St. Thomas Church in Leipzig, a large, important 
city. Surprisingly, even though he was famous,  
Sebastian was not the congregation’s first choice 
for a new organist. In fact, neither was he the 
second choice. Only after the first two applicants 
bowed out was Sebastian given the job of music 
director for the city and its four churches.

He also became a teacher in the school and 
a choir director at the university. One of the town 
council members said, “Since we cannot get the 
best, we have to settle for Bach.” But soon,  
Sebastian’s music was heard throughout the  
entire town! Everyone came to love his music.

Sebastian lived in Leipzig for the rest of his 
life. There were ups and downs, of course. Sebas-
tian got into arguments with both the church 
officials and the city council. Often, they disagreed 
about money. Sebastian’s family was growing. 

…
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Timeline of Events
during Johann S. Bach’s Life

1685  Johann Sebastian Bach born 
 in Eisenach, Germany, on March 21

1692 Witch trials held in Salem, Massachusetts

1695  After his parents’ deaths, Sebastian moves 
to Ohrdruf to live with his brother

1698 Cotton Mather publishes his story about   
 Squanto

1700 Sebastian becomes a chorister at 
 St. Michael’s in Lüneburg

1703 At age 18, Sebastian is named court musician   
 (violinist) in Weimar by Duke Herzog Johann   
 Ernst; at end of year Sebastian becomes  
 organist at New Church, Arnstadt

1705 Sebastian visits Buxtehude, an organist    
 in Lübeck

1707 Sebastian becomes organist at St. Blasius   
 in Mühlhausen; writes his first cantata,   
 “God Is My King”; marries Maria Barbara
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Glossary
cantata Longer choral piece (usually lasting about 

20 minutes) that features sections sung by vari-
ous soloists and parts by the choir. A cantata is 
similar to an opera but can be sung in a church 
service. It is usually accompanied by an orchestra.

cantor Someone who leads the congregation’s 
songs. Usually the organist and choir director.

chorister Singer in a choir.
clavichord Earliest type of stringed keyboard 

instrument.
concertmaster Leader of the orchestra, usually 

the first violinist.
concerto Piece of music featuring a solo instru-

ment, accompanied by the rest of the orchestra.
fugue Complex type of musical composition, in 

which various voices are placed on top of one 
another, each singing their independent melody. 
This differs from most music, in which a single 
melody is accompanied with harmony by the 
other singers or instrumentalists.

harpsichord Keyboard instrument of the 1500–
1700s. Similar to the piano, except that the strings 
are plucked rather than struck by a hammer.

opera Musical drama where everything is sung, even 
the dialogue, usually accompanied by an orchestra.

prelude Piece of music played before a church ser-
vice or ceremony

viol Delicate stringed instrument used in the 1500s; 
forerunner of the violin.
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Map of Germany  
in Bach’s Time
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• Eisenach

• Ohrdruf

• Weimar

• Hamburg

• Mühlhausen

• Köthen

• Leipzig

• Lüneburg

• Arnstadt

• Lübeck 
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