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It begins quietly, coming in like a shadow. It is hazy, with each chord slowly 
building off the first. As the piece continues, the music rises and falls, creating 

and sustaining tension with only moments of release. It’s dark and moody, but 
has moments of tenderness within the slurred notes. The Prelude of Bach’s Second 
Suite in D Minor is standard cello repertoire, with cellists learning all six suites 
within their years of playing, but it enraptured me. Hearing the rising intensity 
through crescendo-filled string crossings and having it release in quiet modula-
tions kept me in a trance. I could feel the emotions through each note. After being 
assigned this piece, I immediately jumped into it.

The first stages of practice never feel like the music you hear. I worked through 
note after note, ensuring everything is in tune. The music started changing. I 
looked at the music analytically instead of emotionally. Feelings and emotions 
became chords and articulations. I asked myself, “What are the correct techniques 
for the time period? Where are the key changes and what does that mean?” That 
melancholy and darkness became a husk as I learned to play the piece with correct 
technique. 

Luckily, that emotion returned. I started looking past how the piece was com-
posed and looked into the why. I became a collaborator with the composer, add-
ing my emotional flair as I followed the line with my own style. A major aspect 
of the Bach Suites are that they’re unaccompanied. It is just me playing the notes, 
so my tempo and dynamics can dramatically change depending on the mood I 
want to convey. The collaboration doesn’t end with just the dead composer. I have 
mentors and teachers guide me as I discover the music. My friends and colleagues 
offer feedback, with each suggestion improving my playing. I take those record-
ings I obsessed over and search them for stylistic techniques I can adopt into my 
performance.

This immersion into the music comes at a cost. The act of performing and prac-
ticing takes a physical toll on the body and mind. Plenty of classical musicians 
face pain and injury throughout their career. I’ve seen friends and fellow students 
physically and mentally break. I’ve played to the point where daily actions cause 



spasms to run through my arms. You can see players begin to hate the music 
and themselves, as you can hear every mistake you make. And you can hear the 
beauty that your colleagues are making as they create art with their instrument. 
Self loathing can run wild in the throes of practice. As you prepare and obsess, 
you walk a fine line between succeeding and breaking. 

When you finally do perform, you have to let go. You become the music, com-
bining the composer’s notes and your emotion into one work. Those melodies 
become your own as you entrap and entice your audience like how you were when 
you first heard the piece. However, no matter what happens, you no longer con-
sume the music. The music consumes you. U  


