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From 1717 until 1723, Johann Sebastian Bach was employed as Kapellmeister (music director) 

to Prince Leopold, the music-loving ruler of Anhalt-Cothen, a small principality in what is now 

East Germany.  Prince Leopold's court was a Calvinist one; consequently, the religious services 

there were long and somewhat dreary, and music played only a miniscule part in them.  For 

Bach, a staunchly devout Lutheran, this meant a considerable shift in his musical orientation.  

Since he was no longer required to either perform at the organ or provide music for church 

services, he was now able to direct his efforts toward secular music.  His violin concertos, the 

sonatas and partitas for solo violin, Book One of The Well-Tempered Clavier, the six 

Brandenburg Concertos, and three of the four orchestral suites all date from this period.  The six 

years that Bach spent at Cothen were ones of happiness and contentment as well as productivity. 

"There," he later wrote, "I had an amiable Prince who knew and loved music, and I thought that I 

should end my days with him."   

 

Bach probably composed some dozen violin concertos during his service at the court of Anhalt-

Cothen; however, only three have survived:  the A Minor and E Major Concertos for one violin, 

and the work being performed at these concerts, the Concerto in D Minor for two violins.  All the 

others either have been lost or have come down to us as harpsichord concertos which the 

composer had subsequently transcribed from the originals.  This practice of transcription, 

incidentally, was not uncommon for Bach.  He seldom regarded his own compositions as 

inviolate and irrevocably cast in their initial formats.  When confronted with the exigencies of 

time and workload, he did not hesitate to take one of his earlier scores and rework it into a new 



form.   For example, this present work also exists in an alternative version, transposed down a 

whole tone, as the Concerto in C Minor for two harpsichords.  

Composed probably around 1720, Bach's D Minor Concerto for two violins is more closely 

related to the older baroque concerto grosso than to the solo concertos then being written by 

Antonio Vivaldi and the other Italians.  In the concerto grosso, a small group of instruments, 

called the concertino, is set off against a larger group, called the ripieno.  A further substantiation 

of this is given by the title shown on the original manuscript of this work:  Concerto a 6, 2 violini 

concertini, 2 violini e 1 viola di ripieno, violoncello e continuo di J. S. Bach.  (The term 

"continuo" refers to the bass accompaniment throughout the concerto which is provided by the 

double bass, playing an octave below the cello part, with the harpsichord filling in harmonies ad 

libitum.)  

 

The first movement (vivace) opens with a ritornello (or refrain) played by the full orchestra 

which will return several times throughout the course of the movement.  In between these 

episodes, the two solo violins elaborate contrapuntally upon the thematic materials and introduce 

contrasting ones.  The second movement (Largo ma non tanto) is a passionate duet for the two 

solo violins in slow, stately siciliano rhythm which is supported by a discreet accompaniment by 

the rest of the orchestra.  In the final movement (Allegro), the two soloists and the orchestra are 

more closely-integrated, and the contrasts between the concertino and ripieno sections are less 

obvious.  As the movement draws to a close, the two solo violins resolve their contrapuntal  

differences and join with the rest of the orchestra to end the concerto with a feeling of unanimity. 
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