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OVERVIEW
This is a recording I made last fall of the Prelude of Bach’s 4th Cello Suite. Although not particularly flashy or technically brilliant, this piece is 
deceivingly difficult. 

ANALYSIS OF PIECE 

The Prelude is in the key of E-flat major--meaning that there are three flats:  
B, E, and A flat. This key makes the piece especially challenging to play 
because tuning in the key of E-flat major is really, really, excruciatingly 
difficult.  

One reason for this is that I rarely get to play open strings in this piece. The 
cello’s four strings are tuned to A, D, G, and C, and once those strings are 
tuned, they provide a pitch reference which helps with intonation, since 
those are the only notes on the cello that don’t rely on left-hand finger 
accuracy to be in tune. When cellists play those open strings, they can count 
on those four notes being in tune, and they help ground the intonation for 
other notes. 

The other reason that intonation is challenging in this piece is because the 
architecture of the piece is a series of arpeggiated chords and scales. 
Precise intonation makes or breaks the piece. 

The prelude is also quite awkward to play, frequently requiring 
uncomfortable stretches for the left hand and necessitating the bow to jump 
smoothly from the lowest string (C) to the highest (A). 

In addition to the technical awkwardness of the piece, it is also hard to 
understand musically. Essentially, the piece is a series of broken chords, and 
so trying to phrase the piece in a meaningful way can be really frustrating. 
The challenge is to figure out which particular notes to highlight either by 
shaping the note with a different articulation, timing, and/or vibrato. FIGURE 1: Prelude of Bach’s 4th Cello Suite (Manuscript)

Despite its difficulty—it’s the most challenging piece by Bach I’ve played— I have come to really love the prelude.  Because I played it for all of my 
college/conservatory auditions this past fall and spring, I spent a lot of time studying and practicing the piece, and now really love performing it.

VIDEO OF PERFORMANCE 

PERFORMANCE SUMMARY

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5bXFWYS6LVs

