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The 18th century witnessed a period of significant transformation in the world of music, particularly in
the realm of keyboard instruments. One of the most influential figures during this time was Carl
Philipp Emanuel Bach, the second surviving son of the renowned composer Johann Sebastian Bach.
CPE Bach’s seminal work, “The True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments,” not only revolutionized
keyboard techniques but also offered profound insights into his musical philosophy. This essay aims
to explore the revolutionary keyboard techniques and musical philosophy of CPE Bach as presented
in “The True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments.”

Revolutionary Keyboard Techniques

CPE Bach’s “The True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments” represents a departure from the
traditional approach to keyboard playing that was prevalent during his time. Unlike the rigid and
formal style of his predecessors, CPE Bach advocated for a more expressive and emotive approach
to keyboard performance. He emphasized the importance of touch, articulation, and phrasing, urging
performers to infuse their playing with a sense of drama and passion. This departure from the
prevailing norms of keyboard technique marked a significant shift in the musical landscape of the
time, paving the way for the emergence of the expressive and virtuosic style that would come to

define the Classical era.

One of the most groundbreaking aspects of CPE Bach'’s keyboard techniques was his exploration of
the empfindsamer Stil, or the “sensitive style.” This style, characterized by its emphasis on emotional
expression and improvisatory freedom, represented a stark departure from the rigid and formulaic



approach to keyboard playing that had dominated the Baroque era. CPE Bach’s exploration of the
empfindsamer Stil not only expanded the expressive potential of keyboard instruments but also laid
the groundwork for the emergence of the Classical style, which prioritized emotional depth and
individual expression.

In addition to his emphasis on emotional expression, CPE Bach also made significant contributions to
the development of keyboard technique through his exploration of new and innovative playing
techniques. His treatise contains detailed instructions on various aspects of keyboard performance,
including fingerings, hand positions, and ornamentation. CPE Bach’s meticulous attention to these
technical aspects of playing not only reflected his commitment to excellence in performance but also
contributed to the advancement of keyboard technique during his time.

Musical Philosophy

Beyond his contributions to keyboard technique, CPE Bach’s “The True Art of Playing Keyboard
Instruments” also offers profound insights into his musical philosophy. Central to CPE Bach’s musical
philosophy is the belief in the power of music to evoke and communicate emotions. He viewed music
as a means of expressing the full range of human emotions, and he believed that performers had a
responsibility to convey these emotions through their playing. This emphasis on the emotive power of
music aligns with the broader cultural and intellectual shifts of the Enlightenment era, which placed a
premium on individual expression and the exploration of human emotions.

Furthermore, CPE Bach’s musical philosophy is characterized by a rejection of the formal and
academic conventions that had dominated the musical landscape of the Baroque era. He sought to
break free from the constraints of traditional musical forms and structures, advocating for a more
spontaneous and improvisatory approach to music making. This rejection of formalism and embrace
of improvisation aligns with the broader cultural and artistic movements of the time, which sought to
challenge established norms and embrace spontaneity and individual creativity.

Conclusion

In conclusion, CPE Bach’s “The True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments” represents a revolutionary
work that not only transformed keyboard techniques but also offered profound insights into his
musical philosophy. His exploration of the empfindsamer Stil and his emphasis on emotional
expression revolutionized the way keyboard instruments were played, paving the way for the
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emergence of the expressive and virtuosic style that would come to define the Classical era.
Furthermore, CPE Bach’s musical philosophy, characterized by a belief in the emotive power of music
and a rejection of formalism, reflects the broader cultural and intellectual shifts of the Enlightenment
era. As such, CPE Bach’s treatise stands as a testament to his enduring legacy as a pioneering figure
in the history of music.
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