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Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach, commonly known as C.P.E. Bach, was a significant figure in the
development of keyboard music during the 18th century. His “Essay on the True Art of Playing
Keyboard Instruments,” published in 1753, remains a seminal work in the history of music. This essay
had a profound influence on musical expression and interpretation, shaping the way musicians
approached performance and composition. In this essay, we will explore the impact of C.P.E. Bach’s
ideas on musical expression and interpretation, and how they continue to resonate in contemporary
music.

Historical Context

During the 18th century, the Baroque era was transitioning into the Classical period, marked by a shift
in musical style and aesthetics. C.P.E. Bach, the second surviving son of Johann Sebastian Bach,
was at the forefront of this musical evolution. In his “Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard
Instruments,” he articulated a new approach to musical expression and interpretation, departing from
the rigid conventions of the Baroque era. Bach’s ideas were shaped by his experiences as a
performer, composer, and music theorist, and they reflected the changing cultural and artistic
landscape of his time.

Expressive Performance

One of the key contributions of C.P.E. Bach’s essay was his emphasis on expressive performance.
He advocated for a more personal and emotive approach to playing keyboard instruments,



challenging the prevailing notion of strict adherence to written scores. Bach encouraged musicians to
imbue their performances with passion, sensitivity, and individuality, urging them to go beyond the
notes on the page and convey the underlying emotions of the music. This concept of expressive
performance revolutionized the way musicians approached interpretation, paving the way for the
development of the Romantic style in the 19th century.

Empowering the Performer

C.P.E. Bach'’s essay also had a profound impact on the role of the performer. He empowered
musicians to exercise their creative agency and make artistic choices in their interpretations. Bach
rejected the idea of mechanical, formulaic playing, instead advocating for spontaneity and
improvisation within the framework of the written score. His essay provided performers with the tools
to engage with the music on a deeper level, fostering a sense of ownership and creativity in their
interpretations. This shift in perspective elevated the status of performers and contributed to the
democratization of musical expression.

Influence on Composition

Beyond its impact on performance, C.P.E. Bach'’s essay also influenced the way composers
approached writing music for keyboard instruments. His emphasis on expressive playing and the
communicative power of music inspired composers to create works that were inherently more emotive
and introspective. The concept of “Empfindsamkeit,” or sensitivity, became a hallmark of the musical
style that emerged in the wake of Bach’s ideas, resulting in compositions that were characterized by
heightened emotional content and nuanced phrasing. This shift in compositional approach mirrored
the changing attitudes towards musical expression and interpretation that were taking hold in the 18th

century.
Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

The influence of C.P.E. Bach’s “Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments” continues to
reverberate in contemporary music. His ideas have been embraced by musicians across genres and
traditions, shaping the way performers and composers engage with music. The emphasis on
expressive performance and individual interpretation remains central to the ethos of musical
expression, underscoring the enduring relevance of Bach’s essay. In an age where tradition and
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innovation intersect, the principles articulated by C.P.E. Bach continue to guide musicians in their
pursuit of artistic excellence and authenticity.

Conclusion

C.P.E. Bach's “Essay on the True Art of Playing Keyboard Instruments” stands as a testament to the
transformative power of ideas in shaping the course of musical history. His advocacy for expressive
performance, the empowerment of performers, and the impact on compositional practices have left an
indelible mark on the evolution of musical expression and interpretation. As contemporary musicians
continue to grapple with the complexities of musical communication, the enduring legacy of C.P.E.
Bach'’s essay serves as a source of inspiration and guidance, illuminating the path towards a deeper
understanding of the true art of playing keyboard instruments.
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