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Abstract
This article examines the way Wilhelm Friedemann Bach’s revisions to two keyboard
sonatas (Fk 1 and Fk 6) reflect his engagement with the emerging sonata-form aesthetic.
I show how the revisions update his older, essentially binary practice by introducing
Classical sentence structure in the first themes; a differentiated theme in the dominant
before the end of the first half; distinct development and recapitulation sections; and
an enhanced tonic-dominant polarity, as well as other features that were to become
characteristic of sonata form. Bach’s conscious tinkering with his older works thus reflects
a contemporary response to the way common practice was tinkering with binary form,
gradually transforming it to what eventually became known as Classical sonata form.
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Tinkering with Form: On W. F. Bach’s
Revisions to Two Keyboard Sonatas*

Yoel Greenberg

introduction: on tinkering vs. design

For many years now, the application of epithets such as “the father of sonata form” to
certain composers has been deemed unacceptable in the study of eighteenth-century
music. As early as 1935, Hubert Parry proposed a kind of gradual crowdsourcing rather
than a lineage of invention, explaining the emergence of formal principles in instrumental
music as the result of “the unaided musical instinct of many successive generations of
composers.”1 In 1951 William Newman, in his valuable Sonata in the Classic Era, echoed
Parry, asserting that “the change-over to Classic styles was a transitional process going
on throughout the musical world, not a sudden inspiration on the part of one group.”2
Composers who were previously regarded as the fathers or inventors of sonata form are now
described as, at best, “riding the wave.” Thus, Fausto Torrefranca’s chauvinist coronation
of Giovanni Benedetto Platti as the inventor of sonata form has been replaced by Alberto
Iesuè’s more sober admission that the composer’s works “constitute contributions to the
developing sonata form.”3 And whereas Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach was once considered
the father of the form, Christoph Wolff’s article in the New Grove Dictionary of Music and
Musicians makes no mention whatsoever of his contributions to its evolution.4 Sonata

* This research was supported by the Israel Science Foundation (grants no. 190/15 and 1929/18). The author wishes to
express his thanks to Naphtali Wagner and Uri Rom for their helpful comments.

1 C. Hubert H. Parry, “Sonata,” in Grove’s Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. H. C. Colles, 3rd ed. (New York: Macmillan,
1935), 4:808–40, at 808.

2 William Newman, The Sonata in the Classic Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1963), 327.
3 Fausto Torrefranca, Giovanni Benedetto Platti e la sonata moderna, IMi, new ser. 2 (Milan: Ricordi, 1963); Alberto

Iesuè, “Platti, Giovanni Benedetto,” in Grove Music Online, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/arti-
cle/grove/music/21924 (accessed 3 August 2017).

4 On the other hand, the Oxford Dictionary of Music persists in claiming that “his achievement was to develop sonata-
form and invest it with weight and imaginative quality.” See “Bach, Carl Philipp Emanuel,” in The Oxford Dictionary
of Music, 2nd ed. rev., ed. Michael Kennedy, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t237/e712
(accessed 3 August 2017).
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form, as we are now aware, evolved through a large number of gradual changes, each of
them guided not by a teleological drive toward the goal of sonata form, but by limited
local benefits.

This kind of emergence of a complex cultural entity without an external guiding hand
suggests that the system of musical form is best understood as a self-organizing system,
that is, one in which complexity arises from the bottom up, without the aid of an external
designer. Examples of self-organization are numerous and span phenomena as diverse as
language, capitalist economies, bird-flocking formations, and the World Wide Web, to
name but a few. But perhaps the most familiar of the self-organizing, bottom-up systems is
biological evolution through mutation and natural selection, the Darwinian formulation
of which superseded the earlier, top-down view of creation by a divine designer.

One important distinction between the two models of organization, top-down and
bottom-up, was proposed in 1977, in a seminal article by the biologist and Nobel prize
laureate François Jacob in which he proposed the analogy of natural selection to bricolage, or
tinkering, rather than to engineering, as was previously accepted.5 An engineer, he argued,
attempts to assemble a perfect product from scratch according to a preconceived plan,
using the best materials and tools. The bricoleur, in contrast, solves short-term problems,
making do with what is readily available, with no long-term end in mind. Extending
Jacob’s idea to the emergence of musical form, we may argue that even if each and every
exemplar on the way—that is, each musical work—was obviously the result of deliberate
design, or engineering, the abstract idea of sonata form arose through a process of group
tinkering rather than conscious engineering. Just as language evolves and self-organizes
through individual acts of design (spoken utterances), composers design individual works,
yet phenomena that arise as the result of “common practice” are self-organizing and hence
involve tinkering.

wilhelm friedemann bach’s workshop

Composing is, by definition, an act of conscious engineering, yet it relies on the use
of conventions that arise and adapt themselves through unconscious tinkering. The
retouching of an existing work allows us to examine less common instances of conscious
tinkering and hence to gain a glimpse into how composers have confronted stylistic change.
Here I examine reworkings of two keyboard sonatas by Wilhelm Friedemann Bach. The
Sonata in C (Fk 1) and the Sonata in F (Fk 6) are both early works, composed around 1735–40

5 François Jacob, “Evolution and Tinkering,”Science 196/4295 (1977): 1161–66, https://doi.org/10.1126/science.860134.

Reprint from MTA, volume 6.2  -  © Leuven University Press, 2019



Yoel Greenberg tinkering with form: on w. f. bach’s revisions to two keyboard sonatas

music theory & analysis | volume 6, # ii, october 2019 202

and then revised after 1750 in versions later catalogued as Fk 1A and Fk 6A, respectively.6
Friedemann Bach’s motivation for revising these works rather than writing new ones is
unclear, but the most conspicuous change in both cases—the replacement of the original
second movement with a new one—suggests a wish to bring the works in line with rapidly
changing musical taste. In Fk 6 a brief larghetto four-measure utterance had already been
replaced in an interim version from around 1740 with what was essentially a sarabande
(explicitly marked Larghetto), a dance that, in turn, may have seemed outmoded by the
time of the revision and was thus replaced with a minuetto and trio.7 In Fk 1 the solemn
ten-measure Grave aria in the early version was replaced with an à la mode double minuetto.

Such wholesale replacements are obviously acts of design.8 The tinkering took place
in the outer movements, where the thematic content and overall design were generally
left intact; most of the changes involve the retouching of the accompaniment for greater
contrapuntal detail or minor issues of keyboard figuration. In both first movements
Friedemann Bach also made a small number of more significant changes, which are
the focus of this article. These modifications were designed to bring essentially binary
movements closer to the binary-ternary mixture characteristic of the emerging sonata
form. Understanding the motivation for these revisions can thus shed light on the
composer’s sense of the modern versus the outmoded, and on his conception of emerging
formal practices.

To appreciate the nature of the changes to these movements, it is necessary first to
become acquainted with the typical form found in the outer movements of Friedemann
Bach’s instrumental music. By and large, Friedemann Bach’s formal practice in these
movements is akin to Hepokoski and Darcy’s Type 2 sonata, with repeat signs signifying
an overall binary division also articulated by the thematic layout of the movement as a
double rotation, that is, a form in which the second half follows the thematic sequence of
events from the first half.9 Yet it would be a mistake to categorize these movements as
exemplars of the Type 2 sonata, for two related reasons. First, the most salient distinction
between Type 2 and Type 3 sonatas is the absence of the double return in the sonata space
of the former versus its presence in the latter. Nearly all of Friedemann Bach’s movements

6 The dates of the works are based on Christoph Wolff’s list of Friedemann Bach’s works in the New Grove. Schulenberg
discusses these works briefly without giving dates, and Wollny’s critical notes to the edition published by Carus
merely indicate that the early versions were composed prior to 1750.

7 A fourth version of the sonata includes an andantino second movement closely related to the sarabande version in Fk
1B.

8 David Schulenberg has conjectured that these movements may have been borrowed from works by Emanuel Bach;
Schulenberg, The Music of Wilhelm Friedemann Bach (Rochester, NY: University of Rochester Press 2010), 78–79.

9 James Hepokoski and Warren Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory: Norms, Types, and Deformations in the Late-Eighteenth-Century
Sonata (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 353–88, esp. 353 Figure 17.1.
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include double returns before their tonal closure, or ESC, and are thus unlikely candidates
for the Type 2 sonata. But as I will demonstrate, the overall binary layout, the location of
the double return, and the overall proportions of the internal parts of the movements
are even more atypical of the Type 3 sonata. Hence, the distinction between Type 2 and
Type 3 is not particularly useful in cases such as this. Second, synchronic categories such
as Hepokoski and Darcy’s “types,” while useful enough in allowing comparisons between
otherwise very different movements, such as an Allegro by Scarlatti and an Andante by
Mozart, nonetheless run the risk of obfuscating the diachronic perspective. Type 2 and
Type 3 sonatas both emerged, or evolved, from Baroque binary form in different ways.
Friedemann Bach’s practice, I argue, is best located as a “missing link” somewhere along
the evolutionary line between the binary ancestor and the Type 3 offspring, or perhaps as
a branching-out from the main timeline. Equating it with Type 2 because of superficial
similarities is as erroneous as equating Homo habilis with a chimpanzee.

Within the binary framework, Friedemann’s practice is remarkably, even doggedly
consistent: his “expositions” normally take up about one-third of the movement, modu-
lating to the secondary key without any significant structural punctuation on the way,
although surface halts typical of the empfindsamer Stil occur in a number of works.10 His
“developments” are exceptionally long, at least according to Classical sonata-form stan-
dards, taking up close to half the movement and sometimes even more. As was customary
in most binary and early-sonata forms, the development usually begins with a restatement
of the opening theme in the secondary key, sometimes then proceeding to the events from
the first half of the exposition in their original order. In most movements Friedemann
eventually finds his way to a dominant that launches the “double return” of the main
key and theme, but cases of a iii:PAC that connects to a double return without further
modulation are not uncommon either, particularly in the earlier works.11 The double
return of the main theme in the home key arrives relatively late in the game and connects
directly to the end rhyme, that is, the transposition of the end of the exposition to the

10 As will become evident, I am using the terms exposition, development, and recapitulation to mean simply the section up to
the first repeat sign, the section from the repeat sign to the double return, and the section from the double return
until the end, respectively.

11 This technique was in common use in instrumental works of the early eighteenth century, particularly in reference to
the Baroque concerto, where it is referred to as motion through hiatus. See, e.g., Paul Everett, Vivaldi: The Four Seasons
and Other Concertos Op. 8 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 41–43; Simon McVeigh and Jehoash Hirshberg,
The Italian Solo Concerto, 1700–1760: Rhetorical Strategies and Style History (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 2004), 18, 135; Michael
Talbot, The Chamber Cantatas of Antonio Vivaldi (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell, 2006), 57; Bella Brover-Lubovsky, Tonal Space
in the Music of Antonio Vivaldi (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), ix, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt2005rpt .
Approaching the double return via hiatus from vi, ii, and iii are also common in binary-form movements from the
1730s through the 1770s. Giovanni Battista Sammartini, for instance, usually introduced his double returns after a
vi:PAC or, occasionally, after a v:PAC. The works of the Grauns and Johann Adolf Hasse also feature similar hiatuses
regularly, as do many works by Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach.
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home key, resulting in what looks like a highly condensed recapitulation that takes up
only some 20 percent of the movement.12

Although there are some exceptions, this description holds true for the vast majority of
Friedemann Bach’s binary movements with a double return. Table 1 shows the proportions
occupied by each section in a random selection of eight binary movements by Friedemann
Bach with double returns. Figure 1 is a diagram of a typical movement of this sort.

It would take a very lax definition of sonata form to justify the classification of these
works as such, and some readers may have already objected to my use of sonata-form terms
in the previous section. Schulenberg, probably following eighteenth-century terminology
such as that of Heinrich Christoph Koch, prefers to speak of first, second, and third parts.13
Yet, as he himself points out, Friedemann Bach’s forms are essentially binary and not
ternary in logic, the intrusion of the double return notwithstanding, and even Koch’s
terminology speaks of two parts with a subdivision of the second part into two “periods,”
rather than three parts of equal status. This predominantly binary logic is apparent from
the thematic layout of many of the sonatas, a good example of which may be found in
the first movement of Fk 8 (the full score of which is presented below as Example 7). As
Table 2 shows, the second half of this movement develops each and every idea from the
exposition in turn, resulting in a binary rotation layout that Douglass M. Green has called
“balanced binary form.”14

However, just before concluding the whole rotation, Bach inserts a brief two-measure
double return. As a result, the end rhyme now serves two separate functions: it concludes
both an extensive binary rotation and a brief recapitulatory one (Figure 2). Although not
all of Friedemann Bach’s developments repeat the events of the first half of the exposition
in order, those that do always pick up the rotational logic after the double return at the
exact expositional spot at which they abandoned it. The rotational logic in those works,
like the lateness of double returns in nearly all his movements with a binary repeat sign,
thus justifies a reading of Friedemann’s practice as a binary form with an inserted double
return rather than a type of sonata form.15

12 The term end-rhyme was used by Leonard Ratner, following Douglass M. Green, in conjunction with both “small” and
”large” binary forms. My use of the term corresponds with Hepokoski and Darcy’s definition of a crux. See Leonard
G. Ratner, Classic Music: Expression, Form and Style (New York: Schirmer, 1980), 212; Douglass M. Green, Form in Tonal
Music: An Introduction to Analysis (New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1965), 78.

13 Heinrich Christoph Koch and Nancy Kovaleff Baker, Introductory Essay on Composition (New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press, 1983), 199–201.

14 Douglass M. Green, Form in Tonal Music: An Introduction to Analysis (New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1965),
78–79; 168.

15 Schulenberg describes what he calls the second and third sections of the form as being “both roughly parallel to the
first section, typically reworking the same motives, in the same order, while following distinct modulatory designs”
(Schulenberg, Music of Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, 75). Yet Friedemann Bach’s careful organization, as well as the absence
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Table 1: Proportions of formal sections in a selection of binary-form movements by Wilhelm
Friedemann Bach

Work Year “Exposition” “Development” “Recapitulation”

Trio Fk 47, III ca. 1740 35% 45% 20%
Sonata Fk 8, I 1750–70 32% 51% 14%
Sonata Fk 8, III 1750–70 28% 57% 14%
Sonata Fk 2, I ca. 1760–65 32% 50% 18%
Sonata Fk 1A, I 1750– 33% 49% 19%
Sonata Fk 1A, III 1750– 37% 36% 28%
Trio Sonata Fk 47, III ca. 1740 34% 44% 22%
Flute Duet Fk 54 1745–70 29% 40% 30%

Average: 33% 47% 20%

Figure 1: Average proportions of formal sections in a selection of binary-form movements by
Wilhelm Friedemann Bach

updating the retransition: the sonata in c major

Similar proportions and rotational logic obtain in the first of the two revised sonatas
examined here, the Sonata in C Major (Fk 1B, 1735–40; see the score in Example 8).
The development section in the allegro first movement begins with an eight-measure
“interlude” characterized by a high-register bass and new thematic material that is perhaps
reminiscent of a trio section in ternary form. From m. 33 Bach returns to expositional
material, referring to each module in turn (Table 3).

The remaining measures before the double return use material from the interlude in an
extensive E minor section that ends with a perfect cadence in that tonal center.16 Again, the

of closing material in the second part and middle material in the last, indicates that the second and third parts
together, rather than each separately, parallel the first part.

16 As one manuscript suggests, a cadenza would likely have been improvised at this point.
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Table 2: Thematic correspondence between the two halves of Keyboard Sonata Fk 8, I

Motive First half Second half

A mm. 1–4 mm. 25–42
B mm. 5–8 mm. 43–48
C mm. 9–12 mm. 49–56
D mm. 13–14 mm. 57–62

mm. 63–64 (retransition on new cantabile material)
A mm. 65–66 (double return)

E mm. 15–24 mm. 67–76

Figure 2: Rotational structure of the Keyboard Sonata in A Major (Fk 8), I, Allegro. The relative sizes of
the boxes reflect the proportions of the corresponding sections in the music.

Table 3: Corresponding measures in the development and exposition in the Keyboard Sonata in C
Major (Fk 1B), I, Allegro

Mm. in “development” Corresponding mm. in “exposition”

33–40 1–6
41–46 7–12
47–51.5 13–17.5

binary logic here stands out when we note how careful Bach was in picking up expositional
material: the end rhyme commences with a transposition of m.173, which is exactly where
he left off in the development section (Example 1).

The revised version, Fk 1A, does not introduce any formally significant changes in
the exposition or most of the development. The only significant change appears in the
measures preceding the double return, where Bach replaces the original eleven measures,
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Example 1: Keyboard Sonata Fk 1B, 1st half (mm. 13–19, top) vs. 2nd half (mm. 47–65)
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Example 2: Keyboard Sonata in C Major Fk 1, Allegro. Comparison of the “retransitions” in versions
Fk1B, mm. 42–57 and Fk1A, mm. 42–51
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Figure 3: Comparison of proportions, tonal design, and rotational structure of Keyboard Sonata Fk 1B
(top) and Fk 1A (bottom)

mm. 46–56, that had closed the development with five new measures (mm. 46–50 in the
later version). Whereas the original measures had used material from mm. 13–17 of the
exposition, the new ones recombine the rhythm of the opening gesture of m. 9 with the
thematic material of mm. 2–3. Instead of leading to a iii:PAC, as the earlier version had
done, the updated version leads to a dominant seventh, which then resolves into the
double return in m. 51 (Example 2).

If these changes do not turn the movement into a strictly kosher sonata form, they
certainly bring it much closer to one. First, the change of the harmonic goal from a
iii:PAC→ I hiatus to a smooth V7→ I cadence not only suggests that Bach, as noted by
Schulenberg, may have felt that clear, formal articulation at this point seemed “too pat
or conventional”;17 it also, and more significantly, helps articulate the tonic-dominant
polarity that was becoming increasingly central to sonata form. Second, the replacement
of eleven old measures with five new ones shortens the development section, creating
new proportions that, while still not entirely characteristic of sonata form, are certainly
much more similar to the proportions of sonata form than those in the early version.18
Finally, the exclusion of mm. 47–51, which provided the rotational connection to the end
rhyme, disrupts the meticulous binary rotation in the original—at the same time using
the technique of thematic recombination, which would eventually become one of the
hallmarks of the sonata-form development section—and thus obfuscates the binary logic
of the movement as a whole. The end rhyme now becomes linked more to the double
return than to the rotation begun in the development section, resulting in what, thanks

17 Schulenberg, Music of Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, 179.
18 In the early version the exposition, development, and recapitulation take up 33, 49, and 19 percent of the movement,

respectively. In the revised version the proportions are 37, 43, and 21 percent.
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to the new proportions, feels more like a recapitulation than it did in the earlier version. A
schematic comparison of the two versions is presented in Figure 3.

Interestingly, no such changes were made in the third movement, the proportions of
which were more sonata-like to start with (exposition, development, and recapitulation of
37, 36, and 28 percent, respectively).

updating the exposition: the sonata in f major

The revisions in the first movement of the Sonata in F Major (Fk 6) indicate a similar
“updating” trend, most obviously in the seemingly gratuitous recasting of the original
Allegro ma non troppo in 2/4 as an Un poco allegro in 4/4 (hence the some rather confusing
issues with measure numbers in the following comparison between the versions). The
only reason for this change appears to be an adaptation from a notation that was in vogue
in the 1740s to one that had replaced it. Yet there are more significant changes too. Unlike
in Fk 1, where the first half remains formally intact, here Friedemann makes numerous
revisions to the exposition, including the replacement of the cadence concluding the
opening idea, and the insertion of additional measures in the beginning and end of the
first half.

The opening idea of the original version had ended with concise V–I with a 7̂-1̂ in
the treble on the first two eighth notes of the bar (m. 6 in Example 3). This kind of
cadence was a very common way to end opening ideas in mid-century works, especially
for the keyboard, and still featured in some early Haydn sonatas (e.g., m. 7 of Haydn’s
Divertimento Hob. XVI:4 of ca. 1765, or m. 2 of the Partita Hob. XVI:6, ca. 1760). Probably
owing to the metrical weakness of the tonic, this cadence was only sufficient to end small-
scale units—almost exclusively opening ideas, where its function was more similar to that
of an imperfect or half cadence than to a perfect cadence. By the 1760s it was falling out of
fashion, which is probably why Friedemann replaced it with a more familiar half cadence
in the revised version (see m. 4 in Example 3).

More significant, Friedemann inserts new measures in two places in the exposition of
the revised version. The original opening consisted of an imitative six-measure statement,
yet in the revised version, now notated in common time rather than in 2/4, he adds the
equivalent of two measures of what may be seen as a Caplinian “continuing function.”19
As a result, the rather quirky original is transformed into a typical exemplar of a Classical

19 William E. Caplin, Classical Form: A Theory of Formal Functions for the Instrumental Music of Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 35–45.
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Example 3: Comparison of the opening of the Keyboard Sonata Fk 6 in the early (top) and late
(bottom) versions

sentence, with two measures of initiating function, one measure of continuing function,
and a concluding cadence. The symmetric construction and self-contained nature of the
Classical sentence brings the opening of the movement closer to a sonata exposition,
because the symmetrical construction of the opening now allows it to function as a self-
contained module along the lines of a first theme (we will soon see how Bach reaps the
benefits of this).

The inserted measures at the end of the exposition—the equivalent of seven new
measures (in fact, three and a half in the new, common-time notation: mm. 123–15) instead
of one measure in the old version—serve a similar purpose. Whereas in the old version
the closing measures delayed the resolution of the cadential drive in m. 21 until the very
end, here the revision of the left-hand part immediately diffuses any harmonic tension by
implying a local V2–I6 cadence. This opens up space for what Schulenberg has identified
as “a new closing theme,”20 a “trifold sentence” in which the cantabile presentation
idea appears three times,21 followed by a cadence derived from the one concluding the
first part in the old version (Example 4). In such an early work it is pointless to quibble
about whether it should be considered a second or closing—or, as Koch would have it,
“clarifying” (erklärender)—theme;22 either way, it represents an avoidance of the rush
toward the cadenza in the original version and reflects the affinity of the emerging style
for thematic differentiation.

Bach modifies the development section, in this case not designed as a rotation, in
three different places. First, the restatement of the main theme in the dominant at the

20 Schulenberg, Music of Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, 80.
21 Mark Richards, “Broadening the Sentence Paradigm,” Theory and Practice 36 (2011): 192–96.
22 Koch and Baker, Introductory Essay on Composition, 199. See also Hepokoski and Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory, 121–23;

William Nathan Rothstein, Phrase Rhythm in Tonal Music (New York: Schirmer, 1989), 116; Ralph Kirkpatrick, Domenico
Scarlatti (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1953), 255.
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Example 4: Comparison of the ends of the first halves of Fk 6C and Fk 6A

Example 5: Comparison of restatements of the theme at the double bar in Fk 6C (top) and Fk 6A (bottom)

double bar is extended to include twice as much material as in the corresponding place in
the early version (Example 5). Here again Bach’s modification is consistent with trends
at the time, for this repeat, like the double return, increased both in popularity and in
length over the first half of the eighteenth century, with Classical form quoting entire
opening sentences where Baroque forms preferred to quote only an incipit.23 Whether
this emerging practice was a response to increasingly modular opening sentences or both
were responses to a new, more mechanical conception of melody is a moot point, but it is
noteworthy that Bach’s changes in both places are in keeping with both trends. The next
change, the insertion of m. 26 based on m. 3, perhaps arises from the omission of that

23 See the data in Yoel Greenberg, “Towards Sonata Form” (Ph.D. diss., Hebrew University, 2012), 156–57.
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Example 6: Comparison of the pre–double return section in Fk 6C (top, mm. 54–60) and Fk 6A (bottom,
mm. 34.5–39)

measure in the reference to the opening theme in mm. 21.5–23.5. It might also reflect the
increasing tendency in the developmental techniques of the time toward fragmentation of
thematic modules from the first half.

The last significant change occurs, as in Fk 1A, just before the double return, where
the more dated iii:PAC is replaced with a resolution into the double return as part of a
I:PAC. In this case, the mediant had been articulated through a variant of the main theme,
followed by a series of descending fifths culminating on V/iii, which was then prolonged
before resolving in a iii:PAC. In the revised version, Bach evades the expected B♮ in m.
36, instead picking up the descending fifths from two measures earlier and continuing
(using a similar bass figuration) all the way to a V7, which resolves into the double return.
Curiously, after all the changes, the proportions of the three main sections remain the
same before and after the revisions (32, 46, and 22 percent).

summary and conclusion: tinkering within fuzzy
formal boundaries

The revisions to the first movements of both Fk 1 and Fk 6 are summarized in Table 4.
Overall, they reflect a tendency toward reliance on discrete expositional thematic mod-
ules, the use of developmental techniques before the double return, and reliance on
the development section to heighten tonic-dominant polarization, as well as an aware-
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Table 4: Summary of revisions in Fk 1 and Fk 6 in light of emerging sonata-form features

Sonata feature Fk 1 Fk 6

Symmetric first theme Completion to Classical
sentence

Distinct additional theme Insertion of mm. 13.5–16.5

Quote of first sentence in
secondary key at double bar

Present in original as well Expanded to include the
entire sentence

Fragmentation and
recombination as
developmental techniques

Mm. 46–48 Insertion of m. 26

Double return preceded by
dominant

Recomposition of end of
development to lead to a V
(instead of iii:PAC)

Recomposition of end of
development to lead to a V
(instead of iii:PAC)

Sonata-like proportions Curtailed development

Increased ternary bias in
the formal conception

Disruption of the binary
rotation

ness of the proportions that were becoming characteristic of the emerging form. It
would be an exaggeration, of course, to claim that Bach transformed these move-
ments from Baroque binary form to Classical sonata form. But these sonatas serve as
a reminder that such binary dichotomies are as misleading as they are anachronis-
tic. There is no clear-cut line between binary and sonata forms. The limits of their
definition are inherently fuzzy, with a good deal of overlap between the boundaries.
Furthermore, Bach was tinkering, not designing, and he could only stretch the exist-
ing form so far without its being more cost-effective to write the whole movement
anew. That said, despite having been alive and active until well into the ninth decade
of the eighteenth century, Bach never entirely adopted a full-blown Classical sonata
form.
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We do not know why Bach tinkered with these works. Schulenberg’s suggestion
that the changes may have been the sort of casual ones that Bach would have made
in any work while playing it at the keyboard is appealing in that it considers the
revisions to be natural responses to trending ideas, rather than deliberate and carefully
considered acts of recomposition.24 Whether or not this is true, in many of his later
works Bach continued to write movements with some of the characteristics of his earlier
works, whereas in others, composed in the 1760s and 1770s, we begin to see proportions
characteristic of sonata form, with the double return appearing about one-third of the
way into the second half. In two cases, in the two outer movements of the sonata Fk 4,
composed in the early 1760s, there are even two double returns, one in the “old” position,
close to the end of the work, and the other a third of the way into the second half.
Such cases may be taken as evidence of Bach’s undecidedness, or perhaps his failure to
grasp what was to become the “true” significance of the double return. But then again,
perhaps it would make more sense not to condemn Friedemann for failing to make
a mark that had not yet crystallized, and instead to revise our own understanding of
the double return (and other sonata-form characteristics) in light of examples such as
these.

Bach’s reworkings shed light on the different conceptions of binary or early-sonata form
in their respective dates of composition. But, more important, they draw our attention to
the challenges faced by composers in the quicksand dynamics of the formal world in music
in the mid-eighteenth century.Taking these dynamics into consideration,we must perforce
adopt a more flexible notion of form and style, replacing inflexible, synchronic notions,
with dynamic, diachronic ones. A stylistic practice was not an absolute entity, frozen in
time, but rather the result of multiple competing forces, of tradition and familiarity
competing with reinvention and renewal. The response to these forces—tinkering with
the old because of the new—was what eventually allowed the transformation from one
aesthetic to another. Friedemann Bach’s examples allow us a unique glimpse into this
tinkering under laboratory conditions, in a rare case whereby private-source reworking
reflected the public-source renewal that slowly transformed Baroque binary form into
what eventually came to be designated as Classical sonata form. In this sense, every formal
solution, by any composer at that time, cannot be fully understood in its own terms, but
rather must be evaluated in light of both its past and its future, reflecting at once the
burden of history and the way in which the wind was blowing, and most of all the tension
between the two.

24 Schulenberg, Music of Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, 79.
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Example 7: Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, Keyboard Sonata in A Major (Fk 8), I, Allegro
(©2009 Carus-Verlag, Stuttgart; used by permission)
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Example 8: Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, Keyboard Sonata in C Major (Fk 1B), I, Allegro
(©2009 Carus-Verlag, Stuttgart; used by permission)
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Abstract
This article examines the way Wilhelm Friedemann Bach’s revisions to two keyboard
sonatas (Fk 1 and Fk 6) reflect his engagement with the emerging sonata-form aesthetic.
I show how the revisions update his older, essentially binary practice by introducing
Classical sentence structure in the first themes; a differentiated theme in the dominant
before the end of the first half; distinct development and recapitulation sections; and
an enhanced tonic-dominant polarity, as well as other features that were to become
characteristic of sonata form. Bach’s conscious tinkering with his older works thus reflects
a contemporary response to the way common practice was tinkering with binary form,
gradually transforming it to what eventually became known as Classical sonata form.
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