A 'Testament to Bach'

Paul Tortelier broke Pablo Casals's lock on the Cello Suites

By BENJAMIN IVRY

Biographical details, few and far between, do little to clear up the ambient mystery of what makes Bach's works enduringly great. A case in point: His six Suites for Unaccompanied Cello (/Suiten für Violoncello solo/).

We don't know exactly when, why, or for which soloist Bach composed them, though they were likely written around or before 1720, when he was employed by the Saxon patron Leopold, Prince of Anhalt-Köthen. Each of the Cello Suites contains six movements, starting with a Prelude, followed by a series of alternating movements adopting the titles of slow or brisker courtly dances, such as Allemande, Courante, Sarabande, Minuet, Bourrée, Gavotte or Gigue. Since no autograph score in Bach's own hand survives, the Suites were preserved in copies by others. They were long seen as dry exercises, until around 1890, when Pablo Casals (1876-1973), a young Catalan musician, happened upon them in a Barcelona music shop and took them to heart.

Casals practiced the Suites for a dozen years before playing them in public, and he waited until he was 60 before he began to record them, with granitic, Old Testament-style sternness, veracity and authority; transfers of his late 1930s recordings are still available from diverse CD labels like EMI, Naxos, Opus Kura and Pearl.

After Casals, well over 100 cellists recorded their own versions, motivated not just by the majesty of these works, but also by the relative rarity of great music composed for their instrument. The resulting competitive Babel is akin to a scene in the phantasmagorical film "Silence Before Bach" (2007), directed by the Catalan avant-gardist Pere Portabella i Ràfols, in which two-dozen cellists sit in a subway car, sawing away at the same Bach Suite. For the Cello Suites, there was silence before Casals, but now their very identity seems threatened by the sheer decibel level of competing performances on CD, as well as by sometimes ill-advised transcriptions for double bass, marimba, classical guitar, saxophone and even tuba.

Fortunately, a newly available historical document neatly sweeps away all the other pretenders to the throne of Casals. "Paul Tortelier: Testament to Bach -- The Complete Cello Suites," a new DVD from VAI (vaimusic.com <http://vaimusic.com>), features performances by the French cellist Paul Tortelier (1914-1990). A longtime colleague and worshiper of Casals, Tortelier was filmed in July 1990, playing the Suites in the 10th-century Catalan Benedictine abbey of St. Michel de Cuxa, Prades, the site of a Casals music festival. That year marked the 40th anniversary of the first local Casals Festival. When Tortelier was preparing for those concerts, he found time to grant me a phone interview from his home in Nice.

I recall his vibrantly excitable high-tenor voice (at first I thought I was speaking to his wife) expressing the kind of exuberance that made Tortelier rightly beloved as an endearingly eccentric personality as well as a superb musician. Lean and crane-like, he looked like Sherlock Holmes when young and Don Quixote as he aged. When, during our 1990 phone conversation, I praised his 1961 and 1983 recordings of the Bach Suites (the 1961 version from EMI, still unsurpassed, is sadly unavailable on CD), Tortelier replied: "I am modest, basically. I have too much consideration, admiration, veneration for the divinity of Johann Sebastian Bach to consider myself as anything but an ant next to a god."

On the DVD from VAI, filmed in the stark, severe abbey chapel, Tortelier plays the Suites with decisive fervor, while incorporating the grace and elegance of the French school of cellists. On an equally fascinating 2006 DVD from EMI's Classic Archive series, Tortelier leads a 1960s master class in Bach's First Suite. He informs them: "Bach in German means brook -- this brook runs to the river and that river runs to the sea. It's a progression which begins delicately and poetically. If you add too much expression with excessive Romanticism, the water stops flowing. . . . If you want to do an abstract Bach . . . then the water turns cold. That's no longer a Bach who glorifies God and nature, but one who glorifies the metronome." The abstract, yet deeply humane essence of these works is revealed when Tortelier explains how the Suites' fleeting moods are like "detours which occur when water takes a certain direction, carrying us along, yet these moods pass like reflections in the water, lightly, not weighted down. We already sense the flux and reflux of the sea, which we are approaching." 
Tortelier's maritime journey with these works, whether on CD or DVD, is to be treasured as a viable alternative to, and organic development from, the bedrock of Casals. Many other cellists have produced notable recordings of the Bach Cello Suites. They include Yo-Yo Ma on SONY DVD; the Russian-born Boris Pergamenschikow on Hänssler Classic; the Hungarians Miklós Perényi on Hungaroton DVD and János Starker on RCA Victor Red Seal; the Frenchmen Pierre Fournier on Deutsche Grammophon and Maurice Gendron on Philips; and the Italian Antonio Janigro on MCA. Yet no musician in our time has surpassed the voice of nature, the play of waves, light and shadow, that Tortelier incarnated. 
Yan-Pascal Tortelier, the cellist's son and a gifted conductor in his own right, recounts in the VAI booklet notes that his father postponed a heart operation in 1990 so that he could perform at Prades that year. After the filmed performances, his health declined and he died suddenly that December. Perhaps this context of precarious health enhanced his already uncanny ability to focus wholly on the music and offer a totally unadorned, metaphysically rich reading of these works, which are resistant both to heart-on-sleeve and mechanical approaches.

Performances of this quality are the best response to the 2006 theory advanced by Martin Jarvis, a Welsh-born conductor currently based in Australia, that Bach did not in fact compose the Cello Suites. They were written instead, Mr. Jarvis claimed, by the composer's second wife, Anna Magdalena Bach. The Suites "don't sound musically mature," he announced on Australia's ABC radio, because performers "have to work incredibly hard to make it [sic] sound like a piece of music." Fortunately, many great cellists, led by Casals and Tortelier, have been willing to work that hard, and their renditions exemplify the Cello Suites' lofty message and authenticity.

