
 
 
Arrangements for 4 violas of Bach’s works for unaccompanied violin, by Robin Ireland 
 
 
There are obvious reasons why many viola players love playing the Bach Cello Suites:  
they’re wonderful music, sound great on the viola (especially, in my view, numbers 1, 2 and 
6, which are less bass-oriented), and they’re technically approachable. The Violin Sonatas 
and Partitas, aside from a few movements, are generally left well alone, except by foolhardy 
violists such as myself with nothing better to do with their spare time. The three Fugues in 
particular are a big stretch - literally, because of the fiendish chord-writing. Bach, being who 
he was, liked to explore to the limits of what is possible, both compositionally and 
instrumentally. The works for solo violin are certainly among the most challenging for any 
instrument. Wonderful pieces, mostly more complex and less immediately accessible than 
the Cello Suites, we listen to them with a certain awe, always aware, even in performances 
by the very finest players, of what a tour de force we are witnessing.  
 
The Cello Suites are possibly a little easier, technically, on the viola than on the cello. With 
the violin works, it is definitely the other way round! Aside from the extra left-hand stretch, 
the viola strings are slower to respond, it is harder to achieve lightness of style and clarity of 
articulation. Is there any point in trying, any musical justification? (I ask the same question 
when encountering the Elgar Cello Concerto played on the viola.) Probably the answer is 
“yes, in some movements”! The G minor Adagio and Fugue and the Chaconne are perhaps 
the pieces where the extra depth and richness of the viola really bring a new dimension to 
the music. In many other movements, it is more a case of “why not?”! The music potentially 
comes across fine, and the different sonority merely presents it in a different character, 
revealing different facets of the music. For instance, even the E major Prelude, the most 
brilliant sounding piece on the violin, has some validity on the viola, where it becomes more 
gentle, less high-tensile.   
 
When struggling (over three years!) to play the C major Fugue (perhaps it was on a bad day), 
the idea came to me to arrange it for four violas, and give up the attempt to play it on one! I 
then realised that the Adagio which precedes the Fugue was also ideally suited to four 
violas. And thus it began, back in 2016, I think. Since then, with no intention initially to build 
up a whole corpus of arrangements, I added first the E major Prelude (surprising choice!), 
then the G minor Fugue, followed by the Chaconne and finally the complete A minor 
Sonata, completed in March this year. A Fugue needs a Prelude, and the Prelude to the G 
minor is simply not suited to arrange. I came up with the idea of substituting the Prelude 
from the Cello Suite in C minor, no 5, as it is in the same key as the G minor Fugue when 
played on the viola. The join from the Prelude to the Fugue is not quite as convincing as in 
the Cello Suite, but I think it works well enough, and was a neat solution for me! 
 
One of the reasons that I think (I hope!) the arrangements work well, is that there is no 
need to transpose any pitches. There are no bass notes below the compass of the 
instruments to be brought up an octave, as when transcribing works for keyboard. Every 
note Bach wrote is there, exactly as he wrote it. And then there are all the notes I have 
added, and the different way the notes are distributed between the four instruments. 



 
I hope the arrangements will bring the opportunity of playing these great works to lots of 
viola players, whether students, amateurs or professionals, who would not generally tackle 
them. They’re still not easy! But they’re a lot less difficult!  I think listeners who know the 
pieces in their original version for solo violin will agree that in these arrangements the music 
comes across as simpler and less effortful. The virtuosity of pretending to be several players 
at once is removed, for better or for worse.  
 
The biggest new element in the arrangements is that the musical line, instead of being 
played by one person, is passed around between the four violas in a conversational way that 
allows for interaction between the different “voices”. I was inspired by Bach’s writing for 
multiple strings in works such as the third Brandenburg Concerto. Bach himself transcribed 
the E major Prelude for his Cantata BWV 29 and the G minor Fugue for organ (BWV 539). I 
like to think that he might not have disapproved of my audacity in arranging his works, 
especially since we know from his son Carl Philip Emmanuel that he loved playing the viola!  
 
One of the miracles in Bach’s writing for the solo violin is the way he manages to create the 
illusion of harmonies which the violin on its own can’t actually play. To some extent, what I 
have added are the harmonies and other parts which were implied but not written. I cannot 
hope to have mastered Bach’s style, but I have tried not to deviate from it, to the best of my 
ability! Needless to say, this is no attempt to improve on the originals, which are uniquely 
brilliant and self-sufficient. It is simply a different way of presenting the music, which is fun 
for the players and hopefully enjoyable to listen to as well.  
 
Earlier this year I managed to persuade three wonderful viola colleagues, all string quartet 
players, to join me for a concert of the arrangements, with the aim of recording and filming 
the concert. I was overjoyed with the result, and so grateful to them for their enthusiasm 
and wonderful musicality which enabled us to put the concert together with the inevitably 
limited rehearsal time. Thank you Hélène Clement, Gary Pomeroy and Becky Jones!  The link 

to the film is: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z9WHlXhSjog 
 
I’m now looking into publishing the parts and scores, which I hope will be easier to do as a 
result of the film.  If any of you would like to know when they become available, please 
email me at robinireland@rocketmail.com and I’ll add you to the list.  If you’re really keen 
to play one or two pieces sooner, I can send you PDFs for you to print out.  
 
I hope you enjoy the recording! 
 
P.S. I decided to refer to each piece in its original key, to avoid confusion. They are all, of 
course, transposed down a fifth for the viola version.  
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