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ABSTRACT 

 
 

 The perception of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) in New York City during the time 

of the Great War can be illuminated through two threads: 1) reception history and reputation, and 

2) contemporary performance practices. Between 1914 and 1927, the reputation of Bach 

migrated away from one having nationalistic and Romantic associations to one embodying both 

a “universal” objectivity and a distinctly American subjectivity. Similarly, the manner in which 

Bach’s music was performed also changed. Before the Great War, transcribing and arranging 

Bach’s music was common. After the war, some New York City critics began to advocate for 

Bach’s music to be played as historical reconstructions. Transcriptions and arrangements 

continued to be performed alongside historical reconstructions, and both a subjective and 

historically “objective” approaches to performing the composer’s music existed. New York City 

musician William Henry Humiston (1869-1923) and his idea of Bach provides a useful case 

study of one musician’s approach to understanding the composer. Humiston’s perception of the 

Baroque composer and his own transcriptions and arrangements of Bach’s music reveal a blend 

of both personal subjectivity and historical awareness.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The large-scale works of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) have been omnipresent in 

Western culture since Felix Mendelssohn famously performed the St. Matthew Passion in 1829, 

essentially reviving the composer’s concert music for the general public. Bach’s appearance on 

concert programs has continued to the present day, thanks to those who viewed his music as 

relevant to their own time. By examining a cross-section of music history, one may observe the 

manner in which the composer’s music has maintained significance for so many years. In this 

thesis, I explore the reception of Johann Sebastian Bach in New York City during the years 

surrounding America’s involvement in World War I, concentrating especially on the years 1914-

1927.  

This project started with an exploration of the archive of a New York City musician, 

William Henry Humiston (1869-1923), in the LaBudde Special Collections at the University of 

Missouri-Kansas City’s Miller Nichols Library. Considered by his contemporaries to be a 

leading American authority on Bach, Wagner, and MacDowell, Humiston made several 

arrangements and transcriptions of Bach’s music during his lifetime that are extant in the 

archival collection, many of which were likely made around 1920, two years after the end of the 

Great War. Interested in the context of these reworkings, I began to investigate what New 

Yorkers thought of Bach at this time and important questions subsequently emerged. What was 

the overall perception of the composer? What did Americans, who had recently engaged in a war 

with Germany, think of this German composer?  
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After establishing the general perception of Bach in the years before, during, and after 

World War I in New York City, I researched the manner in which his music was performed at 

that time. How ubiquitous was the practice of transcribing Bach’s music? What alternative 

performance practices existed? How did critics and audiences respond to the transcription? The 

ways in which Americans performed Bach’s music along with the composer’s post-war reception 

provided an environment in which to situate Humiston’s own reworkings of Bach’s music. As a 

result, his thesis addresses these questions about Bach and his music in early twentieth-century 

America by examining both New Yorkers’ ideas as well as Humiston’s specific, personal 

perspective. 

Extensive research has never been conducted on either Humiston’s perception of Bach or 

his transcriptions and arrangements. The New Yorker’s career as scholar and composer, 

however, has been documented by Eric A. Hansen in his 1987 master’s thesis at the University 

of Missouri-Kansas City, “William Henry Humiston: American Music Scholar and Composer.”1 

Hansen primarily focuses on Humiston’s career as music critic, writer, and composer rather than 

on his specific ideas of Bach and does not contribute any critical attention to Humiston’s 

transcriptions and arrangements. This study differs from Hansen’s in two fundamental ways: 1) 

my research describes the transcriptions and arrangements as well as the manner in which they 

were adapted from earlier editions, and 2) I offer a discussion of Bach’s reception in New York 

City that provides context for a more detailed analysis of Humiston’s conception of the Baroque 

composer.  

Especially important for this study are three of Humiston’s publications about Bach that 

propagated Humiston’s perception of the composer to his contemporary audience. These sources 

                                                
1 Eric A. Hansen, “William Henry Humiston: An American Music Scholar and Composer,” (Master’s Thesis, 
University of Missouri-Kansas City, 1987). 
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comprise a small booklet of chiefly biographical information titled Little Biographies: Bach 

(1921),2 “The Lighter Side of Bach,” an article published in the 1922 Proceedings of the Music 

Teacher’s National Association,3 and selected program notes written for the New York 

Philharmonic Society from 1916-1920. In addition to the manuscripts in the Humiston collection, 

the bulk of primary sources are articles, reviews, and editorials published in the New York 

Times.4 Other primary sources include contemporary journal articles, books, writings in other 

New York City newspapers, and the archival materials in William Henry Humiston’s collection. 

Wanda Landowska’s book Music of the Past (published in English in 1924) proved especially 

useful when researching Bach performance practice.5 Her book serves as one representative 

voice of the changing tastes and opinions of early twentieth-century musicians who no longer 

found the ideologies and aesthetic preferences of the Romantic era suitable. 

A useful secondary source that addresses Bach’s reception in New York City is Mary 

Greer’s “‘The Public…Would Probably Prefer Something that Appeals Less to the Brain and 

More to the Senses.’: The Reception of Bach’s Music in New York City, 1855-1900” published 

in 2003 in Bach in America, the fifth volume of the Bach Perspectives series. Greer traces 

Bach’s reception in the city from his first performances in the mid-nineteenth century to 1900. 

Her study provides insight into New Yorkers’ opinions and the performance practices of Bach’s 

music through an examination of reviews published in the city’s newspapers. In addition to 

citing some of these reviews, I draw on Greer’s observations to contrast the early twentieth-

century ideas of the composer against that of the previous Romantic generation. 

                                                
2 William Henry Humiston, Little Biographies: Bach (New York: Breitkopf Publications, 1921). 
3 William Henry Humiston, “The Lighter Side of Bach,” Proceedings of the Music Teacher’s National Association 
(1922). 
4 Only newspapers written in English were consulted for this thesis.  
5 Wanda Landowska, Music of the Past, translated by William Aspenwall Bradley (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1924). 
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Glenn Watkins’ 2003 book Proof Through the Night was also an important secondary 

source for this study.6 In it, Watkins discusses the role of music during World War I in both 

Europe and the United States. The source supplies information regarding America’s musical 

attitudes throughout the War, and was particularly useful in its description of Americans’ 

attitudes toward German music.  

The reception of Bach shifted during and after the Great War and consequently Bach 

became a composer who fit into the ideas of the burgeoning Modern era. As America fought 

with Germany, patriotism accompanied by xenophobia heightened and German music was 

subjected to harsh criticism and even complete banishment in New York’s concert halls. Chapter 

2 focuses on the manner in which perceptions of Bach changed during this tumultuous time. 

Before World War I, the composer was viewed nationalistically and lauded as the beginning of a 

lineage of German composers that extended through Beethoven and culminated with Wagner. 

During the War, however, anti-German sentiment in New York City forced its citizens to 

reconsider their perception of Bach. New Yorkers subsequently constructed an identity for Bach 

in which the composer was perceived as either objective and autonomous or spiritual and, 

therefore, subjective. 

Chapter 3 discusses the manner in which the Great War affected the performance practice 

of Bach’s music. Before the war, one of the common ways in which to perform Bach’s music 

was through orchestral or solo transcriptions and arrangements that often placed focused more on 

the performer than the composer. After the War, however, Richard Aldrich (1863-1937) at the 

New York Times strongly argued for historically informed reconstructions. A new level of 

attempted objectivity in Bach’s music emerged, and with this, the practice of transcribing and 

                                                
6 Glenn Watkins, Proof Through the Night (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003).  
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arranging the Baroque composer’s music rather than performing it as written became a widely 

and publically debated topic amongst Bach enthusiasts. Though several musicians performed in a 

historically reconstructed manner, Bach’s music also continued to be played in arrangements and 

transcriptions, despite frequent criticisms. The result was a duality in which musicians could 

perceive Bach as historically autonomous—an object of history best expressed in performance 

through historical reconstructions—while simultaneously perform his music according to their 

individual tastes.   

 Chapter 4 contextualizes William Henry Humiston’s own transcriptions and 

arrangements within this early twentieth-century environment. In this chapter, I explore some of 

the vestigial Romantic ideas of Bach that influenced Humiston’s perception during and after the 

war, including a critical study of his own Bach transcriptions and arrangements. Humiston later 

followed contemporary trends by applying historically oriented approaches to Bach. Humiston’s 

complete idea of the composer contains a blend of emerging fashions with older traditions. 

Ultimately, more is revealed about those who performed Bach’s music in early twentieth-

century New York than about the composer himself. As Americans of a new generation emerged 

from the carnage of world warfare, they imbued their art with the new characteristics of their 

drastically changed world. Bach’s reception during this time is a study of the shifting contexts of 

music. The changes in the perception of Bach and the manner in which his music was performed 

serve as indicators of Romanticism’s end and Modernism’s solidification in America.  
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CHAPTER 2 

JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH AND THE GREAT WAR 

 

When the United States entered the Great War on April 6, 1917, it experienced the 

beginnings of a cultural upheaval that upended its musical identity. Particularly in New York 

City, the long-standing presence of German art music nearly evaporated. In an era when 

nationalism held a strong footing, German composers, both living and dead, were among those 

whose integrity and intent were questioned. The New York Philharmonic Society refused to play 

the music of Richard Strauss (1864-1949), as many disliked the idea of a living, German 

composer drawing royalties from American performances. Richard Wagner (1813-1883), 

especially, was deemed too nationalistic for Americans during the war, which resulted in both 

outright bans and modest curtailments of performances of his music across the city. Johann 

Sebastian Bach, a man who was long championed in America as the father of German music and 

a precursor to Beethoven and Wagner, was afforded a fate much different than those of many 

other German composers. As America continued to redefine itself and its music during and after 

the Great War, the overall perception of Bach in New York City changed from nationalistic to 

dualistic in which the composer embodied both a perceived historical objectivity and subjective 

religiousness, a perception that better suited the tastes and trends of the era. 

Nationalism and Bach 

In the decades preceding the war in America, New Yorkers perceived Bach in 

nationalistic contexts and viewed him as beginning of a lineage of great Germans that extended 

through Mozart and Beethoven and generally concluded with Wagner. Bach’s reputation was the 
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product of the opinions of the previous century, wherein Romantic sentiments merged with 

nationalistic ideologies.  

At the time of his death in 1750, Bach’s contemporaries generally perceived him as 

outmoded. Bernd Sponheuer notes, however, that this “outdated” perception changed around the 

turn of the nineteenth century. The term “gothic,” he writes, had been pejoratively applied to 

Bach by late eighteenth-century musicians. Jean Jacques Rousseau defined “gothic” in 1768 as 

“confused,” “pompous,” “calculated,” and “dark,” but regarding Bach at the century’s close, the 

term had shifted from a pejorative one to one with positive connotations.1  

 “Gothic” objects changed from being outdated and obscure to becoming admirable 

models upon which a society could reflect in admiration and claim ownership of their cultural 

and national heritage. Sponheuer cites Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s “Hymn to the Strasbourg 

Cathedral” as a literary example of this newfound admiration for monuments of the past. The 

new “gothic” Bach is reflected in E. T. A. Hoffman’s Kreisleriana (1814), in which Hoffman 

wrote “[i]n Bach’s motet for eight voices, I see the bold and wonderful, romantic cathedral with 

all of its fantastic embellishments, which, artistically swept up into a whole, proudly and 

magnificently rise into the air…”2   

 The changing view of Bach from an outmoded to revered “gothic” figure coincided with 

a renewed interest in the composer’s music. Karl Friedrich Zelter (1758-1832) and his choral 

society, the Berliner Sing-Akademie, began performing Bach’s choral works in the early 

nineteenth century after Zelter became conductor of the ensemble in 1800. The Sing-Akademie’s 

performances eventually inspired a young Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847) to resurrect the St. 

                                                
1 Bernd Sponheuer, “Reconstructing Ideal Types of the ‘German’ in Music,” in Music and German National 
Identity, edited by Celia Applegate and Pamela Potter (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 
48-49. 
2 Quoted in Bernd Sponheuer, “Reconstructing Ideal Types of the ‘German’ in Music,” 50.  
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Matthew Passion in 1829. The reverence of the “gothic” masters provided a public forum in 

which Germans could take pride in their heritage. Although deceased, German musicians in the 

nineteenth century drafted Bach as a participant in this nationalistic fervor.  

In 1837, Schumann wondered whether, “[a]ltogether, would it not be a timely and useful 

undertaking, if the German Nation decided to publish a complete collection and edition of all the 

works of Bach? One might think so…”3 One organization did think so, and in 1850, the Bach-

Gesellchaft was founded. The society began to serially publish the complete works of Bach, and 

each volume was overseen by prominent German scholars, performers, and composers—among 

them, Robert Schumann, Franz Liszt, and Louis Spohr. 

Richard Wagner (1813-1883) also fervently adopted the nationalistic ideologies applied 

to Bach. In his essay Was ist deutsch? (1865), Wagner claimed Bach as the beginning of the 

current state of German music, noting particularly the creative manner in which Bach composed 

during a time when the music of others, in his view, lacked originality. He charged his readers:  

Let anyone who wishes to grasp the wonderful individuality, power, and significance of 
the German spirit in an incomparably eloquent image but look keenly and thoughtfully at 
the otherwise almost unexplainably puzzling phenomenon of the musical miracle man 
Sebastian Bach. He is in himself the history of the German spirit through that horrible 
century during which the light of the German people was completely extinguished.4  
 
Along with those advocates of musical nationalism, others also appropriated Bach for 

Romanticism in the final quarter of the nineteenth century. In Philipp Spitta’s influential 

biography, J. S. Bach (1873-80), the author eagerly remade the composer for his own era. He 

described his idea of a duality and complexity present in Bach’s music reflective of 

contemporary discussions of absolute and program music, surmising that “vocal and instrumental 

or poetic and pure—these are the poles by whose powers of attraction and repulsion the 
                                                
3 Quoted in The New Bach Reader, edited by Hans T. David and Arthur Mendel, revised and enlarged by Christoph 
Wolff (New York and London: W.W. Norton, 1998): 503.  
4 Ibid., 505. 
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development of music is kept in a state of flux…This mixture is what makes it possible to call 

Bach a Romantic in the highest sense…”5 

The Romantic-National perception, in which Bach represented the emergence of the true 

“German spirit” in music, continued throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. As 

more and more volumes were published by the Bach-Gesellschaft, the composer’s music began 

to circulate and slowly entered the performing repertoire of individual ensembles in New York 

City. The editions first appeared in America around 1850, and as they traveled from Germany to 

the United States, they carried with them the Romantic-National perception established by their 

German advocates.6 

In New York City, Bach’s music was often paired with Wagner’s on concert programs, 

and a symbiosis between the reception history of the two formed. In “The Life of Bach,” a New 

York Times article published on June 9, 1900, an anonymous author echoed other nineteenth-

century Bach paeans and noted that “[i]n the marvelous pages penned by this obscure organist 

[Bach], lie the germs of all that Mozart, Beethoven, and Wagner have given us. All forms, all 

styles, and all instrumental idioms are foreshadowed, if not actually contained in this man’s 

work.”7 Here, the author teleologically situated Bach as the beginning of the aforementioned 

commonly cited lineage of German composers.  

Bach’s Romantic-National perception, as well as the sympathetic relationship between 

Bach and Wagner, continued through the years immediately preceding the Great War. In 1911, 

Isadora Duncan (1878-1927), the modern dancer known for resurrecting ancient forms of 

movement from Greek archeological iconography, danced a solo recital with musicians of the 
                                                
5 Ibid., 505-506. 
6 For a study of early Bach reception in America during the nineteenth century, consult Barbara Owen, “Bach 
Comes to America” in Bach in America, edited by Stephen A. Crist (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois 
Press, 2003): 1-14. 
7 “The Life of Bach,” New York Times, June 9, 1900.  
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New York Symphony Society in a program comprised entirely of music by Bach and Wagner. 8 

In a similar pairing in 1914, the New York Symphony Society programmed Bach’s Brandenburg 

Concerto No. 1 with a series of Handel transcriptions and arias from Wagner’s music dramas 

performed by mezzo-soprano Olive Fremstad (1871-1951).9  

 “German” Identities Questioned 

When war broke out on the European continent in 1914, Germany’s previously lauded 

contributions to Western musical culture became suspect. As word of European conflict reached 

the United States in 1914, censorship of German music quickly followed. At a time when mostly 

European immigrants comprised the nation’s orchestras and conductors held rehearsals in 

German rather than English, some Americans began to question what effect such a melting-pot 

of peoples would have on the nation’s musical culture.10  Walter Damrosch (1862-1950), 

German-born conductor of the New York Symphony Society, frequently voiced his opinions on 

these issues throughout the Great War. In the 1914 New York Times editorial titled “Neutrality in 

Music,” an anonymous writer recounted the manner in which Damrosch urged New York 

musicians to set aside national differences. The conductor described his opinion that music had 

the potential to bring all peoples together rather than divide. After drawing attention to the 

ubiquitous presence of German musicians in American orchestras, Damrosch noted that these 

members were forced to play alongside people of other nationalities, including French, Russians, 

and Italians. Though Damrosch categorized musicians according to nationality, he stated that, 

“[a]s members of the great republic of music they must be friends and brothers…”11 For 

                                                
8 “Miss Duncan Dances to Wagner Music,” New York Times, February 16, 1911. 
9 “The New York Symphony: Mme. Olive Fremstad the Soloist at its Second Concert,” New York Times, November 
2, 1914. 
10 Glenn Watkins, Proof Through the Night: Music and the Great War (Berkley: University of California Press, 
2003): 300. 
11 “Neutrality in Music,” New York Times, October 7, 1914. 
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Damrosch, music formed a utopian haven in which art assuaged the hostilities caused by 

perceived differences in national identity.  

Tensions continued to rise throughout the early years of the war in Europe, and by the 

time the United States was drawn into the conflict, idealistic and utopian visions were crumbling. 

At first, the United States attempted to maintain a neutral stance. In 1915, German submarines 

began an aggressive conquest in the Atlantic Ocean, resulting in the destruction of several ships, 

including the British Lusitania, and the loss of innocent American lives.12 The country refused to 

ignore the mounting hostility, and what was once a firm neutrality shifted toward an active 

defense. By April 1917, the county was no longer passively optimistic—its government and its 

people were moving toward war.  

Consequently, the 1917-18 concert season proved challenging for New York City’s 

musical organizations. European music, particularly works composed by Germans, comprised 

the core of concert material, and now this same music was the means through which politics and 

propaganda were being spread. In “The War in its Relation to American Music,” Harvard music 

professor Walter R. Spalding lamented America’s dependency on “foreign influences” in its 

music, writing how “[f]or many years we have depended almost entirely upon Germany for 

musical literature, for instruction and for executive artists…Grateful as we must be for all this 

assistance, it is not ungracious to feel that now it is high time to shake off this yoke and develop 

a music worthy of the inheritance of a free people.”13  

Among the more public and controversial attacks against German music in New York 

was the Metropolitan Opera House’s ban of German opera. Joseph Horowitz notes that, during 

the war, the music of only four German composers was performed—Friedrich von Flotow, 

                                                
12 Watkins, Proof Through the Night, 245.   
13 Walter R. Spalding, “The War in Its Relation to American Music,” Musical Quarterly 4, no. 1 (January 1918), 10.  
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Anton Weber, Giacomo Meyerbeer, and Mozart—and that these operas were sung in either the 

original Italian or French, or, in the case of Flotow’s German-language Martha, oder der Markt 

zu Richmond, performed in English translation.14 Richard Wagner’s music was banned 

altogether. This ban was one of the most controversial and widely debated and is especially 

relevant because of the composer’s perceived relationship to Bach. 

New Yorkers held divergent opinions of German music during the Great War, and 

Wagner’s complete removal from the Met spawned both disgust and praise. Gertrude Atherton 

(1857-1948) favored the ban and, in a New York Times editorial, discussed suitable replacements 

for the “barbarisms” of German music. She argued that music could not exist independently from 

the nation in which it was created: 

The Metropolitan Opera House has promised that we shall not have our blood curdled by 
listening to the German language this winter, but does that mean we are to have, in 
tentatively administered doses, the operas of Wagner sung in English? Are we to be 
treated to that stale platitude (and unintelligent lie) of art knowing no nationality; as for 
instance, it knows not sex nor color nor time nor space? O Art, how many lies have been 
perpetrated in thy name!15  

 
Atherton admitted that she herself had been a fan of Wagner, but that duty to one’s country in 

times of war superseded loyalty to art. She concluded her argument by reinforcing the opinion 

that national bonds and music are inseparable. “It [music] finds conduits in the most unexpected 

places,” she wrote, “and it never misrepresents, to the sympathetic ear, the peculiar individuality 

of the ego that gave it birth…and for that reason alone no one with any artistic sincerity 

maintains that music is universal. It is more national than language or complexion. ”16  

                                                
14 Joseph Horowitz, Wagner Nights: An American History (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1994), 298.  
15 Gertrude Atherton, “Russian Opera for German: An Exchange to Benefit an Ally and Ourselves,” New York 
Times, November 13, 1917. 
16 Ibid. 
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On the opposing side, William Henry Humiston (1869-1923), in a Times editorial, argued 

against what he saw as injustices imposed upon Wagner and German music while 

simultaneously asserting his stance against the actions of the German “Hun.” He deconstructed 

the illogic of banning the composer who, as he claimed, “fought for liberty in Dresden in 1848-

9” and whose Ring Cycle was “a paean of democracy”:  

There is a statement in this morning’s Times to the effect that the Wagner performances 
at the Metropolitan Opera House “have not been missed.” To this I wish to enter a most 
emphatic denial…By all means punish Germany to the utmost—ban the works of living 
composers, and even those of dead composers whose heirs are still drawing royalties; 
taboo the German language—but why should we emulate the Hun by destroying works of 
art?17  
 
It was inevitable, with so many people discussing the role of Wagner in American 

concert life, that Bach—who had become so closely tied to Wagner and to the German nation in 

pre-war America—would also be called into question. Organ builder Ernest M. Skinner (1866-

1961) was one of the first to publicly pull Bach into the musical-political debate in the Times. 

Writing from Boston on Nov. 5, 1917, Skinner adopted a stance similar to Humiston’s on the 

debate over German music in New York City during wartime. In an editorial, he sarcastically 

asked the question, “Why not throw out all German literature from our libraries and the old 

masters from the art galleries? A suitable headline would then read: ‘America throws Wagner, 

Bach, Goethe, Rembrandt, and Martin Luther into the ash barrel. Evangelical churches may close 

until war is over. Military necessity the cause.’”18  Where did Bach fit amid this combative, 

heated rhetoric? Were Americans supposed to shun him and other prominent historical German 

figures as many had done to Wagner?  

                                                
17 William Henry Humiston, “Wagner Operas: The composer Put Among German Fighters for Liberty,” New York 
Times, September 8, 1918. 
18 Ernest Skinner, “Metropolitan Ban on Wagner the Theme of Many Letters and Conflicting Views,” New York 
Times, November 11, 1917. 
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Unlike Wagner, Bach passed unscathed through the curtailments of performances of 

German music during the Great War. As expressed through those who wrote about Bach at the 

time, New Yorkers modified the manner in which they thought about the composer during this 

time, essentially producing a completely new idea of who Bach was and what he represented. 

Two new constructions of Bach’s identity emerged and ensured the composer’s safety during 

this war-time German phobia, consequently pushing him away from the dominant Romantic-

National duality. The first stripped Bach of his German identity, thereby making him more 

objective and “universal,” while the second placed him in a purely “American” subjectivity.  

 “Universality” 

 Although German music was struck from the Metropolitan Opera stage, New York’s 

orchestras continued to perform it, though less frequently than before the war. During the 1917-

18 season, for example, the New York Philharmonic reduced its German/Austrian repertoire to 

forty percent, a decrease from sixty-five percent in pre-war years.19 The city’s two prominent 

orchestras—the New York Philharmonic Society and the New York Symphony Society—

continued to perform the music of deceased German composers.  

Walter Damrosch, who spoke of music’s neutralizing effect on national difference prior 

to America’s involvement in the war, voiced his support for a new “universal” perception of 

deceased German composers at the New York Symphony Society and the New York 

Philharmonic Society’s joint concert that opened the 1917-18 season. Damrosch spoke on the 

organizations’ behalf:  

                                                
19 Howard Shanet, Philharmonic: A History of New York’s Orchestra (Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company, 
1975): 227.  
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Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms are not to be looked on as Prussians, but as great creative 
artists contributing to the development of the world: they no longer belong to the country 
in which they were born, but are part of the artistic life of the civilized world.20  
 
The conductor charged his audience not to view Bach as “Prussian,” but as autonomous. 

He also applied this “universal” idea to the popular lineage of three German composers. Whereas 

in 1900 Wagner was seen as the end of the Bach-Beethoven heritage, Damrosch replaced him 

with Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) in 1917—making the lineage now Bach-Beethoven-Brahms.  

Josef Stransky (1872-1939), conductor of the Philharmonic Society, later made similar 

claims about the music of deceased German composers. On January 22, 1918, the New York 

Times published an article explaining that the New York Philharmonic Society would refrain 

from performing the works of living German composers until the war ended. 21  The first piece to 

be cut from the orchestra’s repertoire was Richard Strauss’s Till Eulenspiegel, which had 

recently been removed from a scheduled program and replaced with music by American 

composer Edward MacDowell (1860-1909). Though the music of living Germans would not 

appear on the orchestra’s concerts until the end of the war, the music of deceased Germans 

evaded this hostility. At the time of this article’s publication, the Philharmonic Society had 

recently performed a Beethoven-Brahms festival, and a program of Bach’s and Wagner’s music 

was scheduled for the near future. The article explained that, to justify these German music 

concerts, “the Directors had decided to adopt the procedure followed in England and France 

since the war, whereby these ‘old masters’ of music are not made to suffer for the acts of their 

countrymen today.”22  

                                                
20 “Two Orchestras Open Their Season: Symphony Society and Philharmonic Greeted by Big Audiences in Carnegie 
Hall; Damrosch Speaks of War; Bach and Beethoven, He Says, Must Not Be Regarded as Prussians, but as Creative 
Artists,” New York Times, October 26, 1917. 
21 “Philharmonic Bars German Composers,” New York Times, January 22, 1918. 
22 Ibid. 
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The directors of New York City’s two prominent orchestras urged audiences to hear the 

music of deceased German composers without national biases. The removal of such associations 

subsequently created a more autonomous, “universal” perception of this music and allowed for 

the continued performance of select German repertoire, including Bach’s music, throughout the 

war. 

 Bach and “American” Religion 

Bach’s music also survived during the Great War because of a perceived religious 

element.23 Americans found that Bach’s sacred texts and the music to which they were set 

supplied them with a “spiritual” inspiration and relief from the strife of war. This was 

particularly true at the Bethlehem Bach Festival, an annual concert in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania 

on which Bach’s music was exclusively featured. Though this festival was held some distance 

from New York City audiences, critics reported back to New Yorkers on the festival’s events and 

the choir traveled to the city twice, performing with the New York Philharmonic Society on 

January 20, 1917, and again on January 26, 1918.24  

The Bethlehem Bach Choir held its first festival on March 27, 1900. Dr. John Frederick 

Wolle (1863-1933), founder of the ensemble, conducted Bach’s Mass in B minor on the first 

concert, an event that many considered widely successful.25 Wolle and his choir continued the 

annual festival throughout the early twentieth century, and by the time America entered the Great 

War, Bach’s music had become especially important in serving the spiritual needs of the 

festival’s attendees. 

                                                
23 Though Bach’s music was often mentioned in a Christian religious context in the Bethlehem Bach Festivals, its 
specific association with Lutheranism was rarely expressed.  
24 Raymond Walters, The Bethlehem Bach Choir: an Historical and Interpretative Sketch (Boston and New York: 
Houghton Mifflin, 1918): 150. 
25 For example, F. H. Homstock, the Oratorio Society of New York’s treasurer, said “The Choir was letter perfect 
and Professor Wolle has done wonderfully well.” Quoted in Raymond Walters, The Bethlehem Bach Choir: 51. 
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American musical patriotism, under which Wagner’s music became suspect, 

characterized one unnamed author’s article in New York World regarding the 1917 Festival. In it, 

the author noted, “Bethlehem’s Bach Festival takes place as usual without a twitter of opposition. 

The example of sanity is recommended to the musical pulse patriots who were prepared to make 

an issue of Wagner at the Metropolitan.”26 Little did the author know that “those prepared to 

make an issue of Wagner” would, during the following season, refrain from programming the 

composer’s works altogether.  

Writers and critics covering the wartime festivals insisted that the political events in 

which the country was involved not interfere with the performance of Bach’s music. Reviewers 

from the New York Globe, Christian Science Monitor, and Outlook magazine all agreed that the 

Festivals were important, and that Bach was needed during this difficult time. The general 

population also agreed, and as the Christian Science Monitor reported, “pilgrims” from twenty-

seven states attended the 1917 Bethlehem Bach Festival.27 Similarly, the Musical Courier 

reported that this particular festival was better attended than that of any previous year.28   

The religious dimension of Bach’s music appealed most to these American “pilgrims” 

during 1917-1918. Pitts Sanborn of the New York Globe commented in his review of the 1917 

Festival that to remove the “churchly surroundings” of Bach’s music would be to obscure the full 

meaning of the music, robbing it of its intended effect.29 Reverend W. E. Brooks also noted the 

spirituality of Bach in Bethlehem in his Christian Work article, “Bach in War-Time.” Brooks not 

only explained the composer’s religious importance during the war but also simultaneously 

                                                
26 Quoted in Raymond Walters, The Bethlehem Bach Choir, 134.  
27 Ibid., 135.  
28 Ibid., 143.  
29 Ibid., 141. 
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chastised Wagner and the violent vision of a mythological Germany depicted in the composer’s 

works. His religiously and politically charged statement is worth quoting in full.  

Bethlehem has been called the American Bayreuth. It is most exceedingly not that. 
Bayreuth is the shrine of Nietzsche set to music, of sword motifs and fire motifs, of 
valkyries who ride terribly, and Rhine maidens who guard the treasure that gives world 
power to him who holds it. When we are done with swords and fire now we want no 
more of them, and we pray for the coming of the day when the Rhine-gold may be sunk 
in the depths of the sea, where none may ever dream of holding it or its power again. But 
Bethlehem stands for other things. It is the shrine of Christianity set to music, of a God at 
once all powerful and all merciful, of His Son crucified once, but risen forever, and to be 
dominant in life. We want no Bayreuth in America any more than we want the things for 
which Bayreuth stands. But we do want the things for which Bach sang. And those of us 
who heard the great choir sing under Dr. Wolle’s dynamic leadership believe that 
Bethlehem will increasingly become a shrine for America, not only musically, though 
that is much, but for the higher things whose hand-maidens the great arts have ever 
been.30  
 
Brooks was obviously referring to Wagner, though the composer’s name was never 

mentioned, through his references to Bayreuth, Rhine-gold, Valkyries, and musical motifs. His 

article provides a direct comparison of Bach and Wagner, attributing Christian elements to the 

former and warlike elements to the latter. The author focuses on how Wagner’s music dramas are 

filled with destructive images—Bach, however, is the exact opposite. For Brooks, Bethlehem 

was not America’s Bayreuth but rather, America’s Bethlehem: the holy city of Christ’s birth. The 

city was not representative of Wagner’s imperial Prussia but instead the birthplace of 

Christianity. Bach’s music during the wartime Festivals transmitted the Christian message and 

helped to establish Bethlehem, Pennsylvania as a religious center for America.  

This separation of Wagner and Bach had not yet permeated the musical thinking in New 

York City during the 1917-1918 concert season. In January, a few months prior to the 1918 

Festival, the Bethlehem Bach Choir made their second trip to New York City thanks to the 

financial support of Charles M. Schwab. The ensemble sang with Josef Stransky and the New 

                                                
30 Ibid., 144.  
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York Philharmonic Society, and the program consisted of two Bach chorales, excerpts from the 

Mass in B minor, and selections from Wagner’s Parsifal. 

Religion and spirituality played an important role in this program. Bach’s coupling with 

Wagner, which had been crumbling because of the latter’s perceived nationalism, continued in 

this concert because of the specifically religious selections from Parsifal performed by the 

Philharmonic Symphony. The New York Evening Post reported that “Mr. Stransky conducted the 

Wagner numbers not only with that sense of dramatic values which is one of his specialties, but 

with a profound appreciation of the religious significance. The placing together in the same 

programme of the religious music of Bach and the mystic sacred music of ‘Parsifal’ was a stroke 

of genius.”31 Rather than highlight the pair’s Germanic heritage, Stransky and the Bach Choir 

exploited religious similarities, therefore abating war-time hostilities toward perceived 

nationalism in German music.  

The Bethlehem Bach Choir and New York Philharmonic Society’s joint concert opened 

in an overtly patriotic way with the singing of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” Over three thousand 

voices, including the entire audience as well as musicians onstage, sang the patriotic anthem—

the act was described as “stirring beyond telling.”32 Opening a program that consisted mostly, if 

not entirely, of German music with the national anthem was, as Glenn Watkins notes, a tactic of 

New York’s musical organizations to offset German/Austrian repertoire with an act of American 

patriotism.33  

This overt American patriotism also characterized the Bethlehem Bach Choir’s 1918 

Festival. A New York Times reporter noted particular tinges of American pride throughout the 

                                                
31 Ibid., 166. 
32 Ibid., 163. 
33 Watkins, Proof Through the Night: Music and the Great War,  297. 
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event, mentioning that the concert also opened with “The Star-Spangled Banner.” 34 The musical 

selections chosen for the festival, performed in English, seemed to be tailored to a war-weary 

audience in need of spiritual support. The program included Bach’s “My Spirit Was in 

Heaviness,” “God’s Time Is the Best,” “World, Farewell,” and “Ode to Mourning,” and 

concluded with a performance of the Mass in B Minor.35 

An editorial outlining the spiritual elements of the 1918 Bach Festival in Bethlehem 

appeared in Outlook magazine after the Festival concluded. The author (identified simply as E. 

H. A.) also agreed that Bach’s music provided a respite for the spirit during the war, and that 

both “entertainment” and “re-creation” were present in the composer’s music. 36  

The author claimed Bach as an ally in the war—a man who was German, but one who 

was not aligned with Prussian forces: “[f]ortunately, the music of Bach is something the Hun can 

never destroy…nor can the Hun silence Bach’s music in America.”37 In a lengthy aside, the 

author described a festival anecdote involving a conversation with an American scientist 

involved in the war. This scientist took satisfaction in utilizing German technology against them, 

and to this the writer admitted that “[t]here is somewhat the same satisfaction in getting this 

spiritual recuperative power which we need in this war from a German source [Bach’s music].”38  

Instances such as the 1918 Bethlehem Bach Festival were immensely important to Bach’s 

overall reception in America during the Great War. Prior to this time, New York City’s 

audiences in particular struggled to accept the music of Bach in the concert hall. Romantics 

favored more emotive music, full textures, and sweeping melodies, and these same people 

                                                
34 “Bethlehem Holds its Bach Festival,” New York Times, May 26, 1918, 17.  
35 Ibid. 
36 E. H. A., “Bach at Bethlehem,” Outlook (June 5, 1918): 219. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
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perceived Bach’s music as too heady, even excessively mathematical.39 Americans in 1918, 

however, found that the composer’s music and sacred texts were not as overly intellectual as 

once perceived, and that they now spoke directly to them in immediate and meaningful ways.  

Post-War Opinions 

When combat subsided in 1918, Americans’ harsh opinions of German music cooled. In 

a 1919 letter addressed to William Henry Humiston, Owen Wisten observed this tapering 

aggression, noting, “I think hostility toward German music will expire pretty soon.”40 Though 

life and music returned to a state of relative normalcy, some wartime perceptions of German 

music remained after the fighting ended, especially regarding Wagner. Lawrence Gilman (1878-

1939), music critic for Harper’s Weekly and the New York Tribune, lamented in 1921 that 

“Wagner—Wagner the composer—is dead; he died, they say, even before the war.”41 Though it 

seemed Wagner’s music would never return to its once cult-status on the American stage, the 

prospects for Bach were more promising.  

Because of changing attitudes toward Bach and his music during the war, the composer’s 

perception after the war drastically shifted. By the mid-1920s, an enthusiasm for Bach overtook 

New York City. During pianist Myra Hess’s recital on April 2, 1925, for example, New York 

Times critic Olin Downes noted in his review that, upon completion of her scheduled program: 

some one [sic] in the hall called out ‘Bach.’ The name was taken up by many other in 
different parts of the auditorium until ‘Bach’ could be heard from every part of the 
house…She responded to the demands of her audience with a prelude and fugue form the 
“Well-Tempered Clavichord.” This was not enough. The cry came again, “More Bach,” 
and was taken up as before…It may be said here that there are few more promising signs 

                                                
39 Mary J. Greer, “‘The Public…Would Probably Prefer Something that Appeals Less to the Brain and More to the 
Senses.’: The Reception of Bach’s Music in New York City, 1855-1900,” in Bach In America, volume 5 of Bach 
Perspectives, edited by Steven A. Crist (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2003): 104-105. 
40 Owen Wisten, “Letter to W. H. Humiston,” January 23, 1919, LaBudde Special Collections, William Henry 
Humiston Collection, Box 13, folder 5. 
41 Lawrence Gilman, “Music of the Month: The Decline and Fall of Wagner,” North American Review 213, no. 782 
(January 1921): 121.  
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of the times, musically speaking, than the manner in which Bach is constantly gaining in 
the esteem of the public.42 
 

Multiple encores of Bach’s music were common for Myra Hess. In the New York Times article, 

“The Spread of the ‘Bach Mania’ and Its Results on the Musical Life of Today,” Richard Aldrich 

described the performer’s popularity in Lincoln, Nebraska, where he noted that she had received 

the most demands for an encore than in any other city in which she played.43  

Regarding Bach’s post-war perception, Henry Davey commented in The Musical Times 

that the after-effects of war created challenges for Americans wanting to attend the Bach-Festival 

in Leipzig. Travel to the composer’s homeland was now extremely difficult, and he concluded 

that “[w]e may comfort ourselves with the thought that Bach’s music now requires no 

propaganda; it is accepted and loved all over the world.”44 With Bach stripped of his extraneous 

political and national associations, audiences began to enjoy the composer’s music without 

needing persuasion from advocates.  

Alexander Brent Smith even published an entire article in Music & Letters that attempted 

to debunk the once omnipresent syntheses between Bach and Wagner. He wrote that while the 

two were both “supreme artists,” “highly-skilled craftsmen,” and “impelled by a noble desire to 

produce great and good music,” they differed fundamentally in their artistic purposes, for “Bach 

works for art only, Wagner works for art and self.”45 Writing about the St. Matthew Passion, 

Smith attempted to further debunk the once-symbiotic relationship that had been promoted 

between the two composers, writing that Bach’s dramatic pacing in no way resembled Wagner’s 

technique—the former accents moments of drama while the latter drastically extends it over the 

                                                
42 Olin Downes, “Myra Hess’s Recital,” New York Times, April 2, 1925. 
43 Richard Aldrich, “The Spread of the ‘Bach Mania’ and Its Results on the Musical Life of Today,” New York 
Times, February 28, 1926.  
44 Henry Davey, “The Neue Bachgesellschaft Festival at Leipsic,” The Musical Times 61, no. 929 (July 1, 1920): 
487. 
45 Alexander Brent Smith, “The Workmanship of Bach,” Music & Letters 3, no. 3 (July 1922): 229. 
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course of many hours. These two styles, Smith posited, were in direct opposition to each other, 

and he claimed that Wagner attempted to deconstruct, even “destroy” the older dramatic style in 

which Bach excelled.  

By 1926, a new Modern Bach identity solidified that was thoroughly different from that 

of the previous generation dominated by the Wagner lineage. The unnamed author of a New York 

Times article explained this new perception:  

Today, when the world stands on a threshold at the end of the first quarter of a new 
century, when men glance back upon a period of formal conventions and established 
convictions (many of them shattered by recent convulsions), and forward into a complex 
future, Bach’s music strikes an increasingly common note voicing a present need. It is 
possible that the din of modern music may have done much to simplify Bach. Elderly 
ladies who flee from the crashing chords of an ultra-modern outburst in Carnegie Hall 
(not so long ago they almost fled from Bach) now listen with smiles of perfect 
understanding to Johann’s most learned fantasies and fugues. So do men. Compared with 
the often formless experiments of anarchistic moderns say they, Bach now speaks to them 
with the simplicity and charm of a little child.46  
 
Over only a couple of decades, during which time Americans’ opinion of German music 

drastically changed because of the war, the country formed a new idea of Bach that 

fundamentally differed from his earlier, Romantic perception. No longer was the composer held 

so firmly in the German tradition of Beethoven and Wagner. Gone, too, was the notion that his 

music was incapable of reaching the sentiments of American audiences. Instead, Bach existed 

within a duality, where the composer embodied both an objective “universality” and subjective 

“American” religiousness. Audiences were able to choose which of these Bach perceptions best 

aligned with their individual thoughts. Almost a decade after the war had ended, New Yorkers 

publically celebrated a “new enthusiasm” for Bach and his “charming simplicity” which was 

discovered, at least in part, thanks to the contrast provided by Modern composers.47 Amid this 

                                                
46 “Bach’s Music Arouses New Enthusiasm Today: Striking Revival of Widespread Interest in a Composer Long 
Worshiped by the Discerning Few Alone,” New York Times, March 21, 1926. 
47 Ibid.  
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time of great musical experimentation emerged Bach’s new, neutralized reception—a factor that 

made historically informed performance appealing to many postwar music critics and performers 

in New York City.  

 



   

25 
 

CHAPTER 3 

DUALITIES IN BACH PERFORMANCE PRACTICE 

 

 Like the changes in the perception of Bach from 1914 to 1918, the manner in which the 

composer’s music was performed also drastically changed during and after the Great War. As 

Americans applied “objectivity” to the long-deceased composer, Bach’s music took on an 

historical element that, in previous years, had only been implied. Bach in the nineteenth century 

had been an exemplar for German nationalists. Championed by Wagner as the progenitor of all 

that was Deutsch, Bach in New York City continued to be viewed with nationalistic tendencies 

until the outbreak of World War I. When the U. S. entered the war in 1917, Americans’ 

perception of Bach changed from one of Germanic superiority to one of both universal autonomy 

and religious subjectivity specific to American audiences. Consequently, performing Bach’s 

music adopted Modernist characteristics, shifting the preferred aesthetic that informed 

performance practice from one dominated by Romantic sentiments to one either historical and 

informed by a perceived notion of the composer’s original intent or subjective and tailored to 

American peoples.  

 New York City newspaper music reviews and other editorial writings display the shift 

that the performance of Bach’s music underwent during the early twentieth century. Scholars and 

performers alike grappled with what it meant to resurrect music of the past, how it should be 

performed, and how to honor not only the score but also the composer who wrote it. The idea of 

performing old music, with Bach at its center, was widely and publicly debated, and the solutions 

which early twentieth-century Americans posited reveal a shifting society who valued both the 
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“objectivity” in their modern world, while simultaneously subjecting the composer to their 

contemporary performance tastes.  

Pre-War Performance Practice 

 Bach’s music in the nineteenth century was experienced in New York City’s concert halls 

primarily through orchestral transcriptions and arrangements. Much of Bach’s music became 

available to performers thanks to the Bach-Gesellschaft, which in 1850 began publishing the 

complete works of the composer. Because ensembles were primarily performing Bach’s music in 

America, solo works were not yet part of the standard concert repertory. For this reason, 

transcription and arrangement became the primary means through which Bach’s more 

inaccessible solo music was disseminated.1  

Greer noted the importance of Theodore Thomas (1835-1905) in particular, who 

conducted three major orchestras in New York City and became one of America’s earliest 

champions of Bach’s music. Greer cites a review by New York Tribune critic Henry Edward 

Krehbiel (1854-1923) in which the author stated that, thanks to the efforts of Thomas, many New 

Yorkers now had the opportunity to hear Bach’s music.2 Without his arrangements, public access 

to the composer’s solo works would have been limited.3 

 Resurrecting the music of the past also proved difficult for Romantic musicians because 

of the changes that had occurred to orchestral instruments since the eighteenth century, as well as 

                                                
1 Mary J. Greer, “Bach’s Music in New York City, 1855-1900,” in Bach in America, edited by Stephen A. Crist 
(University of Illinois Press: Urbana and Chicago, 2003), 75.  
2 Though Henry Edward Krehbiel was born in the United States, his parents were both German-born. Krehbiel was, 
therefore, of recent German descent and his “intellectual orientation,” as Joseph Horowitz describes, was one of a 
“Germanophile.” See Joseph Horowitz, “Krehbiel, Henry,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford 
University Press, accessed July 1, 2013, www.oxfordmusiconline.com.  
3 Mary Greer, “Bach’s Music in New York City, 1855-1900,” 77. 
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the contemporary unavailability of reconstructed period instruments.4 Hence, arranging the 

composer’s music to fit the available instrumentation also arose out of practical necessity if 

certain pieces of Bach’s music, which were chosen at the discretion of the arranger or 

transcriber, were to be performed at all. Again, New York City’s critics commended Theodore 

Thomas for his ability to re-orchestrate the composer’s music for the contemporary orchestra, 

and one reviewer even celebrated Thomas’s arrangements for closely adhering to the “master’s 

own materials” rather than deviating too far from the originals.5   

 Transcribing and arranging Bach’s music was a common performance practice in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. As more and more of the composer’s music became 

available to the general public through the editions of the Bach-Gesellschaft, New York’s 

performing ensembles began to include it on programs. During the years 1855-1900, Mary Greer 

notes that Bach was performed by the city’s major ensembles 131 times.6 Forty-three of the 

works were either arrangements or transcriptions.7 Of all the works by Bach performed in New 

York City during this time, one-third were reformulated from the original in some way to fit the 

conditions of the nineteenth-century ensemble.  

 Critics were receptive to effective arrangements and harangued others that they deemed 

to be unsuccessful. Greer notes that in New York during the latter half of the nineteenth century: 

[m]ost critics were receptive to orchestral transcriptions—if well executed—of works by 
Bach that would otherwise not have been performed. However, at times even the 
pragmatists faulted an orchestrator for choosing a piece that did not lend itself to 
orchestration in the first place, or for ineptitude in carrying out the task.8  

 
                                                
4 Period or reconstructed instruments were not widely available in America until the 1920s and ’30s, at which time 
more ensembles that specialized in the performance of “early music” subsequently formed. Harry Haskell, The 
Early Music Revival: A History (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1988): 102. 
5 New York Tribune, May 3, 1882. Quoted in Greer, “Bach’s Music in New York City, 1855-1900,” 76. 
6 Greer, “Bach’s Music in New York City, 1855-1900,” 106-114.  
7 Ibid.  
8 Ibid., 73-74. 
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Though many of these reviewers generally favored the act of transcribing, some prescient critics 

began to question these adaptations and their integrity to the composer’s original score. By the 

end of the Great War, this attitude would become one common opinion of critics reviewing 

performances of Bach’s music in New York City.  

Early Rumblings Against Transcriptions and Arrangements 

As early as 1880, New York City’s reviewers began to question whether or not 

transcribing and arranging a composer’s music was the best way to perform it. Was such a 

performance true to Bach’s original aim? Could it improve upon what Bach originally intended? 

One anonymous reviewer incorporated these questions about integrity to history and the original  

score into his review of a New York Philharmonic program on which George F. Bristow’s 

transcription of Bach’s Chromatic Fantasy and Fugue, BWV 903 appeared.9 “A false fashion 

seems to have lately come into vogue for adaptations of piano music,” the reviewer wrote, “and 

one can hardly go to an instrumental concert without hearing distorted versions of Bach by the 

orchestra or a Chopin polonaise wrung out of a violin or ‘cello.”10 Such endeavors, including 

Bristow’s Bach transcription in which the original melodies were modified, were “not worth 

listening to, and is not satisfactory to any one who can appreciate the character of the original.”11  

Some performers began to agree with such historical advocates. In 1900, an ensemble 

known as the Bach Singers, directed by Theodore Bjorksten, attempted an early reconstruction of 

the composer’s music “in a manner as near to that of the time of the composer as possible.”12 

Critic W. J. Henderson noted the challenges of such historical reconstructions, as “[i]t seems, as 

                                                
9 The titles of Bach’s compositions in early twentieth-century New York City were written in English rather than 
German and will therefore be employed throughout the thesis according to contemporary usage. 
10 “The Philharmonic Concert,” New York Times, April 25, 1880.  
11 Ibid.  
12 W. J. Henderson, “Themes and Topics in the Musical World,” New York Times, February 18, 1900.  
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far as we are able to discern, that there is no one [sic] of the Bach singers who is capable of 

deciding just how the music of Bach was performed in Bach’s day.”13  

One performance practice element that reconstructionists attempted to resurrect was a 

more historically informed ratio of singers to instrumentalists. Performing Bach’s New Year’s 

cantata and “Tonet ihr Pauken,” Henderson wrote that contemporary listeners were accustomed 

to hearing singers more prominently than the instrumentalists, who normally served only to 

accompany the voices. In the Bach Singers’ historical reconstruction, the ensemble followed the 

conditions that Bach described in his Entwurff einer wohlbestallten Kirchen Music of 1730, in 

which the composer numbered his available choristers as considerably less than his 

instrumentalists.14  

This new approach to performing Bach’s music, which relied heavily upon historical 

documentation, was initially problematic. The reviewer explained that this new manner of 

performing the Baroque composer’s music was intriguing, and that their efforts were 

commendable, though fraught with technical problems (including trumpet parts, presumably 

performed on modern instruments, that were “wretchedly played”).  Although it seemed as if the 

group was only beginning an experimental phase of historically informed performance practice, 

Henderson was optimistic that future generations would solidify this style:  

every one [sic] concerned in this laudable enterprise will find it necessary to devote much 
time to the study of the authoritative writers on the subject of Bach and the music of his 
day. There are many problems to be settled, and while it is not likely that the new society 
will settle them, it must decide for itself what line it will pursue when it approaches the 
debatable ground. The existence of a society devoted to the performance of the music of 
Bach will do a great deal of good, if its labors are judiciously carried on, but I must 
confess that I see much trouble in the path of the organization in its early days.15   

                                                
13 Ibid. 
14 This document, its function in the eighteenth century, and its importance in the performance practice of Bach’s 
music today is still a highly debated subject amongst scholars. See for example, Joshua Rifkin, “Bach’s Chorus: A 
Preliminary Report,” in Musical Times 123, no. 1677 (November 1982): 750. 
15 Ibid.  
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Whereas Bach seemed to initially lack favor amongst Romantically oriented audiences, 

Henderson nonetheless lauded efforts to revive the composer’s music. Because of the imbalance 

of instrumental and vocal forces, the technical issues that resulted from performing on modern 

instruments, and an overall lack of variety on the program, Henderson deemed the concert an 

unsuccessful one. Though the group rather ineffectively attempted historical reconstruction, the 

reviewer expressed his gratitude for the Bach Singers’ effort in performing the composer’s music 

at all, writing that one should be glad to hear more Bach in the concert hall. Regardless of the 

way in which musicians perform Bach’s music—through historical reconstruction or by other 

means—one should “not look too eagerly for shortcomings in the methods.”16  

Performing Bach’s music with this historical approach was slow to gain popularity in 

New York City before the Great War. In Europe, however, performer-scholars began 

evangelizing this new, objective means of performing music of the past even before the war. 

Two people in particular—Wanda Landowska (1879-1959) and Arnold Dolmetsch (1858-

1940)—preached the new gospel of composer-intent in two significant publications: 

Landowska’s La Musique ancienne (1909) and Dolmetsch’s The Interpretation of the Music of 

the XVII and XVIII Centuries (1915).17 Bruce Haynes explains Landowska and Dolmetsch’s 

influence in this early music revival, noting particularly their status as early advocates for 

historically informed performance as well as their desire to break away from the confines of the 

waning Romantic style.18 Landowska’s work added considerable aesthetic commentary to its 

historical content, whereas Dolmetsch’s The Interpretation of the Music of the XVII and XVIII 

Centuries served primarily as a handbook for the performer of early music, citing historical 
                                                
16 Ibid. 
17 Wanda Landowska, La Musique ancienne (Paris: Mercure de France, 1909), and Arnold Dolmetsch, The 
Interpretation of the Music of the XVII and XVIII Centuries (London: Novello, 1915).  
18 Bruce Haynes, The End of Early Music (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 38. 
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source material about practical issues such as ornamentation, tempo, expression, and thorough-

bass realization.  

In La Musique ancienne, which appeared in America in its English translation much later 

in 1924, Landowska advocated for a reconsideration of the music of “old” composers.19 Though 

she admitted that her goal in exploring this early repertoire was not to devalue the newly 

composed music of the previous generation, she wrote that “[t]he abundance of masterpieces and 

of marvels left us by Romanticism has once more demonstrated the vanity of those authoritative 

precepts of the beautiful which the aestheticians wish to impose upon us in the name of tradition 

or in the name of progress.”20  

In her opening chapters, Landowska often questioned why her generation was apt to 

favor contemporary composers when the works of Palestrina, Gluck, and especially Bach were 

equally beautiful and pleasing to both hear and perform. Of Bach specifically and his reception 

during the nineteenth century, Landowska noted that, for a period of time, Bach fell into 

obscurity because his works were perceived to have “not a sufficiently vigorous constitution” 

when stacked against the new compositions of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries.21 By the time Landowska published her book, however, Bach’s music had become an 

exception in the repertory of early music. According to Landowska, whereas many people 

                                                
19 Though her book did not appear in English translation until 1924, Richard Aldrich, critic for the New York Times, 
noted that American audiences were already somewhat familiar with her ideas and aesthetic arguments at the time of 
the English version’s publication. In the New York Times review of her book, Aldrich wrote, “Mme. Landowska 
makes an eloquent defense of the old music—a defense that is perhaps not so much needed as it was fifteen years 
ago, but which will still open the eyes of many candid music lovers to things that are not brought to their attention in 
the ordinary course of the musical year.” Richard Aldrich, “Mme. Landowska Invokes Old Music,” New York 
Times, December 28, 1924. 
20 Wanda Landowska, Music of the Past, translated by William Aspenwall Bradley (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 
1924), 31-32. 
21 Ibid., 11. 
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thought the music of composers from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries “lacked grandeur 

[and] pathos,” Bach’s music was saturated with it.22 

Landowska described how many perceived Bach as an exceptional genius amongst 

composers of the Baroque, someone who wrote not for his own time but for those in future 

generations. She recounted the common view that Bach’s music inspired other great composers, 

including the “tempestuous, stormy” Beethoven.23 Through her account of Bach at the turn of the 

twentieth century, Landowska rearticulated the common Romantic associations attached to the 

composer until the outbreak of World War I—namely, that he was the origin of a long line of 

German composers, and that Bach was the great genius who stood out in a sea of obscure 

composers who contributed little to the development of musical art.  

Though Landowska described her contemporaries’ commonly held opinions concerning 

Bach, she did not believe it and attempted to dispel the view with a new analysis of the 

composer. Landowska devoted several paragraphs to explaining Bach’s own admiration and use 

of music of the past when constructing his scores. The composer drew inspiration from 

Frescobaldi and Frohberger for his keyboard pieces, and it was from these sources that he 

conceived, specifically, his Chromatic Fantasy and Fugue, a piece which many of Landowska’s 

contemporaries believed heralded the coming of Beethoven rather than echoing predecessors.24 

Dispelling the myth that Bach wrote only for the future rather than honoring the past, she 

concluded her historical reevaluation of Bach by asserting that “not only did Bach not seek to 

                                                
22 Ibid., 19.  
23 Ibid.  
24 Ibid., 20. 
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divine the tastes of future generations, he did not even follow all the ideas, considered advanced, 

of his century. He was rather a conservative.”25  

By the time Landowska’s book was made widely available to English-speaking audiences 

in America in 1924, Bach’s reputation in the U.S. had undergone a radical change. Early efforts 

to reconstruct his music with historical awareness, such as the endeavors of the Bach Singers 

described above, were paired with a sudden flourishing in academic literature on Bach. Before 

the twentieth century, scholars had relied primarily on Johann Nikolaus Forkel’s 1803 biography 

and Philipp Spitta’s 1873-80 multi-volume J. S. Bach. As interest in the composer continued to 

grow, new authoritative biographies appeared, including those by Albert Schweitzer (1905), 

André Pirro (1907), Hubert Parry (1910) and the annual Bach-Jahrbuch from the Neue Bach-

Gesellschaft.26  

In New York City, some concert reviewers led a crusade to perform Bach under the 

newly emerging historical approach. At the head of this movement was Richard Aldrich (1863-

1937) of the New York Times, who remained an omnipresent voice concerning historical 

reconstructions of Bach’s music during and after the Great War. By educating his readership 

through the newspaper medium, Aldrich helped bring the nascent ideas and early rumblings 

against transcriptions and arrangements to the fore. He advocated historically informed 

performances and consequently placed new accountability on performers to give audiences 

concert experiences similar to those described in his Times articles.  

Post-War Arranging and Transcribing 

Richard Aldrich undoubtedly led the way as an advocate for historically informed 

performances of Bach’s music. He studied music at Harvard University with scholar, organist, 
                                                
25 Ibid. 
26 For a full listing and review of early twentieth-century Bach literature, see Ernest Newman, “Recent Bach 
Literature,” The Musical Times 53, no. 827 (Jan. 1, 1912).  
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and composer John Knowles Paine, who persistently worked to revive Bach’s organ repertoire in 

the United States.27 Likely inspired by his teacher’s passion for Bach, the critic took up this same 

fervor as a writer for the New York Times.  

Perhaps Aldrich’s most substantive commentary on historically informed performance 

practice in the Bach revival was his rhetoric concerning transcriptions and arrangements, which 

posed a serious problem for the critic who preferred to hear historical reconstructions of the 

composer’s music. On one side, the act of arranging Bach’s music for public performance had 

been almost a century-long tradition with which New York audiences were comfortable and 

familiar. On the other, the modification of a piece of music directly altered what the composer 

originally prescribed in the score.  

As early as 1912, Aldrich began to publically call into question the act of arranging and 

whether or not it maintained the composer’s original intent. 28 He began his article, 

“Transcriptions for the Piano and the Violin—Modern Arrangements of Bach, and Bach’s Own 

Practice in Making Transcriptions,” by describing the contemporary pervasiveness of 

transcriptions in recital programs, asserting that they seemed to appear on many concerts as if 

there were, in some way, “a restless dissatisfaction with music as it was written.”29 Of Bach’s 

music, he wrote that the modification of the composer’s organ works for the piano make up a 

large part of these adapted pieces, informing his readers that the practice first occurred with Liszt 

and was most recently seen in Ferruccio Busoni’s arrangements. 

 Aldrich subsequently chastised pianists who displayed their virtuosity on the instrument, 

thundering out sonorously colossal arrangements of the organ works. This was a “more attractive 
                                                
27 Kenneth C. Roberts Jr. and John C. Schmidt, “Paine, John Knowles,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, 
Oxford University Press, accessed May 2, 2013. www.oxfordmusiconline.com 
28 Richard Aldrich, “Transcriptions for the Piano and the Violin—Modern Arrangements of Bach, and Bach’s Own 
Practice in Making Transcriptions,” New York Times, December 15, 1912. 
29 Ibid. 
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occupation” to pianists who “seem[ed] to be sure that it is also the sort of thing his audiences 

prefer.”30 Yet Aldrich took the opportunity to offer another alternative, one that did not rely on 

the virtuosic practices of the Lisztian tradition of piano transcription.  

The critic was sure that, after hearing British pianist Harold Bauer perform Bach’s 

English Suite in G minor in its originally notated form and not through transcription, pianists 

would be fully capable of showing artistry and virtuosity in Bach’s music without altering its 

original content. As for New York audiences, who until 1912 had been primarily exposed to 

Bach’s keyboard works through these virtuosic piano arrangements, the critic was certain that 

they would be equally affected by the music in its original form. 

Citing historical evidence, the author ultimately admitted that Bach himself was an avid 

transcriber, taking his own works and those of other composers and changing the form in which 

they were originally conceived. Because of this, Aldrich admits that Bach would probably have 

no objection to modern arrangements of his music, but that the issue with such arrangements 

stemmed from their ubiquity in concert programs, which served the purpose of the virtuoso 

rather than the revered the supposed aims of the composer.  

After the war, Aldrich seemed to adopt more contradictory ideas about the practices of 

transcription and arrangement—either condemning them outright or embracing their creativity. 

He was grievously offended by one particular transcription of Bach’s music in 1920 during a 

concert of the Philharmonic Society. The program included the Brandenburg Concerto in F 

arranged for modern orchestra, an orchestral transcription by Max Reger of Bach’s chorale 

prelude “O Man, Thy Grievous Sin Bemoan,”31 J. J. Abert’s transcription of the Fugue in G 

minor for organ, a transcription of the Prelude in C-Sharp minor from The Well-Tempered 
                                                
30 Ibid. 
31 The titles of Bach’s works appeared in English in both the critic’s reviews and the Philharmonic Society’s concert 
programs.  
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Clavier (transposed to D minor), and Abert’s newly composed “Chorale.”32 Aldrich wrote that 

the Brandenburg Concerto was only slightly modified to fit the modern orchestra, making it 

easier for the instrumentalists to perform—he therefore took no issue with the modified 

concerto.33  He berated Abert, however, for his reworking of Bach’s G minor fugue for organ. 

Aldrich noted that, during the fugue, the arranger’s newly composed chorale tune appeared in the 

contrapuntal texture: 

The piece has long and often been played by the Philharmonic Society and other 
orchestras, but the wonder has not ceased that a modern musician should so crassly 
attempt to improve upon Bach, who was himself a competent contrapuntist and could 
have inserted a chorale into his fugue if he had wanted it there.34 

 
 Aldrich was less harsh two years later at the American premiere of Edward Elgar’s 

arrangement of Bach’s Fugue in C minor, played by the New York Symphony Orchestra. The 

work had already been favorably received in Britain, and though Aldrich called Elgar’s act of 

arranging Bach as the “bottling of old wine in new bottles,” he found the entire piece to be a 

successful reworking of the fugue: “Elgar has used the full modern orchestra in bringing out all 

this character [the fugue’s original ‘rhythmic’ and ‘melodic’ character] and as emphatically as 

possible, with all sorts of brilliant color…It impressed the audience, at any rate, deeply, and there 

was much applause.”35  

 Another musician who received a great deal of attention during the 1920s transcription 

debate was Leopold Stokowski (1882-1977). He appeared nearly every season in New York City 

with the Philadelphia Orchestra and often programmed the music of Bach. Stokowski conducted 

                                                
32 New York Philharmonic Society, Concert Program, November 20, 1920.  
33 Richard Aldrich, “The Philharmonic Society,” New York Times, November 13, 1920.  
34 Ibid.  
35 Richard Aldrich, “The New York Symphony Orchestra,” February 20, 1922. 
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both arrangements and historical reconstructions of Bach’s music with his orchestra, leading 

Aldrich to both admonish and praise the conductor’s treatment of the Baroque composer.  

 In the 1923 concert season, the Philadelphia Orchestra played a transcription of Bach’s 

Passacaglia in C minor. Aldrich drew attention to this piece’s “modern fashion” rather than its 

Baroque aesthetic, noting the presence of the “fullest modern orchestra” and its “modern 

orchestral color.”36 In a 1926 concert that featured the last three Brandenburg concertos and two 

Bach transcriptions, Aldrich praised the conductor for attempting an historical sound with the 

three concerti. The majority of the article was dedicated to the historical context of the 

Brandenburg Concertos, citing some of the difficulties of performing them with a contemporary 

orchestra. Stokowski’s transcription of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D minor for organ 

concluded the program. Aldrich admitted that audience members clearly enjoyed the piece, and 

that “it has been heard here before and always creates excitement,” but echoing some of his other 

reviews, “most works written by masters sound better in the medium for which they were 

intended.”37 

By the mid 1920s, Aldrich seemed convinced that arrangements and transcriptions were 

losing popularity. Though he had railed against the ubiquity of transcriptions and arrangements 

on recital programs in 1912, the climate had apparently changed by 1926, which he explained in 

a Times article: 

Fortunately many of these pianists [who perform transcriptions] are beginning to find out, 
or already have found out, that the public takes a keener and more discriminating delight 
in those harpsichord pieces than they do in the welter of organ music on the piano, played 
usually too fast and necessarily without some of the most characteristic effects of the 
organ, for which they were written. The time has gone by—it may have existed—when 
Liszt’s transcriptions were needed to educate the public to a knowledge of Bach’s works, 

                                                
36 Richard Aldrich, “The Philadelphia Orchestra,” New York Times, February 28, 1923.  
37 Richard Aldrich, “Orchestral Music of Bach,” New York Times, November 17, 1926.  
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to lure them on by an extraneous glitter to admire a great art that was supposed to be 
obsolete and “quaint.”38 
 

To the author, virtuosic transcriptions of Bach’s music were a novelty from the past. Though 

these reworkings were still heard in New York’s concerts halls, their highly regarded status in 

the eyes of the public, according to Aldrich, had shifted. 

Bach’s Post-War Historical Performance Missionaries 

If the transcription was, at least some of the time, not suitable for Aldrich in recreating 

what he perceived to be Bach’s original intent, then what performance medium was? Aldrich’s 

rhetoric captures the clashing of tastes in the changing modern world. Landowska had already 

argued in 1909 that Romanticism was falling out of fashion and no longer belonged in the 

performance aesthetic of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century music, and only a few years later, 

Aldrich publically supported the same idea, expressing a preference for a less Romantic 

presentation of Bach’s music. As the Great War began and one facet of Bach’s reputation moved 

toward objectivity, Aldrich continued to inform readers of the historical alternative through 

which Bach’s music could (and, to him, should) be heard. 

In 1916, Aldrich addressed his Times readership on the topic of “Conducting in Former 

Times and the Different Way in Which It Was Done for Choruses, Operas and Instrumental 

Works.”39 His article surveyed several seventeenth- and eighteenth-century practices of 

conducting before the use of the baton and quoted primary sources, including writings by Johann 

Joachim Quantz and Jean Jacques Rousseau. He wrote of Lully’s accidental, baton-inflicted 

death and the practice of conducting from the harpsichord. Concerning Bach, Aldrich wrote that 

the composer “was held up as a shining example of the quiet conductor. He conducted always at 
                                                
38 Richard Aldrich, “The Spread of the ‘Bach Mania’ and Its Results on the Musical Life of Today,” New York 
Times, February 28, 1926. 
39 Richard Aldrich, “Conducting in Former Times and the Different Way in Which It Was Done for Choruses, 
Operas and Instrumental Works,” New York Times, January 9, 1916. 
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the keyboard and without beating time.”40 Though his article did not extensively shape the 

overall perception of Bach at the time, it did attest to the rising interest in the reconstruction of 

music from the Baroque as it might have been performed. Aldrich provided readers with 

information as to the manner in which musicians in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

performed music and subsequently reinforced his audience’s expectations of performances. The 

article reflected Aldrich’s historical mindset and his own need to educate musicians and 

audiences alike as to the proper manner in which this repertory should be heard in New York’s 

concert halls. 

Educational articles about seventeenth- and eighteenth-century music during the years in 

which America was actively engaged in war were sparse. Naturally, the combat affected 

America’s musicians and concertgoers in many ways, and advocating historically informed 

performances became subservient to larger issues (for example, the treatment of German 

musicians and the role German music played in concert culture). After the war ended, Aldrich 

and other historical campaigners enthusiastically took up the debate again. The readers of the 

New York Times in the 1920s got their fill of editorials, reviews, and articles about the proper 

manner in which, for the modern world, Bach’s music “should” be performed.  

The first of these feature-length articles published on Bach after the war to be identified 

here is H. C. Colles’s “Sebattian [sic] Bach and His Interpreters,” in which the author delved into 

the current climate of Bach-performance in New York City.41 Instead of approaching the 

composer’s music through the performer’s eyes, Colles attempted to analyze the concert climate 

by relying more on scholarship than on subjective criticism.  

                                                
40 Ibid. 
41 H. C. Colles, “Sebattian [sic] Bach and His Interpreters; The Composer a Thinker in Sound,” New York Times, 
November 18, 1923.  
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Colles claimed that many performances of Bach’s vocal works suffered stiff, awkward 

interpretations because musicians approached the repertory from an organist’s point of view. 

Colles argued, however, that Bach’s vocal music should be approached from the point of view of 

a string player, and he subsequently lauded the performances of Joachim, Kreisler, and Casals 

for exposing audiences to the composer’s string works. Such performances consequently 

revealed to concertgoers how string-oriented Bach’s vocal lines actually could be. In tandem 

with his praise of these performers, Colles extensively referred to Albert Schweitzer’s biography 

to support his claims.  

Colles noted the difference between the stringed instruments of Bach’s era and those of 

his own time: the Baroque violin had a more sinuous sound, and it was this sonority on which 

Bach relied when conceiving his vocal lines. In his view, the full sound of the modern orchestra 

was in no way suited to recreate the sound of Bach’s orchestral music: 

It [the Baroque sound] is a style equally opposed to the one for which the symphonic 
orchestra as we know it today was invented, a fact which will explain why so many 
symphonic conductors give hopelessly dry and uninspired performances of Bach in the 
concert room. The orchestra with its “choirs” of strings, wood and brass was devised for 
a wholly different kind of music from the sinuous lines of Bach, and all that balance and 
accord of the several choirs, which is particularly sought after and justly admired in the 
virtuoso orchestras of this country, goes for little or nothing when Bach is to be played.42  

 
Specific challenges, especially those concerning timbre, remained for those interested in 

recreating the sound of Bach in the modern world. Poor performances of the composer’s music, 

at least in Colles’s ears, could be blamed on the orchestra’s inability to create the desired period 

sound.  

Indeed, Colles echoed the voices of his contemporaries, including Aldrich, in educating 

his audience as to what he perceived the necessity of reconstructing Bach according to the 
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composer’s own period performance practice. Colles, like Wanda Landowska, chastised his 

colleagues who assumed that music of past generations was in some way less advanced than that 

of the present. The author noted one statement specifically that appeared in a program by the 

Friends of Music that read: “In Bach’s time there were very few great instrumental players. The 

day of the modern virtuoso orchestra was far distant, and composer of symphonic music were, of 

necessity, reduced to writing works of a comparatively simple character.”43 Bruce Haynes, in 

The End of Early Music, describes this line of thinking as chronocentristic—that the music of 

one’s current day is far more advanced and superior than that of any previous generation.44 This 

chronocentristic view of Bach is an example of nineteenth-century musical Darwinism—an idea 

constructed by Hubert Spencer that music was evolutionary, and that the music of each 

generation was more advanced than that of the preceding.45 Colles hoped to dispel this myth. 

At the root of this was this chronocentrism was the performer, who was lionized for his 

or her advanced technical abilities. Colles attributed America’s inability to fully grasp Bach’s 

music to the country’s cult of the virtuoso, those who have “gone before and the composer 

followed after.”46 The author displayed his Modernist preference for objectivity by insisting that 

Bach’s music must come before the performer if it was to be properly expressed. Optimistic 

about the future, Colles explained that modern composers were beginning to discover Bach’s 

“way of thinking,” and that there were some who were even reversing the tides of 

chronocentrism, viewing such genres as the symphony not as an advance, but rather as a decay 

from the music of Bach’s day.47 

                                                
43 Ibid.  
44 Bruce Haynes, The End of Early Music, 26-30. 
45 Jeremy Dibble, “Parry, Sir Hubert,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, 
accessed May 10, 2013. www.oxfordmusiconline.com.  
46 Colles, “Sebattian Bach and His Interpreters.” 
47 Ibid. 
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Amid the heated historical reconstruction rhetoric, some performers who adopted this 

ideology of music of the past gained a notable presence in New York City—namely Wanda 

Landowska. On November 11, 1924, Landowska performed a concert in New York’s Aeolian 

Hall (only her second appearance ever in the city). 48  Landowska’s performances of seventeenth- 

and eighteenth-century music were truly revolutionary for their time. The harpsichord had 

become nearly extinct, yet Landowska resurrected the instrument in order to maintain and 

express the composer’s original intent.  

During her 1924 concert, she played from both the harpsichord and the piano. Naturally, 

Aldrich was in the audience to review the program, of which Bach’s music comprised a 

substantial part. Aldrich noted that almost all of the pieces listed on the program, which chiefly 

featured Bach and other Baroque composers, were played on the harpsichord except for Bach’s 

Partita in C minor, which she played on the piano. The inclusion of the modern instrument 

puzzled the reviewer: “She played it on the piano, for what reason—unless it was to give a relief 

to modern ears from the unaccustomed tone of the harpsichord—may only be conjectured.”49 

 Aldrich drew attention to one piece in particular on the concert program, which sounded 

completely different on the harpsichord than how it was normally heard on the piano. Bach’s 

Chromatic Fantasy and Fugue had long been championed by nineteenth-century Bach advocates 

as a prescient piece which heralded Beethoven and Romanticism—a common opinion which 

Landowska herself described and attempted to dispel in La Musique ancienne. In the concert, she 

performed the piece “after the manuscript,” as the program noted, and Aldrich agreed that the 

differences between the commonly heard version played by pianists and that which Landowska 

played on the harpsichord sounded entirely different.  

                                                
48 Richard Aldrich, “Mme. Landowska’s Recital,” New York Times, November 11, 1924.  
49 Ibid. 
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Landowska followed her program with several encores. Aldrich attributed the full 

audience’s multiple demands for more music to their enthusiasm for the performer and the 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century repertory that she played. As if to prove a point, Landowska 

performed Bach’s Prelude in C-sharp Major from the first book of the Well-Tempered Clavier as 

one of her encores. After playing it on the piano, Landowska situated her stool in front of the 

harpsichord, where she repeated the same selection, “thus uniting pleasure with instruction as to 

the different worlds in which the harpsichord and piano exist.”50 

 One month after her concert, Wanda Landowska’s book Music of the Past was published 

in its English translation. Richard Aldrich praised the book in his New York Times review for 

sparking interest in the general reader about the music of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries and its interpretation. He admitted that perhaps Landowska’s ideas would not resonate 

with all readers, “for there is a certain lack of measure in every enthusiast,” but that, 

nevertheless, “…her book cannot fail to arouse interest and to turn attention to the great music of 

the past which many suppose to have only an antiquarian interest.”51   

During the mid 1920s, Aldrich also wrote “The spread of the ‘Bach Mania’ and Its 

Results on the Musical Life of Today,” in which he commented considerably on transcriptions 

and arrangements as well as on historical reconstructions.52 He began his article by summarizing 

the outmoded opinions of J. C. Lobe, a nineteenth-century music critic who once expressed the 

common Romantic opinion of Bach: that the composer’s music was a product of the past and 

completely incapable of inspiring Romantic audiences to any form of pleasure. Aldrich wrote 

that according to Lobe, as well as the critic-composer Hector Berlioz, Bach’s works were 

                                                
50 Ibid. 
51 Richard Aldrich, “Mme. Landowska Invokes Old Music,” New York Times, December 28, 1924.  
52 Richard Aldrich, “The Spread of the ‘Bach Mania’ and Its Results on the Musical Life of Today,” New York 
Times, February 28, 1926. 
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doomed to remain outdated and inaccessible. Yet, “in the year of grace 1926, the music of Bach 

seems in a fair way to become really popular, in forms substantially those in which he cast it.”53  

One important characteristic of the “Bach Mania” of 1926 involved performers reviving 

the composer’s music in a manner as close as possible to his or her original intent. Aldrich 

described the new wave of modern performers who were reviving Bach’s music on the 

harpsichord, organ, and piano, playing from editions which were close to the original manuscript 

and “reproducing as nearly as may be, in modern halls—all of them bigger than the industrious 

cantor of Leipsic [sic] ever saw or heard of—the composer’s purposes.”54  

Bach’s Modern Duality 

 Though Aldrich was one of the most vocal advocates for historical reconstructions of 

Bach’s music, others were not necessarily opposed to the act of modifying composers’ works. 

Around 1925, Olin Downes (1886-1955), a reviewer of new music for the New York Times and 

twenty years Aldrich’s junior, began countering many of his elder colleague’s “purist” 

arguments about Bach and the act of transcription.  Because Aldrich reviewed many of the 

concerts in New York City on which Bach’s music appeared, he was seen as a leading authority 

on the composer for much of the early twentieth century. Downes, as a younger voice and the 

successor of the Aldrich generation, proposed an alternative opinion to the transcription of 

Bach’s music in the early twentieth century.  

Much like Aldrich’s early attempts to evangelize historical performances of Bach’s 

music, Downes also preached his alternative to reading audiences. In “The Way of the 

Transcriber in Some New Music Volumes,” Downes addressed the dualistic perspective of music 

of the past that could be either objectively or subjectively approached. In his opening, he 
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recounted that two types of editors exist—those who take ample liberty in arranging the music 

for performance, and those “who are archaeologists pure and simple, whose one conception of 

their task is to reproduce exactly the terms of the original manuscript.”55  

Downes specifically praised the non-archeological transcriptions of Leopold Godowsky, 

who rearranged several of Bach’s sonatas, partitas, and suites for solo violin and cello for the 

piano. Like some of his more liberal colleagues and unlike his conservative, modern detractors, 

Downes recognized that Godowsky’s arrangements were intended not to glorify Bach but rather 

the “brilliantly equipped” modern-day pianist, and that the transcriptions, consequently, reflected 

this pianistic approach. “This [idea] sounds dangerous,” Downes admitted, “It is dangerous; but 

on the other hand it has resulted in some impressive architectonics.”56  

 To his “purist” readership, the author unapologetically threw his support behind the 

transcription. Downes seemed to arrive at a point where both the transcription and the historical 

reconstruction existed in the same space, but for different reasons. The transcription’s purpose 

was not to instruct its audience in the historic world of Bach and the Baroque, but instead to 

serve the contemporary culture and the aural qualities of modern instruments.  

There will be many who prefer their Bach untouched and untinctured by any personality, 
and who will unqualifiedly reject them…He [Godowsky] has attempted a pianistic 
expression, for pianists and for pianist’s audiences, of the essential thought of the 
composer, and he has found himself unable to refrain from technically and sonorously 
expanding this thought in terms of his own instrument…The transcriber of technical 
mastery and imagination is, and has always been, a force to be reckoned with in music.57  
 
Continuing to champion his side of the transcription debate, Downes attempted to fight 

fire with fire in a review of the Beethoven Association’s concert on October 28, 1925. In his 

review, Downes supported the act of transcribing and arranging Bach’s music by citing historical 

                                                
55 Olin Downes, “The Way of the Transcriber in Some New Music Volumes,” New York Times, March 1, 1925.  
56 Ibid.  
57 Ibid.  
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evidence. “Those who inveigh against any transcriptions or arrangements of the works of J. S. 

Bach are in a position inconsistent, to say the least,” Downes wrote, “with that of the master 

himself. Bach was constantly transcribing his own works and the works of others.”58 The 

Beethoven Association’s concert program seemed perfectly tailored to address this widely 

discussed transcription debate. The ensemble opened with Antonio Vivaldi’s Concerto in B 

minor for Four Violins and immediately followed it with Bach’s arrangement of the same 

concerto for four harpsichords (played on pianos during the concert).  

This review reads more like a lecture than a performance critique. Of its seven 

paragraphs, five are devoted to explaining the manner in which Bach adapted and arranged the 

music of other composers. Because of its more historical, critical arguments, this review reads 

differently than his “The Way of the Transcriber in Some New Music Volumes,” published only 

seven months earlier. Downes appears to be directly addressing his more conservative, 

historically oriented readership in a manner in which they would have been able to relate, 

therefore countering those who advocated against transcribing and arranging because of 

historical reasons with their own logic.  

 Sylvanus Urban (almost certainly Aldrich writing under a pseudonym) quickly fired back 

against Downes’s review of the Beethoven Association in an editorial.59 To counter Downes’s 

historical argument in support of transcriptions, Urban wrote that Bach, as the original composer, 

was allowed to do with his music what he would, but that those who wished to recreate it were 

subject to his wishes.  

                                                
58 Olin Downes, “Beethoven Association,” New York Times, October 28, 1925. 
59 Sylvanus Urban, “As to Transcriptions of Bach,” New York Times, November 1, 1925. Sylvanus Urban is most 
likely a pseudonym. The name was also used by an eighteenth-century author and publisher, Edward Cave, who 
contributed articles to his own publication, The Gentleman’s Magazine, under this false name. This author is likely 
Richard Aldrich because this editorial is referenced and quoted at length and without citation in Aldrich’s article 
“The Spread of ‘Bach Mania’ and Its Results on the Musical Life Today,” New York Times. Feb. 28, 1926. 
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He [Bach] undoubtedly used many of his own ideas over again. It may be doubted 
whether this fact should be made a universal precedent for everybody who wants to 
slaughter his music to make a pianist’s holiday, or even an orchestral conductor’s 
holiday. “Quad licet Jovi, non licet bovi” [What is good for Jove is not good for the 
cattle]. I would not insist on the bovine quality of all modern transcriptions—far from it. 
As suggested above, there are transcriptions and transcriptions. But it might be well to let 
Bach have a monopoly of his own transcriptions, at least until the entire mass of his 
clavier works is exhausted for piano and of his orchestral works (so far as they are 
playable by modern orchestras) for orchestra.60 

 
Such arguments did little to settle the historical performance/transcription debate. Whether or not 

Bach would have sanctioned the modification of his music by early twentieth-century musicians 

remained unanswered, and Bach continued to be performed throughout the city in both historical 

reconstructions and arrangements, with the latter subjected to Aldrich’s reprimand and the 

former dismissed according to Downes’s liberal attitude. 

Coexisting Critics  

The two different manners in which Bach’s music was played following the Great War 

coexisted, with the issue remaining unresolved as to which was more accurate and which best 

represented the composer and the spirit of his music in the early twentieth century. In 1927, 

Aldrich lamented this impasse in his article “The ‘Modernizing’ Of Bach.” 61 As a sign of the 

late 1920s, perhaps, Aldrich loosened his opinions on the manner in which Bach should be 

performed. After contemplating Downes’s writings and the clear enjoyment of Stokowski’s (as 

well as others’) arrangements of Bach’s music by New York audiences, Aldrich accepted the two 

approaches that dominated the performance of Bach’s music. He discussed all the current issues 

inhibiting modern performers from playing Bach as he originally would have heard and 

                                                
60 Sylvanus Urban, “As to Transcriptions of Bach,” New York Times, November 1, 1925. 
61 Richard Aldrich, “The ‘Modernizing’ of Bach: Difficulties in Playing the Music of a Man on the Confines of the 
Modern World,” New York Times, January 30, 1927.  
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eventually came to a conclusion: “So it seems almost as if we must have either a Bach-less world 

or a compromise.”62 

Aldrich, who had so adamantly educated his readership about Bach, could not throw his 

support to a Bach-less world. Instead, he discussed the manner in which the composer’s music 

could continue to be performed, asking to what extent arrangements and transcriptions may be 

acceptable, yet offering no definitive solution.  

Aldrich’s language reveals a critic who had strongly supported the idea of historical 

reconstruction throughout his entire career but who was now coming to terms with the limits of 

these theoretical performances. He noted how the modern ear, with its own individual manner of 

listening, was inseparable from performances of Bach’s music, carrying with it its own 

experiences and expectations that exist, anachronistically, outside of the composer’s eighteenth-

century world: 

If we cannot have the old harpsichord should we use the pianoforte? If our organ is a 
different affair from Bach’s, should we use ours, or give up the organ?...All these things 
“modernize” and hence, in so far, destroy the effects Bach heard and counted on 
hearing…Can any say confidently, Bach would have liked this, so we will do it; and 
Bach wouldn’t have liked that, so we mustn’t do it? Suppose somebody else, also musical 
in feeling and, so far as may be, “authoritative,” says something else—who shall decide 
between the disagreeing doctors? We are thrown into a sea of doubt and conjecture.63  

 
The “sea of doubt and conjecture” reveals the environment into which Bach’s music had settled 

by the late 1920s. On one side were the transcriptions that modified the composer’s hallowed 

word from its original form to suit the audience’s post-Romantic preferences, and on the other 

lay the original, primary text—authoritative, unmoving, and sacred. Each side of the debate 

contributed valid, supportable arguments. To finally resolve the issue of how Bach should be 

played in the emerging Modern world, both sides seemed simply to agree to disagree.  

                                                
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid.  
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The rise of historical performance practice in the early twentieth century, of which Bach 

functioned as a representative, was fraught with heated debate, harsh criticisms, trial and error, 

and fluidly forming axioms. As the nineteenth century came to a close, early advocates of 

historical performance, such as Wanda Landowska, called for a removal of Romantic thought 

and argued that, contrary to many popularly expressed opinions, music was not evolutionary. 

The composers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were in no way inferior to those of 

the modern day. The efforts of Richard Aldrich, the authoritative voice of Bach at the New York 

Times in the 1910s and ’20s, helped to place the composer within a new, non-Romantic aesthetic 

in which his music was reconstructed and performed in a manner as close as possible to the 

original conception. Other opinions, such as those by critic Olin Downes, argued against Aldrich 

and advocated for the acceptance of the transcription as a legitimate form of composition and 

performance. These effects ultimately contributed to Aldrich’s coming-to-terms with the 

inevitable duality of a twentieth-century Bach who existed objectively in historical documents 

and lived subjectively in the early twentieth-century concert hall.  
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CHAPTER 4 

WILLIAM HENRY HUMISTON AND JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH 

 

The shifting perception of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) and the changing 

approaches to performance practice of his music after the Great War were slow processes that 

ultimately fractured the composer into two idealized concepts. Modernist historical 

reconstructions were performed alongside liberally transcribed adaptations based on a 

nineteenth-century performance tradition. But was the perception of Bach in New York City 

during the post-war years really so dichotomous? Were his music’s enthusiasts forced to either 

choose the transcription and rebuke the historic or honor the composer and shun the adaptation? 

One musician in particular held a perception of Bach that lay somewhere in the middle. William 

Henry Humiston (1869-1923) spent the majority of his life experiencing Bach’s music through a 

pre-war, Romantic perception. By the time he died in 1923, Bach’s persona and music had begun 

to acquire a perceived historical objectivity. Because Humiston’s life bridged these two eras, his 

writings about Bach as well as his own transcriptions and arrangements of the composer’s music 

reflect a transient state in which the subjectivities of Romanticism and the objectivities of 

Modernism merged into one single idea of the Baroque composer.  

William Henry Humiston 

 William Henry Humiston was born on April 27, 1869 in Marietta, Ohio.1 He spent the 

majority of his teenage years in Chicago where he studied organ with Clarence Eddy (1851-

1937), and piano with W. S. B. Matthews (1837-1912).2 Shortly after moving to New York City 

in the late 1890s, he began his serious study of music under Edward MacDowell (1860-1908) at 
                                                
1 Mary Hubbell Osburn, Ohio Composers and Musical Authors (Columbus, OH: F. J. Heer Printing Co., 1942): 106. 
2 Eric A. Hansen, “William Henry Humiston: An American Music Scholar and Composer,” (Master’s Thesis, 
University of Missouri-Kansas City, 1987), 1. 
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Columbia University. Later, Humiston became an active participant at the Edward MacDowell 

Colony in New Hampshire.  

 For most of his early adult life, Humiston held organist positions at various churches in 

the New York City area. In 1912, he became the New York Philharmonic Society’s program 

note writer, a position he held until 1921.3  His contributions to the New York Philharmonic 

Society, however, were not limited to scholarly annotations. In 1916, he became Assistant 

Conductor to the Philharmonic, and the ensemble also performed his music.4  

In addition to his work with the Philharmonic Society, Humiston served as music critic 

for the Brooklyn Daily Eagle from 1922 until his death on December 5, 1923. After being 

admitted to the hospital for a sudden decline in health, he underwent exploratory surgery on 

December 4 that revealed a malignant tumor; he died the following day.5  

At the time of his death, his colleagues considered Humiston to be an authoritative source 

on Bach and Wagner. His obituary in the New York Tribune called him “probably the leading 

authority in America on the music of Wagner and Bach, knowing Wagner’s scores practically 

note for note.”6 His close personal friend, Henry T. Finck, said that “he knew Wagner and Bach 

more thoroughly than any other scholar in this country—perhaps in any country.”7  

                                                
3 Ibid., 32.  
4 The New York Philharmonic Society performed Humiston’s Sothern Fantasy on December 7, 1913 in Carnegie 
Hall. The piece was “well received.” “Two Compositions by Americans Well Received by Audience,” New York 
Times, December 8, 1913. 
5 “W. H. Humiston Dead,” New York Times, Dec. 6, 1923. 
6 Uncited clipping, William Henry Humiston Collection, LaBudde Special Collections, Miller Nichols Library, 
UMKC, box 13, folder 1. The article was probably published on or a few days after Humiston’s death on December 
5, 1924.  
7 Henry T. Finck, “A Scholarly Bohemian Was Wm. H. Humiston,” n.d. William Henry Humiston Collection, 
LaBudde Special Collections, Miller Nichols Library, UMKC, box 13, folder 1. 
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Humiston communicated his ideas of Bach most notably in four distinct sources: 1) Little 

Biographies: Bach8 (1921) a small informative booklet intended for use in informal research, 

program notes, and classroom settings; 2) “The Lighter Side of Bach,”9 an article published in 

the 1922 Proceedings of the Music Teachers National Association; 3) select program notes 

written for the New York Philharmonic Society; and 4) his own arrangements and transcriptions 

of Bach’s music. 

Little Biographies: Bach 

One of the most salient vestiges of Romanticism that pervades Humiston’s post-war, 

subjective perception of Bach is the composer’s relationship to Wagner. As discussed in Chapter 

2, the synthesis between Bach and Wagner dissolved in post-war America, placing the former 

composer in a position of autonomy and the latter in a state of disrepair. For Humiston, the 

association between the two composers persisted after the war, which is evident in Little 

Biographies: Bach. In the twenty-page booklet’s opening paragraph, Humiston immediately 

establishes Bach as the beginning point of a lineage that continues through Beethoven and 

Wagner by mentioning the emotional commonalities between the three composers’ music.10  

Humiston refers to Wagner throughout the essay, including in one specific anecdote 

relating to Theodor Weinlig (1790-1842), who assumed the position of cantor at the Leipzig St. 

Thomaskirche in 1823. Humiston states that Weinlig only briefly mentioned Bach in his lengthy 

treatise on the history of the fugue, but that for this slight, “[he] may be forgiven, perhaps, in 

view of his illustrious pupil, Richard Wagner, who dedicated his only sacred work…The Love 

Feast of the Apostles, ‘to the widow of his unforgettable teacher.’ Wagner was an ardent Bach 

                                                
8 William Henry Humiston, Little Biographies: Bach (New York: Breitkopf Publications, 1921), 3. 
9 William Henry Humiston, “The Lighter Side of Bach,” Proceedings of the Music Teacher’s National Association 
(1922): 148-157. 
10 Humiston, Little Biographies: Bach, 5.  
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lover, but evidently he did not get his enthusiasm from Weinlig!”11 Similar references to the two 

composers include one mention of Bach’s potential choice of orchestral instruments resembling 

that of the orchestra used in “Wagner’s Ring.”12 Humiston also labeled Bach’s cantata The 

Contest of Phoebus and Pan, BWV 201, as “a sort of Bach ‘Meistersinger’” because of the 

humorous nature and similar use of musical motives in both works.13 Humiston concludes his 

discussion with an extensive anecdote about Wagner’s appreciation of the Baroque composer: 

So much has been said of Wagner’s worship of Beethoven that his profound appreciation  
of Bach is not nearly so well known…Whenever Liszt visited Wagner, Bach was sure to 
be part of the musical daily bread; during the Bayreuth days Joseph Rubinstein played 
Bach at Wagner’s house constantly. Wagner once said, according to Glasenapp, after 
playing something of his own: “Bach pleases me much better; his music can only be 
comprehended by the noble; I stand before it as before an old cathedral. It is like the 
voice of the cosmos itself—everything petty and trivial vanishes. I would like to be able 
to play the piano well, simply to play Bach.”14 

 
For Humiston to conclude his short biography on Bach with an anecdote about Wagner’s 

worship of the composer attests to his own persisting preference for Bach’s pre-war, Romantic 

personality rather than a contemporary, objective perception. 

Little Biographies: Bach also serves as a testament to Bach’s perceived “emotional 

side”—one which Humiston described was “not so well known as it ought to be, thanks to the 

pedantic way in which some of his works have been performed and taught.”15 In the biography, 

Humiston addresses the manner in which New Yorkers perceived the intellectual Bach and 

attempted to counter this by describing to his readers the emotional side of the composer’s 

fugues. “Bach is known to the average person as a composer of fugues only—a fugue being a 

                                                
11 Ibid., 13.  
12 Ibid., 17. 
13 Humiston sometimes referred Bach’s works by their English rather than German or Italian titles. The titles of 
Bach’s compositions appear in this thesis in the same language that Humiston wrote them. Ibid., 19. 
14 Ibid., 20-21.  
15 Ibid., 5. 
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‘composition in which one subject chases another and the whole chases the audience out.’”16 For 

Humiston, these pieces are not indications of Bach’s intellect, but rather obvious examples of his 

music’s emotive potential. In fact, he argues that Bach’s two volumes of the Well-Tempered 

Clavier displayed some of the composer’s most expressive writing: 

[I]f any one doubts this let him play the prelude in E flat minor in the first book (a great 
favorite of Wagner’s) with the same romantic feeling he would play a Chopin Nocturne. 
Notice also the fugue in G minor, the charming pastorale (prelude) in E major, or the 
poetic Prelude in B flat minor; and in the second book the lovely Prelude and Fugue in F 
minor, the graceful Prelude in F sharp minor, to mention only a few.17 

 
As the preceding quotations demonstrate, Humiston frequently argued against the way 

musicians typically performed Bach’s music at the time. Although he viewed the composer’s 

music as full of emotive potential, he found its execution by contemporary performers dry and 

pedantic. To remedy this, he prescribed that one simply play Bach in the manner that one might 

play Chopin, using the same “romantic feeling.” In this writing, one senses the passing Romantic 

sentiment clashing with the emerging Modern one. Musicians were turning toward more 

restrained emotions in performance, advocating strict adherence to the score over Romantic 

emotion and excess.  

Though Little Biographies: Bach reveals much of Humiston’s subjective interpretations 

of the composer, some objective ideas are also present throughout the essay. The most 

identifiable of these is an overall awareness of Bach as an historical object. Little Biographies: 

Bach begins with a lengthy biographic account of the composer’s life. Drawing from primary 

sources and authoritative biographies, the narrative is chiefly historic and objective though, 

overall, Humiston blends this historical subject matter with his own subjective commentary 

                                                
16 Ibid., 13.  
17 Ibid., 16.  
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regarding the emotional side of the composer as well as his relation to other German composers 

of nineteenth-century.18 

Scattered throughout Little Biographies is a general overview of music from Bach’s era. 

Humiston included several asides in which he enlightens his readers about the eighteenth-century 

musical environment in which Bach lived and worked. He explains that Bach’s orchestra was 

only a fraction of the size of the modern orchestra; that musical elements such as dynamics and 

articulations were rarely indicated in the score; and that harmony was often only indicated in the 

score through figured bass.19  

In Little Biographies: Bach, Humiston’s preference for objectivity also surfaces in his 

opinion of various editions of Bach’s music. He often chides sloppy publications in which 

mistakes were present and reserves even harsher remarks for those editors who altered Bach’s 

original intent. Humiston criticized the alteration of Bach’s score in Carl Czerny’s edition of The 

Well-Tempered Clavier: “A certain copyist considered Bach to have sinned in moving his bass 

from F sharp to A flat. So he very kindly corrected the mistake by inserting a new measure with 

G natural in the bass! There is no authority whatever for this…”20 Humiston thought that the best 

edition of the Well-Tempered Clavier was that of Ferruccio Busoni (1866-1924) because of its 

many annotations.21  

Little Biographies: Bach concludes with a short glossary that provides concise definitions 

of Baroque musical terms as well as descriptions of period instruments. Humiston defines each 

                                                
18 Humiston listed a short, informal bibliography at the conclusion of his Little Biography. He lists the following 
sources he consulted for the essay: “In addition to the music itself, in the BACH GESELLSCHAFT and various 
editions, the following authors have been consulted: J. N. Forkel, R. L. Poole, Philip Spitta, C. F. Abdy Williams, 
André Pirro, Woldemar Voight, C. H. H. Parry, Philip Wolfrum, Albert Schweitzer, Rudolf Wustmann, Charles 
Sanford Terry, and numerous articles in the Bach Year-books (published by the New Bach Society) from 1904-
1919.” Humiston, Little Biographies: Bach, 24. 
19 Humiston, Little Biographies: Bach, 17. 
20 Ibid., 16.  
21 Ibid. 
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term first using contemporary language, then contextualizes the word for Bach’s era. For 

example, the definition for Concerto reads: 

a composition for solo instrument with orchestral accompaniment. In Bach’s time the 
term was somewhat elastic, not only was it applied to any sort of ‘concerted’ work, but 
Bach called one of his compositions for clavier solo ‘Italian Concerto.’ The Church 
Cantatas were sometimes called ‘Concertos’ in Bach’s time.22 
 

 “The Lighter Side of Bach” 

Romantic-oriented ideas similar to those expressed in Little Biographies: Bach also 

appear in Humiston’s “The Lighter Side of Bach,” published in the 1922 Proceedings of the 

Music Teachers National Association.23 As he did in the biography, Humiston draws attention to 

the relationship between Bach and Wagner. He addresses the humorous side of Bach’s cantata 

The Contest of Phoebus and Pan, calling it a “melodious and fascinating prototype of Wagner’s 

‘Meistersinger’” because of Bach’s treatment of musical themes.24 In one particular aria of the 

cantata, he notes the composer’s instrumental depiction of a donkey’s bray, subsequently stating 

that Mendelssohn would use similar orchestral painting 94 years later in his Midsummer Night’s 

Dream. “This is surely pre-Wagnerism,” Humiston writes, “for a few minutes later Midas [a 

character in the cantata] gets the ass’s ears.”25 In this respect, Humiston views the musical 

motive depicting the donkey’s bray as a kind of leitmotiv. 

 In addition to Wagner, the author refers to other German composers throughout the essay, 

including Beethoven, Mendelssohn, and Richard Strauss. He concludes the article with a 

quotation, verbatim and without citation, of the final paragraph of his Little Biographies: Bach, 

in which he recounts the anecdote discussed earlier regarding Wagner’s Bach worship. 
                                                
22 Ibid., 22. 
23 Though he did not offer a critical study of Little Biographies: Bach, Eric A. Hansen did discussed Humiston’s 
“The Lighter Side of Bach.” For his analysis of the article, see Eric A. Hansen, “William Henry Humiston: 
American Music Scholar and Composer,” 27-31.  
24 William Henry Humiston, “The Lighter Side of Bach,” 151.  
25 Ibid. 
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 As in Little Biographies: Bach, Humiston educates his readers about the human, 

emotional side of Bach. He paints a brief picture of the general audience’s perception of the 

composer around the turn of the twentieth century when he writes, “Johann Sebastian Bach is 

often thought of as a Zeus sitting on far off Olympus, and having very little to do with the 

ordinary happenings of human life.”26 This perception of Bach’s inaccessibility would have 

characterized Romantic audiences who had difficulty relating to the music of Bach because it 

was considered too intellectual.27 But according to Humiston, Bach held more human qualities 

than perceived by his early twentieth-century contemporaries: “[o]f course, if one stops to think 

that in the course of his 42 years of married life he dangled just twenty babies on his knee, one 

would naturally realize that such a numerous father would be likely to develop a sense of 

humor….”28  

The final paragraphs of “The Lighter Side of Bach” further reveal the author’s 

“emotional” perception of Bach. “In conclusion,” Humiston writes, “let me say that I hope this 

short paper may be some stimulus to…go on to study the human, the emotional side of Bach, 

who was as human and emotional as Wagner, but in a different way—as the work of the two 

men lay in different fields.”29  

As in Little Biographies: Bach, Humiston’s ideas of the composer described in “The 

Lighter Side of Bach” reflect both a Romantic subjectivity and a perceived historical objectivity. 

Particularly noticeable is Humiston’s attention to various editions of Bach’s music and his 

expressed fidelity to the original score. In his master’s thesis, Eric A. Hansen cites several 

                                                
26 William Henry Humiston, “The Lighter Side of Bach,” 148.  
27 Mary J. Greer, “‘The Public…Would Probably Prefer Something that Appeals Less to the Brain and More to the 
Senses’: The Reception of Bach’s Music in New York City, 1855-1900,” in Bach In America, volume 5 of Bach 
Perspectives, edited by Steven A. Crist (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2003):104-105. 
28 William Henry Humiston, “The Lighter Side of Bach,” 148.  
29 Ibid., 157. 
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examples of poor editions of Bach’s music, according to Humiston: 1) the cantata Amore 

traditore edited by “a certain B. Todt,” 2) August Wilhelmj’s arrangement of “Air on the G 

String,” and 3) a criticism of two poorly translated, unspecified English editions of the cantata 

The Contest of Phoebus and Pan.30  

The cantata for solo bass voice and continuo, Amore Traditore, BWV 203, features a 

concluding aria in which Bach supplies a full keyboard obbligato rather than a simple basso 

continuo.31 Humiston chastised one editor of this cantata for tampering with this keyboard 

obbligato: “One would think that the editor of a piano score of this cantata…would at least have 

left this accompaniment as Bach wrote it, as it was fully complete. But no, this editor has garbled 

it almost beyond recognition.”32     

In a passing reference, Humiston describes the melody of Air on the G String taken from 

the “Air” of Bach’s Suite in D major, BWV 1068, as being “twisted by Wilhelmj into a piece for 

G string.”33 Wilhelmj’s famous arrangement exploits the string idiom sul G, by which the entire 

melody is played on one string and executed by shifting high on the fingerboard. Though 

Humiston admonished this “twisted” tune, he himself used sul G in his own transcription of 

Bach’s “Sarabande” from the Sixth Suite for Unaccompanied Cello, BWV 1012.34  

In his discussion of the cantata Phoebus and Pan, Humiston criticizes two unnamed 

English editions in particular for having a poor translation of the original German. The English 

words in the cantata’s opening chorus command the winds to “come hither,” which, Humiston 

notes, is the direct opposite meaning of the original text that commands the winds to “go forth.” 

                                                
30 Eric A. Hansen, “William Henry Humiston,” 30-31. 
31 Bach’s authorship of this cantata is not certain.  
32 Humiston, “The Lighter Side of Bach,” 153. 
33 Ibid., 156.  
34 See example 1 below.  
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Following this opening chorus, Humiston describes how the poor translation of the text in Pan’s 

recitative also distorted Bach’s “delicious rhythm.”35 These mistranslations were inciting enough 

for the author to interject, “Stupidity, thy name is Translation!”36  

Program Notes 

Humiston wrote program notes for the New York Philharmonic Society from 1912 to 

1921. Using three different concert programs as examples, a perception of Bach similar to that 

expressed in Humiston’s other writings emerges. These three programs include a Bach-

Beethoven festival performed in 1916, a Bach-Wagner concert (featuring the Bethlehem Bach 

Choir introduced in Chapter 2) from 1918, and a Bach-Beethoven concert (on which the 

transcriptions by Max Reger and J. J. Abert described in Chapter 3 were performed) from 1920.  

The New York Philharmonic Society paired with The Oratorio Society of New York for 

the January 27, 1916 Bach-Beethoven Festival, which featured Bach’s Magnificat and 

Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9 in D Minor. Humiston’s note for the Magnificat contains little 

original writing, as much of it is a lengthy quotation from Albert Schweitzer’s 1905 Bach 

biography. Humiston does explain the contemporary performance practice of the piece: 

Bach always used as large an orchestra as he could get, or could find opportunity to have 
the parts copied for, and with the much larger choruses than he had at his disposal, it 
becomes necessary to have larger orchestras. Robert Franz has published “additional 
accompaniments” for many of Bach’s choral works, including the “Magnificat.” There 
have been many discoveries since his day, however, and the usual custom is, nowadays, 
to take Franz’s score, when there is one, and use it as a basis for further revisions, in the 
light of later Bach scholarship. This has been done on the present occasion.37 
 

Here, Humiston addresses some of the issues facing modern performances of Bach’s music by 

drawing attention to the differences between the composer’s eighteenth-century musical 

                                                
35 William Henry Humiston, “The Lighter Side of Bach,”, 151 
36 Ibid., 150.  
37 W. H. Humiston, Program notes, Philharmonic Society of New York, January 27, 1916. 
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environment and the modern one. He notes how Bach’s music was originally performed with 

considerably fewer people than was common in the early twentieth century. To remedy this 

issue, Humiston describes how Robert Franz provided additional music to Bach’s original score, 

and that the Philharmonic Society and Oratorio Society would be using Franz’s additions in their 

performance. 

 Humiston’s note for Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9, perhaps not surprisingly, extensively 

quotes Wagner’s description of the symphony. In the seven-page annotation, six are taken 

directly from Wagner’s words, translated into English. Consequently, Humiston’s evokes the 

afore-mentioned Romantic lineage linking Bach to Beethoven and Wagener.  

 As described in Chapter 2, the Bethlehem Bach Choir performed with the New York 

Philharmonic Society twice during the Great War. In their second collaboration on January 26, 

1918, the two ensembles offered selections from Bach’s Mass in B Minor, various chorales by 

Bach, and orchestral excerpts and arrangements from Wagner’s Parsifal.38  

Most of Humiston’s comments on Bach’s music in the printed program are brief and 

contain a short historical account of each piece’s origin and its eighteenth-century contexts. 

However, Humiston deviated from this historical approach in his description of the Chorus and 

Chorale, “When Will God Recall My Spirit?” In this particular annotation, he distanced himself 

from the more conservative “purists” who viewed Bach’s music as wholly “absolute.” He called 

the orchestral accompaniment to this chorus “a tone picture that would have done credit to either 

of those modern tone painters, Wagner or Debussy.”39 He also quoted Albert Schweitzer’s 

analysis of this chorus, in which the music is described as evoking the image of a graveyard in 

spring. Humiston used this passage to support his opinion of Bach’s programmatic prowess, 

                                                
38 W. H. Humiston, Program notes, Philharmonic Society of New York, January 26, 1918.  
39 Ibid.  
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writing “[i]n spite of this and innumerable other examples, pedants still insist that Bach wrote 

only ‘absolute music’ and that ‘programme music’ was unknown before the nineteenth 

century!”40 By calling attention to “pedantic” contemporaries who argued for the idea that Bach 

wrote only absolute music, Humiston separated himself from objectivists who perceived the 

composer as autonomous and free of Romantic associations. 

The selections from Parsifal included “Good Friday Spell,” “March of the Knights of the 

Grail,” and the “Prelude and Glorification.”41 The annotation for Wagner’s music is relatively 

short, consisting of only one to two paragraphs per excerpt. In addition to providing an historical 

context for these selections, Humiston also included Wagener’s own description of the music.  

Another concert that featured Bach’s music was the November 12, 1920 Bach-Beethoven 

Festival. The concert program included Felix Mottl’s adaptation of Bach’s Brandenburg 

Concerto in F Major, Max Reger’s transcription of Bach’s Choral Prelude, “O, Man, thy 

grievous sin bemoan,” J. J. Abert’s transcription of Bach’s “Prelude, Choral [sic] and Fugue,” 

and Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5 in C Minor.42 

As described in Chapter 3, Richard Aldrich found Felix Mottl’s reworking of the 

Brandenburg Concerto in F Major respectful to Bach’s original wishes, and noted that the piece 

was only slightly modified so that it could be made accessible to the modern orchestra. In his 

annotation, Humiston described the manner in which Mottl adapted the piece, consequently 

providing some insight as to what modifications to Bach’s original music were acceptable to 

Aldrich and other conservative Bach interpreters. After quoting Albert Schweitzer’s description 

of the Brandenburg Concertos, Humiston writes that Mottl added woodwinds and horns to 

                                                
40 Ibid. 
41 Titles appear in English on the concert program. Ibid. 
42 W. H. Humiston, Program notes, Philharmonic Society of New York, November 12, 1920. 
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Bach’s original score. In addition, Mottl divided the trumpet part between two players to provide 

relief from the high tessitura and the technically demanding line. Mottl also transposed the 

trumpet line down an octave in some passages. Humiston noted, too, that in the slow movement, 

Mottl added string parts to provide the harmony indicated in the figured bass. Though Humiston 

described the manner in which the piece was adapted for the orchestra, he refrained from 

commenting on the actual act of arranging and if, in his opinion, it was an acceptable 

performance practice to perform Bach’s music.   

In his note for Max Reger’s transcription of Bach’s chorale prelude, “O man, thy 

grievous sin bemoan,” Humiston drew comparisons between the music of Bach and Wagner: 

“The stately chorale melodies…form the corner stone [sic] of the stately edifice of Bach’s sacred 

music. Their melodies are interwoven in his church cantatas like the leitmotivs of Wagner in his 

music dramas—and with much the same significance.”43 As he did in “The Lighter Side of 

Bach” and the 1918 concert program, Humiston argues here that Bach’s music, especially his 

chorale preludes, contains “pictorial” images—programmatic expressions—that many 

“conveniently ignore.”44 

For his annotation of Johann Joseph Abert’s transcription of the “Prelude, Choral [sic] 

and Fugue,” Humiston quotes from an essay by Filson Young titled “Mastersingers.” Young 

describes the Fugue in G Minor, from which Abert’s transcription was made. As discussed in 

Chapter 3, Richard Aldrich found this particular reworking offensive, as it greatly distorted 

Bach’s original music. Humiston describes in the annotation some of the modifications made to 

Bach’s original. First, the “Prelude” in this set was the Prelude in C-Sharp Minor from the first 

book of The Well-Tempered Clavier, which Abert transposed up a semitone to D minor; second, 

                                                
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
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the middle movement was not by Bach but rather Abert’s original “Choral,” written in the style 

of Bach and played by brass instruments; and third, Bach originally wrote the Fugue in G minor 

for organ, but the orchestra performed the piece’s transcription in the concert.  

Humiston’s program notes, like Little Biographies: Bach and “The Lighter Side of 

Bach,” reflect both a Romantic subjectivity and an awareness of Bach as an historical object. 

Humiston categorized Bach’s music as programmatic and simultaneously criticized others who 

conservatively conceived of Bach as “absolute.” He also continued to associate Bach with 

Wagner. Conversely though, Humiston also treated Bach as an historical object—enlightening 

his readers to the eighteenth-century world in which Bach lived and composed and detailing the 

manner in which more contemporary arrangers adapted the composer’s music from its original 

form. Humiston followed performance practices similar to those of contemporary arrangers and 

transcribers when he made his own reworkings of Bach’s music, and within these editions, the 

same subjectivity and objectivity expressed in his writings similarly coalesce. 

Arrangements and Transcriptions 

 During his career, Humiston arranged, transcribed, and edited more than twenty of 

Bach’s pieces. The impetus for several of these arrangements and transcriptions comes from a 

concert given at Aeolian Hall on March 31, 1920, in which the Boston pianist Dai Buell 

performed an all-Bach concert. The New York Times preview read: “Dai Buell, pianist, will give 

a Bach program on Wednesday afternoon at Aeolian Hall, with an orchestra of strings from the 

Philharmonic, led by W. H. Humiston.”45 The preview divulged little about Humiston’s 

involvement in the concert, but Richard Aldrich’s review published several days later gave more 

details. Aldrich wrote that a small string orchestra, comprised of members from the New York 

                                                
45 “Artists in Recital,” New York Times, March 28, 1920.  
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Philharmonic, accompanied Buell. Humiston conducted the ensemble, provided several 

arrangements of Bach’s music for Buell and the orchestra, and contributed a small booklet of 

program notes for audience members.46 

According to Aldrich, Buell’s concert was conceived in an historical fashion. The pianist 

intentionally scheduled her all-Bach performance on March 31 to celebrate the composer’s actual 

birthday rather than on the then-traditional date of March 21. She explained to her audience that 

Bach was born in 1685 when the Julian calendar was still in use. The subsequent implementation 

of the Gregorian calendar years later offset the composer’s birthday by ten days. Her concert was 

an attempt to celebrate Bach’s birth on a date more accurate to history.47 

Humiston’s arrangements drew attention from Richard Aldrich for seeming out of place 

in a concert with overt attempts to maintain historical accuracy. The date on which Buell planned 

her “anniversary” concert contrasted with what Aldrich perceived as a less-historical approach to 

performance practice. The critic noted that “[t]he number of arrangements on this program was 

noteworthy in a program intended, doubtless, to have a certain historical value. Clavier pieces 

were transferred to strings; flute, ‘cello and violin pieces were transferred to the piano.”48 Likely 

because of the number of transcriptions featured on the program, Buell failed to satisfy the 

critic’s aesthetic preference. “It was not a performance, however,” Aldrich wrote, “that brought 

all the spirit of the music to realization.”49 This criticism is based purely on performance practice 

preferences. Such a line could be interpreted as a critique of Buell’s technical abilities, but the 

sentence which immediately follows reads: “Her playing also left something to be desired in 

                                                
46 Richard Aldrich, “Miss Buell’s Bach Concert,” New York Times, April 1, 1920. This small booklet to which 
Aldrich referred could have been an earlier, perhaps unpublished edition of Little Biographies: Bach. 
47 This influence of this discussion regarding Bach’s birthday in the early twentieth century can be seen in the 
present day, as the composer’s birth is generally celebrated on March 31. 
48 Richard Aldrich, “Miss Buell’s Bach Concert.” 
49 Ibid.  
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technical finish.” This language and the use of the word “also” contextualizes Aldrich’s previous 

sentence as purely aesthetic commentary. 

Many of Humiston’s transcriptions and arrangements are for small string ensemble, 

adapted from Bach’s solo works for keyboard, violin, or cello. Based on Aldrich’s description of 

Humiston’s role in Buell’s concert, it is likely that these arrangements were the same ones that 

appeared on the program.50  

Almost all of the transcriptions and arrangements exist in two forms in the archival 

collection—the original manuscript in Humiston’s autograph and a finished copy revised 

posthumously by Alfred Roth during the 1930s. Some of the individual parts for the Roth 

revisions bear the stamp of the New York Public Library’s circulation department, suggesting 

that they were at some point available to the public for performance.51 Some of these Roth parts 

also include dates ranging from 1935 to 1936 written in pencil in the lower right corner, possibly 

indicating the date of the revision or of a performance.  

Though Humiston never directly stated his opinions about the act of transcribing and 

arranging Bach’s music in the early twentieth century—whether it maintained the composer’s 

original intent or historical “spirit”—he seems to have favored it. In addition to his own 

arrangements and transcriptions, he mentioned in Little Biographies: Bach an argument that 

would suggest a favorable opinion of transcribing and arranging: 

Bach also made transcriptions for the organ and clavier, sometimes of his own works, 
sometimes of the compositions of others. He arranged five of Antonio Vivaldi’s concerts 
for the organ (and sixteen for the clavier).52  

 

                                                
50 No concert program has been located at the time of this writing.  
51 The first violin part of Roth revision of Humiston’s arrangement of Bach’s Adagio from Sonata for Violin and 
Clavier in C minor (box 5, folder 3 of the collection) bears this stamp.  
52 Humiston, Little Biographies: Bach, 15. 
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New York Times critic Olin Downes chose a similar argument in his own response to those who 

were against the act of transcribing and arranging Bach.53 By reminding his readers that Bach 

was an avid transcriber of his and other composers’ music, Humiston legitimized his own 

endeavors in transcribing and arranging Bach works for various ensembles.  

It is likely that Humiston relied on the Bach-Gesellschaft edition when making his 

transcriptions. In his preface to the published, performing edition of Bach’s “Pure and Guileless 

Spirit,” Humiston outlined his editorial choices in preparing the score, mentioning the source as 

coming from Cantata No. 24 in the “Bach Societys’ [sic] Edition.”54 Similarly, at the end of this 

preface, Humiston wrote, “The phrasing is by Bach—if Rust, the editor of Volume V (Jahrgang) 

of the Bach Societys’ [sic] edition can be depended upon.”  

Mary Greer uses the term “transcription” to denote a complete reworking of a composer’s 

piece for a different ensemble than originally conceived and “arrangement” as a simple 

adaptation from the original to better suit the modern ensemble.55 Using Greer’s terminology, 

Humiston’s transcriptions and arrangements fall into four categories: 1) pieces transcribed from 

solo repertoire for chamber ensembles; 2) transcriptions that serve as virtuosic showpieces for 

soloists or orchestras;56 3) arrangements—or, simple adaptations—for modern orchestra; and 4) 

published vocal arrangements edited for practical use.  

Humiston’s string transcription of the “Sarabande” from Bach’s Sixth Suite for 

Unaccompanied Cello, BWV 1012, belongs to the first category. 

 

                                                
53 See Chapter 3 for further discussion. 
54 J. S. Bach, “A Pure and Guileless Spirit,” arr. W. H. Humiston (New York: Schroeder & Gunther, 1921). 
55 Mary J. Greer, “The Reception of Bach’s Music in New York City, 1855-1900,” 73. 
56 These transcriptions are considered virtuosic because of Humiston’s contemporary critics who, as discussed in 
Chapter 3, were dissatisfied with the ubiquity of flashy transcriptions that served to showcase the performer rather 
than the composer on solo recital and orchestral programs.  
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Example 1: Johann Sebastian Bach, “Sarabande” from the Sixth Suite for Unaccompanied Cello, 
transcribed by W. H. Humiston, unpublished manuscript, mm. 1-4. William Henry Humiston 
Collection, LaBudde Special Collections, UMKC. 

 

 
 
 
 

A comparison of Humiston’s Sarabande with that of Bach’s published by the Bach-

Gesellschaft reveals the extent to which the piece was modified.  

 

 

Example 2. J. S. Bach, “Sarabande” from the Sixth Suite for Unaccompanied Cello, Bach-
Gesellschaft edition. mm. 1-4. 
 

 
 

The most notable difference between the two versions of the Sarabande is the obvious expansion 

of texture. In his transcription, Humiston adds new divisi parts in the second violins and violas to 
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increase the fullness of the string ensemble’s sonority while maintaining the original harmony. 

Rhythmically, the transcription maintains Bach’s homophonic texture in the non-melodic voices. 

Humiston made use of a particular contemporary string idiom when creating this 

transcription. The violin I part’s sul G indicates that the players should execute the entire melody 

on the violin’s lowest string by shifting to higher positions (example 1). This use of sul G evokes 

a similar timbre to that of a cello playing high in tessitura, notated in the Bach-Gesellschaft 

edition by the alto clef (example 2). In this manner, Humiston could have been attempting to 

preserve some of Bach’s original aural effects. 

Another of Humiston’s transcriptions for string orchestra that fits into the first category is 

the Adagio from the Sonata for Violin and Clavier in C minor, BWV 1017.  

 

Example 3: J. S. Bach, “Adagio” from Sonata for Violin and Clavier in C minor, transcribed by 
W. H. Humiston, unpublished manuscript, mm. 1-4. William Henry Humiston Collection, 
LaBudde Special Collections, UMKC. 
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As he did in his transcription of the Sarabande, Humiston expands the texture of Bach’s original 

sonata in this Adagio by adding new parts as well as divisi in both the viola and cello lines 

(example 3).57 Humiston adds fourth-species counterpoint to the viola and cello parts; the 

resultant suspensions and resolutions create harmonic interest only implied by the thin texture of 

Bach’s original music as it appears in the Bach-Gesellschaft edition (example 4). Notably, the 

second violin in Humiston’s transcription contains Bach’s original solo violin melody, while the 

triplet figurations originally indicated in the right hand of the clavier appear in the first violin. As 

indicated in Humiston’s manuscript, the first violins are to play divisi—one half to perform the 

triplet figurations, and the other half to join the second violins in playing the melody. This divisi 

both reinforces the melodic line notated in the second violin while simultaneously reducing the 

weight and volume of the decorative first violin accompaniment.  

Example 4: J. S. Bach, “Adagio” from Sonata for Violin and Clavier in C minor, Bach-
Gesellschaft edition. mm. 1-4. 
 

 

Another transcription that demonstrates the first category of Humiston’s transcriptions is 

the Minuet for string ensemble, modified from Bach’s Menuette, BWV 841. Again, Humiston 

fills out the original two-voice texture.  

                                                
57 Though the manuscript copy of this piece is scored for strings only, the later Roth revision includes organ, ad lib.  
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Example 5: J. S. Bach, Menuette, BWV 841, Bach-Gesellschaft edition. mm. 1-4. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Example 6: J. S. Bach, Minuet, transcribed by W. H. Humiston, unpublished manuscript,  
mm 1-4. William Henry Humiston Collection, LaBudde Special Collections, UMKC. 
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Humiston adds some specific aural effects. “Con sordini” appears in the top left corner of the 

score, indicating that the strings play with mutes—an effect that evokes a timbre perhaps more 

indicative of the delicate qualities of Baroque harpsichord rather than an early twentieth-century 

string orchestra. He also divides the eighth notes of the active bass line between the cellos and 

violas, consequently enhancing the piece’s activity and momentum.  

One other work that was likely performed on the Dai Buell concert is the Largo, 

transcribed for solo piano from Bach’s Sonata in C Major for Unaccompanied Violin, BWV 

1005. This piece belongs to Humiston’s second category of transcriptions—those modified for 

virtuosic solo or orchestral performance. An inscription written in the top-left corner of the 

manuscript in pencil and in what appears to be Humiston’s autograph reads “dedicated to Miss 

Dai Buell.” The subtitle, “Transcribed for Piano by W. H. Humiston, 1919,” is written in ink and 

appears in a different handwriting than the pencil dedication. A second, exact copy of 

Humiston’s Largo transcription for piano also exists, but does not bear the dedication. Humiston 

also transcribed Bach’s Largo for string orchestra. Only a fragment of this manuscript survives, 

and nothing indicates that the piano was to perform with the string ensemble.  
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Example 7: J. S. Bach, “Largo” from Sonata for Unaccompanied Violin in C Major, transcribed 
by W. H. Humiston, unpublished manuscript, mm. 1-6. William Henry Humiston Collection, 
LaBudde Special Collections, UMKC. 
 

 
 
 

As in his string ensemble transcriptions, Humiston adds inner voices to this piano version 

in order to enhance the texture. These added notes are written with small note-heads, whereas 

Bach’s original melody (Example 8) is indicated by large note-heads. The inner voices provide 

additional impetus and momentum, as well as a realization of more complex harmonic structures, 

including the 7-6 suspension in m. 3 (Example 7). Humiston also adds various other markings, 

such as the slurs in the soprano and bass voices that indicate extended phrases, the tenuto lines in 

mm. 4-5, and dynamic indications.  
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Example 8: J. S. Bach, “Largo” from Sonata in C Major for Unaccompanied Violin, BWV 1005, 
Bach-Gesellschaft edition, mm. 1-5. 
 

 
 
 

In the archival collection, only one transcription by Humiston for full orchestra exists—

that of Bach’s famous Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, BWV 565. This is the only other example 

in the collection of a second-category transcription. As discussed in Chapter 3, large-scale 

orchestral reworkings played a major part in the transcription debate after the Great War. 

Richard Aldrich argued against their fidelity to the original score. Yet for Humiston, transcribing 

Bach’s music for orchestra was a natural means to perform the Baroque composer’s music. As 

program annotator and, eventually, assistant conductor for the New York Philharmonic Society, 

he was thoroughly immersed the orchestral performance traditions associated with Bach in early 

twentieth-century New York City. He would have heard many arrangements of Bach’s music for 

full orchestra throughout his career and, as a conductor, would have had the opportunity to study 

these scores.58  

                                                
58 Included in his collection is one such orchestral transcription by composer Joachim Raff (1822-1882) of Bach’s 
Chaccone from the Unaccompanied Violin Partita in D minor, BWV 1004. The Chaccone in the collection is a 
condensed version of the full orchestral score, written only on a grand staff and appears to be Humiston’s autograph. 
Perhaps he wrote out Raff’s arrangement to study the arranger’s treatment of Bach’s music—the manner in which it 
was modified from the original source to fit the orchestra. By dissecting the component parts of Bach’s music, 
Humiston became aware of some of the ways in which Bach could be adapted for his own orchestral transcriptions.  
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Humiston’s instrumentation for the transcription of the Toccata and Fugue in D minor 

includes two flutes, two oboes, two B-flat clarinets, two bassoons, four horns, two B-flat 

trumpets, three trombones, tuba, timpani, and strings (See appendix A, example 1). The work is 

incomplete, and Humiston himself noted this detail on his title page, which reads in pencil in his 

autograph “Bach Toccata Fugue in D minor Orchestrated (unfinished).” Beginning on page 

twelve of the manuscript, midway through the fugue, Humiston sketches only the string parts, 

leaving all other staves empty (appendix A, example 2). The transcription concludes abruptly 

with a lengthy violin cadenza on the manuscript’s seventeenth page that mirrors the final section 

of Bach’s original fugue, where the composer suspends the fugue’s contrapuntal material and 

begins virtuosic passagework (appendix A, example 3). It is highly unlikely that the concluding 

pages of the transcription are merely lost or destroyed, since Humiston himself noted the 

transcription as “unfinished.” The purpose for creating it remains unknown, though it could have 

been for his own use with the New York Philharmonic Society.  

The third category of Humiston’s arrangements consists of those pieces adapted for 

performance by the modern orchestra. These works differ from the large-scale transcriptions, 

such as the Toccata and Fugue in D minor, because they are not reworkings of solo repertoire for 

different instrumental mediums. The purpose for these arrangements is to make repertoire 

accessible to those who performed Bach’s music on modern rather than period or reconstructed 

instruments.  

One example of this third type of arrangement includes the final three movements of 

“Watch Ye, Pray Ye,” arranged from Bach’s cantata Wachet, betet, seid bereit allerzeit, BWV 

70. Humiston arranged the cantata’s final bass accompagnato recitative, bass aria, and 
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concluding chorale (appendix B).59 The manuscript appears to be a draft. While the score is 

written in black ink, editorial additions—such as measure numbers, dynamic markings, and 

articulations—appear throughout in blue and red pencil. Similarly, alternate words written in 

pencil occasionally appear above the English text in the vocal lines. 

Humiston only slightly modified the recitative of the Bach-Gesellschaft edition by adding 

parts for organ, two oboes, and English horn (appendix B, examples 1 and 2). The organ part is 

Humiston’s realization of the basso continuo, and the oboes and English horn double this 

harmonic realization, likely for coloristic effect. Other modifications made to the original 

Gesellschaft edition include the use of an English text rather than a German one, as well as the 

transposition of the original C trumpet part for B-flat trumpet. 

Though the recitative remains close to that in the Bach-Gesellschaft edition, the aria’s 

texture is supplemented with strings (appendix B, examples 3 and 4). In the original aria, fast 

sections in which the voice is accompanied by strings, trumpet, and continuo alternate with slow 

sections scored for bass voice and basso continuo only. In Humiston’s arrangement, the slow 

sections are accompanied by a realized continuo in the organ as well as new string parts that 

double the continuo realization. This technique is similar to that of Felix Mottl described in the 

program note for the New York Philharmonic Society’s concert on November 12, 1920, in which 

the arranger added strings to the slow movement of the Brandenburg Concerto in F Major to 

provide figured bass realization. 

 Humiston’s arrangement of the concluding chorale also remains close to the Bach-

Gesellschaft edition. Whereas the original edition contains only one oboe part, trumpet, strings, 

choir, and continuo, Humiston adds an additional oboe and English horn, thus maintaining 
                                                
59 Unlike his transcriptions for string orchestra, Humiston did not sign his name to this work. The work is almost 
certainly his, however, as it is in the same autograph of his other transcriptions and bears the stamp of his personal 
library.  
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consistency with the rest of his arrangement’s orchestration. These additional parts do not 

contain new material, but merely double the choir, adding color and bolstering sonority. The 

trumpet line has been transposed for B-flat trumpet, and the text is in English. Rather than 

writing an independent organ part, Humiston simply indicates “organ with voices” next to the 

choral parts (appendix B, example 5).  

The final category of Humiston’s reworkings of Bach’s music consist of published vocal 

pieces arranged for practical use. Humiston arranged or edited five pieces of Bach’s music for 

the American Bach Publication Society that were subsequently published by Schroeder & 

Gunther of New York City.60 These editions are generally scored for solo voice or chorus with 

either organ or piano accompaniment. Their primary purpose seems to be functional rather than 

academic, as the title page indicates: “Compositions of JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH: Edited 

for practical use.”61  

Though they were arranged for practical use, these publications, more than Humiston’s 

manuscript transcriptions and arrangements, show an awareness of Bach’s music as an historical 

object. Humiston begins the foreword to each of these editions with a brief historical account of 

the occasion of the work’s original performance. He also lists each editorial alteration made to 

the model edition, which appears to be the Bach-Gesellschaft.62  

Humiston’s editorial choices show a clear attempt to preserve the aural effect of Bach’s 

original instrumentation. For example, in his arrangement of “Hasten thou, oh longed for hour,” 

                                                
60 The front cover of each of these four publications lists a total of seven pieces published through the American 
Bach Publication Society. It is likely that Humiston arranged or edited the remaining two pieces. Only five are 
housed in the LaBudde special collections at the University of Missouri-Kansas City, and duplications of these exist 
at other libraries as well. The author has not been able to locate the two other arrangements.  
61 J. S. Bach, A lively Joy is e’er the Merry Hunt, arranged by William Henry Humiston (New York: Schroeder & 
Gunther, 1921). 
62 Several of the forewords mention the Bach-Gesellschaft (or Bach Society) as the source from which the 
arrangements are made. 
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Humiston notes the peculiar use of bell chimes—something he admitted was not common for 

Bach, but that the composer had used periodically during his time in Mühlhausen. In a note at the 

bottom of the foreword, Humiston clarified the manner in which he arranged these bell tones and 

a possible solution for their execution in performance:  

In the accompaniment as arranged, the larger notes represent Bach’s string parts, the 
smaller notes the filling of the “continuo.” Care has been taken to have the Bell notes 
played by whichever hand is most convenient; the part is literally as Bach wrote it. If the 
organ has no “Chimes” a pair of tubular chimes may be rented from any organ builder.63 
 

By noting that “the part is literally as Bach wrote it,” Humiston attempted to preserve the 

original intent of the composer’s music, demonstrating his perception of Bach as an historical 

object.  

 As Humiston sometimes did in his other writings on Bach, he did not always maintain a 

purely historical approach in his forewords. For example, in the preface to his arrangement of 

“Flow, sparkling blue waters,” Humiston compared Bach’s music to that of nineteenth-century 

composer Franz Schubert, writing that “The musical figure [by Bach] portraying the flowing of 

the waters is much like the figure in Schubert’s Barcarolle (Auf dem Wasser zu singen).”64  

Humiston’s Bach 

 William Henry Humiston, like his contemporaries in the early twentieth century, 

perceived Bach both subjectively and objectively. Rather than choosing one side over the other, 

Humiston’s complete idea of the composer was an amalgamation of both. In his writings, 

Humiston’s subjective Bach was still rooted in Romanticism. The composer was the beginning 

of a Germanic lineage that culminated with Wagner; his music was full of emotion, and therefore 

comparable to the music of other nineteenth century composers. His writings also reveal that he 
                                                
63 J. S. Bach, Hasten thou, oh longed for hour, arranged by William Henry Humiston (New York, Schroeder & 
Gunther, 1922). 
64 J. S. Bach, Flow, sparkling blue waters, arranged by William Henry Humiston (New York: Schroeder & Gunther, 
1922).  
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perceived Bach with some historical objectivity. Humiston often enlightened his readers to the 

differences between their modern world and the one in which Bach lived and composed.  

 Humiston’s transcriptions and arrangements of Bach’s music display a similar blend of 

viewpoints. The act of transcribing and arranging, as Richard Aldrich had pointed out in the 

review of Dai Buell and Humiston’s concert, was not considered part of an historical aesthetic. 

These reworkings, then, become Humiston’s own personal interpretation of Bach’s music, 

filtered through the transcription tradition that was prominent throughout the Romantic era. 

Though some of these transcriptions were noted by Richard Aldrich for lacking what he 

perceived was Bach’s original intent, Humiston was, in fact, aware of the eighteenth century 

context of Bach’s music. This awareness of the eighteenth century is evident in Humiston’s 

forewords to his published vocal arrangements in which he outlined the historical context of the 

music as well as his editorial additions—some of which were carefully executed in order to 

maintain Bach’s original intent.  
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

The perception of Johann Sebastian Bach changed drastically between 1914 and 1927. 

During the Great War, anti-German sentiment became widespread in New York City, and 

German music was consequently censored. Though music by composers such as Richard 

Wagner was subjected to harsh harangues and even complete banishment, Bach’s music 

continued to be performed throughout the war. This occurred primarily because of two important 

changes in the manner in which New Yorkers perceived the composer: 1) Bach became more 

autonomous and “universal” rather than German and nationalistic, and 2) Bach’s music served as 

a source of personal, spiritual rejuvenation to war-weary American audiences.  

In addition to Bach’s changing identity, musicians modified the manner in which they 

performed the composer’s music. Transcribing and arranging the composer’s music was 

common in New York City before the war, but afterwards, “purist” critics found that this 

practice compromised what they perceived to be the composer’s original intent. Richard Aldrich 

in particular strongly advocated for historical reconstructions of Bach’s music not only by 

censuring performers for their non-historical interpretations but also by writing educative articles 

about Bach’s music in its eighteenth-century context. Transcriptions and arrangements 

subsequently became the subject of a public debate, and though advocates from both sides of the 

argument voiced their opinions, no conclusive solution to the dispute was ever reached.  

It was within this polarized environment—where Bach’s music was both “universal” yet 

religious and personal, and where transcriptions and arrangements simultaneously coexisted with 

historically informed reconstructions—that William Henry Humiston lived and worked. His 
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perception of Bach and his own ideas about performing the composer’s music embodied both 

sides of this duality. Humiston criticized editions of Bach’s music that were poorly constructed 

or changed the original intent of the composer and simultaneously made his own transcriptions 

and arrangements that changed the original manner in which Bach crafted his music. Similarly, 

his perception of Bach, while formed by objective historical research, exhibited a then-outmoded 

association with composer Richard Wagner and emotional subjectivity.  

The binary that Bach and his music embodied after the Great War was not specific to 

America. Richard Taruskin notes a similar phenomenon in Europe during the years following 

World War I. He writes that music during this time lie in two distinct areas: on one side were 

composers such as Paul Hindemith (1895-1963) and the idea of Gebrauchsmusik, where art 

served a social role and fit the needs of the people who performed it; on the other side were 

composers such as Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971) and autonomous music, where art was 

objectified and created for its own sake.1 In his discussion of Neoclassicism, Taruskin notes 

Bach’s importance in both of these composer’s lives. Subsequently, the Baroque composer’s 

reception reflected his enthusiasts’ ideas of music to either maintain autonomy or directly serve 

the needs of those who consume it:  

So there was a Bach of the Right and a Bach of the Left. There was the transcendent 
impersonal artisan whose name came improbably to signify the height of fashion…and 
there was the old Gemeinschaftmusiker, turning out well-made, socially useful goods to 
order. Two aspects of a single “classic” creative personality were radically dichotomized 
to serve contemporary needs, justifying a pair of seemingly antithetical aesthetic 
programs that were nevertheless united in their opposition to the tainted aesthetic of 
“psychology, emotions, feelings, desires, aspirations,” and the individualistic subjectivity 
it glorified.2  

 

                                                
1 Richard Taruskin, “Back to Whom? Neoclassicism as Ideology,” 19th-Century Music 16, no. 3 (Spring 1993): 
296. 
2 Ibid., 297. 
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Though Taruskin notes Bach’s duality in Europe, these two ideas of the composer also 

characterized American opinions, as has been discussed throughout this thesis. Taruskin’s 

“transcendent impersonal artist” was the hallowed composer whose true spirit could only be 

realized through a conservative, historical reading of the score. Yet for New Yorkers Bach was 

also “turning out well-made, socially useful goods” in the form of transcriptions and 

arrangements—a performance aesthetic with which early twentieth century audiences identified 

through their musical heritage and Romantic traditions. Within this “either-or” environment, 

however, lie those who were more moderate and developed a perception of Bach that embodied 

what Taruskin terms the Left and the Right—people like William Henry Humiston.  

Bach’s reception in the United States did not merely mimic post-war European musical 

trends. The music of Bach also satisfied distinctly American needs. It supplied spiritual 

sustenance, accommodated individualized American perspectives, and, as at the Bethlehem Bach 

Festivals, strengthened the country’s sense of community during wartime. The Great War 

encouraged Americans to seek cultural independence from Europe, a continent upon which the 

U.S. had relied musically for much of its history. Somewhat ironically, Johann Sebastian Bach, a 

German composer, inadvertently helped establish a unique American musical identity during and 

after the war. 

 Throughout the study, I have concentrated on the reception of Bach in New York City. 

However, there are many more facets of Bach-reception in early twentieth century America that 

remain. Can specific, individual pieces by Bach be classified according to New Yorkers’ 

perception in the subjective-objective duality? Did the composer’s vocal music carry different 

meanings than his instrumental music? What was Bach’s role in American Neoclassicism?3  

                                                
3 William Henry Humiston’s compositions reflect a small amount of Neoclassic influences. His original dramatic 
scene for soprano and orchestra, Iphigeneia Before the Sacrifice at Aulos, contains classical Greek themes, cantata 
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What was the nature of Bach perception and performance practice in other American cities? 

Were similar subjective-objective debates occurring with the music of more recently deceased or 

living composers? 

This study of Bach’s reception during the early twentieth century in New York City has 

proven to be, at least in part, a periodization study. The composer’s personality with which 

Romantic audiences were familiar greatly changed after the war and embodied a new duality. 

What emerged out of this bifurcation was a deeper, pervading question about how any piece of 

music from the past should be performed—an issue that persists to the present day. Bach’s 

reception in New York City during the early twentieth century serves as a representative example 

of this larger performance issue. Should musical works of the past be treated as museum 

pieces—unalterable and objectified—or adapted and modified to fit the era in which they are 

performed? 

 Humiston’s model of Bach provides an alternative to this “either-or” perspective. In our 

postmodern age, where musicians still question how to perform the music of previous eras, 

Humiston’s perception of Bach informs us that blending both objective and subjective 

approaches to “early” music is a viable and perhaps overlooked option. Though the resulting 

concept might be less definitive than choosing “either-or,” the approach certainly creates a more 

balanced, incorporative version of music by attempting to preserve the historical character of the 

piece while modifying it enough to resonate with the audience for whom it is performed.  

                                                                                                                                                       
traditions, and even a quotation of the ancient tune, the Epitaph of Seikelos. William Henry Humiston, Iphigeneia 
Before the Sacrifice at Aulos (New York: Breitkopf & Hartel, 1912).  
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APPENDIX A 
 
Example 1: Johann Sebastian Bach, Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, arranged for orchestra by 
William Henry Humiston, unpublished manuscript, pg. 1. William Henry Humiston Collection, 
LaBudde Special Collections, UMKC. 
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Example 2: J. S. Bach, Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, arranged for orchestra by W. H. 
Humiston, unpublished manuscript. pg. 12. William Henry Humiston Collection, LaBudde 
Special Collections, UMKC. 
 

 

J ~, 

r-- .=: 
-r---

-- -:= -1-- -: 

I-

._-- -

I- - -

-------: 

-= 
It? =::! ~ ·~· ,.r ih-.-..-, • - - ./.- . - . . ' . 

\k:~- . =''0 fl -~ EF 1 t7 
-- ' tIP'p 

_. , 
- - I-- --- .. 

:----'-

-- . ......,. 
--~ - -- -~·~~' I . . ~ 

' ..... -- ...... I=="'" :-= . ~~ 

i 
. +-

. 
'+-

. . . 
~- .. .. 

-
I- - --

I-- -
---

I-

--

- E::-:'--, 
"" 

-- -- _ ... 

'. -

--
- -'-= 

II? I . . 
l ' - t-P -r -~" --- .- -.ii<, ...c.f =t== 

!"..oo"'" -- ~ I~' -
~~-=- --;l-4f r-i--# -=--.'f-!(3- J:m~ W=&f=W..t-l£f~d~~ - .~r--; 

~ - !-::-~ ri.rirr=t~m -= i. _ _ _ ,- --'.1'- , I', -I-
Iw---'- +~~ ~==-=~ ..... J7:.- .. - . .-~ c ~ -=:== - !::!::I:I-= 

"-~ =-'~JT ...... .. -lI. ~+ ___ . 
--- .. -....!J . 

• - I -1:I:Cl' i:::::I:'~' I ----~ 
I'lit=- .- .. .. -,------

-= 



   

85 
 

Example 3: J. S. Bach, Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, arranged for orchestra by W. H. 
Humiston, unpublished manuscript. pg. 16-17. William Henry Humiston Collection, LaBudde 
Special Collections, UMKC. 
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APPENDIX B 
 
Example 1: Johann Sebastian Bach, “Watch Ye, Pray Ye,” arranged by William Henry 
Humiston, unpublished manuscript. pg. 2, mm. 4-7. William Henry Humiston Collection, 
LaBudde Special Collections, UMKC. 
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Example 2: J. S. Bach, “Ach, soll nicht dieser grosse Tag” from Wartet, betet, seid bereit 
allerzeit, BWV 70, Bach-Gesellschaft edition. mm. 3-7. 
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Example 3: J. S. Bach, “Watch Ye, Pray Ye,” arranged by W. H. Humiston, unpublished 
manuscript, pg. 5, mm. 32-39. William Henry Humiston Collection, LaBudde Special 
Collections, UMKC. 
 

 
 
 
 
Example 4: J. S. Bach, “Seligster Erquickungstag” from Wartet, betet, seid bereit allerzeit, BWV 
70, Bach-Gesellschaft edition. mm. 1-7. 
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Example 5: J. S. Bach, “Watch Ye, Pray Ye,” arranged by W. H. Humiston, undated manuscript. 
pg. 10. William Henry Humiston Collection, LaBudde Special Collections, UMKC. 
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