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Johann Sebastian Bach’s Cello Suite No. 1 in G Major (BWV 1007) stands as one of the most seminal works in 

the Western classical canon. Originally composed during Bach’s tenure as Kapellmeister in Cöthen (circa 1717–

1723), these suites were virtually forgotten by the mainstream musical world until they were revitalized by Pablo 

Casals in the early 20th century. For the modern classical guitarist, the translation of this monophonic masterpiece 

from the violoncello to the six-string guitar presents both an extraordinary opportunity and a rigorous technical 

challenge. The Edition Schott publication, arranged by the legendary John W. Duarte, serves as the gold

standard for this transcription. This article provides an exhaustive technical analysis, pedagogical framework, and

performance guide for guitarists approaching this advanced work.

The Historical and Musicological Framework of BWV 1007

The transition of BWV 1007 from cello to guitar is not merely a transposition of notes; it is a reimagining of 

resonance and voicing. While the cello relies on the sustain of a bow and a tuning system of fifths (C-G-D-A), the 

guitar utilizes the percussive decay of plucked strings and a tuning system primarily of fourths (E-A-D-G-B-E). 

Understanding this fundamental acoustic shift is crucial for interpreting the John Duarte arrangement.

The Cöthen Period Context

Bach’s time in Cöthen was unique because the court was Calvinist, meaning liturgical music was not the primary 

focus. Instead, Bach dedicated his creative energy to secular instrumental music. The Cello Suites represent a 

peak in linear counterpoint, where a single melodic line is meticulously crafted to imply its own harmonic

progression. When Duarte arranged this for the guitar, he had to decide how much of this implied harmony should

be made explicit through additional bass notes or chordal fillings—a hallmark of the Edition Schott version.

Technical Analysis of the Suite’s Movements

The Cello Suite No. 1follows the traditional Baroque dance suite structure, consisting of a Prelude followed by five

stylized dances. Each movement demands a specific set of technical proficiencies from the guitarist.

1. The Prelude: Harmonic Arpeggiation and Pedal Points

The Prelude is perhaps the most recognized piece of music in the cello repertoire. On the guitar, it functions as a 

study in fluidity and string crossing. Duarte’s arrangement focuses on maintaining the continuous sixteenth-note

flow while ensuring the foundational G-major tonality is resonant.

•  Key Technical Challenge: Maintaining the 'pedal point' (the recurring G and later D) without interrupting the 

melodic contour.

•  Fingering Strategy: The use of open strings is optimized to allow for maximum sustain, mimicking the cello's 

natural resonance.

•  Harmonic Climax: The dominant pedal towards the end requires precise barre techniques and a controlled 

crescendo to resolve into the final G major chord.



2. Allemande: The Stately Processional

The Allemande is characterized by its duple meter and serious, noble character. Unlike the Prelude, the Allemande

involves more complex rhythmic subdivisions, including sixteenth and thirty-second notes.

Duarte’s transcription emphasizes the conversational natureof the phrases. Guitarists must utilize nuanced rest

strokes (apoyando) to highlight the 'leading' notes of the melody while keeping the 'filler' notes subdued in a free-

stroke (tirando) texture.

3. Courante: Rhythmic Vitality

The Courante provides a sharp contrast with its triple meter and rapid-fire movement. In the Schott Edition, the 

focus is on the Italian style (Corrente), which is faster and more linear than the French variant. The guitarist must

navigate large interval leaps, which are idiomatic on the cello but require significant left-hand extensions on the

guitar.

4. Sarabande: The Emotional Core

The Sarabande is the slowest movement, emphasizing the second beat of each measure. This is where the guitar’s 

ability to play polyphonic textures shines. Duarte introduces subtle chordal supports that aren't possible on a solo 

cello, enriching the harmonic depth. The challenge here is vibrato controland the connection of phrases (legato)

despite the guitar's natural decay.

5. Minuets I & II: The Galant Contrast

The Minuets offer a lighter, more rhythmic 'Galant' style. Minuet I is in G Major, while Minuet II shifts to the parallel 

minor (G Minor). This transition requires a shift in timbral color (ponticello vs. tasto)to distinguish the moods of

the two dances.

6. Gigue: The Virtuosic Finale

The Gigue is a high-energy dance in 12/8 time. It requires synchronized coordination between the right-hand

alternation (i-m) and the left-hand shifts. The motoric rhythm must remain relentless until the final cadence.

Comparison Matrix: Cello vs. Guitar Performance Mechanics

The following table outlines the fundamental differences in executing BWV 1007 on its original instrument versus

the guitar arrangement found in the Edition Schott.



Feature Original Violoncello (BWV 1007) Guitar Solo (Duarte Arrangement)

Tuning System Fifths (C-G-D-A) Fourths/Third (E-A-D-G-B-E)

Articulation Bowed (Legato/Staccato via bow 
pressure)

Plucked (Apoyando/Tirando/Slurs)

Harmonic Realization Primarily implied through melody Explicitly realized with bass/chords

Sustain Constant (mechanical via bow) Decaying (acoustic via string vibration)

Polyphony Limited (Double stops/Arpeggios) Extended (Up to 6-part harmony)

Technical Grade Intermediate-Advanced Advanced to Difficult

The Duarte/Schott Edition: Technical Nuances

John Duarte was known for his pedagogical rigor. His arrangement for Edition Schott (SKU: HL.49010757) is not a 

simple note-for-note copy. It is a re-compositionfor the guitar that respects the Baroque aesthetic while

acknowledging the instrument's idiomatic strengths.

Fingering and String Selection

Duarte meticulously chooses string numbers to preserve the tessituraof the cello. For instance, many passages

that could be played in lower positions on the guitar are moved to higher positions on lower strings to capture the

darker, 'reedy' quality of a cello’s C and G strings.

The Role of Ornaments (Agregants)

Baroque ornamentation (trills, mordents, appoggiaturas) is essential. In this edition, Duarte provides clear 

indications for where these should be executed. Guitarists must practice cross-string trillsto maintain the sustain

and clarity required for Bach’s ornamentation style, which differs significantly from the hammer-on/pull-off style

used in modern music.

Practical Implementation: A Step-by-Step Study Guide

For the guitarist looking to master BWV 1007, a systematic approach is necessary. Given its classification as 

Advanced to Difficult, students should follow this procedural workflow:

1.  Structural Analysis: Before touching the guitar, map out the binary form of each dance. Identify the 

modulation points (usually to the dominant, D Major, at the end of the first section).

2.  Slow Arpeggio Practice (Prelude): Practice the Prelude at 40 BPM, focusing entirely on the evenness of the 

attack. Each sixteenth note must have equal weight unless specifically phrasing a cadence.

3.  Left-Hand Economy: Minimize finger movement. Use 'guide fingers' to shift between positions. Bach’s music 

is highly patterns-based; identifying these patterns reduces cognitive load during performance.

4.  Dynamic Layering: Practice separating the 'bass' line from the 'soprano' line. Even though they are played by 

one hand, they must sound like two independent instruments.

5.  Metronome Gradation: Increase speed only when the piece can be played without tension. Tension is the 

enemy of the Baroque style, which requires 'lightness' and 'clarity'.

Case Study: Troubleshooting the 'Gigue' Complexity



One common failure mode in performing the Gigue is the 'tripping' of the rhythm in the compound meter. Many

guitarists inadvertently turn the 12/8 feel into a 4/4 triplet feel, losing the dance’s character.

The Problem: Technical Bottlenecks

In measures 20-24 of the Gigue, the rapid string crossing often leads to right-hand fatigue and rhythmic

unevenness.

The Solution: Algorithmic Practice

Apply the 'Rhythmic Transformation'  method:

•  Practice the passage as dotted-eighth followed by sixteenth notes.

•  Reverse it: sixteenth followed by dotted-eighth.

•  This forces the neurological pathways to secure the 'jumps' between strings, ensuring that when played in the 

standard 12/8 rhythm, the hand is relaxed and the spacing is precise.

Mathematical Models in Bach’s Counterpoint

While Bach likely composed by intuition and experience, his music adheres to strict mathematical proportions. In 

BWV 1007, we see the use of Golden Ratio principles in the placement of the climax in the Prelude. Furthermore, 

the frequency ratios of the G major scale (1:1 for the tonic, 3:2 for the dominant) dictate the harmonic tension and 

release throughout the suite. The Duarte arrangement preserves these ratios by ensuring the guitar’s equal 

temperamenttuning is tempered further by the player's ear, particularly regarding the third of the chords (B

natural), which often needs slight adjustment for pure intonation.

Broader Implications for Classical Guitarists

Studying the Bach Cello Suite No. 1 via the Edition Schottis more than a repertoire choice; it is a foundational

requirement for any serious guitarist. It bridges the gap between purely melodic playing and complex polyphony.

The technical hurdles—ranging from the sustain-heavy Sarabande to the agile Gigue—prepare the performer for

the even greater challenges of Bach’s Lute Suites or the Chaconne from the Partita in D Minor.

By engaging with the John Duartearrangement, the guitarist honors the historical legacy of the Baroque era while

utilizing the full expressive range of the modern instrument. This work remains a testament to the versatility of the

guitar and the timeless genius of Johann Sebastian Bach. Whether for a professional recital, a graded examination

(like the Con Brio Examinations), or personal intellectual growth, BWV 1007 offers a lifetime of discovery within its

G-major boundaries. The meticulous attention to detail found in the Schott edition ensures that the transition from

the four strings of the cello to the six strings of the guitar is not only successful but artistically profound.
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