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Although the dating of Bach's three sonatas for viola da gamba and cembalo 
has presented problems for musicologists, because only an autograph score of 
the first sonata BWV 1027 survives, there is now general consensus that the 
works were written in Leipzig at some time in the late 1730s and early 1740s. 
Prior to that commentators had suggested that they dated from an earlier 
period when Bach was in Cöthen or even beforehand: the viola da gamba 
player Christian Ferdinand Abel was one of the court musicians of Prince 
Leopold at Cöthen. Bach moved to Leipzig as Thomaskantor in 1723 and in 
1729 was appointed director of the Collegium Musicum, a chamber music 
society that put on weekly concerts at the Café Zimmermann.

It has now been determined that Johann Sebastian Bach's sonatas for viola da 
gamba and harpsichord were written in the early 1740s, a time when the great 
virtuosos of the viola da gamba had either passed on or were soon to do so. 
This becomes especially poignant when considering the Sonata No. 2 in D 
major, BWV 1028, the most outwardly virtuosic of the three viola da gamba 
sonatas, especially in its vigorous finale. Of course, the harpsichord is an 
equal partner in all of these works, but the proficiency required of the viola da 
gamba player in the Sonata No. 2 demands an art which Bach must have 
known was in decline. This, of course, is all the more reason to celebrate the 
fact that today, thanks to the period performance movement, there are masters 
of the viola da gamba once again.

The scholar Ulrich Siegele has suggested that Johann Sebastian Bach's 
Sonata No. 3 in G minor for viola da gamba and harpsichord, BWV 1029, did 
not start life as a sonata at all, but as a full-scale concerto, perhaps written for 
two transverse flutes. While there is some debate about this proposition, it 
certainly would explain why the Sonata No. 3 has three movements, in trio 
sonata format, rather than four, as the other two sonatas do. Further, it would 

explain why the musical discourse resembles that of a concerto rather than 
a partnership, which was the model for the first two sonatas. We will 
probably never know the real provenance of the Sonata No. 3, but fortu-
nately such debates are academic when it is being played.

One of the greatest cellists of the twentieth century, a performer who 
combined technical brilliance with soulful expressiveness, Danil Shafran was 
born in 1923, in Leningrad (now St. Petersburg). Shafran's first teacher was 
his father, who was the principal cellist of the Leningrad Philharmonic 
Orchestra. At the age of eight, Shafran started studying with Alexander 
Shtrimer, at the Special Music School for Children. Two years later, he was 
among a group of students selected to advance directly to the Leningrad 
Conservatory. When he was eleven, Shafran made his debut with the 
Leningrad Philharmonic, continuing his studies with Shtrimer, who taught the 
young cellist to appreciate music in the wider context of humanistic culture 
and of art in general. In 1937, Shafran won the All-Union competition for 
cellists and violinists. The prize was a magnificent 1630 Amati cello, which 
Shafran played until the end of his life. This instrument had a delicate, but 
gorgeous, tone, and Shafran was sometimes criticized for playing an 
instrument that was perceived as more appropriate for chamber music. In 
1950, the year he graduated from the Leningrad Conservatory, Shafran won 
the Prague International Cello Competition. Although Shafran toured Europe, 
the U.S., and Japan, he shunned the glamour of international fame, 
preferring to perform and record in the U.S.S.R. His recordings, for the 
Melodiya label, include much of the standard cello repertoire, with particular 
emphasis on Romantic and -century Russian music. For example, he 
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recorded Kabalevsky's Cello Concerto No. 1 in 1954, creating, two years 
later, a legendary recording of the Cello Sonata by Shostakovich, with the 
composer at the piano. One of the high points of Shafran's career was his 
1967 performance of Kabalevsky's Cello Concerto No. 2, one of the most 
demanding works of the cello repertoire. Written as a musical monument to 
the victims of World War II, and dedicated to Shafran, Kabalevsky's extraor-
dinarily difficult work provided the cellist with an opportunity to display his 
prodigious technique and profound musicality. Throughout his career, 
Shafran sought to enrich the cello repertoire by playing transcriptions of 
works for other instruments. Many of these transcriptions, which include the 
Franck Violin Sonata and the Shostakovich Viola Sonata, are miniatures by 
composers such as Schumann, Chopin, and Brahms, which he often offered 
as recital encores. Shafran's performances of these familiar encore minia-
tures, such as Schumann's "Träumerei," from the Kinderszenen for piano, 
were truly magical, for his playing could transform a familiar piano piece into 
cello music of unearthly beauty. Shafran was particularly known for his rich, 
expressive tone; his vibrato was unique, and when he played without 
vibrato, Shafran used his prodigious bowing technique to enrich his tone. A 
hallmark of Shafran's highly personal style, in addition to his finely nuanced 
and profoundly expressive tone, was his inimitablerubato. All in all, Shafran 
was a stupendous virtuoso whose breath-taking technical skill was totally 
subservient to a profound, overwhelmingly powerful musicality. Always in 
total control of the formal aspects of the music he played, Shafran constantly 
sought, as he revisited a particular piece, to probe deeper into its inner 
being, methodically striving to reveal the sometimes incomprehensible 
complexity of the music that he played. He died in 1998.

Daniil Shafran, cello
Andrei Volkonsky, harpsichord
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Sonata No. 1 for Cello and Clavecin in G Major, BWV 1027
1 Adagio 
2 Allegro Ma Non Tanto 
3 Andante 
4 Allegro Moderato 
Sonata No. 2 for Cello and Clavecin in D Major, BWV 1028
5 Adagio 
6 Allegro 
7 Andante 
8 Allegro 
Sonata No. 2 for Cello and Clavecin in G Minor, BWV 1029
9 Vivace 
10 Adagio 
11 Allegro
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