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[bookmark: _GoBack]Bach’s Opening Piece: An Interpretable Prelude 

Imagine a gently undulating tide telling a story to a coastline that seems endless, but has to have an end. Such a removed, wistful, but beautiful feeling comes to us naturally when we listen to Prelude No. 1 in C Major BWV 846 by Johann Sebastian Bach. This piece is the opening of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier Book I,  first composed in 1722 for his eldest son Wilhelm Friedemann’s music lessons. Along with the other 23 preludes, they lay a foundation for their corresponding fugues. In Bach’s words, he intended the book for “both the education of the industrious musical youngster and the enjoyment of those well-versed in the material”. This comment shows that context elevates Bach’s preludes, agreeing with what Susan Sontag emphasizes in Against Interpretation - we should pay more attention to form (context) than to content in terms of appreciating art. I will use Bach’s prelude to illustrate how the interpretation with respect to the form of this prelude can have benefits (sharpen our senses and help us find the poetry in music) in terms of art appreciation for the general public. 
The prelude sounds peaceful, graceful and harmonic because of its symmetric and periodic progressions. The way Bach constructed the music score resembled mathematical formulas. That is not to say Bach was a mathematician. Rather, he was a musical master of mathematical operations. Attaching more importance to form than to content means that the audience should appreciate the tactile and emotional experience of art, and that such experience requires us to pay attention to form and “recover our senses” from “our culture based on overproduction” (Sontag 9-10). 
In addition, understanding the historical context of classical music can sharpen our senses. The Baroque era (1600-1750 AD) was an age of expressive music with clear rhythmic patterns. Bach performed in German Baroque churches and played on Baroque organs such as the harpsichord. For the composition of the preludes and fugues, especially for the Prelude No.1 in C Major, Bach inherited the clear rhythmic patterns from the well-known Baroque period. Audiences might feel a subtle vibrancy of a harpsichord string and an unspeakable calmness following the regular beat of the score, as if they could hear their heartbeat while appreciating music under a church dome. 
Audiences should notice the differences between a piano and a harpsichord, since one of the most crucial aspects of musical critique lies in a comparative study of historical and contemporary instruments. The musical content remains the same when we refer to the same music scores, but the form varies. The piano was invented around 1700 when the expressive demands of the Baroque period could no longer be satisfied by the lack of volume in harpsichords. Bach didn’t like the first version of piano, but he did enjoy later versions. He especially appreciated how hammers’ striking strings in pianos created a more variable touch than performers plucking strings in harpsichords . From 1720s to 1740s, Bach composed the preludes and fugues in a way that was transferable from harpsichords to pianos. In the case of Prelude No.1 in C Major, both harpsichords and pianos would present a desirable performance, though different in sound quality. Such a comparative study focuses on differences between forms of musical instruments and sharpens our hearing for distinguishing them. Each instrument is a different texture of music, and knowing their differences enhances our tactile experience of appreciating art.
Aside from background research, interpretation in the field of classical music also involves listening before appreciating, score study, stylistic categorization, finding the right time to interpret, and seeking the poetry in the music (Kelly). Such a process is highly beneficial for the general audience of classical music. The first step is listening before appreciating. If audiences need to unwind after a long week, Prelude No.1 in C Major might be a good choice for later appreciations, since its seemingly repetitive progressions do not require their especial attention to difficult chords. Yet, if some advanced critiques are in need of more sophisticated musical patterns to hone their skills via fast-switching of chords, such a smooth piece may not satisfy their demand. Score study includes a thematic, harmonic, structural, form and technical analysis (Kelly). Going through them one by one gives audiences a clearer idea of how to bring themselves through the music scores while respecting basic construction principles of the artwork. A thematic analysis, in our case, runs the risk of reducing the work of art to its content (Sontag 5), because preludes were not based on a specific theme. They are fleeting foregrounds for the subsequent fugues. Indeed, real art has the capacity to make us nervous, and a thematic interpretation makes art manageable and comfortable (Sontag 5). For the next four types of score analysis, they can be categorized as subgroups under form analysis. Harmonic and technical analysis are on a micro-scale, while structural or general form analysis is on a macro-scale. A typical example of harmonic and technical analysis is to ask how to explain the unusual chords toward the end of Prelude No.1 in C Major. Another relevant question is how a performer might do to show the significance of such excursions. Amateur and professional performers may have vastly different answers, but their unique interpretations, in most cases, are beneficial to their musical growth as long as they open their mind to welcome music scores.
Finding the right time to interpret and seeking the poetry in music are of equal importance. Few of us are born with the gift to “reveal the sensuous surface of art” (Sontag 9), and we learn to find the right time to interpret. The enriched world of accompaniment patterns, bass line, counterpoints, shape and dynamics, articulation pedal, shading, or voicing and tempo rubato (slight speeding up and then slowing down) or ritardando (a gradual decrease in speed) (Kelly) constitutes the final transparency in music. Such transparency in the prelude above, illustrates a journey to the poetry in music.
The form of the prelude matters because it connects to the bigger picture of a complete set of preludes and fugues. Compared to fugues, preludes are often more flexible in terms of musical expression. To be more accurate, preludes explore different moods and textures before the fugue's more intricate development (Valentine). While maintaining the same key and creating a sense of unity, preludes and their corresponding fugues differ because preludes do not have specific content - they foreground fugues by presenting a tapestry of notes for the audience.
For art in general, we should also incorporate elements above (historical context, harmonic analysis and etc.) into interpretation to better appreciate art. If we do not have the basic knowledge of historical background, or if we hastily attach meaning to content, we might not learn how to approach art and find the right time to interpret after we have the first tactile experience of art. As Susan Sontag suggested, in such an era of cultural excess (Sontag 9-10), we need more patience in terms of appreciating art. Instead of taking only a glance at artwork, we should take our time to have a conversation with them. And some practical ways to interact with art include visiting museums or attending concerts with a dedicated mind.
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