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An art project that combines the Well-Tempered Clavier’s 96 preludes and fugues with photos and videos of 

water in its many states by artist Céline Oms, inspired by the meaning of Bach’s name (“river”) 

Three of Céline Oms’ 96 photos/videos for the Bach48 Project 
 
 
Concept 
 
The Bach:Source project was conceived by Céline Oms and George Lepauw, with the goal of               
illustrating the beautiful preludes and fugues of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier as recorded by             
George Lepauw for Orchid Classics’s ‘Bach48 Album’. The meaning of the name ‘Bach’ (‘river’ or               
‘stream’ in German) serves as the original inspiration for this project. But there are several layers of                 
symbolism infused in this music and in these images, some of which are: water as the source of life                   
itself; the many places in which water plays a fundamental role; the importance of water in the                 
health of our blue planet; and the many emotions symbolized by water, as reflected in the music of                  
Bach and its many tonalities.  
 
The Well-Tempered Clavier is itself a revolutionary work, the first successful example of a              
composer writing keyboard music in all the major and minor keys of the chromatic Western scale.                
Composed in two volumes between 1717 and 1742, this masterwork has been known as the “Old                
Testament of Music” and a major inspiration for most of the major composers that followed, from                
Beethoven to Brahms to Shostakovich and so many more up to this day. In Bach’s time, because of                  
tuning challenges, it was not possible to use the full potential of keyboard instruments until better                
mechanisms and a different philosophy of tuning came about in the early 18th century.  
 
Bach took advantage of these winds of change to showcase his genius and rife imagination, and put                 
to rest conservative commentators, musicians and audiences in their defense of the traditional limit              
of the five or six commonly used tonalities by showing that it was possible to use the full potential                   
of all twelve keys on the keyboard, hence of each keys’ major and minor scale. This in turn meant                   
that there was the potential to compose music in twelve major tonalities and twelve minor tonalities,                
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for a total of twenty-four tonalities. Bach decided to compose pairs of pieces in each key: first a                  
prelude, followed by a fugue, for a total of twenty-four pairs of preludes and fugues, or forty-eight                 
individual pieces in Book I of the Well-Tempered Clavier. Twenty years later, Bach decided to try                
his hand once more at this form and wrote a second book along the same lines, exploring new                  
melodic, harmonic, rhythmic and contrapuntal ideas, for another forty-eight pieces. Together, these            
two books of the Well-Tempered Clavier are made up of a total of ninety-six individual pieces that                 
last about five hours when played without interruption.  
 
In the Renaissance and baroque traditions upon which Bach’s education was based, musical             
tonalities held symbolic meanings and specific emotional affects according to the key and tempo of               
a piece. While this was originally based on platonic symbolism and concepts uniting sacred              
geometry, astronomy, mathematics, color and their relation to sound, attributing a specific emotion             
to a specific tonality remained highly subjective. Indeed, different “experts” held different ideas,             
although it is true some keys were more strongly associated with some symbols than others, such as                 
D Minor, which most everyone agreed symbolized deep melancholy or even death. 
 
The Bach:Source project takes the idea of ‘affect’ and superimposes it to the theme of water. From a                  
large collection of photos and videos taken over the last two years for this purpose, Céline Oms has                  
attentively ordered them according to several key criteria: “major” and “minor” tonalities; speed             
(“fast”/ “slow”); traditional symbolism (i.e. D Minor = melancholy); major emotions           
(sadness/happiness, hopeless/hopeful, love/loveless, etc.); and color (the color of the image as well             
as the color that the music brings up in the artist’s mind when listening to the music).  
 
The process of matching the ‘right’ single photo or video to the ‘appropriate’ piece of music                
required intense concentration, research, study and time. Forms of water in this project include still               
water, source water, rivers, lakes, seas and oceans, water falls, rain, clouds, mist, dew, ice as well as                  
its participation in the fauna and flora. Water’s importance is also made apparent by its absence in                 
some instances, represented by dryness, desolation and death. 
 
A Meditation for Planet Earth 
 
Our goals are to make meaningful art that can stand on its own merits, as well as art that can impact                     
people profoundly for the benefit of our blue planet. This project is a meditation on the only                 
water-filled planet we are aware of in this universe. Indeed, with over 71% of the Earth’s surface                 
covered by water, our planet is an ideal host for life, unlike any other planet we have observed in the                    
farthest reaches of space. Yet, changes in climate and unhindered human activity have provoked the               
start of the 6th Extinction, a massive killing-off of living species on Earth. The consequences of our                 
collective and individual actions are at the root of this cataclysm and yet as a whole we are unable to                    
change our ways in any significant manner. Faced with rapid climate change and mass extinction,               
we must rethink every aspect of our relationship to the environment.  



As artists, our strength is our ability to impact people emotionally. In these times and with this                 
project, we hope to assist in humanity’s emotional response to this unfolding tragedy. A meditation               
upon images of water, the very source of life on Earth, accompanied by some of the most profoundly                  
healing music ever written by an artist, can raise our awareness and help motivate positive changes                
in our lives for our common benefit. Indeed, every positive action we take to better care for our                  
living Earth will help flatten the curve of the ongoing cataclysm’s harshest impact.  
 
We must not forget that without the myriad forms of life on Earth, made possible by the positive                  
force of water, we will also disappear in the end, unable to feed ourselves or prevent suicidal                 
conflicts over ever scarce resources. And while it may be nigh impossible to save ourselves, having                
gone so far off the cliff already, we must maintain hope and do our very best.  
 
Art, meditation and greater attentiveness to the impact we have upon our environment are critically               
important to making wider systemic changes. Indeed, the heart must be part of this process: art is                 
key to this. Therefore, we believe that this project has a role to play at this time, and we hope to see                      
it welcomed far and wide, online as well as in exhibits and live performances. 
 
Exhibiting Bach:Source 
 
There are two primary ways of showcasing Bach:Source:  
 

1) Gallery or museum exhibit 
2) Live musical performance with photo and video projections 

 
Gallery or museum exhibit 
 
An exhibit will be adapted to the space in which Bach:Source can be hosted. In all cases, a selection                   
of limited-edition photographic prints as well as video screens and projections, with QR codes or               
headsets directing audiences to the appropriate musical tracks from the ‘Bach48 Album’, will fill the               
available space. People will be able to explore the world of Bach:Source at their own pace. We are                  
happy to work with curators to make each exhibit unique and most impactful. 
 
Live performance 
 
In this format, George Lepauw will perform the entire ninety-six pieces of the Well-Tempered              
Clavier, spread over one or two days, or even up to four days (always dividing the number of piece                   
to be performed by two: 96/48/24/12) on a grand piano in front of one, two or three white walls or                    
large screens. This format is unique and deeply engaging. The audience can be invited to witness the                 
entire performance or to come and go as it pleases, depending on the collaborating curator’s vision.                
A performance can be done in addition to a full exhibit of the work. 



Céline Oms, visual artist 
Photographer Céline Oms lives and works in Paris, where she          
studied the history of modern art and photography at the          
Beaux-Arts school. Through her many travels and the people she          
has met, Céline Oms has chosen photography and video as her           
principal tools to capture scenes of life and the multiple facets of            
society. Her interests include the various states of the human          
body and its subtle expressions, the nature of love, the natural           
world and climate, societal issues around discrimination and        
urbanisation, as well as the lives of artists and musicians. Ms.           
Oms is also deeply engaged in feminist causes in the world of art. 
 

Céline Oms regularly exhibits her work, notably in Paris and Chicago, most recently at the Salon                
des Artistes of the Marais and through the Paris City Hall network. Recent solo shows include                
“AMAR”, treating the topic of love through forty black and white photos, poetry and video;               
“Beethoven: the Unfinished Monument”, about sculptor Joseph de Charmoy’s partially-built          
monument to Beethoven from 1914, in the Vincennes woods of Paris; “Verticality: Voyage to              
China”, an exploration of life in China’s cities and sacred mountains; “Respiro” about women              
relearning to love their bodies after breast cancer; and “Bach:Source”, an exploration of the states               
of water through 96 photos and videos accompanying the 96 pieces of J.S. Bach’s monumental               
Well-Tempered Clavier. Ms. Oms’ photographic work is inspired by the work of many             
photographers including Nan Goldin, Edouard Boubat, Michael Ackerman, Sophie Calle, Todd           
Hido, Diane Arbus et Shomei Tomatsu. More information can be found at            
www.celineomsphotographe.com.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Video example: 
https://vimeo.com/407555792  
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Project creator and pianist George Lepauw 

 
Bach48 was conceived and performed by George Lepauw, “a         
prodigious pianist” (Chicago Tribune) recognized for his       
“singing tone” (New York Times) and someone who “likes to          
shake it up” (Chicago Tribune). George Lepauw is an artist          
and cultural activist who uses music and the arts to inspire and            
bring people together, following upon Beethoven's idea of        
"brotherhood". Named Chicagoan of the Year (2012) for        
Classical Music (Chicago Tribune), George represents the       
ideal 21st century musician, intensely focused on his art and          
wholly engaged with the world. In 2009 he had the honor of            

giving the World Premiere performance of a newly-discovered long-lost piano trio of Beethoven’s to              
great acclaim, which was followed by a highly-praised first recording with the Beethoven Project              
Trio for Cedille Records. In addition to his performance career, George is the Founder of the                
International Beethoven Project, a non-profit organization focused on innovation in the arts through             
which he has organized multi-disciplinary festivals, special events, educational programs and           
annual “Beethoven Birthday Bashes”. From 2016 to 2018, George was Executive Director of the              
Chicago International Movies & Music Festival (CIMMfest), which allowed him to deepen his             
passion for film, an artform he has occasionally participated in as producer, composer and musician               
for a decade.  
 
George was born in France into a musical family: his grandfather Roger Lepauw was Principal               
Viola of the Paris Opera Orchestra as well as of the Orchestre de Paris and his father Didier                  
Lepauw was First Violin with the Orchestre de Paris. He began piano studies at the age of three in                   
Paris with Aïda Barenboim (mother of pianist and conductor Daniel Barenboim) and furthered his              
studies with Elena Varvarova, Brigitte Engerer, Vladimir Krainev, Rena Shereshevskaya, James           
Giles, Ursula Oppens and Earl Wild. He has degrees from Georgetown University (B.A. in              
Literature and Film Studies, and History) and from Northwestern University (M.M. in Piano             
Performance). George is a frequent speaker and guest teacher at universities and conferences as              
well as on radio and television. He also does occasional arts consulting for cultural institutions and                
festivals and also teaches piano to a select number of private students.  
 
George’s recent recording of Bach’s complete Well-Tempered Clavier has been given five stars by              
BBC Music Magazine, which noted that his “journey through these wonderful pieces is             
contemplative, commendably articulate and enhanced by unfailing linear clarity.” To stay up to date              
with George’s work, please visit www.georgelepauw.com. (Photo by Céline Oms) 
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