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       Johann Sebastian Bach's Kunst der fuge (Art of Fugue) is a huge collection of fugal variations on a single, simple Theme, all in the same key of D. It is my goal to convince you that the Art of Fugue is not a dry, boring exercise in counterpoint, but rather it is beautiful, glorious Music. I will try to do that with an interpretation which attempts to treat the Art of Fugue not as a baroque period composition, but as a work which is timeless and abstract, yet so human. And on the most fundamental level, this is just an excuse to play the Unfinished Fugue.

Summary of the evening Art of Fugue Lectures, April 30 - May 14, 2004

[  ] The Art of Fugue (Kunst der Fuge - from now on abbreviated as KdF) is in fact a triple art: 

1) art of composing a fugue 

2) art of playing a fugue  

3) art of listening to a fugue.

The main task of the art of listening to a fugue is to achieve the right balance between the perception of the melodies, and the perception of the harmony.

[  ] The ideal instrument for the performance of KdF is the pipe organ. The arguments include the frequent 

and essential use of the pedal point, necessity for voice fusion as well as voice separation, clarity and simplicity 

of sound needed for the proper treatment of dissonances, and the intensely personal, meditative nature of many 

of the fugues. However, the registration must be chosen so that the organ does not sound “organy” – with the exception of Fugues 6 and 9, KdF is not well served by the “majestic” organ sound. In particular, the bass should not be doubled by the 16’ stops, as this amounts to dropping the pitch by an octave, and thereby 

re-writing Bach’s work ….

[  ] The KdF naturally splits into three distinct categories: 

I. fugues 1 through 12  

II. the Unfinished Fugue 14   

III. the second pair of mirror fugues (# 13) and the four canons.

Group III belongs to the category of "learned" scholarly works, and it has done much to give KdF its dreaded but undeserved reputation. This group is omitted from today's performance. The order of the remaining 14 fugues follows the commonly accepted sequence, with the exception of using Fugue 10 to separate the two mirror versions of Fugue 12.

[  ] At the lectures, I presented a new theory/hypothesis/explanation why the last fugue is unfinished. This will not fit in these Notes - see the www page above for details.

[  ] At the conclusion of the lecture series, we discussed the connection of Bach's music to our troubled times. Again, see the www page above.

KdF Discography:

From the large number of organ recording, I note:

[  ] Herbert Tachezi. Apart from some minor complaints, I find this to be a very nice, clean recording. 

Tachezi ends the KdF proper - as I do - by Fugue #12 Inversus. But he does not play the Unfinished fugue 

at all - he does not like its Theme! (he cannot get over the first few bars - see below).

[  ] Michael Ferguson. This is a must-have, for his "completion" if for nothing else. Ferguson plays the Unfinished fugue with the full organ, and Bach shouts his name (B.A.C.H.) for everyone to hear. The completion is correspondingly bombastic. It is so bad that it is good - it should be a sensation at any 

musico-logical party (after everyone had a drink or two …). The rest of the CD is actually quite good. 

Quite unexpectedly, Fugue #9 is very subdued.

[  ] Glenn Gould. The "Art of Fugue" CD contains Fugues 1 - 9 played on pipe organ [sic] - in a very Gouldian, detached, staccato way, followed by several fugues played on the piano. I play many of the Fugues (#3, 5 and 7) much slower and softer, but this CD is an ear-opener as to how a pipe organ can sound. 

And the video of Gould's interview with Bruno Monsaingeon (number XV ["An Art of Fugue"] of the Sony VHS "The Glenn Gould Collection") is a true jewel and a true must-have for anyone interested in KdF. 

You will probably disagree with Gould’s harsh words about Beethoven, but his discussions and demonstrations of Fugues are brilliant, and his account of the Unfinished Fugue is unforgettable. It is also a rare treat to actually see Gould’s fingers at work, and you will get to hear him sing as he would on his CDs if they let him ….

The Willis Organ at St. Joseph: 

This is an historical instrument, built in 1889 by the famous English organ builder Father Willis, and shipped to America and installed at St. Joseph in 1981. It is a received wisdom that this is a "romantic" organ - you will be the judge whether the Art of Fugue can be successfully performed on it. This superb instrument is badly in need of major renovation to bring it back to its original state - 100% of the proceeds from your donations go towards this goal (even the reception after the recital is funded from a separate private source - thanks MJC!).     

 A Special Note:

Those of you who came to my Art of Fugue Lecture Series know that I have been having serious problems with a sciatic pain. I was able to put a lot of effort into the preparation, but the whole thing did have impact on my nerves (which were never too steady to start with). I decided not to cancel, as I think that I have something to say, so this will be a "lecture" on my concept of the Art of Fugue, with demonstrations which may or may not work well. I know that this Note is somewhat unusual, but I thought that it might actually help my nerves if you knew that I have a severe problem with my nerves …

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

PROGRAM

I. Fugues 1 - 9
INTERMISSION

II. Fugues 11, 12 rectus, 10, 12 inversus

III. Fugue 14 (Unfinished), Fugue 1

Fugue 1:  This is the simplest of KdF; it is often included in collections “best of Bach”. Yet, simplest does not mean simple – there are no simple, pedagogical fugues in KdF. Many connoisseurs consider #1 as one of the most beautiful fugues, in KdF and out. The technical tricks of counterpoint-writing, waiting to be exploited in subsequent fugues, are not used at all here (there is just a hint or two of a stretto). This means that the essence of the piece is a free composition. Listen to how much is going on in addition to the Theme, which is presented in its fundamental form at the beginning. The characteristic feature of this fugue is the ubiquitous two-note motif which keeps popping in and out, below or above the legato voices – if I had to illustrate the phenomenon of particle-antiparticle pairs popping in and out of the vacuum to a Music major, this is what I would use as a metaphor.  Note also the dramatic semi-close just before the end, apparently calling for a reverberation provided by church acoustics, and the subsequent pedal point against which the last quote of the Theme plays. 
                  Overall, this is a magnificent portal to KdF.

Fugue 2: The treatment of the Theme is still quite simple here. It is enlivened by syncopating the last bar - and Bach gets an idea: why not make the persistent syncopation in the free voices the defining feature of this fugue? And so he does. This process is used in many of the fugues, and gives them a fresh, improvisational character. One can distinctly see the moment when an idea first occurred, and then developed naturally, like a plant sprouts from a seed. You would almost believe that Bach just sat down and played the fugue, and somebody listened and wrote it down. I should note that Bach was indeed quite capable of such a feat – there is this  famous story with King Frederick giving Bach a difficult chromatic Theme, with Bach improvising a fugue on this Theme on the spot. Incidentally, the King wrote the Theme himself - imagine the chance of something like this happening today! But anyway: Art of Fugue only seems to be improvisational - every single note is worked out to absolute perfection. So going back to fugue #2: pure joy emanates from this fugue, and at the same time, one must be in awe of the perfection with which this piece is crafted. Note how a pipe organ is able to render the staccato of the accompaniment, as well as the legato, sustained tones of the Theme.

Fugue 3: This is one of only two fugues where the Theme appears in two different forms (not counting simple inversions or augmentations/diminutions). [The other fugue with two versions of the Theme is the mirror Fugue #12.] The countersubject beneath the (inverted) Theme makes this Fugue very chromatic, and quite melancholy. Listen how the voices in the Manuals play against the pedal point at the end, with a flow of transitions between consonance and dissonance, until all is resolved. 

Fugue 4: The last of the “simple” fugues, this is a pure joy again, but much more complex than #2. This time, the persistent pattern is derived from the last four notes of the Theme (again inverted) and becomes interwoven with a two-note “cuckoo” motif. The same comment on the seemingly improvisational nature of Bach’s work we made on Fugue #2 applies here, too - first one cuckoo is heard, and soon the forest is full of them …. And once again – the pedal point at the end clearly requires an instrument with sustained tones.

Fugue 5: The “stretto” fugue. The syncopated version of the Theme, and its inversion, combine in a series of strettos of varying overlap. At the end, the overlap reduces to zero – the two versions of the Theme are played “in anti-parallel”. At a key point of the piece, the usually minor nature of the Theme changes to Major, with subtle but profound effect. In the middle, the fugue comes twice to a tentative close, followed in each case by a quadruple [sic] stretto-like episode. Over and above these technical details, for me this is a prayer in a form 

of a fugue.

Fugue 6: For all other KdF fugues, the use of pipe organ is arguable; for this one it seems imperative. The syncopated Theme and its inversion play against each other at two different tempi at the same time, accompanied by frequent tirades in “Stile francese”. Here I do use 16’ reeds in the pedal – but I also use 16’ stops in the Manuals, so that the balance of the voices is not distorted. Very powerful and optimistic piece. 

Fugue 7: A quiet version of #6, and even more complex – the original tempo is combined both with an augmentation (twice as slow) as well as with a diminution (twice as fast). I play this as normal, slow 

and very slow, so that the slowest version acts almost as a kind of a pedal point. Most often you will hear it as fast, normal and slow, but this destroys the ubiquitous, contemplative counterpoint of the free voices. The slowest version of the Theme climbs from bass to tenor, alto and finally soprano - this is very nicely visible on the piano roll display, where you can also easily see which versions of the Themes are upright and which ones are inverted. But forget all technicalities - this is a fugue for meditation.

Fugue 8: The only 3-voice fugue in KdF (all other have 4 voices - apart from #13 which I omit as noted earlier). So only 3 voices, but what a fugue! It is a triple fugue - those three voices are in charge of three different Themes, so when they all combine at the end (in five different versions) there is no redundant note to be heard! The fugue begins with an exposition of a new Theme accompanied by an 8-note figure which occurs 19 times in the 39 bars of the first part. Next, a second Theme is introduced as a countersubject and combined with the first one. Finally, at bar 94 (i.e. after many other fugues are already finished) a fragmented version of the main KdF Theme is introduced. As it first comes in alto, it is not all that easy to recognize.  Then the rest 

of this huge fugue is spent on exploring all possible combinations. At the end, after the three Themes have been combined for the last time, the excitement and agitation of the fugue comes to a peaceful resolution, as a brook arriving into the ocean.

Fugue 9: This 4-voice fugue is double (i.e. has two different Themes) but it is in fact quite simple, and a great deal of fun. Again, the new Theme is explored first, then joined by the original KdF Theme. The whole piece is nothing short of exuberant - play this to someone who claims that Art of Fugue is a dry, scholarly and indigestible work.  This fugue has been a signature piece of Glenn Gould, both on the piano and on the organ, as well as a “piece de resistance” of the original Les Swingle Singers (with emphasis on the “original”.)

INTERMISSION

Fugue 11: With this fugue, we are leaving the realm of the ordinary: when I play it, I feel as if Bach invited me home and is walking me through all his chromatic and dissonant magic. In fact, I feel that I am fortunate just being able to appreciate this - it feels like a gift. The fugue is a more complex version of Fugue #8, with the same three Themes (but as it is a 4-voice fugue, there will be a free voice available even when all three Themes are combined – this accounts for most of the added complexity.). The show begins with the exposition of the fragmented version of the main KdF Theme, followed by inversion of the first Theme of #8, and then the second Theme of #8. After that, everything goes. Among the bewildering variety of subsidiary patterns which inhabit various parts of this fugue in a manner reminiscent of the patterns on the Mandelbrot set, the most dramatic figures are the explicitly chromatic runs extending for many bars at a time. I can imagine Bach's contemporaries having great difficulty with this piece - but our modern ears, having been exposed to Bartok and Hindemith, can take it now. We can play it slowly, and rejoice in the chromaticism and dissonance. Just before the end, the main Theme and its inversion are combined with a zero offset, as in Fugue #5, but what a difference in the intensity! And the very end is subdued, as if after all this drama Bach said “well, there you have it …”.

Fugue 12 Rectus: In the two versions of a mirror fugue (rectus and inversus), the pitches of all the voices are inverted as in a mirror. If you did this to an arbitrary piece, you obtain a cacophony, so the original piece must be written with the inversion in mind. Even then the inversion is not purely mathematical, but a liberty as to the accidentals is used to make both versions musical, and even different in “affekt” (affekt was the term used in the 18th century to describe the effect, the impact of music on the listener). 

      Mirroring the whole piece is obviously not a natural thing. You may ask what is the purpose of such obviously artificial construct, and it is a good question. This fugue is an example what this technique can yield in the hands of a genius. Both the rectus and the inversus are breathtakingly beautiful, and in spite of being moreless mathematically related, each have their own individuality. Most performers play them one after the other, but I find that this diminishes rather than enhances the experience – the immediate comparison dulls the senses, and creates the dreaded impression of “learned piece”. So I insert Fugue #10 between #12 rectus and 

#12 inversus. In this way, the beauty of each can be fully appreciated, without losing the connections (especially on the second, third, …, n-th hearing …). 

      In the following, I will discuss both variants here – points specific to the Inversus will be discussed later. 

Please note that it is not at all clear if the Rectus or the Inversus were the primary composition. 

      The fugue appears exceedingly simple – a new version of the main Theme is introduced in the most straightforward manner. And then, in another example of Bach’s compositional process, an idea originates 

and gradually develops into a most beautiful modification of the Theme, based simply on a run up and down 

the d-minor scale. This version is then explored in all four voices, accompanied by a short fragment in a manner reminiscent of a Palestrina or Josquin Des Prez . The piece ends with a cascade made of that short fragment, 

at a simple octave pitch increments. From the point of view of the performer, these quiet fugues are very interesting, to say the least. There are number of places where the feet perform trills; in other places you get to play one voice with your right hand on one manual, second voice with your left hand on another manual, 

3rd voice with your left foot, and the 4th voice with your right foot!

Fugue 10: Johann Sebastian Bach never thought much about the various rules of counterpoint to be observed. In this fugue, he violates great many of the rules – and what results is one of the most beautiful and most spiritual fugues of Kunst der Fuge. It starts with an extremely compact exposition of a new Theme which begins with neither a tonic nor a dominant, but with a leading tone. The answer by the tenor, in a stretto already the first time, is not in a dominant but in the subdominant, and the next voice (bass) is inverted, another close stretto follows – simply a mess right from the start. When things calm down, the syncopated version of the main KdF Theme is introduced, only to be accompanied by another version of itself which is aborted in the middle. And yet, the result is profound, contemplative and glorious at the same time. When they finally get played together, the two Themes turn out exceptionally well matched together. In addition, this fugue is written in double counterpoint at the 10-th, which means that one (or both) voices can be doubled at the third  or at the sixth. Voice doubling has a striking effect on the recognizability of the two Themes, which normally is (and should be) quite difficult. It is important to note that separability of voices is not desirable as a rule, as it interferes with the perception of harmony . It is a grave mistake committed by many organists and fugue arrangers to try to “help the listener” to identify the individual voices (the ultimate degree of this is found on many MIDI realizations, where different voices are separated even spatially, and the fugue is completely destroyed). It is just that every now and then , as in this happy case, a clear voice separation results into a passage of exquisite beauty. Here you must realize that although the pipe organ has a keyboard, it is still a wind instrument, after all, and therefore it should sing! 

        Incredibly, this magnificent fugue is just a preparation for the miracle that follows.

Fugue 12 Inversus: We have already discussed this mirror fugue, and now we are equipped to appreciate the subtle but profound differences between Rectus and Inversus. From the opening expositions of the Theme, it is obvious that the Inversus is much more melancholy than the Rectus - a falling 5th sounds much more sad then the raising 5th. This is reinforced by Bach’s choice to change the nature of some key chords from Major to minor and vice versa. But the main change is of course the bass in one becoming the soprano in the other and vice versa. This leads to a spectacular shower of the first five notes of the Theme just before the end. And it leads to the miracle with which the piece ends – the low rumble of the 16-th notes which ends the Rectus becomes, in the conclusion of the Inversus, a kind wave of Bach's hand wishing us farewell. This cannot but remind me of Thomas Mann’s description of an analogous miracle in the ending of Beethoven’s piano sonata Op. 111, when the original Theme comes back, blessed with kindness, after all it went through in all the variations. So irrespective of the details of the compositional history, the Inversus has to be played last. The last seven bars are perhaps the most touching moment in Music. So, as far I am are concerned, the fugue #12 Inversus is the proper  end of the Art of Fugue, if one wishes to include only fugues completed by Bach.

Fugue 14: It is hard to believe that, after the superlatives employed in the discussion so far, there would be something even more profound, more beautiful and more moving. And yet I will argue that the giant, unfinished Fugue 14 is the pinnacle of Bach’s life work, if not of much of Music in general. That is why any attempt at a "completion" is preposterous. The problem is not a puzzle in counterpoint to be solved, and you cannot "complete" the life of a genius.

     Technically, it is a triple fugue for 4 voices. It is a received wisdom among the scholars that this fugue is either a fragment of a quadruple fugue, or it does not belong to KdF, since “the KdF Theme is missing”. 

In fact, it seems obvious to me that the theme with which this fugue begins is in fact the KdF Theme, 

modified more substantially than the modifications in the most of the fugues, but less than the changes made 

to the Theme in Fugue #13 and in the canons. At the first sight (or rather, first hearing), the modified Theme 

is awkward – there is a definite and somewhat unnatural break in the tempo in the middle of the Theme. 

So it does take some patience to endure the first six bars, until the second voice comes in. And then you realize, that the second, slower part of the Theme is designed to serve the harmonic, rather than melodic, purposes. Reaching back to the medieval harmonies and progressions, combined with quasi-New Age aimless wandering, the Theme gets combined with itself and its inversion in a series of strettos, but what you hear is mostly just 

the initial interval of musical fifth, and the harmonies. 

       This goes on for 114 bars – longer than many other KdF fugues, but this is only a beginning. The second Theme, as different from the first one as imaginable, is presented and developed. For extended lengths of time, the texture reduces to just three voices of music of heavenly simplicity and beauty. Quoting Thomas Mann on Beethoven's Op. 111 again: "Here the language is no longer purified of the flourishes, but the flourishes of the appearance of their subjective domination. The appearance of art is thrown off. At last, art always throws off the appearance of art."  The sweetness of the Music is out of this world, yet it is presented completely without any pretense, as the most natural of things. 

       And then, after an almost Beethovenesque transition, Bach finally signs his name as a third and final Theme (in the German musical notation, B.A.C.H. is playable as Bb.A.C.B.) The fugue on this very unique, symbolically charged theme contains harmonies which would not be out of place in a composition by a Schoenberg. And finally, a rather abrupt transition leads to the first and last combination of all three themes, 

and (as legend has it) pen dropped out of Bach's hand … 

        The Unfinished Fugue is a monument to Bach’s genius which is difficult to fully characterize without starting to feel somewhat theatrical. As Glenn Gould points out, in this single composition Bach looks back 

at least 150 years, and also anticipates music not to be written for another 150 years - and he does it with beauty and wisdom which takes multiple listening to even start to appreciate. 

Fugue 1: It is not really satisfying to end the program with an unfinished work, even if it is a masterpiece. Apart from the dozen or so misguided attempts to write a "completion", most performers just play all the notes Bach wrote and stop abruptly, and often they follow with a beautiful organ chorale which was added to the first print edition as a "consolation piece" to compensate the buyers for the incomplete nature of the cycle. I do this somewhat differently. First, I stop not at the last note but at the last full 4-voice chord Bach wrote, in a way which I find dramatic but not violently abrupt. 

       More importantly, instead of the chorale which has nothing to do with Art of Fugue, I conclude by playing Fugue #1 again. As in Beethoven's Opus 111, where the Arietta Theme comes back at the end, in its simplest form, and as in Bach's  Goldberg Variations, where the original Aria returns, verbatim, after all the wonders Bach subjected it to in the Variations, so it seems appropriate to repeat the simplest presentation of the Kunst der Fuge Theme at the end of the Art of Fugue, to fully realize that Bach indeed went much beyond Music 

in his work – he reflected and meditated, and makes us reflect and meditate, on the inner wisdom 

of the Heavens and Earth.
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