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J. S. BACH’S FORTY-EIGHT PRELUDES AND FUGUES
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AUTOGRAPH OF PRELUDE IN C MAJOR: BARS 1-21
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PRELUDE I

THE bar added by Schwenke between bars 22 and 23 shows the danger of misunderstanding
one of Bach’s most characteristic progressions, the skip in the bass from F# to Ab, avoiding
striking the dominant until the long pedal-point begins. Probably Schwenke thought it
desirable to have an even number of bars before reaching this point; this is, however, not
necessary. But Schwenke (unlike Gounod and other moderns) did not misconstrue the
harmony of bar 23, in which it is not the middle C which is unessential, but the B. The sense
of bars 20 to 24 is as follows:
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and this may be suggested, either by playing bar 23 almost as a melody with practically no
pedal (which method presupposes that the whole piece has been played spianato — 1i.e., with

thread-like clearness and no sostenuto in the right hand), or, perhaps better, with the following
214 2 3 4

-~
T

touch: ; e — . which presupposes plenty of pedal elsewhere, and
T v gt Vireit

some care to prevent the B from remaining in the chord here. In either case such harmonic
subtleties cannot be expressed with a heavy touch or in a quick tempo. The climax is
obviously attained at bar 29, and the dying away after it is equally obvious, especially with
the Bb of bar 32 followed by the relaxing of the rhythm in the last three bars.

FUGUE 1

A StrETTO Fugue, occupied entirely with the entries of the Subject. From bar 14 onwards
these overlap (or at least join) twelve times. In the course of such a passage even the most
fragmentary hint of the Subject (such as the F#, G#, A of the alto in bar 16) should so be
played as to contribute to the cumulative effect. Mark particularly the bass entry arising
from the crotchet in the middle of bar 17, and bring out also the distorted version in the bass
in bars 203-21. This was less liable to be overlooked in Bach’s earliest versions of this

Fugue, since its group of ( ! i (instead of ( ' g ) represents the theme as Bach first wrote

it throughout. By dotting this group in the Subject he improved the counterpoint every-
where, but here and there found some difficulty in deciding a resultant detail; notably in
bar 9, where (as, for a different reason, in bar 4) we adopt the reading of an important early
copy which, while not always trustworthy, has here no likely reason for going wrong.

The rest of the counterpoint is all derived from the semiquaver figure of bar 2, often
treated by inversion (as in bar 4).

The tempo 1s a flowing eight or (rather) a slow four in the bar; and the prevalent
touch a legato cantabile in all the parts. The “false relations’’ in bars 13 and 18 make excellent
sense if in the upper parts the second quaver is attacked as a fresh phrase-entry, while the lower
parts remain unbroken in their flow. The shake given in brackets in bar 13 may always
be understood in such cadences. It begins with the upper note, stops on the dot, and is
practically identical with the ornament given by some good MSS. in bar 19.
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FUGUE 1

a4
[Andante con moto]
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PRELUDE 11

THE initial tempo should be so moderate and the touch and pedalling so light (if any pedalling
is admitted until the climax approaches) that the listener can suspect far more harmonic
detail than one chord in the bar. Nobody with an extensive knowledge of Bach’s concerted
and vocal music would be surprised to find the entire first twenty-four bars of this prelude
occurring as an accompaniment to some such theme as this:

Andante.
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which gives a separate harmonic value to almost every semiquaver in the bar. Compare
Prelude X. In the absence of such detail the initial tempo should be flowing, but without
suggesting anything like the subsequent Presto. A good way to make the hand and ear
sensitive to the required ‘‘suggestiveness’” of touch is to practise the first bar alone as a
preliminary exercise with the following fingering (which, however, is not recommended for
actual adoption in the piece itself):
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On the clavichord this prelude is unintelligible if played with the forte energico
conception of it now so much in vogue; and on the pianoforte that conception is not only dull
and ugly, but cuts away all possibility of making Bach’s cadenza (beginning with the passage
marked Presto) stand out distinctly.

Like most arpeggio preludes, this piece reaches its climax through a dominant pedal
(beginning at bar 21). The first sign of an approaching important event is the downward
step of the bass in the middle of bar 18. (This is overlooked by the text of the Bach-Gesellschaft,
in contradiction to all the autographs.) Here a crescendo is well in place, and may be carried
on to a big climax.

At the beginning of the Presto cadenza the long G in the bass should be resonant (it
may be legitimately doubled by the lower octave), and the semiquaver rest in the right hand
may be understood as a dramatic pause; after which the cadenza follows, breaking away
decisively (in accordance with Bach’s Presto mark) from the previous moderate tempo, but
without confusion or loss of melodic sense. The left hand joins in with distinct intention as
a canonic answer to the right. Changes of harmony crowd in, and the tempo broadens at
bars 32 and 33 in preparation for the shock of the Adagio. This is to be understood as a
recitative, in which the necessary freedom of rhythm consists rather in exaggerating than in
neglecting the distinctions of time-value in the notes —4.c., the quavers are pauses, the
demisemiquavers a flow of melody, and the first group of semidemisemiquavers excited (the
second group, however, broadening out to the end of the bar). The Allegro is a return to
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the neighbourhood of the moderate opening tempo. A delicate indication of the touch it
requires is shown by bar 36, in which a common corruption of the text destroys Bach’s whole
point by prematurely resolving the bass with an octave C. But Bach has deliberately allowed
the Bh of bar 35 to die out uncontradicted while the contrary harmonies of bar 36 drift away
downwards, and the resolution comes only in the middle of bar 37. At this point (and hardly
at all perceptibly before it) a big final ritardando is to be understood. In corrupt texts the
last crotchet is supplied with a chord below. This again misconstrues Bach’s language. The
e m—)

only possible addition would be tied notes, thus € ra v— » which is, indeed, always
¢/

B

a legitimate way to play this and similar passages. On the other hand, the absence of ties
in this most carefully written piece may show that Bach is thinking here of the lightest
possible touch.

FUGUE 1II

Tuis Fugue is throughout in various kinds of Double and Triple Counterpoint, and its
Episodes are derived one from another and recapitulated symmetrically. The Czerny tradi-
tion of taking the Subject, or any other of these themes, staccato, is open to serious objection
on harmonic and other grounds, the whole piece demanding a clearness and resourcefulness
of phrasing attainable only in a legato cantabile style. The tempo is that in which Episodes
2 and 3 flow without dulness, but in which also the cadence in bars 28-29 (before the Coda)
makes its point with only a moderate amount of ritardando.

The two Countersubjects demand as much attention as the Subject, with which they
form a Triple Counterpoint which appears in five of its six possible permutations. The First
Countersubject begins with a descending scale of semiquavers, and continues with a cantabile
in quavers. The Second Countersubject (see bars 7-8) fills out the harmony with quavers
in a characteristic broken rhythm. The combination of all three sounds quite clear with an
evenly-balanced tone, and the effort of the pianist should be not to “bring out” this or that
theme, but to keep the phrasing of each independent; the Subject and Second Countersubject
obviously falling into three phrases, while the First Countersubject refuses to break into more
than two.

Episode 1 is in bars 5-6 (before the entry of the third voice), and combines the main
figure of the Subject with an important new counterpoint. At present the combination
consists mainly of concords; but it is in Double Counterpoint in the twelfth, which has the
important property of changing sixths into sevenths. In Episode 2 (bars 9-10) the upper
parts imitate each other with the main figure of the Subject (this kind of development must
not be played with the emphasis of real entries or of anything like a stretto), while the bass
develops the scale figure of the First Countersubject. In Episode 3 (bars 13-14) the treble
inverts the bass of Episode 2 bodily, while the other parts develop the quaver-figure of the
Countersubjects in thirds. Episode 4 develops Episode 1 by showing its inversion in the
twelfth. The resulting bold harmonies, emphasised by the interjections of the treble, make
excellent sense if the main figures of the Subjects have always been melodiously phrased and
articulated. The natural joints will then show no “false relation” whatever in the chromatic
steps of the sequence. Episode 5 recapitulates and develops Episode 2, and thus completes
the symmetry of the scheme.

Note the low position of the bass in bars 20-21, and later, as indicating (on Bach’s
instruments) a climax in full tone. The MSS. show that in bars 20-21 this low position was
an afterthought.
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