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Marpurg ... begleitete die Ausgabe mit einer Vorrebe, wohin sehr vie! Gutes 
und Wah res tiber den Werth und Nutzen soLcher Kunstwerke gesagt ist.! 

-Johann Nikolaus Forke! on The Art of Fugue (r802) 

From all this it might appear to be more of an instructive work than a performable 
one, and from this standpoint alone it will be judged if, because of its high 

master-craftsmanship, its aesthetics are not allowed to become known. 2 

-c.L. Hilgenfe!dt on The Art of Fugue (r850) 

Marpurg ... contributed a preface to this edition which contains many 
just observations on the value and utility of such treatises) 

-Johann Nikolaus Forke! on The Art of Fugue 
as translated by Charles Sanford Terry (r92o) 

r HEArt of Fugue has always, it seems, been 
1 perched ambiguously somewhere between 

expression and theory. Compare, for example, Forkel's 
words on the subject with those same words as trans
lated one hundred and eighteen years later in the 
English language edition of Charles Sanford Terry, 
both given above. The conceptual transformation of The author would like to 

h k h· h 11 d F k l' .. al " I h express his gratitude to t e wor , w IC a owe or e s ongIn , SOtC er Davitt Moroney, for whose 

Kunstwerke" to be rendered by Terry as "such treatis- seminar at the University 
" .. .. .. of California, Berkeley 

es, epItOmIZeS the perplexmg dIstance mamtamed by much of the research in 

nineteenth-and _ ~:I1:~i~t~ ~cell~.l:lrI~~iti~s betweel}_the _;~~f~:~:r::::~~rtake~. 
art ·01' crltidsm' and The Art 0+ Fugue. It was Forkel pat~ence and guida~ce :were 

'J indispensable and hiS tire· 

who began the transformation in 1802 by hinting that less fascination with The 
, . . . . Art of Fugue a constant 

Bachs goal m wntmg The Art of Fugue was pedantIc, source of inspiration. 
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"to demonstrate the possible ways in which a single 
fugue theme could be treated."4 As if apologetic about 
his affection for the collection, he segregates it from 
other Bach works by raising the issue of its "worth and 
usefulness," a quality presumably self-evident for most 

artworks, but apparently not for such artworks as this 
one. It was a judgment that would be repeated over 
and over by Bach critics, to whom Forkel represented 
the most authoritative voice. Nevertheless, Forkel did 
specifically call The Art of Fugue a work of art, a des
ignation that was in jeopardy by 1850, when c.L. 
Hilgenfeldt sounded the warning that sits chronolog
ically between the two versions of Forkel given above. 

1 J h N'k I F k I Tellingly, in 1967, one hundred and seventeen years 
. 0 ann 1 0 aus or e, 

Ueber Johann Sebastian after Hilgenfeldt-almost exactly the distance 
Bachs Leben, Kunst und 

Kunstwerke (Leipzig: Peters, between Forkel and his translator-a similar warning 

BI.802; ~eprint, Ka)ss5el: appeared in Marcel Bitsch's edition of the The Art of' 
arenrelter, 1999, 3- . 'J 

2. "Daraus ergibt sich, dass 
es mehr instruktiver Art als 

rur den Vortrag bestimmt 
ist und von diesem 

Standpunkt aus beurtheilt 
werde will, wenn gleich die 

hoher Meisterschaft auch 

Fugue. 

Masterpiece of abstract music, one has often said, wish
ing to retain only the intellectual aspect of the Art of 
Fugue. One cannot rise up with enough force against 
this brief, biased and bigoted judgment. Of course the 
work exists on an intellectual plane. Each fugue is fitted 

im Aesthetischen sich nicht 
verkennen lallt." c.L. up by a master-hand, all the details of craftsmanship 

Hilgenfeldt, Johann have been the object of a minute adjustment, and the 
Sebastian Bachs Leben, ensemble functions like a machine of high precision. 

Wirken, und Werke Bach is an excellent artisan. But to wish to retain only 
(Leipzig: F. Hofmeister, 

1850 ; reprint, Hilversum: this aspect of the Art of Fugue is to lessen considerably 
FAM. Knuf, 1965), U9, its value and import, to falsify deliberately the sense. 
cited in Walter Kolneder, The contrapuntal combinations are nothing in them-

Die Kunst der Fuge: My then selves and constitute for the work merely an inferior 
des 20. Jahrhunderts, 5 vols. 5 

(Willhelmshaven: plane of existence. 
Heinrichshofen, 1977), . ' ,. 

4:51I. Kolneder's study is Rather than a mIstranslatiOn, then, Terrys alteration 
an indispensable guide to f F k 1 Id h' h 1: 1 bi d 

the critical reception of The 0 or e wou seem somet lng e Ie t ena e ,even 
Art of Fugue. Unless other- obliged, to make in order to accurately reRect the 
wise noted, all translations " , . 

are my own. work as It eXIsted for hIS own generatIOn. It stands, as 
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does all criticism, simultaneously in the poietie and 
esthesie planes, a chronicle of accumulations each 
altered by those that have come before and each in 
turn altering for all later viewers the form of the thing 
being viewed. Terry's The Art of Fugue is The Art of 
Fugue as it had been received through the course of 
the century, no more confined by Bach's original con
ception of the work than Terry's English was by 
Forkel's original German. 

From this perspective, Bitsch's complaint 
becomes the fulfillment of Hilgenfeldt's prophecy and 
is evidence of a continuing struggle over the spirit of 
The Art of Fugue. It has been a one-sided struggle, a 
point that is confirmed by Hilgenfeldt and Bitsch's 
own treatment of the piece. For despite their polemi
cal stances, neither was willing or able to provide an 
actual analysis of the expressive content whose 
absence in the critical record they so lamented. In the 
quotations given above one sees how both men felt 
compelled, even while decrying the preponderance of 
merely technical critiques of the work, to praise this 
aspect at length and in much greater detail than is 
given to what Hilgenfeldt calls vaguely, "its aesthet
ics," and Bitsch, equally as vague, "the sense." 
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This pattern places both men in what I would 3. Johann Nikolaus Forkel, 

11 h · f 'h ,{, ,.. 1 Johann Sebastian Bach: His 
ca t e mamstream 0 Y; e Art oJ Fugue s cntIca Life, Art, and Work, trans. 

reception. It is an understanding of the work charac- Charles Sanford Terry 
(London: Constable and 

terized foremost by reticence over the expressive Co., I920; reprint, New 

'al f b h h II 1 d" d"d I York: Da Capo Press, potentI 0 ot t e overa cyc e an Its m IVI ua I970 ), I2I. 

_.fug.u~s.?a~9oxicall)!.it~;lnl~!1ciers~~Q<iiggth;]L9ft~11_4:_Fbrkel;Ueberjoliann
claims that The Art of Fugue is a work of poetic or Sebastian Bachs, 53. 

emotional power while seldom venturing to identifY 5. Preface to L'Art de fa 

the source of that power in terms other than its Fugue, ed. Marcel Bitsch, 
trans. anon. (Paris: 

exhaustiveness or its impressive contrapuntal achieve- Durand, I967), 62. 



Markham The "Usefolness" of The Art of Fugue 

ments. The pattern has continued to exercise its hold 
more recently, as evidenced by Hans T. David's final 
words on the subject, published posthumously in the 
journal of the Riemenschneider Bach Institute. 

In considering The Art of Fugue, it is important to 
remember that Bach wrote a work of music not a book 
of theory. Although theoretical knowledge helped Bach 
to arrive at the extreme variety he accomplished within 
the work, he was at least as concerned with the expres
sive possibilities of each of the specific technical designs 
he chose. Therefore, a discussion of the technical prin
ciples found in the individual movements of The Art of 
Fugue turns of necessity into an aesthetic discussion as 
well.6 

However, one searches David's analysis in vain for the 
point at which this turn from technical to aesthetic 
occurs. The only places in which the issue is raised to 
any level of specificity is in his discussion of 
Contrapunctlls II and XI, both of which he claims 
fulfill the requirements for classification as a fuga chro
matica or, according to Johann Gottfried Walther's 
Musicalisches Lexicon of 1732, Fughe passionie. Nearing 
the end of his analysis, he offers his most specific 
observation on expressivity. "The work is a supreme 
masterpiece of much contrapuntal technique and 
ingenuity. In every case, however, the density of con
trapuntal detail results in extreme musical and emo
tional intensity."? As with Hilgenfeldt and Bitsch, 
however, the lack of further elaboration leaves one 
with the sense that the emotional intensity is hardly 

6. Hans T. David, "The h d f h 1" h' 
Art of Fugue," in Bach: The more t an a pro uct 0 t e Istener s awe at Bac s 

Q!<arterly Jour~al of the technical achievement. 
Riemenschneider Bach 

Institute I, no. 3 (1970 ): 7 A similarly contradictory formulation comes 

? Ibid, 20. out of the more recent work of Christoph Wolff 
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Among much discussion of the various principles of 

organization that characterize both the Berlin manu

script and the first printed edition, Wolff's most per

tinent statement regarding the expressive content of 

the piece is well in line with the tradition of reception 

I am tracing: "By letting the substance of the musical 

subject be logically uncovered and systematically 

exhausted, by employing traditional and novel tech

niques of composition as well as old and new elements 

of style, Bach created an autonomous work of art that 

embodies the character and universality of his art,"S 

Again, the emotional potential of the work is tied to 

its stylistic breadth and technical exhaustiveness, an 

exercise in the monumental and the logical which 

impresses only insofar as it remains aloof from emo

tional particularity. 

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY AND THE ART OF FUGUE 

AFT E R Po rkel's , the most influential study in the 

.!i.analytical reception of The Art of Fugue was 
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Moritz Hauptmann's 1841 Erlauterungen zu Johann s. Christoph Wolff,fohann 

S b ' B h "V: d r: " bl' h d h Sebastian Bach: The e astzan ac s l\.Unst er ruge, pU IS e as t e Learned Musician (New 

preface to Czerny's new edition on two staves with York: W.W Norton, 
2000),437· 

piano fingering,9 It was the first systematic attempt to 
I h ' k d H ' k'll d 9. Moritz Hauptmann, ana yze t e entire wor , an auptmann s sIan Erlauterungen zu Johann 

historical sensitivity make it an important document Sebastian Bachs ''Kunstder 
Fuge, "preface to vol. 3 of 

still. He displays all of the caution one has come to IS. Bachs Werken, (Leipzig: 

. exrecttegatdlfig 'exptessivec6nfeiiI,' warnIng-his read :. .~~t~~sG~~~i:t:;~~ranslat- .... ,. 

ers again and again not to look too far past the tech- c"Hauptmann's h A .1' 
ommentary on t e rt oJ 

nical. On the first four fugues, he writes: "These four Fugue: A Translation," 
Indiana Theory Review 8, 

fugues, despite their rich and beautiful harmonic tex- no. 2 (1987): 45,66. 
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ture, are merely the exposition of the subject."lo On 
Contrapunctus VI and VII: "The combinations of 
these last two fugues, so spiritually derived and inter
woven into a harmonic whole, appear here in a work 
whose purpose is to display art or skill."ll 

The most important section of the essay 
comes near the end when Hauptmann, a self-pro
claimed Hegelian, laments his inability to approach 
the subject of the overall impact of the whole work as 
a unified aesthetic object. 

The foregoing remarks are mainly concerned with the 
individual pieces of the work and their purpose and 
function in the total scheme. Therefore, little was said 
about the actual musical life and essence of the work as 
a whole. The living quality is not contained in abstract 
moments, nor in the special or general aspect as such, 
but in the binding together, the unifying and encom
passing of these contrasted elements. 12 

As a Hegelian, Hauptmann sees the analyst's respon
sibilityas one of synthesizing the opposed elements of 
form and content. 

Although the form, however, is subjected to the con
tent in individual places, so in the totality the form is 
given through the content: musical form arises from 
the total content of whatever is demanded by the musi
cal expression of each era. So form is very much both a 
determined thing and a determining one, and only 
when these two aspects exist togetl}er will it prove itself 
fit and perfect for expression in the poetic and artistic 
sense. 

Noting his own failure to fulfill this obligation, 

10. Boyd, "Hauptmann's Hauptmann makes his most prescient observations 
Commentary," 47· about The Art of Fugue as it existed for his readers. 

11. Ibid., 51. 

12. Ibid., 64-65. 

Fugue forms, as an expression given by the nature of 
the content, belong to an earlier epoch. With Sebastian 
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Bach, indisputably the greatest and most profound 
writer of fugues, the historical period of the fugue 
indeed appears closed, or at least to be approaching its 
end. Shortly after him there entered into this art form, 
in the place of a living production, a certain tradition
al quality, a merely formal essence, from which the nur
turing root had been removed. 

His argument is remarkable for its insight into the his
torical constructedness of perceived "universal" aes

thetics-perhaps the most significant observation yet 
made about The Art of Fugue as a historically contin
gent text. The aesthetic status of The Art of Fugue is 
rendered ambiguous, for Hauptmann, because the 
position of the genre of fugue itself had changed. 
Synthesis of form and content is made impossible by 
the newly problematic status of fugue as an aesthetic 
object. Content, in the nineteenth-century view of 

fugue, no longer directs the form. It is the nurturing 
root which has been removed, leaving only "a certain 

traditional quality, a merely formal essence." It is, in 

other words, more emblematic than meaningful, rep
resentative if not of the archaic, then at least of the 
formal and austere. The change in status of fugue as 
art work meant the loss of the varied and wide-rang
ing expressive possibilities, which according to 

Hauptmann characterized the eighteenth-century 
fugue. It has been reduced to the status of a topic. 

Fugue became equal to structure: a particular kind of 
pure, classic structure that reflected the devotion of 
master craftsmanship when compared to the overt 
ernotlona:tisiifotfne-Romantlc-Chara1iterstiii:1i: Tlie
emotive force of fugue lay in its oxymoronical nature: 

a virtuosic display of restraint. 

Thus Hauptmann, and those who followed 

39 



Markham The "Usefolness" of The Art of Fugue 

him, were unable to locate the expressive content of 
the fugue without recourse to its formal/topical 
significance. They were left with a hierarchy that 

exactly reversed the one that supposedly governed the 
musical form of "living" works. Instead of the content 

directing the form, the form is the content. Thus in 
greater and greater measure the expressiveness of 

fugue had to be located in its technical and formal 
achievement. The more impressive the complexity 
and symmetry revealed by a fugue, the better it was at 

fulfilling the designated topical role of the genre and 

the more suitable a symbol it became for composi

tional skill and deep philosophical asceticism. 
The "form as content" reduction, of course, 

places the shifting fate of fugue, and with it The Art of 
Fugue, squarely within the new aesthetic boundaries 

being drawn by the mid-nineteenth century. 

Hauptmann's Erlauterungen preceded Wagner's use of 

the phrase "absolute music" by a scant five years and 

by 1854 Eduard Hanslick had standardized the equa
tion of form and content in The Beautiful in Music. 
One suspects, however, that Hanslick, supposed 

father of pure formalist analysis but still a romantic 

critic, would find most recent analyses of The Art of 
Fugue dryas dust. His warning to his own readers 
about the affective nature of music in general echoes 

those offered by so many regarding The Art of Fugue 
specifically. 

This spiritual content thus combines, in the soul of the 
listener, the beautiful in music with all other great and 
beautiful ideas. He does not experience music merely as 
bare and absolute through its own beauty, but simulta
neouslyas a sounding image of the great movements of 
the universe. Through deep and secret relationships to 
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nature the meaning of tones is heightened far beyond 
the tones themselves, and allows us always to feel the 
infinite even as we listen to the work of human tal
ent. 13 

This symbiosis of the formal and the affective, 
however, proved especially difficult for analysts of 
fugues to come to terms with and the ambiguous aes
thetic status of the genre became a popular topic 
among journal writers. Hauptmann's views provided 
the model for most. A critic for the American Dwight's 
Journal of Music took up the issue in r867, writing that 
"The grand question is: What is the true position of 
the fugue in the world of musical art?"14 His answer 
provides a striking connection between Hauptmann's 
emergent nineteenth-century conception of fugue as a 
redundant aggregate of topical allusions and the 
extreme reification of the same ideas in August Halm's 
early twentieth-century formalist theory. IS The 
Dwight's Journal author, as suits the broader pattern of 
Art of Fugue criticism, is at first careful to single out 
the fugues of Bach as an exception. 

Let it be understood that, throughout this paper, we 
understand by the term fugue the fugue in its highest 
development, which it received only at the hand of 
Bach; for the fugues of this Master are, we think, more 
individual and more free than others, and approach 
more nearly to the ideal of the fugue. 

41 

13. Eduard Hanslick, Vom 
Musikalisch-Schonen 
(Leipzig: Weigel, 1854), 
104: translation taken from 
Carl Dalhaus, The Idea of 
Absolute Music, trans. 
Roger Lustig (Chicago: 
University of Chicago 
Press, 1989), 28. 

Predictably, however, his treatment of Bach is full of 14 WS B M " 
. ... athews, The 

maddening contradictions. Fug~e ~s Art Work," 
DWlghts Journal of Music 
2,,7r>no,I5'(I"2-0ctoDer 
1867). 

The fllgu~~of l:?<lchdo haYewell,markedina1vidualities .. ,. 
of e~otional tone. But they do none of them suggest 
distinct emotional states, or impress us, and elevate or 
depress the emotional condition of the listener to con
sonance with themselves, so decidedly as do many 
other works-certain of Beethoven's Sonatas, for 
instance. 

IS. August Halm, Von 
Zwei Kulturen Der Musik 
(Munich: G. Muller, 1913: 
reprint, Stuttgart: E. Klett, 
1947)· 
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Ultimately the aesthetic potential of fugue is reduced 
to a collective identity in a set of formal processes 
repeated ad infinitum. 

Fugues are grand. Even the easy ones awaken impres
sions of power. They are restless, and when they cease it 
is not from an apparent fitness of necessary conclusion 
reached, but rather of arbitrary pause. For a fugue when 
"played, is not played out." You are conscious of no rea
son why it might not go on indefinitely-or at least, as 
long as the counterpoint "holds out." 

The process need not end, because process is the 
entire purpose of the piece. Compared to the sonata, 
which for Hegelian critics served as the testing ground 
for the form-content dialectic, the fugue has no syn
thesis to reach. Its development is therefore not goal
directed, but potentially endless, and aimless. 

A sonata is a grand soul-picture. A Fugue is a grand 
piece of work. It may be a soul picture, too. But it is of 
a soul that is restless, striving after infinite develop
ment-a worthy strife, after all; a Becoming, a never 
Is .... The grand task of the sonata is, to convey "ideas of 
beauty," of the fugue, "ideas of power and relation." It 
follows, therefore ... that the fugue is truly "less noble 
than other forms of musical art, in so far as it expresses 
less" of soul "than they" .... When one would seek to 
convince us of the wonderful amount of emotional 
expression and spirituality that is latent therein, we are 
reminded of the just remark of the poet, that 

"optics sharp 'twould take, I ween, 
To see a thing that can't be seen."16 

The distinction made here between the fugues 
of Bach and the sonatas of Beethoven-the former 
infinite and aimless, thus in a sense infinitely static, 

16. The italics are and the latter dynamic and teleological-presages 
Mathew's. "The poet" is remarkably Halm's I9I 3 formulation in which the 
John Trumbull, and the 

final two lines are a popu- same genres are selected to represent an antithetical 
lar aphorism from his 1774. ". " 

satire McFingal. pan of musIcal cultures. For Halm, however, the 
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primacy of formal considerations ultimately provides 
for a dramatic outlet: the fugue is interpreted as an 
explication of a theme/character and the sonata as the 
movement through a form toward a preordained con
clusion/fate. Still, as it had been since Hauptmann, 
the dynamic movement through form in the sonata, a 
fundamental element in the development of narrative 
or programmatic readings, is denied to fugue as a 
genre. 

Given this, the traditionally conflicted status 
of The Art of Fugue becomes less of a mystery. And it 
follows, from the perspective of the nineteenth- and 
still many twentieth-century critics, that if one claims 
The Art of Fugue to be a great, or an ambitious, or a 
monumental collection of fugues, then one has 
already, by the very definition of the genre, limited its 
significance to that of an emblem of austerity, formal
ism, and a classicist's ideal of processual preeminence. 
A question that remains, however, is why such caution 
about the art of fugueing in the mid-nineteenth cen
tury has remained so pervasive as regards The Art of 
Fugue in the twentieth. Why, while so many have seen 
fit to warn against a narrowly technical view of The 
Art of Fugue, have so few seen fit to carry its critical 
reception beyond a discussion of its representative 
generic-albeit extreme generic-properties, namely 
its formal complexity and supposed exhaustiveness of 
thematic development? An answer to this may lie in 
an examination of the only school of criticism that 
sought··to answer·HHgenfeldt's·caIHor-arraesthetics-of 
The Art of Fugue by openly and comprehensively 
searching out the "deep and secret relationships," to 
borrow Hanlsick's phrase, between the structure of 
the tones and the structure of the universe. 

43 
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THE ART OF FUGUE AND NATIONALIST AESTHETICS 

I F THE mainstream of The Art of Fugue's critical 
reception, from Hilgenfeldt to Bitsch and beyond, 

is characterized by either reticence concerning the 
specifics of its emotional content or outright denial of 
any such expressive layer, then one is well advised to 

pay particular attention to those analyses that break 
with this tradition. Philipp Spitta was, perhaps, the 
first to take up Hilgenfeldt's challenge. Spitta not only 
claimed that The Art of Fugue contained an emotion
al element and that, in fact, the purpose of the collec
tion was expressive rather than abstract, but he also 
provided some specific analysis of this emotional con
tent. 

Spitta picks up almost exactly on Hilgenfeldt's 
critique, claiming that the work has too long been 
considered exclusively as a collection of individual 
exercises, "a method of treatment which would have 
shown off each fugue by itself."17 It must, according 
to Spitta, be understood as a whole, as a complete 
work in which an overall aesthetic and emotive design 
coexists perfectly with scientific or pedagogical intent: 
"The practical and educational purpose and the free 
artistic ideal are so inseparable here, at the highest 
point of their development, that there is scarcely a 
trace of any compromise, or sacrifice of the highest 
demands of one factor, in favor of the other."18 It was, 

17. Philipp Spitta, Johann. . . 
Sebastian Bach: His Work as Hilgenfeldt had predIcted, the favonng of one over 

and Injluenceon the Music h h h h d d d .. 1 d" d 'd 
of Germany, r68S-I7So, t e ot er t at a pro uce a cntlca tra ItIOn evOl 

trans. Clara Bell andJ.A. of expression a tradition that was an obstacle to 
Fuller Maitland, 3 vols. ' 

(New York: Novello, 1899; understanding The Art of Fugue as what Spitta would 
reprint, New York: Dover, 'd 1" C l' . 

1951), p02. COnSI er IVlng, lee mg mUSIC. 

18. Ibid., 199. The obscure state in which it has hitherto lain has 
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rendered this task all the harder, and it has thus come 
about that a composition of incomparable perfection 
and depth of feeling, although it has always been men
tioned with especial reverence as being Bach's last great 
work, has never yet formed part of the life of the 
German nation. 19 

Spitta's renewed call to engage in interpretive analysis 

of The Art of Fugue would, and still can, serve as a ral

lying point for anyone who would hope to broaden 
the critical engagement with its expressive content. 
For Spitta's reading is one of the most salient 
moments in the reception history of the work, a 
moment around which, despite Marcel Bitsch's com
plaint, a substantial tradition of emotional and meta
physical interpretation indeed arose in Germany in 

the decades immediately before and during the Third 

Reich. 
The roots of a nationalist VIew of fugue in 

general and The Art of Fugue in particular stretch back 

well into the nineteenth century. Fugue was, for 

Hauptmann, the form which more than any other 
separated the German from the Italian and French 
traditions. It stood in his system of aesthetics as an 
antidote to the relative weightlessness of the sonata 
form at its most "Italianate." 
The energy of the Germanic period was not confined 
within the limits of Germany; Italy, the classic land, 
received from us the Gothic style and the Fugue, for the 
fugue is to music what the Gothic style is to architec
ture, the Sonata corresponding in form to the Hellenic. 
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19. Ibid., 203. 

20. Alfred Schone and But neither Cathedral nor fugue could endure in a soil 
. fOJ~iglltotheir. nature~ theyenlarged .. their. area,-they·· 
acquired breadth, and lost height. By degrees, our 
enthusiasm lost its energy, and we experienced a reac-

_ Fexdinand.Hi1ler,.eds.,.:rhe----
Letters of a Leipzig Cantor, 

tion from Italy. Architectural forms, debased by the 
Romans, found acceptance; the German fugue made 
way for the Italian sonata .... The sonata admits of more 
intrinsic beauty, but it has not the depth of the fugue. 2o 

Being the Letters of Moritz 
Hauptmann to Franz 
Hauser, Ludwig Spohr, and 
Other Musicians, trans. 
AD. Coleridge, 2 vols. 
(New York: Novello, r892), 
r:8+ 
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lished paper presented at 

the Annual Meeting of the 
American Musicological 
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In this one passage we see Hauptmann's aes~ 
thetic theories run headlong into the nationalist sen~ 
timents that would come to dominate the interpretive 
history of The Art of Fugue in the first part of the 
twentieth century. For if fugue, as Hauptmann him
self had so astutely pointed out, had been reduced to 
the status of a topic, a reference point for structural 
integrity, organic growth, and classicism, so had it 
become inextricably bound to those same ideals as 
they wrapped themselves in the cloak of German 
"depth," a topic, in effect, of "Germanness." Holly 
Watkins has discussed this process as revealed in the 
work of Hauptmann's Hegelian contemporary A.B. 

Marx. 

Marx's widely read tirades, which are laden with the 
dichotomies inward vs. outward, deep vs. superficial, 
spiritual vs. sensual, instrumental music vs. opera, and 
German vs. Italian and French, bequeathed to later 
generations of analysts the notion that finding depth in 
music-even doing analysis itself-was an exercise in 
how to be German. 21 

Society, Atlanta, Georgia, Similarly, it was to "the life of the German 
15-18 November 2001). " 

nation that Spitta offered his poetic version of The 
22. "Die Schande, eines A ,.{' r:: S fifi 1 Wi 1£ G 

kostbarsten Guter der rt OJ rugue. orne ty years ater 0 gang raeser 
Nation schmahlicher offered his own orchestrated edition and performanc~ 

Vergessenheit verfallen zu . . . 
lassen, ist nicht getilgt; sie es m order to rectify a wrong agamst the German 

lastet seit eindreiviertet . d . 
Jahrhunderten auf der I entIty. 
deutschen Musik. Das 

deutsche Yolk soli sich in 
einer Zeit der Knechtung, 

der inneren und augeren 
Armut auf seine grogen 
welthistorischen Geister 

besinnen." Wofgang 
Graeser, "Bachs Kunst der 

Fuge," Bach-jahrbuch 1924 
(Leipzig: Breitkopf & 

Hartel, 1924), 76. 

The disgrace of our having allowed such a valuable 
treasure of our nation to fall into shameful forgetful
ness, left out of three quarters of a century of German 
music, is not erased. The German Folk, in this time of 
enslavement and inward and outward poverty, should 
reflect on their greatest world-historical spirits.22 

Graeser's edition and performances provided 
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the strongest impetus for a new school of Art of Fugue 
interpretation to emerge in Germany, Its connection 

to the social landscape is undeniable, the movement 

reaching its apex in the 1930S with publications,such 

as Richard Benz's BachsGeistiges Reich, in which it 

becomes unclear how to separate the romantic from 

the nationalist, the neoplatonic from the propaga~
distic, Even a simple proclamation of the composer's 

alleged abstract intent becomes bound up in the 23. "Und so erscheint denn 
metaphysical. Bachs geistiges Reich zulet

zt und zuhochst als eine 

And thus Bach's spiritual kingdom appears finally and 
most perfectly before all the world as a mathematics of 
the Cosmos, a legitimation of the boundless, which a 
great thinker has shown to us in ever new combinations 
and worldly possibilities. The Art of Fugue is thus hard
ly a human monument any longer. It is deeply symbol
ic that here the pure thinker fails to specifY the earthly 
instrument: possibilities for earthly realization he left to 
others. 23 

Mathematik des Kosmos; 
als eine Gesetzlichkeit des 
grenzenlosen All vor aller 
Welt: die ein groiSter 
Denker uns in immer 
neuen kombinationen: 
Welt-Moglichkeiten, 
schauen laiSt. Die Kunst 
der Fuge ist hiervon das 
kaum mehr menschliche 
Denkmal-es ist von tief
ster Symbolik, daiS der 
reine Denker hier das irdis-

, che Instrument anzugeben 
It is the nature of nationalism that it IS propnetary unterlieiS: Moglichkeiten 

regarding such concepts as the universal the subJ'ec- irlicher yerw!rkl~~h~ng 
, andern uberllefS. RIchard 

tive, the profound, And indeed, the emotional con- Benz, Bachs Geistiges Reich 
(Munich: Beck, 1935), 18-

tent breathed into the reception history of The Art of 19. 

Fugue in the 1920S and 30S was expressly designed to 24. "Eine Entelechie geht 

Position the work as a statement of a universal meta- ~urch ihre H.ullen, ~nd. 
Jede Phase wlrd em mdl-

physics which captures in its unfolding the essence of viduelles Schicksalsgewebe; 
und das Ganze schliefSt 

the will to power, Erich Schwebsch refers to the main sich endlich zu einem 

h f h 11 ' "Dz'e T T 'I' fi" Welten tableau: der tonen-t eme 0 t e co ectlOn as urwz Ie ur den Biographie des 

Scho1lfunu," and describes the whole work as follows: Urgedankens dutch e.inem 
r. 0' ungeheuren Zyklus elOer 

AnenreIediy Rows through-lt~-blnding~·;.-nd-;~~hph~~e 
becomes an individual fate-weaving; and the whole 
leads finally to a world-tableau; the tonal biography of 
the Urgedanke [the main theme} through a tremendous 
cycle of an entire world-evolution. 24 

. 'ganzen -Weltevolutioli:"'" 
Erich Schwebsch, Johann 
Sebastian Bach und die 
Kunst der Fuge (Stuttgart: 
Orient-Occident, 1931; 
reprint, Kassel: Freies 
Geistesleben, 1988), 219. 



Markham The "Usefulness" of The Art of Fugue 

Schwebsch is an interesting figure and one 
whom I do not intend to brand as a Reich musicolo
gist, His study of The Art of Fugue bookends the 
regime in its first two printings (1931 and 1946) and 
contains none of the racial theory that marks much of 
the official propaganda among Reich scholars, His 

spiritual allegiances, however, being to the doctrines 
of Rudolph Steiner and his Anthroposophist move
ment, are not untainted, Post-war studies have reex-

25. For example, see Ernst amined Steiner's theories of metaphysical transcen
Bloch The Heritage of Our d b h' f 'h ' , I h' h' , d 

Ti;'es, trans. Neville and ence ot In terms 0 t elr raCla lerarc IZlng an 
Stephen Plaice (German their strong nationalist mythology,25 It is telling then 

edition, Frankfurt: ' , 
Surkamp, I962: transla- that Schwebsch's 1931 monograph and the introduc-

tion, Berkeley: University . h' d' , f 7'1- A ,.{' D h ld 
of California Press, I99I), tlon to IS 1937 e 1twn 0 1 rJe rt OJ FUgue s ou 
I74-78: Ecofoscism: Lessons stand as the most highly developed of the metaphysi-

ftom the German 
Experience, Janet Biehl and cal school of Bach interpretations, Whatever his per-

Peter Staudenmaier, eds. l' ., d' bl h' S h b h' 
(San Francisco: AK Press, sona almS, 1t IS un enla e t at In 1931, c we sc s 
I995)· That .Schwebsch's reading provided in the form of a "tremendous cvcle 

study found Its way back' J 

into print in I988 should of world-evolution," the antidote to the "enslavement 
not be taken as evidence of , " 
its acceptance by the musi- and mward and outward poverty that Graeser had 

hcologicald?~mmunity, bas hoped to counter with his performances, It could not 
t e new e man was pu -

lished by Freies fail to resonate with the main stream of nationalist 
Geistesleben, the publish- " , 
ing house of the Waldorf propaganda, The desne of the musICologIcal bureau-
Schools, the present-day f hR' h bI' h B h h " 1 

proprietors of Rudoph cracy 0 t e elC to esta IS ac as t e Splf1tua 
Steiner's thought. center of the German canon is well documented and 

26. Pamela Potter, Schwebsch's metaphysical narrative of the emergence 
"Musikwissenschaft im f 'I d l b 'h I' h f' 
Dritten Reich und die 0 an unspOl e Ursee e must e seen m t e Ig t 0 ItS 

.. Bach-Forschung: Ein time 26 
Uberblick," in Bach unter ' 
den Diktaturen, 1933-194) In placing Schwebsch's study at the center of 

und 194)-1989, (report pre-, , 
sented to the Conference what I wIll call the German metaphysIcal school I do 

B h 11 °hf ;heLNeu~n not intend simply to indict its political mission, stat-
ac gese sc alt, elpzlg, 

29-30 March, I994), ed or unstated, intended or accidental, Rather, I will 
(Hildesheim: Olms, I994), , " , 

I69-81. use hIs readmg to Illustrate how narrow IS the range of 
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meanings offered by the narrative tropes of twentieth
century analysis and how inescapably both listener 
and critic can be drawn into their gravitational com
pass. My own initial response to the work, coupled 
with those of Spitta and Schwebsch, reveals the 
difficulty of separating the analytical processes 
employed in authoritarian narratives from those that 
would serve anyone attempting a programmatic, nar
rative, or hermeneutic reading, even today. As we shall 
see, Spitta's reading of what he considers the cycle's 
climax, while it is hardly laden with the overt social 
mythologies of the German metaphysical school, is 
nevertheless compatible with its underlying 
metaphorical basis. As a listener and an analyst, I 
myself tended-rather automatically and uncritically 
in retrospect-to order certain of the fugues into a 

similar teleological narrative of events, even as I con

sciously sought to avoid a programmatic reading. 
Regardless of whether the "world evolution" 

or "mathematics of the cosmos" perceived by the crit
ic is spiritual, social, or merely aesthetic, the underly
ing narrative is the same. Ultimately, given the 
reliance of a nationalist interpretation on such basic 
concepts as depth, coherence, and the causal relation 
of events leading to denouement, metaphorically 

understood as transcendence or overcoming, it proves 
quite difficult to produce a satisfYing reading of these 
fugues (especially numbers 8-II) that does not play on 
a set of rhetorical or dramatic criteria that readily col
lapse' b-ackiiiioflie idealS of German nadonaIism~' 

Is this an analytical shortcoming, a critical 
one, or a moral one? There can be no strictly theoret

ical answer to this question, in so far as not only the 

49 
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work but also the analytical systems through which 
we understand the work are subject to a constant 
process of recontextualization. Analytical systems are 
a product, and a reflection, of value systems and no 
value system is free of the potential for abuse. All 
analyses, and therefore all artworks, are pervertible. 
This is a truism so prosaic as hardly to be worth such 
a pronouncement. It is, however, a slippery cliche, 
whose full potential many have overlooked, leading to 
the basic ideological blindness of pure formalism and 
to the evacuation of potential meanings from a work 
like The Art of Fugue. Richard Taruskin has defined 
this process of "decontextualization" as the twentieth
century's central myth, that of formalism "seen as a 
bulwark" against the "intolerable implications" 

27. Richard Taruskin, d b h' . 1 1" 
Defining Russia Musically: uncovere y Istonca contextua lZatlOn.27 

Historical and Herein may lie the answer to the riddle that 
Hermeneutical Essays, 
(Prinwon: Princeton still plagued Bitsch in 1967, namely why critics 

UnIversn:y Press, 1997),. .. 
362. remamed SO averse to mterpretatIOns that went 

28 J h K beyond a cataloging of contrapuntal techniques. As 
. osep erman, 

Contemplating Music: Joseph Kerman would put it yet another eighteen 
Challenges to Musicology . " 

(Cambridge, Mass: years later m 1985, Bach research has for some time 
Harvard University Press, been poised on the brink of the classic positivist 

1985), 54· 
dilemma: more and more facts, and less and less 

29. The same passage is fid .. . h "28 I b 'I 
cited by Jeffrey L. Prater in con ence m mterpretmg t em. t ecomes ess 
his "transl~tor's forward" t.o surprising however that a generation of scholars who 

the Engltsh language edl- ' , ' 
tion of Hans He,i~,rich lived through the war would turn away from a dis cur-

Eggebrecht,;,5. Bachs The. 1" d b h h .' f h' 
Art of Fugue'~' The Work Slve ana YSIS tamte Y t e metap YSICS 0 aut ontar-

and Its Interpretation ianism and resign themselves to the more positivistic 
(Ames, Iowa: Iowa Stare 

University Press, 1993), 7· issues of reevaluating the sources. 29 In this case, the 
Eggebrecht's study, which ~---------=---------------~ 

appeared in German in the same 
year as Kerman's book, can be 

considered one of a very few par
tial exceptions to what I am call
ing the "reticent mainstream"; it 

picks up on the imagery of the 
German metaphysical school, if 

with a more cautious tone. While 
he does not develop a compre
hensive hermeneutic reading of 

the cycle, or a very detailed one 
of its individual parts, Eggebrecht 

does consider the use of musical 
affect, rhetorical figures, and 

number symbols, attempting to 
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nineteenth-century view of the fugue-topic discussed 
above provides a convenient veil, a historical prece
dent for the denial of both expression and the poten
tial for corruption. Little mention, little "use" that is, 
has been made of the techniques of the German meta
physical school since the end of the war.3° Such a 
"grand piece of work" as a collection of fugues is, after 
all, less potentially troubling than the "grand soul-pic
ture" of the sonata. Accordingly, the issue of the 
meaning of The Art of Fugue has settled into harmless 
reflections over whether it arises out of the progressive 
complexity of contrapuntal techniques or of fugal 
types.31 

confine these few observations to 
a contemporary eighteenth-cen
tury discursiveltheological vocab
ulary. At times, he is on the verge 
of betraying a grand 
Schwebschian view of the whole, 
as in the following passage: 

Contrapunctus XI is one of 
Bach's most texturally dense 
fugues, but at the same time, 
also one of his most expressive. 
This fugue creates the distinct 
impression that something "full 
of life" is being placed into a 
world of "sighing." It expresses 
"the difficult walk," and com
municates a sense of"resdess
ness and fear" .... The "I" (Bach) 
seeks union with the Tonic 
(God) on the ground of mercy 
alone. 

I find most of Eggebrecht's obser
vations on expressive content, 
underdeveloped as they remain, 
immediately appealing, and 
therefore as personally disconcert
ing, as I did many of 
Sdl\vebsch's.Eggebrea,t'~~nsure 
tone when dealing with expres
sion does not pass unnoticed by 
his translator: 

The reticence with which 
Eggebrecht approaches his pref-

ace and maintains to some 
degree thtoughout the entire 
book, seems to corroborate 
Kerman's view that "distrust of 
interpretation is programmatic 
among the traditional German 
Bach scholats." This point was 
somewhat underscored when, 
in a letter to me, Eggebrecht 
seemed almost astonished that 
there was enough interest in 
this kind of interpretive study 
to produce a translation. 

30. The one other exception, 
Erich Bergel's Johann Sebastian 
Bach, Die Kunst der Fuge: lhre 
geistige Grundlage im Zeichen der 
thematischen Bipolaritiit (Bonn: 
Brockhaus, 1980), takes over 
wholesale much of Schwebsch's 
reading, essentially expanding 
and reworking the thematic 
conflict that, we shall see, lies at 
its heart. Quite tellingly, Bergel is 
mystified by the failure of the 
scholarly community to follow 
up on the criticala~vanses.9f .. 

-Schwebsch;~· g~n~ration (see pp. 
3-4), a textbook example of the 
sort of ideological blindness that 
results from failing to historicize 
the critical reception of a work 
along with its musical text. 

31. Christoph Wolff, Bach: Essays 
on his Lift and Music 
(Cambridge, Mass: Harvard 
University Press, 1991), 265-28I. 
This is the heart of Wolff's pub
lished thoughts on the The Art of 
Fugue, which reflect on the sepa
rate versions of the work that 
result from a contemplation or 
performance of the Berlin manu
script-ordered by increasing 
complexity of counterpoint: sim
ple, double, triple, quadruple
versus the first printed edition
ordered by different fugal tech
niques: simple fugues, coun
terfugues, fugues on more than 
one subject. Wolff's analysis is all 
the more interesting as it lays the 
foundation for rwo different 
competing texts, each potentially 
sustaining a differen t 
autonomous expressive reading. 
As is the tradition, however, it 
remains at this foundational level, 
rnychto_the_.4i~ma,y.9fthos.e .. who. 
would accept as valid Kerman's 
criticism of Bach scholarship. 
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To continue in the mode of the mainstream of 
The Art of Fugue's reception, however, is not only to 
deny an expressive or hermeneutic layer to The Art of 
Fugue, but to refuse to distinguish between "pervert
ed" and "pervertible." One does not need to evacuate 
The Art of Fugue of its expressive and narrative poten-

32. Important examples are . . . . 
Scott Burnham, Beethoven tIalm order to renounce the uses to whIch thIs poten-

Hero (~rinc.eton: Princeton tial has been put. To the contrary to "unperson" the 
Umverslty Press, 1995); , . 

Burnham, "Musical and historical legacy of The Art of Fugue denies the histor
Intellectual Values: 

Interpreting the History of ical contingency, as well as the pervertibility, of our 
Tonal Theory" Current I . 1 h f I 

Musicology 53 (1993): 76- own ana ytIca systems, t us 0 our own va ue sys-
88; and the exchange tems. This is an ideological bias that will do as great a 

between Burnham and 
Lawrence Kramer, "The disservice to us in the eyes of future historians as does 

Criricism of Analysis and S h b h" h f h . 
the Analysis of Criticism" C we sc s m t e eyes 0 t e present generatlOn. 
Nineteenth-Century Music Thus, I do not wish to bury The Art of Fugue 

16, no. I (1992): 70-81. See 
also Sanna Pederson, "On or to deny the validity of hermeneutic analysis, both 

the Task of the Music h' h' l' d . 
Historian: The Myth of the of w lC remam dear to me as a Istener an essential 

~ymphony.After to me as a historian. Rather, I hope to bring to the 
Beethoven, repercussIOns 2, 

no. 2 (1993): 5-30 ; surface those aspects of my own listening experience 
Pederson, "A.B. Marx, h d h I: f h d . 

Berlin Concert Life, and t at raw upon t e lOnt 0 metap ors an narrative 
GeMr~ant N~htiocnaitIden.t~ty,:, tropes both taintable by and, I hope, salvageable from 

tne un" - en ury 1V1USIC 

18, no. 2 (1994): 87-107; their past. 
Tia Denora, Beethoven and 
the Construction of Genius: A strong current of recent scholarship has 
Musical Politics in Vienna, al d d h' h k . h I 

1792 -18°3 (Berkeley: rea y emerge w IC ma es surveymg t e va ues 
University of Cali. forni a underlying our narrative analytical tendencies easier.32 

Press, 1995); Richard 
Littlefield and David A new problem emerges, then, which deals specifically 

Neumeyer, "Rewriting . h l' ,. " ." h . h 
Schenker: Narrative- WIt a Istener s gut reactlOns, t ose sensations t at 

History-Ideology," Music give to the music what Scott Burnham has called its 
Theory Spectrum 14, no. I 

(1992): 38-65; and Ian "sense of being compellingly involving. "33 This "com-
Bent, ed., Music Theory in 11' "I: '\VT l' . 1 . h 

the Age of Romanticism pe Ingness, lor western Isteners, mvo ves Just t ose 
(Car.nbri~ge: Cambridge musical styles that can be effectively discussed in the 
Umverslty Press, 1996). 

language of dramatic or hermeneutic analysis. 
33. Burnham, Beethoven 

Hero, 29. Burnham has explored how late nineteenth-century, 
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predominantly German, ideology gave rise to our ana
lytical systems and privileged musical styles that con
form to their narratives of transcendence. In a similar 
vein, Pamela Potter has highlighted the shared ances
try of "Nazi musicology" and just plain (or at least just 
plain American) musicology. 

While American musicology is by no means a direct 
descendant of the musicological manifestations of Nazi 
ideology, the two do share common roots in the 
German intellectual tradition that gave rise to the dis
cipline of musicology.34 

In a discipline that places a heavy emphasis on the 
metaphors used to explain the "compellingness" of 
music, this common ancestry inevitably resulted not 
only in the intersection of the narrative archetypes of 
the late nineteenth century with those of the period 
during and around the Third Reich, but also stead
fastly preserves elements of both in our own present-
day listening habits. . 

Some of the most important musical/dramat
ic principles of the German metaphysical school can 
be gleaned just from looking at Graeser's edition. One 
immediately notes two aspects of his ordering and 
scoring that conform well to the analytical criteria of 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as out
lined by Burnham. The first of these principles is end
weightedness. According to Burnham, "modern" 
musical analysis from Marx, to Riemann, to Schenker 
and beyond was initially developed as a means of 
explaliilngthenairativetl"ajeci:()rY;-th~---t~~p;~~f-p~n,----3'-4--. --p'a'-m--el-a Potter, 

53 

felt by those who listened to the works of Beethoven's "Musicology ~nder Hitle~,: 
New Sources In Context, 

middle period. Such temporally derived systems Journal of the American 
• Musicological Society 49, 

placed a heavy emphasls on the end of the work: in a no. I (1996): ro8. 
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chain of causally related, developmental events, the 
end came to define the process, representing the 
moment of transcendence or completion. Graeser's 
orchestration exemplifies this process as it was 
designed to enhance the effect of The Art of Fugue in 
performance.35 He divides the work into halves, each 
governed by an additive process in which the instru
mental forces gradually increase in both weight and 
referentiality. The first half, for instance, consisting of 
the first eleven fugues, is orchestrated as follows: 

Contrapunctus I: string quartet (2 violins, viola, cello) 
Contrapunctus II: string quartet (violin, viola, 2 cellos) 

Contrapunctus Ill: string quartet (2 violins, 2 cellos) 
Contrapunctus IV: string quartet (2 violins, viola, cello) 

Contrapunctus V: small string orchestra (with tutti and soli) 
Contrapunctus VI: small string orchestra 

Contrapunctus VII: small string orchestra 

Contrapunctus VIII: string orchestra, trumpets, trombones, 
organ 

Contrapunctus IX: woodwinds, solo and tutti (oboe, oboe da 
caccia, bassoons) 

Contrapunctus X: string orchestra, flutes, oboes, bassoons 
Contrapunctus XI: string orchestra, woodwinds, trumpets, 

trombones and organ 

As Schwebsch would and Spitta already had, 
Graeser organizes the first half of the work into· suc
cessive phases, each growing in breadth and represen
tational significance. The first two phases offer mere
lya growth in size frorn string quartet to string orches
tra. It is the final four fugues, eight to eleven, that pro
vide the end-weightedness demanded by nineteenth 
and twentieth century perspectives on musical narra-

35. Die Kunst der Fuge, ed. tive. The immediate addition of trumpets trombones 
Wolfgang Graeser, (Leipzig: ..' . 
Breitkopf & Hartel, 1927). and organ to an enlarged stnng orchestra sIgnals a 
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shift both in size and theological allusion, the trum
pets signaling a heavenly height and the trombones 
and organ a greater solemnity. The effect was appar
ently successful-reports of the performances focused 
on their quasi-religious significance. Felix Strossinger 
called the performance "a religious service in itself," 
and Hugo Lohmann heard the name BACH emerge in 
Contrapunctus XI "like one of the saints. "36 Indeed, 
it is not until Contrapunctus XI, which ends the first 
half of the program, that the full orchestra and organ 
sound in unison. The second half of Graeser's pro
gram follows suit, growing from solo harpsichord to 
an ensemble of flute, oboe da caccia and bassoon, to 
two harpsichords, and again, in the final phase of 
three fugues (including the incomplete final fugue 
ending with the reemergence of the BACH theme) 
adding trumpets, trombones, organ and woodwinds. 
The performance ended with the organ chorale 
played by organ alone, the sacred ascension of Benz's 
"pure thinker" from the human plane into his geistiges 
Reich. 

By ending the first half of his performance 
with a climax on Contrapunctus XI, Graeser is in line 
with another common element of The Art of Fugue's 
reception. Of all the collection, it is Contrapunctus 
XI that has provoked the most thoughtful treatment 
of expressive content, even among those who do not 
see aesthetic value in much of the collection. As it is 
the center of Graeser's edition, so it is at the heart of 
Schwebsch~sanaly5is:·· Scnwebscn· identifies·the-

defining and most salient moment of the entire piece 

55 

at measure 91 of Contrapunctus XI, the moment 36. Both cited in 
,. Eggebrecht, jS. Bach's "The 

when the fugues third subject spells out the notes B~, Art of Fugue, "12.4. 



Markham The "Usefulness" of The Art of Fugue 

A, C, and B~, the BACH theme that for Schwebsch 
represented the Ichgeburt, the birth of the subject and 
the power of the great artist's will (in this case the 
greatest German artist). Schwebsch thus places 

Contrapunctus XI at the center of what he considered 

Bach's theological/aesthetic thought. For him 

Contrapunctus XI is "no longer a mere fugue, but an 

entire ordered, intricately interlaced cosmos, which 

links the diverse threads of the great web in the inex
orable consequence of a single final image 
[Abschlufbilde]."37 In fact, without the eleventh 

37. "Und diese elfte Fuge fugue, Schwebsch's reading becomes impossible. As 
ist nun nicht mehr blog . . . . . . . . 

eine Fuge, sondern ein we shall see, It IS the motIvIC relatiOnshIps III thIS 
ganze.r fugierter, ineinan- fugue and its accompanying harmonic build-up that dergekellter Kosmos, der In 

unerb.ittlicher .Konseq~enz provide the analytical basis for a metaphorical reading 
die versch!edenartlgen ., ", 

Faden des grogen Web ens of the entIre collectIon as the story of an entIre 
zu ein~m ~~schlugbilde world-evolution." 
verknupft, Schwebsch, . 

279· The favoring of the eleventh fugue is not, 

38. Donald Francis Tovey, however, an exclusively German phenomenon. 
A Companion to "The Art D Id F . 'T' he' h A if 

,/"T7 "(L doe dona ran CIS lovey, w ose ompamon to t e rt 0 
OJ rugue on on: XlOr 
University Press, 1931), 31. Fugue confines itself almost exclusively to a discussion 

39. C. Hubert H. Parry, of the technical elements of the work (perhaps among 
;'sohann,;ehbasDtian fach: Th,~ the first to react against the German metaphysical 

tory OJ t e evelOpment OJ 

a Great Personali? (New school), cannot keep himself from the thought that 
York: G.P. Putnams Sons, . " 
1910),529. Parry saw the perhaps this fugue is the end of The Art of Fugue. It 

,,:,h~le cycle as a disap- is a majestic and gorgeous movement which improves pOinting compromise In 

which the pedantic out- on acquaintance .... It is even possible that [Bach] had 
weighed the expressive, an 

example of Bach's at first thought that this fugue would complete his 
"".[resorting) to a display h d h all h L 11 . h 1 f h' f b k'll . ·h. h sc eme; an t at t at 10 ows IS t e resu t 0 IS o super s I to )USti'l t e 
work of art which had to disappointment."38 
be produced under unin-

spiring conditions".and in Even C. Hubert Parry who famously, and to 
thisdw~y thebaptitude fokr his own detriment, derided The Art 0+ Fugue, 39 saved 

pro ueing a stract war s 'J 
of art which had no refer- his only kind words, and very telling ones indeed, for 

ence to specially Interesting 
ends was engendered." the eleventh fugue. 
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The fugue which stands as no. II is of great and salient 
interest, standing with fugue 8 by reason of much high
er musical interest than the rest of the series. In most of 
the other fugues Bach either determined to restrain 
himself from the use of beautiful and characteristic 
ideas, and to write as mechanically as his habits 
allowed, or else he was quite out of his wonted musical 
humour. But here the native impulse was too much for 
him and fugue no. XI is worthy to stand beside the 
fugues in the "Wohltemperirtes Clavier" for spacious
ness of development, depth and consistency of expres
sion, and constant growth of interest from first to 
last ... always maintaining a noble and tender colour and 
a rather pathetic vein of sentiment. The richness and 
consistency of the texture throughout are as wonderful 
as they are spontaneous, and even where the three sub
jects occur simultaneously the uninitiated would per
ceive only a singularly beautiful piece of expressive 
music. 40 

It is the end of this remarkable paragraph that 

IS most interesting. Parry implies that the eleventh 

fugue succeeds in overcoming the Hauptmannian 
compromise of "form as content" and that the effect 

of the piece can be felt even by the listener unaware of 

the structural, fugal element. The presumption of an 
immediate visceral reaction on the part of listeners 

unschooled in fugal technique but well schooled in 

romanticism demands scrutiny. I myself have experi-

enced this reaction to the eleventh fugue and so, I 
would guess, have many of my readers. It is, of course, 

exactly those reactions that seem the most natural or 
automatic to us that need to be investigated in full 

con§ciQ uSI1~ss~~ofJh~Jongand_hurdened.histoI:pNhich-~ 
gave rise to them. This is especially the case if one 
wishes to rehabilitate The Art of Fugue as a work of 

expressive power without falling uncritically into a 

replication of the archetypal topoi of past ideologies. 40. Ibid., 525. 

57 
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Having made my own confession, I am 
obliged to take these critics and listeners at their word 
and locate the nexus of the expressive potential of The 
Art of Fugue exactly where even its most reticent crit
ics have found it in the past. A further exploration of 
the eleventh fugue is therefore warranted as a first step 
toward understanding The Art of Fugue in terms of 
meanings that stretch beyond the solemn appreciation 
of its structural designs. 

CONTRAPUNCTUS ELEVEN 

S PIT T A'S analysis, while relatively terse, provides a 
41. Spitta,Johann Sebastian good deal of room for expansion. He begins with 

Bach, zoo. 
the assertion that The Art of Fugue is both more emo-

42. Spitta's own descrip-. 11 . 1: d f . d h h 
tion, echoed by countless tIOna y unlIorm an 0 greater emotive ept t an 

later writers, was of a The Well- Tempered Clavier or the inventions and sin
theme that "seems like the 
solemn repose of a winter's fonias. Spitta claims further that this uniformity is 

night." (Ibid., zoo). . d b h l' th h . f 
Schweitzer's formulation, expenence Y t e lstener roug a senes 0 emo-
equally as telling, defines tional climaxes similar to the "individual phases" that 

the theme entirely with ' 
sensory negatives, " ... not weave a "world tableau" at the center of Schwebsch's 

vety interesting but it holds ··d· S' . 
onto those who hear it. It rea lng. pItta wntes, 

is situated in a desolate 
landscape without color, 

without light, without 
movement. It is not pleas
ing or simply entertaining, 

but one nevertheless does 
not free oneself easily from 
it." See Albert Schweitzer, 

The inner development of the work is in a sequence of 
grand, majestic groups .... In the third group (fugues 8-
II) external and internal elements combine to attain the 
climax. The principal subject is now associated with 
independent and contrasting themes.41 

Joh~nn.Sebas~an Bach For Spitta a series of new themes represent the "exter-
(LeipZig: Breltkopf & ' 

Hartel, 1908), 396. This nal elements" emerging in these four fugues to inter-
language would later be . .. • . 

mimicked by Arnold act WIth the pnnclpal subject. To hIm, and to almost 
Schhering

h, W~? wrote ofthle every other analyst of the work, the principal subJ'ect 
t erne t at It appears co -

orless and unworldly." of The Art of Fugue is marked by its emotive austeri
Cited in Kolneder, Die 

Kunst der Fuge, 1:9z. ty.42 
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Ii J J U JJJJI j rv 

Example 1. The Art of Fugue's Hauptthema 

This reserved topical identity of the Hauptthema is 
challenged by the evocative referentiality of the other 
themes, which Spitta describes as follows: 

The eighth fugue begins at once with a subject of this 
kind, which glides in with stealthy, snake-like wind
ings, and is full of peculiar individuality in both 
rhythm and in melody. After it has been thoroughly 
worked out, a second and very agitated theme, not less 
important in rhythm and melody, accompanies it. A 
double fugue is thus produced, in which the strange lit
tle taps, as it were, in the second theme, increase to 
hammer beats, and the animated movement to violence 
of unrest.43 

Subject I 

12: ~ III r 
Subject 2 

I' & III rfftJJJ4fJ~JJI an mp I J I 
Example 2. Contrapunctus VIII, subjects I and 2 

The overall effect of this interaction is a modification 
of the character and intent of the original theme, 
enforced on the listener by process of memory and 
association . 

... and it is not till the original quiet movement has been 
restored that the chief subject enters and is treated 
fugally. But dissevered as it is by crotchet rests, it also 
conveys an impression of inward agitation. 

59 

43. Spitta, Johann Sebastian 
Bach,200. 
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)~S~ubct2 ~~~ 
l:-.-
Subject 1 

Example 3. Contrapunctus VIII, measures 180-84: 
Hauptthema in "dissevered" state above S 1 and S 2 

Spitta's analysis of the eleventh fugue is less 
specific, relying mainly on its position as the last of 
this group of four, the logical culmination of a devel
opmental progress toward a climax. The eleventh 
fugue, then, is a revisitation of the thematic con
frontations in Contrapunctus VIII, with all three 
combatants again represented. The eighth fugue initi
ated, for Spitta, a narrative momentum, a process that 
requires a causal connection to be found between its 
events and those that follow it. The idea that the 
eleventh fugue is a logical and imperative continua
tion of the eighth can be gleaned from Spitta's reading 
of the tenth fugue, whose purpose is characterized as 
something of a transition, a middle movement .. 

Its mild and flowing character is felt as repose after 
what has gone before, and it prepares us for the full 
appreciation of the last fugue, in which the three 
themes of the eighth fugue are worked out again, but in 
four parts, which intensifies their expression to the last 
degree and entirely exhausts their harmonic capabili
ties.44 

Spitta's analysis proves to have been the start
ing point for Schwebsch's understanding of the 
eleventh fugue. Conflating the two readings can tell 

44. Ibid .• 200. us much about which features of the music have 
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attracted the narrative ear of romantic critics. One is 
well served to revisit the work of both Burnham and 
Anthony Newcomb to clarify the process by which 
musical features can compel or demand that a listen
er engage his sense of memory and hear the unfolding 
of the piece as a directed series of causally related 
events. According to Burnham, forward momentum 
is the primary metaphor by which listeners have been 
taught to string musical events together and the pieces 
that have been most successfully "treated" by analysis 
are exactly those that conform most readily to this 
metaphorical ordering. They are based on what he 
calls "moments of salience," crux points whose 
expanded potential for referentiality allows the listen
er to structure a story around· them. As Burnham 
writes, "Conspicuously dramatic features in the music 
must be heard· to issue from the past and to be deci
sive for the future; they must inspire an intense degree 
of involvement in a recognizable yet experientially 
individual temporal process."45 

Chief among these events is the evocative 
development of thematic material. In his analysis of 
Contrapunctus VIII, Spitta outlines one of the most 
common means used by nineteenth-century critics to 

order musical events as narrative: assigning an identi
ty to a motive or theme and "reading" its subsequent 
appearances as progressive and developmental. 
Newcomb has referred to this analytical procedure as 
being akin to the narrative archetype of the 
Bildungsromany-a.tmjectory·which-tracesthealteration 

of the world-view of a single central character (in this 
case the Art of Fugue theme itself) by means of a series 
of confrontations with contrasting characters (here 
h h h " . " 45. Burnham, Beethoven 

t e new t emes w ose presence serves to dissever Hero, 29. 

6I 
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the original theme).46 
Thus the eleventh fugue represents the con

tinuation of a process that works effectively on the 
desire of the hermeneutic analyst to find cause/effect 
relationships. The Hauptthema had been challenged 
and altered by its interaction with two chromatic sub
jects, which both Spitta and Schwebsch characterize 

46 h N b as snakelike. Through its struggle to emerge from the 
. Ant ony ewcom, 

"Narrative Archetypes and texture of the eighth fugue, the Hauptthema is "dis-
Mahler's Ninth d" lid . h fi 1 . f h 

Symphony," in Music and severe. ts a tere state m t e na sectIOn 0 t at 
Text: Critical Inquiries, ed. fugue serves as the crux point for Contrapunctlis VIII 

Steven Paul Scher, 
(Cambridge: Cambridge and paves the way for a deeper metaphorical reading 
University Press, 1992): f C XI Th 1 b' . h h 

n8-36. 0 ontrapunctus . e atter egms Wlt t e rectus 

4 "H b d . of the Hauptthema still in the rhythmic guise it 
7. er un streng m 

den lapideren Urschritten assumed at the end of Contrapunctus VIII. For 
des Urthemas in der rhyth- S h b h h' 1 h l' . h 'd f 

misch veranderten c we sc t IS paces t e Istener In t e ml st 0 an 
Tonfolge des inve~sen process of evolution, a figurative survival of the fittest. 

Themas der zweiten 

Gruppe baut sich das neue A new theme builds up harshly and rigorously upon the 
Thema auf und quadert in 

einem granitenen d-moll terse rectus of the Urthema in its rhythmically altered 
die erste Staffel dieses sequence .. .from the second section [of the eighth 

machtigen Baues empor." fugue 1 and in the granite block of D minor there arises 
Schwebsch, Johann the first section of this mighty structure. 47 

Sebastian Bach, 279. 

48. "Der zweite Teil bringt The "granite block" Schwebsch refers to is the rela
Wendigkeit m~~ dem tively stable and predictable exposition of the first sub-

umgestulpten 
'Schlangent.hem~ der ach~- ject in the opening 27 measures. The pages that follow 
en Fuge. Hler k1mgt es Wle.. . 
Stolz. 'Schlange' und 'Stolz' WIll descnbe the broad dramatlc crescendo that repre-

in ein TonsY',llbol verz~- sents for Schwebsch a metaphysical emergence of the 
ubert. das 1st auch em' , 

StUck von Bachs Theologie will of the subject through a renewed confrontation 
und deutet auf das • h h . . d h . b" 

Geheimnis dieser WIt c romatlClsm an t ematlc am Iglllty. 
Motivbildungen. welche 

der vollen lchgeburt 
vora,usgehen mUssen." 

Erich Schwebsch, preface 
to Die Kumt der Fuge for 
zwei Klaviere gesetzt. ed. 

Erich Schwebsch (Berlin: 
Kallmeyer. 1937). ix. 

The second section brings agility with the inversion of 
the eighth fugue's "serpent theme." Here it sounds out 
as "Pride." "Serpent" and "Pride" are transformed into 
a tone symbol that is also a piece of Bach's theology and 
points to the secret of these motivic combinations, 
which are necessary for the complete lchgeburt.48 
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It is not difficult to pinpoint the musical ele
ments that directed Schwebsch's reading. The pressure 
and forward trajectory necessary for such a climactic 
emergence builds from measure 28 to measure 89, 
through an intensification of chromaticism and a 
compression of thematic material. Mter the "granite 
block" of the tonally static first exposition, a second 
begins on a new subject (the inversion of the serpen
tine subject from Contrapunctlls VIII). The ascend
ing chromaticism of the second subject [52] is dou
bled by a rising chromatic countersubject [C5 I], itself 
mirrored at its tail by another, descending chromatic 
theme [C52]. At the same time another motivic coun
terpart emerges, this one derived from Contrapunctus 
III [c p]. (Example 4) 

Subject 2 [S2] 

I $ ~ ~l J I J d J#J I J J J 
Countersubject I [CSI] 

I $ ~ ~l Jd ~J IJ #3 J .J I j 
Countersubject 2 [CS2] 

Counterpart [CP] 

Example 4a. S2, CSI, CS2, CP 

Example 4b. Contrapunctus XI, measures 27-32 
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The opening measures of this second exposi
tion already contain the necessary elements for pro
ducing the antagonizing forces at the heart of the 
Bildungsroman, the sense that something has been 
"dissevered" and that it must reemerge as something 
new. The combination of three techniques-a greater 
concentration of chromatic lines, the piling up of par
allel motion, and the compression of thematic mate
rial-produces a saturation of dissonance. The long 
waves of chromatic ascent and descent in mm. 44-60 
represent a culminating passage (see Example 5). The 
first wave occurs across three voices in a nearly unbro
ken span of two octaves and a sixth from the D3 of the 

tenor in m. 44 all the way to the B~5 in the soprano 
at m. 53 (missing are Bb4 in the alto and G#5 in the 
soprano). This is immediately followed by a descent 
from Bb5 down to G4 in m. 58 (missing only the C5). 

The tenor and bass then pick up the descent, with the 
tenor falling from A3 to D3 (mm. 57-59) and the bass 
from A2 all the way to C2, the lowest pitch in the 

piece (mm. 59-6r). This descent is followed three 
measures later by yet another descent of a tenth 
between the G4 of the tenor at m. 64 and the E3 of 

the bass at m. 69 (missing the B~3). 
Just as important as the chromatic pressure is 

the convergence of diverse thematic ideas, what 
Schwebsch calls their "compression." In this section, 

three of the ideas noted in Example 4a-the second 
subject [S2], the descending chromatic countersubject 
[CS2], and the counterpart from Contrapunctus III 
[cp ]-recur in ever denser combinations. The identi

ties or autonomy of these themes, however, is com
promised by their increasingly close juxtaposition and 
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44 

Example 5. Contrapunctus XI, measures 44-60 
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the blurring of their distinguishing features as chro
matic motion increasingly dominates the texture. By 
measure 57, in the midst of the chromatic descent 
already mentioned, all three appear piled immediate
ly one on top of another. 

Example 6. measures 57-58 

A third factor in the process of intensification 
is a thickening texture that becomes more and more 
reliant on parallel motion as the piece unfolds. 
Already at m. 28, with the introduction of the second 
subject, a hint of the close compression of chromatic 
parallel thirds appears. 

Example 7. measures 27-30 

There is, throughout mm. 44-71, seldom a 
chromatic line that is not doubled either at the third 
or the sixth. Close doubling at the third in the left 
hand can be seen at the start of Example 5 between 
tenor and bass, and a long sequence of widely spaced 
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doubling at the tenth between soprano and bass 
occurs in mm. 54-57. All three of these elements
chromatic motion, thematic compression, and paral
lel textures-come together at the climax of this phase 
of the piece in mm. 62-7I. 

CP 

Example 8. measures 62-71 

The Contrapunctus III counterpart [c p] is 
present, doubled in thirds at m. 64 and tenths at mm. 
62 and 66. The long chromatic descent [c S 2] already 
mentioned is also doubled, first in the alto at m. 65, 
then in the soprano at m. 66. The doubling comes to 

its most intemperate pitch in mm. 68-69, with the 
chain of parallel chromatic fourths between soprano 
and alto over subject 2 in the bass, a remarkable tex
tural extreme. 

Perhaps most important from the standpoint 
of thematic development, however, is the entrance of 
subject -z-[s2]"irr irsorigrn:rl:;uhinvettea-form trom 
Contrapunctlls VIII in the bass at m. 67. The three 
chromatic pitches in the subject (here occurring in 
mm. 68-69) serve not only as part of the subject itself, 
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but also as the continuation of that long chromatic 
line, discussed above, that had begun in the tenor at 
m. 64. This, on top of the chromatic and parallel 
motion and the stacking of thematic splinters all serve 
to call into question the autonomy of the separate 
themes, threatening-and perhaps even succeeding
to turn them into a mash of parallel chromaticism. 
This thematic conflict, which gives the impression of 
a causal chain of events that can be described here
meutically, is absolutely essential to Schwebsch's read
ing. As Schwebsch's more general description 
confirms, such passages foreshadow the treatment that 
the Hauptthema will receive at the climax of the piece. 

They are the artistic preparation of the space in which 
the BACH symbol can appear. This activity, essential to 
the entire work, takes place again in the middle part of 
this fugue. From the depths-carried there by the 
inverted snake theme-the powerfully pressing BACH 

figure ascends.49 

The appearance of the third subject, a modified inver
sion of the second subject from Contrapunctus VIII, 
initiates the final build toward this climax. It is the 
beginning of the lchgeburt, a painful and difficult 
process made up of a compounding of all the ele
ments we have noted thus far: musical birth-contrac
tions. The "Ich" being "geburted" is found in the 

49 "S· b . k" stretto entrance of the third sub)' ect [s 3] in the alto at . Ie erelten unst-
lerisch die Sphare, in m. 90, above the tenor's initial entrance at m. 89. 

welcher das Symbol BACH 

erscheinen kann. Dieser fUr 
das ganze Werk entschei
dende Akt yollzieht sich 

wieder im Mitteltakt dieser 
Fuge. Aus der Tiefe-getra

gen Yon der UmstUlpung 
des Schlangenthemas

steigt die machtig 
pressende BACH -Thematik 

au£" Ibid., ix. 
r 

Example 9. measures 88-91 

B A CCCH 
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Whether the notes are an intentional refer
ence or a coincidental result of the subject's chromat
ic nature (as Tovey has noted, they actually spell out 
B Ace C H ) is inconsequential to Schwebsch. For 
him the inference of the composer's name forms the 
counterpart to the referential potential of the previous 
subject, the Serpent/Pride tone symbol. What follows 
in the exposition of this subject is a redoubling of the 
chromaticism, thematic ambiguity, and parallelism of 
the previous section. Parallel motion and doubling at 
the third, as seen in example 7, already playa role in 
its first entrance. Another type of doubling, that of 
the rhythmic momentum of the subject being treated, 
increases from the predominantly quarter-note 
motion of the second subject to the constant eighth 
notes of the third. With this increased momentum 
comes increased distance from the tonic and by m. 
145 we have been carried into E minor, one of the 
most distant tonalities in the whole of The Art of 
Fugue. 

At least one part is doubled in either thirds or 
sixths almost continuously from m. II7 to m. 143- By 
m. 130, all four parts have been brought to bear on 
one melody, the third subject presented in rectus dou
bled at the sixth between soprano and alto, and inver
sus, doubled at the third in tenor and bass. 

Example 10. measures 129-134 
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There is a corresponding intensification of thematic 
compression: in these measures, Bach takes advantage 
of his triple counterpoint, presenting all three themes 
in various combinations amidst an ever more strin
gent texture. The initial statement of the third subject 
in the tenor and alto at m. 88 was already juxtaposed 
to the second "serpent" theme in the bass. This com
bination is repeated by the soprano and alto at m. 94. 
The Hauptthema appears at m. 101, in the alto, sur
rounded by fragments of the third subject. 

Example II. measures 1OI-105 

It too has been drawn into the conflict, 
though not for the first time. The Hauptthema made 
an appearance at m. 71, again treated in exposition, 
but this time in its inverted, "dissevered" state from 
Contrapunctus VIII. By m. 101, however, it has 
become fully immersed in the process which swept 
the other themes toward mutual immolation in the 
previous section. It now appears in a texture dominat-

50. "Hier aus derTiefe d b h . . d" d d . h h 'd 
nach oben drangend ist es e Y c romatlC1Sm, an 1S 1nun ate W1t t e rap1 , 
eine Geburt. Uners~ttlich rising figure of the third subject (see the bass in exam-

hammernd ergrelft die " . 
BAcH-Figur jede Form pIe 10, m. 132). As Schwebsch wntes, the thud subject 
und gleicht sie sich an, 

zieht sogar einen 
Augenblick das 

Hauptthema in seine 
Chromatik hinein." Ibid., 

ix. 

[rising] urgently upward here from the depths becomes 
a birth. Insatiably hammering, the BACH figure seizes 
each form and assimilates it, even pulling, in one 
moment, the Hauptthema into its chromaticism. 50 
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If the E minor entrance at m. 146 is the most 
tonally distant point in The Art of Fugue, then the 
moment described here by Schwebsch is its most dis
tant point of thematic development. For here, at m. 
153, underneath both the rectus and inversus of the 
third subject, emerges the recognizable rhythmic pat
tern of the Hauptthema as it exists in this fugue 
[~JJj~jj.J~.JJ.J]: 

Example 12. measures 153-157 

It is the place at which the thematic compression no 
longer only threatens but actually overwhelms the 
Hauptthema, for the pitches are not that of the Art of 

Fugue theme, but rather of a series of chromatic 
descents, the final incontrovertible merging of the 
identity of the Hauptthema with that of the themes 
with which it had been struggling. For Schwebch, this 
means that the principal theme is 51. "Bis dieses in machti

gen Pressungen von oben 

71 

overtaken by the powerful pressure, both from above und unten gleichzeitig 
hereinbricht und unter 

and from below, and is forced under violent pressure gewaltigem Druck unerbit-
into a four-fold unity with all of the themes. This harsh tlich eine viergeschichtete 
fugue is "philosophized with the hammer." The birth of Einheit aller Glieder 
individuality is achieved. The Ichheit is the new funda- erzwingt. Diese herbe Fuge 

ist 'mit dem Hammer 
mental element, which now fulfills musically the con- philosophiert'. Die Geburt 

__ dy~ion_ of the entir~ m_OflUrI)J~!1J'!l tgel11atic:consJruc::c __ .-----der-Individualitat·istvoll~-
tion.51 zogen. Die 'lchheit' ist das 

neue Fundament, das auch 

S h b h h I all 1: musikalisch nun am 
For c we sc , t e strugg e ows ror a com- Schlusse den ganzen the-

parably placid ending in which the themes coexist and matischen Turnbau tiber 
sich tragt." Ibid., ix. 
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the dominance of the Hauptthema is reconfirmed. 
(Example 13). 

The Hauptthema is stated simultaneously in 
rectus and inversus in soprano and alto (m. 158) and 
again in tenor and bass (m. 164). The motivic contour 
of the BACH subject reappears throughout this sec
tion, retaining only a whisper of its former potential 
for chromatic disunity. By m. 169, it saturates the 
texture once again. This time, however, it is contained 
by a placid, non-threatening diatonicism. The piece 

ends with a lone statement of the Hauptthema appear
ing in the soprano, like the hymn tune in an organ 
chorale (m. 180). In 1931, however, it provides the 
musical material necessary to complete Schwebsch's 
narrative of Contrapunctus XI with a startling politi
cal metaphor of enforced consensus: "It is the struggle 

for a new order yet to be conquered; the struggle for 
a reciprocal harmony of the forces toward a new and 
higher organism."52 

This statement again forces me to acknowl

edge my own conflicted response to this piece, and 
clarifies one possible rationale for the exceedingly cau
tious stance taken by so many critics from Tovey to 
Wolff. For what was presented in this analysis was a 
conRation of the analytical language and hermeneutic 
imagery of Spitta, Schwebsch, and myself I was at 
first disturbed to find that, upon moving past the 
metaphorical surface, my own analysis failed to set 

52. "Es is~ der Kampf urn itself apart from readings whose ideological frame-
elne neue, erst zu . 

erobernde Ordnung, der works I reject . 
. Kampf urn, eine geg~nseit- Confronting the text of The Art 01' Fugue 
1ge Harmome der Krafte zu 'J 

einem neuen und hoheren simultaneously in terms of its expressive potential and 
Organismus." Schwebsch, . .. . . . • 

Johann Sebastian Bach, 288. Its hlstoncallegacy entaIls more than SImply applymg 
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the most immediately satisfying analytical criteria to 
it. It should begin from an understanding of how and 
why that potential has been limited and channeled by 
the accrual of its historical reception. From the early 
nineteenth century, the usefulness of the work has 
been a point of contention, and the uses to which it 
has been put in the last two hundred years, the ide
ologies which have been able to find substantiation in 
its notes, continue to haunt the text today. The solu
tion of postwar critics, however, the evacuation of all 
but the coldest technical detail when discussing The 
Art of Fugue, is insufficient. An even greater danger 
resides in an uncritical acceptance of culturally 
ingrained "gut reactions" that continue to rely on a 
brand of "compellingness" whose full ideological 
implications no historian can afford to overlook. The 

twentieth-century history of the work represents both 
of these tendencies, the former in what I have called 
the reticent mainstream, and the latter in what I am 

calling the German metaphysical school. Surveying 
the history of the analytical, aesthetic, and dramatic 

techniques which have been brought to bear upon 
The Art of Fugue reveals both the criteria of expression 
that continue to hold a position of privilege today and 
the inclination to focus exclusively on those works 
which conform to them. A critical and historical view 
of the text is one that not only acknowledges but also 

contextualizes the immediate visceral reaction of some 
listeners to Contrapunctus XI as a testimony of the 
Western classical inheritance of the analytical systems 
and, even still today, the cultural ideals of the nine
teenth century. It is an inheritance of which we are 

suspicious, and rightly so-a complicated set of lega-
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cies that, exactly because they are based in a set of cul

turally ingrained biases, must be exposed and investi
gated, for the more ominous echoes of our past can 
only gain potency from an unwillingness to acknowl

edge them. 
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