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Audience Survey *

Please scan the QR code and tell us what
you think. Thank you for your support!

Mahan Esfahani (harpsichord)

Bach
The Art of Fugue

Simple fugues:

Contrapunctus |
Contrapunctus Il
Contrapunctus Il
Contrapunctus IV

Canon per Augmentationem in Contrario Motu
Canon alla Ottava

Stretto fugues:

Contrapunctus V
Contrapunctus VI a 4 in Stylo Francese
Contrapunctus VIl a 4 per Augmentationem et Diminutionem

Canon alla Decima in Contrapunto alla Terza

Double and Triple fugues:

Contrapunctus VIl a 3
Contrapunctus IX a 4 alla Duodecima
Contrapunctus X alla Decima
Contrapunctus Xl a 4

Mirror fugues:

Contrapunctus Xl inversus (a) Forma recta, (b) Forma inversa
Contrapunctus Xl inversus (a) Forma recta, (b) Forma inversa

Canon alla Duodecima in Contrapunto alla Quinta
Fuga a 3 Soggetti (incomplete)
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Tonight's concert is recorded by RTHK Radio 4 (FM Stereo 97.6-98.9 MHz and radio4.rthk.hk) and will be broadcast on 21t October
2022 (Fri) at 8 pm with a repeat on 26" October 2022 (Wed) at 2 pm.
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HOUSE RULES

In order to make this performance a pleasant experience for the artists and
other members of the audience, please refrain from recording, filming, taking
photographs, and also from smoking, eating or drinking in the auditorium. Please
ensure that your mobile phones and any other sound and light emitting devices
are switched off before the performance. Thank you for your kind co-operation.
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Programme may be subject to change. The content of this programme
does not reflect the views of the Government of the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region.
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On J.S. Bach and the “Art of Fugue”

It would not be a great stretch of the surviving
documentary evidence to suggest that in the last
several years of his life, J.S. Bach was what we
would now call a broken man. Due to rather petty
politics out of his control and beyond his patience
for diplomacy, most of his hopes for what he had,
at the outset of his cantorate described as “a well-
regulated church music,” were left unrealised. In
his dealings with the unsympathetic officials of
the Thomasschule and the equally dour Leipzig
town council, Bach's sense of self-worth and
artistic demands were invariably perceived as
combative. Likewise, his appeals in that period
to the external authority of the electoral court in
Dresden were so extraordinarily ham-fisted that
they often alienated him from local authorities
and colleagues. Various domestic worries, most
notably the mysterious circumstances of the death
of his rebellious son Johann Gottfried Bernhard
in 1739, only compounded the weight of the
composer’s professional disappointments.

Not surprisingly, in his mid-50s, Bach began to
turn his attention away from his usual duties as
a musician-for-hire toward various independent
projects centred on his legacy as a musical thinker.
Having composed and compiled the necessary
cantata cycles for his directorship of the main
Leipzig churches, he seems to have composed
very little for the church in this period, and instead
took a renewed interest specifically in music
theory, copying out of a number of important
treatises on counterpoint and harmony, as well
as early sources of keyboard and vocal music by
Frescobaldi and Palestrina. Nor was he indifferent
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to modern trends in music; in the same period,
he not only acquired and performed works by
Pergolesi and Caldara but also responded quite
positively to the galant style of his sons, most
notably in the second book of the Well-Tempered
Clavier (1744).

While there is some evidence of Bach setting his
sights on jobs elsewhere even at this relatively late
stage in his career, the composer’s last three major
works were rather poor fits indeed to the rigid
expectations of 18" century arts patronage. The
Musical Offering (1747), dedicated to Frederick
the Great, straddles a line between flattery and
insult so barely concealed that surely it would have
landed its composer in hot water had its dedicatee
bothered to decode its basically confrontational
message. The Mass in B-Minor (1748-49), due to
its very nature as a setting of the entire text of the
mass — that is to say, portions of it not permissible
in the Lutheran liturgy — was never performed in
its entirety in Bach’s own lifetime (nor, perhaps,
was it meant to be). The final one of these works,
the Art of Fugue, is the most mysterious of them
all, particularly with regards to complexities arising
from it having been published posthumously. By
virtue of its rather portentous title and the clearly
graded nature of the progress of its movements,
this work is as close as Bach came to composing
a final will and testament. That the Art of Fugue
should have been based on the quintessential
genre of contrapuntal art is more than fitting
in light of Bach’s lifelong fixation with fugue
as the medium for his dialectical reflections on
the sublime nature of sound as a primarily
expressive medium.
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In the fourteen fugues (incidentally, whereby A=1,
B=2, etc., B+A+C+H = 14) and four canons that
make up the work, Bach was essentially throwing
a lifeline to a form that by the mid-18" century
had become, to most musicians, obsolete. In the
hands of even the geniuses of the High Baroque,
fugue was an essentially dramatic form whereby
a sense of gravitas and seriousness was given to
disparate melodic elements, ultimately culminating
in large masses of harmony; hence the colourful
tension between weightiness and ornament that
defines the great choral fugues of the Handelian
oratorio. To Bach, however, the various techniques
of fugue-writing, particularly esoteric ones such as
invertible counterpoint, were themselves the basis
of musical “meaning.” Thus, fugal expression
was understood by Bach as deriving from the
immanent meaning of the relations between
notes as opposed to extra-musical considerations
such as text, or a limited motivic vocabulary with
vague rhetorical connotations. This world view
was hardly going to get a composer with a fairly
obscure reputation in his own time more attention,
but that seems in any case to have mattered little
to him.

At least in the form transmitted by the
posthumous engraving of 1751 supervised by
C.PE. and J.C.F. Bach, the architecture of the Art
of Fugue is more or less straightforward. As with
many didactic tomes of the period, the movements
are, as previously mentioned, graded; thus, each
successive section is more complex in some way
than the previous.
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The first four fugues are “simple” fugues in that
they are based on a single theme which, in fugues
3 and 4, is inverted. The next three fugues are
in “stretto,” meaning that the theme is used in
counterpoint with itself and thus imitated in
close succession between the separate voices of
the fugal texture. In fugue 5, for instance, the
theme is used in both regular and inverted form,
which are then superimposed in the final bars.
In fugue 6 (in stilo Francese, a reference to the
dotted rhythms of a French overture), four forms
of the theme are used: regular, inverted, regular
“in diminution” (with note values halved), and
inverted in diminution. Fugue 7 is the culmination
of this set, using six (!) different forms of the
theme: regular, inverted, regular and inverted both
in diminution, then both forms “in augmentation”
(with note values doubled). Having manipulated
the original theme in various ways, in the next
two fugues, Bach turns his attention to combining
it with new themes in double fugue. Fugue 9 is
constructed with counterpoint at the 12, with
the original theme also appearing a fifth lower,
and the new theme in semiquavers also at times
sounding a fifth higher. The counterpoint of fugue
10, on the other hand, is at the 10™, with each
of the two themes being doubled in thirds and
sixths. The next two movements are triple fugues
(though, for reasons that are unclear, one of them
is the 8" fugue in C.PE. Bach’s numbering). In
each of these triple fugues, the original theme
is rhythmically modified and decorated with
passing tones, and the second theme is based
on the pair of descending semitones known as
the BACH motif (in German notation: B-flat —
A — C — B-natural), which plays a prominent role
later in the work. Fugues 12 and 13 are paired
with their exact mirror counterparts, which means
that every note is turned upside-down in all voices.
Finally, we have what C.P.E. Bach erroneously titled
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the “Fuga a 3 soggetti,” an unfinished fugue
which trails off in both the autograph MS and the
1751 engraving (albeit at different points) before
the almost certain reintroduction of the original
theme, whose contrapuntal compatibility with
the three themes is surely no mere coincidence.
Much ink has been spilled as to whether there
is a missing fragment of the completed fugue
or, as C.PE. Bach stated at the last bar of the
truncated work, “while working on this fugue...
the composer died” (more likely, he was unable
to write after going completely blind to a botched
operation for glaucoma in early 1750). This and
a number of other inconsistencies between the
engraving and autograph have long dogged
scholars, including the presence of two fugues “a
2 clav[iers]” which almost surely, along with the
final chorale completely irrelevant to the greater
collection, were included in the 1751 printing as
a form of consolation to buyers disappointed by
having paid for an incomplete fugue.

Bach’s numerological tricks and feats of
compositional mathematics somewhat obscure
the main purpose of the Art of Fugue, which is to
unlock the infinite expressive possibilities of fugue
to the extent that the engineering underpinning
it is largely dissimulated. Bach achieves this in
a number of ways. First, particularly when seen
alongside the angular thematic material of the Well-
Tempered Clavier, the language of the Art of Fugue
is quite classical in flavour, achieving expressive
effect not through Bach’s usual methods of tonal
deconstruction but rather through graceful, natural
melodies based on rather consonant intervals
(thirds, fifths, sixths). Furthermore, in contrast to
virtually all of his music up to the 1740s, the Art of
Fugue does not venture into particularly wayward
harmonies; in fact, a good many of the fugues
and canons stay within a fairly narrow set of keys

13
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more or less hovering around the tonic, dominant,
subdominant, and diminished seventh of the
“home” key of D and a few of its neighbouring
tonalities. Nonetheless, one gets the sense of a
composer honing in on the elements of what
Adorno first defined as musical “late style”: when
an artist in full command of his medium abandons
communication with the established order in the
form of exile from outer life. Unlike Beethoven's
last quartets, however, Bach’s final statement as a
composer is hardly rebarbative. The composer asks
us to see and to delight in the innate beauty in his
machine, but ultimately, we (players and listeners
alike, that is) are the ones being drawn in — as
opposed to him coming out to meet us — at risk
of compromising his inner vision. Whatever the
arcane elements of such a work, the timelessness of
Johann Sebastian Bach’s music ultimately depends
on his seemingly inexhaustible ability to tap into the
ineffable molecules of what we call inner life.

(C) Mahan Esfahani
July 2022



