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Die Kunst der Fuge (The Art of the Fugue) lay unfinished at Bach’s death—the last fugue was not
quite complete. This unsurpassed, unique product of ingenuity—fourteen fugues containing every
kind of counterpoint and canon on one theme in D minor:
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or its inversion:
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which is answered by its inversion:
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These two forms of the theme occur, in various keys, throughout the fugue:
Form 1 in measures 1, 10, 17, 23, 33, 41, 47, 53, 54, 69, 70 and 86.
Form 2 in measures 4, 7, 20, 26, 33, 57, 58, 65, 66, 77, 78 and 86.

Note that both forms appear in meas. 33 (Form 2 in first half, Form 1 in second half) and in
meas. 86 (simultaneously).

Contrapunctus V is one of Bach’s stretto fugues.

The Italian word stretto means “narrow,” “tight” or “close.” In a fugue, it means the close
succession of statements of the subject. The subject is presented in one voice and then imitated in
one or more other voices, with the imitation starting before the subject has finished. The subject is
therefore superimposed upon itself contrapuntally.

Examples of the stretfo are meas. 57-59, 69-70 and 77-78, with two- and three-count
separations.

The most striking examples of the stretto, however, are the a tempo sections (53-54 and 65-
66), where the theme’s note values are halved, and the imitations occur rapidly, with only half-
count separations. These places create the most excitement in the piece, and they will probably
require the most rehearsal time.

Regarding the tempo changes and fermatas, | modeled this arrangement after a performance
by the Pittsburgh Symphony Brass on their recording, Bach: The Art of Fugue (Four Winds
Entertainment FW 3008).

When presenting Contrapunctus V to your players, at the first rehearsal, I suggest that you
write the two forms of the theme on the board, and have your players find them in their parts.
This will help them understand and appreciate the piece and their individual contributions to a
successful performance of this famous Bach fugue.

Larry Daehn



Contrapunctus V
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