
68 — Did Bach really mean that?

t hinking. The Toccat a in D minor for organ contains a famous example
of this kind of practice:
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Ex. 23: J. S. Bach: Toccat a in D minor BWV 565, bars 4– 5

Once tr iplets have entered, any pairs of semiquaver s whic h link t hem
might naturally be assimilated to the tr iplet rhyt hm. The effect of a
literal per for mance (par ticularly if played with rhyt hmic conviction) is
to give numerous hesitations within the flow of what was probably
intended as a continuous extended flourish. Many scholar s consider t his
piece as der ived from an original for solo violin, and possibly one not by
Bac h himself, but by anot her, perhaps an Italian composer. The single-
line writing (since it is essentially that at this point) might have been
altered to use dotted pairs between the tr iplets, but Bach did not feel t he
need to do so. Indeed, the dotted pair might here have given a message
of g reater hesitation to a Baroque organist than an equal pair. If one
accepts somet hing like a continuity of rhyt hm as appropr iate at t his
point, this would indicate t hat sync hronisation of equal pairs within a
tr iplet context was already within Bac h’s not ational language. The
alter native is that Bach, rat her anac hronistically, had a more literal view
of these pairs of notes than most of his contemporar ies would have had,
and that many would have probably misunder stood his intentions.

A teasing ambiguity is caused by the use of tr iplets as the dominant
motif in anot her of the fugues from the Well-Tempered Clavier. Here t he
note values are double t hose of example (20). The four equal semi-
quaver s wit hin t he fugue’s lengt hy subject are generally played literally,
whic h deliver s a rat her uncomfor table, and cer t ainly anac hronistic,
rhyt hmic complexity. (One can compare Mozar t’s deliberate use of
exactly this juxtaposition between g roups of t hree and of four, in
Var iation II of the finale of Piano Sonat a K28 4. Alt hough t he rhyt hmic
independence of diver se elements had become, by his time, a useful
stylistic tool, even Mozart felt the need to write slurs over ever y g roup of
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