
 

Journal of Social Science and Humanities                               ISSN: 1811-1564

wwwwww..bbrryyaannhhoouusseeppuubb..ocrogm

  
  
   

                         VolumeVolume 8 Issue 6, 2026Volume 8 Issue 7, 2026   

  
  

  

  
  

  

  
 

  

An Analysis of Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in  

C Minor, BWV 847 
  

Ning Xu 
 

College of Art, Zhejiang Normal University, Jinhua 321004, Zhejiang, China 

 

Abstract: The work emerged against the backdrop of the transition from modal to tonal music, blending keyboard styles from Germany, 

Italy, and France while embodying Bach’s restrained essence! Breaking through the limitations of traditional keyboard textures, it 

harmonizes homophonic and contrapuntal techniques, balancing the rational structure of polyphonic composition with profound lyrical 

humanistic emotion, establishing a standardized keyboard form paradigm of “prelude + fugue.” It not only validates the practical value of 

the twelve-tone equal temperament system, driving innovation in Western tonal harmony and keyboard composition, but also possesses 

exceptional artistic, academic, and pedagogical significance, serving as a classic model of late Baroque polyphonic music. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Johann Sebastian Bach is universally acknowledged as the 

Father of Western Music and a great synthesist of the Early 

Classical Period. He integrated compositional techniques 

from the Renaissance and Baroque eras, laying the 

foundational framework for Classical music and leaving 

behind an extraordinary corpus of canonical works. He 

brought contrapuntal craftsmanship to its pinnacle and 

popularized equal temperament tuning. His magnum opus for 

keyboard, The Well-Tempered Clavier, stands as a landmark 

monument in the history of classical music. 

 

Divided into two volumes, the collection contains forty-eight 

paired preludes and fugues that comprehensively cover all 

twenty-four major and minor key systems. It systematically 

proves the feasibility and scientific validity of the twelve-tone 

equal temperament, establishing an unshakable foundation for 

the later development of tonal systems, keyboard 

compositional techniques, and harmonic language across 

Western music. 

 

BWV 847, the second piece in Book I of The Well-Tempered 

Clavier, is the Prelude and Fugue in C Minor. In stark contrast 

to the bright, expansive opening C Major work, this piece 

centers on the somber, introspective, and profound tonal 

character of C Minor. Blending homophonic harmonic 

textures with rigorous contrapuntal craft, it delivers lyrical, 

reflective emotion bound to an impeccably rational structural 

logic. Composed in the late Baroque era, it synthesizes 

German contrapuntal traditions, Italian instrumental rhythmic 

fluency, and French keyboard ornamentation. While retaining 

the solemn, devout religious core typical of Baroque music, it 

transcends the compositional limitations of modal writing. 

 

The prelude unfolds in seamless, unbroken flow powered by 

relentless rhythmic momentum that persists throughout the 

entire fugue. Its shifting dark harmonic tensions simmer 

beneath continuous melodic lines charged with dramatic pull. 

The three-voice fugue boasts a tightly wrought, ingenious 

design marked by supreme unity in motivic development. It 

fuses the distinctive emotional temperament of C Minor with 

rationally ordered contrapuntal architecture, suffusing 

rigorous formal construction with profound human sentiment. 

2. Historical Context of Composition 
 

Book I of The Well-Tempered Clavier was finalized in 1722, 

written during the peak of Bach’s personal creative output for 

keyboard instruments. At the start of the 18th century, 

European music stood at a pivotal transition point: medieval 

modal systems were gradually fading, and functional tonality 

built around major and minor keys was taking shape. 

Nevertheless, this emerging framework suffered critical 

constraints. Keyboard instruments of the era were tuned to 

unequal temperaments, which severely restricted modulation 

and composition involving remote key relationships. Fluid 

performance across all tonalities was unachievable, stifling 

creative freedom for composers and hindering the evolution 

of keyboard repertoire as a whole. 

 

Bach rose to resolve this pervasive technical limitation. 

Drawing on experimental, groundbreaking compositional 

thinking anchored in twelve-tone equal temperament theory, 

he created this transformative collection of works. As its 

second entry, BWV 847 follows the luminous architecture of 

the opening C Major piece before pivoting to the opposing 

tonality of C Minor, refining a compositional system built on 

stark major-minor tonal contrast. 

 

A devout Lutheran, Bach infused nearly all his instrumental 

works with pious, introspective, and contemplative religious 

spirituality, lending this piece a distinctive sacred aura. 

Rejecting ostentatious virtuosity for external display, BWV 

847 articulates inner meditation and reverence for Christian 

faith through restrained, profound yet powerful musical 

language, epitomizing the aesthetic of sacred instrumental 

music in the Baroque period. 

 

An early draft of the piece first appeared in the Clavier- 

Büchlein vor Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, a manuscript 

collection Bach compiled for his eldest son. Bach later revised 

and polished the score, refining its cadenza-like closing 

passages and harmonic layout before integrating it into the 

definitive version of The Well-Tempered Clavier. This 

iterative creative process embroiders Bach’s relentless pursuit 

of perfection and rational intellect into the fabric of the 

composition, endowing it with enduring pedagogical, artistic, 

and scholarly value as an archetypal model for piano 
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pedagogy, contrapuntal study, and harmonic analysis for 

generations to come. 

 

3. Overall Stylistic Characteristics 
 

BWV 847 fully embodies the mature late keyboard style of 

Bach, merging three core qualities: structural rigor, 

philosophical depth, and stylistic inclusiveness. It perfectly 

foregrounds three defining pillars of his art—rational order, 

religious contemplation, and technical mastery—rendering it 

a paradigmatic synthesis of late Baroque compositional style. 

 

Distinct from his earlier output, BWV 847 features 

immaculate formal construction and airtight logical coherence. 

The prelude evolves through gradual harmonic progression, 

while the fugue adheres strictly to the classical fugal tripartite 

structure of exposition, development, and recapitulation. No 

extraneous passages clutter the score; every motif, figuration, 

and harmonic advance serves a clear structural function, 

embodying Bach’s artistic credo that “logic constitutes 

beauty.” 

 

Second, the work’s reserved, somber aesthetic fully 

articulates its religiously introspective character. The tonal 

palette of C Minor establishes a grave, solemn, restrained 

emotional foundation. Rejecting the florid grandeur of 

Baroque opera and concertos, it employs smooth, unbroken 

melody lines, weighty stable harmonies, and quiet, measured 

rhythm to conjure atmospheres of meditation, prayer, and 

self-examination. It vividly manifests the solemn, introverted, 

weighty regional idiom of Northern German music. 

 

Finally, the piece balances stylistic fusion and organic unity. 

Its counterpoint and technical language weave together 

Germany’s austere contrapuntal heritage and Italy’s legato 

melodic fluency. The flowing homophonic texture of the 

prelude complements the layered polyphonic fabric of the 

fugue, alternating static and dynamic writing and shifting 

between homophony and counterpoint to break free from the 

confines of single-texture composition, yielding rich diversity 

and complexity. Meanwhile, rhythmic momentum remains 

consistent throughout, sustaining a cohesive emotional arc. 

The composition achieves an ideal equilibrium between 

multifarious technical devices and unified artistic vision, 

encapsulating the hallmarks of Bach’s late-period writing. 

 

4. Analysis of Textural Features 
 

BWV 847 is split into two discrete, independent sections—the 

prelude and the fugue—marked by sharply contrasting 

textural forms that juxtapose homophonic harmonic writing 

against contrapuntal polyphony, forming the work’s most 

essential textural hallmark. 

 

4.1 Texture of the Prelude: Homophonic Foundation 

Underpinned by Subtle Contrapuntal Thinking 

 

The prelude is built around a core homophonic texture of 

broken chords, defined by continuous sixteenth-note 

figuration that permeates the entire movement as its signature 

textural device. The left hand anchors the piece with sustained 

bass notes and broken chords to form a stable harmonic 

skeleton, while the right hand unfolds cascading arpeggios 

that expand melodic layers. The overall texture remains 

balanced, transparent, and unbroken, free of extreme dynamic 

surges. 

 

Beneath this seemingly straightforward homophonic surface 

lies Bach’s masterful latent contrapuntal logic. Concealed 

lyrical strands wind through the right-hand arpeggios, with 

high and low registers echoing and interweaving to create 

multi-voice dialogue that rescues the homophony from 

thinness, imbuing it with harmonic density and linear depth. A 

sudden textural shift arrives in the closing section, where 

rapid thirty-second-note figurations alternate with 

cadenza-style phrases, moving the texture from steady 

expansiveness to brilliant agility. This brief textural contrast 

generates delicate auditory undulations before the music 

settles back into its regular texture for a tranquil conclusion. 

 

4.2 Texture of the Fugue: Rigorous Three-Voice 

Polyphony 

 

The fugue of BWV 847 follows a standard three-voice 

polyphonic texture, with clearly differentiated soprano, alto, 

and bass lines that stand as a textbook model of Bachian 

counterpoint. The score avoids dense block chords; each 

voice operates autonomously without collision yet relies on 

the others to form an integrated whole as their lines 

intertwine. 

 

In the exposition, the subject unfolds sequentially in the 

soprano, alto, then bass, with crystal-clear alternation between 

voices. The development fragments and shifts the three 

independent lines through sequential patterning and 

interweaving, amplifying vocal fluidity and building textural 

tension. The recapitulation redistributes voices in symmetrical 

alignment, stabilizing the texture and deepening its sonorous 

weight. The polyphonic fabric balances individual voice 

autonomy and collective structural unity: each line carries 

independent melodic significance while collectively serving 

the larger musical form, perfectly embodying the Baroque 

polyphonic aesthetic of “coexisting voices unified in 

harmony.” 

 

BWV 847 showcases fully mature compositional 

craftsmanship, incorporating quintessential Baroque 

techniques including motivic working, contrapuntal 

procedures, structural planning, and sequential propulsion, 

executed with formal precision and profound expressive 

intent. 

 

5. Core Compositional Techniques 
 

5.1 Through-Composed Motivic Writing 

 

A supreme unity governs the work’s core motivic material. 

The prelude draws exclusively on a single foundational motif 

of evenly spaced sixteenth-note broken chords, recycled, 

transformed, and propelled forward without introduction of 

extraneous new material. Bach generates rich musical layers 

from this minimal source material through harmonic 

modulation, register shifts, and subtle textural adjustments to 

sustain continuous forward motion. 

 

The fugue subject consists of ten defining pitches with 
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measured rhythmic inflection and distinctive melodic contour, 

granting it instantly recognizable character. The entire fugue 

evolves solely from this core motif via transposition, 

sequence, inversion, rhythmic diminution, and augmentation. 

The motif permeates every segment of the exposition, 

development, and recapitulation, yielding an unparalleled 

degree of structural cohesion. 

 

5.2 Orthodox Fugal Counterpoint 

 

As a canonical three-voice fugue, the piece adheres strictly to 

Baroque fugal conventions. Its exposition follows the 

standard subject–answer–countersubject layout: the subject 

appears in the home key of C Minor, the answer transposes 

precisely to the dominant key, paired with a fixed, consistent 

countersubject whose precise counterpoint generates natural 

canonic interplay. The development employs modulatory 

sequences and interleaving fragmented motifs to heighten 

tonal tension without destabilizing the underlying tonality. 

The recapitulation returns firmly to the home key with a 

complete restatement of the subject and streamlined 

counterpoint, bringing the form to a satisfying resolution. The 

counterpoint throughout remains rigorously correct, avoiding 

forbidden parallels of fifths and octaves, exemplifying 

flawless fugal craftsmanship. 

 

5.3 Gradated Progressive Structural Development 

 

The prelude employs gradual harmonic development. 

Opening in stable C Minor, it accumulates emotional intensity 

through successive modulations, remote tonal shifts, and 

sequential patterning. Chromatic progressions and sustained 

bass pedals build tension in the middle section, cadenza-like 

lyrical phrases elevate expressive force in the closing, before 

the music circles back to the tonic cadence. This creates a 

complete structural arc: Stability—Development—Tension 

Accumulation—Expressive Climax—Resolution. Devoid of 

jarring emotional leaps, its gradual, logically paced unfolding 

reflects Bach’s rational, restrained compositional 

temperament. 

 

6. Harmonic Language 
 

BWV 847 boasts a sophisticated, fully realized harmonic 

system representative of twelve-tone equal temperament 

tonality, distinguished by chromatic color, functional clarity, 

and rigorous logic, rendering it an invaluable case study in 

harmonic composition. 

 

First, it deploys chromatic harmony to create vivid tonal color 

and dramatic tension. The middle section executes a seamless 

pivot to the relative major of E-flat Major through pivot 

chords, drawing extensively on chromatic lines, altered 

chords, and applied dominants that destabilize the home 

tonality, shifting the harmonic atmosphere from somber to 

taut. Applied dominants and temporary accidentals enrich 

harmonic strata and propel musical momentum, vastly 

expanding the palette of harmonic color. 

 

Second, functional tonality is transparent and systematic. The 

prelude opens with a tonic triad to establish C Minor firmly; 

middle passages deploy subdominant harmonies to shade the 

tonal landscape, while dominant harmony sustains forward 

momentum until the final tonic cadence. Functional 

progressions remain solid and orthodox, anchoring the music 

securely within its home key. Bass lines artfully combine 

stepwise motion and leaps to create layered depth. 

 

Third, sustained pedal points are deployed with masterful 

ingenuity. Dominant and tonic pedals recur throughout the 

piece; prolonged dominant bass pedals steadily accumulate 

harmonic tension to prepare modulations and cadences, 

lending powerful propulsion to harmonic advancement. The 

harmony balances tension and release with meticulous control 

of ebb and flow. 

 

Finally, modulation unfolds with effortless fluidity. 

Empowered by the tuning advantages of twelve-tone equal 

temperament, the piece achieves seamless shifts between 

closely related keys such as C Minor and E-flat Major, vividly 

demonstrating the practical superiority of equal temperament 

and constructing rich contrasts of harmonic timbre. 

 

7. Innovative Breakthroughs and Historical 

Transformative Value 
 

More than a summation of Baroque technical mastery, BWV 

847 carries epoch-making innovative weight that 

revolutionized Western keyboard repertoire and harmonic 

systems, exerting an enduring far-reaching influence. 

 

Validating and Popularizing Twelve-Tone Equal 

Temperament, Transforming Keyboard Tuning and 

Composition Drawing on equal temperament tuning, BWV 

847 realizes fully realized minor-key writing and fluid 

modulation, irrefutably verifying the scientific soundness and 

practical utility of equal temperament. Together with the 

complete collection, it dismantles the limitations of medieval 

modal systems and unequal tuning practices, laying the 

groundwork for the establishment of major-minor tonality and 

polytonal keyboard writing in later centuries. It stands as a 

pivotal milestone in the evolution of Western tonal music. 

 

Pioneering the Fusion of Homophony and Counterpoint, 

Revolutionizing Keyboard Textural Language Traditional 

Baroque keyboard works relied exclusively on either 

homophonic or polyphonic texture in isolation. BWV 847 

pioneered their organic synthesis: latent contrapuntal lines 

permeate the prelude’s homophony, while the fugue’s 

polyphonic fabric carries robust harmonic weight. Breaking 

the confines of single-texture composition, it established an 

innovative paradigm of “interwoven homophony and 

counterpoint” that vastly expanded the expressive range of 

keyboard music. 

 

Reimagining Instrumental Expressive Logic, Infusing 

Contrapuntal Works with Human Emotion Conventional 

Baroque fugues prioritized technical display with relatively 

limited emotional range. Rooted in the brooding tonal 

character of C Minor, BWV 847 embeds religious meditation 

and introspective sentiment within rigorously ordered 

contrapuntal architecture, striking a perfect balance between 

rational technique and subjective feeling. It imbues abstract 

counterpoint with tangible emotional warmth and 

philosophical depth. 
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Establishing a Standardized Formal Model for Keyboard 

Music, Shaping Subsequent Compositional Practice BWV 

847 codified the archetypal pairing of prelude and fugue, the 

symmetrical three-voice fugal structure, and gradual 

harmonic developmental logic, which became the universal 

template for keyboard etudes, contrapuntal composition, and 

formal design. Its structural reasoning, harmonic thinking, 

and contrapuntal craft permeate works from Classical sonatas 

to modern polyphonic repertoire, forming the core vocabulary 

of Western compositional pedagogy. 

 

8. Conclusion 
 

Johann Sebastian Bach’s Prelude and Fugue in C Minor, 

BWV 847, represents the apex of late Baroque keyboard 

composition and crystallizes Bach’s rational aesthetic and 

religious philosophy. Viewed through a historical lens, its 

composition predicated on twelve-tone equal temperament 

catalyzed the transformation of Western tonal harmonic 

systems. From an artistic perspective, it unites immaculate 

structural logic, exquisite contrapuntal craftsmanship, layered 

harmonic color, and profound emotional core, weaving 

homophonic and polyphonic textures into symbiotic balance, 

reconciling rigorous formal technique with intimate 

expressive sentiment. 

 

Unlike bombastic, ostentatious Baroque instrumental works, 

BWV 847 articulates Bach’s singular musical aesthetic 

through restrained, introspective, disciplined musical 

language: ultimate rationality yields supreme beauty. Its 

sophisticated compositional devices, forward-thinking 

creative vision, and standardized formal architecture not only 

perfected the conventions of Baroque keyboard writing but 

also blazed new artistic pathways for the Classical and 

Romantic eras. After over three hundred years, BWV 847 

remains a central touchstone for piano contrapuntal study, 

harmonic analysis, and formal research, retaining 

incomparable artistic, academic, and pedagogical value that 

testifies to the timeless vitality of canonical art music. 
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