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The Fugue Movement of J. S. Bach's Lute Suite BWV 997: A Formal and Musical Analysis 

and the Impact of its Keyboard Origins on Performance Practice 

J. S. Bach'ın Lavta Süiti BWV 997 Füg Bölümünün Formel ve Müzikal Analizi: Klavye 

Müziği Kökenlerinin İcra Pratiğine Etkisi 

ABSTRACT  

The suites attributed to lute by Johann Sebastian Bach, particularly the Suite BWV 997, form a foundational yet problematic part 

of the modern classical guitar repertoire. This study addresses the interpretive and technical challenges arising from the prevailing 

musicological argument that BWV 997 was originally composed not for the lute but for a keyboard instrument, specifically the 

Lute-Harpsichord (Lautenwerck). The paper utilizes formal and musical analysis, contextualized by historical debates (Ledbetter, 

1987; Titmuss, 2015), to demonstrate how the work’s inherent "keyboard music character" influences current transcription and 

performance practices. 

The analysis focuses on the Fugue movement, examining its three-voice contrapuntal structure, unusual da capo form, and the 

sophisticated use of techniques such as inversion and mirror symmetry. Findings confirm that the high tessitura and dense 

polyphony of the original notation necessitate significant instrumental adaptations for the six-string guitar, including the common 

transposition from C minor to A minor to optimize open string usage. 

The study concludes that an understanding of the work's non-lute origins and its intricate formal design is crucial for informed 

interpretive choices. By highlighting the structural elements and contrapuntal devices, this research provides guitarists with the 

analytical foundation needed to navigate the challenges between textual fidelity (e.g., using multi-string instruments or capos) and 

technical feasibility, ultimately fostering performances that are both historically aware and aesthetically compelling. 
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ÖZET  

Johann Sebastian Bach’ın lavta için atfedilen süitleri, özellikle de BWV 997 Süiti, modern klasik gitar repertuvarının temelini 

oluşturan ancak çetrefilli bir parçasıdır. Bu çalışma, BWV 997'nin orijinalinde lavta için değil, bir klavyeli çalgı, özellikle de 

Lavta-Klavsen (Lautenwerck) için bestelendiği yönündeki yaygın müzikolojik argümandan kaynaklanan yorumsal ve teknik 

zorlukları ele almaktadır. Makale, eserin özündeki "klavye müziği karakterinin" güncel transkripsiyon ve icra pratiklerini nasıl 

etkilediğini göstermek için tarihsel tartışmalar (Ledbetter, 1987; Titmuss, 2015) bağlamında formel ve müzikal analiz 

kullanmaktadır. 

Analiz, Füg bölümüne odaklanarak, eserin üç sesli kontrpuan yapısını, sıra dışı da capo formunu ve ters çevirme (inversiyon) ile 

ayna simetrisi gibi sofistike tekniklerin kullanımını incelemektedir. Bulgular, orijinal notasyonun yüksek tessitura'sı ve yoğun 

çoksesliliğinin, altı telli gitar için önemli enstrümantal adaptasyonları gerektirdiğini doğrulamaktadır; buna, boş tel kullanımını 

optimize etmek amacıyla Do minörden La minöre yapılan yaygın transpozisyon da dâhildir. 

Çalışma, eserin lavta dışındaki kökenini ve karmaşık formel tasarımını anlamanın, bilinçli yorumsal tercihler için hayati önem 

taşıdığı sonucuna varmaktadır. Bu araştırma, yapısal unsurları ve kontrpuan tekniklerini vurgulayarak, gitaristlere metinsel sadakat 

(örneğin, çok telli çalgı veya kapo kullanımı) ile teknik uygulanabilirlik arasındaki zorlukları aşmak için gereken analitik temeli 

sağlamakta ve sonuç olarak hem tarihsel bilince sahip hem de estetik açıdan ilgi çekici icraları teşvik etmeyi amaçlamaktadır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: J. S. Bach Lavta Süitleri, Füg Analizi, Lautenwerck, Klasik Gitar, Performans 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The suites attributed to the lute by Johann Sebastian Bach constitute a cornerstone of today's classical 

guitar repertoire. However, the fact that these works were not originally written for the guitar, coupled with 

the instrumental and technical differences arising from the structure of the modern classical guitar, 

introduces various notational and interpretive challenges in performance practice. 

Furthermore, within the field of musicology, there are strong arguments and evidence suggesting that some 

of Bach's aforementioned lute suites might, in fact, have been composed for a keyboard instrument such as 

the Lute-Harpsichord (Lautenwerck). Specifically for the Suite BWV 997, it is argued that the original 

high tessitura, as indicated in the Lautenwerck score, cannot be fully preserved technically on the six-string 

modern guitar, and thus, performance on a multi-string guitar is often necessitated for complete textual 

fidelity. 

In light of the evidence suggesting that Suite BWV 997 was originally composed for the Lute-Harpsichord 

(Lautenwerck), its Fugue movement creates significant notational, technical, and interpretive difficulties in 

modern classical guitar transcription and performance due to its inherently keyboard-music character. 

These difficulties directly shape transcription decisions and the aesthetic preferences of performers. 

This study aims to provide a detailed analysis of the Fugue movement, demonstrating the main components 

of its formal structure. By enabling performers to better understand the work, the research seeks to 

facilitate informed choices in their interpretations. 

2. THE ORIGIN DISPUTE OF BWV 997: KEYBOARD MUSIC EVIDENCE 

 The corpus of Johann Sebastian Bach's works for the lute, contrary to traditional acceptance, remains a 

central focus of ongoing debate in musicological literature regarding the original instrumental attribution. 

Within this discourse, the view that the Suite in C minor, BWV 997, like Bach's other so-called lute works, 

was in fact composed for a keyboard instrument is supported by strong evidence. 

The principal rationales supporting this argument are as follows: 

“Clavier” Attribution: In a significant copy of the work made by J. F. Agricola, the title page explicitly 

states that the work is for “Clavier” (Keyboard), as indicated in Figure 1 According to David Ledbetter's 

(1987) comprehensive source study, the notation in this copy suggests that the composer's original intent 

was directed toward a keyboard instrument rather than a plucked-string instrument. 

 

Figure 1. Agricola Ed. n.d. (ca.1738-41) Cover Page 

Tessitura and Notation: Based on Clive Titmuss's (2015) detailed examination, the notation of BWV 997 

features the right-hand part written in the treble clef, an octave higher than conventionally expected, and 

despite this transposition, the work's tessitura remains technically excessively high for the lute. This 

situation inherently casts doubt on the work’s suitability for the lute. This high registral region further 
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demonstrates its keyboard origins in performance practice, as the early music performer Robert Hill 

(1999), in his rendition on the Lautenwerck, preserved the original high octave required by the notation, 

thereby maintaining the work’s keyboard timbre. 

 

Figure 2. Agricola Ed. n.d.(ca.1738-41) Fuga 

Textural Evidence: Titmuss argues that the dense bass line and the intricate contrapuntal texture that 

characterize the work suggest it was composed for an instrument like the Lute-Harpsichord 

(Lautenwerck)—whose gut strings imitated the sound of the lute—rather than the lute itself. Scott 

Workman (2014) also supports this general view, concluding that it is reasonable to posit that many of the 

Lute Suites were conceived for the Lautenwerck due to the ‘keyboard-like characteristics’ they possess 

This scholarly consensus reinforces the conclusion that BWV 997 is fundamentally a keyboard work, 

thereby demonstrating that the obligatory polyphonic (contrapuntal) structure and range found in the 

work's Fugue movement were specifically designed for keyboard performance. 
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3. TRADITIONAL SUITE FORM AND THE STRUCTURE OF BWV 997 

3.1.    A Historical Development of the Suite Form 

The Suite, according to the generally accepted definition in musicology, is an instrumental music form 

consisting of a series of dance movements, usually in the same key, that reflect different characters. 

Originating from the pairing of folk dances in the Renaissance period, the suite rose to prominence in the 

Baroque period, particularly within courtly circles and aristocratic entertainment. These movements are 

often structured in binary form, sometimes supported by free-form introductions such as a Prelude 

(Newman, 1972). 

Examining the historical development of the suite form in musicological literature, early (16th-century) 

lute music is characterized by series utilizing contrasting dance pairs like the Pavane-Galliard in Italy. The 

form was standardized in the mid-17th century with the keyboard suites of Johann Jakob Froberger, 

revolving around the core sequence of Allemande–Courante–Sarabande–Gigue. In addition to this core 

structure, optional dance movements, called galanteries—such as Minuet, Gavotte, and Air—could be 

inserted between the Sarabande and the Gigue, depending on the composer's artistic preference. 

Furthermore, a Prelude at the beginning or "Double" movements (variations on certain sections) were also 

frequently employed. 

A review of Bach’s other major suites, such as his keyboard Partitas, English, and French Suites, reveals 

structural similarities with the lute suites, though the dances included may vary. Contrasts in meter and 

tempo between the movements are among the most crucial components of a typical suite sequence. 

Following the popularization of dance forms during the Renaissance, the suite can be defined as the 

ordered grouping of dances and dance-like forms (Bukofzer, 1947). 

3.2.     Movements of the J. S. Bach Lute Suite BWV 997 

The Lute Suite BWV 997 was originally composed in the key of C minor, but has been rearranged in the 

key of A minor for most classical guitar transcriptions. The work consists of five movements: Prelude, 

Fugue, Sarabande, Gigue, and Double. 

Prelude (Fantasia): Although not an essential component of the suite, the Prelude was used by Bach as an 

introductory movement in some of his suites. Preludes are typically marked by a freer rhythmic and formal 

structure, sharply differentiating them from the other movements of the suite. They may contain 

contrasting phrases and display brilliant, virtuosic passages. 

Upon analysis, the Prelude movement of BWV 997 exhibits these characteristics. Formally, it develops a 

large 16-measure phrase, and the theme, initially in A minor, is modulated to the dominant key (E major) 

at measure 17, and then to the subdominant key (D minor) at measure 33. The formal schema can be 

summarized as A1 (1–16), A2 (17–32), A3 (33–50), and Coda (51–56). 

Fugue: The Fugue is a compositional technique in which a specific subject is presented simply, then 

developed through a horizontal polyphonic approach. The word fugue literally means "escape" referring to 

the voices (or parts) chasing each other. It typically consists of an Exposition, a Development, and a 

Recapitulation-Coda section.  

Exposition: In this section, the subject usually begins on the tonic or the dominant scale degree, followed 

by the answer, accompanied by a countersubject. The answer is sounded either in the same key as the 

subject (Real Answer, with intervals preserved) or in a different key, most often the dominant (Tonal 

Answer, with interval adjustments). Every voice presents the subject in the Exposition, thus allowing us to 

determine the number of voices in the fugue.  

Development: Following an episode (connecting passage) and a modulation, the Development section is 

introduced. This section may begin with a restatement of the subject in a related key and continues to 

feature the subject, answer, and countersubject in various foreign keys. 

• Recapitulation-Coda: Another episode and modulation lead to the Recapitulation-Coda. Here, the 

subject is restated in the primary or subdominant key, and the movement concludes with a coda 

characteristic of the fugue. 

Sarabande: The Sarabande, a dignified dance that frequently appeared as the third movement of the 

Baroque suite, has a debated origin, possibly stemming from a lively, disreputable dance of Mexican or 

Central American provenance that was modified in the New World (Britannica Editors, n.d.). It gained 
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popularity as a salon dance in 17th-century Italy and France. Written in binary form, this dance has a static 

structure with melodic lines and is typically followed by the Gigue movement. 

The Sarabande movement of BWV 997 is also written in binary form (A and B sections). Each section is 

further divided into two equal parts (a-b-c-d) and consists of large 16-measure segments. 

Gigue: The Gigue is a lively and rapid English dance, usually written in compound meters such as 3/8, 6/8, 

9/8, or 12/8. Initially written in binary form, its B section later evolved into a developmental section. 

The Gigue of BWV 997 has a three-part form. The first section ends with a perfect cadence on the 

dominant of the main key (E major). In the second part, the development section, the subject is elaborated 

in different keys, and the return to the home key prepares the finale. 

Double: The Double is a type of variation created by doubling the note values of the preceding movement. 

While the main theme is preserved, it is often enriched through figuration (single-line decorative passages). 

The rhythmic, harmonic, and melodic structure is maintained. This creates a significant contrast between 

the movements, adding a different dimension to the performance. 

The Double movement of BWV 997 is a variation of the Gigue. Their harmonic and formal structures are 

the same; however, the use of sixteenth notes in the Double creates a more lively effect. 

4.  MUSICAL AND FORMAL ANALYSIS OF THE BWV 997 FUGUE MOVEMENT 

The Fugue BWV 997, unlike a continuously unfolding Baroque fugue, exhibits a structure closer to a da 

capo form, in which the opening section is repeated after the middle section. The musicologist David 

Ledbetter (2012) highlights this unusual structure, suggesting that the middle section of the Fugue 

possesses an ingenious palindromic (mirror-reflected) arrangement. 

Achieving a notable legato effect and contrapuntal clarity within the three-voice texture of the work 

depends critically on the performer’s deep understanding of the musical structure. In this context, the 

successive entries of subjects from different registers and keys, their extension through variation, or their 

presentation using sophisticated contrapuntal techniques such as inversion and mirror reflection, are 

crucial. The performer's knowledge of these techniques allows for the identification of which notes carry 

thematic emphasis and which voices must maintain an uninterrupted flow (legato). This knowledge 

transforms choices regarding fingering (doigté) and dynamic nuances into informed artistic decisions. 

 

Figure 3. The Formal Scheme of the BWV 997 Fugue 

In Bach's three-voice fugue, the Exposition section, spanning measures 1 to 58, presents the subject 

without alteration: first in the alto voice (A minor), followed by the soprano voice in measure 7 (E minor), 

and finally in the bass voice in measure 21 (A minor). While the general understanding of a fugue is to 

have the subject stated alone initially, this fugue, which possesses a rather extensive subject, is 

accompanied by a countersubject in the second measure upon its first entry. The subject itself concludes on 

its mediant (C) in measure 5. 

 

Figure 4. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 1-4 
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Subsequently, this countersubject continues as the answer enters in measure 7 in the key of E minor (the 

dominant of the main key), sustaining its line until merging with the ensuing episode. The countersubject 

concludes on its mediant (G) in measure 11, giving a Tonal Answer. 

 

Figure 5. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 5-12 
 

In measure 21, the subject is heard again in the bass voice with a Real Answer in the main key (A minor), 

concluding on its tonic (A) in measure 25. 

 

Figure 6. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 21-24 
 

The subject stated in measure 27, unlike the preceding entries, does not remain within an octave range. It 

leaps to the upper voice, concluding on its tenth degree (G), and again presents a Tonal Answer. 

 

Figure 7. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 25-31 
 

The A section (Exposition) concludes with a brief codetta in measures 52 and 53, and a connecting episode 

leads into the Development section. 
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Figure 8. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 45-53 

Considering Agricola's original copy, the trill on the E major chord at the end of the Exposition, as found 

in the classical guitar edition, is not observed. However, a fermata (point d'orgue) is seen on the final chord 

of the codetta. This suggests that for works written during that period, especially ornamentation and certain 

significant ideas were left to the performer. It must be remembered, however, that performers, due to the 

characteristics of the era, were often able to add ornaments and embellishments to the pieces, almost acting 

as a co-composer. 

 

Figure 9. Comparison of the Exposition's concluding measures in BWV 997 Fuga 

In measure 63, the Development section commences with the subject presented in inversion (melodic 

contour reversed) in the dominant key of the main tonality, utilizing contrapuntal techniques. Like the 

subject, the answer in the Development section also appears inverted in measure 67, this time in the main 

key of A minor. 

 

Figure 10. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 62-67 
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In measure 79, the subject is heard again, modulated to the key of E major. 

 

Figure 11. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 77-82 

The Development section characteristically allows the subject to appear in varied forms or to be 

embellished with diverse contrapuntal techniques. An immediate illustration of this is the inversion of the 

subject at the very beginning of the Development. A further example of a varied subject entry is observed 

in measure 85. 

In this measure, the subject is not presented in its simple, unadorned form. Instead, it is heard—again in an 

inverted fashion—imbedded within the sixteenth-note figuration. Furthermore, the concluding segment of 

this particular subject entry features a distinctively varied finale. 

 

Figure 12. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 85-90 

A further illustrative example is evident beginning in measure 95. In this measure, another subject entry is 

heard simultaneously in the lower voice. This subject then proceeds to the soprano voice, where it is 

presented, expanding and changing direction through the contrapuntal technique of mirror symmetry. This 

extended thematic statement concludes on the note C in measure 101. 

 

Figure 13. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 95-101 
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The subject is heard for the last time within the Development section in measure 105. Examination of this 

subject reveals variations in both its intervals and rhythm. 

 

Figure 14. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 105-108 

The third section, the Recapitulation and Coda section, begins in measure 109. This section is an exact 

repetition of the A section. 

 

Figure 15. Abe Ed. Fuga Measures Between 109-120 

5.     CONCLUSION 

This study, specifically focusing on the BWV 997 Suite, has illuminated the direct impacts of the ongoing 

debate concerning the work's origin on modern classical guitar performance practice, particularly through 

the analysis of the Fugue movement. The findings suggest that the strong evidence pointing to the work’s 

original compositional intent for a keyboard instrument like the Lute-Harpsichord (Lautenwerck) 

constitutes a vital starting point for a performer's transcription and interpretive decisions. In this context, 

the difficulty of preserving the work's original high tessitura on the six-string guitar raises the potential 

advantages offered by a multi-string instrument (e.g., a ten-string guitar). 

The necessity of adaptation stemming from BWV 997’s keyboard origins is clearly evident in concrete 

transcription decisions. The most conspicuous of these is the transposition from the original key of C minor 

to A minor. This key change aims to eliminate complicated positions that would arise from the limited use 

of open strings in C minor, thus providing the performer with a technical and legato advantage by allowing 

for the effective use of the open strings E-A-D-G-B-E. Alternatively, for performers wishing to remain 

faithful to the original key of C minor, placing a capo on the third fret offers a practical solution that 

preserves the tonality without position difficulty. 

Transcriptive decisions—such as the simplification of notes (loss of voice) when transferring the easily 

executed three-voice texture from the keyboard to the guitar, or conversely, the addition of arpeggios to 

enhance the work’s resonance—reveal significant interpretive variations in how performers approach these 

works. 
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The detailed analysis of the formal and harmonic structure of the Fugue movement, in particular, offers the 

guitarist a guide that is not only technical but also artistic and interpretive. Achieving a notable legato 

effect and contrapuntal clarity within the work's three-voice texture depends on the performer's deep 

understanding of the musical structure. In this context, the successive entries of subjects from different 

registers and keys, their extension through variation, or their presentation using sophisticated contrapuntal 

techniques such as inversion and mirror reflection, are critically important. Indeed, as musicologist David 

Ledbetter (2012) also noted, the Fugue’s da capo form, where the opening section is repeated after the 

middle section, and its palindromic (mirror-reflected) arrangement confirm the work's unique and unusual 

structure that diverges from the traditional Baroque fugue. The performer's knowledge of these techniques 

allows for the determination of which notes carry thematic emphasis and which voices must maintain an 

uninterrupted flow (legato), transforming choices regarding fingering (doigté) and nuance decisions into 

informed artistic choices. 

In conclusion, guitarists performing early guitar music must possess a broad knowledge set, ranging from 

the physical structure of period instruments (number of strings, tuning system) to the style of notation 

(tablature knowledge). However, the transfer of this knowledge into performance is entirely related to the 

performer's artistic preference. As demonstrated in the case of the BWV 997 Fugue, notational limitations 

may be disregarded in favor of a modern and original interpretation; yet, for performers seeking to remain 

faithful to the composer's keyboard music character, these analyses will play a vital role in balancing 

period fidelity with modern technical possibilities. 
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