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Much has been written about 
Johann Sebastian Bach’s Toccata 

and Fugue in D Minor, BWV 565, and 
it seems that everything has been said. 
The work is considered an outstanding 
example of stylus phantasticus, a style of 
composition that encourages rhythmic 
and harmonic freedom. Effects play a 
greater role than contrapuntal substance, 
and in this respect BWV 565 has always 
been admired. Observations regard-
ing its compositional quality, however, 
accumulated to such an extent that many 
have questioned whether it was actually 
composed by Johann Sebastian Bach.

In 1998, Rolf Dietrich Claus1 exam-
ined in detail the problem of authorship. 
From the discussion of plausible answers 
to the questions raised, it was possible to 
distill a list of compositional features that 
exacerbated the questions of authentic-
ity and quality. In turn, Christoph Wolff2 
in 2006 and Martin Blindow3 in 2019 
showed that certain skillful structures 
and motivic relationships render doubts 
about quality or authorship obsolete. 
Moreover, the hurdle of finding an alter-
native composer could not be overcome.

Recently in 2020, Andreas Weil4 

applied his historical-theoretical method 
and drew a comprehensive picture of the 
music theory of the time based on his-
toric sources. After compiling a timeline 
from the gained information, features of 
BWV 565 were assigned to this timeline 
with the final conclusion that the piece 
was composed in 1702.

Finally, there is now this present 
study. Focusing solely on the musical 
text of BWV 565, it investigates the 
motivic structures and their develop-
ment. What the notes can tell leads us 
into the unknown of BWV 565.

The nucleus idea
The opening phrase does not give the 

impression of a theme or a regular struc-
ture (Example 1). It sounds and looks 
like a nucleus idea ready for variation. 
When we disregard the note values, an 
astonishing proportion emerges. A total of 
nine notes fall into three groups of three 

notes each. The example in pitch notation 
(Example 2) shows their a–b–a′ form. 
Two mordent motives frame a trichord. 
The intervals of the melody progress from 
major seconds to minor seconds.

Nothing more than a coincidence is the 
relation to the number 9 when applying 
the Latin natural-order alphabet to the 
letters of the notes. The opening mor-
dent notes A–G–A result in 1 + 7 + 1 = 9,  
the trichord notes G–F–E result in 7 + 6 
+ 5 = 18 = 2 x 9, both motives therefore 
together 3 x 9.

  
The motives

The following list gives an overview of 
the motivic substance of BWV 565. All 
motives can be derived from the opening 
mordent (Example 3).

• The term mordent designates the 
ornament, but it is here also used for the 
motive with the same melodic shape.

• The trichord is created when the 
second step of the mordent does not 
return to the principle note, but pro-
ceeds in the direction taken.

• The tetrachord adds another note 
proceeding into the same direction.

• The cross motive reverses two notes 
each of the tetrachord.

• The turn motive gets its shape when 
the last note of the tetrachord changes 
direction. It also contains the trichord 
and the mordent.

• What we call the “kink” motive 
stretches the second step of the mordent.

• The figura messanza, generally tak-
ing many variants, shifts the mordent to 
the upbeat section in this case.

• The tetrachord becomes a figura 
suspirans when the last note falls on a 
downbeat.

All motives comprise three or four 
notes. The numbers 3 and 4 play a domi-
nant role in the entire work. Further 
variations include mirrored versions or 
the tetrachord being split in two groups 
of two notes each, with the second group 
taking another position.

The second phrase varies the nucleus. 
The mordent opens, followed by a tetra-
chord whose four descending notes are 

interchanged forming the cross motive. 
The third phrase repeats the nucleus 
two octaves lower. The three phrases in 
A–B–A′ form reflect the a–b–a′ form of 
the nucleus notes, with both a–b–a′ and 
A–B–A′ arranged in descending order 
(Example 4).

Developments
The last four downbeat notes G–E–C-

sharp–D in the first half of measure 2 are 
immediately repeated in reverse order in 
the second half of measure 2, followed 
by the transposition of the diminished 
triad to B-flat–C-sharp–E (Example 5). 
The B-flat completes the appearance of 
the main tone material (Example 6).

The next section, measures 4–7, 
develops the trichord—fittingly with 
triplets—in the complete range of the 
main tone material (Example 7). The 
motive is rhythmically shifted so that 
the second note becomes the downbeat 
note. This creates the “kink” motive that 

we find well prepared by the suspen-
sion figure at the end of the preceding 
section (Example 8). The fourfold 
repetition of the motive is repeated 
three times moving upward along the 
frame notes D–F–A of the tonic triad 
(Example 9).

For the figuration of the next section, 
measures 8–10, the intervals of the kink 
motive are stretched by a factor of two, 
the second becoming a third, the third 
becoming a diminished fifth (Example 
10). The preceding section, measures 
4–7, had

• a motive of stepwise note 
progression

• moving upward
• along the frame notes of a triad.

The present section, measures 8–10, 
switches everything and has

• a motive of triadic note progression
• moving downward
• along frame notes proceeding in 

stepwise motion. 
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The triad figures form three descend-
ing parallel scales until the leading tone 
C-sharp is reached to prepare the second 
pedal entry on D (Example 11).

The nucleus idea (measure 1) started 
on A5,5 running down a fifth to D5. The 
closing part of the first section, measures 
10–12, is a variation of the beginning, 
measures 1–2: a long note, followed by 
a descending run, a closing mordent, 
a rising arpeggio, and another closing 
mordent. Compared to the beginning, 
the first note is extended upward a minor 
second to B4. The descending run quotes 
the complete main tone material, then 
extends downward a minor second to a 
mordent on C4-sharp. B-natural appears 
for the first time, preparing the raising 
arpeggio of the dominant seventh chord. 
It can be regarded as the resolution 
connected to the raising arpeggio of the 
diminished seventh chord earlier. The 
top two notes D4–F4 of the final chord 
in measure 12 are the delayed resolution 
of the last two triplet notes G4–C4-sharp 
in measure 10 (Example 12).

Lack of quality? The opposite—BWV 
565 is an unparalleled example of 
motivic development. A mordent starts 
the piece, a mordent closes the first sec-
tion (measures 11–12), and a mordent 
closes the second section and the whole 
part preceding the fugue (measure 30). 
The first mordent appears on the beat, 
the second mordent before the beat, 

and the third mordent after the beat 
(Example 13).

The first section, based on three-
note motives, assigns to the pedal three 
isolated Ds. The piece starts with an A, 
the second part starts with an A as well 
(measure 12), as does then the fugue 
(measure 30). Every note appears to be 
placed on purpose. 

To be continued.
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