A Study of J.S. Bach’s Toccatain F Major, BWV 540

ChrisEads

The music of Johann Sebastian Bach (1675-1750) represents the epitome of the mature Baroque
musical style, synthesizing the various styles found in the music of that period into a single,
unified sound. This study of Johann Sebastian Bach's Toccata in F Major, BWV 540, reveals
that thiswork for organ is no exception; it explores the work’ s mysterious origins as well as
some of the reasons why it stands as one of Bach’s more praised works and is still such a
popular piece both for academic study as well asfor performance. It also includes an in-depth
harmonic analysis that outlines and explains the various techniques Bach employed in the

writing of this work.

Click thefollowing linksto see the Toccata.
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Even today Johann Sebastian Bach stands out as one of the most well-known composers
intheworld. Thisisdueto the fact that his music is appealing to both the listener and the
scholar. His Toccatain F Major, BWV 540 is no exception. Unique in form and in harmonic
structure, grandiose in size and style, and mysterious in its origins, the Toccata in F Major is of
value to both the average listener and the scholar wishing to learn both where Bach found his
roots and where he took his music as he matured.

J.S. Bach, bornin 1685, is considered one of Western music’ s greatest composers.
However, this was not the casein hislifetime. Even by his death in 1750, his music wasn't
highly regarded. Rather, it was his skills as an organist that brought him what fame and success
he had. 1t was not until early in the 19" century that his compositions garnered significant
interest, partially through the work of Felix Mendelssohn in what came to be known as the first
early music revival.

Thiswork in particular, the Toccata in F Major, has gained interest from scholars for
several reasons. First, the date of the work is very uncertain. While some scholars placeit at
Weimar, others put it in the Céthen period; both have legitimate arguments for their case. Dr.
Robert Marshall of Brandeis University statesin The Music of Johann Sebastian Bach that “as
for the Toccatain F, its unique pedal range —to f° —makesit virtually certain that the work was
written for the organ at Weissenfels’ (Marshall 287). He goes on to say that “since the copy of
the work entered into the Walther manuscript, P 803 (by Johann Tobias Krebs), seemsto be
dateable to ca. 1714, one can conclude that Bach composed at |east the toccata section of BWV
540 during the Weimar years, aimost certainly in connection with hisvisit to Weissenfelsin
February 1713” (Marshall 287). Marshall not only places the date of composition in the Weimar

period (1708-17), but even fairly early in the period.



Andre Pirro, however, argues that “it seems evident, on the contrary, that he composed
thiswork only in order to take advantage of aresource for which he had not encountered before;
thus the date of this Toccata appears to be between the years of 1717 and 1723, the period of
Bach’'sresidence in Céthen” (Pirro 51). This resource he makes referencetoisan organin S.
Agnuskirche, a church in Céthen with a very expansive pedal that “responded to the touch with
remarkable precision and promptness’ (Pirro 51). Ascurious astheissue of dateisinregard to
this toccata, the question is also raised as to whether it was written in conjunction with the fugue
withwhich it is paired in BWV 540. The answer, that it certainly was not composed in
conjunction with the fugue, is more generally agreed upon, particularly due to the fact that
the toccatais considered to be a much more mature composition than the fugue (Williams 103).

Thisfact and the fact that the toccata is extraordinarily long—indeed, it is the longest of
any of Bach's extant preludes—are what often lead to its being performed by itself rather than in
conjunction with the fugue (Williams 104). Indeed, itslength and overall form are uniquein
Bach’s oeuvre. In this composition, Bach combines a pedal toccata with what various scholars
have dubbed either a concerto or ritornello form. The fact that both of these options fit rather
imperfectly is perhaps due to the fact that it isindeed a toccata, a more improvisatory form than

many others of the day. A general outline appears as follows:



Section | Measures | Comments
A 1-83 | e First statement of the ritornello
e FM > BbM-> FM > CM
A" 83-176 | e First return of theritornello (only classified asa“return” rather than simply
arepetition of the first statement because ritornello form at this time had
the second statement of the ritornello aways as dominant or relative major
—thus, this must be considered another statement, rather than simply a
repetition)

eCM > FM > CM

e Departs from the tonal plan of A inthat it doesn’t end afifth higher than
where it started. Technically, B begins with the first cadence back in the
key of FM, so the relationship between the first and second statements of
A ismore like that found typically in binary form—al -V —|
relationship.

o A" isnot an exact repetition of A. It stops correlating after measure 151/69
so that it can modulate back to FM, rather than following the plan and
moving to GM

B| 176-219 | e First episode
e FM > BbM - Dm
C| 219-238 | e Second return of theritornello (considered C because it is now in three-part
invertible counterpoint rather than in a canon, asit wasfirst used
eDm
B*| 238-270 |  Second episode
eDM>GM > CM > FM > Am—> Dm > Am
C'| 270-290 | o Third return of theritornello
e Am
B*| 290-333 | e Third episode
eAm—->Dm-> Gm-> Cm—> Gm
C*| 333-352 e Fourth return of theritornello
oeGM
B®| 352-438 | e Fina episode — combines abbreviated statement of ritornello — perhaps
better said “it contains the motif found throughout the ritornello,” asthe
presence of therit. in B3is sparse
eGm->Cm~->FM > BbM > FM > CM 2> FM

Christoph Wolff of Harvard University states that this piece, Bach’s Toccata in F Major,

and itsform in particular, is “ directly indebted to the Vivaldi-style ritornello concerto” (Wolff

126). Indeed, it seems Bach isindebted to many for this piece. Wolff goeson to say that “its

canonic beginning [is] modeled after Vivaldi’s Double Violin Concerto in D minor, transcribed




in BWV 596" (Wolff 126). Williams aso points out that the piece seems to “combine ideas
current in other kinds of organ toccata: the tonic/dominant pedal points found in so many
‘southern’ toccatas (Pachelbel, Fischer, Kerll etc) and the pedal solo found in the ‘northern’ type
(Buxtehude, Bruhns etc)” (Williams 106). Finally, Keller states that “in the last movement of the
Concerto in F Major by Marcello,” there are measures that contain the same staccato eighth-note
idea seen in Bach’'s Toccata in F Major (see mm. 169-176), except that Bach displaced the notes
one beat to land on two and three instead of one and two (Keller 118). However, the difference
in note placement does alter the feel of the music drastically; after all, certain dances, such asthe
sarabande, are defined partly by their emphasis on beat two rather than on one. So the
significance of that correlation is perhaps not as great as Keller asserts

Truly, even if Bach'sideas are not all original, this does not negate the value or quality of
thework. AsKaeller says, “Aswith many works by Bach and Handel, it is perhaps not the
original idea but what these masters made of it that is decisive and great” (Keller 118). Whether
original or not, the motifs present in this toccata, while quite unique, al tie together
extraordinarily well.

He has two primary motives — one to begin the ritornello (motif @) and one to begin the

episodes (motif b) —and athird motif for the cadences. At first glance, the two primary motives

(aand b) appear quite different in nature. Thisisdue hH :
Il n 1] |

to the unique direction of each. While motif aturns "5’ i o

about on itself, motif b is more of arocket motif. motif a motif b

That is, rather than turning around on itself and ending on the same note on which it began, as
motif a does, motif b ascends in arpeggiated fashion a complete octave within its one-measure

statement.



These two motifs give clear and powerful contrast to the ritornello sections and the
episodes, but they are not disparate to the point of giving the piece adigointed feel. Thisis

because, while the two motifs are contrasting in

4]
o
direction, they contain the same core. Indeed, five {mﬂ a S & i
L3 - -
of the notes are the same. If one were to drop motif a motif b

notes four and six an octave in motif b, it would become quite apparent that thisis the case.
Note that, when pitches are adjusted to match octaves, five of the six notes are the same. This
more clearly shows how significant direction isin the formulation of the motif.

There is one other motif present in thistoccata, and it appears primarily at cadential
pointsin the piece. Motif y appearsin the ritornello sections as motif y aswell asin adlightly

altered form, called motif
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the eighth-note motif spoken

of abovein Keller’s commentary on how Bach'’ stoccatarelatesto Marcello’s Concerto in F
Major, and Bach has indeed used it, original material or not, quite masterfully in this piece. An
entire harmonic structure was included with both examples of motif y shown above; thisis
because, unlike motives aand b, motif y is a harmonic motif rather than simply a melodic one.

While motives aand b are dominated by a distinct melodic pattern, motif y is marked by



cadential action, specifically a second inversion tonic chord followed by a dominant seventh
chord and then aroot position tonic chord in whatever key is applicable. Thisfact setsit apart
from the other two motives and is what makes this motif a cadential rather than a primary motif.

Upon comparing these two versions of motif y with motives aand b, it becomes clear that
even thismotiveisrelated. Thefirst three notes of motif a are used throughout the piece as an
example of alower neighboring tone. This lower neighboring tone is one of the main ideas of
the piece, and as such it appears in the top voice of the cadential motif aswell — it has simply
been rhythmically augmented. In the case of motif y’, the jump is added at the beginning so as
to tie in better with motif b.

While these motives sound very precise on paper, they have a good deal of flexibility
within the piece itself. Many variations exist (see mm. 2, 5, 6, and 9 for just afew examples)
which give the piece the ability to transition more easily between keys and maintain a natural,
musical sound.

In addition to the masterful motivic control that Bach exercisesin this piece, he also uses
tonality in unique and clever ways. Keller praises his “daring modulatory shifts,” and his
“ingenious’ use of secondary dominants of the supertonic, mediant, subdominant, and
Neapolitan sixth chord (Keller 119). However, most of Bach’s Toccatain F Major is
harmonically smple. Itistypically only when motif y appears that Bach goes far afield. Severd
examples are worthy of mentioning in this paper.

Found in mm 169-176 is the first extensive use of motif y and also the beginning of the B

section, which isthefirst episode. The harmonic analysis reads as follows:
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Of particular interest in this example is how the ear perceivesthis entire section. The ear
seems to hear the progression of { V7 —v — 1l - vii°7/v = V7 —1} rather than the entire
progression because, in the context of the phrase, beat two of each measure functions as non-
harmonic; each of those chordsis simply embellishing the harmony found on beat three. Most
likely, Bach intended for the listener to hear the progression thisway. Taken separately, the two
progressions work quite nicely, with i proceeding toiv toii° before arriving at the
16/4—V7—1, and the v going to alll (in this context perhaps better analyzed as a Vl/v, going to
the fully diminished leading tone of V before arriving at the 16/4 and then finally cadencing back
into Fwith V7 —1. Hereisthe same thing in an easier-to-read format:

i—iv-ii°-i6/4-V -1 and v-=VIN-Vii°7TIv-i6/4-VT7-I
Thisis clearly an interesting specimen of harmonic progression. Even more interestingly, after
this comes the first episode, where the chord on m. 176 turnsimmediately intoaV7/1V (and
indeed, begins a series of modulations to the 1V via sequence up afourth). So the chord that the
music finally lands on turns out to be another V7, giving the listener almost no sense of rest and

release at all, and instead driving the music forward into the episode.
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This can be analyzed in one of two -
ways: in the key of F major that chord is most naturally seen as an enharmonically spelled
German augmented sixth chord. However, German chords are typically used before afive rather
than after it, so this option doesn’t seem to fit.

A Neapolitan plus chord could also be considered, but one runs into the same problem. If
this chord is considered to be a Neapolitan of V —that is, C major — then that still leaves the
Baroque composer with the fact that he has written a non-sensical chord progression. A | chord
doesn’'t go to a Neapolitan and then stop. Interestingly, the chord could alternately be analyzed
asaV4/2 of the Gb chord in the following measure — this Gb chord would be the Neapolitan of F
major. Thisisthe solution that seems to make the most sense. Bach is using this chord to move
to a secondary tonal center, from the key of F major to the key of Gb major, and using what
would be a German augmented sixth chord in the key of F magjor asthe V of the secondary tonic,
Gb, the Neapolitan of F mgor.

Finaly, while Bach’ s use of harmony is extravagant, his counterpoint is more ordinary.
There is not much worthy of note except for the ritornello sections. These are the C sectionson
the formal plan, and they are written in three-part invertible counterpoint. And indeed, each time

the C material enters, the parts have been inverted — thisis called textural inversion. Clearly,



though in these repetitions, not all isthe same. Thisistypically because of the limitation of the
compass of the instrument. If the range of the instrument is not large enough to allow for aline
to continue, Bach changesit to fit the keyboard.

All in al, Johann Sebastian Bach’s Toccata in F Major, BWV 540 is an excellent piece,
both for study and performance — not as much for its new ideas, but for the masterful execution
of techniques practiced at the time. From Bach's use of harmony, to his use of multiple similar
yet distinct motives, to his unigue and grandiose ritornello form, he has created a beautiful piece

of music that will be studied, performed, and enjoyed for years to come.
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