
An Analytical Survey of the Fifteen Two-Part
Inventions by Bach
Johann Sebastian Bach's Fifteen Two-Part Inventions, BWV 772-786, are a
set of short polyphonic keyboard pieces that are widely considered to be
among the most important works in the piano repertoire. They are often
studied by music students as examples of contrapuntal writing and are also
frequently performed by both amateur and professional pianists.
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In this article, we will take an analytical look at the Two-Part Inventions,
examining their musical structure, harmonic progressions, and contrapuntal
techniques. We will also discuss some of the challenges that performers
face when playing these pieces and offer some tips for overcoming them.

Musical Structure

The Two-Part Inventions are all written in binary form, meaning that they
consist of two main sections that are repeated. The first section, or
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exposition, typically introduces the main thematic material of the piece and
establishes the key. The second section, or development, usually develops
the thematic material in some way and often modulates to a new key.

The following table shows the musical structure of each of the Two-Part
Inventions:

| Invention | Form | Key | |---|---|---| | No. 1 | Binary | C major | | No. 2 |
Binary | C minor | | No. 3 | Binary | D major | | No. 4 | Binary | D minor | |
No. 5 | Binary | E major | | No. 6 | Binary | E minor | | No. 7 | Binary | F
major | | No. 8 | Binary | F minor | | No. 9 | Binary | G major | | No. 10 |
Binary | G minor | | No. 11 | Binary | A major | | No. 12 | Binary | A minor | |
No. 13 | Binary | B-flat major | | No. 14 | Binary | B-flat minor | | No. 15 |
Binary | C major |

As can be seen from the table, the Two-Part Inventions are all relatively
short pieces, with most of them being less than two minutes in length.
However, despite their brevity, they are full of musical interest and
complexity.

Harmonic Progressions

The Two-Part Inventions make use of a wide variety of harmonic
progressions, including both common and uncommon ones. Bach was a
master of harmony and he often used harmonic progressions to create a
sense of tension and release.

Some of the most common harmonic progressions used in the Two-Part
Inventions include:



* I - IV - V - I (perfect cadence) * I - V - I (plagal cadence) * IV - V - I
(authentic cadence) * I - vi - IV - V - I (authentic cadence with deceptive
resolution) * I - ii - V - I (half cadence)

Bach also used less common harmonic progressions, such as:

* I - bVII - I (diminished seventh chord) * I - IV - bVII - I (Neapolitan sixth
chord) * I - vi - bVII - I (German sixth chord)

The use of these less common harmonic progressions adds to the richness
and complexity of the Two-Part Inventions.

Contrapuntal Techniques

The Two-Part Inventions are also notable for their use of contrapuntal
techniques. Counterpoint is the art of combining two or more independent
melodic lines in a way that creates a harmonious whole. Bach was a
master of counterpoint and he used a variety of contrapuntal techniques in
the Two-Part Inventions, including:

* Imitation: The repetition of a melodic line at a different pitch or rhythmic
level. * Canon: A strict form of imitation in which the second voice enters
exactly at the same time as the first voice. * Inversion: The reversal of the
melodic contour of a voice. * Augmentation: The increase of the rhythmic
value of a voice. * Diminution: The decrease of the rhythmic value of a
voice.

The use of these contrapuntal techniques creates a sense of polyphonic
complexity and interest in the Two-Part Inventions.

Challenges for Performers



The Two-Part Inventions can be challenging pieces to play, especially for
pianists who are not accustomed to playing polyphonic music. Some of the
challenges that performers face when playing these pieces include:

* Maintaining the independence of the two voices. * Coordinating the hands
so that the two voices sound together in a balanced way. * Dealing with the
occasional technical difficulties, such as fast passages or awkward
fingering.

Overcoming these challenges requires careful practice and attention to
detail. Here are some tips for pianists who are learning to play the Two-Part
Inventions:

* Practice each hand separately at first, focusing on maintaining the
independence of the voices. * Once you are comfortable playing each hand
separately, start putting the two hands together. * Pay attention to the
articulation and phrasing of each voice. * Work on coordinating the hands
so that the two voices sound together in a balanced way. * Don't be afraid
to take it slowly at first. As you become more comfortable with the pieces,
you can gradually increase the tempo.

The Two-Part Inventions by Bach are a set of beautiful and challenging
pieces that are essential for any pianist's repertoire. They are full of musical
interest and complexity and offer a great opportunity to study the art of
counterpoint. By taking the time to learn and understand these pieces,
pianists can develop their technical skills and their musical understanding.
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