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IN SEARCH OF PRECEDENTS FOR THE
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CONTRARY MOTION
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Denis Collins

a solution to the augmentation canon from the Musical Offering in

which the #hema reginm and first canonic part are repeated in order
to allow a complete presentation of the augmented melody in the
second canonic part.' This differs from the published version of the
canon in the Newe Bach Ausgabe, which gives one statement of the
canonic melody and #hema reginm and half of the canonic melody in
augmentation.” In support of his claim that Bach “consciously tried
to achieve a complete augmentation,” Op de Coul cited versions of
the complete canon published prior to the NBA, and he examined
the canon’s internal structure, which he claimed was devised to allow
for a full presentation of the canonic melody in augmentation. Op de
Coul noted one contemporary theoretical source, Marpurg’s Abhand-
lung von der Fuge, which deals with complete augmentation canons,
but he did not attempt to trace other precedents by earlier composers
ot theorists.
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Because scholars generally agree that Bach was fully steeped in
the traditions of canonic counterpoint and dedicated to the pursuit of
those traditions in the last decade or so of his life,* it should be
possible to situate the canon by augmentation and contrary motion
amongst contrapuntal traditions that were developed in the seven-
teenth century, and perhaps even earlier. The present article sets out
to identify precedents for the complete version of Bach’s canon as
advanced by Op de Coul and considers the viability of this solution
from the perspective offered by the historical evidence.

Before tracing historical precedents, we should clearly
distinguish the different structural components of the complete
version of Bach’s canon. The history of canon is replete with all
manner of technical artifice from imitation in regular motion to
pieces that may employ contrary motion, retrograde motion,
augmentation, diminution, or a combination of these.” Many pieces
labeled “canon” also include free or non-canonic parts; these may
share the rhythmic and melodic characteristics of the canonic lines or
they may function as cantus firmi. The ornamented version of the
thema regimm in Bach’s canon combines both of these aspects.
Obviously, the difficult task of writing a canon by augmentation is
made even more complex by the presence of a cantus firmus or other
preexisting melody. A further difficulty of a complete augmentation
canon is the requirement of repeating the dux so that its two state-
ments work against the cantus firmus as well as against the occasional
examples of various kinds of augmentation canons, given without
unknown in the output of these composers.
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