
History of the fugue 
The fugue began around the mid 1500s and this style of composition was used by composers 
until around 1850.  A fugue is a piece of music called Counterpoint where two (or more) musical 
lines are going on at once. Usually one starts, then the second joins in (kind of like a round) at 
the same pitch, or transposed.  
 
In the search for a definition of "fugue" - a fugal form has been concocted. Here's roughly how 
the fugal form works... You state a theme, reiterate the theme in a second voice, and reiterate the 
theme in a third voice. Then you break into an episode (that's a section where you never hear the 
theme). Next you go off and do a bunch of other junk, and eventually end the piece.  
The earliest form of a fugue is a canon, in which each voice has the same melody. Canons 
appeared in the 13th century and have been an important resource in Western counterpoint to the 
present day. (Folk music includes many examples of repeating canon, called round: Frère 
Jacques and Row, Row, Row Your Boat are familiar examples.) Fugue can be thought of as a 
later stage of the canon. Fugues were written as forms of canons, and J.S. Bach became famous 
for writing fugues.  Beethoven wrote some pretty good fugal sections (which were not called 
fugues) as well. Basically, he had fugue-like passages stuck in his sonatas. Today, the fugue is 
similar to Elvis Presley. You know it's gone, but every now and again, someone sees a big 
enough hint of it to make it interesting. It seems complex imitative counterpoint isn't dead yet.  

Composers of Fugues  
Haydn, Bach, Buxtehude, Handel, Beethoven 

 

 


