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Case Study on the use of Pedal in Bach’s Fugue no. 17 in Ab Major BVW 1 

Robert Schumann claims that “Bach’s Well Tempered Clavier should be a pianist’s bread and 

butter.” Whether the pianist is a young student, a teacher, or a performer, many musicians will agree 

with Schumann’s statement. Because so many play these pieces, there is much controversy on how to 

perform them, with not the least of the matters involving the use of the damper pedal or “finger 

pedal” on the modern piano. The damper pedal on a piano is controlled by the right foot, and finger 

pedaling is defined as keeping the fingers depressed in the keys for longer than written. Often, these 

two techniques are used in conjunction with each other to create a seamless legato and a thicker 

texture. Either way you decide to create legato and texture, there are two schools of thought: you 

should not use pedal because Bach did not include pedal indications (and it is additionally assumed 

these pieces were written for harpsichord, clavichord or organ), or you should use pedal and finger 

pedal to enhance what Bach has already written. So what do you do when you sit down to play a 

prelude or fugue from Bach’s Well Tempered Clavier? Do you plant your right foot firmly on the 

floor underneath the piano bench so as not to allow yourself to fiddle with the pedal? Do you let your 

instincts tell you where to add pedal? Do you look for others who have already explored this topic? 

The bottom line is that these decisions should ultimately be up to the performer, though it is 

important to note that they should always be musically informed. Recordings can give performers an 

idea of when to let the right foot sneak onto the pedal and when to keep the music “dry.” There are 

many places to use pedal in Bach’s Fugue no. 17 in Ab Major from book 1 of the WTC, thus it is 

highly informative to see which musicians (specifically from 1965 to 2000, as this is the date range 

of the recordings) decide when to use or when not use the damper pedal or finger pedaling to help the 

music along. 

Before we delve into specific recordings, it is also important to understand historical concepts 

and ideas that were present before the earliest recording in 1965. It is first and foremost understood 

that Bach wrote his preludes and fugues for a harpsichord or clavichord, and were only played in his 
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lifetime on keyboard instruments alike to the harpsichord. It is possible and probable that the 

fortepiano was envisioned and invented while Bach was alive, but it is irrational to compose for an 

instrument that either does not exist yet or most musicians do not have access to. Because of these 

reasons, Bach did not take into account many things about the fortepiano that many pianists struggle 

with today such as dynamics, a larger range, and of course the use of pedal. 

It is also important to understand the manner in which a fugue should be performed on a 

keyboard instrument, particularly the one we will study. All Bach fugues should be played in a 

manner consistent with the identity of the piece, meaning that subject entries should be accentuated 

at least slightly to help the ear follow the music. Why is this significant? Shouldn’t the listener be 

able to follow the music on their own? Not necessarily. The subject is what gives a fugue unity, and 

one could argue its beauty as well. To not accent or ignore subject entries is alike to not giving 

attention to the theme in a theme in variations. By extension, the overall balance will then also be 

skewed; the subject is the melody when it has entered, therefore it must be louder than the 

accompanying figures. One may also ponder that Bach intended for the Well Tempered Clavier for 

personal study, meaning that in his day, these pieces were probably not performed for other people. 

Now that these standards have changed, we should take into account common performance practices 

(mentioned above) that help the listener understand what is going on in the music (bringing out 

subject entries, maintaining balance etc.). For these reasons, the fugue’s identity as a fugue (subject 

entries and all) is important to maintain. Otherwise our Fugue in Ab Major could be called 

“Counterpoint in Ab Major.” 

Finally, it is well known that Bach added little direction in his preludes and fugues so the 

performer can interpret the pieces in a more personal manner (though still following the notes, 

rhythms, phrasings etc. Bach wrote on the page). Personal expression includes elements that would 

have been under Bach’s control if he chose, such as tempi, dynamics, and phrasings. In the preface to 

“The Well Tempered Clavier” published by Dover, Donald Francis Tovey comments on this matter… 

“It is commonly supposed (and has been stated by eminent Bach-scholars in earlier times) that while 

Bach writes very accurately what is to be played, he leaves the performer free as to how to play 

it” (page 7). Though he states later that this is not entirely true in every situation, he solidifies the 
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idea that Bach wanted to leave room for personal expression. Therefore creating your own 

interpretation is completely allowed as long as it is within a reasonable range and somewhat 

historically informed, which includes the use of the pedal if desired. 

Recording number one is Glenn Gould’s performance of this Fugue from 1965. Throughout 

the recording, Gould refrains from using any pedal at all. This means some chords have to be rolled 

quickly with no sustain, and in addition to the lack of pedal, Gould uses a much quicker tempo than 

many others would take this fugue at. Others may take the fugue slower because it is exceedingly 

difficult to have balance and tone in all four voices. In addition, there have been editions of Bach’s 

preludes and fugues published since 1965 which include an editor tempo mark “moderato” (including 

Dover). Thus, this tempo may have been popularized (but that does not mean is is “correct”). Gould 

also shortens long notes, giving the piece a very lively, bombastic impression. 

Gould’s interpretation is interesting, as many are used to hearing this fugue played legato and 

rather slow. That being said, there is nothing objectively wrong with what Gould does in terms of 

using (or, not using) the pedal. As mentioned before, it is well known that Bach added little direction 

in his preludes and fugues so the performer can interpret the pieces in a more personal manner. 

Therefore, as long as the melodies and harmonies are respected the tempo and overall mood that 

Gould chooses is a perfectly viable one. Though, the piece sounds rather dry in the manner that 

Gould performs it. Some pedal, finger legato, or even just a larger, “wetter” hall may have done the 

job to enrich the sound. Additionally, as mentioned before, many are used to hearing this fugue 

entirely legato and with at least a little pedal, and many believe the true tempo for this fugue is 

slower. As mentioned by Tovey, “[t]here is a very simple way of detecting what is unnatural in the 

interpretation of most Bach themes; and, if the test sometimes fails to answer directly, it certainly 

never misleads. It is summed up in two words: Sing it” (page 10). Upon singing this theme the way 

Gould performs it, it does not feel natural on the vocal cords, thus legato is the more natural way to 

both sing and play this fugue. On the issue of tempo, the subject is difficult to sing at a faster rate due 

to the larger intervals (largest being a major 6th), thus the tempo of this fugue should be slower than 

the tempo Gould chose. There are also things that are lost here in comparison to a slower recording. 

The voice leading and the subject entrances are both less clear. This is important to mention, as a 
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little pedal may have assisted with this problem, and as mentioned before the fugue’s identity is 

important to maintain when performing. 

On the issue of finger pedal in Gould’s recording, it is understood that Bach wrote the Well 

Tempered Clavier with the harpsichord, clavichord, and organ in mind. The harpsichord and 

clavichord both have smaller keys, so the fingers are able to reach further distances much more easily 

than on the piano. This can additionally be true on an organ depending on its size. Performers on 

these instruments can therefore achieve a true legato at larger pitch distances and with less strain, 

which is important because Bach intended the Well Tempered Clavier for harpsichord, clavichord or 

organ. With these realizations, it is only appropriate to use the pedal or finger pedaling on the modern 

piano to enhance certain places in the music that otherwise would lose phrasing and musical integrity 

on the piano. Furthermore, Emmanuel Bach states regarding the organ that “legato [is] the ordinary 

touch: As the principal aid in changing fingers, crossing under and over must be so done that all notes 

can be well-connected together by this means.” While this is not directly meant for the piano, the 

way the piano can most accurately create this sustained type of legato that Emmanuel Bach advocates 

for here is by using the damper pedal or finger pedaling, therefore it is appropriate to use either in 

running passages. Like mentioned before, there is nothing wrong with Goulds interpretation, but a 

little historical background makes a strong case for the use of legato and a little bit of pedal in a 

fugue like this. 

Recording number two is Sviatoslav Richter’s performance from 1970. Richter’s approach is 

very legato, expressive, and almost aria-like in the voices. From the beginning, he uses a very long 

touch as if there is honey on his fingers and they are sticky, which helps his use of pedal blend very 

nicely into the voices. He generally uses the pedal to enhance the legato he is already doing with his 

fingers, or to help sustain a legato in the middle voice where the stretch between the alto and soprano 

is difficult for the fingers to attain a true legato in both voices. He is very precise about this as he 

never pedals through any harmonic changes, and the pedal he uses when the sixteenth notes are 

running is very thin so the passing tones do not blend together. He also uses the pedal to enhance 

sections that should be louder, such as the final bass entrance in measure 27 which is clearly heard 
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over the other voices in a beautiful tone and legato. Overall, the feeling is smooth and alike to a 

choir. 

Richter makes beautiful use of both finger legato and pedal in this piece. He truly brings out 

the best in this fugue. The voice leading is very clear, his intent is very clear, there are sensible and 

attractive dynamic contrasts which make use of the pedal, and it all comes off very well thought out. 

Comparatively, this recording is more historically comprehensive than the last. Like mentioned 

before, there is nothing objectively wrong with Gould’s creative liberties, but the lack of pedal in 

addition to the faster tempo takes away from the beautiful contrapuntal techniques Bach uses. Richter 

plays the piece in such a way that is angelic in its colors and phrasings. Bach’s mastery is fully 

appreciated. 

Recording number three is Adras Schiff’s interpretation from 1986. Schiff’s performance 

lands somewhere in the middle of Gould and Richter’s. He chooses to interpret the fugue as legato, 

but is legato is not as “long” as Richter’s, meaning he does not hold the notes down as long after the 

next note has entered. He executes his legato to all appearances in an impossible way; it seems as 

though he is able to create a smooth sound in all voices throughout the entire fugue, which, if you 

listen to the ranges of all the voices at certain points, should be quite difficult for anyone with a 

normal sized hand. On closer inspection in a video recording, you can see that he uses pedal only 

when the middle voice has trouble staying legato. In these spots (particularly in m. 10 where the 

subject is buried in the tenor voice) it is near impossible to keep the tenor voice legato while also 

maintaining integrity of tone in other voices. The right hand will have to use the second, third, fourth, 

and fifth fingers (and the second in some cases) to keep the soprano and alto sixteenth notes legato, 

alike to the left hand using these fingers to play the bass notes legato, leaving only the thumb in both 

hands to figure the subject in the tenor voice. You can see clearly in the video that Schiff is poking 

out the subject (gracefully) in the middle voice with his thumbs, but it is completely legato only 

because of the use of pedal (could be the sostenuto pedal, not the damper pedal). Thanks to the non- 

lingering type of legato he has chosen, he has the ability to change the pedal as soon as the thumb 

reaches the next note in the subject. This whole thing is quite skillful. 
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Upon hearing Schiff’s recording, one can almost see how a listener who is not used to 

hearing the pedal and finger pedal that Richter uses would definitely believe his interpretation sounds 

muddy at certain points. Schiff is really doing exactly what is written in terms of the note values. The 

beautiful pedal legato he creates with the thumb is particularly impressive, mostly because just 

listening to it one does not notice that he uses any pedal at all, which is quite impossible in this fugue 

unless you shorten some notes like in Gould’s recording. In an essay written by Schiff, he speaks 

eloquently on when he believes the pedal should be used in Bach’s keyboard music. 

It can be used intelligently and discreetly to assist the lack of sonority, especially in 

venues with dry acoustics. However, let’s not underestimate the danger of damage that 

can be caused by indiscriminate use of the pedal. The piano is not an automobile, where 

the right foot is permanently on the accelerator pedal. When string players (and singers) 

use vibrato all the time, on every note, it’s unbearable to listen to. The pedal is to the 

piano as the vibrato is to string players. Both must be applied with care, control and in 

moderation. (Vrs, et al.) 

What Schiff underscores here is that the pedal can be used, but not in a way that skews the music. It 

is also important to understand that this is just one pianist’s opinion, not the rule by which to follow 

under all circumstances, though Schiff makes some good points about over-utilizing the pedal and 

how detrimental that can really be to Bach’s music. It makes sense that Schiff would want to stay 

away from the pedal unless necessary to make the music flourish. From a pianist’s perspective, Schiff 

has done the Fugue in Ab Major so skillfully, and it is no wonder that he is heralded amongst 

pianists. On the other hand, something may have suffered here from Schiff’s more literal 

interpretation of what is on the page. In a lot of ways, Schiff’s interpretation is simple; do what is on 

the page with a moderate amount of personal expression and phrasing. What is missing in Schiff’s 

interpretation as opposed to Richter’s is the overall mood and feeling that the listener receives after 

hearing the very legato and choir-like texture that Richter creates. The listener gets a very large 

feeling from Richter’s performance. The fugue is not just a fugue, its a masterwork of counterpoint, 

melody, and wonderful voice leading that ascends from the earth, as it seemingly belongs in heaven 

(William Buckley said “If Bach is not in heaven, then I’m not going!”). The feeling I get after 
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Schiff’s recording is a smaller feeling, meaning that I am highly impressed by his skillful playing, 

but the fugue is just a fugue, and the piano is just a piano, not a heavenly piece of music sung by a 

beautiful choir. With some fugues that is okay, to have the fugue just be a fugue. The Fugue in Ab 

Major, though, is based on a theme which has a singing quality and a beautiful amount of elasticity. 

As mentioned in the Joseph Kerman’s The Art of Fugue regarding the Fugue in Ab Major, you 

“cannot praise highly enough the remarkable singing quality of the figurations” (106). Additionally, 

as mentioned before, if you sing through the theme legato it feels wonderful on the vocal cords. With 

all of this in mind, it is fairly obvious that Bach wrote this piece with the voice or a choir in mind, 

therefore is appropriate to lay the piece in this way, and by extension it is ignoring some musical 

common sense to do otherwise in a performance setting. 

The fourth recording is Joanna McGregor’s interpretation and is, rather recent, from 2000. 

Similar to Richter, McGregor chooses a very long legato from the beginning, but her legato is almost 

completely pedal-derived, unlike Richter’s interpretation which started by using finger legato. A nice 

advantage to this video recording is that you can see how much pedal she is using when the camera 

swings around at an angle to see McGregor’s facial expressions but also gives us a very clear shot of 

the dampers moving up and down. The dampers move halfway up on almost every eighth note with a 

quick down-up stroke between them, allowing the notes to run together in a more controlled way 

than if she were to use full pedal instead of half pedal. Her touch is rather firm, giving her the clarity 

of entrances and voice leading that Schiff had in combination with her own pedal techniques that 

help the music come alive like Richter’s recording did. 

McGregor’s interpretation is enjoyable no doubt, but there is one very large problem that 

must be addressed; the traditional way to play Bach legato is to use the fingers, not the pedal (also 

known as finger legato, which is just strictly stating that legato is produced using the fingers and not 

with the damper pedal). This has always been the practice for Bach. Why is this? Historically 

speaking, neither the harpsichord, clavichord, nor organ have a separate mechanism for raising the 

dampers like the piano has. Thus, it is not an option for performers on these instruments to create 

legato any other way than by using the fingers, so therefore when performing these pieces on piano 

one should also use finger legato as it is the most appropriate and effective way to perform Bach 
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fugues. The practice of finger legato has loosened in more recent years (the past few decades), and 

reasons for this can only be theorized. Perhaps it is the loosening of all musical practice to embrace a 

more free musical frontier in both performance and composition, or perhaps the tradition has just 

slowly died out as more and more piano teachers and students focus on less strict things like pop and 

rock, and moving back to these strict rules of practicing Bach is just impossibly difficult. This is a 

separate conversation, though, and is not significant to the overall reasons to use or not use pedal and 

finger pedal in Bach fugues. Though, it should be understood that this is the historical performance 

practice of playing legato in Bach. 

Returning to McGregor’s recording, you can clearly see that she is relying on the pedal most 

of the time to produce a nice legato. This is a reason for ridicule among modern and young pianists 

because, as discussed before, it is not the usual performance practice for Bach on the piano, and 

additionally can come off as lazy. The most noticeable spots where McGregor should have used 

finger legato instead of pedal are in the running sixteenth note countersubject, most notably in the 

bass voice, where the passing tones really run together and become muddy. The conflict of overtones 

in the bass notes are very noticeable in these areas. McGregor changes pedal very quickly after the 

ear starts to have a problem with it, but it really should be played legato with the fingers, not the 

pedal, in order to obtain more control. Or, alternatively, finger legato should be used with a very 

small amount of pedal as a sort of “safety net” in case a finger does not land securely on a note. Most 

effectively, finger pedal could have been used alone to create both legato and a choir like texture 

while creating a balance between blending and separating the tones. The larger understanding here is 

that the damper pedal should not be used alone, but in conjunction with finger legato and finger 

pedal. On the larger subject of balance and tone, McGregor’s touch should have been lighter on the 

whole fugue in general, but especially in places where all four voices have entered and one has the 

subject. The subject seems too loud, and the underneath voices too muddy because all the voices are 

too loud. If the control of finger legato would have been exacted in the places mentioned and the 

overall balance was more particular, this interpretation could have been almost as effective as 

Richter’s interpretation. It can be appreciated, though, that McGregor experimented with lots of 

pedal, and there is still more to be done with that half pedal technique by other pianists. 
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Recordings five and six are recordings on harpsichord (Olivier Fortin 2018) and organ (Louis 

Thiry 1972) respectively. These are highly useful when applying concepts discussed in this paper to 

the piano. The most important concept that these two recordings share is the texture created by the 

instruments. This is not to say that they create the same texture, but they both create a thicker texture 

than the piano on its own without pedal. The harpsichord has a much more nasal tone than the piano, 

creating the auditory illusion that there is a lot going on even in more restful moments of the music. 

This is also the case on the organ recording which has long sustaining notes that the piano 

(obviously) cannot reproduce. Here, the texture is very much alike to a choir in thicker spots. 

Additionally, the sound an organ produces is literally more complex than the piano; there is a larger 

range of harmonic contents in the sound of an organ than in the sound of a piano. The more skillfully 

a pianist uses finger pedal and damper pedal, the closer the instrument can get to creating a similarly 

beautiful texture created on both the organ and the harpsichord, but which is more unique to the 

piano. In addition to the textures created, legato is evident in both of these recordings, thus proving 

our earlier point that legato should be the default touch on keyboard instruments when playing this 

Bach fugue and should also be applied to the piano. 

While there is much more to be studied and much more to be said on the use of pedal in 

Bach’s keyboard music, there are some conclusions that can be drawn from the findings in these 

recordings. First off, (1) it is perfectly respectable to not use pedal at all, but it is more realistic and 

probably more informed to use the pedal to bring out the voice leading and create a more choir-like 

sound. This is particularly true in places with legato notes and held notes at awkward positions for 

the hand. Secondly, (2) if you are going to use pedal, do not let it run too many notes together 

especially in the bass voice. This causes for a noise that many would not enjoy and is very avoidable 

if you use finger legato instead. Thirdly, (3) while it may seem fundamental, if you are going to use 

thin pedal throughout the piece, you must be very sure to change pedal on every harmony. Any 

advanced musician will do this automatically, but this is very important to note for younger students 

or less advanced pianists who are not familiar with analyzing harmonies while playing a piece. In 

these cases it is also common to use the pedal to make up for certain technical deficiencies, and this 

must also be avoided as much as possible. Lastly and most importantly, (4) pedal, finger pedal, and 
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legato should all be used in conjunction with one another in balance to create a texture appropriate 

for the nature of the fugue. 

A good musician has instincts. If the player is aware of this, the fugue will come naturally 

and the things mentioned in this paper may be applied (or not applied for matter of preference) to the 

player’s liking. The “rules and regulations” of performing Bach are just another step in attempting to 

attain ultimate perfection in his music. As mentioned in an interview with Olivier Fortin on the Fugue 

in Ab Major, “you always have this ideal picture of the music, the closer you get, the further is 

recess. You can play a Bach fugue five times in succession and every time you feel you get a bit 

closer… It’s unfathomable: the intelligence, the knowledge, the handwriting… And in spite of that 

the ability to express everything you feel… the music fills you completely. In all his oeuvre you keep 

wondering: What inspires him?” 
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