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CHAPTER NINE  
WRITING TWO -PART INVENTIONS  

 

 Once you have studied and written short pieces in two -part form, as well as 

canons, sequences, and examples of double counterpoint, you will be well prepared to 

come to grips with the two -part invention.  What is an invention?  It is a short 

contrapuntal piece which features a musical motive that is the principle musical idea of 

the whole composition.  A motive is a short musical statement with a specific melodic 

and rhythmic shape.  In inventions the motive typ ically is treated imitatively and is 

heard in various contexts throughout the work.  Frequently (not always!) there is a 

counterpoint to the motive that appears with the motive through much of the work.  

This is called a Countermotive. 

 In terms of overall  harmonic structure, the invention is very closely related to the 

examples of two-part form that we have examined previously:  Once the tonic key has 

been established, a move to the dominant key is called for if the piece is in a major key.  

[If in a minor  key, a move to the relative major is expected. Notice the similarity to 

pieces in two-part form!]  After this first modulation, an invention may explore other 

keys that are closely related to the home tonic before eventually returning with a 

convincing cl ose in the home tonic.  The motive is utilized in all of the chosen keys. 

 The transition from one key to another is usually effected by means of sequential 

treatment, wherein the motive, if it is a short motive, may constitute the principal 

melodic substance of the sequence.  The collection of Fifteen Two-Part Inventions by J.S. 

Bach conveys most clearly all of the concepts stated above.  We can learn a great deal 

from the first Invention in C Major, so it shall be examined in great detail.  Here is the 

motive, as stated at the very beginning alone: 

 

                                       
 

 Imitation at the octave is very common to get things going, and this indeed is 

what happens beginning on beat three: 

                     



HANDBOOK OF TONAL COUNTERPOINT ï G. HEUSSENSTAMM ï Page 75 

 

                     
 

The upper part continues in counterpoint to the motive on beats three and four.  Is this 

a countermotive?  It appears with the motive three more times during the composition, 

and may, therefore just barely qualify as a countermotive. We shall use the abbreviation 

"M" for the Motive and "CM" for the Countermotive.  

 In measure two the motive is transposed up a fifth to the dominant degree, again 

using imitation at the octave, and ending with a cadence in the tonic:  

 

 

                     
 

Much more frequently observed as a counterpoint to the motive is a stepwise passage of 

four notes which first appears in measure three, together with the motive, which is now 

in contrary motion in the upper part:  
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 The abbreviation for a motive stated in contrary motion will be IM (inversion of 

the motive). Notice too that this four -note passage of eighth notes is derived from the 

first four notes of the original motive in augmentation.  The abbreviation for such a 

fragment of a motive, whatever shape it may  take, will be FM. Furthermore, the first 

two beats of measure three form the model for a sequence (down a third), whose 

purpose is to move into the dominant key, G Major.  We can see the modulation to G 

major commencing in measure 4, while the sequence continues.  The motive appears in 

both parts in measure 5, and measure 6 prepares for a firm Perfect Authentic Cadence 

culminating on the first beat of measure 7. In measure 6 we see another fragmentation 

of the motive on the first two beats of the upper par t.  The last two beats of measure 6 

are free counterpoint, designed to form a strong cadence. 

 What can we observe in measure 7 and 8?  Its similarity to the beginning of the 

piece is striking, but the motive now begins in the lower part, imitated in the upper part 

at the octave. It's a typical example of double counterpoint at the octave, here 

transposed to the key of G Major.  Here are measures 4 through 8: 
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 The double counterpoint we are pointing out here is not exact all the way, which 

brings us to the very important concept of "change of interval". Notice 1) the interval on 

the first note of measure 8 is a 6th (not the expected 4th if we maintain strict double 

counterpoint); strict imitation would have produced a str ong beat chord tone perfect 

4th, which Bach in his wisdom simply avoided by placing the F# i n the top part instead 

of a D, and 2) on the last two beats of measure 8, the top part imitates the bottom part at 

the interval of a 5th, not the octave.  Such procedures are common in the style, and, in 

fact, any style that utilizes imitation.  So expect to observe "change of interval" (or 

intervals) reasonably often in your study of counterpoint and feel free to employ it as 

needed.  

In our study of canon, we wrote  in strict imitation to learn the methods of imitative 

writing, but when it comes to composing pieces that employ the process of imitation, it 

is common practice to make use of the freedom to make subtle alterations.  

 Bach's C Major Invention consists of only 22 measures of music; our discussion 

thus far has already taken us more than one third of the way through the piece.  

Measures 7 to 22 are shown below: 
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 After confirming the modulation to G major in measures 7 and 8, where does 

Bach take us?  Measure 9 returns to C Major and sets up a one-measure sequence that 

moves up a step (compare measure 9 with measure 10), using the IM in both parts.  The 

sequence leads us through a secondary dominant (V/ii); is Bach modulating to D 

Minor? No, he is merely preparing the way for a full entry into A Minor.  The first two 

beats of measure 11 form a model for a sequence that moves down a third.  Those 

stepwise eighth notes (FM), plus the IM are once again utilized.  The sequence is broken 

on beat 3 of measure 12 in the upper part, while the lower part continues the sequence.  

Measure 13 and 14 lead us into a strong PAC with mostly free counterpoint, but two 

instances of the motive (M and IM) are still in the picture.   

 But notice if you will ñand this is VERY importantñthe economical use of musical 

material Bach has employed:  compare the lower and upper parts from measure 11 

through beat two of measure 13 with both parts starting on measure 3 thr ough beat two 

of measure 5.  Itõs pure double counterpoint, transposed to another key, and very 

effective indeed!  Furthermore, the lower part carries on with its duplication of previous 

material as it moves into beat three of measure 14 (compare with measure 5 through the 

first two beats of measure 6). 

 After the cadence in A Minor culminating on beat one of measure 15, Bach sets 

up the longest model and sequence of the piece in his movement back to the tonic key.  

Measures 15 through 16 serve as the model for a sequence in measures 17 through 18, in 

which the M and IM are  treated imitatively against held tones.  In doing so he touches 

upon V7/IV briefly before preparing for the final PAC in C Major.  
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 Something very interesting is happening in measures 19 and 20.  Have we seen 

something similar earlier? Compare measures 19 through the 1st half of measure 20 

with measures 11 through the first two beats of measure 12.  Another example of double 

counterpoint, but with a twist: both parts are now used in contrary motion.  What's 

fascinating here is that this process produces the identical harmonic intervals  in both 

versions!  Since this was not explored in the chapter on double counterpoint, let's take a 

closer look. Example A shows a short passage in two-part counterpoint with all of the 

harmonic intervals labeled.  Example B is the same passage in double counterpoint, but 

both parts are in contrary motion.  The resultant harmonic intervals are identical to 

those in Example A. 

              
 

 To finish with the C Major Invention, measure 21 sets up the final cadence, 

moving thro ugh V7/IV again, and using M and that stepwise set of eighth notes.  When 

all is said and done, those eighth notes seem to qualify as the CM of the piece.  Bach 

takes the liberty of fleshing out the final chord with a five -note chord. 

 The use of the entire motive throughout this composition, even as the basis for 

sequences, is fairly typical of two-part inventions that use a short motive.  

 An analysis of this work reveals several contrapuntal procedures that are used 

regularly in inventions and in other w orks that are contrapuntal in nature:  

 1.  A harmonic scheme that is much the same as pieces in two-part form  

 2.  Imitation of the motive  

 3.  Minor alterations of the motive  

 4.  The use of double counterpoint 

 5.  Sequences of various lengths 

 6.  The employment of a countermotive (CM)  

 7.  Fragmentation of the Motive  

 8.  Modulations restricted to keys that are closely related to the tonic key  

 9.  Repetition of passages by transposition to a different key.  

            10.  Transpositions of the motive (and/or countermotive) to other scale degrees   
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 Let us move on to another two-part Invention, this time the one in D Minor, and 

see what may be ascertained from its analysis.  The full Invention is shown below. 

 The motive of two -measure length features an archlike structure.  Imitation at the 

octave occurs as expected.  One more statement of the motive in imitation at the octave 

appears in measure 5.  The arpeggiated accompaniment in eighth notes in measures 3 

and 4 has CM properties, since measures 5 and 6 also contain the arpeggiation, but this 

pattern is soon abandoned and does not return until measures 26-27, and once more in 

measures 44-45. 

 As you should expect from a piece in minor mode, the first modulation is to the 

relative major, F Major, which is well prepared by two different sequences, in both of 

which the motive appears in its entirety.   Measures 7-8 are the model, its sequence in 

measures 9-10. The next model starts immediately in measures 11-12, the sequence in 

measures 13-14. The new figure in the top part of measure 11 is derived from the first 

three notes of the motive, as are the ascending eighth notes in the bottom part of 

measures 8 and 10. The passage culminates in a strong cadence in F Major in measure 

18.  The motive is evident in every measure.  Notice the rhythmic structure of the 

cadence measure 17 and compare with measures 37, 48, and 51.  This similarity of 

cadence measure structure is common in Bach's Inventions and fugues. Bach wastes no 

time setting up a dominant pedal  (upper part) in measure 19 while the motive moves 

sequentially up a 3rd in the lower part.   Again, economy  of material is demonstrated in 

the lower part of measures 21-25, which are derived from the upper part of measures 

10-14.  In measures 22-25 the upper part employs the motive in contrary motion (IM) for 

the firstñand practically only ñtime.  Measures 23-24 move briefly through V7/ii, but 

as you may see on the next page, measure 25 takes us quickly back to F Major.   Here 

are measures 1-24: 
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 Fast swings here; measure 26 moves us into the region of A Minor, which proves 

to be the only other closely related key that Bach explores in this piece. A dominant 

pedal in measures 29-35 are obviously connected to the earlier pedal in F, this time, 

however, much extended.   

 

 

 


