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druple meter. One quite common type, manifested in pieces that
motivically emphasize half-bar units, was called “compound
(zusammengesetzte) 4/4”—that is, 4/4 conceived as compounded of
two bars of 2/4 time, or 1-2 1-2. As described by early eighteenth-
century theorists, the first and third quarters of compound 4/4 are
of equal weight. Therefore pieces in this kind of meter could just as
well be barred in 2/4 with twice the number of bar lines, and no
shift of accent can be produced. But theorists writing later in the
century, notably Kirnberger, found the first and third quarters to be
unequal and went on to characterize the first and second halves of
the bar as strong and weak.> This makes a very significant differ-
ence: it makes beat 3 less strong than beat 1. Also, it makes it pos-
sible to perceive the four quarters as a measure of 2/2 time, or, to
put it another way, as a kind of “hypermeasure” of two 2/4 bars—
one strong, one weak. These two different theoretical explanations
of the compound measure were of course the result of a gradual
change in musical style. By the late eighteenth century the type of
4/4 measure conforming to the Kirnberger model had become the
norm and has remained so to the present.

Mid-bar downbeat cannot be understood without reference to
the larger concept of the musical phrase. I have found it helpful to
conceive of the phraseology of Bach’s music in terms of two basic
types—periodic and non-periodic, or regular and irregular. Repre-
senting the periodic are the dances, which often feature phrase
lengths of 2, 4, or 8 bars. Tending toward the non-periodic are genres
of an improvisatory character, such as prelude, toccata, fantasia, and

Mozart,” Journal of Musicology 111/4 (Fall 1984): 423442. Among recent
Schenkerian studies that contain significant contributions to the
understanding of mid-bar downbeat are Carl Schachter, “Rhythm and
Linear Analysis: Aspects of Meter,” The Music Forum VI/1 (1987): 1-59,
especially 17-22 and 53-58; and William Rothstein, Phrase Rhythin in Tonal
Music (New York: Schirmer Books, 1989), 126,136, and especially 199-213,
which are a discussion of metrical displacement in Mendelssohn'’s Songs
without Words.

3.P. Kirnberger, in Die Kunst des reinen Satzes in der Musik (1776) (The
Art of Strict Musical Composition, trans. David Beach and Jurgen Thym,
[New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982], 392), explains the metrical
hierarchy of the four-quarter measure as 12 3 4.
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fugue. The slower fugues, particularly those in the stile antico, rep-
resent the non-periodic side to the most extreme degree. Of course,
my two types are actually the two ends of a spectrum. All kinds of
situations exist in between, especially in the music of Bach, who
wrote fugal dances and dance-like fugues. As for mid-bar down-
beat, its effect emerges more clearly when the phrases are both peri-
odic and in rapid tempo. For these reasons the often-remarked fugal
entrances on the second half of a measure are generally not heard
as such in moderate- to slow-tempo fugues, such as WTC I’s C mi-
nor fugue. The meter in these fugues is of the older—the 2 x equal-
2/4—type. But in the pieces I discuss below, regular periodicity
and/or faster tempo create unequal (strong/weak) half measures.
Thus they employ the later type of compound meter (the “Kirnberger
type”), and mid-bar downbeat—that is, a reinterpretation of a writ-
ten beat 3 to a perceived beat 1—can and does occur. The displace-
ments in most of these pieces are also coordinated with formal divi-
sions of the composition, a factor that would seem to increase their
significance.

Since the “modern” compound measure is, as noted, readily
perceived as 2/2, I use half notes in Figure 1, which pictures three
ways in which mid-bar downbeat comes about. The two most com-
mon ways are elision and added beat. The third, successive downbeats,
is rarer in Bach but I include it here for the sake of theoretical com-
pleteness. Elision and added beat are both the result of overlap-
ping phrases. Of the two, elision is the more drastic because here
not only the phrases but also the measures overlap, causing the lis-
tener to reinterpreta 2 asa 1. What I call “added beat” (that is, an
added half measure) is perceived as producing a measure of 3/2.
Very common in non-periodic phrasing, it often occurs just before a
given phrase overlaps with the next. The resulting 1-2-3 usually
forms a kind of small sub-phrase, often a 3rd-progression. Added
beat produces only the very gentlest of bumps. Far from causing a
disruption, it promotes the surface evenness and plasticity of phras-
ing so characteristic of Bach'’s style. In the case of “separate” (non-
overlapping) phrases, the only possible displacement technique is
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Figure 1. Three ways of producing mid-bar downbeat
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ment technique is that of successive downbeats, resulting in a short-
ened measure.*

Example 1, the Allemande of the E major French Suite is a
classic example of eighteenth-century “compound 4/4” (see my 1-
2’s under the first system). Much could be said about the rhythmic
subtlety (not to mention the voice leading and form) of this ingrati-
ating piece, but I will note only its three elisions (marked X, Y, and
Z), all of which occur on the half-bar level. The first of these—at
m. 8b—shifts the meter out of phase with the bar lines until m. 12.
Here a doubling of the normal length of the closing B major chord
brings the meter back into phase. In the second large section—m. 13

“Rothstein’s discussion of phrase irregularity and phrase linkage in
Phrase Rhythin, 33-63, includes most of the concepts identified in Figure 1.
Instead of “elision,” he prefers Schenker’s term, “reinterpretation.”
Various authors have spoken of “extra” or “additional” beats or measures.

Mid-bar downbeat is rather frequent in the allemandes of Bach’s
keyboard suites.
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back into phase again. The diagram at the bottom of Example 1
shows that all three elisions occur at the cadential points of the
piece’s largest phrases.

Example 2, the “Little” Prelude No. 8, or Preambulum, as Bach
called it, is of a very different rhythmic world from that of the Alle-
mande, though it still clearly features compound measures. At
m. 8a the prevailing 1-2’s are modified by an “added beat” (see the
encircled 12 3). Then the 1-2’s resume—but out of phase, of course.

Let us take a closer look at mm. 5-8. As the reduction shows,
the octave a-a! is here filled in with descending stepwise half notes.
These half notes could have reached their goal—a'—on the down-
beat of m. 8, had they been disposed rhythmically as shown in Ex-
ample 3. But Bach has evenly paced them, thus delaying their goal
by half a bar. Not only is bar 8b a “mid-bar downbeat” then, but the
entire octave descent (bars 5-8b) is an example of what Schenker
calls “serving the diminution organically”—a cryptic expression
that Carl Schachter has elucidated as follows:

A group of bars serves a diminution organically if the tonal rhythm [as
opposed to the durational rhythm] determines the number of bars [or,
as here, half bars]. This will happen if the elements of the diminution
maintain an even pace, thereby restricting the role of durational rhythm
to an irreducible minimum.’

In the Little Prelude, because the eight notes that fill the octave are
evenly paced, the goal (the lower a) arrives on the second half of a
measure. This arrival on the lower a, because of its tonic harmony,
produces a tonal accent that imparts a sense of downbeat at bar 8b.
At the same point, the next phrase begins.

In non-periodic phrasing, tonal rhythm—the sense of accent
imparted purely by the tonal functions alone—holds sway over
durational rhythm much of the time. This general condition pro-
motes (among many other things) the generation of mid-bar down-

$Heinrich Schenker, Free Composition, trans. Ernst Oster (New York:
Longman, 1979), 124 (Par. 297).

’Schachter, “Aspects of Meter,” 41 (italics mine). For Schachter’s
theory of “tonal” and “durational” rhythm, see “Rhythm and Linear
Analysis: A Preliminary Study,” The Music Forum IV (1976), 313-316.
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Example 1. J. S. Bach, Allemande, French Suite No. 6 in E Major
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(continued )
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Example 1. (cont.)

-
7
-’

2 1 X 2 Hl\". llll.(l)z 1
1

m. I 8 I I20 I l25 I
N N N T
full cadence full cadence full closure
inVI

© O ®

Published by Carolyn Wilson Digital Collections, 1994



JOURNAL OPWRF9EMyskeaRsPERsRgsEy: Vol 8 [1994] Art. 1

Example 2. ]. S. Bach, “Little” Prelude No. 8 in F major
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