
What is a fugue?

“In music, a fugue  is a compositional technique in two or more voices, built on a 
subject (theme) that is introduced at the beginning in imitation (repetition at different 
pitches) and recurs frequently in the course of the composition.

“The English term fugue originated in the 16th century and is derived from the French 
word fugue or the Italian fuga. This in turn comes from Latin, also fuga, which is itself 
related to both fugere ('to flee') and fugare ('to chase'). 

“A fugue usually has three sections: an exposition, a development, and a recapitulation 
containing the return of the subject.”

Exposition - The beginning introduces the subject with an individual voice, and that 
subject is picked up and continued by more voices.  “Most fugues open with a short 
main theme, the subject which then sounds successively in each voice (after the first 
voice is finished stating the subject, a second voice repeats the subject at a different 
pitch, and other voices repeat in the same way); when each voice has entered, the 
exposition is complete.”

Episodes - In a musical fugue, the episodes present a key/mode change or alteration of 
the subject, “developed from previously heard material...Episodes and entries are 
usually alternated until the ‘final entry’ of the subject, by which point the music has 
returned to the opening key, or tonic, which is often followed by closing material, the 
coda.”

Final Entries and Coda - “The closing section of a fugue often includes one or two 
counter-expositions, and possibly a stretto” (“In a fugue, stretto is the imitation of the 
subject in close succession, so that the answer enters before the subject is completed...  
[it] is typically employed near the end of a fugue, where, by increasing the textural 
intensity of what otherwise is already a texturally intense style of writing (i.e., fugue), 
the 'piling-up' of two or more temporally off-set statements of the subject (i.e., stretto) 
signals the arrival of the fugue's conclusion in climactic fashion”).  “Any material that 
follows the final entry of the subject is considered to be the final coda and is normally 
cadential” (having a structure that indicates a conclusion). 

Fugue and Jean-Claude van Itallie’s Interview



How is Jean Claude van Itallie’s Interview a “fugue” for eight actors?

“Well, I called it a fugue for eight actors.  I 
intended it to be musical from the very first, 
but I’m a musical Philistine; I really didn’t 
know what form of music I was writing in.” 
-- Jean Claude van Itallie 

“[Interview’s] question and answer format 
emulates [the] contrapuntal structure [of a 
fugue]...with its constant 
‘transformations’ [it] is structured like a 
fugue that works by changes in musical keys or modulations in music.  The first section 
introduces the ‘eight’ voices of the fugue.  Norman Nadel explains how the remainder 
of the play is a variation of the first theme in the tonic mode: 

‘The fugal form develops and expands, with an all answering ensemble, or a 
word at a time, or overlapping.  The the interviewers embark on their own theme 
and variations, the several characters begin to expand their own parts, as if they 
were improvising, but this is a part of a superbly engineered pattern.’  

The play’s polyphonic variations are depicted in its shifts in rhythms, varied for each 
segment.  Van Itallie acknowledged that his goal was to alter the rhythms as in a fugue: 
‘Sometimes I work from an abstract place, almost like a musical form.  I did that in my 
play Interview, where you could practically map it out: AB, ABC, ABCD, AABCD, 
AABBCD, AABBCCD, et cetera: it was more or less a fugal structure.’  Robert Pasolli 
sees the contrapuntal structure as an oratorio with an opening chorus followed by eight 
arias and finishing with a closing choral echoing the aria motifs.”
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