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Imagine looking at a completed puzzle hanging in an art gallery. Surrounded by other 

paintings, it seems out of place. Why is that? Does it hold up aesthetically? A puzzle of kittens 

perched in a garden is pleasant but not in the same way we merit, say, a Degas or Van Gogh. 

Maybe our standards for which we judge a puzzle conflict with those of a painting. A puzzle’s 

jagged edges, those pieces, could hold the key to their distinction.

The same conflict arises in discussion of Johann Sebastian Bach’s puzzle canons. Our 

inclination is to perceive them as works of music. In interpreting them as music we present them 

in concerts and recordings. But like with the puzzle in the gallery, something is off. Take writer 

Paul Elie’s own experience with listening to Bach’s puzzle canons. He notes the uncouth 

presentation of them in a recording of Bach’s Musical Offering:

“They are fugues without preludes, without the grand entrance of a toccata or 
passacaglia, without the ascending keys or major-minor play of the Well Tempered 
Clavier, without the sparks the Goldberg Variations shoot off between the columnar 
structure of canons. In the Offering, canon follows canon follows canon.”1 

And perhaps that says more to a lack of context than to the composer’s skill. Their performance 

is but a sliver in the process akin to viewing the completed puzzle.

It really depends on the puzzle canon’s status as a work of music. Michel Foucault writes 

about the foundational characteristics that make up the idea of a work. Even if he is expounding 

on works in the literary sense, the conclusions created will help here. In “What is an Author?”, 

Foucault defines the traditional scope of literary criticism: “to analyze the work through its  

structure, its architecture, its intrinsic form, and the play of its internal relationships.”2 Such an 

approach is fundamental to how we understand musical works. Bach’s puzzle canons have been 

put under similar analysis. There is a blind side to this interpretation. It bypasses a fundamental 

1 Paul Elie, Reinventing Bach (New York: Union Books, 2013), 404.

2 Michel Foucault, “What is an Author?”, The Foucault Reader (New York: Pantheon, 1984), 
103. 



question: “What is a work?” Foucault asks. “Of what elements is it composed?”3 A million 

possibilities unfold. Take the oeuvre of philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. “What if”, Foucault 

wonders, “within a workbook filled with aphorisms, one finds a reference, the notation of a 

meeting or of an address, or a laundry list: Is it a work, or not? Why not? And so on, ad 

infinitum.”4 Within such infinity is Bach’s puzzle canons. While above laundry lists, their place 

in Bach’s scope of works is curious if not to say confounding. They are different than his sacred 

cantatas or other keyboard works. A glimpse into their inner workings suggests a world beyond 

their musicality: another state of mind.

This state of mind can be observed in the performer of Bach’s puzzle canons. To even call 

one who plays Bach’s puzzle canons, be it King Frederick or John Eliot Gardiner, a “performer” 

does not do justice to the experience. There is more than being what Roland Barthes calls a 

“transmitter” or “simple receiver” of what Bach wrote on paper. Much has happened even before 

that point of transmission or reception. Barthes wrote about this in regards to Beethoven but the 

parallel to Bach and his puzzle canons are apparent. A different agent is at work. “[T]he 

operation by which we can grasp this”, Barthes says, “can no longer be either performance or 

hearing, but reading.”5 Encased in reading is a shift away from passive consumption. The agent 

is now active: “it means that with respect to this music one must put oneself in a position or,  

better, in the activity of an operator, who knows how to displace, assemble, combine, fit 

together.”6 Such verbs surround the engagement of a puzzle canon. 

An impasse, then, is reached. To bypass the perplexing nature of Bach’s puzzle canons is 

to not observe them as pieces of music, the solutions only to be performed for our auditory 

3 Ibid. 

4 Ibid.

5 Roland Barthes, “Musica Practica”, Image- Music-Text (New York: Hill and Wang, 1978), 153.

6 Ibid.



pleasure. Instead the puzzle aspect must be highlighted, the field of operations taken by someone 

in an attempt to seek the solution; not so much a traditional piece of music but an enclosed field 

of operations. Clunky baggage like ‘enclosed field of operations’ will not be accepted on the next 

flight. Clinical, it douses the energy that comes from Bach’s puzzle canons. In its place, a 

discourse is needed that can respectfully explore what goes on in these puzzles. At first glance, 

Bach’s canons strike one as some kind of game, a puzzle to be solved. The solution is not what 

makes a puzzle canon. Much like the completed puzzle, it is the preliminary tinkering that is at  

its heart. Simply put: play. We leave the realm of music (sacred cantatas, WTC, etc.) and divert  

to the world of game (puzzles, riddles, acrostics, etc.).

Now the inclination is to explore the player who is engaging with the game. One means is 

to dive into the historical context of such a player. Art historian Michael Baxandall champions 

this approach. For him, this context played as much of a factor for the audience as it did for the 

artist:

“...some of the mental equipment a man orders his visual experience with is variable, and 
much of this variable equipment is culturally relative, in the sense of being determined by 
the society which has influenced his experience...The beholder must use on the painting 
such visual skills as he has, very few of which are normally special to painting, and he is 
likely to use those skills his society esteems highly.”7 

There is much wiggle room within this archetype. Did everyone, for instance, treat puzzle canons 

with the same fervor as a mathematician? Bach wrote these canons for king and layman friend 

alike. Even if they drank from the same cultural fountain, it is an injustice to the individual  

experience of these people to corral them into one ideological pen. Going in the other direction,  

there is anti-history. Barthes rallies for the de-contextualization of such a player. In his case it is  

the reader. “[T]his destination”, Barthes writes, “cannot any longer be personal: the reader is 

without history, biography, psychology; he is someone who holds together in a single field all the 

7 Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy: A Primer in the Social  
History of Pictorial Style (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1988), 40. 



traces by which the written text is constituted.”8 Even if the player holds together all the traces of 

Bach’s puzzle canon, he can no longer be “personal”. In our use, constraining the player to 

Baroque or modern caricature is out of the question. De-contextualization will be achieved 

through going all in: combining Baroque and modern players in a wash. The recipient of Bach’s 

puzzle canon could have been King Frederick or a 21st century hominid. By combination there 

will be an emphasis on the experience, transcending time and context.

The goal is a perspectival shift similar to what French thinker Michel de Certeau 

pondered when it came to cities. He thought that the panoptic view of a city, much like that of an 

urban planner, missed what was actually going on. To grasp this missing part, focus had to be 

shifted to the level of an inhabitant. Certeau believed that inquiry into the operations of ordinary 

life would create a city that maps and statistics fail to mention. A new city altogether  

Bach’s puzzle canons are topographically examined. Their structure is analyzed and connected to 

rhetorical traditions of antiquity along with other symbolic frames of reference. But what 

happens when one is brought down from the panopticon, brought to the level of a person trying 

to work out one of his canons? What practices are happening? What experience is taking place?

To interact with a game is to play it. Through this function a game achieves its own 

function. What needs to be examined, then, is the puzzle canon’s relation to a theory of play. The 

work of 20th century critical theorist Johan Huizinga will serve as an excellent foundation for 

examining the puzzle canon’s relation to play. Much of Huizinga’s work in his landmark tome on 

play, Homo Ludens, is based on comparative research, deriving conclusions from a swath of play. 

This is intentional. “What is required”, scholar Hector Rodriguez comments on Huizinga’s work, 

“is a careful portrayal of the feelings...and other qualities constitutive of the player’s experience.”

8  Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author”, Image-Music-Text (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1978), 148. 

9  Hector Rodriguez, “The Playful and the Serious: An Approximation to Huizinga’s Homo 
Ludens”, Game Studies (6.1, 2006).



 Through such means of research, Huizinga hoped to explore what play was without making 

blanket statements detached from reality. 

To examine Bach’s puzzle canons as play, an approach in the same spirit must be made. 

What are the feelings and other qualities that are constitutive of the puzzle canon experience? 

Through historical and contemporary examples, a vision of play can be noted in these canons. It 

is not so much looking at the score as the experience that takes place. Again, theoretical analysis 

has already been done; more productive than any attempt here. Rather than reading between the 

lines, this is a reading of the person reading between the lines Bach wrote. Each and every node 

in that network is under the microscope. Within Huizinga’s theory of play are four tenets: play as 

a structured experience, as a trans-individual process, as including risk, and as a modulation of 

experience. These are the ideas of play that will be cross-referenced with Bach’s own puzzle 

canons.

Any experience of play is structured. Huizinga notices that “even the most primitive 

forms of play”, in Rodriguez’s words, “imply some form of intuitive understanding.”10 That is, 

the objective and rules are acknowledged when one participates in play. Puzzle canons are such 

an example. Their form was prevalent even before Bach and their premise straightforward. 

Douglas Hofstadter describes the puzzle canon in his mammoth Gödel, Escher, Bach: “It was a 

familiar musical game of the day to give a single theme, together with some more or less tricky 

hints, and to let the canon based on that theme be ‘discovered’ by somebody else.”11 Bach the 

puzzle maker and the participant engage within this familiar structure of play.

An established mode of operations creates a sense of freedom and opportunity within 

them. There was, for example, a form of pottery in Bach’s time called ‘puzzle jugs’. Henry 

10 Ibid.

11 Douglas Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid (New York: Vintage, 
1980), 8. 



Petroski vividly describes them: “These devices had odd projecting tubes, hollow handles, and 

hidden conduits that carried the liquid in deceptive and unexpected ways when the jug was 

tipped to the mouth.”12 The goal was to sip their contents without spilling. As simple as that. 

Within this simplicity is where their forms are stretched. In fact, Petroski adds that “in the 

creation of puzzle jugs there was a definite premium on a puzzling array of forms. And their 

designers clearly had little trouble coming up with a bewildering variety of solutions to the same 

problem: how to trick the drinker into dribbling.”13 Likewise, the goal of a puzzle canon is 

straightforward: to discover the canon based on said theme. Its depth, like the jugs, lies in how to 

make the task challenging and the solutions dazzling. What “projecting tubes, hollow handles, 

and hidden conduits” are crafted by Bach? How do these puzzle canon’s form follow function? 

The puzzle canons have variety in their modes of deception. Hofstadter presents the 

canon’s form as an “escalation in complexity”. First there is a manipulation of time. A canon is  

usually metrically offset to its original. Then there can also be the complication of pitch on top of  

time. Sometimes the canon is played a fifth above the original for instance. There can even be a 

demand for the canon to be in a different clef than the original. Adding onto that is speed. 

Augmentation and diminution change the canon’s own metrical universe so that it can fit with 

the original. Finally inversion and retrograde enter the fold. In one instance a puzzle canon’s 

solution calls for the canon to be played backwards simultaneously with the original.14 When any 

game includes so many means of manipulation, a player has to be guided somehow. Bach 

includes hints that can vaguely point in a direction. Symbols above a particular measure tell the 

player where the canon is supposed to enter. Riddles can reveal a key characteristic of a canon. 

12 Henry Petroski, The Evolution of Useful Things (New York: Vintage, 1994), 170.

13 Ibid. 171.

14 See Bach’s ‘Crab Canon’ within his Musical Offering.



These leads are helpful yet vague. The cat is not fully out of the bag with such hints. Maybe its 

tail is out but not much more. Bach would know better. 

Through such order, from the form of the puzzle canon to its breadcrumb trail, play can 

arise. Huizinga thought this out further, remarking on how order and play together lead to the 

beautiful:

“The profound affinity between play and order is perhaps the reason why play, as we 
noted in passing, seems to lie to such a large extent in the field of aesthetics. Play has a 
tendency to be beautiful. It may be that his aesthetic factor is identical to create orderly  
form, which animates play in all its aspects. The word we use to denote the elements of 
play belong for the most part to aesthetics, terms which we try to describe the effects of 
beauty: tension, poise, balance, contrast, variation, resolution, etc. Play casts a spell over 
us; it is ‘enchanting’, ‘captivating’. It is invested with noblest qualities we are capable of 
perceiving in things: rhythm and harmony”15 

One cannot help but describe Bach’s puzzle canons in a similar way. Through order these 

gorgeous miniatures can exist. Structured experience allow for the “noblest qualities” to unfold. 

One of the reasons Huizinga sees play leaving one enraptured is within its trans-individual 

relationship to the experience.

Play is a trans-individual process. A game’s experience is more important than the game 

as an entity in of itself. In his paper on Huizinga’s theory of play, Rodriguez delves into this 

aspect: “Experience is inseparable from structured action, which is seldom carried out by an 

isolated ego. In most situations, the play confronts either another player or an impersonal 

obstacle. There is always a dynamic interplay of move and countermove.”16 So even the player 

does not receive ultimate precedence. It is, rather, the aforementioned interplay that exists within  

the structure of the game. Bach creates interplay within the puzzle canons. 

15 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture (London: Routledge 
& Keegan Paul, 1980), 10. 

16 Rodriguez, “The Playful and the Serious”. 



In the Tao Te Ching, Lao Tzu says that “[b]y carving out doors and windows we make a 

room. But only by relying on what is not there, do we have use of the room.”17 It is like a 

craftsman that Bach works, creating experience by subtraction. Take the canons of the Musical  

Offering. Hofstadter, as do many, mention their sophistication. “However, curiously enough”, 

Hofstadter mentions, “Bach himself never wrote them out in full. This was deliberate. They were 

posed as puzzles to King Frederick.”18 There is also the canon in Elias Haussmann’s 1748 

portrait of Bach. At first glance its space appears hollow. “We see it as a straightforward three 

part fragment written in alto, tenor, and bass clefts - pleasant enough”, John Eliot Gardiner notes, 

“but ever so slightly banal. Surely that cannot be the reason why Bach had himself painted by 

Haussmann holding this sheet of manuscript.”19 But going back to Lao Tzu, it is omission that 

creates use. The fragmentary nature leaves open the space for a game to take place. 

Bach is also an opposing player in a sense. The obstacles, riddles, hints, and music are 

devised by him. And yet even the music takes on the guise of an impersonal obstacle. It can lead 

in directions that Bach might have not intended, take up forms all of their own. Take the Musical  

Offering’s puzzle canons. Bach scholar Christoph Wolff notes the various solutions that are found 

sprinkled amongst performances and recordings. What also of the musical equivalent of a child 

who plays outside the rules of finding a proper solution? Why, there is an account from Johan 

Matheson of “musical lovers” who receive a puzzle canon from Bach in the mail. Sooner or later 

they toss off the puzzle canon after agreeing to a solution that is left untested. Who even knows 

how King Frederick approached those puzzle canons gifted to him in the Musical Offering?20  

17 Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. Phillip Ivanhoe (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2003), 11.

18 Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher, Bach, 8.

19 John Eliot Gardiner, Bach: Music in the Castle of Heaven (New York: Vintage, 2015) 547.

20 Gardiner speculates that he did not even touch them: “Having experienced the dazzling high-
wire act of those first impromptu performances, when everyone was ‘seized with astonishment’, 
there was no incentive for the King whatsoever…to solve the puzzle canons.” 



Therein is the trans-individual process of play. It is someone encountering a Bach puzzle 

canon. Obstacles are personal in the one is trying to solve a puzzle that another human wrote, 

and impersonal because of the abstraction of the music and manipulations. This friction creates 

sparks of play. Within those sparks, however, is the potential for something to be set aflame. Risk 

takes center stage. 

Huizinga mentions how play is centered on the object of risk. Akin to F. Scott 

Fitzgerald’s notion of genius as simultaneously holding two opposing thoughts in one’s head, 

play floats between the notion of success and failure. The interplay between these two poles 

fosters the tension that leads to the transcendental state that play transports its participants.  

Huizinga mentions the trial and error dimension of these sorts of games: “Play is ‘tense’, as we 

say. It is the element of tension and solution that governs all solitary games of skill and 

application such as puzzles, jig-saws, mosaic-making, patience, target-shooting, and the more 

play bears the character of competition the more fervent it will be.”21 Bach had an awareness of 

such a feature in his puzzle canons. 

In his dedication of the Musical Offering, an acrostic spells out “ricecar(e)”, meaning “to 

search out” in Italian. Gardiner wonders if the King knew that “Bach had deliberately refrained 

from writing the canons out in full, leaving them for him to discover”, to put together “in the best  

possible way for the King’s amusement.”22 That amusement is in the searching, knowing that one 

could very well stumble into something in the darkness. Tension abounds in Johan Matheson’s 

account of a group of friends who receive a puzzle canon from Bach in the mail: “every member 

of the company that was present had to set himself at it, and seek to find the solution.”23 That 

same seeking Bach laid out in his acrostic was on full display: “‘One hit upon this solution’, 

21 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, 11. 

22 Gardiner, Bach, 227. 

23 Elie, Reinventing Bach, 329.



Matheson relays, ‘another upon that; until at length’ the solution was agreed upon.”24 Risk is 

embedded in Bach’s puzzle canons. Searching and stumbling, botched solution after botched 

solution, lend to the overall experience of play in Bach’s puzzle canons. That experience is where 

this inquiry concludes.

Before discussion of the puzzle canon and play’s modulation of experience, it might be 

best to look at an instance of a person tinkering with one of Bach’s puzzle canon in depth. 

Conductor John Eliot Gardiner approaches one of Bach’s puzzle canons on the theme from the 

Goldberg Variations in his book Bach: Music in the Castle of Heaven. Titled Canon triplex a 6  

voc., this puzzle canon is in prominent display in Haussmann’s portrait of Bach with the 

manuscript in his hand facing the viewer. Let’s see how Gardiner approaches this puzzle.

“Apart from its intellectually challenging title”, Gardiner observes, “the puzzle lies in the 

way we read its three lines.”25 It is in doing so that the 3 other voices that make up the 6 are 

revealed. Gardiner notices them in the way Bach is holding the manuscript: 

“But then we realize that to Bach himself, looking down on it, it reads quite differently - 
and for us to see it his way we have to turn the manuscript upside down and read the 
music back to front: starting from the same place as the ‘forward’ version but changing 
the clefs to tenor, alto, treble, the lines emerge at the fifth in mirror (upside down in other 
words).”26

Besides flipping the staves upside down, the escalation of complexity discussed earlier keeps 

going. “There is also a double mirror”, Gardiner notices, “if we reflect the notes along the middle 

line of each stave. Take the middle voice as an example: we see that the second note written in 

the tenor clef is an A. Put the note in alto clef, as in ‘Bach’s’ version, and the same note reads as 

a C.”27 The 3 voices are primed and ready to be reintroduced with their originals. But where do 

24 Ibid. 330.

25 Gardiner, Bach, 547. 

26 Ibid.

27 Ibid. 548.



they go? On the manuscript there is a little sign above bar two. This symbol is a nod from Bach 

where Gardiner’s hard work should enter. And then, presto: “Once all the voices have been 

realigned, turned upside down, read back to front and played at one bar’s distance in the ‘right 

way up’ version, suddenly we can see a canon a 6 unfold.”28 (548) Gardiner uses this game as a 

lesson. For him it is an example of “the importance of going beyond first appearances.”29 Going 

beyond initial impressions resonate with Huizinga’s notion that play is a modulation of 

experience. What appears as a 3 part fragment, “pleasant enough but ever so slightly banal”, is 

transformed by play into a 6 part perpetual motion machine. It is play that Gardiner’s 

walkthrough highlights. Philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer writes that “the purpose of the game 

is not really the solution to the task, but the ordering and shaping of the game itself.” In the 

process towards the solution of Bach’s puzzle canon, the three voices had to be tinkered with. 

The “ordering and shaping” of the voices not only produce the solution of the puzzle canon but 

also its purpose.

Matheson’s account of the “musical lovers” also projects this aspect. The congregation 

does not attempt to test their hypothetical answer. Strange at the outset, it makes more sense 

when we consider that play is about the modulation of experience. Engaging with the puzzle 

canon, wrestling with the solution, debate and deliberation, all are part of this. Whether the 

agreed upon solution worked is insignificant. Again we arrive at play’s fundamental function: 

augmentation of experience. Like Godamer emphasized, Bach’s sent puzzle canon created a new 

layer of possibilities, an “orchestration of experience” for those people. For a brief moment they 

entered into a world of operating, of play.

A final example: in the Musical Offering is the ‘Canon a Per Tonos’. Gardiner explains 

that “it modulates step-wise in minor keys: from C-D-E-F#-G# to its conclusion, all in the space 

28 Ibid.

29 Ibid.



of forty-nine bars”30. But this is where it gets interesting: “the piece may be broken off at any 

point, as the voices arrive at an octave higher than they were at the beginning, it can modulate 

upwards ad infinitum.”31A solution that can be broken off at any moment yet can go and on and 

on. Does that fact demean the conclusion? Imagine a pickup game of baseball. Parameters are 

dependent on the whimsy of the kids. Play till it gets dark, till an inning or score, or until a fight 

breaks out which requires parental discipline. The ending is more or less inconsequential. It is the 

play within the game that matters. Rodriguez echoes Huizinga in exclaiming that “players are 

typically motivated by the quality of experience that playing affords, not by the expectation of 

some future utility.”32 ‘Canon a Per Tonos’ can end at the player’s whimsy. It is not the 

destination but the journey that matters. As cliché as that sounds, play’s modulation of 

experience derives from this statement. What matters is not the ending of a puzzle canon but the 

manipulations and brain twisting that it took to arrive there: “the quality of experience that 

playing affords”. 

The fascination of play is how a structured experience draws a player in, filling her with, 

as Gadamer would say, its “distinctive spirit.” What of such spirit in Bach’s puzzle canons? 

Perhaps it is somewhere in the canonical form itself. Canons were a pedagogical tool, one 

utilized by Bach’s teachers when he was a student in Lutheran school. “They were taught the 

practical rudiments of music”, Gardiner exclaims, “mostly by singing in canon. The beauty of 

canon singing lay in its simplicity of means. All it took was just a single line of music, either 

distributed to the class or sung by the teacher...A fully fledged piece of harmony, formed by 

layering and spacing out of melodic entries, emerged miraculously.”33 Like a deck of cards or a 

couple marbles, one or two lines of music are all that is needed for the game of a puzzle canon. 

How odd is it to perceive music like a ball and stick? Does it belittle Bach’s artistry? Perhaps 

30  Ibid. 227.

31 Ibid. 

32 Rodriguez, “The Playful and the Serious”. 

33 Gardiner, Bach, 40. 



not. Maybe it shows a side of his music that is rarely thought about, a back alley whose riches 

will delight those who wander its depths.
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