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Bach and his own plagiarism 

JS Bach was an inveterate self-plagiarist. If that 

statement sounds derogatory, we should remember that 

our judgment now doesn’t necessarily reflect how Bach 

and his contemporaries felt about their musical (self-

)borrowings. Plagiarism today tends to carry strongly 

negative connotations of dishonestly appropriating pre-

existing ideas. But as an early modern Lutheran believer, 

Bach may have conceived of the process of musical 

invention in quite different terms from ours. Even in the 

midst of an ever-advancing scientific revolution, early 

18th-century orthodox Lutheranism still held on to a 

fundamental belief in the God-given order and beauty of 

creation; and it was within that all-encompassing divine 

order that any human activity unfolded. In this sense, 

Bach’s music was less created ex nihilo, as the later notion 

of Romantic genius would have it, than discovered within 

the fabric of that unfathomably rich God-given cosmos. 

Bach’s musical inventions explored the beauties of that 

cosmos in many different ways, but those beauties were 

both already there and inexhaustible. Re-using his 

existing music in new formulations thus offered a way of 

maximising the potential of any given invention, revealing 

yet more facets of that beauty of God’s world in musical 

sound. 

So when Bach re-used some of his cantata movements 

from the 1720s for his Mass settings in the late 1730s, in 

some ways this was simply a matter of redeploying 

previous musical inventions in novel ways to further 

amplify the praise of God. But there may have been a 

more practical purpose as well. Both cantatas in today’s 

programme were written in Bach’s first year as 

Thomaskantor (1723-4). Because their librettos were tied 

to specific bible readings, both were limited to particular 

occasions in the annual liturgical cycle; and once they had 

been heard on that occasion, they would have to be 

shelved for another year (if they were to be revived at all). 

The Mass settings, on the other hand, could be used 

much more regularly across the liturgical year. By 

importing some of his cantata music into these Mass 

settings, therefore, Bach may have hoped to ensure that 

this music enjoyed a wider distribution and perhaps a 

longer afterlife. This certainly appears to have been one of 

the motivations for assembling his crowning Mass 

composition, the B minor Mass (BWV233), in the final 

years of his life: in that piece, Bach looked back over three 

decades of his compositional activity to draw different 

moments from more occasional pieces together into the 

more lasting form of the traditional Mass setting. The two 

Masses in our programme are on a much smaller scale 

than the colossal B minor Mass: they only set the opening 

two sections of the Mass ordinary (Kyrie and Gloria), 

whereas the B minor Mass includes the remaining 

sections (Credo, Sanctus, Agnus Dei) as well. But again, in 

this short form, these two Masses would have potentially 

been much more useful as regular service music. 

Cantata 67 treats themes of doubt and faith, based on 

the Gospel narrative of Jesus appearing to the disciples 

after his death. This is an uneasy, anxious piece in which 

steadfastness of faith is challenged in text and music: in 

the first aria, the somewhat overwrought tenor line, 

interspersed with rests, vocalises the ‘strife and war’ that 

believers feel in their hearts despite their knowledge of 

Jesus’s resurrection. The promised peace only arrives in 

the penultimate movement, where a run of agitated 

figuration in the ensemble is repeatedly interrupted by 

the bass (embodying Jesus) with the words ‘Peace be 

unto you’. Only right at the end does the ensemble join in 

with the calming pastoral lilt of Jesus’s utterance. This 

dramatic scene, then, seems to offer a compelling 

example of Bach’s music perfectly representing the 

content of the underlying words: the cantata as a ‘sermon 

in music’. And yet, when Bach reused this movement for 

the Gloria of his Mass in A, its affective content appears 

strikingly transformed. The intricate string figuration here 

instead becomes a jubilant expression of praise – a potent 

reminder that so much of the affective quality of Bach’s 

music resides less in the notes themselves than in the way 

in which an ensemble decides to realise those notes in 

sound. The ‘Qui tollis’ section, meanwhile, is an adaptation 

of the aria ‘Liebster Gott, erbarme dich’ from the second 

cantata on our programme. Here Bach transformed his 

original invention in an upwards direction: he reassigned 

the instrumental bass part to the violins and violas, with 

two flutes (instead of the original oboes da caccia) 

spinning a web of wistful counterpoint in high register 

above. Bach thereby amplified the timbral-affective 

character of the original to create a floating, unearthly 

texture, giving heightened expression to this heartfelt 

plea for mercy. 

In the context of Cantata 179, that soprano aria forms 

part of a classic affective trajectory that underpins many 

of Bach’s cantatas: from the fear and misery of the 

believer’s sinful state articulated in the opening 

movements to the softening and cleansing of hardened 

hearts in order to attain true faith and forgiveness. The 

initial chorus offers some tortuous chromaticism that 

really makes listeners feel the ‘falseness’ and depravity of 

their corrupt existence. As it happens, those dissonant 

progressions closely mirror the chromatic contrapuntal 

style that often characterised contemporary Kyrie 

settings as well; and so that chorus reappears at the 

opening of Bach’s Mass in G – no longer indicating 

‘Heuchelei’ but another appeal for mercy from God’s fallen 

people. All subsequent movements of this Mass are also 

based on earlier pieces, including another borrowing from 

Cantata 179 for the ‘Quoniam’. This is yet another example 

of the versatility or slipperiness of musical meaning: in this 

cantata, the aria ‘Falscher Heuchler Ebenbild’ seems to 

prolong the harsh, unsettling musical depiction of a 

simulated faith, whereas in the Mass, performers might 

choose a softer articulation and smoother timbre to 

generate a mellower, more yearning affective character. In 

these self-borrowings, Bach thereby reveals the myriad 

ways in which his musical inventions could be moulded 

and remoulded to serve the invocation of God’s grace or 

human fallibility. 
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Translations of BWV67 & BWV179 by Richard Stokes from J S Bach: The 
Complete Cantatas, published by Long Barn Books (Ebrington, 
Gloucestershire, 1999) 

 


