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Choir 1 

Clare Lloyd-Griffiths soprano 
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Michał Czerniawski alto 
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George Clifford violin I, leader 

Maxim del Mar violin I 

Naomi Burrell violin II 
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Joanne Miller viola 
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Daniel Lanthier oboe I 

Robert de Bree oboe II 
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JS Bach’s St Matthew Passion is a marvel. It is also, 

in many ways, a provocation. In its own time it was, 

frankly, excessive. First performed in Leipzig on Good 

Friday 1727, Bach’s Passion formed part of the 

traditional Lutheran Vespers liturgy for that day. Like 

the Passion settings of his predecessors, Bach’s 

version retold the narrative of Christ’s crucifixion in 

music. But it was so long! Even in the swiftest 

modern-day performances, the work lasts around two 

and a half hours, while the famous 1962 recording 

conducted by Otto Klemperer clocks in at close to 

four hours. In the context of an early 18th-century 

Lutheran worship service, this piece of music 

seriously pushed the boundaries of what would have 

been considered appropriate. Bach’s employment 

contract of 1723 for the post of Thomaskantor in 

Leipzig expressly demanded that the music for the 

city’s churches should be ‘not too long and not 

operatic’. Apparently in direct defiance of these 

pledges, Bach’s St Matthew Passion would have far 

outstripped the length of the sermon that was 

delivered between its Parts I and II; and it was the 

sermon, of course, that was meant to form the 

centrepiece of this Lutheran worship ritual. In an 

apparent further pursuit of excess, Bach’s Passion 

asks for musical forces that went considerably 

beyond the ordinary, involving two full ensembles of 

both singers and instrumentalists. To make matters 

worse, much of the music of the Passion could indeed 

have sounded suspiciously operatic, as it made liberal 

use of those archetypal operatic forms of recitative 

and aria. 

What was all that music doing there? We can 

assume that Bach’s own answer to this question 

would have fallen in line with prevailing Lutheran 

views at the time regarding the function of music in 

church: to praise God and incite the hearts and souls 

of listeners to more fervent devotion. And in that 

sense, of course, his Passion setting very much did 

not invite the assembled congregation to listen 

operatically. Attending an early 18th-century opera 

was first and foremost an act of theatrical voyeurism: 

enjoying a dramatic spectacle from a safe distance, 

framed by the proscenium, intended to delight and 

entertain the audience with the emotional travails and 

virtuosic feats of its star singers. A liturgical 

performance of the St Matthew Passion demanded a 

different mode of listener engagement: one of 

immersion and catharsis, of being affected and 

transformed physically and spiritually – hearts 

cleansed, souls uplifted and virtue restored. 

The musical design of Bach’s Passion serves to 

enable this immersive, transformative listening mode. 

Its recitatives and arias form only one element in a 

multi-layered structure that centres around the 

Evangelist’s narrative, reciting the words of the 

Gospel of St Matthew. Though told in the past tense, 

this narrative incorporates moments of direct 

dramatic enactment, as individual singers take the 

parts of key protagonists (Jesus, Pilate, Judas etc.). 

Some of the Passion’s chorus movements also 

contribute to this sense of being thrown right into the 

middle of the historical action, for instance when the 

two choirs jointly impersonate the crowd of onlookers 

who stridently call for Jesus’s death. But the vocal 

ensembles also embody a very different role 

elsewhere, namely in the chorales that are dispersed 

throughout the Passion. These chorale stanzas give 

voice instead to the collective involvement of the 

whole Christian community in the drama of Christ’s 

crucifixion. They bring congregants face to face with 

the significance of these events for their own lives, by 

emphasising that each and every one of them carries 

the burden of responsibility for this execution: ‘Ich 

bins, ich sollte büssen’ ('I am the one, I should atone'). 

Within this structure, the recitative and aria pairs 

that punctuate the narrative serve to intensify this 

direct affective involvement of the assembled 

listening community. They offer moments of time-out 

from the historical action: spaces for intense personal 

reflection that invite listeners to suffer through the 

story’s emotional highs and lows in their own bodies 

and souls. These arias thereby work to transfer the 

affective force of the historical narrative directly to 

the present moment of listening. They teach their 

listeners what to feel and how to feel it, from deepest 

remorse (‘Erbarme dich’) to the joyful lightness of love 

(‘Ich will dir mein Herze schenken’). None of these 

arias were designated by Bach to be sung by any 

particular character in the story, and through this 

anonymity the intense affects they embody come to 

encompass and envelop all those present. 

And so today, still, Bach’s St Matthew Passion can 

strike us as a provocation, albeit in a different way. 

How are we, as 21st-century musicians and listeners, 

meant to engage with this work? We are not 

encountering it in the context of a worship service, 

and this ‘we’ in any case is not the fairly homogenous 

congregation of Bach’s time, but a diverse audience 

of different backgrounds holding a variety of religious 

beliefs or non-beliefs. Some of the 18th-century 

poetry in the arias, or the theological doctrine of the 

chorales, can come across as alien and alienating. We 

might decide to adopt a primarily aesthetic mode of 

listening that glosses over the specific religious 

content and instead appreciates the work as a 

beautiful series of musical sounds. And yet, even in 

that scenario, we can imagine the core mission of the 

St Matthew Passion to remain intact: to invite its 

participants to live through and co-suffer the full 

gamut of human emotional experience, and to 

emerge at the end transformed in body, soul and 

spirit. 
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Translation from Michael Marissen, Bach’s Oratorios - The Parallel 
German-English Texts, With Annotations (New York and Oxford: Oxford 
University Press) 


