
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

Over the past 30 years, Friends have been providing transformational support for the Hall, ensuring this historic 

building remains a home for great music making. Enjoy the benefits of friendship by joining as a Friend today, and 

be a part of the Wigmore story.    

 

Wigmore Hall is a no smoking venue. No recording or photographic equipment may be taken into the auditorium nor used in any other part of the Hall without the prior 
written permission of the management.  
In accordance with the requirements of City of Westminster persons shall not be permitted to stand or sit in any of the gangways intersecting the seating, or to sit in any 
other gangways. If standing is permitted in the gangways at the sides and rear of the seating, it shall be limited to the number indicated in the notices exhibited in those 
positions. 
Disabled Access and Facilities - full details from 020 7935 2141. 
Wigmore Hall is equipped with a ‘Loop’ to help hearing aid users receive clear sound without background noise. Patrons can use this facility by switching hearing aids to 
‘T’. 

 
Please ensure that watch alarms, mobile phones and any other electrical devices which can become audible are switched off. Phones on a vibrate setting can still be heard, 
please switch off. 
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Bach and his own plagiarism 
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Johann Sebastian Bach  (1685-1750)   Dazu ist erschienen der Sohn Gottes BWV40 (1723)   

Mass in G minor BWV235 (?1738-9)   

Interval    

Alles nur nach Gottes Willen BWV72 (1726)   

Mass in F BWV233 (?1738-9)   
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Earlier this year, Ed Sheeran won a High Court 

copyright battle over his song 'Shape of You'. The 

judge ruled that the singer-songwriter had not 

plagiarised the song 'Oh Why' by Sami Chokri, stating 

that Sheeran had 'neither deliberately nor 

subconsciously copied' Chokri’s song. 

Could Bach have imagined such a court case? It’s 

unlikely: music in 18th-century Europe was a different 

creature. Of course, music was published and sold. 

But there was not the same notion of ownership over 

the dots on the page, the musical 'stuff'. Bach, in 

particular, had little qualms over what would now be 

considered musical theft. Indeed, he probably 

considered it to be high praise. Take the keyboard 

transcriptions that he made of Vivaldi’s L’estro 
armonico during his time in Weimar: this was Bach’s 

way of digesting the music of the Italian, 'reliving' and 

learning from it through reconfiguration. 

Pragmatism guided Bach’s other modes of musical 

repurposing. For particularly busy periods of the 

liturgical year, such as Christmas, Bach drew on his 

own pre-existing compositions. After changing the 

text – a process known as parody – what had been a 

birthday cantata for a queen could now be used as a 

more generic celebration for Christmas Day. And 

that’s exactly what Bach did for the Christmas of 1734. 

Bach’s four short Missas have historically been 

overlooked because of their origins in parody. They 

have suffered from the logic that because they were 

conceived secondarily, they must be of secondary 

worth. This has not always been the case: in the years 

following Bach’s death, the Missas were highly 

regarded. And with some historical distance, we can 

now appreciate their mastery once more. As Nicholas 

Kenyon writes, they 'bring together some of Bach’s 

best music from his cantatas. They are short, taut 

demonstrations of his greatness'. 

Tonight’s concert puts the Mass in G minor 

BWV235 and the Mass in F major BWV233 alongside 

two cantatas from which some of their movements 

are drawn. Bach’s parody technique in the G minor 

Mass is particularly coherent as its original cantatas – 

BWV102, a revised version of BWV72, and BWV187 – 

are all from 1726. The opening 'Kyrie' strikes a 

penitential tone: the counterpoint between the oboes 

and the violins immediately creates a sense of the 

large-scale exploration to come, and a throbbing trill-

like figure forms a palpitating background to the 

voices in contrition. More space in the texture is made 

in the ‘Christe eleison’ section, and its dancing feel is 

particularly elegantly phrased in the voices. Through 

a 'missing' note on the second beat of the bar, the 

voices sway against the regularity of the basso 
continuo. The ‘Gloria’ feels Italianate in its swirling, 

wonderfully idiomatic string writing – yet there’s also 

a turba-like energy in the voices, reminiscent of 

Bach’s scenes from his Passions. 

There then follow four adapted and re-ordered 

movements from BWV187. The austere, searching 

bass aria, ‘Gratias agimus’, is followed by the first 

moment of tranquillity in the Mass: an alto aria, the 

‘Domine Fili’, is a lilting dance in F major, warmed by 

an oboe and lovingly stroked figurations in the 

strings. Then what is possibly the most tender 

movement in the Mass: the tenor sings the prayer of 

the ‘Qui tollis peccata mundi’, wrapped in the 

improvisatory fragrance of an oboe. For the final 

chorus, ‘Cum Sancto Spiritu’, Bach not only changed 

the text but also reworked the musical material. He 

transposed it to C minor; a new modulation then takes 

us to the original key of G minor for the concluding 

'Amen'. It’s a feat of counterpoint: densely wrought 

yet emotive and exciting. 

The Mass in F possibly dates from 1738. Its ‘Kyrie 

eleison’ comes from a cantata which may have been 

performed as early as Good Friday 1708. Bach 

conjures the stile antico through the measured 

counterpoint. The first section is closed with a 4–3 

suspension, which in some regards is an unBachian 

gesture even in this contrapuntal setting. But then, in 

the very next bar, Bach transforms this melodic 

descent into the thematic material of the ‘Christe 

eleison’. The same suspension closes this central 

section for the return of the ‘Kyrie eleison’ – whose 

material we now hear as an inversion of the 'Christe' 

theme. These thematic connections make the three 

opening fugues feel particularly coherent, and 

bronzed by the horns and oboes, the whole thing is 

satisfyingly warm. 

The ‘Qui tollis’ parodies the alto aria from Herr, 
deine Augen sehen nach dem Glauben BWV102, 

which was first performed on 25 August 1726. Bach’s 

changes greatly alter its feel. In the cantata version, 

the obbligato oboe’s first note is a dissonant scream – 

an action that Alfred Dürr described as seeming to 

'call out "Woe!"'. In the Mass, Bach softened this 

gesture with a melancholy upbeat. The ‘Quoniam’ is 

also adapted from BWV102. The original called for 

solo traverso; in this D minor version, Bach altered the 

obbligato instrument to a violin. Such changes in key, 

scoring and figuration create something more angsty 

and earthy. This is utterly banished by the final ‘Cum 

Sancto Spiritu’ which is parodied from BWV40. 'Never 

content to let matters rest,' Kenyon writes, Bach 

altered the fugue subject towards the movement’s 

end. This beckons a thrilling stretto which combines 

the fugal entries in unexpected complexity. After a 

blaze of vocal unison, it is a charge towards the end in 

unabashed contrapuntal joy. 
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Translations of 'Dazu ist erschienen der Sohn Gottes' and 'Alles nur 
nach Gottes willen' from J S Bach: The Complete Cantatas, published by 
Long Barn Books (Ebrington, Gloucestershire, 1999) 
 

 


