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When in 1818 the Swiss writer Hans Georg Nägeli 

hailed JS Bach’s Mass in B minor as ‘the greatest 

musical artwork of all times and peoples’, this was a 

blatant advertising pitch. Nägeli was drumming up 

support for his planned first printed edition of the Mass, 

which ultimately only appeared complete in 1845. But 

although Nägeli’s publication plans did not quite work 

out as hoped, his statement came to form the basis for 

the work’s monumentalising reception throughout the 

19th Century and beyond: lifted out of its specific 

historical context to a status of universality and 

timelessness. And while Nägeli may well have 

formulated his pronouncement quite differently in a 

present-day multicultural environment, it is indeed 

striking that the Mass has continued to be deeply 

meaningful for a wide range of listeners over the past 

two or so centuries. Why might that be so? 

One key reason for the continuing appeal of the Mass 
in B minor lies in the fact that in its very conception the 

work already outstripped its possible historical 

functions and performance contexts. Bach assembled it 

in the late 1740s, right towards the end of his life, in part 

no doubt as a way of cementing and preserving his 

artistic legacy. The genre of the Mass Ordinary was an 

ideal vehicle for this undertaking, as it formed part of 

both Protestant and Catholic worship practices. 

Moreover, in its use of the Latin language the Mass 
overcame the limitations of Bach’s German-texted and 

more discernibly Lutheran liturgical compositions. Bach 

had put together the Mass’s initial portions – the ‘Kyrie’ 

and ‘Gloria’ – back in 1733 with a specific purpose in 

mind: they formed part of a targeted appeal for a courtly 

title, which he hoped to obtain from the newly installed 

Elector of Saxony, Friedrich August II. But while it is 

possible that the Kyrie-Gloria pair was actually 

performed at the Dresden court at this point, in its 

complete form the Mass in B minor would simply have 

been too long for a standard 18th-century worship 

service. In this way, the work seems to reach beyond 

any immediate functional remit and instead make 

claims for itself as a musical statement of primarily 

artistic significance. 

Another reason for the Mass’s broad and lasting 

appeal is its striking stylistic diversity. Undoubtedly its 

various musical elements were all firmly rooted in 

Bach’s specific musical-historical surroundings. Yet, 

taken together, they present an extraordinary 

panorama of musical forms and styles that seems to 

encompass a breathtaking gamut of human expressive 

possibilities. The opening sequence of movements that 

make up the ‘Kyrie’ portion offers a microcosm of the 

stylistic variety and contrast that pervade the Mass as a 

whole. The first ‘Kyrie’ is an expansive ensemble fugue 

that showcases all those intricate contrapuntal 

techniques that Bach advanced and perfected over his 

lifetime. Its long and torturously chromatic subject 

determines both the sombre emotional tone and the 

unusually extensive dimensions of this movement. The 

subsequent ‘Christe eleison’ propels listeners into a 

completely different musical universe: Shifting from the 

opening B minor tonality to a bright D major, the 

movement showcases the soprano and alto soloists in a 

duet in the most up-to-date galant style. This kind of 

music was hugely fashionable at the Dresden court at 

the time, with its thriving culture of Italian opera 

performances. The second ‘Kyrie’ then completely 

changes gear again. This is one of several movements 

of the Mass written in the so-called stile antico, an 

adaptation of 17th-century Palestrina-style counterpoint 

that Bach widely experimented with in his later years. Of 

course, Bach’s music in no way offers an exact copy of 

these Renaissance procedures; rather, he updates them 

for his own expressive purposes. The musical subject of 

this second ‘Kyrie’ movement is thus once again highly 

chromatic, thereby linking back to the opening 

movement and its sonic profile of intense dissonance 

and emotional affliction. 

Over the course of the Mass, Bach in this way 

stretches his listeners emotionally in different 

directions, plunging them into deepest despair and 

lifting them to the height of exhilarating joy. One 

moment that encapsulates the vast emotional spectrum 

traversed in the work occurs in the ‘Credo’, specifically 

the transition from the ‘Crucifixus’ to the ‘Et expecto 

resurrectionem’. The ‘Crucifixus’ presents perhaps the 

most subdued and dissonance-ridden passage of the 

whole work, built upon a repeated descending 

chromatic bassline that had come to embody affects of 

tragedy and lament in Baroque operatic writing. From 

there, the upbeat ascending motives of the ‘Et 

resurrexit’ literally raise listeners up from the depths 

into a sonic feast of dance-infused jubilation. A similar 

emotional rollercoaster awaits as the ‘Confiteor’ gives 

way to that archetypal expression of musical joyfulness, 

the ‘Et expecto resurrectionem’. This latter movement, 

as well as the ‘Crucifixus’ and many other of the Mass’s 

individual numbers, were in fact not newly composed by 

Bach but reworked from pieces he had written 

previously, some as early as 1712. In the B minor Mass, 

Bach thus not only created a comprehensive 

compendium of musical style and expression, but also 

an anthology of what he considered to be the 

highpoints of his musical career – a very personal 

compilation of greatest hits. 

So perhaps it is the combination of the Mass’s vast 

proportions and its multi-layered stylistic character that 

generates its remarkable capacity for meaningfulness, 

which has allowed the piece to transcend its original 

time and place. Its monumental aspirations were 

significantly amplified, of course, by those massed 

stagings of the late-19th and early-20th centuries that 

sometimes involved literally hundreds of performers. 

But even with the slimmed-down forces of 21st-century 

historically informed performance practice, when that 

first ‘Kyrie’ exclamation strikes up, it is hard to shake an 

enveloping sense of awe and anticipation at the 

musical-affective journey that lies ahead. 
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