
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

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. 
 

The Wigmore Hall Trust Registered Charity No. 1024838 
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Fretwork 

 Richard Boothby viol 

 Jonathan Rees viol 

 Sam Stadlen viol 

 Joanna Levine viol 

 Bojan Čičić violin 

 Emilia Benjamin violin 

 Silas Wollston organ 

Lucinda Cox cantus 

Clare Wilkinson altus 

Hugo Hymas tenor (as Evangelist) 

Simon Wall tenor 

Jimmy Holliday bass (as Christus) 

 

 

Johann Sebastiani  (1622-1683)   St Matthew Passion (by 1663)   
 

 
 

 
 

 

  



 

 

Johann Sebastiani: Das Leyden und Sterben unsers 
Herrn und Heylandes Jesu Christi, nach dem heiligen 
Mattæo. In eine recitirende Harmonie von 5. 
singenden und 6 spielenden Stimmen, nebst dem 
Basso continuo gesetzte. 

Johann Sebastiani: The suffering and death of our 
Lord and saviour Jesus Christ, by the holy Matthew. 
Set in a declamatory harmony with five singers and 
six instruments, with the Basso continuo. 

 

The political map of Europe is constantly changing, 

even today. What is now the Russian Kaliningrad 

oblast, sandwiched between Lithuania to the north 

and Poland to the south and east, was, until the end of 

the Second World War, East Prussia. It had remained 

German, even after the First World War, an enclave 

cut off the main part of that country, and surrounded 

by Poland. Its main city was, until 1946, called 

Königsberg, and was almost untouched by the 

ravages of war until 1944 when it was flattened by 

Allied bombing and then largely demolished by the 

Soviet authorities in 1946. 

But in the 17th Century it was a Baltic outpost of the 

German language and culture, past Danzig and nearly 

700 kilometres from Berlin. 

Here Johann Sebastiani came in 1650 and became 

Kapellmeister in 1661. He had been born in Weimar, 

and may have studied in Italy before his journey to the 

furthest reaches of Prussia. Little is known of his life, 

but he was Kantor at the cathedral there in 1661 and 

two years later became court Kapellmeister to the 

Elector of Brandenburg. He retired in 1679 and died 

four years later. 

Even though he had several other, mostly sacred 

publications to his name, his St Matthew Passion was 

his most significant composition. It existed in 

manuscript by 1663 and was published in 1672 in 

Königsberg. The biblical text, recited by an 

Evangelist, is accompanied by three viols, and the 

part of Jesus by two violins, all supported by basso 

continuo, being organ or harpsichord, and which 

Sebastiani says can include lutes or theorbos. 

Most listeners today will compare the work with 

Johann Sebastian Bach’s setting, composed some 55 

years later. There, the Evangelist is accompanied in a 

secco recitative style, allowing the singer to express 

the words in a more-or-less rhythmically free way. 

Sebastiani’s accompaniment of three active viol parts 

imposes a more strict rhythm on the voice. 

And where Bach cogitates on significant points in 

the story with long, complex arias, often with virtuosic 

instrumental accompaniment, Sebastiani interpolates 

simple Passion chorales, well-known tunes that are 

sung to a simple accompaniment of viols and organ. 

Thus we have O Welt, ich muss dich lassen to 

Heinrich Isaac’s tune ‘Innsbrück, ich muss dich 

lassen’, a century and a half old by then; O Lamm 
Gottes unschuldig, attributed to Nikolaus Decius, also 

dating back to the beginning of the German 

Reformation. It is easy to see how some of the 

congregation in Leipzig in 1727 were shocked by the 

overtly operatic nature of Bach’s passion, when they 

may have been used to the sort of setting that 

Sebastiani had created half a century before. 

The idea of setting to music the text of the gospels’ 

account of the last days of Jesus’s life developed from 

the recital of these texts during Holy Week. Musical 

settings can be traced back to the 4th Century, yet 

the Reformation, with its emphasis on the vernacular 

text, was the impetus for new ways of telling the story. 

The first setting in German combining monophonic 

and polyphonic music came in 1561, and in the 17th 

Century, with the adoption of Italian-like recitative, a 

more declamatory style was established. While 

Schütz’s three Passion settings of the 1660s are 

entirely unaccompanied, the shape of the division 

between chorus and recitation is the same as in 

Sebastiani. 

Thomas Selle’s St Matthew Passion of 1642 

accompanied the Evangelist with continuo for the 

first time, plus two melody instruments, so 

Sebastiani’s setting is a significant development. 

Sebastiani tells us that he wanted to print it in order 

that other churches and communities could perform 

the work. Thus it was printed in 1672 in parts, without 

a score. A year later his colleague Johann Theile, in 

Lübeck, published a similar passion, with two viols 

and two violins. These works were part of a purple 

patch of Passion settings in Northern Germany, with 

Christian Flor and Friedrich Funke composing St 

Matthew Passions in Lüneburg in 1667 and 1668. 

Thus, when JS Bach came to compose his St Matthew 
Passion, he could draw on a tradition of increasing 

complexity. 

It is inevitable that today we will compare 

Sebastiani’s setting with that of the more familiar one 

by Bach, and, while acknowledging Bach’s supreme 

masterpiece, we can perhaps appreciate Sebastiani’s 

more direct and straightforward work, its more 

modest instrumentation and its more compact 

design. 
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