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    "A Monumental Composer in Context"

     Bach's Mass in B Minor

      by Barrymore Laurence Scherer

Johann Sebastian Bach's Mass in B Minor is a foundation stone of the choral repertoire. As richly complex in its emotional sweep as in its masterly deployment of counterpoint and moving harmony, it is a triumphant expression of Bach's deep religious faith and faith in his own power of musical invention.

Yet while audiences and choruses love and revere the B-Minor Mass, its monumental stature can overshadow its intensely human roots. Placing the work in a detailed musical context can thus prove wonderfully revealing. Beginning Tuesday until March 3, New York's Dessoff Choirs is doing just that with "Refracted Bach," the choir's first midwinter festival. Organized by music director Christopher Shepard, the five festival events promise to illuminate Bach's central position in the musical firmament of his own time and ours.

"Like Aristotle, Shakespeare and Michelangelo, J.S. Bach is simply one of those inescapable figures of Western culture," Mr. Shepard says. "Our new festival is designed to provide a much-needed larger context for Bach's choral music this year—and other composers' in the future." "Refracted Bach" opens with "Why Bach Matters," a talk at Liederkranz Concert Hall by the eminent Bach scholar George Stauffer, dean of the Mason Gross School of the Arts at Rutgers University.

Because of the solidity of its musical architecture, we often think of the B-minor Mass, completed about 1748 or 1749 (Bach died in 1750), as a work composed in one go. But it evolved over a protracted gestation period, originating in a Kyrie and Gloria that the Lutheran Bach wrote in 1733 and presented to the Catholic Elector of Saxony in hopes of gaining an appointment as court composer at Dresden. Much of the complete score actually consists of revisions of separate pieces he composed decades earlier. The Sanctus, for example, is based on one written for Christmas 1724; the Osanna is adapted from a secular cantata movement of 1732; and the Agnus Dei is a heavily recomposed version of a cantata movement from 1725. In an age before recordings facilitated frequent repeat performances of music, most composers recycled their own works when the occasion arose.

"Bach saw himself not as an artist but as an artisan or craftsman," Mr. Shepard observes. "Using his skills, tools and materials to create works that were intended primarily to be useful, he felt free to refashion his own music for later reuse."

During the 1730s and '40s, Bach made his own manuscript copies of music by Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Nicolas de Grigny, Antonio Lotti and other past and contemporary composers. In studying and performing this repertoire, he absorbed a wide variety of influences reflected in his own work. In turn, Bach profoundly influenced later generations of musicians. This aspect will be explored in the concert "Stile Antico," at the Church of St. Paul the Apostle, on Friday. The program will include choral works that Bach performed by Palestrina and by Bach's elder Polish contemporary Grzegorz Gerwazy Gorczycki, followed by Bach-inspired works by Mendelssohn, Schumann, Reger, and by three highly appealing contributors to our contemporary repertoire—William Hawley, Ingram Marshall and Sven-David Sandström.

"Such is the breadth of Bach's genius that every generation of musicians takes something different from him," Mr. Shepard says. "What they take reveals as much about their own era as it does about Bach, which is why Mendelssohn and Schumann could claim Bach as a Romantic, while Schoenberg and Stravinsky claim him as a Classicist."

And as Bach customarily rearranged music by Vivaldi, Caldara and other contemporaries, later composers adapted Bach's music for their own needs. On Feb. 7 at Carnegie Hall's Weill Recital Hall, pianists Steven Ryan and Catherine Venable perform the New York premiere of Robin Holloway's "Gilded Goldbergs," a concert piece initially written to enable the composer to play Bach's virtuosic Goldberg Variations with his friends on two pianos.

"One of the reasons the B-Minor Mass is so magnificent," Mr. Shepard says, "is that Bach deliberately went back to some of his most effective cantata movements and repurposed them for the Mass." To illustrate this, the penultimate event of "Refracted Bach" will be an afternoon "Bach Cantata Sing-In" on Feb. 11 at Immanuel Lutheran Church. Mr. Shepard will conduct cantata movements that the composer refashioned for the B-Minor Mass, illustrating by performance and audience participation some of the sources Bach used.

"Refracted Bach" culminates on March 3 with the performance of the Mass in B-Minor itself. The concert will take place at the Church of St. Mary the Virgin. The Dessoff Choirs and soloists will be joined by the period-instrument group Arcadia Players, making its New York debut.

Although this contextual approach to Bach (and presumably other composers in the future) may remind some readers of the one used by the Bard Music Festival each summer, Mr. Shepard notes that "it is something of a tribute to the organization's founder, Margarete Dessoff. In the 1920s and '30s she introduced New York audiences to a great deal of Renaissance choral music, which she would often couple with new works by then-contemporary composers."

Mr. Shepard, who developed a series of Bach festivals during his 10 expatriate years teaching and performing in Sydney, Australia, likens Bach to "the mechanic who needs to take an engine apart and reassemble it in order to get at its very essence. Throughout his life, Bach transcribed and rearranged his music and that of other composers, while later composers, driven by their own need to understand his genius, deconstructed and reconstructed Bach's music for themselves. This is the essence of 'Refracted Bach'—the prism works in both directions."

Mr. Scherer writes about music and the fine arts for the Journal.
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