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If this Christmas season program takes place 
in the concert hall, every piece that we hear 
has a historical connection with the church, 
the liturgy of the Mass, and even with Christ-
mas itself.  The musical settings of portions 
of the Mass offer the most obvious cases: 
Bach’s and Mozart’s “Laudamus Te”, and 
Mozart’s “Agnus Dei,” each a setting of text 
from the Mass Ordinary in Catholic worship.  
Within the Lutheran church of Bach’s time, 
the cantata served as the principal music 
of Mass (the Hauptgottesdienst), and it was 
performed between the day’s Gospel reading 
and sermon.  The three remaining selections 
by Bach—that is, other than the “Lauda-
mus”—are taken from just a few of his hun-
dreds of church cantatas, and they reflect a 
tradition of musical sermonizing conceived, 
as spoken sermons were, according to the 
feast day on which they were heard.

Mozart’s Exsultate, Jubilate, a motet, is 
sacred music, but it is not explicitly liturgi-
cal.  Its eighteenth-century Latin poetic text 
is not a part of any Catholic service, but the 
motet in Mozart’s time, and for centuries 
before him did serve to accompany and em-
bellish the liturgy.  According to the German 
flute virtuoso and writer on musical practic-
es, Johann Joachim Quantz, the motet “is 
applied at present time [1752] to a sacred 
Latin solo cantata that consists of two arias 
and two recitatives that closes with an Alle-
luia, and is sung by one of the best singers 
during the Mass after the Credo.”

That leaves the two instrumental pieces, 
Corelli’s Concerto and Rigel’s Symphony, as 
the least obvious cases of sacred liturgi-
cal music.  Rigel’s piece was born of the 
late eighteenth-century Parisian vogue for 
public orchestral concerts—hardly a sacred 
context or liturgical function—but sympho-
nies, like sonatas and concertos, had long 
been used as accompaniment to the Mass, 
just as motets were.  Quantz specified “after 
the Credo” for the motet (that is, during the 
preparations leading up to Communion), and 
those moments during the Mass also used 
the accompaniment of instrumental music.  
Other moments during Mass that could be 
accompanied by instrumental music were 
the Introit, Elevation of the Host, or Commu-
nion itself.  

The more specific connection between 
Corelli’s and Rigel’s instrumental works, 
however, lies in their inclusion of a pastoral 
movement, which evokes Christmas in par-
ticular.  Corelli’s Concerto Grosso, Op. 6, Nº 
8, bears the designation “fatto per la notte di 
Natale” (made for Christmas Eve) because of 
its finale, which is marked “Pastorale ad libi-
tum” and whose lilting 12/8 meter and drone 
bass recall shepherds’ bagpiping tunes.  The 
preceding movements comprise the typical 
sequence of diverse types that feature 
the contrast of concertino (small group of 
soloists) and ripieno (the larger, reinforcing 
group).  For Corelli and his listeners, the 
inclusion of a fugal movement and the exclu-
sion of named dances in this concerto mark 
it as a suitable for use in church.  Rigel’s 
Symphony Nº 8 makes no mention of Christ-
mas or church use, but its slow movement—
sandwiched between two sonata-form fast 
movements in the Sturm und Drang style—is 
marked “Pastorale,” in which the lilting triple 
meter and prominent oboe are the musical 
cues of piping shepherds.

Like any other German composer of the 
early eighteenth century—Muffat, Tele-
mann, Zelenka, Handel—Bach assiduously 
cultivated the Italian and French styles that 
dominated the musical tastes of his day.  The 
movements by Bach that are assembled here 
to construct a miniature Christmas canta-
ta are all steeped in Italianate practice of 
around 1700.  The sinfonia from his cantata 
Easter cantata, Am Abend aber desselbigen 
Sabbats, uses the scoring and texture of 
the Corellian concerto grosso, but here the 
concertino comprises two oboes and bas-
soon set against a ripieno in four parts for 
strings.  The form of the movement, however, 
is unlike any that Corelli wrote: a da capo 
form—that is, A-B-A, like an opera aria—
whose principal thematic material occurs in a 
refrain that frames the A-section.  Bach’s aria 
for soprano, “Wie lieblich klingt es,” which is 
taken from a cantata he wrote for the Third 
Day of Christmas, is likewise a da capo form, 
but this one includes a prominent obbligato 
part for violin that works as a metaphor for 
the ringing news of Jesus’ birth.  Bach’s text 
setting similarly emphasizes “lieblich klingt” 
(dearly sounds) and then “dies Wort” (this 
word) in anticipation of the clear procla-

mation in quarter notes of “mein Jesus ist 
geboren” (my Jesus is born).  Typical of the 
da capo aria contrast between the first and 
second stanzas, the happy music of the first 
section gives way to a contemplative second 
section.  In that second section, the musical 
underscoring of “harter” (hard) is the crux 
of the setting.  Nach dir, Herr, verlanget mich 
is one of the earliest of Bach’s cantatas, 
possibly composed before 1707 and for an 
unknown occasion.  It was rediscovered in 
the nineteenth century by Brahms, who used 
the ostinato bass of its final chorus as ma-
terial for the passacaglia-finale to his Fourth 
Symphony.  The opening sinfonia to the can-
tata illustrates another Corellian idiom: the 
trio texture of two trebles (violins) and bass, 
so that this seems an Adagio plucked out of 
a Corelli trio sonata when it is actually Bach’s 
adaptation of Italianate music to a Lutheran 
cantata.

Composers often pair the expression of 
effusive spiritual joy with operatic virtuosi-
ty, and Bach’s and Mozart’s settings of the 
“Laudamus Te” from the Gloria of the Mass 
share those basic qualities.  Those familiar 
with Mozart opera will recognize the style, 
if not the Latin language, of his “Laudamus” 
setting.  Bach’s version, however, sounds 
unusual even to those who know much of 
his music because in it he experiments with 
the musical style of a younger generation 
of composers known as the stil galant.  This 
music formed a part of the earlier version of 
his B-Minor Mass, which he dedicated to the 
Elector of Saxony in Dresden, and we can 
only wonder if Bach had the great Dresden 
opera star, Faustina Bordoni, in mind when 
writing his “Laudamus.”  The vocal part in 
Mozart’s “Laudamus” bears noting because 
of its two-octave range, from A below mid-
dle C to A above the treble staff.  While the 
highest notes fall within a soprano’s usual 
range, the lowest stand out to suggest a cas-
trato soloist in the Salzburg premiere of 1783.

Mozart’s setting of the “Agnus Dei” from the 
Mass in C Minor sets a completely different 
mood of penitent supplication with its muted 
strings and tempo marking of Andante 
sostenuto.  His writing for the soprano, too, 
reflects this mood: the singer’s range is 
reduced, never soaring as high or reaching 

as low as that of the “Laudamus,” and the 
text-setting turns away from the extravagant 
embellishments to a nearly syllabic style 
throughout.

Mozart’s motet, Exsultate, jubilate, draws on 
a text whose authorship and date of com-
position are unknown.  An earlier setting of 
Exsultate, jubilate by Giovanni Battista Porta, 
once located in Munich, suggests that the 
text came to Mozart’s attention by way of 
Venanzio Rauzzini, the soprano castrato for 
whom Mozart wrote his motet.  At the time 
of its premiere in 1773, Mozart and Rauzzini 
had been collaborating in Milan on Mozart’s 
opera Lucio Silla.  The movements of Ex-
sultate, jubilate, similar to Quantz’s generic 
description of the motet, comprise two arias, 
a recitative, and a concluding alleluia.  The 
opening aria, a modified da capo form, is fit-
tingly joyful, and Mozart takes advantage of 
the textual emphasis on singing to introduce 
long-spun melismas on “psallant æthera 
cum me.”  The succeeding recitative, “Fulget 
amica dies,” introduces the inspiration for 
this joy: a new dawn marked by the Nativity.  
The text of the motet, however, was broad 
enough in its meaning to suit other times 
within the Christian calendar, and the third 
movement, “Tu virginum corona,” an aria of 
supplication to the Virgin for consolation, 
could fit any occasion.  A gentle andante in 
the distant key of A major (the opening and 
closing movements of the motet are in F ma-
jor), this movement is similar to his setting 
of the “Agnus Dei” in its vocal writing and 
affect.  In the manner of operatic arias that 
feature two larger sections in two contrasted 
tempos, slower then faster, this aria connects 
directly with the up-tempo “Alleluja” that 
follows.  Take note of the passagework in 
this final movement: alleluja’s had inspired 
overflowing vocal flourishes for centuries 
by the time the sixteen-year-old Mozart was 
composing this one, which, as noted above, 
was written for an opera star.
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