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n light of earlier achievements – most notably in instrumental genres 
such as the piano sonata, string quartet, and symphony – it comes as 

little surprise to see Beethoven take up the challenge of composing a mass in 
1819. He had done it once before a dozen years earlier (Mass in C, Op. 86), 
but this was to be a more consummate encounter with the ancient genre. 
Notes in his journal reveal that Beethoven recognized the long shadow cast 
over him by an unbroken tradition of mass composition that stretched back 
more than a millennium and included countless composers of chant masses, 
whose contributions to the genre outlived their own identity, as well as 
legendary composers such as Josquin and Palestrina, whose names survived 
in large part because of esteem for their masses. The enterprise compelled 
Beethoven to study the chant repertories accessible to him through the 
private libraries of patron Archduke Rudolph and Prince Lobkowitz. He 
supplemented this by studying more recent pillars of sacred music, including 
Handel’s Messiah, Mozart’s Requiem, and the large-scale vocal works of J.S. 
Bach. If this wealth of preparatory activity serves as any indication, the mass 
represented the ultimate challenge, and perhaps it is no wonder Beethoven 
devoted more time to this project (roughly four years) than he had to any 
other in his lifetime. 

Many works of Beethoven’s final decade, including the Missa Solemnis, 
remain difficult for audiences to digest. They are harmonically adventurous. 
Large swaths of the “Grosse Fuge,” Op. 133, for instance, sound as if they 
might have been composed one hundred years after Beethoven’s death, and 
indeed it took nearly that long for the work to achieve widespread 
appreciation. The works are formally enigmatic. The String Quartet in C 
Sharp Minor, Op. 131 distends the standard four-movement string quartet 
into seven unequally proportioned movements. The works are notoriously 
demanding of performers. Even pianists trained in the modern era, this age 
of hyper virtuosity, continue to fear the Piano Sonata in B-Flat Major, Op. 
106 (“Hammerklavier”). Some early commentators attributed these quirks 
of Beethoven’s late style to his deafness, a musical voice perverted by sonic 
isolation. Yet this rationale fails to explain why Beethoven’s late works are 
widely regarded by performers and audiences as crowning achievements, 
monuments of a musical giant in some part responsible for shifting the 
music-aesthetic groundwork in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. 
After a reign lasting roughly fifty years, the aesthetic ideals of balance, 
regularity, proportion, and accessibility gave way in the music of Beethoven 
to the virtuosic, the heroic, and heightened appreciation for individual 
expression. 

The almost incomprehensible scale of Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis is 
unveiled in stages. The “Kyrie” is the most traditional of the movements –
 three parts in acknowledgment of the Trinity – and it opens with the 
orchestra alone. The inclusion of the organ, uncharacteristic of orchestral 
music of this period, alludes to the work’s liturgical grounding. The 
appearance of voices is characterized by three call-and-response pairs. The 
chorus calls; a soloist responds. However, it is the alto soloist, not the 
chorus, who delivers the opening sentence in its entirety, singing, “Kyrie 
eleison” (“Lord, have mercy”). Soloists fall silent after the alto solo until the 
middle section of the movement (“Christe eleison”), which is marked by 
increased virtuosity, more adventurous harmonic activity, prominent 
counterpoint, and a polyphonic texture. The material heard in the final 
section of the movement is strikingly similar to the opening “Kyrie,” thus 
emphasizing the mystery of the Almighty – that is, three in one, Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. In this way Beethoven preserved the convention of a 
three-part movement that would have been recognized even by those 
nameless monks whose plainchant masses influenced the present endeavor. 

Beethoven’s traditional treatment of the text continues in the “Gloria.” 
The opening sentence “Gloria in excelsis Deo” (“Glory to God in the 
highest”) is delivered with the bombast of a Handel oratorio: orchestral 
ritornello anticipating the choir, which alternates seamlessly between 
homophonic and polyphonic textures. The sound of Handel’s music is 
referenced more directly at the transition from “Glory to God in the 
highest” to “and on earth peace.” Specifically, the opening of the chorus 
“Glory to God” in the oratorio Messiah is invoked by a shift to reduced 
orchestration, paring in instrumentation, and the character of the rhythm – 
longer notes alternating with shorter ones – that accompany the text sung 
by the men of the choir. (Those who know Messiah’s “Hallelujah” chorus 
will hear in the final movement of the Mass familiar strains of “and He shall 
reign forever and ever” sung to the text “dona nobis pacem.”) Allusions and 
quotations of this sort along with extra-liturgical associations heard 
throughout the rest of the movement, such as a serenade and an operatic 
outburst (“ah”) by soloists and chorus alike, situate this music squarely in the 
concert hall. The final section (“in Gloria Dei patris”) is similarly theatrical: 
an adulatory and almost excessively fugal conclusion that occupies more 
than a third of the piece and includes a return of the opening text, “Gloria 
in excelsis Deo.” Liturgically inappropriate, yes, but exciting, to be sure. In 
sum, Beethoven harnessed in the “Gloria” elements of traditional 
plainchant, the freneticism and textural contrast of a Handelian oratorio 
chorus, and the contrapuntal density and sustained dramatic pacing of a 
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Bach motet while at the same time conjuring images of his own heroic 
music of a decade or more earlier. One begins to sympathize with those 
early listeners who may not have fully grasped the scope of the music as it 
sailed past their ears (and over their heads) during early performances. 

The “Credo” exists on a similarly grand scale. And as before the 
diversity of timbres, textures, and musical styles Beethoven incorporated to 
intensify this statement of faith also wields the potential to confound the 
listener. The movement – indeed, the entire work – demands intimate 
familiarity with an array of musical and theological conventions and 
traditions. For instance, the turn toward an antiquated musical style built on 
modal (rather than the more common major or minor) scale at the text “Et 
incarnatus est” (“and was made man”) may seem like a curious shift to the 
listener unfamiliar with the association between this specific arrangement of 
tones (the Dorian mode) and the concept of chastity. Listeners in the know 
are struck, however, by the sonic image of the Virgin Mary at the moment 
of Christ’s birth. The addition of the flute – the instrument traditionally 
played by shepherds – focuses the image of the pastoral setting further still. 
Yet the image is supplanted almost as soon as it is cast. At the text 
“Crucifixus,” Beethoven intensified the image of Christ’s death through 
jagged rhythms and melodies characterized by dissonant intervals that 
combine to form discordant harmonies, which sharpen the pain of 
crucifixion.  

Beethoven seemed to fare better in movements in which compositional 
decisions are less susceptible to textual temptation. The extended reprieve in 
the “Sanctus” is one such example. A lengthy instrumental interlude in the 
middle of the movement anticipates a siciliana-style section – marked by 
lilting rhythms, regular phrase structures, and simplisitic melodies and 
harmonic language – in which two flutes accompany a solo violin.* The 
violin descends from the upper reaches of its register, evoking again imagery 
of a figure descending in a pastoral landscape. The text (“Blessed is he who 
comes in the name of the Lord”) leaves no ambiguity as to the identity of 
the figure depicted by the solo violin in a passage of sustained and 
astonishing beauty. 

The “Agnus Dei” opens with the bass soloist and men of the choir. The 
low registration and combination of horns and bassoons cloak the text in an 
overcast tone. The majority of the movement however is occupied by a call 
for peace, “dona nobis pacem” (“grant us peace”). In his score Beethoven 
prefaced this section with an inscription: Bitte um innern und äussern 

                                                
* If Messiah is still in your mind, the instrumental interlude, or “Pifa,” in Part 1 is also a siciliana. 

Frieden (“Prayer for inner and outer peace”). Strikingly, and perhaps quite 
pessimistically, Beethoven seems most concerned with negative implications: 
timpani and trumpet fanfares announce a bellicose instrumental 
interjection, and the soloists’s half-sung cries for peace that follow do little to 
engender confidence. Program annotators are quick to point out this 
passage is likely a nod toward Joseph Haydn, whose “Mass in Time of War” 
(1796) called attention to the tensions of conflict and religion, or perhaps 
Mozart, whose masses were associated with the Salzburg tradition of 
performing extended and orchestrated mass settings. Perhaps this is true. 
Yet the brief reappearance of flute and violin, which earlier called to mind 
images of a descending Savior, drowned out by militant trumpets and 
drums admits the possibility of an especially heavy indictment of 
humankind’s disregard for divine salvation. Such profound expression is not 
entirely absent from Beethoven’s late works; the Ninth Symphony (1824), 
which premiered exactly one month after the Mass, concludes with a 
powerfully optimistic “Ode to Joy.” 

While we will never know if such gestures were intended as simple 
homage or a profound condemnation of humankind, there can be no doubt 
that significant artistic achievements admit a multiplicity of interpretations 
and potential meanings. Similarly, there can be no doubt the Missa Solemnis 
resides among such works. Yet the work also seems to some extent to be 
burdened by its grand ambitions, building on more than a millennium of 
Catholic tradition, reverencing the monuments of more recent sacred music 
composition, and at the same time seeking to exhaust the possibilities of the 
genre. Scholars and students and performers and audiences generally agree 
that Beethoven achieved this in the late piano sonatas, string quartets, and 
the symphony, which Beethoven ultimately pushed beyond the boundaries 
of the symphonic universe and into the alien realm of the human voice. 
Whether or not Beethoven achieved the ambitious goals he appears to have 
set for himself in his Mass – there are those who believe he failed – one can 
hardly fail to be caught up in its grandeur, its virtuosity, its scale, its 
spectacle and the sheer bravado of the man who wrote it. 
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