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Music is the mediator between the spiritual and the sensual life. —LvB

In 1819, Ludwig van Beethoven began sketching what would become his Missa 
solemnis—in his words, “the crown of my life’s work”—motivated by the 
announcement of the eventual installation in 1820 of his friend, composition student, 
piano student and patron, the Archduke Rudolph of Austria, as Archbishop of Olmütz, 
a city in what is now the Czech Republic. To the Archduke, Beethoven had already 
dedicated some of his greatest music, including the piano sonatas “Les Adieux” and 
“Hammerklavier,” the Grosse Fugue, and the 4th and 5th piano concertos. Inspired as 
he was at the prospect of his new mass being heard at the liturgical installation, 
however, focus on other composition projects, including the last three piano sonatas, 
the op. 127 E-flat String Quartet, and even the Ninth Symphony, absorbed him. At the 
same time, the scope of this mass grew to dimensions easily dwarfing those of his 
earlier Mass in C major. Missa solemnis consequently ended up taking four years to 
complete, and the possibility of a performance at the installation of the new 
archbishop came and went. Nonetheless, Beethoven’s score bears a dedication to 
Archduke Rudolph. 

In late 1823, Beethoven created several copies of the completed score, offered 
by subscription to various courts and musical institutions, and he presented the 
Missa solemnis—along with the Ninth Symphony—to Schott of Mainz for publication 
in 1824. In May of that year, a performance of three movements of Missa solemnis, as 
well as The Consecration of the House overture and the first performance of his Ninth 
Symphony(!), took place in St. Petersburg, under the kind of less-than-ideal rehearsal 
and performing conditions that seem often to have plagued his premieres. The Missa 
solemnis remained unpublished until after Beethoven’s death, in 1827, and he never 
heard a complete performance.

Missa solemnis includes four vocal soloists, four-part chorus, and an orchestra 
of two each of flutes, oboes, clarinets, and bassoons; one contrabassoon; four horns, 
two trumpets, three trombones, timpani, and strings. This is the third performance by 
Cantata Singers of Missa solemnis, the earlier ones in 1995 and 2001.

What is difficult is also beautiful, good, great and so forth.

Beethoven may have been directing these words toward himself and his struggles to 
carve his deepest and most powerful utterances out of very rough-hewn materials. To 
see the sketches of the Missa—or any of his music—can leave us baffled at his ability 
to create music so commanding out of what look like mere pen scratches. The look of 
the finished score also shows struggle, as often does the sound of the music itself. 

Beethoven’s words linking difficulty and beauty guide not only himself, but also 
the listener who, for the first or twentieth time, confronts this unwieldy, overwhelming, 



thrilling, and often confounding Missa solemnis. To be open to this Promethean 
musical testimony is to be drawn into the composer’s own existential striving, and 
ultimately back into our own.

Art demands of us that we shall not stand still.

Beethoven’s words are also a beacon of encouragement (and caution) for the 
performers facing the daunting physical and spiritual hurdles that Missa solemnis 
throws at them. The reckless vocal writing—stratospheric soprano lines and 
impractically deep bass writing, careening twists of character, Olympian leaps, and a 
demand for undying physical, mental and emotional energy—are all metaphors for 
Beethoven’s own personal and artistic struggles. Performers of difficult music, 
whether Bach or Schoenberg, usually strive to hide the strain, or at least to conquer 
the challenges so completely that they do not play an obvious role in the 
communication. But the challenges of Missa solemnis are not easily obscured, nor 
should they be, for their naked presentation places the performer directly at the 
intersection of the composer’s aspirations, frustrations, anger, and exultation.

My chief aim when I was composing this grand Mass was
to awaken and permanently instill religious feelings not only

into the singers but also the listeners.

The perspectives of the composer, performers, and listeners may ultimately be 
similar—absent, for the audience, the physical effort. They embrace the need for inner 
strength—”The chief characteristic of a distinguished man: endurance in adverse and 
harsh circumstances.” They yearn for freedom—”In the world of art, as in the whole of 
our great creation, freedom and progress are the main objectives.” And they search 
for clarity in a confusing, complex world—”Utmost simplicity, please, please, please,” 
appears in the margin of his score. 

At the beginning of the Dona nobis pacem, Beethoven scrawled, “Plea for inner 
and outer peace.” A satisfying resolution that marks the close of many mass settings, 
from Bach to Mozart and beyond, may lead us to hope for something comparable 
from Beethoven. But, as this music finally makes clear, it is the search for, rather than 
the achievement of, peace that is the focus of his inscribed words. When menacing 
music first intrudes on the natural unfolding of the Dona nobis pacem, and then 
outright violent music interrupts a second time, it is a worldly and honest 
assessment—peace is not easily attained. Its elusiveness haunts the music to the 
end, for when the orchestra rises quickly in its closing gesture, it is too little, too late, 
and even the brillliance of D major cannot fully overcome the pull of ambivalence. 

At the heart of Beethoven’s music lies a search for truthful ideas. Into his 
notebook he copied words from Schiller’s Don Carlos, “Truth is within the reach of a 
wise man. Beauty can be discovered by a sensitive heart. They belong to each other.” 
The composer’s words are even more direct: “I love truth more than anything.”
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Socrates and Jesus were my models.

Scrupulous devotion to the sacred words drives both detail and structure. Because 
the Missa unfolds in five large, continuous movements (instead of nearly thirty, as 
does Bach’s Mass in B minor), text-driven shifts within movements are inevitable—
especially in the Credo—and they can jolt anyone. We may even begin to lose the 
thread. But Beethoven’s ear was, in his late music, as unerring as his imagination was 
ambitious, and the long strand is always present, perhaps even more so than in the 
complexities of the 9th Symphony last movement.

The Missa solemnis also reflects someone who, by all accounts, was an 
unconventional Catholic, someone who attended Mass only infrequently (if at all), 
who distrusted organized religion, and who held beliefs more secular-humanist than 
doctrinal. Nonetheless, he remembered composing the Missa:

All things flowed clear and pure from God. If I afterwards became
darkened through passion for evil, I returned after manifold repentance

and purification to the first sublime, pure source, to the Godhead.

Whether profoundly religious, humanist-spiritual, purely artistic, or all three, Missa 
solemnis is, for all its grandeur, a very personal avowal, one man’s letting his music 
stand for each of us. Through all its twists and turns, the Missa is very direct. On the 
first page of the score of Missa solemnis, Beethoven inscribed now often quoted 
words of hope:
 

Vom Herzen—Möge es wieder—zu Herzen gehen!
From the heart—may it again—go to the heart.


