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Anton Bruckner: Mass in E minor

Anton Bruckner composed seven masses. The first three, written before he was 
twenty-one, were intended for church services and are quite simple and compact. 
The fourth, a larger Missa solemnis in B-flat minor, for chorus, soloists and orchestra, 
came when he was thirty. He composed the last three, the D-minor, the E-minor, and 
the F-minor, after completing extended composition studies, and they are the only 
ones he considered significant enough to receive numbering. His work on the 
second of these, the Mass in E minor, stretches over many years of Bruckner’s 
musical development; he composed it between his first and second symphonies, 
and he completed the last of its several revisions only after he had written his sixth 
symphony. 

The Mass in E minor is for mixed chorus, divided at various points into four, six, 
and eight parts. There are no vocal solos, other than two brief interpolated 
intonations at the beginning of the Gloria and Credo. The instrumental ensemble, 
eschewing all stringed instruments, includes fifteen winds: two oboes, two clarinets, 
two bassoons, four horns, two trumpets, and three trombones. The large dimensions 
of the E-minor Mass—approximately forty minutes in length—are still more modest 
than any of his symphonies, most of which span more than an hour.

Handel—Bach
Haydn—Mozart
Schumann—Brahms
Debussy—Ravel
Schoenberg—Stravinsky

These are natural pairs of composers, either by virtue of their languages or of their 
positions in music history, and many listeners can become passionate advocates for 
one or the other of each pair. So it is with Anton Bruckner and Gustav Mahler, two 
nineteenth-century composers whose music people also relate, even though the 
thirty-six years that separated their ages placed them in different generations.

The connection between Bruckner and Mahler may boil down to one shared 
musical characteristic—monumentality. Otherwise, the distinction between the two is 
sharp, sharper than the one between, say, Haydn and Mozart, or even Bach and 
Handel. Mahler’s music, on the one hand, dazzles and excites. Bruckner’s, on the 
other, is distinctly chaste and unsexy. Mahler’s is driven by a Freudian self-
examination and even self-absorption, while Bruckner’s focuses outward, even 
upward, and it makes little room for those with increasing impatience. 
 



Schubert—Bruckner

Here may be a more meaningful pairing, for Schubert’s enormous C major 
Symphony, the late E-flat Mass, last two piano sonatas (A major, B-flat major), and the 
F-minor Fantasy for piano four-hands, all from his last year, breathe with spacious 
dimensions and clearly framed structures that suggest a path for the even more 
expansive ideas of Bruckner. (A composition teacher of mine who loved Schubert but 
felt nothing for Bruckner once opined that the only reason for Bruckner was that 
Schubert had died so prematurely.) While Schubert’s music does presage Bruckner’s, 
Bruckner’s is the wilder, more rough-hewn and unpredictable, and his musical material 
can border on the monomaniacal. Silences, too, which are characteristic of Schubert’s 
late music (the last piano sonatas), appear in virtually all of Bruckner’s music, some 
brimming with awkward tension, and others opening to the sublime, waiting.

Waiting for what? For a connection with God. Unlike Mahler, who looks inside 
himself for life’s meaning, and unlike Schubert, who yearns for a common human 
thread, Bruckner reaches toward a bridge to the Eternal. Each symphony or mass 
unfolds as a humble and sometimes faltering gaze toward Heaven that accepts the 
relationship between God and humanity as a flawed one (on the human level). One 
can only strive for the Perfect.

The common, too facile, observation that Bruckner composed the same piece 
over and over is, to a degree, correct. But so it had to be. His music’s purpose never 
changes: each work is a prayer. Just as the inflection and impact of a weekly, or daily, 
ritual of the liturgical mass can range from the agitated to the serene, the focus 
remains steady. Like the more than thirty Rouen Cathedral paintings of Claude 
Monet, the subject holds, but Bruckner’s flow of three masses and nine symphonies 
shifts more than light, color and intensity: it describes a spiritual quest. 

The Mass in E minor is central to Bruckner’s lifelong search for that relationship. 
Two movements, the Kyrie and particularly the Sanctus, reimagine the weave of 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century sacred polyphony, making palpable the music’s 
religious core. The Sanctus, in fact, is based on a motive from Palestrina’s Missa 
Brevis Sanctus, and its unfolding eight-part counterpoint is as diatonic as any music 
from an earlier time. When the chorus can expand no further, the brass enter and lift 
everyone even higher. All stop suddenly, and a vulnerable woodwind line droops. But 
the entire ensemble, now in full force, interrupts and veers into unanticipated regions. 
When the chorus rises in a mighty gloria tua, pulling against the majestic descent of 
horns and trombones, it is one of the most thrilling of any setting of this portion of the 
mass.

The Kyrie, too, suggests music of an earlier time, although its counterpoint is freer 
and more chromatic than that of the Sanctus. The chorus is unaccompanied for much 
of the movement, and the two brief appearances of the horns and trombones largely 
heighten the chorus’s power. With the second entrance of the brass, the texture, 
which had grown gnarly, begins to unfurl, and the voices, their eight parts reduced to 
four, close quietly, alone.
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The Gloria and Credo flow more mercurially, the instruments and voices assume their 
individual identities, and the musical ideas mirror the details of the text. Rolling bassoon 
arpeggios that begin the Gloria come to play a unifying element in the movement, and 
while they briefly give way at reflective moments (qui tollis peccata mundi, and miserere 
nobis), they fully disappear only with the launch of an exalted fugal amen. 

The Credo spins on an agitated circular figure given in the first measure by the 
chorus—an idea that unifies this movement, sometimes leading, sometimes 
accompanying. The intricacies of the complex text show vividly in the shifting musical 
material, particularly in the elegant, largely unaccompanied Et incarnatus est, the arduous 
and stumbling climb to the cross, the sepulchral descent of the trombones, and the 
pulsating Et resurrexit, whose luminosity turns ominous, even threatening, at judicare 
vivos. In an unusual move, mortuorum detaches from its usual connection to et expecto 
resurrectionem, and its stillness prepares for the magisterial ascent of et vitam venturi. 

The last two movements, the Benedictus and Agnus Dei, peer farthest into the 
future. The harmony in the Benedictus sometimes twists into chromaticism as 
ambiguous as one hears in Wagner (whose music Bruckner loved, presumably 
without knowing much about the person), and the music threatens to become 
unmoored in very remote key areas. While the last movement recalls some of the 
contrapuntal ideas of the opening Kyrie, the more involved harmony of the Agnus Dei 
continues to question the gravitational pull of home, and it does not settle until the 
music begins to close. Even at the end, though, the Dona nobis tightens, and the 
search for the unattainable rests only in the suspended last measures.

Bruckner’s E minor Mass is a crowning achievement among eighteenth- and 
nineteenth-century settings of the mass text. In the words of the musicologist 
Leopold Nowak, this is “music made prayer,” and its modest grandeur and generous 
humanity seem heaven-sent.

Igor Stravinsky: Mass

Stravinsky completed his only mass setting in 1948, immediately following the 
composition of his ballet Orpheus, and just before he began earnest work on his 
opera, The Rake’s Progress, which he finished three years later. Together, these three 
indispensable compositions mark the end of a series of streamlined and more 
directly tonal works that emerged around 1920, and before his return to a language 
that began to explore a systematic (but still streamlined) use of all twelve-pitches.

The Mass, which is about eighteen minutes long, was written for soprano, alto, 
tenor and bass soloists (with a second tenor creating a brief duet with the first in the 
Gloria), four-part chorus, and ten wind instruments: two oboes, English horn, two 
bassoons, two trumpets, and three trombones.

Of Igor Stravinsky’s 104 compositions, only twelve were sacred, and even fewer, 
perhaps five, could be considered appropriate for a church service. And only the 
Mass was specifically intended for the church, the first performance at La Scala—
which the composer strenuously resisted, both for its location and for the 100-voice 
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opera chorus more accustomed to the spectacle of Aida—notwithstanding. The 
Mass is also one of the only works that Stravinsky composed without commission or 
monetary encouragement. More personal than his dramatic Symphony of Psalms, 
and more universal than his later sacred works, such as Canticum sacrum, Threni, 
and Abraham and Isaac, the Mass is his must undiluted testament of faith. He said, 
“Music praises God. Music is well or better able to praise him than the building of the 
church and all its decoration; it is the Church’s greatest ornament.” 

Although he had rejoined the Russian Orthodox Church in 1926, Stravinsky set 
his Mass in the language of the Catholic Church, preferring Latin’s neutral austerity to 
an impassioned Romance or Slavic language. He explained in An Autobiography:

I have always considered that a special language, and not that of 
current converse, was required for subjects touching on the sublime…
The choice of [Latin] had the great advantage of giving me a medium 
not dead, but turned to stone and so monumentalized as to have 
become immune from all risk of vulgarization. 

What a joy it is to compose music to a language of convention, 
almost of ritual, the very nature of which imposes a lofty dignity! One no 
longer feels dominated by the phrase, the literal meaning of the words. 
Cast in an immutable mold, which adequately expresses their value, 
they do not require any further commentary. The text thus becomes 
purely phonetic material for the composer. He can dissect it at will and 
concentrate all his attention on its primary constituent element—that is 
to say, on the syllable. Was not this the method of treating the text that 
of the old masters of austere style? This, too, has for centuries been the 
Church’s attitude towards music, and had prevented it from falling into 
sentimentalism, and consequently into individualism. 

Stravinsky’s attempt to shun individualism, of course, had the very opposite 
effect, as it often did with his music. Despite his wish to write “very cold music, 
absolutely cold, that will appeal directly to the spirit,” the Mass penetrates the 
emotion more deeply than many a more opulent work. He had seen scores to some of 
Mozart’s early mass settings in a used music store in Los Angeles and wrote, “As I 
played through these rococo-operatic sweets-of-sin, I knew I had to write a Mass of 
my own, but a real one.” This “real one,” with its consciously archaic tone, avoidance 
of decoration, and lucid remove, is like a religious ritual that receives supplicants 
wherever they find themselves.

Of the Credo, where Stravinsky set the text most dispassionately—syllabic, 
homophonic chanting—he wrote, “I wished only to preserve the text in a special way. 
One composes a march to facilitate marching men, so with my Credo I hope to 
provide an aid to the text. The Credo is the longest movement. There is much to 
believe.”

While the tone of Stravinsky’s Mass is cool, it is also deeply felt, not worn on the 
sleeve, but opening the door to his “essential aim…to promote a communion, a union 



of man with his fellow-man and with the Supreme Being.” With each phrase of the 
Agnus Dei, for instance, the music grows more personal, the composer draws nearer. 
The chorus hands its final phrase to the instruments, which had been standing apart, 
and in an incandescent transformation, their wordless harmonies enter a suspended 
state. Neither of this world or beyond, but with musical-spiritual assuredness, “the 
spirit disappears with the form.”

 Stravinsky famously spoke about music’s inability to express anything except 
itself. But he also wrote of music’s power: “Glory, glory, glory; the music of Orlando 
Lassus’s motet praises God, and this particular ‘glory’ does not exist in secular 
music. And not only the glory…but prayer and penitence and many other [actions] that 
cannot be secularized.” 

Giovanni Gabrieli: Jubilate Deo

Jubilate Deo is drawn from a collection of ninety-five motets by Giovanni Gabrieli’s 
that were published in two volumes, the first in 1597, when the composer was forty 
years old, and the second in 1615, three years after his death. The works vary greatly 
in ambition and scope, and they range from six to sixteen voice parts. Some specify 
instruments, even precisely, while others are entirely flexible in their scoring. Even 
the motets that do not mention instruments may have been assumed to include them 
as added color and strength. Jubilate Deo is for eight voices, two each of soprano 
(cantus), alto, tenor and bass, and instruments are not specified.

Giovanni Gabrieli’s was the most famous composer of his day—though more exalted 
in Germany than in his own Italy—and his music represents the height of the musical 
Renaissance. For forty years he held the position of principal organist at San Marco in 
Venice, until his death in 1612, during which time he ingeniously explored the 
reverberant acoustics of the church through an enormous body of inventive and 
colorful antiphonal music. 

Many of Gabrieli’s works that he composed for San Marco are quite lavish, with 
the full ensemble often separated into widely spaced smaller groups of voices and 
instruments. His eight-voice motet Jubilate Deo, however, is exceptional: it does not 
divide antiphonally into distinct ensembles. Although call-and-answer effects among 
the voices fill every moment of the motet, the pairings and groupings of voices shift so 
fluidly that the ensemble remains united as one. 

Gabrieli composed this and two other settings of these words from the Psalms for 
the feast of the Ascension, which occurs four weeks after Easter. The unusual insertion of 
the words “May the God of Israel unite you,” drawn from a wedding blessing in the 
Vulgate version of the Book of Tobit, was in acknowledgement of the peculiarly Venetian 
celebration during the Feast of Ascension that praises the city’s unity with the sea. 

The motet’s intricate imitative passages, multi-layered rhythmic relationships, 
vivid responses to the words, and a dramatic shape that gains energy through three 
triple-time, dancing sections, make Jubilate Deo a 8 one of Gabrieli’s most affecting 
and joyful works.  
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