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ABSTRACT 

This document examines the chorale settings found in the motets of Johannes 

Brahms in order to illustrate how Brahms draws upon the chorale settings of Bach’s 

motets and cantatas. By incorporating progressive nineteenth-century idioms into the 

chorales of his motets, Brahms not only referenced Bach’s works, but also further 

developed the motet genre. I will demonstrate, through the approach of plurality of 

musical languages, that Brahms’s use of chorales in his motets, while referencing Bach’s 

motet and cantata models, creates a new motet style that is distinctively Brahms’s. The 

four motets included in this study due to their use of chorale are “Es ist das Heil uns 

kommen her,” op. 29, no. 1; “Warum ist das Licht gegeben dem Mühseligen,” op. 74, no. 

1; “O Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf,” op. 74, no. 2; and “Ach, arme Welt,” op. 110, no. 

2. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

This document examines the chorale settings found in the motets of Johannes 

Brahms in order to illustrate how Brahms draws upon the chorale settings of Bach’s 

motets and cantatas. By incorporating progressive nineteenth-century idioms into the 

chorales of his motets, Brahms not only referenced Bach’s works, but also further 

developed the motet genre. I will demonstrate, through the approach of plurality of 

musical languages,1 that Brahms’s use of chorales in his motets, while referencing Bach’s 

motet and cantata models, creates a new motet style that is distinctively Brahms’s. The 

four motets included in this study due to their use of chorale are “Es ist das Heil uns 

kommen her,” op. 29, no. 1; “Warum ist das Licht gegeben dem Mühseligen,” op. 74, no. 

1; “O Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf,” op. 74, no. 2; and “Ach, arme Welt,” op. 110, no. 

2. 

Intent and Scope of Study 

The purpose of this study is to examine Brahms’s use of the chorale in his motets 

with conscious allusion to Bach’s use of chorale. By tracing Brahms’s chorale usage one 

can see how he incorporated historical models in his works, but with his unique musical 

expression and language. 

From the very large scope of this choral output there exist works for mixed choir 

and orchestra, male choir and orchestra, vocal quartets and piano, for women’s choir and 

piano or organ, works with mixed chorus and piano, and for unaccompanied female, 

                                                 
1
 Kevin Korsyn, “Brahms Research and Aesthetic Ideology,” Musical Analysis, vol. 12, (March 1993): 90. 
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male, and mixed chorus. The latter includes Zwei Motetten [Two Motets], op. 29; Zwei 

Motetten [Two Motets], op. 74; and Drei Motetten [Three Motets], op. 110. This study 

examines four individual pieces from these three sets of unaccompanied motets that 

contain chorale settings. They are as follows: 

From Zwei Motetten, op. 29:  no. 1 – “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her” 

From Zwei Motetten, op. 74:  no. 1 – “Warum ist das Licht gegeben” 

    no. 2 – “O Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf” 

From Drei Motetten, op. 110: no. 2 – “Ach, arme Welt” 

The choral works of Johannes Brahms (1833-1897) can be divided into three 

periods: before 1863, 1863-1885, and 1885-1896.
2
 Based on my research, these periods 

reflect Brahms’s three stages of assimilation, whereby Brahms completely absorbs 

Bach’s language so masterfully that it becomes more and more Brahms’s language as his 

technique evolves. Each of Brahms’s stylistic periods is represented: “Es ist das Heil uns 

kommen her” (composed in the summer of 1860), and “O Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf” 

(composed in 1863) are from his early period; “Warum ist das Licht gegeben” (composed 

in 1877-1878) is from his middle period; and “Ach, arme Welt” (composed in 1889) is 

from his late period. 

This document will provide a stylistic analysis of these motets utilizing the 

concept of plurality of musical languages, as described by Kevin Korsyn in his article, 

                                                 
2
 Virgina Hancock, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music (Michigan: 

UMI Research Press, 1983), 103. 
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“Brahms Research and Aesthetics Ideology.”3 Plurality of musical languages can be 

defined as “the relationship between concepts of personal identity and notions of artistic 

unity.”4 It is the “conflicting demands of originality and tradition, seeking new paradigms 

which will include both individuality and history.”5 Kevin Korsyn continues: 

The notions of progress and modernity have also undergone revision. As 

Burkholder observed, musicians once accepted a linear model of historical 

change, which measured progress primarily in terms of harmonic 

innovation. This scheme now seems questionable, relying as it does on the 

idea of a unitary language which is evolving in a single direction. What 

appears modern – or rather postmodern – in Brahms is his recruitment of a 

plurality of musical languages. By mobilizing a number of historically 

differentiated discourses, Brahms becomes both the historian and the agent 

of his own language. Thus he knew the very modern anxiety…of having 

to choose an orientation among languages.6 

Several studies of Brahms’s motets concentrate on the noticeable resemblances to 

Bach’s motet writing and to other Baroque elements.7 Brahms expresses his 

understanding of Bach’s writing in his motets through his own unique musical language, 

and this results in a “dialectic synthesis.”8 By analyzing the four motets using the 

plurality of musical languages approach, it is possible to understand and differentiate this 

                                                 
3
 Korsyn, “Brahms Research and Aesthetic Ideology,” 89-103. 

 
4
 Ibid., 94. 

 
5
 Ibid., 90. 

 
6
 David Lewin, “Brahms, His Past, and Modes of Music Theory,” in Brahms Studies: Analytical 

and Historical Perspectives, ed. George S. Bozarth (Oxford: Clarendon Press (May1990): 9. 

 
7
 
7
 David Lewin, “Brahms, His Past, and Modes of Music Theory,” in Brahms Studies: Analytical 

and Historical Perspectives, ed. George S. Bozarth (Oxford: Clarendon Press (May1990): 13. 

 
8
 Ibid. David Lewin refers to dialectic synthesis as the process in which Brahms uses historical 

models. Lewin identifies historical references while also preserving space for originality.  
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“dialectic synthesis,” and to determine when Brahms is the “historian” and when he is the 

“agent of his own language.”9 

Brahms’s close familiarity and passion for the music of the past influenced him to 

incorporate techniques of the Renaissance and Baroque into his own compositions.  

Brahms lived and worked during the nineteenth century when there was an interest in the 

music of the past, mostly in the works of the Renaissance and Baroque composers. In the 

book, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music, author Virginia 

Hancock states the following: 

One of the outgrowths of Romanticism was the awakening and subsequent 

development of historical consciousness in music as in other areas. At 

first, old things had a purely antiquarian appeal, but the simple collector’s 

instinct deepened into a further urge toward study and classification, and 

finally toward actual revival, either for re-creation in performance or for 

assimilation and eventual use in the process of new creation.10 

Published musical scores and manuscripts dated from the Renaissance through the 

nineteenth century found in Brahms’s library attest to his strong interest in earlier music. 

According to Michael T. Roder in his article, “The Choral Music of Brahms Historical 

Models”: 

His love of the past is one of the most distinguishing features of his 

character and musical style. Certainly in his own music one can detect 

traits of romanticism, as well as traits prophetic of the future, but one trait 

which seems to dominate his musical creativity is an adherence to 

                                                 
9
 Korsyn, “Brahms Research and Aesthetic Ideology,” 90. 

 
10

 Hancock, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and his Library of Early Music, 5. 
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principles of the past, a commitment which caused certain restrictions in 

his form of artistic communication.11 

It is important to identify which works Brahms favored and studied closely to 

know what aspects he absorbed as the historian and how those were translated as the 

innovator or agent of his own musical language. This document will refer to several 

works by Bach that will serve as examples of sources of influence in Brahms’s motets 

due to their use of chorale settings: 

Cantata BWV 86, Wahrlich, wahrlich, ich sage euch 

Cantata BWV 4, Christ lag in Todes Banden 

Cantata BWV 21, Ich hatte viel Bekümmernis 

Motet BWV 227, Jesu, meine Freude 

Cantata BWV 150, Nach dir, Herr, verlanget mich 

Motet BWV 229, Komm, Jesu, komm! 

Cantata BWV 106, Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit  

Cantata BWV 60, O Ewigkeit, du Donnerwort 

 

By tracing Brahms’s interest in earlier music one can clearly see the influence of 

earlier models, and how he conveyed this interest in his works, while incorporating his 

own unique musical expression and language into his compositions. 

Review of Scholarly Literature 

Owing to extant letters and manuscripts, scholars have been able to draw 

conclusions about Brahms’s musical style and influences. One major source that in 

essence has been preserved intact and is available for examination is Brahms’s personal 

library of books, music, and manuscripts housed in the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde, an 

                                                 
11

 Michael T Roeder, “The Choral Music of Brahms Historical Models,” translated by Violet 

Archer. Canadian Association of University Schools of Music Journal (Autumn 1975): 26. 
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archive in Vienna. The content of this library has been catalogued, studied, and written 

about in articles by Karl Geiringer, especially in his book, Brahms: His Life and Work.12 

Many scholars work have documented the inclusion of Renaissance and Baroque 

vocal music in Brahms’s library. Their research demonstrates a relationship between 

Brahms’s music and that of his predecessors. Virginia Hancock correlates the content of 

Brahms’s library with his choral compositions.13 Michael Roeder’s article, “The Choral 

Music of Brahms: Historical Models,” includes a discussion of Brahms’s knowledge of 

early music and a survey of Brahms’s unaccompanied works, including opp. 29, 74, 109, 

and 110.14 Roeder and Hancock both examine the relationship between Brahms’s 

compositions and earlier works. 

Other resources, mainly articles, examine the motets individually, and explore 

musical influences as well as theological and political subjects that may have affected 

Brahms’s compositions.  

Daniel Beller-McKenna’s articles, “The Great Warum?: Job, Christ, and Bach in a 

Brahms Motet,” and “Brahms’s Motet “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her” and the 

‘Innermost Essence of Music’” contain thorough analysis of op. 29, no. 1, and op. 74, no. 

1.15 16 Beller-McKenna illustrates both the similarities and differences in the structure of 

                                                 
12

 Karl Geiringer, Brahms: His Life and Work. trans. H.B. Weiner and Bernard Miall (London: 

George Allen and Unwin Ltd, 1963)  

 
13

Hancock, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music. 

 
14

 Michael T Roeder, “The Choral Music of Brahms Historical Models,” trans. Violet Archer. 

Canadian Association of University Schools of Music Journal (Autumn 1975): 26-46. 

 
15

 Daniel Beller-Mckenna, “The Great Warum?: Job, Christ, and Bach in a Brahms Motet,” in 19
th

 

Century Music 19 (Spring 1996): 231-251. 

 



 

 

18 

text and music between Brahms’s op. 74, no. 1, and Bach’s cantata Gottes Zeit ist die 

allerbeste Zeit , BWV 106. He also discusses theological implications in op. 74, no. 1.17 

Beller-McKenna shows not only the influence of historical models on op. 29, no. 1, but 

also Brahms’s response to the ideas advocated by the composers of the New German 

School, of which Brahms was not a proponent. 

Articles that focus on theoretical analysis include Benjamin Locke’s 

“Performance and Structural Levels: A Conductor’s Analysis of Brahms’s op. 74, no. 2, 

“O Heiland reiss die Himmel auf” and op. 29, no. 2, “Schaffe in mir, Gott, ein rein 

Herz.”18 His analysis of op. 74, no. 2, reveals the harmonic structure of Brahms’s canonic 

writing, and the motivic and melodic parallelism that unify the work. Beller-McKenna’s 

and Locke’s valuable studies of Brahms’s motets examine the influence of Bach, 

especially the use of chorale, canonic and fugal writing, and theological implications. 

They also discuss how Brahms’s and Bach’s compositional styles diverge. 

This study aims to answer one essential question with regard to Brahms’s 

development of chorale through his own musical language: What is the end result of the 

fusion of Bach’s and Brahms’s musical languages? This study will provide a stylistic 

analysis of the motets through the application of the plurality of musical languages 

                                                                                                                                                 
16

 Daniel Beller-McKenna, “Brahms Motet “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her” and the ‘Innermost 

Essence of Music,’” in Brahms Studies, 2, ed. David Brodbeck (Lincoln: University of Nebraska, 1998): 

31-61. 
17

 Beller-Mckenna, “The Great Warum?: Job, Christ, and Bach in a Brahms Motet,” 250. 

Trauermusik refers to funeral music. 

 
18

 Benjamin Locke, “Melodic unity in Brahms’s “Schaffe in mir, Gott, ein Rein Herz,” Choral 

Journal 27 (1987): 5-7. 
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approach, thereby adding valuable insight and a new perspective to the existing 

scholarship on Brahms’s motets. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE GENESIS OF BRAHMS’S MOTETS 

Early Musical Study, Performance, and Composition 

Brahms’s career as a composer, starting mid-century, coincided with the spread of 

interest in the study, publication, and performance of works by Renaissance and Baroque 

composers. It is evident that Brahms’s historical awareness influenced his own music; his 

choral output drew heavily on the models of Renaissance and Baroque polyphony, which 

resulted in a fusion of old compositional methods with modern musical language.  

In order to analyze the use of chorale in Brahms’s motets, it is helpful to 

understand his early musical experiences and training. Johannes Brahms was born in 

Hamburg in 1833, four years after Felix Mendelssohn’s (1809-1847) revival of Johann 

Sebastian  Bach (1685-1750) Matthäusspassion, BWV 244, (St. Matthew Passion), and 

died in 1897, shortly before the close of the nineteenth century. During the nineteenth 

century an interest in early music surged in both performers and theorists. In his younger 

years, Brahms was an avid reader, borrowing and buying second-hand books. Over his 

lifetime Brahms’s library grew to contain over 800 titles, housed in the Gesellschaft der 

Musikfreunde in Vienna. The library included poetry, fiction, drama, history, art, 

philosophy, religion, and travel. This collection illustrates the intensity of his intellectual 

curiosity.19 

                                                 
19 George S. Bozarth and Walter Frisch. “Brahms, Johannes: Formative Years,” Grove Music  

Online. Oxford Music Online. 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/51879pg1 

(accessed January13, 2013) 

 

 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/51879pg1
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Brahms began lessons in piano, cello, and French horn when he was seven years 

old. Within a few years, one of Hamburg’s leading teachers, Eduard Marxsen (1806-

1887), accepted him for instruction in piano and music theory free of charge. Marxsen 

passed on to Brahms his own love for the music of Bach and the Viennese Classical 

composers, including Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756-1791), Joseph Haydn (1732-

1809), Ludwig van Beethoven (1770-1827) and Franz Schubert (1797-1828). 

Brahms’s love of folk poetry, tales, music and lore, began during these early 

years. He was affected by the poetry of the German Romantics, the novels of Jean Paul 

(1763-1825) and E.T.A. Hoffmann (1776-1822), and the music of Bach and Beethoven. 

By the late 1840s, he had begun to assemble manuscript collections of European 

folksongs, and by 1855 he had compiled a notebook of German folk music. Brahms’s 

interest in early polyphonic music also began to develop around this time.20 

Prior to his 1853 concert tour in northern Germany with Ede Reményi (1828-

1898), he had copied out works by Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (1525-1594), 

Francesco Durante (1684-1755), and Antonio Lotti (1667-1740), which he kept in his 

library for the rest of his life. During the 1853 tour, he developed a friendship with 

Joseph Joachim (1831-1907), and Robert (1810-1856) and Clara (1819-1896) Schumann. 

The Schumanns, among other friends, encouraged Brahms to compose, play, and develop 

his interest in early music. The Schumanns provided him access to their library, which 

                                                 
20 George S. Bozarth and Walter Frisch. “Brahms, Johannes: New Paths,” Grove Music  

Online. Oxford Music Online. 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy1.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/51879pg1(

accessed January13, 2013) 
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included an ample collection of early music. He spent time there organizing, studying, 

and copying material from the library. By 1856, Brahms had begun to study counterpoint 

with Joseph Joachim, leading to the production of Brahms’s earliest surviving choral 

works. 

Brahms’s first professional conducting position began in 1857 when he received 

an appointment as choral conductor at the small court at Detmold. During this 

appointment, he broadened his knowledge and practice of choral repertoire. In his first 

season with the Detmold men’s choir, Brahms concentrated on composing 

unaccompanied works, while in his second season he programmed two Bach cantatas. 

From 1863 to 1864, Brahms served as the director of the Vienna Singakademie. 

His first performance with this organization included the first Viennese performance of 

Bach’s cantata Ich hatte Bekümmernis, BWV 21, as well as works by Beethoven and 

Schumann. For the second and third concerts, he programmed mostly unaccompanied 

works including the music of music Heinrich Schütz (1865-1672), Giovanni Gabrieli 

(1554/57-1612), Giovanni Rovetta (1596-1668), and Johannes Eccard (1553-1611), as 

well as Bach’s Weihnachts-Oratorium, BWV 248, (Christmas Oratorio) and works by 

Beethoven and Mendelssohn.21 

In November of 1872, Brahms conducted his first program as director of the 

concerts of the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde in Vienna, a position he retained for three 

years. As music director, Brahms reorganized the Gesellschaft orchestra. He replaced 
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amateurs with professional musicians from the court opera orchestra and demanded twice 

the rehearsal time. He was firmly opposed to performing new works simply for their 

novelty value. He brought to the Viennese audiences a varied repertory of early music: 

works by Johann Ahle (1625-1673), Johannes Eccard, Heinrich Isaac (1450-1517), 

George Frideric Handel (1685-1759), four Bach cantatas, and Bach’s Matthäusspassion, 

as well as several of his own choral works. He continued to study each new volume of the 

Bach Gesellschaft collected edition, as it was published, and Phillip Spitta’s (1841-1894) 

edition of the complete works of Heinrich Schütz.22 

The existing socio-political context influenced Brahms’s musical consciousness 

as well. Compositions of the 1850s reflect the Romantic era’s developing historical 

awareness in music and the other arts. Brahms’s work at mid-century exhibited a 

common Romantic era characteristic, the urge to study, classify, and recreate early 

repertoire. His motet compositions used an archaic style and incorporated anachronistic 

compositional techniques, while allowing his individuality to shine. 

Genre-type Perspective: Social and Political Context 

of Music in Nineteenth-century Germany 

The prevailing socio-political climate influenced Brahms’s musical language and 

the palette of compositional tools he used. Brahms’s commitment to tradition and 

heritage resulted in his dedication to maintain his identity not only as a German, but as a 
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German composer who appreciated tradition. This commitment manifests itself in his 

musical language in keeping with the German Lutheran tradition. He purposely and 

purposefully uses chorales in his motets. 

Following the Napoleonic wars (1803-1814), Germany experienced a surge of 

nationalism and a sense of revival and reform. Liemohn states the following: 

A burning desire to learn more of the past and the origins of one’s own 

culture was spreading and all phases of Germany’s history were being 

brought to the fore. So far as church music was concerned, the entire 

period from the Reformation on was brought under careful scrutiny.23 

The New German School24 formed by Franz Brendel (1811-1868), was a 

nineteenth-century movement that supported German musical drama as an alternative to 

the Italian approach. The New German School had political inclinations toward 

nationalism and liberalism. There also was a rebirth of instrumental music in which 

progressive harmonic language and pictorial and literary ideas were used as the main 

means of expression. Brahms was opposed to this approach, and in response, supported 

by Joachim among others; he expressed disagreement with such compositional 

techniques. 

“…The undersigned consider it their duty to protest against such a 

distortion of the facts and declare, at least in their opinion, that they do not 

recognize the principles that Brendel’s journal expresses, and that products 
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of the leaders and students of the so-called New German school, who put 

these ideas partly to practical application and partly into the formation and 

imposition of ever newer and outrageous theories, can only be condemned 

and deplored as contrary to the innermost essence of music.”25 

The revival of Bach, led by Felix Mendelssohn, was a major force in the evolution 

of German music in the nineteenth century. In the second half of the nineteenth century, 

Brahms, one of the subscribers to the Bach Gesellschaft editions, understood the 

importance of this enormous editorial task. This monumental scholarly project that 

resulted in sixty volumes being published between 1851 and 1900 inspired and 

transformed Brahms’s compositions. As Burnett James suggests in his book, Brahms: A 

Critical Study, “It was indeed true for him that the completion of the Bach edition and the 

founding of the German Empire were the two most important events in his lifetime.”26 

In the nineteenth century, the restoration of traditional liturgical structures in the 

Lutheran church led to the reconstruction of the chorale heritage of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. The use of chorale settings by nineteenth-century composers was a 

reaction to the restoration movement in the Lutheran church, which revived older styles 

reminiscent of Bach, among others. Daniel Beller-McKenna adds the following in “The 

Great Warum?: Job, Christ, and Bach in a Brahms Motet”:
 

Brahms is often portrayed as a traditional product of his North German 

heritage, one who maintained the spiritual trappings of Lutheranism, a 

belief in divinity and an interest in the Bible, but omitted any specifically 
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Christian dogma from his sacred works in order to universalize their 

message.27 

A clear example of Brahms’s tapping in to the tradition of the North German 

heritage and Lutheranism is seen in “Warum is das Licht gegeben dem Müseligen,” op. 

74, no. 1, in which a chorale harmonization concludes the motet. Brahms, however, 

imprints the motet not only through harmonic language, but also by omitting 

Christological references. Walter Frisch argues that Brahms reached across religious 

boundaries to an audience of a broader society that shared his native tongue and culture.  

Beller-McKenna adds in regards to Frisch’s stand: 

Brahms would choose to achieve this effect though a choral work, no less one 

based on sacred texts (whatever their humanistic cachet), points to the important 

linking of the Lutheran religious liturgy with mass music making in the formation 

of a national communal identity.28 

It is equally important to be familiar with the historical use of chorale. Before 

1600, the chorale tune was typically used as a cantus firmus with other lines weaving in 

and out contrapuntally. Around 1600, verses of the chorale were set in imitative style, 

which influenced Brahms’s chorale writing in his motets. At the close of the sixteenth 

century, the incorporation of chorale settings was a dominant feature in Germany and 

influenced the future of music. 29 
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Motet can be seen as a combination between conservative and progressive 

tendencies from its inception in the thirteenth century to the less defined motet in the 

nineteenth century. An important contribution to the development of the motet in 

Germany is represented by Bach with his six motets. They include four motets for double 

chorus, one for five voices, and one for four voices and continuo.  

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, German composers became receptive 

to Italian secular developments. German Protestant church music was influenced by the 

Italian instrumental concerto, and by the form and style of Italian opera. Other 

characteristics of the time, such as expressive harmonies, text painting, shifts of texture 

and styles within a single strophe, and manipulation of the chorale melody, resulted in a 

highly unified structure that became characteristics of the north German composers in 

their use of chorale.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

PLURALITY OF MUSICAL LANGUAGES 

Brahms’s use of chorale in his motets reflects his knowledge of earlier models. In 

his compositional approach he does much more than incorporate portions of material or 

aspects of techniques – Brahms fuses archaic and nineteenth-century musical languages, 

using an historical approach to create a compositional idiom all his own. As valuable as it 

is to find the sources of Brahms’s inspiration, it is even more important to understand 

how he combines different models of musical speech to craft his compositional rhetoric. 

This is an essential feature of Brahms’s use of chorale in his motets. This section will 

address how Brahms combines nineteenth-century concepts with sixteenth-century 

practice to create his own musical language. 

Explanation of the Plurality of 

Musical Languages in Brahms’s Motets 

The fusion of musical languages results in a unique new musical language. It is 

this author’s claim that Brahms creates a personal artistic (musical) language by 

progressing through three stages of assimilation. To describe this process, the author 

examines the relationship between disparate musical languages. In an early stage of 

development, Brahms may wield the inherited musical language imitatively, attempting 

through it to find his unique compositional voice. In the middle stage, he internalizes the 

syntax of the inherited language and expresses it in his own way. In the final stage of 

assimilation, the inherited language is so thoroughly incorporated that it influences rather 

than dominates his musical language.   
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 Kevin Korsyn notes that a fundamental category for any analysis of ideology is 

the relationship between concepts of personal identity and notions of artistic unity.30 It is 

not enough to accumulate data by observing similarities among pieces; we need models 

to explain which similarities are significant, while also accounting for differences among 

works.31 

Several scholars have described Brahms’s use of earlier models as an 

indispensible element of his own musical language. According to David Lewin, Brahms 

affirms the past while renewing it, showing the compatibility of historical modes, 

creating a “dialectic synthesis of musical contradictions” and showing how “two radically 

different historical modes of musical rhetoric can interact as an essential feature of his 

compositional discourse.”32 Karl Geiringer, in his article “Brahms the Ambivalent,” notes 

the following: 

We have learned that Brahms was in some respects unable to reconcile the 

contradictory elements in his character. In his art, however he succeeded 

magnificently in fusing opposing forces into a glorious new unity. In 

Brahms’s music there is no conflict between old and new, between 

experimental and traditional; instead, a peaceful dialogue leads to a 

harmonious solution. In his compositions, diametrically opposed artistic 

elements are completely reconciled.33 
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Brahms not only juxtaposes historical models but also develops the model by adding his 

language to the discourse.  

I argue that the use of chorale in the motets of Brahms is the result, not only of 

musical discourse, but also of cultural impact and heritage. Brahms’s models can be 

related to or referred to as homage, historical continuity, or progressive thought. Brahms 

becomes progressive compositionally, in part, precisely because he uses historical 

compositional elements, but does so in an individual way.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

MOTETS OF THE EARLY PERIOD 

“Es ist das Heil uns kommen her,” op. 29, No.1 (1860) 

 “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her,” op. 29, no. 1, is categorized as a chorale 

motet. According to the Harvard Dictionary, a chorale motet is defined thusly: 

A polyphonic vocal work in the style of a motet and based on a German 

Protestant chorale melody. The term is most often applied, however, to 

settings from the later sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries in which 

successive phrases of the chorale are treated in imitation.34 

Brahms composed this motet in July of 1860. It is a setting of a sixteenth-century 

chorale by Paul Speratus, and it was published four years later with the motet “Schaffe in 

mir, Gott, ein rein Herz,” op. 29, no. 2. In “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her,” which is 

often considered a mere study work, Brahms acknowledged Bach openly, arguably 

demonstrating national pride and cultural history at the same time.35 

This motet is viewed as an exercise to further develop the techniques he learned 

from earlier models; therefore, I categorized this motet in the early stage of assimilation 

previously explained in Chapter 3: Plurality of Musical Languages. This motet reflects 

how Brahms the historian dominates his own musical language; however, in this motet, 

Brahms the agent a takes comparatively passive role, although he still is present. 

                                                 
34

 Don Michael Randel, The Harvard Dictionary of Music, 4
th

 ed. (Cambridge, Massachusetts, and 

London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003): 170. 

 
35

 Daniel Beller-McKenna, Brahms Motet “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her” and the ‘Innermost 

Essence of Music,’ in Brahms Studies Vol. 2, ed. David Lee Brodbeck (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press, in affiliation with the American Brahms Society, 1998): 33. 

 



 

 

32 

Beller-McKenna in his article, “Brahms Motet “Es is das Heil uns kommen her” 

and the ‘Innermost essence of music,’” adds, 

For here, far more than in any of his other early sacred vocal works, 

Brahms makes a direct bow to J.S. Bach, an important symbol for 

nineteenth-century Germany not only of musical tradition but also of 

national pride and of cultural history.36 

According to Virginia Hancock in her book Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His 

Library of Early Music: 

Opus 29, no. 1, clearly depicts Brahms’s use of techniques from early 

sacred music in the medium, which might be considered their natural 

place. Apart from his general studies in counterpoint, and specifically in 

canon, if we were to speak of a principal early music “influence” on these 

motets it must be Bach’s cantatas 4 and 21, which Brahms had performed 

with the Detmold choir in 1858 and 1859. He may have also acquired his 

copy of the Bach motes by this time.37 

Brahms wrote “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her” in support of his arguments 

against the New German School. Beller-McKenna expresses that “the aesthetic ideals 

conveyed in the Declaration,
38

 then, may be taken as meaningful context in which to 

consider the motet.”
39
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Brahms’s setting consists of two main sections: an initial four-voice 

harmonization of the chorale, followed by a five-voice imitative second section marked 

fuga à 5 with the chorale tune in the bass I in long notes. Table 4.1 outlines these 

sections. 

Table 4.1  Schematic outline of Brahms’s op. 29, no. 140 

mm. 1-9 
mm. 10-22 

(32-44) 

mm. 22-32 

(44-55) 
mm. 55-64 mm. 64-69 mm. 69-79 

Chorale 

Harmonization 

1. Es ist das 

Heil uns 

kommen her 

von Gnad und 

lauter Gütten: 

Der Glaub 

sieht Jesum 

Christum an: 

der hat g’nug 

für uns all 

getan, 

er ist der 

Mittler 

worden 

2. Die Werke 

helfen 

nimmer mehr 

Sie mögen 

nicht behuten 

Phrase 1 

Imitation and 

Cantus 

Firmus 

 

Phrase 2  

Imitation and 

Cantus Firmus 

Phrase 3  

Imitation and 

Cantus Firmus 

Phrase 4  

Imitation and 

Cantus Firmus 

Phrase 5  

Imitation and 

Cantus 

Firmus 

 

The homophonic setting of the chorale (mm. 1-10) of this motet reflects Brahms’s 

interest in and knowledge of the chorale harmonizations of Bach and others, but with his 

own compositional approach. Among the four chorales discussed in this document, “Es 

ist das Heil uns kommen her” best illustrates a straightforward opening chorale setting in 

the style of Bach; Brahms the historian is ascendant. An initial comparison can be made 

between the opening chorales of Bach’s Jesu, meine Freude, BWV 227, and Brahms’s 

“Es ist das Heil uns kommen her,” op. 29, no. 1, because a four-part chorale 
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harmonization opens each motet. The harmonized chorale of “Es ist das Heil uns 

kommen her” is reminiscent of Bach, but the harmonic treatment is Brahms’s.41 In Bach’s 

Jesu, meine Freude, the opening chorale is a simple setting (Musical Example 4.1). 

 

Musical Example 4.1  Opening chorale of Bach’s BWV 227, mm. 1-19 

 

 

                                                 
41

 Roeder, “The Choral Music of Brahms Historical Models,” 32. 

 

Em:      i                                            i                                                        V                          

                                   i          i                              GM: V     I                 

                        BM:  V            I                                                  em: V            i          
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Bach uses only two tonal centers, tonic and mediant, throughout the entire 

opening chorale, contrasting with Brahms’s harmonic motion treatment of the opening 

chorale of “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her.” In Brahms’s opening chorale he tonicizes 

four major tonal areas: tonic, subdominant, dominant, and supertonic, and also includes a 

momentary tonicization in the submediant. It is important to note that the modulations 

and tonicization occur every one to two bars within the ten measures of the opening 

chorale as illustrated in Musical Example 4.2, mm. 1-10. 

Musical Example 4.2  Opening chorale of Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, mm. 1-10 
 

 

 

 

                    EM:                                             ii 

           AM:  vi     ii6/5 V     I                                           BM:  I6  ii6      I     
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Musical Example 4.2  Continued 

 

 

 

The chorale tune has two central components: 1) descending tetrachords (or their 

inversion) close to cadences (except for measure 5); and 2) tension between the 

subdominant and dominant pitches (Stollen in Musical Example 4.3): alteration of the 

highest pitch (D natural) at the beginning of the chorale tune (destabilizes the dominant) 

and then its relationship with the A-sharp (measure 3 which is leading to the B in 

measure 4).42  
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      C#m:  V           V7 

                        BM: vi     ii     V7  I                                F#m: vii6  i  V                

                                                                                                     EM: V6/5/ii  ii  vii7       V6/V V7 I            
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Musical Example 4.3  Stollen in Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, mm. 1-4 

 

 

 

 

Brahms’s opening chorale setting, however, exhibits some historical influence. In 

contrast, Brahms’s language contains running eighth notes to create a texture that is much 

more dense and active than Bach’s in his opening chorale setting. The Stollen contain two 

phrases and the Abgesang contains three phrases, all delineated by fermatas as depicted in 

Musical Examples 4.3 and 4.4. The text-setting of the chorale melody follows the 

standard syllabic formula that Bach uses, with fermatas to delineate textual phrases. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tetrachord 

E Major 
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Musical Example 4.4  Abgesang in Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, mm. 5-10 
 

 

 

 

Bach composed six settings of “Es is das Heil, uns kommen her.” Among these 

six settings, the one found in cantata Wahrlich, wahrlich, ich sage euch, BWV 86, is 

similar to the opening chorale of Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, especially in the harmonic 

language (Musical Example 4.5). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tetrachord 
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Musical Example 4.5  Closing chorale of Bach’s BWV 86, mm. 1-10 

 



 

 

40 

Michael Hans Beuerle in Untersuchungen zu den A-cappella-Kompositionen 

noted that Brahms’s opening harmonization closely follows Bach’s four-voice setting of 

“Es ist das Heil uns kommen her” in cantata BWV 86, and further observes that Brahms 

would have known this cantata from its appearance in the 1784 Breitkopf edition of 

Bach’s chorales.43 These two settings share the same key and similar cadential harmonies.  

In Musical Example 4.6, the keyboard reduction illustrates similarities between Bach’s 

and Brahms’s settings.44 
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Musical Example 4.6  Similarities between Bach’s BWV 86, and Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, 

mm. 1-10
45
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Brahms uses a constant resultant eighth-note motion in the lower voices during 

the Stollen, and a progression of seventh-chords in the final phrase, which indicates 

Brahms the agent more. The seventh-chord progression and eighth-note motion in mm. 1-

4, cause this setting not sound like a harmonization by Bach.46 These two attributes 

characteristic of Brahms make this chorale setting an ideal example of Brahms the agent. 

In the opening chorale of op. 29, no. 1, Brahms uses harmonic language and rhythm as 

vehicles to craft a nineteenth-century motet based on earlier compositional techniques. In 

doing so, he implements a unique musical language that fuses Brahms the agent and 

Brahms the historian. 

The second movement consists of a five-voice imitative section (marked fuga à 

5), in which the fist stanza of the chorale is treated as a long-note cantus firmus in bass I, 

with each of its five phrases preceded by motivically derived Vorimation, the process 

whereby a principal theme, stated in long note values in one part of a polyphonic texture, 

is anticipated by an imitative section in the other parts, usually based on a rhythmic 

diminution of the theme in the other four voices (Musical Example 4.7).47 48 
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Musical Example 4.7  Bass cantus firmus in Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, mm. 18-22 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cantus Firmus bass I 

in Augmentation 
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Musical Example 4.7  Continued 

 

 

The cantus firmus is utilized throughout the second part of the piece. Brahms 

chooses the two primary features of the chorale – the descending tetrachord, and the 

tension between the tones A and B – as the main compositional aspects of the piece.49 

The key scheme is one of the unusual features of this imitative section, as there is no 

tonal center defined at the beginning. The motet starts in E major with frequent 

references to the sub-dominant (A major), and the dominant (B Major) receives little 

emphasis. The beginning of the first phrase (mm. 10-22) is in the key of E major. The 

first episode starts in measure 12. The bass II, in measure 15, sits on C-sharp, leading the 

tonality to A major (referring to the sub-dominant of the initial key). The altos begin the 
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Cont. bass I: Cantus 

firmus in augmentation 



 

 

45 

second phrase (measure 23) and bass II tonicizes A major, initiating the beginning of the 

second episode. Phrases one and two are repeated with new text in mm. 32-55.50 

Phrase three (mm. 55-64) is based on the Abgesang first sung by the tenors. 

Phrase four (mm. 64-69) is six measures long. There is no statement by the bass II which 

has been prominent in the other phrases. Brahms uses the upper voices to move toward 

the subdominant. 

The beginning of phrase five (mm. 69-79) starts with an ambiguous G-sharp 

major tonality including alteration between G-sharp to G natural and D-sharp to D 

natural, as well as the 3
rd

 (B) and 6
th 

 (E) scale degrees (Musical Example 4.8, mm. 70-

72), which progresses into the most chromatic and “Brahmsian” section of the piece.51 
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Musical Example 4.8  Ambiguous harmony in Brahms’s op. 29, no. 2, mm. 70-72 

 

 From measure 70 until the end there is fragmentation and development of the descending 

tetrachord motive (Musical Example 4.9). 

The use of smaller motives evokes developmental techniques Brahms exhibits 

throughout his compositional life. In “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her,” Brahms focuses 

not only on motivic elements of the chorale (descending tetrachord) but also on harmonic 

ambivalence due to the tension between the subdominant and dominant. The tension is 

reflected in the frequent references to the subdominant (A major) and little emphasis on 

the dominant (B major). 
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Musical Example 4.9  Fragmentation of the motive and descending tetrachords in 

Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, mm. 70-73 

 

 

 

 

 

Musical Examples 4.10 and 4.11 illustrate how Brahms uses chorale tunes as a source of 

motives by basing every portion of the imitative section on a motive extracted from the 

chorale.
52

 Using only this preexisting material from the chorale, he achieves a high 

degree of unity. This method, along with the developmental and contrapuntal techniques 

Brahms uses with the chorale tune, are progressive aspects of Brahms’s language, 

especially in combination. 
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 Beller-Mckenna, “Brahms’s Motet “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her” and the ‘Innermost 

Essence of Music,’” 57.  

 

Fragmentation of the tetrachord 

 Fragmentation of the Tetrachord 
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Musical Example 4.10  Source of motives from Stollen in Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, mm. 

10-13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tetrachord derived from Stollen 

Vorimitation of Stollen 
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Musical Example 4.11  Source of motives from Abgesang in Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, mm. 

55-58 
 

 

 

 

Vorimitation of Abgesang 
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The contrapuntal setting of “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her” has an unusual key 

scheme. The tonal center is not stated at the beginning and there are far more frequent 

and direct references to the subdominant, most likely due to the D natural that exists in 

the chorale tune. Some passages lack a clear tonal center and others are harmonically 

ambiguous. 

With regard to the use and setting of text, Brahms the historian dominates. Beller-

McKenna suggests that the work also is similar to Bach’s cantata Christ lag in 

Todesbanden, BWV 4, in which the fourth stanza (movement five) is set in chorale-motet 

style. Both composers set each phrase of the chorale tune, including repeats. Brahms and 

Bach start with the first statement of the subject in the tenor and with each subsequent 

entrance one measure apart. Bach’s movement five of BWV 4 and Brahms’s fuga à 5 

section of op. 29, no. 1, are based on a chorale tune which is set in bar form (AAB). The 

A sections of both are in two phrases. When the A section is repeated, both Brahms and 

Bach repeat their material, adjusting as needed for the rhythm of the text (Table 4.2). 

Table 4.2  Comparison of form: Bach’s BWV 4 and Brahms’s op. 29 no. 1  

Bach BWV 4, 

Movement 5 

Bach BWV 4, 

Movement 5 

Brahms, op. 29 no. 1 

fuga à 5 

Brahms, op. 29 

no. 1 fuga à 5 

Form Chorale phrase Form Chorale phrase 

A mm. 1-7 

mm. 7-12 

A mm. 10-26 

mm. 26-32 

A mm. 12-18 

mm. 18-24 

A mm. 32-44 

mm. 44-55 

B mm. 24-29 

mm. 29-35 

B mm. 55-64 

mm. 64-68 

7
th

 line mm. 35-39 7
th

 line mm. 69-79 

8
th

 line: Halleluja mm. 39-44   
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The final phrase is set in a very similar way. On the seventh phrase Bach 

interrupts the line by including rests on all voices except the cantus firmus. Brahms set 

his seventh phrase also separating the phrase by rests except in the bass I which has the 

cantus firmus. 53  

Musical Example 4.12  Lines interrupted and uninterrupted in Bach’s BWV 4, movement 

5, mm. 35-37 
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 Jonathan Leonard Nero, “The A-Capella motets for mixed voices by Johannes Brahms: An 

analytical overview with focus on Brahms’ use of compositional techniques from early music” (D.M.A 

diss., North Dakota State University of Agriculture and Applied Science, 2007), 8. 

Uninterrupted cantus firmus 

Line interrupted by rests  
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Musical Example 4.13  Lines interrupted and uninterrupted in Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, 

mm. 70-76 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Line interrupted by rests 
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Musical Example 4.13  Continued 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Uninterrupted Cantus Firmus 
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Beller-McKenna also points out that the entire final stanza (movement eight) of BWV 4 

is set in a four-voice harmonization. Brahms sets the text similarly to Bach with running 

eighth notes. Bach separates the phrases with six cadences while Brahms delineates the 

text with five cadences (Musical Examples 4.14 and 4.2). 

Musical Example 4.14  Last stanza in Bach’s BWV 4 

 

Unlike in the Bach motet, the two separate sections of Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, 

employ a single stanza of the chorale, and do not feature text painting, a Baroque 

compositional technique, that is found in Bach’s Christ lag in Todesbanden, and Jesu 

    

S 

    

A 

    

T 

    

B 

    

S 

    

A 

    

T 

    

B 
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meine Freude. In these two pieces Bach has sections that contrast in both in texture and 

character. In contrast, Brahms actually uses only a single stanza of the chorale text 

throughout his motet.54  

“Es ist das Heil uns kommer her” can be categorized in an early stage of 

assimilation in which Brahms the historian dominates the musical language. Brahms the 

historian is more interested in crafting a motet in which traditional techniques of 

composition are featured. He also responded to a moment in history in which traditional 

writing was questioned. In “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her” Brahms illustrates 

developing variation over long spans. The chorale tune is the base that holds the work 

together both melodically and harmonically. Fragments of the chorale tune, such as the 

tetrachord and its fragmentation are used often throughout the motet, especially near 

cadential points. One of the most concrete circumstances in which Brahms the agent 

dominates the writing is in the harmonic language. Brahms’s use of ambiguous tonal 

centers, such as the emphasis on the subdominant (A major) rather than the dominant, is 

an example of how Brahms transformed historical models and their musical forms into a 

developed nineteenth-century genre (Table 4.3). 
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 Beller-Mckenna, “Brahms’s Motet “Es ist das Heil uns kommen her” and the “Innermost 

Essence of Music,’” 58.  
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Table 4.3  Comparison of Brahms’s op. 29, no. 1, with Bach  

 

Bach 

Pieces/Techniques 

Bach Brahms op. 29 no.1 Remarks 

BWV 227 Four-part 

harmonization 

opens the motet 

Four-part 

harmonization opens 

the motet 

 

BBV 227 Two tonal 

centers: tonic and 

mediant 

Four major tonal 

areas: tonic, 

subdominant, 

dominant and 

supertonic with a 

momentary 

tonicization in the 

submediant 

Modulation and 

tonicization occur 

every one to two 

measures within the 

ten measures of the 

opening chorale 

BWV 4 AAB form AAB form  

BWV 4 Last stanza in 

chorale-motet 

style 

Last stanza in 

chorale-motet style 

 

BWV 4 Text-setting with 

interrupted lines 

with rests and 

uninterrupted 

cantus firmus 

Text-setting with 

interrupted lines 

with rests and 

uninterrupted cantus 

firmus 

 

BWV 86 E major, same 

cadential 

harmonies and 

harmonic 

language 

 

E major, same 

cadential harmonies 

and harmonic 

language 

op. 29, no. 1, 7
th

 

chord progression in 

the final phrase 

BWV 4 and BWV 

227 

Use of 

contrasting 

texture and 

character sections 

Use a single stanza 

of the text and does 

not change texture 
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“O Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf,” op. 74, no. 2 (1863) 

“O Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf,” op. 74, no. 2, was composed in 1863, after 

Brahms arrived in Vienna and was published in 1879. The motet is a set of five variations 

on selected verses of the chorale, “O Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf.” The five stanzas 

with the closing “Amen” vary in their polyphonic structure. Each stanza contains the 

same scoring but with its own meter, tempo, and articulation. It resembles Bach’s cantata 

Christ lag in Todesbanden, BWV 4, in that its chorale melody appears in every verse. 

Brahms performed cantata BWV 4 in 1858 in Detmold and again in 1873 in Vienna with 

the Gesellschaft der Musikfreunde. Opus 74, no. 2, “O Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf,” 

may also be related to Bach’s motet Jesu, meine Freude, BWV 227, which Brahms knew 

before 1863.55 
 
Jesu, meine Freude contains five different settings of the chorale melody 

(the sixth verse uses the same music as the first), as Brahms does in this motet.56 Virginia 

Hancock states the following: 

However, in its musical style “O Heiland, reiss” is not nearly so dependent 

on Bach as the other chorale motet, “Es ist das Heil.” In fact, its five 

verses are not only a compendium of almost all the early music techniques 

Brahms had used in his choral writing up to this time, but they exhibit the 

use of additional resources that he had not yet drawn upon in choral 

music.57 

Jesu, meine Freude, BWV 227, is a symmetrical multi-movement work with 

different textures, scorings, key relationships, and metrical proportions. These changes of 

                                                 
55

 Hancock, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music, 119. 

 
56

 Ibid. 

 
57

 Ibid. 
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key relationships and scorings between movements are absent in op. 74, no. 2, “O 

Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf.” 

Brahms the historian is present when, throughout the entire motet, he uses 

Vorimitation, a technique often used by Bach.58 The first verse is an imitative setting of 

the chorale tune, which is in the soprano. In the second verse, the soprano still has the 

cantus firmus. The remaining three voices are written in quarter notes, not the consistent 

half notes derived from the tune. This creates a thicker, more flowing contrapuntual 

structure. 

Bach’s composition of chorales is closely associated with his production of 

cantatas. Bach often uses text painting in the part writing and harmonies. Bach often 

paints the text in cantatas by articulation, scoring, and melodic setting. In “O Heiland, 

reiss die Himmel auf,” Brahms accomplishes text painting throughout within each of the 

variations on the chorale melody, as opposed to op. 29, no. 1, where, even though 

variations on a chorale melody are used, text painting is not a primary feature.  

The first two verses are very similar in harmonic rhythm and melodic 

construction. Verses three and four increase in complexity and give a sense of 

development of both the melody and the rhythm compared with the first two verses. They 

also depict a relationship between the text, rhythm, and melody. Brahms the historian 

connects with his model by utilizing text painting. “The text painting is more evident in 
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 Hancock, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music, 120. 
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the third and fourth verse settings, to the point that it influences the chorale melody,” 

notes Hancock.59  

In verse three the Tenor has the chorale tune and the remaining three voices sing 

against it homophonically in staccato articulation. Brahms paints a picture of earth 

bursting forth (“O Erd, schlag aus”) by incorporating triplets. Even the chorale tune is 

affected by the text painting when triplets allude to the earth bursting forth (Musical 

Example 4.15). 
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 Hancock, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music, 120. 
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Musical Example 4.15  Text Painting in Brahms’s op. 74, no. 2, mm. 36-46 

 

 

 

 

 

Text painting in chorale tune: Oh earth burst forth 
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Another example of text painting may be found in the words “flowering” (Blümlein) 

expressed again in triplets. 

 

Musical Example 4.16  Text Painting in Brahms’s op. 74, no.2, mm. 47-51 
 

 

In the fourth verse, Brahms the historian changes the meter to 4/2, an archaic 

meter, and the cantus firmus is in the bass. The key changes from a Dorian color to C 

minor, removing the modal quality the motet has had so far. This modal quality is 

replaced by extreme chromaticism, depicting the text “Hier leiden wir die grösste Not” 

(Here we suffer the greatest distress). The descending lines of paired triplets are a 

Baroque symbol of sorrow as they mimic sighing.60  
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 Hancock, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music, 121. 
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Musical Example 4.17  Extreme chromaticism and sighing in op. 74, no. 2, mm. 57-65 
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Musical Example 4.17  Continued 

 

At measure 57, a short canon in inversion is presented between the tenor and 

soprano (Musical Example 4.18). Brahms the historian comes through in the 

sophisticated contrapuntual writing of this verse.  

Musical Example 4.18  Canon in Brahms’s op. 74, no. 2, mm. 57-59 
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In the fifth verse, the soprano and bass are in strict canon by contrary motion. The 

soprano contains the chorale melody, but it is ornamented with passing and neighboring 

tones, and the bass has a canon by inversion with the soprano throughout the verse. 

Musical Example 4.19  Canon in Brahms’s op. 74, no. 2, mm. 73-81 
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In the final “Amen,” the alto and tenor join the soprano and bass in a mirror 

canon, imitating the melodic material of the continuing soprano-bass canon.61 In a letter 

to Brahms, Franz Wüllner wrote about this section, “No one can write the double canon 

in contrary motion at the end as you do. Writing a double canon isn’t so hard; what is 

hard is to write one that sounds as if it weren’t.”62 This is an example of Brahms standing 

on equal footing with Bach, exhibiting assimilative skill of the earlier model. This verse 

contains a change of character through the change of the meter (4/4), the Allegro marking 

and mainly by the contrast from the prior extreme chromatic and dense verse. The first 

twenty-four measures build up the contrapuntal intensity of the “Amen.” According to 

Virginia Hancock: 

The maintenance of intensity through the transition of the last verse and on 

to the end of the piece is certainly the most problematic aspect of its 

performance. It is clearly necessary to consider the canonic structure of the 

final verse as an expression of the eternal stability and firmness of the 

“starker Hand” which leads “zu dem Vaterland” and the certainly of the 

final Amen.63 

The motet is based on an F Dorian melody, but a few D flats and D naturals are 

added, which tonicize F minor. The two modes share the same tonic, giving the 

impression of almost a dual tonality, a trait that is a progressive element in Brahms’s 

language and therefore an example of Brahms the agent. 

The sighing is intensified by the “Brahmsian” chromatic language which 

exemplifies Brahms the agent. This “Brahmsian” chromatic language is characterized by 
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its modal quality and often alteration of third, sixth and seventh scale degrees. This is a 

clear example of a dialectic synthesis resulting from Brahms’s plurality of musical 

languages. Specific word painting occurs in measure 64 on the dissonant word, “bittre,” 

(bitter) set with two chords: an ambiguous B natural seventh chord that moves to a B-flat 

major-minor seventh chord. These chords are followed by the melody for the text “Ach, 

komm, führ uns” (Ah, come lead us) an ascending series of notes between the alto, 

soprano and tenor, E-flat, F and G (Musical Example 4.20). 
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Musical Example 4.20  Brahms’s op. 74, no. 2, mm. 63-68 

 

 

Ascending line: Come lead us Eb-F-G B 4/3         BbMm7  
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The verse is concluded by the basses, who pick up the chorale melody, but with a 

chromatic neighboring tone (Musical Example 4.21). This section is a strong example of 

Brahms the agent. Brahms uses madrigalistic techniques so assimilated that one can 

barely recognize Brahms the historian. Brahms uses chromaticism ubiquitously to set 

such words as “bitter” with its B7 dissonant chord. Pervasive chromaticism exists in texts 

such as “vor Augen steht der bittre Tod” (Here we suffer the greatest distress), which 

resolves at the end of the phrase with a C major chord (the first major chord for the end 

of a verse) at the consoling conclusion: “zu dem Vaterland” (to the fatherland).64 

Assimilated madrigalistic techniques, for example his modal chromaticsm, reflect 

Brahms the agent and give a clear indication of the century in which this piece appears. It 

is also an example of the late stage of assimilation in which the inherited language is so 

incorporated that it influences the language but does not dominate it.  
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Musical Example 4.21  Brahms’s op. 74, no. 2, mm. 69-73 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chorale tune in the Bass 

line 
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This motet is the only one that uses a chorale tune not previously set by Bach. “O 

Heiland reiss, die Himmel auf” can be categorized in the middle stage of assimilation. 

Brahms the historian uses ornamentation near cadences and madrigalistic techniques such 

as text painting, which Hancock suggests were both deliberate. Brahms the historian 

clearly references Bach’s cantata writing, as found in cantata BWV 4 by using a set of 

variations on selected verses of the chorale, however, elements of Brahms the agent are 

present. These include two-against-three rhythms, dense voicing, triadic melodies, and 

cadential hermiola structures, all of which emphasize his approach to the chorale.  

Regardless of the strophic structure, only the chorale tune serves to join contrasting 

sections together. Extreme chromaticism and ambiguous modality are techniques derived 

partly from historical models and partly from his musical language. Brahms’s identity is 

more evident in this motet than in the previous motets due to the dialectic synthesis 

present especially in verse four. This verse depicts a high level of assimilation in which 

Brahms constructs a verse based on an early compositional practice (canonic writing) 

using madrigalistic mannerisms, and he fuses it with his own style, leaving little trace of 

Brahms the historian.   
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Table 4.4  Comparison of Brahms’s op. 74, no. 2, with Bach 

Bach works Bach Brahms “O 

Heiland, reiss die 

Himmel auf” op. 

74, no. 2 

 

Remarks 

BWV 4 Chorale melody 

in every phrase 

Chorale melody 

in every phrase 

 

BWV 227 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Five different 

setting of the 

chorale melody 

Five different 

settings of the 

chorale melody 

Brahms does not change 

scoring, meter or 

articulation 

 

Bach has different 

textures, scoring key 

relationships and 

metrical for proportions 

for each verse 

Bach works Bach Brahms “O 

Heiland, reiss die 

Himmel auf” op. 

74, no. 2 

 

Remarks 

BWV 227 Text painting 

prime feature 

Text painting not 

a prime feature 

however, in 

verses 4 and 5 is 

evident to the 

point that it 

influences the 

chorale melody 

Bach often paints the 

text in cantatas by 

articulation scoring and 

melodic setting 

Important 

Information 

 Chorale tune not 

previously set by Bach 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

MOTETS OF THE MIDDLE PERIOD 

 “Warum ist das Licht gegeben den Mühseligen?” was composed in Pörtschach in 

the summer of 1877. In Brahms’s sacred compositions, including his motets, his religious 

views were not separate from musical form. Texts from a variety of sources were chosen 

carefully to create unity in the structure of the form. Unlike op. 29, no. 1, where Brahms 

focuses on a single stanza to build the entire motet, in op. 74, no. 1, Brahms creates a 

different structure by using a variety of sources and connects this text structure to the 

musical form. This motet is one example of a composition in which Brahms looked to 

history not only for musical models, but also as a means by which to place himself within 

his cultural tradition.65 

“Warum ist das Licht gegeben den Mühseligen?” is Brahms’s longest 

unaccompanied composition. The compilation of quotations from Holy Scripture is 

Brahms’s own. He includes biblical passages from the book of Job, Lamentations, and 

James, and music from the unfinished Missa canonica, an early work in which he 

attempted to master Renaissance imitative contrapuntal techniques.66 Brahms reworked 

Missa canonica, and his original material permeates the entire motet (Table 5.1). 
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Table 5.1  Brahms’s Missa canonica and op. 74, no. 167 

Missa canonica op. 74, no. 1 Changes that appear in op. 74, no. 1 

Agnus Dei Movement 1 Expanded with contrast and 

variation 

 

Tonality is changed to that of the 

final chorale (D minor) 

Benedictus Movement 2 Transformed ending 

 

Music appears at its original pitches  

Dona Nobis Pacem Movement 3 Reworked texture 

 

New bridge and shortened return of 

the music of movement 2 

 

Music appears at its original pitches 

Chorale “Mit Fried und 

Freud” 

Movement 4 Brahms own harmonization in 

“Bachian”  style 

Remarks Music of the Missa canonica is 

reworks and also brought into 

thematic and tonal relationships 

 

Brahms did not use in op. 74, no.1, 

his Sanctus and Hosanna 

 

New material on Movements 1 and 

3  

 

 

The texts of this motet are discussed in the article “Brahms’s Missa canonica and 

its Recomposition in his Motet ‘Warum,’ op. 74, no. 1,” where Robert Pascall states the 

following: 
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The initial quotation, from Job 3:20-3, in Luther’s German, shows the 

questioning, deserted pessimism of Job’s deepest despair. It is answered 

directly by a quotation from Jeremiah 3:41; the answer is simple, not by 

argument but exhortation to turn unconditionally to God. The third 

quotation of James’s extolling of Job’s patience, together with the 

reminder that God’s purposes are known and merciful (James 5:11). 

Finally Brahms placed verse 1 of Luther’s metrical version of Nunc 

Dimittis (Luke 2:29-32), Simeon’s acceptance of death in joy at having 

seen Jesus; Simeon departs in accordance with God’s will and promise, 

comforted in heart and mind, gently and peacefully. Death which Job had 

sought in despair as release and end to affliction, has now become 

Simeon’s accepted joyous summation. Luther’s own gloss on the biblical 

Nunc Dimittis is God’s assurance that death is but sleep.68 

The chorale harmonization in “Warum ist das Licht gegeben dem Mühseligen” 

shows the influence of early Baroque compositional styles: the use of chromaticism, 

particularly in voice-leading, and tonal structures especially, point to the early Baroque.69 

Michael T. Roeder adds: 

The opening progression of a D major chord, with the chromatically altered F, 

moving to the G minor chord (mm. 1-2) reminds one of the exciting chromaticism 

heard in works by Giovanni Gabrieli. The raised third (F sharp) of the opening 

chord does not move up a half-step to G, but rather progresses down to D. Such 

unusual voice-leading is also characteristic of the early Baroque…The dynamic 

contrast of the opening forte statement of Warum and the piano statement 

following is beautiful reminiscent of dynamic contrasts of the Baroque. The 

sequential repetition of the opening (mm. 3-4), with a new chromatic tone, is also 

characteristic.70 

 At the end of this motet, Brahms includes a four-part harmonization of Martin 

Luther’s chorale “Mit Fried und Freud ich fahr dahin” in a style reminiscent of Bach. The 
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intensely chromatic melodies and wide-ranging modulatory scheme of the opening of the 

motet (mm. 4-24), however, are not present in the chorale setting. It seems as if the 

complicated language (both in syntax and form) in the opening is resolved in the end by 

the chorale setting.71 

Musical Example 5.1  Opening of Brahms’s op. 74, no. 1, mm. 1-20 
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124.  
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Musical Example 5.1  Continued 
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Musical Example 5.1  Continued 

 

 

 

Musical Example 5.2  Chorale movement in Brahms’s op. 74, no. 2, mm. 1-12 
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Musical Example 5.2  Continued 
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The opening material of the motet is more elaborate and is drawn from the basic 

melodic structure of the chorale tune. After the initial similarities, both the first 

movement and the final harmonization of the chorale in movement four are connected by 

descending thirds, and a stepwise descending melodic line as cadences approach. Overall, 

movement one is contrapuntally complex and thick in texture. Movement four seems to 

resolve the musical “anxiety,” which is related to the text of movement one, through its 

homophony. Above all, however, text is connected to the chorale tune. Textually, 

movement one asks anxiously for God’s answers. The texts of movement four comforts 

and provides the peace that is not given in movement one. Musical Examples 5.3 and 5.4 

show the similarity in the two themes. 

Musical Example 5.3  Movement 1 in Brahms’s op. 74, no. 1, mm. 4-6 
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Musical Example 5.4  Movement 4 in Brahms’s op. 74, no. 1, mm. 136-138 

 

 

Brahms’s humanistic views are represented in the texts he compiled for op. 74, 

no. 1. Nineteenth-century philosophers focused more on rationalism than religious 

dogma. Furthermore, Brahms was not a traditionally religious person; Bach was. Brahms 

was deeply attracted to the Bible and Lutheran tradition, yet he was interested in the 

national heritage of Germany and Austria. The use of chorale in Brahms was more 

attached to cultural tradition than a religious one. In part one of the motet (mm. 1-84), 

Job questions a moral order in which life is reserved for those too miserable to appreciate 

it. Brahms makes the initial “Warum?” of the text of Job (3:20-23) into a recurrent 

refrain, combining it with Job’s sense of doubt. Although the rest of the piece addresses 

that question, Job’s existential doubt as expressed by the question “Warum?” is set in 
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eighty-four measures of dense and chromatic counterpoint, as compared to sixty-four 

measures that do not contain the plea. The counterbalance to Job’s doubt through the 

dense chromatic counterpoint is the closing chorale.72 

Some scholars’ comparison of Brahms to Bach might stem from Brahms’s 

dedication of op. 74, no. 1, to Bach scholar, Philipp Spitta. Spitta addressed Bach’s 

influence in op. 74, no. 1, concentrating on the role of the closing chorale: 

Only the inclusion of the chorale “Mit Fried und Freud ich Fahr dahin” at 

the end of the beautiful motet, “Warum ist das Licht gegeben den 

Mühseligen?” is an homage of Bach that is not grounded in the concept of 

the artwork itself. A chorale, used as a foreign component in an original 

work, can only be understood as a symbol of the Protestant congregation. 

Bach could do this, because his works belonged to the liturgy; for 

Brahms’s motet the meaning is not there. He certainly knew that as well as 

we do. Therefore, I call that he has done an homage.73 

In the article, “The Great Warum?: Job, Christ, and Bach in a Brahms Motet,” 

Beller-McKenna further explains the interaction between Brahms the historian and 

Brahms the agent by writing, “Exploring the interplay between these symbolic figures 

and the surface meaning of the motet’s gives understanding of some of Brahms’s 

attitudes about his own individuality and his place in the cultural tradition that was 

represented by Bach.”74 

Because of the nature of the text in the final movement, op. 74, no. 1, can be 

compared to Bach’s Komm, Jesu, Komm, BWV 229. Scholars believe that BWV 229 was 

                                                 
72

 Beller-McKenna, “The Great Warum?: Job, Christ, and Bach in Brahms Motet,” 232. 
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probably intended for the funeral service of Maria Elisabeth Schelle on March 26, 1730. 

It is based entirely on chorale texts, and does not incorporate biblical passages, unlike 

Brahms’s op. 74, no. 1. The conclusion of the work is a four-part harmonization of a 

chorale text just as in opus 74, no. 1. Both concluding movements contain themes of 

sleep and death, as illustrated in Table 5.2. 

Table 5.2  Comparison of texts by Martin Luther and Paul Thymich 
 

Brahms’s op. 74, no. 1 

Text by Martin Luther 

Bach’s BWV 229 

Text by Paul Thymich 

In peace and joy I depart 

in God’s will; my heart and mind are 

comforted, calm and still; 

As God has promised me, 

Death has become my sleep. 

Thus I entrust myself into your hands, and bid the 

world goodnight. 

My life’s journey rushes to its end, 

yet the spirit is well prepared 

It shall hover with its creator, 

for Jesus is and remains 

The true path to life. 

 

Bach’s text includes a clear Christological conclusion, while Brahms’s text does 

not. Beller-McKenna discusses that the inclusion in op. 74, no. 1, of the chorale “Mit 

Fried und Freud” may have been inspired by one of Bach’s Trauermusik works. Actus 

tragicus, BWV 106, (“Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit”), contains the same chorale. By 

focusing on death this way, “Warum ist das Licht gegeben” enters into a long history of 

German Trauermusik.75 

Brahms likely knew BWV 106 before composing op. 74, no. 1, since it was one 

of Bach’s better-known cantatas during the nineteenth century. Cantata BWV 106 
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 Beller-McKenna, “The Great Warum?: Job, Christ, and Bach in Brahms Motet,” 236. 
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appeared in an 1830 edition by A.A. Marx and received frequent performances, including 

one in Vienna by Herbeck at the Gesellschaft der Musickfreunde on November 12, 1865. 

The cantata also appeared in the Bach Gesellschaft edition in 1876, edited by Brahms’s 

friend Wilhelm Rust.76 According to Beller-McKenna, “If Brahms was indeed influenced 

by the appearance of “Mit Fried und Freud” in BWV 106, his own use of Luther’s 

chorale differed from Bach’s in spirit and kind.”77 

BWV 106 contains a strong theological message; which is conveyed, in part, 

through the selections and order of its texts. Opus 74, no. 1, indicates an understanding of 

the German Trauermusik tradition, but it also seems to be an attempt by Brahms to 

engage with Bach’s model in the practice of biblical quotation and manipulation.78 

The concluding chorale “Mit Fried und Freud” deals with death and resurrection. 

In Bach’s chorale setting, death had already been presented as a clear theme at the end of 

movement two. The placement of the chorale in BWV 106 fulfills the chorale’s normal 

liturgical function by commenting on the scripture. Musically, Bach sets “Mit Fried und 

Freud” as a cantus firmus melody sung by the altos against the bass aria on a biblical text 

as seen in Musical Example 5.5. 
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 Beller-McKenna, “The Great Warum?: Job, Christ, and Bach in Brahms Motet,” 237. 
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78

 Ibid., 239. 

 



 

 

84 

Musical Example 5.5  Movement 3 in Bach’s BWV 106, mm. 39-43 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chorale melody 
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Both works present the same sequence of texts, moving from Old Testament through 

New Testament to Lutheran chorale text (Table 5.3).
79  

Table 5.3  Comparison of sequence of texts of Bach’s BWV 106 and Brahms’s  

op. 74, no. 1 

 

Bach: BWV 106 Brahms: op. 74, no. 1 

OT: Psalm 31:6 OT : Job 

NT: Revelation  NT: James 

Chorale Chorale 

 

Unlike Bach’s final chorale in Actus tragicus, Brahms’s final chorale in his motet 

does not highlight a specific biblical text and is not dependent on such a text for its 

meaning.80 Brahms sets the chorale as a four-part harmonization to close the work. Many 

scholars have interpreted Brahms’s concluding chorale as homage to Bach and as an 

attempt to connect his piece to the Bach motet tradition. Beller-McKenna adds, “The 

final chorale “Mit Fried und Freud” serves neither of these functions in “Warum ist das 

Licht gegeben,” but rather Brahms uses both Bach and the chorale as icons of an entire 

cultural tradition (not just a genre) to which he felt, or wished to feel, attached.81 

A four-part harmonization of a chorale at the end of a work not only evokes Bach 

but also adds a sense of closure and summation. Brahms seems to intend the latter, since 

                                                 
79
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he relates details and formal structures of his chorale setting with aspects of the motet’s 

preceding three parts. As seen in Musical Example 5.6, melodic figures like those in 

“betrübten Herzen” (afflicted soul) of Part 1 return in the chorale in “gertöstet Herz” 

(comforted heart), as seen in Musical Example 5.7. 

Musical Example 5.6  Part 1 in Brahms’s op. 74, no. 1, mm. 8-12 

 

 

Musical Example 5.7  Part 4 in Brahms’s op. 74, no. 1, mm. 139-143  

 

Brahms deviates from Bach’s model in measure 137 (Musical Example 5.8), by 

having a cadence in F major when you would expect A major. Bach would rarely move 

so quickly away from either the tonic or dominant. This is Brahms’s way of 

recapitulating the final scheme of the motet in the chorale by intentionally matching 

harmonic outline as a whole with that of the chorale (Table 5.4).82  
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 Beller-McKenna, “The Great Warum?: Job, Christ, and Bach in Brahms Motet,” 249. 
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Musical Example 5.8  Brahms’s op. 74, no. 2, mm. 136-137 

 

 

The most noticeable aspect in this regard is that the harmonic outline of the 

chorale sums up the harmonic outline of the motet. Except for its initial D minor, the key 

progressions for the chorale that may be seen in Table 5.4 correspond to the chords 

sounded at the five fermatas of the final chorale. All but the A minor harmony at measure 

139 match the tonic keys of the motet’s four parts, including the final phrase in D minor 

(mm. 145-147), which represents the chorale itself.83  
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 Beller-McKenna, “The Great Warum?: Job, Christ, and Bach in Brahms Motet,” 248-249. 
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Table 5.4  Harmonic outline of Brahms’s op. 74, no. 2, movement 4 

Motet 

Part 1 Part 2  Part 3 Part 3b Part 4 

D minor F major C major F major D minor 

 

Chorale 

D minor F major A minor C major F major D minor 

m. 135 m. 137 m. 139 m. 143 m. 145 m. 147 

 

When applying the spiritual framework of the Trauermusik model, Brahms 

chooses more universal texts than Bach does; he becomes the agent of his own musical 

language.84 Traditional Trauermusik would have ended with a Christological reference to 

the resurrection. Brahms the historian is present in the closing chorale when evoking 

Bach with the use of chorale but Brahms the agent is also present by not having a 

Christological reference attached to it. 

 “Warum ist das Licht gegeben dem Mühseligen,” op. 74, no. 1, can be 

categorized both in middle and late stages of assimilation. Brahms’s late stage of 

assimilation may be noted in his characteristic harmonic innovation, but also in the way 

he creates a libretto without direct Christian allusion. It is evident that in “Warum ist das 

Licht gegeben dem Mühseligen,” op. 74, no. 1, that Brahms develops the motet form not 

only by introducing Trauermusik structure, but also by harmonically connecting the 

chorale tune with the motet as a whole. In this case we can see how Brahms’s use of 

chorale and its relationship to the motet, not only melodically but textually, is deeply 

                                                 
84

 Trauermusik is German for ‘funeral music.’ 
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rooted in his personal identity as a German and admirer of Bach’s music. I believe that 

this is an important aspect of what makes Brahms progressive and Brahms the agent a 

stronger presence in this motet. Conflict between Brahms the agent and the historian; 

however, can be seen in his musical rhetoric. This is especially obvious in the clear 

Bachian influence of several aspects of the chorale. The setting of the chorale tune, 

harmonically and melodically, highlights Brahms the historian and locates Brahms in an 

early stage of assimilation, however, the Bach-like chorale setting refers not simply to a 

master of the musical past; it also constitutes Brahms’s attempt to locate himself within 

the tradition that Bach represents.85 By locating himself in the tradition, Brahms’s 

reference to historical models evokes the traditional Trauermusik genre that he further 

develops, at the same time also further developing the motet genre, by changing the 

textual and theological implication of the chorale. Argument can be made that this motet 

shows Brahms in the middle and in late stages of assimilation. 
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Table 5.5  Comparison of Brahms’s op. 74, no. 1, and Bach 

Bach pieces Bach Brahms “Warum ist das 

Licht gegeben den 

Mühseligen?” op. 74, no. 

1 

 

Remarks 

BWV 106 Compilation of 

sources to create a 

libretto 

Compilation of sources to 

create a libretto 

Both works 

share the same 

sequence of 

texts: moving 

from Old 

Testament 

through New 

Testament to 

Lutheran chorale 

text 

BWV 229 Concluding movement 

is a four-part 

harmonization of a 

chorale text that 

contain themes of 

sleep and death 

Concluding movement is a 

four-part harmonization of 

a chorale text that contain 

themes of sleep and death 

Scholars believe 

BWV 229 was 

intended for a 

funeral service 

  

It is based 

entirely on 

chorale texts and 

does not 

incorporate 

biblical passages 

unlike Brahms 

op. 74, no. 1 

BWV 229 Bach text includes a 

Christological 

conclusion 

Brahms does not include a 

Christological conclusion 

 

BWV 106 Sets the chorale text 

“Mit Fried und Freud” 

Concludes the work with a 

setting of the chorale “Mit 

Fried und Freud” 

By focusing on 

death this way 

op. 74, no. 2, 

may be referring 

to German 

tradition of 

Trauermusik 

BWV 106 Belongs to 

Trauermusik tradition 

 

 

Brahms attempt to engage 

with Bach’s model in 

biblical quotation and 

manipulation 

Brahms chooses 

more universal 

texts  
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Table 5.5  Continued 

 

Bach pieces Bach Brahms “Warum ist das 

Licht gegeben den 

Mühseligen?” op. 74, no. 

1 

Remarks 

BWV 106 “Mit Fried and Freud” 

deals with death and 

resurrection 

 

Placement of the 

chorale fulfills the 

chorale’s normal 

liturgical function by 

commenting on the 

scripture 

Brahms’s final chorale, 

“Mit Fried and Freud,” 

does not highlight a 

specific biblical text  

Brahms 

concluding 

chorale is a way 

to relate to 

cultural tradition 

and Bach 

Important 

Information 

 

Bach would rarely 

move away quickly 

from I or V  

Brahms moves quickly to 

an unexpected cadence 

 

 Re-worked, revise and 

recycle material for his 

motets and Cantatas 

Re-worked, revised and 

recycled his Missa 

canonica into op. 74, no. 

1 

 

Most of his works 

usually have liturgical 

function 

Although sacred, not 

liturgical function 

 Harmonic outline of the 

chorale sums up the 

harmonic outline of the 

motet 
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CHAPTER SIX 

MOTETS OF THE LATE PERIOD 

 

 “Ach, arme Welt” op. 110, no. 2, is part of Drei Motetten, op. 110. Opus 110 was 

written in the summer of 1889 and was envisioned as a companion to Fest-und 

Gedenksprüche, op. 109. These motets were conceived as “ceremonial settings of biblical 

texts.” A clear link between op. 109 and op. 110 is the normative use of unaccompanied, 

eight-voice, polychoral writing, a new format for Brahms (only op. 110, no. 2, is set for a 

single, four-voice choir and is based on a chorale melody).86 

Like the motets of op. 109, the first and third of Drei Motetten, op. 110, were 

written for two four-voice choirs set antiphonally. The numerous passages Brahms 

marked in Schütz’s Italienische Madrigale (Italian Madrigals), SWV 1-19, Psalmen 

Davids, SWV 22-47, Lucas-Passion (St. Luke Passion), SWV 480, Johannes-Passion 

(St. John Passion), SWV 481, and Matthäus-Passion (St. Matthew Passion), SWV 479,  

testify to his interest in and thorough study of Schütz’s style. The polychoral writing in 

these works, as well as double choir Bach’s motets, may have prompted Brahms to 

compose the double-choir settings in his late motets.87 
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The op. 110 motets paint a consistent picture of darkness, cast as they are in the 

minor mode, with chromatic lines, generally dense textures, and by a seemingly unending 

litany of distress in the context of calling for God’s help.88 

The second of the pieces, “Ach arme Welt,” set for a single SATB chorus, is the 

only motet of his last six to be set for single chorus. “Ach, arme Welt” is a harmonized 

four-part chorale similar to those of Bach but distinguished by a 6/4 meter that is very 

much “Brahmsian” in character.
89

  The opening of the chorale contains material from the 

chorale melody Es ist genug (1662) by Johann Rudolf Ahle.
90

 This melody can be seen in 

the first measure of each verse but is subsequently altered. Musical Example 6.1 shows 

the original setting for six voices by Johann Rudolf Ahle (1625-1673). This tune is later 

found in Bach’s cantata O Ewigkeit, du Donnerwort (1723), BWV 60, movement five as 

seen in Musical Example 6.2. Brahms was likely familiar with both Ahle’s and Bach’s 

setting of the Es ist genug chorale tune.91 The chorale melody of Es ist genug implies 

chromatic harmonies and outlines an initial tritone. In Bach’s rendition of the chorale, the 

tritone is found in a major key (A major) and creates an ambiguity in the relationship 

between tonic and dominant. In Brahms’s setting, the chromaticism and initial tritone are 

positioned in a minor key (F minor), as seen in Musical Example 6.3. Both composers 

harmonize the chorale tune so as to set up the tritone. Bach moves from the original key 

                                                 
88
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of A major to an abrupt F-sharp major, concluding in a G-sharp major at the end of the 

first phrase of the chorale. 

Musical Example 6.1  Bach‘s BWV 60, mm. 1-2 

 

Brahms moves from the original key of F minor to an unexpected B-flat major 

chord, which is accentuated by the register change in both tenor and bass and the 

sforzando articulation (Musical Example 6.2). 
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Musical Example 6.2  Brahms’s op. 110, no. 2, mm. 1-4 

 

Both Bach and Brahms use harmonic ambiguity leading to the specific chord on 

the tritone of the chorale tune. Because he imitates Bach here, Brahms has assumed the 

role of the historian. 
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Musical Example 6.3  Ahle’s six-voice setting
92
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 Thomas Braatz and Aryeh Oron, “Chorale Melodies used in Bach’s Vocal Works: Es ist Genug, 

so nimm, Herr, meinen Geist,” http://www.bach-cantatas.com/CM/Es-ist-genug.htm (accessed January 21, 

2013). 

 

Chorale tune 

Tritone 

http://www.bach-cantatas.com/CM/Es-ist-genug.htm
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Musical Example 6.4  Bach’s BWV 60, movement 5
93
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Musical Example 6.5  Brahms’s opening op. 110, no. 2, mm. 1-4 

 

 

 

 

Even though the chorale in op. 110, no. 2, seems simple, the chorale setting 

contains a variety of techniques, some related to early music and some from nineteenth-

century practice.94 This chorale setting is an example of a late stage of assimilation in 

which there is a complete synthesis in Brahms’s language. An example of these 

techniques and the combination of the two can be seen in cadential areas. An evident 

dialectic synthesis occurs when Brahms the historian dominates with the presence of 

cadential hemiolas, which, while typical of Brahms’s style, also may be found in early 
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music. These hemiolas in op. 110, no. 2, occur as a 3/2 cross-rhythm in the soprano and 

alto against the 6/4 rhythm maintained by the tenor and bass.95 

Musical Example 6.6  Brahms’s cadential hemiolas op. 110, no. 2, mm. 7-9 
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 Hancock, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music, 197. 
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Musical Example 6.7  Brahms’s cadential hemiolas op. 110, no. 2, mm. 17-19  

 

Another early music technique that Brahms the historian uses is the hymn-like 

text setting; however, Brahms the agent sets the text with progressive harmonic language. 

The augmented fifth, used in a “purely Romantic context,”
96

 as in measure 5, illustrates 

Brahms the agent communicating through an earlier model, the hymn-like setting 

(Musical Example 6.8).
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 Hancock, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music, 138. 
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Musical Example 6.8  Brahms’s opening of op. 110, no. 2, measure 5 

 

 

 

 

In this case, Brahms becomes the agent of his own musical language by 

“romanticizing” the chorale. Hancock adds, “A good example of the fusion of old and 

new styles may be seen in measure 7, where the same soprano text and melody that 

appeared in measure 5 are accompanied by a different harmony, which intensifies the 

repetition (Musical Example 6.9).97  
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 Hancock, Brahms’s Choral Compositions and His Library of Early Music, 138. 
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Musical Example 6.9  Brahms’s op. 110, no. 2, comparison of mm. 5 and 7 

 

 

 

 

 

Some scholars find a Dorian quality in the harmonic language of this motet. It is 

important to note the ways in which Brahms adopted modality as an essential element in 

his compositions. In his book, The Diatonic Modes in Modern Music, John Vincent 

states, “Brahms…although recognizing interchangeability of mode as a valid principle, 

subordinated its use to the major-minor system; he regarded modal harmony as a means 

of gaining contrast; his harmonic technique is conventional with modal interpolations.”98 
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 John Vincent, The Diatonic Modes in Modern Music (Berkley: University of California Press, 
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Different harmonization 

m.5 m.7 
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Despair and petition characterize the textual themes of both “Es ist genug,” and 

“Ach, arme Welt.” Both texts deal with death, comfort and salvation.99 The only 

variations in the strophic structure come in the third verse: one line is added, early in the 

verse, and the final chord has a major instead of a minor third.
100

 This alteration fits the 

text, with its added line, requiring two additional measures of music in the third verse.101 

While it is not certain whether Brahms had in mind any of these possible 

historical models when he composed “Ach, arme Welt,” the ways in which Bach and 

Brahms handle some of the implicit harmonic issues in the chorale tune are connected. 

Both composers use a non-conventional chord progression to deal with the tritone tune, 

as has been explained. In both settings, this harmonic progression results in a feeling of 

abrupt transition.  

 “Ach, arme Welt,” can be categorized in the late stage of assimilation. The 

hymn-like setting and cadential hemiolas can be seen to stem from early practices, an 

example of Brahms the historian. The harmonic language and waltz-like setting can be 

linked to Romantic practice, and point to Brahms the agent. One notes signs of the late 

stage of assimilation in the dialectic synthesis of both languages. The dialectic synthesis 

of Brahms’s plurality of musical languages in this case it is more about how Brahms 

combines the stylistic elements than about which elements he uses. Brahms the historian 
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utilizes a hymn-like form to set the chorale tune, a practice common in the seventeenth 

century, but he sets this melody in a 6/4 meter. Brahms the historian again uses cadential 

hemiolas, but Brahms the agent synthesizes them into a 3/2 cross-rhythm with two voices 

against the other two. The harmonic implications of the particular chord progressions 

chosen, and the ways in which Brahms emphasizes the text, are strong indications of the 

presence of Brahms the agent: he crafts his own procedures from and upon older models. 

 

Table 6.1  Comparison of op. 110, no. 2, with Bach 

Bach pieces  Bach Brahms op. 110, no. 

2 

Remarks 

O Ewigkeit, du 

Donnerwort, BWV 

60 

Uses the same 

chorale tune (Es ist 

genug) 

Uses Es ist genug 

chorale tune 

Original tune is by 

Johann Rudolf Ahle 

O Ewigkeit, du 

Donnerwort, BWV 

60 

Tritone is found in 

A major and creates 

an ambiguity 

between tonic and 

dominant 

 

Bach moves from A 

major to an abrupt 

G-sharp major 

concluding in a G-

sharp major at its 

first fermata 

 

Tritone is 

positioned in F 

minor 

 

 Brahms moves 

from F minor to an 

unexpected B-flat 

major which is 

accentuated by 

register change and 

articulation 

The chorale melody 

of Es ist genug 

implies chromatic 

harmonies and 

outlines an initial 

tritone 

 

Both composers 

harmonize the 

chorale tune to set 

up the tritone 

Important 

Information 

 Hymn-like setting 

Dorian quality 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSION 

In this document I have discussed the four motes of Brahms that contain chorale 

tunes from two perspectives: the first looks at historical models, and the second searches 

for a new idiom. Unique characteristics, such as the influence of Brahms’s humanistic 

spirituality on his musicality, his insightful use of chorales, and his understanding of 

Baroque forms and styles, all serve to further develop the motet form. Brahms’s use of 

historical models in musical thought and in his compositional process creates the mixed 

musical language that becomes the root of his compositional expression. It is important to 

highlight the conflict between originality and tradition by emphasizing the essential 

differences in Brahms’s use of chorale in his motes rather than merely to point out the 

obvious resemblances. The combination of the “language of the agent” and the “language 

of the historian” results in an original synthesis, which epitomizes Brahms’s style. 

It is my hope that this study will help both the conductor and choir to prepare and 

express the chorale segments of Brahms’s motets in a way informed by the Bach 

tradition, but idiomatically faithful both to Brahms and the Romantic period. I believe 

that Brahms came to view the musical past with increasing insight as he lived longer and 

composed more. He relied on proven techniques from earlier compositional eras, but was 

in no way restricted by their limits. He alludes to Bach not only in form but as a historical 

reference. He created new musical languages by using old tools in modern ways. He was, 

in short, progressive in his use of historical models. If this is true, and this project 
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supports such a point of view, it is also true that Brahms’s use of chorale in these motets 

developed the motet genre. 
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APPENDIX A 

TEXTS AND TRANSLATIONS OF BRAHMS’S MOTETS 

“Es ist das Heil uns kommen her,” op. 20, no. 1102 

German English 

Es ist das Heil uns kommen her von Gnad 

und lauter Güte; 

 

die Werke helfen nimmermehr, sie mögen 

nicht behüten. 

 

Der Glaub sieht Jesum Christum an; der 

hat g’nug für uns all getan, 

er ist der Mittler worden. 

Salvation has come to us 

from grace and purest goodness. 

 

Works and deeds help no more; 

they will not protect us. 

 

Faith sees that Jesus Christ  

has done enough for all of us  

He has become our intercessor! 

 

 

“O Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf” op. 74, no. 2103 

German English 

O Heiland, reiß die Himmel auf, 

Herab, herauf vom Himmel lauf, 

Reiß ab vom Himmel Tor und Tür, 

Reiß ab, was Schloss und Riegel für. 

 

O Gott, ein’ Tau vom Himmel gieß, 

Im Tau herab o Heiland fließ, 

Ihr Wolken, brecht und regnet aus, 

Den König über Jakobs Haus. 

 

O Erd, schlag aus, schlag aus o Erd. 

Daß Berg und Tal grün alles werd, 

 

O Erd, herfür dies Blümlein bring, 

O Heiland, aus der Erden spring. 

 

Hie leiden wir die größte Not, 

Vor Augen steht der bittre Tod, 

Ach komm, führ uns mit starker Hand 

O Savior, tear open the heavens, 

flow down to us from heaven above; 

tear off heaven’s gate and door, 

tear off every lock and bar. 

 

O God, a dew from heaven pour; 

in the dew, O Savior, downward flow. 

Break, you clouds, and rain down 

the king of Jacob’s house. 

 

O earth, burst forth; burst forth, O earth, 

so that mountain and valley all become 

green;  

O earth, bring forth this little flower; 

O Savior, spring forth out of the earth. 

 

Here we suffer the greatest distress; 

before our eyes stands bitter death. 

Ah, come lead us with your powerful hand 
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Von Elend zu dem Vaterland. 

 

Da wollen wir all danken dir, 

Unserm Erlöser für und für, 

Da wollen wir all loben dich, 

Je allzeit immer und ewiglich. 

Amen. 

from this misery to our Father’s land. 

 

Therefore we all want to thank you, 

our Redeemer, forever and ever. 

Therefore we also want to praise you 

at all times, always, and forever. 

Amen. 

 

“Warum ist das Licht gegeben dem Mühseligen,” op. 74, no. 1104 

German English 

Warum ist Licht gegeben dem Mühseligen 

und das Leben den betrübten Herzen? 

Warum? 

Die des Todes warten und kommt nicht und 

grüben ihn wohl aus dem verborgenen; 

die sich fast freuen und sind fröhlich, daß 

sie das Grab bekommen. Warum? 

Und dem Manne des Weg verborgen ist, 

und Gott vor ihm denselben bedecket? 

Warum? 

 

Lasset uns unser Herz samt den Händen 

aufheben zu Gott im Himmel. 

 

Siehe, wir preisen selig, die erduldet 

haben. 

Die Geduld Hiob habt ihr gehöret, und das 

Ende des Herrn habt ihr gesehen; 

denn der Herr ist barmherzig und ein 

Erbarmer! 

 

Mit Fried und Freud ich fahr dahin, in 

Gottes willen, 

getrost ist mir mein Herz und Sinn, sanft 

und stille. 

Wie Gott mir verheißen hat,  

der Tod ist mir Schlaf worden. 

Why is light given to those in misery, 

and life to afflicted souls 

Why? 

to those who wait for death, and it comes 

not; who dig for it secretly, 

who nearly rejoice and are glad 

that they have found the grave, 

and to the one whose way is hidden 

and from whom God has hidden himself? 

Why? 

 

Let us lift up our hearts and our hands to 

God in the heavens. 

 

Behold, we call them blessed, 

Those who have endured. 

You have heard of the patience of Job 

And you have seen the purpose of the 

Lord; For the Lord is compassionate, 

And a merciful God. 

 

In peace and joy I now depart 

According to God’s will; 

my heart and mind are comforted, 

calm, and still; 

As God has promised me, 

Death has become my sleep.  
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“Ach, arme Welt,” op. 110, no. 2105 

German English 

Ach, arme Welt, du trügest mich, 

ja, das bekenn’ ich eigentlich, 

und kann dich doch nicht meiden. 

 

Du falsche Welt, du bist nicht wahr, 

dein Schein vergeht, das weiß ich zwar, 

mit Weh’ und großem Leiden. 

 

Dein’ Ehr’, dein Gut, du arme Welt, 

im Tod, in rechten Nöten fehlt, 

 

dein Schatz ist eitel falsches Geld, 

dess hilf mir, Herr, zum Frieden. 

Oh poor world, you deceive me;  

Yes, I truthfully admit that, 

and still I cannot avoid you. 

 

You false world, you are not real; 

Your luster fades, indeed I know that, 

with woe and great suffering. 

 

Your glory and your wealth, you poor 

world, are lacking in death and times of 

real need; 

your treasure is vain, false money. 

Help me, Lord, to be at peace with this. 
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APPENDIX B 

TEXT AND TRANSLATIONS OF BACH: “ES IST GENUG BWV 60” 

“Es ist genug” BWV 60106 

German English 

Es ist genug: 

Herr, wenn es dir gefällt, 

So spanne mich doch aus! 

Mein Jesus kommt: 

Nun gute Nacht, o Welt! 

Ich fahr’ ins Himmelshaus 

Ich fahre sicher hin mit Frieden 

Mein grosser Jammer bleibt darnieden. 

Es ist genug, 

Es ist genug. 

It is enough: 

Lord, if it pleases You, 

Then do unharness me! 

My Jesus comes; 

Now good night, O world! 

I am going into my heavenly frame, 

I go there securely in peace; 

My great woe remains down below. 

It is enough, 

It is enough. 
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APPENDIX C 

VOICING OF BRAHMS’S MOTETS 

“Es ist das Heil uns kommen her,” op. 29, no. 1 

Soprano 

Alto 

Tenor 

Bass I 

Bass II 

 

“Warum ist das Licht gegeben dem Mühseligen ,” op. 74, no. 1 

Soprano I 

Soprano II 

Alto 

Tenor 

Bass I 

Bass II 

 

“O Heiland, reiss die Himmel auf,” op. 74, no. 2 

Soprano 

Alto 

Tenor 

Bass 

 

“Ach, arme Welt,” op. 110, no. 2 

Soprano 

Alto 

Tenor 

Bass 
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