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ABSTRACT 

 

The focus of the present research is to examine Johann Sebastian Bach’s 

(1685-1750) use of augmented sixth chords in the Symbolum Nicenum portion of 

his Mass in B Minor, BWV 232, as structural and theological unifying factors. 

Previous scholarly research has focused on other composers’ settings of the 

Crucifixus text and detailed the conventions of chromatic harmony that many 

have incorporated in their works. Analysis of Bach’s works dealing with Christ’s 

crucifixion indicates that Bach was aware of both the augmented sixth chord and 

the conventions such a chord provided in service of Affekt. Further investigation 

of Bach’s placement of these augmented sixth chords in the Symbolum Nicenum 

suggests that he intended to emphasize specific theological arguments presented 

in Martin Luther’s (1483-1546) Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens 

Christi (“A Sermon of Meditation on Christ’s Holy Passion“) written in 1519. In 

analyzing J.S. Bach’s usage of augmented sixth chords in the Symbolum Nicenum, 

one recognizes his use of this sonority in service of Affekt for Christ’s crucifixion 

related to Lutheran Passion theology.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 

Historical Context of the Mass in B Minor 
 

During the eighteenth century in Germany musical settings of Mass 

Ordinary texts were used in both Roman Catholic and Lutheran worship 

services. George Stauffer describes the terms associated with each denomination 

and states “the word Missa was applied not just to full Ordinaries but also to 

Kyrie and Gloria pairs and other partial settings. Missa tota was sometimes used 

for a complete Ordinary, to distinguish it from an incomplete arrangement, and 

Missa brevis was commonly linked with a markedly succinct setting.”1 In the 

Roman Catholic Church, musical settings of the entire Mass Ordinary were 

generally titled Missa, whereas shorter settings were called Missa brevis. Lutheran 

composers, however, applied the term Missa to Kyrie and Gloria settings, later 

referred to as Missa brevis due to their short structure. This partial setting, 

commonly known today as a Lutheran Missa, was primarily a Protestant genre 

developed from Martin Luther’s (1483-1546) views on music in the church. 

Complete settings of the Mass Ordinary in the Lutheran Church were assigned 

the title Missa tota. The style of Missa tota settings during this time varied greatly 

from archaic Renaissance compositional techniques to the contemporary operatic 

trends of the time. Other Mass settings were in a mixed style known as “stilus 

                                                
1"George"B."Stauffer,"Bach:&The&Mass&in&B&Minor,"2nd"ed.,"Yale"Music"Masterworks"(New"

Haven:"Yale"University"Press,"2003),"8."
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mixtus,”2 in which portions of the text from the Mass Ordinary were subdivided 

into smaller sections. Stauffer states “the text of the Ordinary was treated 

sectionally, and the sections were differentiated by timbre, forces, figurations, 

and meter according to the Affekt, or emotional nature, of the words.”3 Mass 

composition in the eighteenth century became increasingly influenced by the 

compositional style of Neapolitan opera. Some of the main contributions of 

Neapolitan composers to German music include numbered Masses, the 

incorporation of operatic arias and duets, tight ritornello forms, and da capo 

forms.4 Mass settings and secular genres such as operas, though similar in form 

and structure, were still separate entities in terms of their conception and 

function.  

 In 1517, Martin Luther attempted to reform the Roman Catholic Church’s 

doctrine and sacred practices. Luther’s primary concern was that music used in 

worship should enhance the theological concepts in the service. Stauffer notes 

that the standard Lutheran liturgy used in Bach's day in Leipzig was diverse, but 

incorporated elements from the Roman Catholic Mass Ordinary: “the Ordinary 

was set to music in the form of Latin chants, German hymns, and Latin 

polyphonic settings of the Kyrie, Gloria, and Sanctus.”5 Knowledge of the 

                                                
2"Dennis"Arnold,"“Mass:"18th"Century,”"The&New&Grove&Dictionary&of&Music&and"Musicians,"

eds."Stanley"Sadie"and"J."Tyrrell"(London:"Macmillan,"2001)"xvi:"79."

3"Stauffer,"Bach:&The&Mass&in&B&Minor,"6."

4"Arnold,"“Mass:"18th"Century,”"xvi:"80."

5"Stauffer,"Bach:&The&Mass&in&B&Minor,"15."

"
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development of Lutheran theology and liturgical practices can only increase our 

understanding of the musical construction of Mass settings and the religious 

background of these compositions.    

The earliest music in the Mass in B Minor is based on the second 

movement of Bach's cantata Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen, BWV 12, and appears 

in the Crucifixus. The first movement to be composed of the Mass in B Minor was 

the Sanctus, written in 1724 for the Christmas season.6 Stauffer notes that Bach 

assembled at least six Sanctus settings for liturgical use while in Leipzig and that 

from these “Bach chose the six-voice setting, BWV 232III, to refashion into the 

Sanctus of the B-Minor Mass. He may have decided on this piece not only 

because it was the most sophisticated ‘Sanctus’ in his library, but also because it 

may have been the only setting that was completely his own.”7 The next 

previously composed material used in the Mass in B Minor is from the Missa, 

BWV 232A, written in 1733. Bach composed the Missa to commemorate the 

accession of Augustus III in an attempt to obtain the title of Electoral Saxon 

Court Composer.8 The traditional Lutheran Missa had two large formal sections, 

the Kyrie and the Gloria. The Kyrie and the Gloria of the Missa, BWV 232A 

contains the same musical material as the Kyrie and the Gloria of the Mass in B 

Minor. Stauffer suggests that around 1745, Bach returned to the Missa of 1733 

                                                
6"John"Butt,"Bach:&Mass&in&B&Minor,"ed."Julian"Rushton,"Cambridge"Music"Handbooks"

(Cambridge:"Cambridge"University"Press,"1991),"19."

7"Stauffer,"Bach:&The&Mass&in&B&Minor,"147."The"superscript"‘III’"refers"to"the"third"folder"of"
the"Missa&tota"titled"Sanctus."

8"Butt,"Bach:&Mass&in&B&Minor,"2."
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and borrowed three movements for the Gloria in excelsis Deo, BWV 191, and that 

this possibly encouraged Bach’s conception of an entire Mass Ordinary setting.9  

The Mass in B Minor is a compilation of 1) previously composed material 

including complete Mass movements, 2) cantatas adapted to accommodate Mass 

Ordinary text, and 3) newly composed movements such as the Et incarnatus est. 

What is now known as the Mass in B Minor was compiled between 1748 and 

1749. This compilation was divided into four sections titled as follows: 1) Missa, 

2) Symbolum Nicenum,10 3) Sanctus, and 4) Osanna/Benedictus/Agnus Dei et Dona 

nobis pacem. John Butt states that the four folders seem to be designed so that 

each portion could be used separately, despite Bach’s closing formula S.D.G. 

(Soli Deo Gloria), which only is found at the end of the fourth folder.11 Bach’s 

placement of the S.D.G. formula suggests that he conceived of the Mass in B 

Minor as a single composition when compiling it near the end of his life. Butt 

speculates that later sections were organized between August 1748 and October 

1749, thus “Bach’s compilation of the remaining movements of what is now 

termed the Mass in B Minor was probably the very last project of his 

compositional career.”12 Stauffer argues that Bach’s purpose in composing the 

Mass in B Minor was unclear, and states “neither Bach’s letters nor contemporary 

                                                
9"Stauffer,"Bach:&The&Mass&in&B&Minor,"38."

10"Symbolum&Nicenum"[Nicene"Creed]"refers"to"the"formal"statement"of"doctrine"of"the"
Christian"faith"adopted"at"the"Council"of"Nicaea"in"A.D."325"to"defend"orthodoxy"from"Arianism."

11"Butt,"Bach:&Mass&in&B&Minor,"284."

12"Ibid.,"14."
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documents contain any mention of the B-Minor Mass.”13 Since the Missa 

containing the Kyrie and the Gloria, and the Sanctus from 1733, were already in 

existence prior to 1748, only the Symbolum Nicenum and the Osanna/ 

Benedictus/Agnus Dei et Dona nobis pacem were needed to complete an entire 

setting of the Mass Ordinary. Despite the stylistic differences found in each 

folder, and the varying compositional history behind each movement, scholars 

believe that Bach compiled the four distinct sections to complete a full setting of 

the Mass Ordinary.  

 

Structure of the Mass in B Minor 
 

The Mass in B Minor was organized based on the long-standing tradition 

of sectionalizing Gloria and Credo movements from the Mass Ordinary into 

multiple sub-movements. The Mass in B Minor has a total of twenty-seven 

movements divided into four main folders. This sectionalization was rooted in 

the structure of Martin Luther’s services. Luther’s original liturgical outlines for 

worship services were in cruciform structures,14 which permitted believers to 

experience the Holy Cross during worship in multiple ways. One example of this 

type of chiastic structure is seen in Luther’s Deutsche Messe. The Credo is placed in 

the center of the service, creating overall musical symmetry (Figure 1.1). 

 

 

                                                
13"Stauffer,"Bach:&The&Mass&in&B&Minor,"41."

14"Cruciform"can"be"defined"as"having"the"shape"of"a"cross.""""
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 Kyrie       Tone I (Trinitarian Form) 
 
  Gospel      Tone V/IV 
 
   Credo: Wir glauben all an einen Gott Tone I (Trinitarian Form) 
 
  Verba15      Tone V/IV 
 
 Agnus Dei: Christe, du Lamm Gottes   Tone I (Trinitarian Form) 
 
Figure 1.1. Symmetrical Division of Luther’s Deutsche Messe16 

Luther further developed this symmetrical division of the liturgy by adding 

Psalm 34 and Psalm 111. The Credo remained the central movement despite the 

additions (Figure 1.2):  

 Introit: Psalm 34      Tone I  
  

Kyrie        Tone I  
 
 Gloria: All Ehr und Lob soll Gottes sein   Tone IV 

 
   Gospel      Tone V/IV 
 
    Credo: Wir glauben all an einen Gott Tone I  
 
   Verba      Tone V/IV 
 
  Sanctus: Jesajah dem Propheten    Tone V 
 
 Agnus Dei: Christe, du Lamm Gottes    Tone I  
  
 Communio: Psalm 111      Tone I  
 
Figure 1.2. Symmetrical Division of the Formula Rituum for Naumberg17 

  

                                                
15"The"Words"of"Institution:"the"portion"of"a"Christian"Communion"service"based"on"the"

words"of"Mark"14:22`24"and"used"as"the"warrant"from"Jesus"Christ"for"the"continued"celebration"
of"the"Eucharist."""

16"Robin"A."Leaver,"Luther>s&Liturgical&Music:&Principles&and&Implications"(Grand"Rapids:"
Wm."B."Eerdmans"Publishing"Co.,"2007),"185`186."

17"Ibid.,"188."Formula&Rituum"for"Naumberg"refers"to"the"heading"on"the"manuscript"
church"order"established"in"collaboration"with"the"leading"reformers,"including"Martin"Luther,"in"
Wittenberg"from"1536`7."""
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Luther frequently employed chiastic structures when composing hymns and 

other music. These structures permeated other sacred genres during Bach’s 

lifetime, notably the Passion settings, and are the basis for the division of the 

Gloria and the Credo sections in the Mass in B Minor.  

J.S. Bach’s textual division of the Gloria and Credo sections creates 

chiasmus within the overall structure of the “cantata” or “number” Mass. Butt 

recognizes that there are certain patterns and proportions in the structuring of 

the Mass in B Minor: 

Each of the four sections of the Mass in B Minor (with the exception of the 
Sanctus of 1724) contains music originally composed for other purposes, 
but Bach moulded the material to form a coherent sequence of 
movements. Such are the similarities of musical style and the formal 
correspondences between the four sections that these in turn form a larger 
unity, the missa tota. The overall balance of keys is an important unifying 
factor, as are the motivic and structural links between movements. The 
symmetrical structure of the Gloria section begins and ends with paired 
movements.18   
   

The Gloria portion of the Mass in B Minor is the first large-scale section to feature 

chiasmus based on movement pairings, tonal structure and performing forces 

(Figure 1.3). 

                                                
18"Butt,"Bach:&Mass&in&B&Minor,"92."
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Figure 1.3. Symmetrical and Tonal Plan of the Gloria19 

The Gloria and Credo each comprise nine movements with similar characteristics 

with regard to movement pairing, tonal structure, and performing forces. The 

chiastic structure of the Credo allows the crucifixion to be centrally located within 

the overall Credo scheme (Figure 1.4). 

 

 

 

                                                
19"Ibid.,"93."
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Figure 1.4. Symmetrical and Tonal Plan of the Credo20  
Jasmin Cameron recognizes “the Credo contains contrasting styles of movement, 

but these are all carefully organized in order to preserve the sense of symmetry, 

order, and conclusion.”21 Robin Leaver indicates “that Bach changed his mind 

during the composition of the Credo is evident from the original manuscript. He 

apparently planned to set the Nicene Creed in eight sections.”22 The division of 

the Credo section from the original manuscript is as follows:  

1. Credo in unum Deum 
2. Patrem omnipotentem 
3. Et in unum Dominum (including Et incarnatus est) 
4. Crucifixus 
5. Et resurrexit 
6. Et in Spiritum sanctum 
7. Confiteor 
8. Et expecto    

                                                
20"Jasmin"Melissa"Cameron,"The&Crucifixion&in&Music:&An&Analytical&Survey&of&Settings&of&the&

Crucifixus&between&1680&and&1800,"ed."Robin"Leaver,"vol."1,"Contextual&Bach&Studies"(Lanham:"The"
Scarecrow"Press,"2006),"124."""

21"Ibid.,"123."

22"Robin"A."Leaver,"“Number"Associations"in"the"Structure"of"Bachbs"bCredo,"BWV,"
232b,”Bach:&Journal&of&the&Riemenschneider&Bach&Institute&7,"no."3"(July"1976):"17."
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Originally, the Et in unum Dominum movement through the Et incarnatus est was 

intended as a duet. “The ‘et incarnatus est’ [movement] is an addition to the 

original format, inserted on a fresh leaf between the ‘Et in unum’ and the 

‘Crucifixus’.”23 The reworking of the end of the Et in unum Dominum from a duet 

texture to a five-voice setting at Et incarnatus est places the Crucifixus at the center 

of the Symbolum Nicenum section. The chiastic structures from a thematic 

standpoint represent Bach’s intentional repositioning of the Crucifixus to the 

central portion of the Credo so that the crucifixion takes central stage structurally, 

harmonically, and theologically. Furthermore, both the Gloria and Credo sections 

end in D Major, connecting these large-scale sections. From tonal and theological 

standpoints, Bach seemed conscious of this connection while compiling the Mass 

in B Minor.  

 

Parodied Material   

 Much of the Mass in B Minor is derived from previously composed 

cantata movements Bach modified. There are recognizable movements in which 

Bach borrowed from his own cantatas. Klaus Häfner has speculated that two-

thirds of the Mass in B Minor is drawn from earlier music, while other Bach 

scholars believe that BWV 232 contains very little, if any original music. Scholars 

acknowledge that previously composed material had to fit a variety of criteria 

including having the same duration, tonal center, compositional techniques and 

devices, tempos, and theological parallels as the model. Stauffer has identified 

                                                
23"John"Butt,"Bach:&Mass&in&B&Minor,"15."
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eleven undisputable models and fragments that Bach parodied and recognizes 

two other movements that are possibly derived from lost sources:  

Movement  Model 

Gratias agimus tibi 
Chorus “Wir danken dir, Gott,” 
BWV 29/2 (1731), or an earlier 
source 

Qui tollis “A” section of chorus “Schauet 
doch, und sheet,” BWV 46/1 (1723) 

Credo in unum Deum Chorus “Credo in unum Deum” in 
G (c. 1747 – 1748) 

Patrem Omnipotentem 
Chorus “Gott, wie dein Name,” 
BWV 171/1 (c. 1729), or an earlier 
common source 

Et in unum Dominum Lost duet, considered for “Ich bin 
deine,” BWV 213/11 (1733) 

Crucifixus 
“A” section of chorus “Weinen, 
Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen,” BWV 12/2 
(1714) 

Et expecto Chorus “Jauchzet, ihr erfreuten 
Stimmen,” BWV 120/2 (c. 1728) 

Sanctus “Sanctus,” BWV 232III (1724)  

Osanna 
“A section of chorus “Es lebe der 
König,” BWV Anh. 11/1 (1732), or 
“Preise dein Glücke,” BWV 215/1 
(1734) 

Agnus Dei 
Aria “Entfernet euch, ihr kalten 
Herzen,” BWV Anh. 196/3 (1725) or 
“Ach,bleibe doch,” BWV 11/4 
(1735?) 

Dona nobis pacem 
Chorus “Gratias agimus tibi,” BWV 
232/7 (1733), “Wir danken dir, 
Gott,” BWV 29/2 (1731), or an 
earlier source  

Movements Derived from Lost Sources  
Domine Deus Duet “Ich will (du sollt) rühmen,” 

BWV 193a (1727) 

Et resurrexit 
“A” section of chorus “Entfernet 
euch, ihr heitern Sterne,” BWV Anh. 
9/1 (1727) 

 
Figure 1.5. Model and Parody Comparison24 

The most recognizable adaptation is the Crucifixus from the Symbolum Nicenum 

portion of the Mass in B Minor. This adaptation is based on Weinen, Klagen, 
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Sorgen, Zagen, BWV 12/2, written in Weimar in 1714 for the Third Sunday after 

Easter.25  The Gospel lesson for this Jubilation Sunday was John 16:16-23, which 

describes Christ comforting the apostles before his trial and crucifixion.26 Some of 

the modifications to the original material include melodic and rhythmic 

alterations to accommodate the text underlay, expansion of materials, and 

chromatic alterations of pitches to express the new text he was setting. Robin 

Leaver examines the criteria for Bach’s process of parodied movements in the 

Mass in B Minor: 

A fundamental question regarding these parodied movements relates to 
Bach's criteria for selecting movements to be re-used: was his concern 
merely to preserve music he was particularly pleased at having composed, 
or was he as much concerned with the theological and liturgical 
connections between the original cantata movement and its new 
placement within the Missa? The evidence would suggest that Bach was 
indeed aware of these inter-connections, and theological and liturgical 
parallels were as important to him as were purely musical criteria… the 
opening chorus of Cantata 12, therefore, the theme of the cross was 
already expounded musically, and consequently was theologically, as well 
as musically, suitable for later incorporation into the Credo of the B-Minor 
Mass.27 
 

The most important common elements between model and parody are the texts 

and religious themes. “The parody process usually reveals profound changes 

which imply a great deal of thought and ingenuity, rather than a simple 

compilation of existing music with a minimum of adjustment to suit the different 

                                                
25"Alec"Robertson,"The&Church&Cantatas&of&J.S.&Bach"(London:"Cassel"&"Company"Ltd.,"

1972),"126."

26"Stauffer,"Bach:&The&Mass&in&B&Minor,"120."

27"Robin"A."Leaver,"“Parody"and"Theological"Consistency:"Notes"On"Bachbs"A`Major"
Mass,”"Bach:&Journal&of&the&Riemenschneider&Bach&Institute&21,"no."3"(Winter"1990):"32."
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text.”28 An example of this can been seen in the Et expecto movement adapted 

from the chorus Jauchzet, ihr erfreuten Stimmen, BWV 120/2. The text of Et expecto 

concerns the resurrection of the dead and the life to come, while “Jauchzet, ihr 

erfreuten Stimmen Steiget bis zum Himmel nauf!” directly translates to “Exult, 

you delighted voices, climb all the way to heaven!” Thus, both texts have similar 

theological implications and the original model works as a musical and textual 

basis for an adaptation. From this analysis, one can begin to identify the textual 

and thematic parallels between movements in the Mass in B Minor and the 

original sources on which they are based. Furthermore, specific changes of 

harmonic content suggest a correlation between harmonic language and 

religious content of the text Bach set.   

 

Purpose of Study 
 

In my study of the Symbolum Nicenum portion of the Mass in B Minor, I 

will attempt to demonstrate that Bach used the augmented sixth chord to create a 

specific Affekt for the crucifixion as inspired by Martin Luther’s Passion sermon 

Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi of 1519. Luther’s Passion 

sermon not only inspired Bach to highlight specific theological points discussed 

in the sermon, also led him to create an Affekt that emphasizes the emotional 

state of an individual meditating on Christ’s crucifixion. Current research 

suggests that Johann Sebastian Bach intentionally highlighted significant 

Lutheran theological teachings and that he was more of a theologian than once 

                                                
28"Ibid.,"30."
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believed. Additionally, scholars acknowledge that compositional procedures 

used by Bach could create specific affects within a piece or movements of a large 

work. For example, Robin Leaver suggests that Bach was as much a theologian as 

he was a musician,29 while Eric Chafe has identified certain aspects of Bach’s 

tonal allegory and its relation to Lutheran Passiontide theology.30 Chafe suggests 

that Bach was guided by concepts found in Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des 

heiligen Leidens Christi (1519) when composing Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen, 

BWV 12; St. Matthew Passion, BWV 244; and St. John Passion, BWV 245.31 Other 

scholars such as George Stauffer and Robin Leaver acknowledge Chafe’s work 

and observe that the parallels between Bach’s compositions and principles in 

Lutheran theology are not coincidental, and in fact, are too close to be 

dismissed.32  

A number of scholars have addressed Bach’s use of the augmented sixth 

chord in BWV 232, but none has looked at this issue in sufficient depth to either 

provide a theological context for the use of the chord or identify the specific 

Affekt that unifies the occurrences and explains the structural and textural 

transformations surrounding them. For example, Mark Ellis argues that Bach 

tended to incorporate multiple augmented sixth chords in movements near at the 

                                                
29"Robin"A."Leaver,"“Johann"Sebastian"Bach:"Theological"Musician"and"Musical"

Theologian,”"Bach:&Journal&of&the&Riemenschneider&Bach&Institute&31,"no."1"(2000):"17`33."

30"Eric"Chafe,"Tonal&Allegory&in&the&Vocal&Music&of&J.S.&Bach"(Berkeley:"University"of"
California"Press,"1991),"134`142."

31"Ibid.,"276`277."

32"Stauffer,"Bach:&The&Mass&in&B&Minor,"137;"Robin"A."Leaver,"emailed"to"author,"Tucson,"
AZ,"November"7,"2013."
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crux of the narrative.33 Jasmin Cameron did a survey of harmonic language 

found in Crucifixion settings from 1680-1800. This study revealed that 

augmented and diminished intervals, including the augmented sixth, were often 

used to represent pain and sorrow. 34  Chafe, among other scholars, recognizes 

the applicability of Luther’s Passion Sermon to BWV 12. I propose that the 

augmented sixth chords found in the Symbolum Nicenum coincide with the stages 

found in Luther’s Passion Sermon and that Bach used the augmented sixth chord 

to create an Affekt appropriate to Christ’s crucifixion through the use of this 

chromatic referential sonority.   

 
 

Thesis Statement 
 

Johann Sebastian Bach introduced augmented sixth chords at key 

structural and theological points in the Credo section of the Mass in B Minor in 

order to convey an Affekt specific to Christ’s crucifixion as inspired by Martin 

Luther’s Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi (1519). 

 
 

Review of Literature 
 

A review of the scholarly literature reveals that numerous scholars have 

investigated the genesis, structure, and harmonic content of the Mass in B Minor. 

As will be discussed below, their analysis has focused upon the following 

stylistic and formal elements: 1) the use of previously composed material, 2) 
                                                

33"Mark"Ellis,"A&Chord&in&Time:&The&Evolution&of&the&Augmented&Sixth&from&Monteverdi&to&
Mahler"(Farnham:"Ashgate"Publishing,"2010),"122`131."

34"Cameron,"The&Crucifixion&in&Music,"58."
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chiastic structures within larger sections of the Mass, 3) approaches to and 

resolutions of chromaticism, and 4) Lutheran theological elements.  

Numerous scholars have acknowledged Bach’s use of previously 

composed material in the Mass in B Minor. Cameron recognizes the consistencies 

in Bach’s parodying by showing that the following three processes were 

occurring concurrently in Bach’s adaptation of BWV 12: “1. Adaptation to 

accommodate new words.  2. Improvement (or refinement) of the original.   

3. Minor alterations in conformity with the established tradition of Crucifixus 

settings.”35 The minor alterations can be traced to the established tradition of the 

Italian approach to setting the Crucifixus.  

The first two changes to the music serve to alter the interval of vocal 
entries above the bass line: the alto entry at bar 6 and the soprano entry at 
bar 10 are amended to enter a minor third instead of a major third above 
the bass line…these altered intervals are used to create an anguished 
effect, illustrating the word ‘Crucifixus’ in time-honored fashion.36  

 
The pitch “improvements” identified by Cameron are intervals that exclude the 

augmented sixth.  

Cameron recognizes that the reworking in the Crucifixus of the Credo 

allowed Bach to organize specific elements in the succession of movements. “The 

Credo contains contrasting styles of movements, but these are all carefully 

organized in order to preserve the sense of symmetry, order, and conclusion,”37 

as well as reflection of the text being set. Cameron, however, does not expand on 
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other elements of unifying factors within the larger structure. Melvin Unger 

explains that Bach’s use of chiastic structures, from a thematic standpoint, 

represents his intentional repositioning of the Crucifixus to the central portion of 

the Credo:    

It is well known that many of Bach’s works employ arch form. Like the 
keystone in an arch, the turning point of such symmetry often reveals the 
crux of the work’s meaning…the present design of the Symbolum Nicenum 
is different from Bach’s original conception.38   
 

Unger confines his observations to the structural placement of the individual 

movements rather than structural elements that unify specific movements and 

the means by which these concepts can be transferable to other sections in the 

Credo. Unger also recognizes that “key structures need to be examined in relation 

to the ordering of the Creed as disposed into three articles on Father, Son and 

Holy Spirit.”39 Unger does not comment on how recurring tonal areas, such as D 

major, are approached by specific chromatic sonorities, particularly the 

augmented sixth chord.   

Although the large-scale chiastic structure is evident, scholars have 

undertaken little research regarding other unifying harmonic elements such as 

chromaticism.  For example, Mark Ellis identifies the pitches B♭ and G#, in the 

context of the augmented sixth chord, as a unifying factor for the Catholic text,40 

but does not expound on the Affekt it creates. Furthermore, only two instances 

                                                
38"Melvin"Unger,"“Chiastic"Reflection"in"the"B`Minor"Mass:"Lament’s"Paradoxical"Mirror,”"

in"Exploring&Bach’s&BQMinor&Mass"ed."Yo"Tomita,"Robin"A."Leaver,"and"Jan"Smaczny"(Cambridge:"
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39"Ibid.,"120."
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are represented with this pitch content, with one being the sharp-inversion. Ellis 

labeled “seven unambiguous and related augmented sixth chords in the Mass” 

and discovered that six of the seven examples (Figure 1.6) “significantly occur in 

close proximity within near-successive sections of the Credo.”41  

BG Page42 Pitches Movement Text Bar Duration 
183 D-B# 15 Et incarnatus Spiritu sancto 12 minim 
187 C-A# 16 Crucifixus Crucifixus 15 minim 
189 C#-E♭ 16 Crucifixus Sepultus est 51 minim 
219 D-B# 18 Et in Spiritum (instrumental) 78 crotchet 
222 D-B# 19 Confiteor Unum baptisma 15 minim 
227 B♭-G# 19 Confiteor resurrectionem mortuorum 145 semibreve 
297 G#-B♭ 23 Agnus Dei Miserere nobis 39 quaver 

 
Figure 1.6. Mark Ellis’s Identification of Augmented Sixth Chords in the Mass in B 

Minor43  
 
Although Ellis’s analysis of the augmented sixth chords is accurate, there is little 

explanation for the theological concepts they possess. Ellis states “the transition 

to the triumphant D major Allegro is effected through Bach’s boldest augmented 

sixth” and “the final and newly minted augmented sixth in the Mass in B minor 

relates in terms of pitch back to the resurrectionem, and in terms of the inversion 

back to the Crucifixus.”44 This recognition of theological parallelism is neither 

elaborated on nor is it applied to each augmented sixth chord that has been 

identified. George Stauffer has only acknowledged three augmented sixth chords 

in the Mass in B Minor and reasons that “theologically, the three passages mark 

momentous transformations: Christ’s incarnation, Christ’s resurrection, and the 

                                                
41"Ibid.,"131."
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resurrection of the dead. Musically, Bach links these miraculous events with 

miraculous harmonizations.”45 Stauffer’s correlation between the augmented 

sixth chords and their theological similarities is notable, but he recognizes only 

three instances.   

Analysis of the formal structures of the Mass texts, such as the tripartite 

structure of the Kyrie, has suggested a variety of theological interpretations to 

scholars and theologians. Such associations, however, do not fully explore how 

Bach employed specific harmonies, notably the augmented sixth chord, in an 

attempt to emphasize and elucidate specific parts of the Mass text. Butt notes that 

augmented sixth chords can create a specific Affekt in the following words:  

Most figures, like words, create differing affekts [sic] in differing 
contexts…other local events might evoke a concept lying behind the text: 
the extraordinary augmented sixth chord and sudden modulation to the 
relative major in the closing bars of the ‘Crucifixus’ are often related to the 
salvation, hope and atonement achieved through Christ’s crucifixion. 
However, all interpretations along these lines must remain matters of 
theological speculation, rather than musical analysis.46 
 

Although Butt recognizes that Bach’s use of the augmented sixth chord in the 

Crucifixus might have theological significance, he does not attempt to extend his 

analysis to other augmented sixth chords in the Mass in B Minor.  Furthermore, 

he suggests that these comparisons hold significance for theological speculation, 

and not musical analysis. Further analysis of the use of augmented sixth chords 

in the Mass suggests, however, that this view may be too limiting.  
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Other scholars have recognized that connections can be made between 

musical compositions and theological principles. Günter Stiller believes that 

there were stronger connections between theology and musical composition in 

Leipzig than in any other city in which Bach lived: 

It is precisely the liturgical works of Bach’s old age that come forward in 
the light of a conscious Christian affirmation of faith…the Mass in B-
Minor, in the research of recent time have made it absolutely clear that 
these creations in particular are motivated by a Christian faith and 
Christian view of life, that in them, besides the musical figures in the 
service of Biblical interpretation, the language of symbols, especially 
number symbolism, but also forms of rhythm, keys, instrumentation, 
organization of the composition, etc., emerge even more prominently and 
more on principal than in earlier years of Bach’s activity.47 
 

Although Stiller recognizes that the Mass in B Minor contains parallels between 

Lutheran theology and musical elements Bach used, he does not identify specific 

places in the Mass where these occur, nor does he further develop this broad 

concept. Leaver explains that Bach’s criteria for the adaptation process was 

extensive and that “theological and liturgical parallels were as important to him 

as were purely musical criteria.”48  The example used by Leaver is confined to the 

opening chorus of BWV 12 and how the “theme of the cross was already 

expounded musically, and consequently was theologically, as well as musically, 

suitable for later incorporation into the Credo of the B-Minor Mass.”49 Although 
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this comparison is appropriate, Leaver did not identify the other movements in 

which both theological and musical concepts played a formative role.       

 Scholars have identified multiple compositions by Bach that seem to 

follow rhetorical patterns derived from Martin Luther’s sermons. For example, 

Eric Chafe has applied Luther’s Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens 

Christi to the analysis of other works of Bach, including BWV 12 and the St. 

Matthew Passion.  He suggests that “the basic elements of Luther’s Passion 

Sermon – human tribulation and acknowledgement of sin, prayer, God’s 

judgment, and Jesus’ love – underlie the meditative progressions of many Bach 

cantatas as well as the St. Matthew Passion.”50  The application is strictly based on 

the theological principles and progression of the libretto and not on the chiastic 

tonal organization or reoccurring chromaticism that Bach employs in the Mass in 

B Minor. The works Chafe has identified are German-texted works and not in the 

Latin language of the Credo. Stauffer’s observation on the nature of the Nicene 

Creed is that for “the Baroque composer striving to enliven the Mass Ordinary 

by the use of musical Affekt, the Nicene Creed was unquestionably the least 

gratifying portion of the Latin text.”51 Numerous scholars have cited Eric Chafe’s 

analysis of the tonal allegory in Bach’s compositions and the concept of applying 

Martin Luther’s A Meditation on Christ’s Passion sermon to specific compositions. 
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According to Unger, BWV 12 is based on Luther’s theologia cruces,52 and not A 

Meditation on Christ’s Passion sermon, because of the anguish portrayed in the 

cantata.53  Unger does not supply detailed reasons, either musical or textual, for 

this argument. Although more analysis clearly is necessary to substantiate 

Chafe’s observations relating the Passion Sermon to BWV 12, his work does 

suggest that the Passion Sermon could also be used to identify structural and 

textual unifying factors in the Credo. 

                                                
52"Theologia&cruces"refers"to"the"Theology"of"the"Cross"`"a"term"coined"by"the"German"
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CHAPTER 2: CHROMATICISM IN THE BAROQUE 
 
 
 

Affekt and Passion 
 

 Throughout the Baroque period composers strove to incorporate the 

affective quality of classic Greek rhetoric. Cameron states “rhetoric)was)the)ideal)

vehicle)through)which)to)rouse)the)‘passions’)and)so)‘affect’)the)soul.)These 

efforts were codified in the Doctrine of the Affections as rhetorical devices. 

Therefore,)when)rhetorical)devices)were)employed)for)affect)in)music,)the)

listener)was)involved)in)the)act)of)perceiving)these)gestures.”54)Composers were 

able to give musical meaning to a particular work or individual section within a 

piece through the use of certain musical materials that could evoke a specific 

Affekt. These figures had the expressive capabilities of suggesting specific 

emotions to the listener. These musical figures could be seen in both instrumental 

and vocal compositions, however, the most powerful utilization of a rhetorical 

figure was the combination of a musical device with literal textual meaning. 

George Buelow defines Affektenlehre as follows:  

A term first employed extensively by German musicologists, beginning 
with Kretzschmar, Goldschmidt and Schering, to describe in Baroque 
music an aesthetic concept originally derived from Greek and Latin 
doctrines. The language of classical rhetoric manuals and also Baroque 
music treatises, must the speaker (i.e. the composer) move the ‘affects’ 
(i.e. emotions) of the listener. The affects, then, were rationalized 
emotional states or passions. After 1600 composers generally sought to 
express in their vocal music such affects as were related to the texts, for 
example sadness, anger, hate, joy, love and jealousy. During the 17th 
and early 18th centuries this meant that most compositions (or, in the 
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case of longer works, individual sections or movements) expressed only 
a single affect. Composers in general sought a rational unity that was 
imposed on all the elements of a work by its affect. No single ‘theory’ of 
the affects was, however, established by the theorists of the Baroque 
period. The so-called Theory Of Musical Figures was closely related to 
the compositional craft required for the establishing of affects in 
Baroque music.55 
 

Although no single treatise completely codifies Affektenlehre, multiple 

composers and theorists such as Johann Mattheson (1681-1764), Andreas 

Werckmeister (1645-1706), and Johann Joachim Quantz (1697-1773) explored 

this concept and its influence on human emotions. The most systematic 

attempt to codify these ideas is Mattheson’s Der vollkommene Capellmeister 

(1739): 

A lengthy discussion of emotion in music leads to his famous statement: 
‘Everything [in music] that occurs without praiseworthy Affections, is 
nothing, does nothing, is worth nothing’. Every aspect of music is 
viewed in relationship to the Affections, and this section of Der 
vollkommene Capellmeister is in fact the only attempt found in Baroque 
literature to arrive at a true ‘doctrine’ of the Affections.56  

 
The majority of Mattheson’s observations regarding Affekt developed from the 

composition and development of a melodic line. Schoenbohm’s writings 

recognize the early evocation of emotions through music in the)Lutheran)

denomination)and)identified)“Luther as the man who first gave the people a  
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voice with which to utter their religious emotions in song.”57 The conscious 

musical evocation of mood developed through the time of J.S. Bach, but 

ultimately ceased to be a prominent feature in the Classical period.  

 Chromatic devices served as the basis for specific Affekts in the 

Renaissance and Baroque. David Humphreys notes “all these resources 

(chromaticism, excursions into distant keys, harmonic ambiguity) were used 

for images of darkness from the beginning of the 16th century onward,”58 

while Ellis explains “from the outset, chromaticism was frequently a response 

to negative textual imagery.”59 Furthermore, Jonathan Dunsby states “in the 

Baroque period, chromaticism was an important source of Affekt, not only as 

an expressive device in vocal music but also in such instrumental works.”60 In 

its early convention, dissonance was used to express a variety of emotions 

ranging from sadness to exceptionally frightening images. According to 

Mattheson “it is also possible to picture horrible and gruesome things by the 

use of dissonances” and that “music, although its main purpose is to please 

and to be graceful, must sometimes provide dissonances and harsh-sounding 

passages…it must provide not only unpleasant and disagreeable things, but 
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even frightening and horrible ones.”61 Dissonant melodic intervals for the 

purpose of providing an Affekt could range from a semi-tone to disjunct, 

augmented leaps that spanned more than an octave. Quantz described the 

dissonant intervals as having unequal importance based on the interval’s 

quality, adding that there were different Affekts for specific dissonances, and 

they thus must be performed differently.62 According to Quantz, there were 

three basic categories of dissonant and chromatic harmonic intervals (Figure 

2.1): 1) those of moderate dissonance, 2) those very dissonant, and 3) those of 

extreme stress:  

Moderate Dissonance Very Dissonant  Extreme Stress  
1. Second with the 

fourth (4/2) 
2. Fifth with the major 

sixth (6/5) 
3. Major sixth with the 

minor third (6/b3) 
4. Minor seventh with 

the minor third 
(b7/b3) 

5. Major seventh (7) 

1. Second with the 
augmented fourth 
(#4/2) 

2. Diminished fifth 
with the minor 
sixth ((b)6/b5) 

1. Augmented second 
with the augmented 
forth (#4/#2) 

2. Minor third with the 
augmented fourth 
(#4/b3) 

3. Diminished sixth with 
the major sixth 
(#6/b5) 

4. Augmented sixth (#6) 
5. Diminished seventh 

(b7) 
6. Major seventh with 

the second and fourth 
(7/4/2) 

 
Figure 2.1. Quantz’s Three Categories of Dissonant and Chromatic Harmonic 

Intervals63  
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In the Extreme Stress category, with the exception of two intervals (augmented 

sixth and diminished seventh), each is paired with another interval to create 

distinct simultaneities. A semi-tone, the smallest interval, could be used in a 

variety of ways spanning from a continuous ascending or descending melodic 

line to the alteration of a single pitch in a diatonic collection for harmonic 

changes. An example of this can be seen in the rhetorical figure passus 

duriusculus,64 which functions as a chromatic device to personify lamenting or 

weeping. The term is derived from the Latin “passus” (“He suffered”) and 

“duriusculus” (“harsher”). This descending chromatic figure is also present in 

the Crucifixus movement of the Mass in B Minor, which suggests that Bach was 

aware of the emotion this figure conveyed regarding the suffering of Christ on 

the Cross. It is the opinion of the author that this is especially clear since the 

passacaglia’s ground bass is based on the passus duriusculus figure, and the 

only occurrence of the word “passus” (“He suffered”) in the entire Mass 

Ordinary appears in the Crucifixus movement of the Credo. Eric Chafe observes 

that this figure permeates Bach’s oeuvre and creates a specific Affekt:  

The descending chromatic scale appears throughout Bach’s work in 
close association with the immediate expression of the tribulation that 
signifies the hope of future fulfillment, but in the religious sphere only; 
otherwise the chromaticism is merely associated with lamentation…the 
very soul of musical representation of the theology of the cross.65    

  
Chromaticism was inherent in both newly composed and altered material of 

the parodied models Bach used in the compilation of the Mass in B Minor. Butt 
                                                

64)Passus$duriusculus)refers)to)the)musical)device)of)a)chromatically)altered)ascending)or)
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states “the most obvious affective device available to Bach is chromaticism. 

Chromatic devices are unequivocally associated with the more negative 

emotions.”66  

 
 

Bach’s Awareness of Chromaticism in the Service of Affekt 
 
 J.S. Bach’s awareness of affect and the art of rhetoric began early in his 

lifetime. He was exposed to rhetoric as a student and later incorporated it as a 

teacher and musical theologian. Vincent Benitez traces the development of Bach’s 

background in rhetoric:  

Bach’s connection with rhetoric began as a student at the lyceum in 
Ohrdruf. The curriculum there consisted of studies in Latin, New 
Testament Greek, and Theology with some work in rhetoric and 
arithmetic. During Bach’s years at Mühlhausen and Weimar, he might 
have been exposed to rhetorical treatises by Johann Georg Ahle, his 
predecessor at Mühlhausen, and Johann Gottfried Walther, his cousin and 
the author of both the Praecepta der musicalischen Composition and the 
Musikalisches Lexikon.67  

 
Although Bach’s introduction to rhetoric began around 1695 while he was living 

in Ohrdruf, his understanding and development continued late in his career 

(1723-1750) while he was in Leipzig. Bach’s duties in Leipzig were primarily at 

the St. Thomas School and St. Thomas Church. His responsibilities at the school 

consisted of “giving five Latin lessons weekly to the third and fourth classes: in 

these the course included written exercises, grammar, the Colloquia Corderii, and 
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an explanation of Luther’s Latin Catechism.”68 Other prominent figures during 

Bach’s lifetime such as Johann Abraham Birnbaum (1702-1748) respected and 

celebrated Bach’s refined use of rhetorical figures in musical compositions. This 

verbal admiration was reflected in a long-standing disagreement between Johann 

Scheibe (1708-1776) and Birnbaum regarding Bach’s music. Birnbaum defended 

Bach to Scheibe in saying:   

The parts and advantages, which the elaboration of a musical piece has in 
common with rhetoric, he [Bach] knows so perfectly, that one doesn't 
listen to him only with satisfying pleasure, when he directs his thorough 
discourses to the similarity and conformity of both; but one admires also 
the skillful application of the same, in his works. His understanding of 
poetry is as good, as one can expect from a great composer.69        
 

Bach’s understanding of rhetoric can be seen not only in his education and 

teaching, but also in his musical compositions. Numerous scholars have 

identified and cited rhetorical figures used by Bach in nearly every genre of his 

oeuvre. The rhetorical figures in his instrumental repertory generally convey a 

specific meaning or Affekt for works that are based on preexisting material that 

contained text, such as chorales. An example of this can been seen in his chorale 

prelude for organ, Durch Adams Fall ist ganz verderbt, BWV 637, from 

Orgelbüchlein. The descending diminished-seventh interval is suggestive of the 

fall of humanity. This musical figure reinforces the meaning of the chorale text 

discussing the corruption of man as a direct result of Adam’s fall to the Devil’s 
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temptation in the Garden of Eden. The highlighting of text in Bach’s vocal 

repertoire is accomplished through: 1) the careful selection of texts and 2) the 

placement of the musical rhetorical figures with the related texts. Butt identifies 

the traditions of the Lutheran church and states “any reading of the Bible was 

considered already an interpretation, and Bach and his librettists seem to have 

gone out of their way to embellish the story rhetorically, to drive home 

theological points and to guide the meditation of the congregation.”70 The libretto 

or biblical text Bach used for the sacred cantatas was musically enhanced by 

rhetorical figures that reinforced specific theological concepts of the prescribed 

lectionary cycle. He knew that musical rhetoric could convey specific emotions 

and was able to create certain affects for a sermon, scripture, or theological point 

being emphasized in his compositions.       

 One of the first collections of programmatic music J.S. Bach encountered 

was the Musicalische Vorstellung einiger biblischer Historien, written by Johann 

Kuhnau (1660-1722) in 1700. Brian Robins notes that the Biblical Sonatas are 

“overtly programmatic in a manner popular among late seventeenth century 

composers.”71 In his discussion of these Biblical Sonatas, Walter Emery notes 

that “Kuhnau concludes to the effect that sadness and joy can easily be 

presented in music.”72 Kuhnau obtained the position as cantor of the 
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Thomasschule in Leipzig in 1701 and was Bach’s predecessor. In the Biblical 

Sonata’s preface, Kuhnau stated that he “was seeking to develop a musical 

language that captured the emotions…as a type of musical analogy for the 

emotions, a refined rhetoric.”73 Chafe analyzed the procedures found in 

Kuhnau’s work and states “allegorical devices as outlined in the preface to the 

Biblical Histories involve tonal-harmonic procedures–chromatic tones, 

modulation, and the like–that play expressive as well as structural roles.”74 The 

collection contains six individual sonatas, each of which depicts one or more 

biblical characters. A brief explanation of what the listener should expect is 

given at the beginning of each movement and sections within the movement. 

Chromaticism was one of the primary devices Kuhnau used to create an Affekt 

and adhere to the programmatic elements used in this collection. Ellis states 

“these programmatic suites [Biblical Sonatas] are peppered with piquant 

dissonances, including many augmented sixths and, given the Leipzig 

connection, must surely have been known by Bach.”75 Stephen Rose 

acknowledges Kuhnau’s concern for providing an Affekt and claims “he 

[Kuhnau] pondered)on)how)best)to)excite)the)affections)of)the)listener.”76 A 

prominent sonority found in the Biblical Sonatas was the augmented sixth 

chord. Ellis recognizes that the augmented sixth chord in this work occurs at 
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moments of emotional tension.77 Furthermore, this sonority was in the sharp-

inversion, a common characteristic of this chord during this time in Germany 

which was “‘excused’ by the text.”78 The first example of the augmented sixth 

chord in sharp inversion is seen in the second sonata Saul malinconico e 

trastullato per mezzo della Musica (Example 2.1):  

Musical Example 2.1. Kuhnau, Biblical Sonata: Saul malinconico e trastullato per 
mezzo della Musica, mm. 123-12579 

 

The chord concludes the section of biblical narrative of 1 Samuel at the point of 

Saul’s appointment of a harpist to calm his mood. This is directly before the 

Philistines return with Goliath and an army to attack Israel. Thus, the chord 

represents Israel’s state of panic as Goliath approached. The second example of 

an augmented six in sharp inversion appears in the first sonata, Il 

Combattimento trà David e Goliath (Example 2.2):    
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Musical Example 2.2. Kuhnau, Biblical Sonata: Il Combattimento trà David e 
Goliath, mm. 137-140 

 

The programmatic text “casca Goliath” (“Goliath falls”) signifies death and the 

Israelites’ anxiety; an emotion is further represented by the augmented sixth 

chord. Both musical examples reference the biblical narrative of David and 

Goliath and the battle between the Philistines and Israelites. Moreover, the 

concept of dissonances prompted by the text helps the listener understand the 

story through musical procedures that create an overall Affekt.   

Kuhnau’s compositions influenced Bach’s harmonic language and 

overall approach to composition. Both composers strove to create musical 

figures that represented a biblical story or theological concept. Chafe regards 

Kuhnau as an important figure in J.S. Bach’s musical development and 

believes that Bach was directly inspired by Kuhnau’s compositional output.80 

Friedrich Blume has studied other composers’ influences on Bach and points 

out that “Bach knew the style of the older church cantatas by masters such as 

Buxtehude, Schelle, J. Ph. Krieger, Förtsch, Lübeck, Böhm, Bruhns, perhaps 
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also by Pachelbel or Kuhnau, and he utilized types established by them.”81 

Many scholars believe that Kuhnau’s Biblical Sonatas had a direct impact on 

Bach early in his career. A very small number of manuscripts were published 

in Leipzig at the turn of the seventeenth century. Rose’s survey of repertoire in 

circulation during this time concludes that the only books of keyboard music 

published in Leipzig at the turn of the seventeenth century were Kuhnau's 

Musicalische Vorstellung einiger biblischer Historien (1700), Daniel Vetter’s 

(1657/8-1721) Musicalische Kirch- und Hauß-Ergötzlichkeit (1709-13), and Bach's 

Clavierübung I (1726).82 Harvey Grace suggests that the Biblical Sonatas by 

Kuhnau may have influenced Bach in his early years: 

’Capriccio on the departure of a beloved brother’ is by far the most 
interesting of all the early works. No doubt it owed its origin to the Six 
Bible Sonatas of Kuhnau…These early examples of programmatic music 
must have attracted a good deal of attention, and could hardly have 
escaped the notice of John Sebastian.83 
 
Capriccio sopra la lontananza del suo fratello dilettissimo (Capriccio on the 

departure of a beloved brother), BWV 992, was one of Bach’s adolescent 

compositions and the only programmatic keyboard piece in his oeuvre. This 

piece was written in 1704, around the same time as Kuhnau’s programmatic 

composition, for J.S. Bach’s brother, John Jacob Bach (1682-1722). Grace 

describes the profound impact this event had on Bach’s emotional condition 
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stating “the departure of his brother, John Jacob, eventually made a deep 

impression on him, and it is easy to understand the emotion and picturesque 

incidents of the departure stirring Bach to a special creative effort.”84 There are 

striking parallels between Bach’s BWV 992 and Kuhnau's biblical sonatas that 

demonstrate both Bach’s understanding of programmatic music and his 

approach to chromaticism in service of Affekt. The two compositions contain 

the following similarities:  

1. Both are six-movement keyboard works in which each movement is 
based on a specific theme or genre. 

2. Both have descriptive titles at the beginning of each movement that 
refer to the programmatic elements conveyed through musical 
materials.  

3. There was a relatively small time-span between the composition of 
the two works (1700 and 1704 respectively). 

4. Both have specific figures and chromatic gestures that highlight the 
emotional state conveyed in a given context. 
     

 Regarding the techniques used in lament BWV 992/3, Grace notes “the 

Lament is a beautifully expressive little ostinato – a forerunner of the Crucifixus 

of the B minor Mass.”85 This statement refers to the compositional procedure 

used by Bach in both compositions, but the figure and sad Affekt it possessed 

could be appropriate and applicable to the Crucifixus given the distinct 

similarities. Another feature of Bach’s compositional style was the use of 

chromatic figures in the treble stave. Grace continues and states “the upper 

part becomes a ‘surprisingly chromatic wail,’ by means of descending 

semitones so liberally used by Bach and his contemporaries as a means of 
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expressing grief.”86 This technique also shows Kuhnau’s early influence on 

Bach’s compositional procedures.87 In BWV 992/3, the lamenting ground bass 

figure occurs multiple times in its original form, in diminution, and 

interpolated with eighth-note gestures. The following musical example 

demonstrates the ground bass figure in its original form: 

Musical Example 2.3. Bach, Capriccio, BWV 992/III, mm. 13-1688 

 
 
Similarities between the passus duriusculus rhetorical figure and prominent 

melodic gestures are easily recognized. These chromatic embellishments in the 

descending ground bass permit other pitch modifications in the diatonic 

collection of F minor. Chromatic modifications occur in two distinct ways: 1) 

as a consequence of an ascending or descending chromatic figure similar to the 

content of passus duriusculus, and 2) as a single alteration of a pitch within the 

harmonic context of the piece. The passus duriusculus ground bass and 

modified B��are both approached by semi-tone from an upper neighbor pitch 

and resolve to C by contrary step-wise motion from each other (Example 2.4). 
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Musical Example 2.4. Bach, Capriccio, BWV 992/III, mm. 29-33 

 

The B��and D♭ are essential to the harmonic structure. The resultant 

augmented sixth interval can then resolve outward to octave Cs (the dominant 

pitch of F minor). The B� is approached in three different ways in BWV 992: 1) 

by a semi-tone from above, 2) by a descending leap from above, or 3) by 

ascending leap from below. The B��resolves by semi-tone to the C pitch 

regardless of the way in which it was approached and D♭ is always present 

with the B� creating a diminished third or augmented sixth. Example 2.5 

demonstrates the B��approached from G with D♭ present in the treble clef.  

Musical Example 2.5. Bach, Capriccio, BWV 992/III, mm. 25-27 

 

This same harmonic progression can be seen in Il Combattimento trà David e 

Goliath in which Kuhnau includes an augmented sixth in sharp inversion 

(Example 2.2). The diminished third resolves contrarily by semi-tone to the 

dominant pitch of the overall tonal center in both examples. The final example 

Gr+6     V                        i 
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from BWV 992/3 demonstrates the augmented sixth chord’s tendency to 

resolve to the dominant pitch of a tonicized area (Example 2.6).  

Musical Example 2.6. Bach, Capriccio, BWV 992/III, mm. 23-25 

 

The B��in the treble stave and D♭ in the bass stave create an augmented sixth 

interval, which resolves outward by a semi-tone to octave Cs. Furthermore, the 

augmented sixth chord precedes the tonic of F minor creating a pre-dominant, 

dominant, and tonic cadential progression.  

 

Intervals Associated with Suffering 

 Composers created a specific Affekt with linear and vertical intervals in 

their works. Many theorists during the Baroque period describe specific 

intervals and their affects. Mattheson believed that large and expanded 

intervals could represent joy since this emotion was an expansion of a persons’ 

soul; whereas the smallest and most narrow intervals used, such as a semi-

tone, represented sadness.89 Similarly, texts that discussed astonishment or 

joyous exclamation use “vivid and fast passages as well as large intervals.”90 
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An example of this can be seen in the opening measures of Et resurrexit from 

the Mass in B Minor (Example 2.7): 

Musical Example 2.7. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Et resurrexit, mm. 1-3 

 

This example illustrates Mattheson’s beliefs regarding the appropriate setting 

of joyous and exuberant text. Contrary to the emotion of joy, sadness and 

suffering – as defined by Mattheson – must contain intervallic content that is 

small and extraordinary.91  

One of the most emotionally-inspired and sorrowful events in Christian 

history is the suffering of Christ during his crucifixion. There are conventions 

scholars observe regarding specific harmonic sonorities used in crucifixion 

settings between 1680 and 1750. Cameron observes that chromaticism in the 
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Crucifixus settings during this time show a “growing fondness for Affekt in 

music…a wide palette of diminished and augmented intervals became available 

to composers who were far more adventurous with their harmonic language and 

were more prepared to use chromaticism.”92 There are specific intervals 

associated with the concept of suffering and even more specific intervals 

associated with Christ’s crucifixion (Figure 2.2). 

Interval Inversion 
Diminished Third Augmented Sixth 

Diminished Fourth Augmented Fifth 
Diminished Fifth Augmented Fourth 

Diminished Seventh Augmented Second 
 
Figure 2.2. Intervals Suitable for the Expression of Pain93 
 
These intervals and their inversions were employed in the Crucifixus settings 

from 1680 to 1800 since the perceived pain Christ felt during the crucifixion 

could be expressed by these “tortured” intervals.94 Many of these intervals were 

not confined to diatonic collections. The conventions of chromaticism stemmed 

from the relationship of the sharp sign being represented both visually and 

literally. Cameron explains this relationship of the Cross to the sharp sign:  

Usually the introduction of a sharp has the concomitant effect of creating 
an augmented or diminished interval of some description. More of the 
early settings contain a sharp somewhere in the depiction of the word 
‘Crucifixus,’ which reflects the practice of notating a sharp by using a 
cross in earlier music. For German composers, there existed the additional 
association of the word Kreuz (German for ‘sharp’), which means ‘cross’ in 
German. So with both the use of chromatic intervals and the use of the 
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sharp to allude to words ‘cross/crucifixion,’ there is definite evidence of a 
tradition.95   

 
The chromatic predominant chords Bach used in the Mass in B Minor are often 

based on a sharp alteration. Bach uses a different approach to chromaticism with 

regard to text setting from the earliest origins of the Mass in B Minor to the final 

compilation in 1749. An example of chromaticism can be seen in the opening 

portion of Et incarnatus est (Example 2.8).        

Musical Example 2.8. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Et incarnatus est, mm. 8-13 

 
 

There are many chromatic pitches in the opening section of Et incarnatus 

est. The first example can be seen in the soprano II part in measure ten, where the 

E# serves as a chromatic neighbor tone to F#. The second labeling can be seen in 

measure twelve in the Et incarnatus est (Example 2.8). The choice of B# creates 
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two individual contexts: 1) the linear chromatic neighbor tone, and 2) the vertical 

sonority of an augmented sixth chord. The sonority of an augmented sixth is 

used multiple times throughout the Credo portion of the Mass in B Minor.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE AUGMENTED SIXTH CHORD 
  

 
 

Origins and Harmonic Functionality  
 

 The descending tetrachord was the basis of a lamenting melodic figure 

lamenting figure found in the music of Giulio Caccini (1551-1618), Claudio 

Monteverdi (1567-1643), Henry Purcell (1659-95), and ultimately J.S. Bach. Ellen 

Rosand observes “the pattern offers an analogue of obsession, perceptible as an 

expression of hopeless suffering.”96 The lamenting bass pattern evolved from a 

descending four-note tetrachord to one with added chromatic passing tones 

between each whole step. The two distinct types of descending tetrachords can 

be seen in Example 3.1 with ‘a’ representing Monteverdi’s musical pattern and 

‘b’ representing Purcell’s: 

Musical Example 3.1 Evolution of the Descending Tetrachord 
  

 
 
William Kimmel acknowledges the implication of these figures and states “the 

diatonic and chromatic forms of the tetrachord will be immediately recognized 

as the basis of Baroque chaconne ostinato basses and of hundreds of Baroque 

lament arias.”97 This rhetorical figure represented the sadness associated with 
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death.98 Peter Williams states “when the chromatic fourth was used for the 

bass…it would be a conventional means of drawing attention, at that particular 

moment, to texts that concerned sin, strife or sorrow’.”99 Bach’s association with 

this figure can be seen in works for keyboard, cantatas, Passion settings, and 

ultimately in the Mass in B Minor. The lamento figure represented sadness while 

providing the harmonic possibility of expressing suffering.   

The lamenting bass figure had a specific harmonic progression associated 

with it. Rosand observes the specific harmonic progression of the lamenting 

figure: 

The most significant, potentially affective, feature of the pattern is its 
strong harmonic direction, reinforced by stepwise melody, steady, 
unarticulated rhythm, and brevity. Harmonically, it suggests one of two 
possible realizations, either a modal sequence of root position triads or a 
more tonal succession involving two first-inversion triads: i, V6, iv6, V.100      

 
This tonal progression evolved into a Phrygian cadence, also known as a 

Phrygian half-cadence, that is typically a medial cadence before an authentic 

cadence. This cadence generally coincides with the punctuation of the prose 

being set. Chromaticism can drastically change the harmonic progression 

typically associated with Phrygian or minor. Phrygian is inherently a minor 

mode that contains two half steps. If the seventh scale degree is chromatically 

altered by a semi-tone, the result is an augmented sixth between the scale 
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degrees ‘2’ and ‘#7’. Ellis recognizes the lamenting bass figure and its 

relationship to the development of the augmented sixth:  

Crystalized in the Baroque as the chromatic ground bass (the descending 
chromatic fourth), it became particularly associated with the lament. By 
the eighteenth century, the flatted sixth inherent in this type of chromatic 
descending line would often be associated with the augmented sixth.101   
 

Ellis discusses this phenomenon as either a chromatic passing tone or a 

“chromaticized Phrygian cadence,” noting that this sonority developed from 

diatonic progressions.102 The fourth scale degree in a minor mode can be 

chromatically altered, changing the harmonic progression from iv6 – V to +6 – V. 

The earliest example of a chromatic passing tone within a functional harmonic 

context can be seen in Jan Sweelinck’s (1562-1621) Fantasia 11, while the 

chromaticized Phrygian cadence can be observed in Monteverdi’s Confitebor from 

Selva morale e spirituale.103 The augmented sixth chord functions as a chromatically 

altered predominant chord that progresses to a dominant function ultimately 

resolving to a tonic function. The three distinct types of augmented sixth chords 

and their resolutions are demonstrated in Example 3.2.  

Musical Example 3.2. Augmented Sixth Chord Types   
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Part-writing conventions dictate that the interval of an augmented sixth or 

diminished third must resolve by contrary motion to an octave or unison. This 

creates a defined movement towards the dominant area of a given tonal center. 

Ellis states “the augmented sixth chord assumed a very specific role: it 

functioned as a signpost to significant structural boundaries within tonal 

architecture. This role emerges during the 1730s, and by 1790 had become 

something of a cliché.”104 Although this sonority was present in compositions 

from the Renaissance, its earliest recognition as an accepted interval did not 

come until the middle of the seventeenth century as seen in French sources.105 

One of the first French theorists to provide an extended contextual example of 

the augmented sixth chord was Georg Muffat (1653-1704), who wrote Regulae 

concentuum partiturae (1699). Ellis defines Muffat’s significance in the following 

terms: 

[He was] possibly the first authority to acknowledge the practical 
application of the augmented sixth, though he is careful to regard it as a 
license, an exception permissible only if justified by the prevailing ‘affect’ 
or textual reference in recitative style. Both circumstances suggest that the 
chord would only be permitted in response to extra-musical factors, such 
as an expressive word or particular emotional context.106  

 
Another important theorist who wrote about the augmented sixth chord was 

Johann Heinichen (1683-1729). Heinichen studied with Kuhnau in Leipzig while 

attending the Thomasschule. This was coincidentally during the time Kuhnau 

was composing the Biblical Sonatas. Heinichen stated “an augmented fourth 
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combined with a flat sixth (F# and A♭ over C, for instance) was an unbearable 

interval” and that “such ‘harsh chords [as] 6flat/4+ seldom occur in music of 

today’.”107 The second theorist to extensively discuss the three qualities of the 

augmented sixth chord and their harmonic classification was Friedrich Marpurg 

(1718-1795). Marpurg published a series of theoretical treatises in three volumes 

with a supplementary appendix from 1755 to 1760 titled Handbuch bey dem 

Generalbasse. This publication incorporated musical examples taken from J.S. 

Bach’s harmonized chorales, examples from other contemporary composers, and 

Marpurg’s own examples.108 Ellis suggests “an increasing awareness of the 

‘functional’ aspect of these chords led to the particularly individual progressions 

demonstrated by Marpurg,” and that the other examples listed “suggest that he 

felt that the augment sixth was a ‘preparatory chord’ (i.e., subdominant-

functioning) to the dominant.”109 Additionally, Kimmel recognizes the harmonic 

function and states “by the eighteenth century the most dramatic of these death-

announcing gestures were those cadences employing the augmented sixth 

chords and the Neapolitan sixth on the penultimate melodic notes.”110 Although 

the Handbuch bey dem Generalbasse collection postdates J.S. Bach, it examines the 

functionality of the augmented sixth chord. These theorists, though living in 
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different countries, recognize the dissonant nature of the augmented sixth chord, 

the functionality of its sonority, and the Affekt it facilitates in music. 

 

Text Painting  

The augmented sixth chord allowed composers to highlight text in a 

specific way. The emotions associated with the augmented sixth chord were 

generally sorrowful or anguished. Ellis states “they [augmented sixths] are 

generally associated with negative textual imagery. Very often, specific texts 

‘triggered’ the chord, which must, at least intentionally, have been regarded as a 

terrible dissonance.”111 Furthermore, the “natural chromatic context for the 

augmented sixth tended to maintain this sense of sorrow and anguish.”112 Many 

scholars have recognized that the earliest usage of augmented sixth chords in a 

harmonic context developed from instrumental repertoire, however, Ellis poses 

that the augmented sixth chords that establish meaning are in association with 

text: 

Although examples of augmented sixths from instrumental repertories 
have been noted, the majority of seventeenth-century examples are from 
vocal sources and can be ‘explained by’ the associated text. More 
specifically, this type of chromaticism usually reflected negative textual 
imagery…the augmented sixth has been triggered by words such as 
‘weeping’, ‘sorrow’, ‘wailing’ and ‘tormenting’.113      

 

                                                
111#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,$40.#

112#Ibid.,$135.#

113#Ibid.,#81.#

#
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The primary examples of augmented sixth chords in service of highlighting text 

and providing Affekt are found in vocal genres. One of the first examples 

associated with this concept can be found in Francesco Cavalli’s (1602-1676) 

lament Piangate, occhi dolente from L’Egisto (1643) (Example 3.3).  

Musical Example 3.3. Cavalli, Piangate, occhi dolente from L’Egisto, Act II, Scene 
VI, mm. 9-12 

 

The augmented sixth chord in the penultimate measure on the word “pianga” 

(“cry”) exhibits Cavalli’s intention to depict sadness. Furthermore, the 

rhetorical figure passus durisculus is present.  These two chromatic lines 

moving in contrary motion create the interval of an augmented sixth on the 

final syllable of “pianga.” This placement of the pitch E, in conjunction with 

the final syllable of the word, also indicates the function of the chord as a 

structural element. The second example comes from Giacomo Carissimi’s 

(1605-1674) motet Domine Deus meus (1663), published in Rome.114 The 

descending diminished fifth melodic sequence incorporates epizeuxis115 that 

highlights the two words “gemendo” (“moaning”) and “plorando” (“crying”). 

These two verbs describe the physical response to a sad emotion. The 

augmented sixth chord occurs on the syllable “plo” of “plorando” and 

                                                
114#Ibid.,$67Z68.#

115#Epizeuxis#can#be#defined#as#an#immediate#and#emphatic#repetition#of#a#word,#note,#
motif,#or#phrase.##
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demonstrates Carissimi’s intention to capture the emotive words of the text 

through the use of this dissonant sonority (Example 3.4).   

Musical Example 3.4. Carissimi, Domine Deus meus, mm. 10-13 

 

The melody in this example is similar to the jagged chromatic melody of Et 

incarnatus est (Example 2.8). The third example of the augmented sixth chord 

used in service of text painting is in Antonio Lotti’s (c.1667-1740) Lontananza 

insopportabile from Duetti, terzetti e madrigali (1705)116 (Example 3.5). 

Musical Example 3.5. Lotti, Lontananza insopportabile, mm. 42-45 

 

The augmented sixth chord occurs on the penultimate syllable “lo” of “dolore” 

(“sorrow”). A final example of the Italianate approach to chromaticism in the 

service of text painting can be found in Lotti’s Crucifixus a8. The augmented sixth 

chord occurs on the word “passus“ (“he suffered”) (Example 3.6).   

 

                                                
116#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,$74.#
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Musical Example 3.6. Lotti, Crucifixus a8, mm. 25-27 

 
Following the augmented sixth chord, a textural transformation ensues in which 

Lotti uses a different compositional technique to represent the word “passus.” 

The concept of textural transformation, in conjunction with the augmented sixth 

chord, will be further discussed in Chapter 4 “The Augmented Sixth Chord in 

the Mass in B Minor.” The music assigned to “passus” is characterized by long 

note values in chain suspensions. This gesture represents the outward expression 

of sorrowful emotions associated with the crucifixion. Cameron recognizes this 

concept and J.S. Bach’s use of these musical figures in the Crucifixus movement to 

represent sorrow as demonstrated in the Mass in B Minor: 
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There is one further piece of evidence to support the view that Bach had 
close knowledge of the central Italian-German Crucifixus tradition. His 
setting of the word ‘passus’ conforms fully to our expectation of long-
drawn-out notes or (as here) melismatic phrases in illustration of the idea 
of ‘suffering’.117 
 

Although the composition date of this piece is unknown, scholars believe it was 

either written in Italy before 1717 or in Dresden while Lotti was working for 

Friedrich Augustus I, Elector of Saxony, from 1717-1719. During Lotti’s time in 

Dresden, Zelenka collected a large amount of Lotti’s music including the 

Crucifixus a8 (a motet from the complete Credo in F) and Missa sapientiae. Many 

scholars recognize these associations regarding Bach’s awareness of Lotti’s 

compositions and the impact they had on the Mass in B Minor: 

There is no reason to question the usual assumption that by music for the 
‘church’ Bach referred to liturgical compositions for the court chapel 
(Hofkirche). Bach may or may not have heard actual performances in the 
Dredsen Hofkirche, but it is clear that prior to submitting his Missa he had 
at least some direct knowledge of (an access to) musical manuscripts that 
formed part of the Hofkirche repertory…Bach’s personal copy of Antonio 
Lotti’s Missa sapientiae was produced between ca. 1732 and ca. 1735 and 
was based on a source in Zelenka’s archive. In addition, George Stauffer 
and others have drawn parallels between Dresden sacred compositions 
and Bach’s Missa and other works.118   

 
The popularity of the Missa sapientiae during this time period is evidenced by the 

number of Bach’s contemporaries as well as Bach himself owning a copy of the 

work. Furthermore, Leaver details that Italian manuscripts influenced Bach’s 

approach to the Lutheran Masses.119 Bach’s awareness of chromatic conventions 

                                                
117#Cameron,#The$Crucifixion$in$Music,#138.#

118#Mary#Oleskiewicz#“For#the#Church#as#Well#as#for#the#Orchestra:#J.S.#Bach,#the#Missa,#
and#the#Dresden#Court,#1700Z1750,”#Bach:$Journal$of$the$Riemenschneider$Bach$Institute#no.#2#(2007):#
17.#

119#Leaver,#“Parody#and#Theological#Consistency,”#30.#
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used by Italians plays an important role in his modification of previously 

composed material as well as the newly-composed movements that are part of 

the final compilation of the Mass in B Minor.  

The augmented sixth chords in Italian repertoire first began to appear in 

opera and other secular genres. The sonority further developed in both secular 

and sacred compositions. Scholars agree that Italians influenced composers of 

the late Baroque in Germany with regard to the inclusion of augmented sixth 

chords in sacred works. German composers used the augmented sixth chord to 

represent the emotional suffering related to Christ’s suffering. Furthermore, 

many of these German composers were of Lutheran backgrounds. Their primary 

focus was to create and incorporate musical figures that represented a specific 

meaning related to the text in an effort to encourage congregations to be deeply 

affected. Some of the earliest examples of this are seen in oratorios and Passion 

settings from the late seventeenth century to the early eighteenth century.  

By the middle of the eighteenth century the augmented sixth chord was 

viewed as a modernistic chord and utilized by composers throughout Europe.120 

Ellis has analyzed an extensive body of repertoire from this time. Augmented 

sixth chords can be found in works by German composers including Passion 

settings such as the Lukaspassion (1744) by Georg Philipp Teleman (1681-1767) 

and O Seele, deren Sehnen (1764) by Johann Ernst Bach II (1722-1777).121 Similarly, 

Italian composers Leonardo Leo (1694-1744) and Niccolò Jommelli (1714-1774) 

                                                
120#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,$102.#

121#Ibid.,#104Z108.#
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used the augmented sixth chord in works referencing Christ’s crucifixion. Leo 

composed the Passion oratorio St Elena al Calvario (St. Elena at Calvary) (1732) 

and used augmented sixth chords in the opening Sinfonia.122 Additionally, 

Jommelli’s Agonia di Gesù Cristo (Agony of Jesus Christ) (c. 1750) uses augmented 

sixth chords in conjunction with Christ’s suffering during the crucifixion and 

“projects a very progressive style, partly underpinned by the reiterated 

augmented sixths.”123 Although Leo and Jommelli were Italian, the use of 

augmented sixth chords in relation to Christ’s crucifixion is evident in their 

works.                

The augmented sixth chord suggests a variety of emotions in various 

repertoires. Ellis suggested that the augmented sixth chord represented sad 

textual imagery associated with anguish and sorrow, while Cameron examined 

the intervallic content associated with the expression of pain. Additionally, 

multiple theorists from before, during, and after the time of J.S. Bach wrote 

treatises on this chord and its Affekt. These theorists considered the augmented 

sixth chord permittable only when a composer was trying to create a particular 

Affekt. Based on these conclusions, among others discussed in Chapters 1-4, I 

propose that Bach’s awareness of the augmented sixth chord in service of 

creating Affekt was an intentional procedure used in his compositions dealing 

with the suffering and crucifixion of Christ.  

 

                                                
122#Ibid.,#106.#

123#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,$106.#
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Bach’s Treatment from 1704-1727 
 

 Bach employed augmented sixth chords in a number of compositions 

written prior to the compilation of the Mass in B Minor. For the purpose of this 

document, examples of the augmented sixth chord in J.S. Bach’s music will be 

limited to his vocal compositions. Although there are augmented sixth chords in 

Bach’s instrumental compositions, the analysis that provides the most conclusive 

evidence in support of his awareness of this sonority in service of Affekt can be 

found in works with text. Scholars recognize that Bach's musical symbolism, as 

an additional means of expressing text, is found in his use of rhythm, melody, 

harmony, and tone-color.124 Bach’s understanding of specific religious texts and 

his choice to highlight them with augmented sixth chords will be examined 

through his sacred cantatas and extant Passion settings.  

One of the earliest examples of the augmented sixth chord in relation to a 

given libretto can be seen in Bach’s cantatas, including the Passiontide cantata 

Himmelskönig, sei willkommen, BWV 182, composed in Weimar in 1714. The 

musical passage on the word “Kreuzige” (“crucify”) from movement six contains 

two distinct augmented sixth chords: 1) a vertical augmented sixth chord in 

sharp inversion, and 2) a melodic version of a German augmented sixth chord.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
124#Emery,#“A#Rationale#of#Bach^s#Symbolism,”#533.#
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Musical Example 3.7. Bach, Jesu, laß durch Wohl und Weh, BWV 182, mm. 41-45  
 

 
 
 

The characteristics of the melodic line are similar to the violin motive in the Et 

incarnatus est movement from the Mass in B Minor (Example 2.8). Ellis recognizes 

this melodic convention and states “the vocal line is full of anguished 

angularity…the remarkable dissonance occurs at the cry of ‘Kreuzige’…the B# in 

the bass may be a musical pun on ‘Kreuz,’ which can refer to both ‘a sharp’ and 

‘The Cross’.”125 This example also demonstrates the augmented sixth chord’s 

structural placement. The penultimate syllable of the word “Kreuzige” is 

assigned the final pitch of the German augmented sixth arpeggiation. 

Structurally, the augmented sixth chord resolves to C# major, the dominant area 

of the following section. The next example of the augmented sixth chord in 

conjunction with text in a sacred cantata can be found in Ich hatte viel 

Bekümmernis, BWV 21 (1714). Ich hatte viel Bekümmernis was composed in 

                                                
125#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,$114.#
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Weimar.126 The fourth movement contains an augmented sixth chord with text 

discussing woe and torment (Example 3.8). Chafe suggests this type of text 

setting has a tonally weakening effect, and that subdominant (flat) modulations 

are typical for Bach in works where textual passages center on the Lutheran 

concept of man’s weakness and the human conditions where a person needs help 

from God.127 Furthermore, Kimmel acknowledges “in many movements of the 

Bach cantatas where the text is about death, the first harmonic progression is 

from tonic to subdominant.”128 Ellis recognizes that there are certain words that 

trigger the usage of this chord in this tenor recitative such as “Weh” (“anxiety”) 

and “Ach” (“oh”) and that the “text is one of abject self-pity.”129 The rectangle, 

despite its placement on the single pitch in the viola stave, is placed precisely 

where the augmented sixth chord occurs.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

126#Ibid.,$115.#

127#Eric#Chafe,#Analyzing$Bach$Cantatas#(New#York:#Oxford#University#Press,#2000),#53Z54.#

128#Kimmel,#“The#Phrygian#Inflection#and#the#Appearances#of#Death#in#Music,”#68.#

129#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,$115.#
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Musical Example 3.8. Bach, Ich hatte viel Bekümmernis, BWV 21/VI, mm. 15-17  
 

 

This type of chromatic Neapolitan harmony also can been seen in the soprano 

aria Seufzer, Tränen, Kummer, Not from the same cantata. Bach uses a Neapolitan 

sixth chord on the word “Kummer” (“distress”) to highlight this specific 

emotion. The two occurrences in the same cantata both use chromatic Neapolitan 

harmony, the augmented sixth and the Neapolitan sixth respectively, to convey 

negative imagery associated with suffering. Likewise, both Neapolitan 

harmonies from BWV 12 progress to the dominant tonal area of the tonicized 

key, demonstrating the structural importance of the sonority with regard to 

harmony and text. These two early cantatas and the use of harmonies with 

certain types of text permeate Bach’s sacred cantatas. Most of the cantatas with 

an augmented sixth chord were composed during Bach’s Leipzig years. Ellis’s 

analysis of Bach cantatas from the Leipzig years suggests a strong correlation 

between the augmented sixth chord and texts with which they are placed:  
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The majority of the 40 or so instances from the early Leipzig years (1723-6) 
are similarly within recitatives, and prompted by texts suggesting pain, 
suffering, sighing, and similar emotions. Trübsal (trouble, affliction) and 
Tod (death) are perhaps the most common words. These instances still 
have an explanation that is rather akin to the rhetorical basis of Kuhnau’s 
Biblical Histories: a chord that might elsewhere have been considered 
ungrammatical is permitted because of the particular ‘affect’ of the 
prevailing text.130   

 
An example of this concept can be seen in the cantata Wachet auf, ruft uns die 

Stimme, BWV 140 (1731), in which Bach sets the word “betrübtes” (“sorrowful”) 

with an augmented sixth chord. The upper voice of the augmented sixth chord 

resolves in similar motion from which it was approached.131  This voice-leading 

convention can be seen in the violin I part from the D to the D♭ (Example 3.9). 

The resolution of the augmented sixth chord in this example is uncommon as the 

outer voices of the chord generally resolve contrarily by semi-tone to an octave 

or unison.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

130#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,$11.#

131#This#voiceZleading#procedure#was#used#in#few#works#by#Bach#including#Die$Kunst$der$
Fuge.#The#quality#after#the#augmented#sixth#chord#is#a#dominant#seventh,#which#prolongs#the#
chromatic#voiceZleading.#

#
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Musical Example 3.9. Bach, Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme, BWV 140/V,  
mm. 7-9  

 

 

The regular use of the augmented sixth chord in BWV 140 and Der Herr ist mein 

getreuer Hirt, BWV 112, composed in the same year suggests “it had been more 

fully integrated into Bach’s musical style by this point [the late cantatas from the 

1730s].”132 Ellis notes that the cantatas provide insight into the textual shifts that 

occur when Bach uses the augmented sixth chord and states “there is perhaps a 

hint that Bach considered the chord suitable for expressing a change of state, a 

usage that is more apparent in the Mass in B Minor.”133 In his cantatas, Bach sets 

texts on suffering, transformation, and the crucifixion with specific chromatic 

sonorities intended to create specific affects.  

There are two extant Passion settings Bach composed during his tenure in 

Leipzig, the Johannes-Passion, BWV 245 (1724) and the Matthäus-Passion, BWV 244 
                                                

132#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,$120.#

133#Ibid.#
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(1727). Passion settings offered composers the opportunity to musically represent 

the trial and events during Christ’s final days through musical means that best 

symbolize the various emotions of the story, which include anger, betrayal, grief, 

and suffering. For the purpose of this document, I will consider Bach’s two 

extant Passions and identify the musical-textual correlations when an augmented 

sixth chord is employed. Leahy recognizes Bach’s use of chromatic figures to 

represent Christ’s crucifixion and states “Bach has used chromatic writing in 

many contexts in his vocal and instrumental works. It is frequently related to the 

Passion, as seen in many movements of the St. Matthew and John passions…an 

augmented sixth chord is a rare chord for Bach, usually only employed at a very 

rare moment.”134 Similarly, Leahy explains “Neapolitan harmony was frequently 

used by Bach when there was a reason in the text, such as Passion or 

suffering.”135 These statements recognize not only Bach’s approach to 

chromaticism in Passion settings, but also the specific context in which an 

augmented sixth chord is used.  

Bach began the St. John Passion in 1727. The first example of an 

augmented sixth chord in this Passion setting can be seen in the movement 16b, 

Wäre dieser nicht ein Übelthäter (Example 3.10).136 The augmented sixth chord is in 

sharp inversion on the second beat in measure eleven. 

                                                
134#Anne#Leahy,#J.S.$BachGs$“Leipzig”$Chorale$Preludes:$Music,$Text,$Theology,#ed.#Robin#A.#

Leaver,#Contextual$Bach$Studies#vol.#3#(Lanham:#The#Scarecrow#Press,#2011),#100.#

135#Ibid.,#151.#

136#All#movement#numbers#and#musical#examples#for#the#Passion#settings#are#taken#from#
Neue#BachZAusgabe#(NBA).#
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Musical Example 3.10. Bach, St. John Passion, BWV 245/16b, mm. 10-12  
 

 
 
During this scene, men led Jesus to Caiaphas to be judged. The augmented sixth 

chord on the word “Übelthäter” (“evil-doer”) foreshadows the punishment Jesus 

will receive for being a convicted criminal. Ellis proposes “the text might be 

considered to ‘excuse’ this chord.”137 The second example of an augmented sixth 

chord in the St. John Passion occurs in the movement 16d, Wir dürfen niemand 

                                                
137#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,$120.#
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töten (Example 3.11). The voice leading to the augmented sixth chord is the same 

as that in Example 3.10. The primary differences are the transposition, the re-

voicing, and rhythmic modifications to accommodate the text.  

Musical Example 3.11. Bach, St. John Passion, BWV 245/16d. Chor, mm.  
10-11 

   

 
 
The German augmented sixth chord in sharp-inversion occurs on the phrase 

“niemand töten” (“kill nobody”) as spoken by the Jews. The text precedes the 

narrative in which Jesus prophesizes how he will be crucified. Ellis suggests that 

the augmented sixth chords in Bach’s vocal compositions generally occur “at the 
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poignant crux of the narrative.”138 Furthermore, Ellis states “Bach tends to 

incorporate a pair or series of augmented sixths within successive or nearly 

successive movements of the same work.”139 The two examples identified from 

the St. John Passion occur within close proximity of each other and are 

approached similarly. This pairing of the augmented sixth highlights specific 

words associated with the crucifixion. Additionally, each chord functions as a 

predominant chord that progresses to an extended dominant function before 

resolving to tonic. This progression supports my assertion concerning the overall 

structural importance of the augmented sixth chord. The two words highlighted 

by the augmented sixth chord are directly associated with the crucifixion; “töten” 

(“kill”) and “Übeltäter” (“evil-doer”). Chromaticized Neapolitan harmony also 

can be observed in the movement 21d, Kreuzige, kreuzige!, in which the high 

priests and servants said “Kreuzige, kreuzige!” (“Crucify, crucify!”) (Example 

3.12). The alto and oboe 2 in the first measure play a lowered scale degree 2, 

which results in a Neapolitan sixth chord.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

138#Ibid.,$123.#

139#Ibid.,$120.#
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Musical Example 3.12. Bach, St. John Passion, BWV 245/21d, mm. 1-3  
 

 
 

The long-note suspensions also represent the idea of suffering, a feature 

previously examined in Bach’s setting of the word “passus” in the Crucifixus 

from the Mass in B Minor. This type of chromatic Neapolitan harmony can be 

seen in the movement 25a, Allda kreuzigten sie ihn, where the evangelist proclaims 

that Pilate wrote “Jesus of Nazareth” on a sign and then placed it directly on the 

Cross (Example 3.13).  
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Musical Example 3.13. Bach, St. John Passion, BWV 245/25a. Evangelist, mm.  
7-9  

 

 
 
This sonority references multiple aspects of the crucifixion, including the 

individual who is being crucified (Jesus of Nazareth), and on what object the 

crucifixion is occurring (the Cross). The final example from the St. John Passion 

appears in the movement 23g, Da überantwortete er ihn, where Pilate delivered 

Jesus to be crucified (Example 3.14).   

Musical Example 3.14. Bach, St. John Passion, BWV 245/23g, mm. 1-3 

 
 
The melody includes an arpeggiated augmented sixth chord on the word 

“Kreuziget” (“crucify”). Even melodically, it serves as a predominant chord and 

directly relates to the usage in Example 3.7 in which the descending German 

augmented sixth chord highlighted the same word.  

In the St. Matthew Passion, BWV 244, there are also multiple examples of 

highlighting crucifixion texts with chromatic sonorities. For example, movement 

19, O Schmerz! has an augmented sixth chord in sharp inversion on the word 

“erduldet” (“endured”) (Example 3.15).           
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Musical Example 3.15. Bach, St. Matthew Passion, BWV 244/19, mm. 21-23  
 

 
 
The text of this entire scene states that Jesus must endure suffering for the crimes 

of humanity’s sinful nature. The second example of an augmented sixth chord in 

the St. Matthew Passion occurs on the ancient Aramaic text, “Eli, Eli, lama 

asabthani” (“My God, My God, why have you forsaken me”) (Example 3.16). The 

word “Eli” (“My God”) is set with an arpeggiated Neapolitan sixth chord 

commonly employed in expressive passion settings.  
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Musical Example 3.16. Bach, St. Matthew Passion, BWV 244/61a, mm. 7-9140  
 

 
 
The final instance of chromatic Neapolitan harmony representing the Cross can 

be seen in the movement 58e, Desgleichen schmäheten, where a Neapolitan sixth 

occurs on the phrase “ihm gekreuziget” (“crucified him”) (Example 3.17).   

Musical Example 3.17. Bach, St. Matthew Passion, BWV 244/58e, mm. 64-66  
 

 
 
The musical figures that represent the cross in the St. Matthew and the St. John 

Passion contain large intervallic leaps with augmented and diminished qualities, 

chromatic scalar passages, staggered suspensions, and the use of chromatic 

Neapolitan harmony.141 This chromatic Neapolitan harmony accompanies texts 

associated with the crucifixion. Butt notes the significance of chromatic 

Neapolitan harmony in the St. Matthew: 
                                                

140#For#purposes#of#this#document,#the#continuo#part#has#been#labeled#according#to#Ellis’#
interpretation#using#an#E♮#in#the#figuration#is#based#on#the#figuration#in#the#continuo#partZbooks.##

141#John#Butt,#BachGs$Dialogue$with$Modernity:$Perspectives$On$the$Passions#(Cambridge:#
Cambridge#University#Press,#2010),#168Z71.#
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What this predominance of the Neapolitan sixth may suggest is that Bach 
had a particular turn of phrase in his mind when composing the Matthew 
Passion, one that he put to a number of expressive uses; it is consequently 
a sort of marker or signature for the Passion as a whole and something 
that almost gives the work a sense of consistent identity, independent of 
specific textual issues. It is clearly a ‘hook’ that draws the listener’s 
attention, something that seems to carry some significance even if one 
cannot quite place this. It is part of the wealth of devices by which Bach 
gives this Passion its sense of ‘meaningfulness’.142  

 
Although Butt only cites specific references to the word “Kreuze” (“Cross”) in 

the Passion settings, there is evidence to support the notion of a specific sonority 

to reference the crucifixion as a whole, both as a direct reference, and a signature 

for the Passion. Butt also recognizes the theological premises for the St. Matthew 

Passion and its textual influence deriving from Martin Luther’s Ein Sermon von 

der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi (1519):  

In the Matthew Passion our own responsibility for the suffering of Jesus is 
heavily emphasized in the ariosos and arias of the first half and our 
imitation of Jesus in accepting our own suffering becomes an important 
topic in the second half. This, together with an intermediate emphasis on 
Christ’s loving redemption, follows more or less the structure of Luther’s 
own meditation on the Passion. Luther, feeling keenly his own 
persecution, stressed that Christ’s Passion should not be acted out in 
words or appearances, but in one’s own life.143 

 
I propose that Bach uses Neapolitan chromatic harmony, specifically the 

augmented sixth, to directly reference Christ’s crucifixion in his extant Passion 

settings. The relationship between the augmented sixth chord and crucifixion 

texts are too close to be dismissed. These chords allow Bach to create an Affekt 

specific to the crucifixion. These same relationships are found in the setting of 

texts related to the crucifixion in the Mass in B Minor.  
                                                

142#Ibid.,#173.#

143#Ibid.,#203.#
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CHAPTER 4: THE AUGMENTED SIXTH CHORD IN THE MASS IN B MINOR 

 

Introduction 

Bach’s unusual treatment of the augmented sixth chord from a structural 

and theological standpoint is what led me to further investigate these elements in 

the Credo portion of the Mass in B Minor. The vocal genres of J.S. Bach allow 

scholars to understand his criteria for using the augmented sixth chord as a text-

enhancing element. Additionally, examining these genres and identifying Bach’s 

criteria for using this sonority aids in identifying compositional procedures. 

From a musical standpoint, there are conventions recognized by scholars as 

distinctly Bachian features of the augmented sixth chord’s use. The significance 

of Bach’s use of this sonority in the Mass in B Minor is evident when these 

features have been identified and categorized. The characteristics of Bach’s usage 

of the augmented sixth chord during his Leipzig years are as follows: 

1. The top note of the chord is approached with an ascending melodic 
leap of a tritone, which resolves in the same direction from which it 
came  

2. The chord creates a structural boundary between sections within a 
movement or individual movements  

3. Identified association with the theme of religious transformation 
4. Placement at the poignant crux of a religious narrative   

 
In the Mass in B Minor, a chord in the model movement was altered to become 

the augmented sixth chord in the parody. The only occurrences of the 

augmented sixth chord accompanied by text are in the Symbolum Nicenum (one 

occurs in an instrumental section of the Agnus Dei). Consistencies in Bach’s use of 

augmented sixth chords can be further categorized by his approaches to, 
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spellings of, and resolutions from this sonority; textural, textual, and harmonic 

changes after the phenomena; and interwoven theological principles related to 

Luther’s Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi. 

 

Identification of Augmented Sixth Chord Part-Writing Conventions 

Some of the approaches to, spellings of, and resolutions from the 

augmented sixth chord are quite unusual for Bach based on his conventions and 

procedures during this time. The upper pitch of the augmented sixth chord is 

only approached by an ascending semi-tone, descending semi-tone, or ascending 

leap of an augmented fourth. The upper pitch of the augmented sixth chord 

always resolves upwardly by a semi-tone.  An example of the ascending semi-

tone can be seen in the Crucifixus (Musical Example 4.1) where the alto part 

carries an A# on the syllable “xus” of “Crucifixus.” The chord in this example is 

a French augmented sixth (beat 3 of measure fifteen).  
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Musical Example 4.1. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Crucifixus, mm. 13-16144 
 

 
 

This is the only example of an augmented sixth chord that has the top note 

approached by an ascending semi-tone in the Mass in B Minor. Additionally, 

Example 4.1 shows an ascending tritone leap to the upper pitch of the 

                                                
144#All#musical#examples#in#this#document#are#engraved#in#Finale#2012©#and#based#on#the#

full#score#of#Mass$in$B$Minor$(BWV$232)#edited#by#Joshua#Rifkin#and#published#by#Breitkopf#&#
Hartel#(2008).##

###
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augmented sixth chord in the violin II part. The chord that occurred here in 

Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen, BWV 12 has been changed from a minor iv6 to an 

augmented sixth chord in B minor in the Crucifixus (Example 4.2). In this 

example, BWV 12/2 has been transposed from F minor to E minor so that the 

comparison between both movements may be made more easily. 

Musical Example 4.2. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Crucifixus, mm. 14-16 and BWV 
12/2, mm. 10-12 

 
 

There are three ways in which Bach approaches the top note of the 

augmented sixth chord melodically. These three approaches include ascending 

semi-tone, descending semi-tone, or an ascending leap of an augmented fourth. 

The only time the upper pitch of the augmented sixth chord is approached by an 

ascending semi-tone is in the Crucifixus. Melodic approaches to the individual 

pitches of the augmented sixth interval by semi-tone are more frequent when the 

semi-tone is descending. This context is more common since the upper note of 

the augmented sixth chord is prepared by an upper neighbor tone, and then 

, 
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immediately moves back to that pitch. The first example of this can seen in the Et 

incarnatus est on the syllable “san” of “sancto” (Musical Example 4.3).  

Musical Example 4.3. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Et incarnatus est, mm. 11-15 

 

The Soprano 1 part carrying the C# in measure twelve resolves as a 7-6 

suspension to the B#, creating the augmented sixth chord. The upper pitch then 

resolves to the C# (the preceding pitch) and the augmented sixth chord to a C# 

major chord. In this case the C# functions as the dominant of F# minor. The 

second example of Bach’s approach to the augmented sixth chord by a 

descending semi-tone can been seen in the Crucifixus on the syllable “se” of 

“sepultus” (Example 4.4). The sharp inversion of the augmented sixth is used to 

accommodate the tonal shift from E minor to G major. 
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Musical Example 4.4. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Crucifixus, mm. 49-53 

 

This example shows the lowered sixth scale degree resolving by a descending 

semi-tone and the C# of the inverted German augmented sixth resolving by 

ascending semi-tone. The E♭ and C# are approached by semi-tone and resolve in 

the same direction from which they were approached to octave Ds. The 

resolution of the two voices is in contrary motion. The third example of Bach’s 

approach to the augmented sixth chord by a descending semi-tone can been seen 
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in the Confiteor in the alto part on the second pitch of the second syllable of 

“baptisma” (Example 4.5).  

Musical Example 4.5. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Confiteor, mm. 13-17145 

 

The least traditional manner in which Bach approaches the upper voice of the 

augmented sixth interval is by leaping up a tritone. In this case, he resolves it in 

the same direction from which it came. Scholars recognize that the ascending 

leap of an augmented fourth into the augmented sixth interval is quite rare 

during this time and a particular Bachian feature. Ellis observes this peculiarity 

stating “he [Bach] created two individual contexts for the chord: he approaches 

[the top pitch] by leap, particularly the augmented fourth, and allows resolution 

in similar motion – traits not found anywhere else”146 (see Musical Example 4.1). 

                                                
145#A#discussion#of#the#Lutheran#theological#principles#related#to#baptism#will#be#

discussed#in#Chapter#5.##

146#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,#135.#

#
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A bolder example of this can be seen in the Confiteor (Example 4.6) in which the 

soprano leaps up a tritone from the D to the G# and resolves in the same 

direction to the A. 

Musical Example 4.6. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Confiteor, mm. 141-146 

 

In the approaches to the upper voice by an ascending semi-tone, descending 

semi-tone, or the leap of an augmented fourth, the outer voices of the chord 

always resolve outward to an octave (if spelled as an augmented sixth) or inward 

to an octave or unison (if spelled as a diminished third; the inverted form of an 

augmented sixth). Furthermore, the augmented sixth chord, with the exclusion of 

the one placed on “Crucifixus,” is on the penultimate syllable of the word, and 

directly precedes the dominant of the tonal area to which Bach is migrating. 

Example 4.6 shows the augmented sixth chord resolving to A major, the 

dominant of D major, and the overall tonal area to which Bach is transitioning. 
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Textural Changes after an Augmented Sixth Chord 

The textural and harmonic changes that occur after the augmented sixth 

chords contrast with those of the immediately preceding sections. Additionally, 

the performing forces in two instances, after the chromatic sonority occurs, 

expand from a small four-voice or five-voice texture with continuo in the 

previous section to five-voice chorus with Baroque festival orchestra147 in the 

following. The augmented sixth chord occurs at junctures between a negative 

sorrowful and a joyous emotion. These transitions are accompanied by a shift 

from a minor tonality to D major. The first example of this can be seen in the 

transition from the Crucifixus to the Et resurrexit (Example 4.7). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

147#Baroque#Festival#Orchestra#refers#to#the#instrumental#complement#of#winds,#strings,#
chorus,#three#trumpets,#and#timpani.#

#
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Musical Example 4.7. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Crucifixus, mm. 49-53 to  
Et resurrexit, mm. 1-3 
 

 

The augmented sixth chord in this example can be seen as a structural 

component where multiple elements change following the chord. Ellis states 

“while the ‘chromaticized Phrygian cadence’ is self-evidently an intermediate 
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cadence, augmented [sixth chords] from this period occur as frequently near the 

start of a section as at a structural boundary.”148 The second example of the 

augmented sixth chord being used as a structural element occurs at the end of 

the Confiteor and the beginning of the Et expecto (Example 4.8).   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
148#Ellis,#A$Chord$in$Time,#81.#
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Musical Example 4.8. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Confiteor, mm. 141-146 to Et expecto, 
mm. 1-3 

 

The tempo changes from Adagio to Vivace e Allegro have a direct influence on the 

character of the music. This shift resembles the Crucifixus to the Et resurrexit 

transition in which the performing forces change from five-part chorus with 

continuo to the Baroque festival orchestra along with the tempo changes.  
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When the augmented sixth chord functions as an internal half-cadence, 

the musical texture changes from a full vocal texture to single voices or pairings 

of the vocal parts. The Confiteor movement has an augmented sixth chord in this 

context in measure fifteen on the word “baptisma” (Example 4.9). Although the 

imitative texture continues after the augmented sixth chord, a new imitative 

melody is introduced in the tenor part on the text “in remissionem.” 
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Musical Example 4.9. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Confiteor, mm. 13-22 

 

The second example of changes in musical textures when a medial internal half-

cadence occurs can be seen in the Et incarnatus est (Example 4.10). The 

augmented sixth interval resolves to octave C#s creating a structural internal 

half-cadence. After the imitative opening, the final syllable of “sancto” is 
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simultaneously placed in all the voices directly after the augmented sixth chord. 

Additionally, the texture changes from imitative polyphony to antiphonal 

homophony: the soprano I and II contrasted with the alto, tenor, and bass. 
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Musical Example 4.10. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Et incarnatus est, mm. 4-15 
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The textures and harmonies that occur after the augmented sixth chords contrast 

with materials in immediately preceding sections and aid in Bach’s 

sectionalization of the work. The sixth occurrence of the augmented sixth chord 

in the Credo appears in the Et in Spiritum but does not completely aid in the 

transition from section to section. This chord has the shortest rhythmic duration 

of all of the augmented sixth chords. Furthermore, there is no text assigned to 

this sonority as in the other examples in the Credo. The text that precedes this 

sonority, however, can justify its placement in the overall movement; a concept 

that will be further discussed at the end of Chapter 5. The part writing resembles 

the treatment seen in Examples 4.3 and 4.4. The oboe d’amore I part has the 

upper pitch of the augmented sixth chord. This upper pitch is approached from 

above, and then immediately returns to the upper pitch (Example 4.11). The 

tonality is briefly C# major, the dominant of F# minor (A major’s relative minor). 

The pitches of the augmented sixth interval are D and B#, the same notes found 

in the augmented sixth chords in the Et incarnatus est and the Confiteor.  

Musical Example 4.11. Bach, Mass in B Minor: Et in Spiritum, mm. 76-79 
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The augmented sixth chord serves as a transition between musical materials and 

textures. Furthermore, Bach’s use of this chromatic sonority allows certain texts 

to be highlighted, creating an overall Affekt. The consistencies in Bach’s 

approaches, spellings, and resolutions of this sonority, and the textural, textual, 

and harmonic changes that occur after it are notable.  
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CHAPTER 5: THE AUGMENTED SIXTH CHORD RELATED TO  
LUTHERAN THEOLOGY 

 
 

 
Overview of Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi (1519) 

  
Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi is a Passion 

Sermon written by Martin Luther for Good Friday services in 1519. Luther’s 

collected sermons from that church year were later published in two series 

known as the Church Postil and the House Postil. The Passion sermon was 

published and reprinted in Luther’s Church Postil in 1525. Michael Marissen 

notes that the Passion sermon would have been widely circulated and studied in 

Bach’s day.149 Multiple scholars have acknowledged the importance of the 

Passion sermon as well as the wide availability of Luther’s Passion sermon texts 

in Bach’s time.150 While Bach’s awareness of this specific sermon is still debated, 

scholars acknowledge that this sermon was present in multiple collections and 

books in Bach’s personal library. John Butt suggests that Bach would have 

owned, and presumably used, Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens 

Christi: 

The two collections of Luther’s works that Bach possessed would have 
included the 1519 sermons. Although nothing survives of his library 
beyond the Calov volumes, we might assume that he consulted with his 
collection on a relatively regular basis (since the Calov commentaries have 
a great deal of annotations by Bach).151 

 

                                                
149$Michael$Marissen,$Lutheranism,-Anti/Judaism,-and-Bach4s-St.-John-Passion:-With-an-

Annotated-Literal-Translation-of-the-Libretto$(New$York:$Oxford$University$Press,$1998),$26.$

150$Butt,$Bach4s-Dialogue-with-Modernity,-203.$

151$John$Butt,$emailed$to$author,$Tucson,$AZ,$November$5,$2013.$
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Furthermore, scholars recognize that his compositions often outline the 

structural stages of the Passion sermon in tonal schemes, textural arrangements, 

and librettos of the works mentioned above. Like Butt, Leaver has extensively 

accounted for Bach’s possession of Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen 

Leidens Christi as well as its application to his compositional output: 

Bach owned two editions of Luther’s works, the Jena and Altenburg 
editions. The Altenburg edition – which is essentially a reprint of the 
earlier Jena edition, with the addition of other material, notably the 
Genesis commentary. Bach did not obtain the Altenburg edition until 1742 
when he bought it at an auction. We presume – and it is a presumption – 
that by this time he already owned the Jena edition. The 1519 sermon can 
be found in both editions. If he had obtained the Jena edition earlier in life 
– and that is an assumption – then it is possible that he had access to it 
when composing the Missa, but not necessarily when composing the 
music that eventually became the ‘Crucifixus’ (BWV 12/2). The sermon in 
the Altenburg edition would not have been accessible to Bach when 
composing the Missa but possibly when composing the later movements 
of the B minor Mass, when he would have had the sermon accessible in 
the two sources. However, the sermon was among the most popular of all 
Luther’s single works, being constantly re-published in virtually every 
subsequent generation in every important town and city with printers and 
publishers. So it was widely known. Further, because of its accessibility it 
was constantly quoted by preachers in their sermons. One comes across 
these references, especially in passion sermons, but it is not possible to 
quantify just how extensive this reference was in such sermons. I think, 
too, that even though the preacher not actually cite the source – though 
they usually do, after all it was Luther they were quoting! – they may well 
be closely echoing the substance of this very-well-known sermon. Thus 
Eric Chafe can point to parallels that are too close to be dismissed as 
coincidental. 152 
 

Additionally, Raymond Erickson notes that many of Bach’s large-scale 

compositions adhere to Martin Luther’s writings including the Passion sermon: 

The Nekrolog also records that Bach composed ‘Five Passions, of which one 
is for double chorus.’ The fact that there were five, the same number as the 

                                                
152$Robin$A.$Leaver,$emailed$to$author,$Tucson,$AZ,$November$7,$2013.$

$
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cycles of cantatas, would seem to imply that the two were connected. 
Again there is parallel with Luther’s church year postille: the Hauspostille 
had an appendix of thirteen passion sermons, under the heading ‘Passio 
oder Historie vom Leiden Christi Jesu unseres Heilands’ (Passion or 
history of the suffering of Christ Jesus our Savior), and the Kirchenpostille 
offered several passion sermons, including Luther’s significant Good 
Friday sermon of 1519.153 

 
Regarding Bach’s Passion settings, Butt states “it is clear that essential elements 

of Lutheran doctrine are articulated in Bach's Passion texts.”154 Despite the 

disagreement over when Bach first possessed the sermon, it is clear that by 1742, 

six years before the composition and compilation of the Symbolum Nicenum, Bach 

had access to at least two collections of Luther’s complete works that contained 

the Passion sermon. Eric Chafe’s analysis of Bach’s tonal allegory suggests that 

Bach’s awareness of Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi is 

evident in several compositions by Bach. Other scholars accept Chafe’s work and 

add that these parallels are not coincidental. The first composition that probably 

reflects Bach’s usage of the Passion sermon as a theological center is the St. 

Matthew Passion: 

The St. Matthew Passion treats in particular the relation of faith to 
meditation on the Passion, Luther’s dynamic of faith as he presented it 
throughout his writings and particularly in the widely published A 
Meditation on Christ’s Passion. As in all his writings on faith, recognition 
and acknowledgment of sin was the first and most important point in 
Luther’s sermon, and the St. Matthew Passion follows this lead…Matthew’s 
picture of Christ as the Man of Sorrows is given a powerful injection of the 
Lutheran view of his bearing the weight of human sin and of his serving 
as the model for man. For Luther man’s only hope was to become 

                                                
153$Robin$A.$Leaver,$“Religion$and$Religious$Currents,”$in$The-Worlds-of-Johann-Sebastian-

Bach,$ed.$Raymond$Erickson$(Milwaukee,$WI:$Amadeus$Press,$2009),$115.$

154$Butt,$“BachZs$Vocal$Scoring,”$104.$
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conscious of the guilt and thereby ‘conformable to Christ in His 
sufferings,’ a theme from the Passion sermon.155 
 

Furthermore, other compositions, primarily cantatas, directly relate to the 

Lutheran theology of Christ’s Passion and reflect the principles of the Passion 

sermon. “The meditative stages of Cantata 12 correspond to the key signature 

levels; these are, in fact, very close to the three basic stages outlined by Luther in 

his A Meditation on Christ’s Passion [Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen 

Leidens Christi] (1519)…Cantata 12 particularly emphasizes the Passion as the 

ultimate source of comfort for the Christian.”156 Given that this cantata serves as 

the basis for the Crucifixus movement, it is the opinion of this author that the 

sermon also relates to and was considered in the composition of the to Mass in B 

Minor. 

Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi can be seen as 

having fifteen points in three main stages. Chafe outlines the general format of 

the Passion sermon: 

Luther’s sermon is presented in the form of fifteen numbered paragraphs; 
but the three stages are easily identified in the sermon. Stages 1 and 2 
appear in paragraph No. 12, at ‘After man has thus become aware of his 
sin,’ and stage 3 appears in paragraph, no. 15 ‘After your heart has thus 
become firm in Christ’. Elke Axmacher shows how this threefold use 
(Nutz) of the Passion-recognition of sin, comforting the conscience, and 
model for Christian life-remains the central focus of Passion meditation 
throughout the seventeenth century.157 

 

                                                
155$Chafe,$Tonal-Allegory-in-the-Vocal-Music-of-J.S.-Bach,$276]277.$

156$Ibid.,$135.$

157$Ibid.$
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The first stage of this sermon explains that a Christian “must view the Passion 

with a ‘terror-stricken heart and despairing conscience,’ recognizing that it is his 

sins that torture Christ and that he himself must ultimately suffer, ‘tremble and 

quake and feel all that Christ felt on the cross’.”158 In the second stage of the 

Passion sermon “the individual moves from the contemplation of Jesus’ 

sufferings and recognition of sin, learning now to ‘cast one’s sin on Christ,’ to 

‘see them overcome by His resurrection’.”159 In Chafe’s analysis of the second 

stage, he states “its objective is to remove sin from the conscience. In addition to 

entreating God for faith, we can ‘spur ourselves on to believe’ through 

recognition that Christ has paid for man’s sins out of love; this arouses love of 

Christ in the heart, and the confidence of faith is strengthened.”160 In the third 

stage of the Passion sermon, Luther proclaims that a person must live by the 

lessons learned from the Passion: 

In the third and final stage of Luther’s sermon, the individual has, through 
the foregoing meditative process, received faith: now the Passion must be 
seen as the center of Christian life. ‘After your heart has thus become firm 
in Christ, and love, not fear of pain, has made you a foe of sin, then 
Christ’s passion must from that day on become a pattern for your entire 
life.’ Now the individual actively weighs the adverse events of his life 
against the suffering of Christ; in doing so he can ‘draw strength and 
encouragement from Christ against every vice failing’.161  

 
These three stages are, as Chafe states “Luther’s idea of man’s becoming 

‘conformable to Christ and His suffering,’ a central theme of his Passion 

                                                
158$Ibid.,$136.$

159$Ibid.,$349.$

160$Ibid.,$136.$

161$Ibid.$
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theology.”162 Each individual, according to Luther, is responsible for killing 

Christ and must understand the suffering Christ endured. The personal suffering 

is aurally depicted in the chromatic sonority of the augmented sixth chord, 

which allows congregants and audience members to experience Christ’s 

suffering through musical devices in conjunction with the poignant text of the 

Mass Ordinary.  

 
 

Theological Examination of Augmented Sixth Chord Occurrences  
in the Mass in B Minor 

 
 The augmented sixth chords in the Mass in B Minor highlight specific 

theological points discussed in Luther’s Passion sermon. The collective use of 

this chromatic sonority permits Bach to create an Affekt that emphasizes the 

necessary emotional state of an individual meditating on Christ’s crucifixion. 

Bach’s harmonic modifications from model to parody suggest his intent to highlight 

specific words with a specific chord. His use of the augmented sixth chord in the 

Crucifixus movement (Example 4.2) demonstrates his awareness of Italianate 

conventions in setting this text. Cameron suggests that from 1680-1750, the use of 

chromaticism in the setting of crucifixion texts shows a “growing fondness for 

Affekt in music…a wide palette of diminished and augmented intervals became 

available to composers who were far more adventurous with their harmonic 

                                                
162$Ibid.,$35.$
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language and were more prepared to use chromaticism.”163 Cameron elaborates 

on the notion of specific intervals that represent the crucifixion: 

A further feature of the word “Crucifixus” is its direct reference to pain 
and suffering, which offers great potential to the composer. Again, the fact 
that this is a polysyllabic word gives added opportunity for extreme 
expression of its sense via chromaticism and altered intervals. This ‘cruel 
and unusual’ punishment can be expressed by anguished, excruciating 
intervals or by semitone movement. 164  

 
The adaptation of the cantata BWV 12/2 shows Bach’s intention to create 

theological and musical connections. Stauffer concurs and states “Bach was 

undoubtedly attracted to the ‘Weinen, Klagen’ music because its Affekt was so 

appropriate for the ‘Crucifixus’.”165 In this way, it also fits Bach’s criteria for an 

appropriate choice to parody. Scholars identify that the material being parodied 

must not only fit from a musical standpoint, but even more so a theological one. 

The crucifixion and the connection to Christ’s suffering are found in the Credo 

portion of the Mass Ordinary. Ellis recognizes “these [augmented sixths] occur in 

close proximity within near-successive sections.”166 The relatable pairing of 

augmented sixth chords in the St. Matthew Passion demonstrates Bach’s 

intentional placement at the crux of the narrative.167 The six augmented sixth 

chords within close proximity in the Credo emphasize Bach’s intent to apply 

similar concepts from the Passion settings to Mass in B Minor. In the Passion 

                                                
163$Cameron,$The-Crucifixion-in-Music,$68.$

164$Ibid.,$58.$

165$Stauffer,$Bach:-The-Mass-in-B-Minor,$121.$

166$Ellis,$A-Chord-in-Time,$130]131.$

167$Ibid.,$122]23.$
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sermon, Luther states that the Mass was created to remember Christ’s Passion. In 

the opening stage of the sermon, Luther argues that without the contemplation of 

Christ’s suffering during the crucifixion, the Mass by itself is meaningless:    

Also to this group belong those who have learned what rich fruits the holy 
mass offers. In their simplemindedness they think it enough simply to 
hear mass. In support of this several teachers are cited to us who hold that 
the mass is opere operati, non opere operantis, that it is effective in itself 
without our merit and worthiness, and that this is all that is needed. Yet 
the mass was not instituted for its own worthiness, but to make us worthy 
and to remind us of the passion of Christ. Where that is not done, we 
make of the mass a physical and unfruitful act, though even this is of 
some good. Of what help is it to you that God is God, if he is not God to 
you? Of what benefit is it to you that food and drink are good and 
wholesome in themselves if they are not healthful for you? And it is to be 
feared that many masses will not improve matters as long as we do not 
seek the right fruit in them.168 
 

The crucifixion, according to Lutheran Theology, is the main focus of the Mass 

and is placed at the center of Bach’s Symbolum Nicenum (Credo). Leaver proposes 

“Credo is not simply a setting of a confession of faith, but…it is Bach’s expression 

of his own confession of faith.”169  

The two most important examples of the augmented sixth chord occur at 

the junction of two movements. These examples can be found at the 

Crucifixus/Et resurrexit junction (Example 4.7) and at the Confiteor/Et expecto 

junction (Example 4.8). It is evident that Bach intended to relate one to the other 

through musical and textual elements. Stauffer recognizes that the augment sixth 

chord allows Bach to transition from section to section of the text: 

                                                
168$Martin$Luther,$“A$Meditation$on$Christ’s$Passion,”$Translated$by$Martin$H.$Bertram,$

LutheranMissiology,$last$modified$March$1,$2009,$accessed$October$23,$2013,$
http://www.lutheranmissiology.org/Luther%20$Meditate%20Passion%20of%20Christ.pdf.$$

169$Leaver,$“Number$Associations$in$the$Structure$of$BachZs$ZCredo,$BWV,$232Z,”$22.$
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Bach reaches the dominant and these critical words of the Ordinary 
through a German augmented sixth chord, which appears at two other 
mystical moments in the Symbolum: the modulation to G major at the end 
of the ‘Crucifixus’ and the final resolution of the adagio bridge that leads to 
the concluding ‘Et expecto’. Theologically, the three passages mark 
momentous transformations: Christ’s incarnation, Christ’s resurrection, 
and the resurrection of the dead.170  

 
The chords highlight the Nicene Creed’s main themes by assigning a harmonic 

sonority to a theological concept. Furthermore, Marion Hendrickson 

acknowledges the significance of the occurrences: 

After an intense ‘eternity’ in a moment of silence the Et resurrexit 
movement erupts with full orchestra, including trumpets and tympani 
sounding for the first time in the Credo, together with five-part chorus 
singing in the festive, celebratory, dance-like style in the brilliant key of D 
Major. Yet, for Bach the Lutheran theological musician, this D Major 
jubilation does not erase the ‘E minor lament’ in its dispelling brilliance, 
anymore than the resurrection of Christ erased His crucifixion. In 
Lutheran theology the two are always together, though each is complete. 
On the cross is heard the Johannine cry of triumph, ‘It is finished!’ and on 
Easter the resurrection is entirely ‘new,’ yet neither bears meaning 
without the other. Bach captures this Lutheran simul with a subtle 
augmented sixth chord at the end of the Crucifixus, in anticipation of the 
resurrection. It is the same compositional technique Bach employs to unite 
the Confiteor movement with the Et expecto, as indeed Holy Baptism’s 
burial with Christ is united with the promised hope of resurrection with 
Christ.171  

 
Essentially, the individual concepts of crucifixion, resurrection, and baptism bear 

no meaning without correlation to one another, and Bach’s musical treatment of 

these transformations is analogous. The Crucifixus to Et resurrexit and Confiteor to 

Et expecto passages are structurally and theologically the most important of those 

that resolve to D Major, and are directly related to one another. Melvin Unger 

                                                
170$Stauffer,$Bach:-The-Mass-in-B-Minor,$117]118.$

171$Marion$Hendrickson,$Musica-Christi:-A-Lutheran-Aesthetic,$vol.$244,$Theology-and-
Religion,$American$University$Studies$7$(New$York:$Peter$Lang,$2005),$127.$
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recognizes this phenomenon and the overall key schemes as related to the 

Nicene Creed:  

Key structures need to be examined in relation to the ordering of the 
Creed as disposed into three articles on Father, Son and Holy Spirit. In the 
earlier version, each of these articles comprises two chorus, with the 
second and third articles each preceded by an aria, designed to mark their 
entries respectively. The three articles start with different degrees, but 
close with the same: the beginnings feature the three primary keys, that is, 
the first, fourth and fifth degrees, or tonic, subdominant and dominant, 
and the conclusions are in the first degrees, or tonic, each time; in the 
second and third articles the starting primary keys are followed 
immediately by the relative minors, that is, the second and third degrees, 
or the relative minors of the subdominant and dominant, respectively. In 
the later version, the ‘Et incarnatus’ chorus is inserted in second place in 
the second article. This entails the insertion of the relative minor of the 
tonic between the subdominant and its relative minor, harming the 
parallel between the second and third articles.172 

 
The key D major creates a feeling of assurance and relief, while the two 

preceding augmented sixth chords convey a specific Affekt for Christ’s crucifixion 

based on the emotions associated with this chromatic sonority. The final 

occurrence in Crucifixus facilitates the emotional change of state from sorrow to 

joy associated with the resurrection. This idea reflects Mattheson’s writings on 

Affekt and rhetorical devices in music as defined in Chapter 2. The second stage 

of Luther’s Passion sermon is directly related to the emotional transformation of 

the crucifixion to the resurrection:    

Luther’s second stage considers the Passion from the perspective of the 
resurrection. Its objective is to remove sin from the conscience. In addition 
to entreating God for faith, we can ‘spur ourselves on to believe’ through 
recognition that Christ has paid for man’s sins out of love; this arouses 
love of Christ in the heart, and the confidence of faith is strengthened.173 

 
                                                

172$Unger,$Exploring-Bach4s-B/Minor-Mass,$120.$

173$Chafe,$Tonal-Allegory-in-the-Vocal-Music-of-J.S.-Bach,$136.$
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The second stage of the Passion can be found in paragraphs twelve through 

thirteen. In paragraphs twelve through thirteen, Luther explains that a person 

must acknowledge his sins before the sins are removed from his consciousness. 

The transition of suffering during crucifixion to relief with the resurrection is the 

principle concept of Luther’s twelfth paragraph: 

Until now we have sojourned in Passion Week and rightly celebrated 
Good Friday. Now we come to the resurrection of Christ, to the day of 
Easter. After man has thus become aware of his sin and is terrified in his 
heart, he must watch that sin does not remain in his conscience, for this 
would lead to sheer despair. Just as [our knowledge of] sin flowed from 
Christ and was acknowledged by us, so we must pour this sin back on 
him and free our conscience of it. Therefore beware, lest you do as those 
perverse people who torture their hearts with their sins and strive to do 
the impossible, namely, get rid of their sins by running from one good 
work or penance to another, or by working their way out of this by means 
of indulgences.174 

 
The resurrection enables Christ’s suffering and death on the cross to overcome 

the weight of an individual person’s sin. According to Luther, suffering 

illuminates sins whereas the resurrection both destroys and delivers a person 

from all sin. This argument is conveyed in paragraph thirteen from the Passion 

sermon:  

If we allow sin to remain in our conscience and try to deal with it there, or 
if we look at sin in our heart, it will be much too strong for us and will live 
on forever. But if we behold it resting on Christ and [see it] overcome by 
his resurrection, and then boldly believe this, even it is dead and nullified. 
Sin cannot remain on Christ, since it is swallowed up by his resurrection. 
Now you see no wounds, no pain in him, and no sign of sin.175 

 
This transformation is evident in the textual content of the Credo as well as the 

harmonic devices Bach uses on significant texts. Chafe recognizes that although 
                                                

174$Luther,$“A$Meditation$on$Christ’s$Passion,”$n.p.$

175$Ibid.$
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augmented sixth chords in Bach’s music are rare, he generally uses them when 

there are moments of transformation associated with the text.176 This is perhaps 

due to the inherent nature of the augmented sixth chord. The chord is inherently 

dissonant, with specific tendency tones that resolve to a consonant sonority and 

to a dominant one at that. For Bach, this part-writing convention highlights 

theological principles related to feelings of sorrow and uncertainty in Christ’s 

death and to the promise of eternal life through the resurrection. Stauffer concurs 

with Chafe’s identification of this type of tonal allegory in Bach:  

Chafe, viewing the passage from a theological standpoint, sees the 
harmonic transmogrification as a metaphor for the transformation of the 
Christian soul through Christ’s death and resurrection (hence the musical 
reference to the ‘Crucifixus’ earlier in the bridge). For Christians, this 
event is reenacted in baptism, the prefiguring of an individual’s own 
death and resurrection. Chafe reasons persuasively that Bach turned to the 
full Baroque resources of sharp-flat conflict to portray this eschatological 
event: Baptism was the key to the afterlife, and Bach’s joining of the 
‘Confiteor’ and the ‘et resurrectionem’ makes the fact unmistakably clear. 
The tonal sense, or key, is suspended in the enharmonic passage, probably 
as an allegory of the timeless state of the sleep of death articulated within 
Lutheran eschatological thought.177  

 
The second stage of Ein Sermon von der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi 

focuses on the transition from Christ’s death to the resurrection. In the second 

stage, Chafe asserts “the individual moves from the contemplation of Jesus’ 

sufferings and recognition of sin, learning now to ‘cast one’s sin on Christ,’ to 

‘see them overcome by His resurrection’.”178 The centrally located augmented 

                                                
176$Eric$W.$Chafe,$J.S.-Bach4s-Johannine-Theology:-The-St.-John-Passion-and-the-Cantatas-for-

Spring-1725$(New$York:$Oxford$University$Press,$2014),$443.$

177$Stauffer,$Bach:-The-Mass-in-B-Minor,$137.$

178$Chafe,$Tonal-Allegory-in-the-Vocal-Music-of-J.S.-Bach,$349.$
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sixth chord provides the transition from the burial to the resurrection. The main 

transformations and most dramatic uses of the augmented sixth chord can be 

seen in the Crucifixus/Et resurrexit and Confiteor/Et expecto passages where the 

musical materials and theological principles are interconnected.     

The first augmented sixth chord in Mass in B Minor occurs in Et incarnatus 

est on the text “Spiritu sancto” (“Holy spirit”) (Example 4.11). In Lutheran 

theology, the Credo states “the incarnation of the Son of God occurred through 

the operation of the Holy Spirit.”179 The first augmented sixth chord in Et 

incarnatus est represents Christ’s birth (God in human form) made possible by the 

Holy Spirit. Leaver states “according to the Nicene Creed, the Son is ‘begotten 

from the Father’ and the Holy Spirit proceeds ‘from the Father and the Son.’ Here 

Bach contrives to expound this Trinitarian theology in the thematic material and 

musical form.”180 Luther’s sermon for Pentecost Sunday in 1523 and the Hymn, 

Komm heiliger Geist, describes his view on the Holy Spirit: 

Therefore the Holy Spirit is given to none except to those who are in 
sorrow and fear: in them it produces good fruit…There must be 
struggling if the Holy Spirit is to abide in the heart, and let no one dare 
think that it will be otherwise…The dear disciples sat in fear and terror, 
and still uncomforted and without courage…When the Holy Spirit came 
they were comforted and strengthened and full of joy.181 

 
Leahy acknowledges Luther’s views on the Holy Spirit and states “the descent of 

the Holy Spirit on the apostles at Pentecost ensures that there is no more fear or 

                                                
179$Leaver,$“Johann$Sebastian$Bach:$Theological$Musician,”$20.$

180$Ibid.,$31.$
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struggle.”182 Furthermore, the passage shows that the disciples were terrified 

until the Holy Spirit came. This directly relates to the first two stages of the 

Passion sermon in which Luther says that Christians, like the disciples, should 

approach Christ’s Passion with frightened hearts. Chafe states “in the first stage 

the Christian must view the Passion with a ‘terror-stricken heart and despairing 

conscience,’ recognizing that it is his sins that torture Christ and that he himself 

must ultimately suffer, ‘tremble and quake and feel all that Christ felt on the 

cross’.”183 The more aware a person is to Jesus’ sufferings, the more terror-

stricken he will become: 

They contemplate Christ’s passion aright who view it with a terror-
stricken heart and a despairing conscience. This terror must be felt as you 
witness the stern wrath and the unchanging earnestness with which God 
looks upon sin and sinners, so much so that he was unwilling to release 
sinners even for his only and dearest Son without his payment of the 
severest penalty for them…It must be an inexpressible and unbearable 
earnestness that forces such a great and infinite person to suffer and die to 
appease it. And if you seriously consider that it is God’s very own Son, the 
eternal wisdom of the Father, who suffers, you will be terrified indeed. 
The more you think about it, the more intensely will you be frightened.184 
 
Chafe states “man cannot live with the terror of guilt for an extended time; 

he must learn to remove sin from his conscience so that he will ‘grow in faith’, 

which is the Lutheran aim of meditation on the Passion.”185 Thus, a person must 

first approach Christ’s crucifixion with a terror-stricken heart before the Holy 
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Spirit can enter and remove sin. In Lutheran theology, the Holy Spirit caused 

Christ to be born of a virgin and also comforted the frightened disciples.  

The next two augmented sixth chords occur in the Crucifixus movement 

on the texts “Crucifixus” (“Crucifixion”) and “Sepultus est” (“was buried”). 

Marissen states “in his passion sermon of 1519, Luther writes ‘You [each 

Protestant Christian churchgoer] should be terrified…by the meditation on 

Christ’s passion. For the evildoers, the Jews, were only the servants of your sin; 

you are actually the one who, as we said, by his sin killed and crucified God’s 

Son’.”186 In the fifth and sixth paragraphs of the Passion sermon, Luther indicates 

that a person should suffer because he is responsible for Christ being crucified 

because of his individual sins. In paragraph five, Luther addressed this 

theological concept and writes: 

You must get this thought through your head and not doubt that you are 
the one who is torturing Christ thus, for your sins have surely wrought 
this. In Acts 2 [:36–37] St. Peter frightened the Jews like a peal of thunder 
when he said to all of them, ‘You crucified him.’ Consequently three 
thousand alarmed and terrified Jews asked the apostles on that one day, 
‘O dear brethren, what shall we do now?’ Therefore, when you see the 
nails piercing Christ’s hands, you can be certain that it is your work. 
When you behold his crown of thorns, you may rest assured that these are 
your evil thoughts, etc.187   

 
Luther continues to discuss the crucifixion in paragraph six by referencing the 

action of a piercing nail. A person should experience more pain than what Christ 

experienced from the nails that pierced his extremities: 

For every nail that pierces Christ, more than one hundred thousand 
should in justice pierce you, yes, they should prick you forever and ever 
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more painfully! When Christ is tortured by nails penetrating his hands 
and feet, you should eternally suffer the pain they inflict and the pain of 
even more cruel nails, which will in truth be the lot of those who do not 
avail themselves of Christ’s passion. This earnest mirror, Christ, will not 
lie or trifle, and whatever it points out will come to pass in full measure.188 

 
The two augmented sixth chords in Crucifixus allow Bach to create an Affekt for 

the crucifixion. Bach achieves this by placing them in the movement that is the 

poignant crux of the narrative. Additionally, these two examples occur in the 

most central movement in the Credo, demonstrating their theological and 

structural importance. Furthermore, the final occurrence in Crucifixus (Example 

3.24) acts as the transition from the burial to the resurrection. It is at this moment 

that the listener not only recognizes that Christ was buried after the crucifixion, 

but that the musical silence before the resurrection represented the time before 

Christ arose on the third day.    

 The fourth augmented sixth chord appears in Confiteor on the text “Unum 

baptisma” (“one baptism”) (Example 4.5). Regarding the Lutheran concept of 

baptism, Chafe states “baptism was a reenactment of the death and resurrection 

of Christ via the descent/ascent pattern of immersion and emergence from the 

water.”189 Leaver proposes that baptism incorporates all aspects of the Trinitarian 

theology and states “when baptism is administered there are two important 

elements. First, there is the naming of the person, and second, the person is 

baptized in the name of the Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.”190 Through 
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baptism, individuals receive the “understanding of the secret of the cross of 

Christ…For Christ, the king and prince of suffering, has made baptism a 

covenant of suffering with all who believe in his name’.”191 The covenant of 

suffering, related to the crucifixion, is prevalent in the movements that are 

textually related. Stauffer states “Bach wishes to underscore the pivotal role of 

the crucifixion in baptism and eternal life. Baptism leads to eternal life, but it is 

the crucifixion that stands at the center of both.”192 In paragraph ten of the 

Passion sermon, Luther discusses the contemplation of Christ’s suffering as a 

type of spiritual rebirth, much like baptism: 

We say without hesitation that he who contemplates God’s sufferings for 
a day, an hour, yes, only a quarter of an hour, does better than to fast a 
whole year, pray a psalm daily, yes, better than to hear a hundred masses. 
This meditation changes man’s being and, almost like baptism, gives him 
a new birth. Here the passion of Christ performs its natural and noble 
work, strangling the old Adam and banishing all joy, delight, and 
confidence which man could derive from other creatures, even as Christ 
was forsaken by all, even by God.193    

 
Furthermore, this paragraph states that it is better for a person to contemplate 

Christ’s suffering for a short period of time than to attend a large number of 

Masses. The augmented sixth chord that occurs on the text “resurrectionem 

mortuorum” (“resurrection of the dead”) in Confiteor (Example 4.8) links Christ’s 

death and resurrection to the act of baptism. Chafe states “baptism was 

considered within Lutheranism to be both a reenactment of Christ’s death and 
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resurrection. Baptism was the key to the after-life, and Bach’s joining of the 

‘Confiteor’ and the ‘Et resurrectionem’ makes that fact unmistakably clear.”194 

Baptism encompasses the ideology that life after death was made possible by the 

crucifixion of Christ. Bach links the textual passages regarding the crucifixion, 

resurrection, and baptism using the augmented sixth. 

Et in Spiritum contains an augmented sixth chord immediately after text 

indirectly associated with the crucifixion (Example 4.11). Although Bach did not 

assign text directly to the augmented sixth chord, “Qui cum Patre, et Filio simul 

adoratur et conglorificatur” (“Who with Father, and Son together is adored and 

glorified”) might refer to the Gospel of John 17:1-26 where Jesus prays for the 

Glorification of the Father and the Son. Chafe addresses this concept in 

connection with musical compositions by Bach and the theology that governs 

them:  

Jesus’s prayer in John 17 is the fulfillment of the many references to the 
‘hour’ of his glorification throughout the Gospel. In the Lutheran 
tradition, it was commonly divided into three parts: the first (vv. 1-5) 
culminating in Jesus’s announcement of his completion of the work that 
the Father sent him to do and a prayer for his transfiguration to the 
‘clarity’ he had with the Father before the creation of the world; the 
second (vv. 6-19) dealing with the disciples as those given him by God 
and now ‘sent’ by Jesus into the world; and the third (vv. 20-26) extending 
the work of salvation through faith to the entire world. Jesus’s prayer, 
therefore, and related passages in John, were often cited in connection 
with John’s projection the meaning of God’s Rath or plan for the salvation 
of humanity. Jesus’s proclaiming, in advance of the Passion, his 
completion of the work given him by God, links the Passion to the 
resurrection and ascension.195   
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In his Passion sermon, Luther explains that in order to be spiritually reborn and 

affected by Christ’s Passion, a person must be drawn to the Father through 

Christ. In paragraph fourteen, Luther offers that a person cannot contemplate the 

suffering of Christ without understanding Christ’s heart and then God’s heart, 

thus the two objects from Trinitarian theology must be interconnected for a 

person’s rebirth: 

First of all, you must no longer contemplate the suffering of Christ (for 
this has already done its work and terrified you), but pass beyond that 
and see his friendly heart and how this heart beats with such love for you 
that it impels him to bear with pain your conscience and your sin. Then 
your heart will be filled with love for him, and the confidence of your faith 
will be strengthened. Now continue and rise beyond Christ’s heart to 
God’s heart and you will see that Christ would not have shown this love 
for you if God in his eternal love had not wanted this, for Christ’s love for 
you is due to his obedience to God. Thus you will find the divine and kind 
paternal heart, and, as Christ says, you will be drawn to the Father 
through him. Then you will understand the words of Christ, ‘For God so 
loved the world that he gave his only Son, etc.’ [John 3:16]. We know God 
aright when we grasp him not in his might or wisdom (for then he proves 
terrifying), but in his kindness and love. Then faith and confidence are 
able to exist, and then man is truly born anew in God.196 

    
In order for a person to be reborn, he must go through the three meditative 

stages of the Passion. Luther believed that a person must live his life meditating 

on Christ and that when he sins, he must remember that the crucifixion takes 

that sin away.  

Luther believed that the main reason for the Passion was for people to 

gain the knowledge of Christ’s suffering, then a person could acknowledge his 

own sins so that he could be forgiven. Paragraph eight states Luther’s views on 
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this, and indicates that personal reflection is mandatory for meditation on 

Christ’s Passion:  

We must give ourselves wholly to this matter, for the main benefit of 
Christ’s passion is that man sees into his own true self and that he be 
terrified and crushed by this. Unless we seek that knowledge, we do not 
derive much benefit from Christ’s passion. The real and true work of 
Christ’s passion is to make man conformable to Christ, so that man’s 
conscience is tormented by his sins in like measure as Christ was pitiably 
tormented in body and soul by our sins. This does not call for many words 
but for profound reflection and a great awe of sins…You should be 
terrified even more by the meditation on Christ’s passion. For the 
evildoers, the Jews, whom God has judged and driven out, were only the 
servants of your sin; you are actually the one who, as we said, by his sin 
killed and crucified God’s Son.197 

 
The third and concluding meditative stage found in paragraph fifteen states “the 

individual has, through the foregoing meditative process, received faith: now the 

Passion must be seen as the center of Christian life.”198 This dissonant sonority 

occurs on specific text that highlights the poignant crux of Lutheran Passion 

theology and emphasizes the main stages of transformation a person must 

experience, based on Luther’s Passion sermon, to completely understand Christ’s 

crucifixion.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

 

Chromatic sonorities, specifically the augmented sixth chord, have 

traditionally been used in crucifixion settings for their dissonant properties. 

These sonorities aurally represent texts on sorrow, anguish, and suffering.  

Johann Sebastian Bach used chromatic devices in service of Affekt throughout his 

compositional career and the direct application of these devices, in conjunction 

with their relationship to Lutheran theology, is an ongoing discussion among 

scholars and theologians. Bach’s use of augmented sixth chords is primarily 

reserved for works with texts discussing Christ’s crucifixion. Scholars note that 

many of Bach’s cantatas contain augmented sixth chords and that the use of 

these chords is triggered by the texts on pain and sorrow. These cantatas, among 

other compositions, suggest that Bach was aware of the conventions associated 

with the augmented sixth chord in service of highlighting expressive text. Bach’s 

basic purpose for using an augmented sixth chord was to highlight a spiritual 

transformation, to transition from one section to another, and to create an Affekt 

for the crucifixion.   

A survey of previously composed materials Bach incorporated into the 

Mass in B Minor reveals that he had distinct criteria when selecting models for a 

parodied movement. Of these criteria, the most significant and widely 

recognized is the theological parallel between these texts. The most well known 

model is Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen, BWV 12, which was used as the basis for 

the Crucifixus movement. This cantata was altered by Bach to include an 
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augmented sixth chord. Eric Chafe, and other scholars, acknowledge that both 

BWV 12 and the portion of the St. Matthew’s Passion, BWV 244 dedicated to the 

telling of the crucifixion outline the meditative stages of Luther’s Ein Sermon von 

der Betrachtung des heiligen Leidens Christi of 1519 in the organization of musical 

materials. Research by Leaver and Butt indicates that multiple editions of 

published indices of Bach’s personal library include the text of this sermon. 

Scholars have also noted the prominence of this specific sermon in the 

contemporary theological trends of Bach’s day as demonstrated by numerous 

other preachers and composers who also owned copies of the sermon text. Based 

on these conclusions, it is evident that this sermon’s applicability can be directly 

applied not just to the Crucifixus movement, but to the entire Credo portion of the 

Mass in B Minor. It is clear that Bach’s use of augmented sixth chords in the Mass 

in B Minor highlight specific theological points discussed in Luther’s Passion 

sermon, and that the collective use of this chromatic sonority permits Bach to 

create an Affekt intended to evoke the necessary emotional state of an individual 

meditating on Christ’s crucifixion.  
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APPENDIX A: EIN SERMON VON DER BETRACHTUNG DES HEILIGEN 
LEIDENS CHRISTI (1519): TRANSLATION199 

 

                                                
199#Martin#Luther,#“A#Meditation#on#Christ’s#Passion,”#Translated#by#Martin#H.#Bertram,#

LutheranMissiology,#last#modified#March#1,#2009,#accessed#October#23,#2013,#
http://www.lutheranmissiology.org/Luther%20#Meditate%20Passion%20of%20Christ.pdf.##

#

A MEDITATION ON CHRIST’S PASSION 

1. Some people meditate on Christ’s passion by venting their anger on the Jews.1 This singing 
and ranting about wretched Judas2 satisfies them, for they are in the habit of complaining about 
other people, of condemning and reproaching their adversaries. That might well be a meditation 
on the wickedness of Judas and the Jews, but not on the sufferings of Christ. 

2. Some point to the manifold benefits and fruits that grow from contemplating Christ’s 
passion. There is a saying ascribed to Albertus3 about this, that it is more beneficial to ponder 
Christ’s passion just once than to fast a whole year or to pray a psalm daily, etc. These people 
follow this saying blindly and therefore do not reap the fruit of Christ’s passion, for in so doing 
they are seeking their own advantage. They carry pictures and booklets, letters and crosses on 
their person. Some who travel afar do this in the belief that they thus protect themselves against 
water and sword, fire, and all sorts of perils.4 Christ’s suffering is thus used to effect in them a 
lack of suffering contrary to his being and nature. 

3. Some feel pity for Christ, lamenting and bewailing his innocence. They are like the women 
who followed Christ from Jerusalem and were chided and told by Christ that it would be better to 
weep for themselves and their children [Luke 23:27–28]. They are the kind of people who go far 
afield in their meditation on the passion, making much of Christ’s farewell from Bethany5 and of 
the Virgin Mary’s anguish.6 but never progressing beyond that, which is why so many hours are 

                                                           

1 Luther’s attitude toward the Jews finds frequent expression in his works. At the beginning of his career 

his position was one of benevolent hope of converting them to Christianity. This is reflected in this 

treatise, as well as in his That Christ Was Born a Jew, 1523 (LW 45, 195–229). Over the years his position 

changed, due largely to the adamant refusal of the Jews to accept his invitation to acknowledge Christ. 

This is evidenced in his treatise of 1547, On the Jews and Their Lies. WA 53, (412) 417–552. 

2 Luther alludes to a medieval German hymn, O du armer Judas, was hast du getan (“Ah, Thou 

Wretched Judas, What Is It You Have Done?”). MA3
 1, 520. 

3 Albert Magnus (1193–1280) was a scholastic theologian, often called “Doctor universalis, ” and a 

teacher of Thomas Aquinas. 

4 Luther here directs his criticism at those who carry holy pictures, prayer books (cf. LW 43, 5–7), 

rosaries, etc., as amulets to ward off harm and danger, as well as those who undertake pilgrimages 

5 John 12:1–8. The veneration of Martha was widespread in medieval Germany. See Stephen Beissel, 

Geschichte der Verehrung Marthas in Deutschland während des Mittelalters (Freiburg, 1909). 

6 John 19:25–27. 
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devoted to the contemplation of Christ’s passion. Only God knows whether that is invented for 
the purpose of sleeping or of waking.7 

Also to this group belong those who have learned what rich fruits the holy mass offers. In 
their simplemindedness they think it enough simply to hear mass. In support of this several 
teachers are cited to us who hold that the mass is opere operati, non opere operantis,8 that it is 
effective in itself without our merit and worthiness, and that this is all that is needed. Yet the 
mass was not instituted for its own worthiness, but to make us worthy and to remind us of the 
passion of Christ. Where that is not done, we make of the mass a physical and unfruitful act, 
though even this is of some good. Of what help is it to you that God is God, if he is not God to 
you?9 Of what benefit is it to you that food and drink are good and wholesome in themselves if 
they are not healthful for you? And it is to be feared that many masses will not improve matters 
as long as we do not seek the right fruit in them. 

4. They contemplate Christ’s passion aright who view it with a terror-stricken heart and a 
despairing conscience. This terror must be felt as you witness the stern wrath and the unchanging 
earnestness with which God looks upon sin and sinners, so much so that he was unwilling to 
release sinners even for his only and dearest Son without his payment of the severest penalty for 
them. Thus he says in Isaiah 53 [:8], “I have chastised him for the transgressions of my people.” 
If the dearest child is punished thus, what will be the fate of sinners?10 It must be an 
inexpressible and unbearable earnestness that forces such a great and infinite person to suffer and 
die to appease it. And if you seriously consider that it is God’s very own Son, the eternal wisdom 
of the Father, who suffers, you will be terrified indeed. The more you think about it, the more 
intensely will you be frightened. 

5. You must get this thought through your head and not doubt that you are the one who is 
torturing Christ thus, for your sins have surely wrought this. In Acts 2 [:36–37] St. Peter 
frightened the Jews like a peal of thunder when he said to all of them, “You crucified him.” 
Consequently three thousand alarmed and terrified Jews asked the apostles on that one day, “O 
dear brethren, what shall we do now?” Therefore, when you see the nails piercing Christ’s hands, 
you can be certain that it is your work. When you behold his crown of thorns, you may rest 
assured that these are your evil thoughts, etc. 

                                                           
7 It was not unusual for such contemplations to last four or five hours. Often they were much longer, 
and the pious frequently fell asleep. On these devotional exercises, see Florenz Landmann, Das 
Predigtwesen in Westfalen in der letzten Zeit des Mittelalters (Münster, 1900), p. 75. 

8 I.e., the mechanical performance of the mass makes it valid and effective, not the inward intent or 
disposition of the one who celebrates the mass. 

9 Ever more pronounced from this point on is Luther’s emphasis on the pro me, pro nobis (“for me, for 
us”), reflecting the personal aspect of faith which Luther himself experienced and now expressed in all 
his writings. 

10 Cf. Luke 23:31. 
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6. For every nail that pierces Christ, more than one hundred thousand should in justice pierce 
you, yes, they should prick you forever and ever more painfully! When Christ is tortured by nails 
penetrating his hands and feet, you should eternally suffer the pain they inflict and the pain of 
even more cruel nails, which will in truth be the lot of those who do not avail themselves of 
Christ’s passion. This earnest mirror,11 Christ, will not lie or trifle, and whatever it points out will 
come to pass in full measure. 

7. St. Bernard12 was so terrified by this that he declared, “I regarded myself secure; I was not 
aware of the eternal sentence that had been passed on me in heaven until I saw that God’s only 
Son had compassion upon me and offered to bear this sentence for me. Alas, if the situation is 
that serious, I should not make light of it or feel secure.” We read that Christ commanded the 
women not to weep for him but for themselves and their children [Luke 23:28]. And he adds the 
reason for this, saying, “For if they do this to the green wood, what will happen when it is dry?” 
[Luke 23:31] He says as it were: From my martyrdom you can learn what it is that you really 
deserve and what your fate should be. Here the saying applies that the small dog is whipped to 
frighten the big dog. Thus the prophet13 said that all the generations on earth will bewail 
themselves over him; he does not say that they will bewail him, but that they will bewail 
themselves because of him. In like manner the people of whom we heard in Acts 2 [ :36–37] 
were so frightened that they said to the apostles, “O brethren, what shall we do?” This is also the 
song of the church: “I will ponder this diligently and, as a result, my soul will languish within 
me.”14 

8. We must give ourselves wholly to this matter, for the main benefit of Christ’s passion is 
that man sees into his own true self and that he be terrified and crushed by this. Unless we seek 
that knowledge, we do not derive much benefit from Christ’s passion. The real and true work of 
Christ’s passion is to make man conformable to Christ, so that man’s conscience is tormented by 
his sins in like measure as Christ was pitiably tormented in body and soul by our sins. This does 
not call for many words but for profound reflection and a great awe of sins. Take this as an 
illustration: a criminal is sentenced to death for the murder of the child of a prince or a king. In 
the meantime you go your carefree way, singing and playing, until you are cruelly arrested and 
convicted of having inspired the murderer. Now the whole world closes in upon you, especially 
since your conscience also deserts you. You should be terrified even more by the meditation on 
Christ’s passion. For the evildoers, the Jews, whom God has judged and driven out, were only 
the servants of your sin; you are actually the one who, as we said, by his sin killed and crucified 
God’s Son. 

                                                           
11 I.e., the one in and through whom we see our sin in its starkness. 

12 St. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090–1153), Cistercian monk, mystic, and founder of the abbey of Clairvaux, 
was held in high regard and frequently quoted by Luther. 

13 Cf. Jer. 4:31. 

14 This hymn cannot be named with certainty, though it may well have been Bernard of Clairvaux’s 
Salve Caput cruentatem, later paraphrased freely by Paul Gerhard in his “O Sacred Head Now 
Wounded.” 
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9. He who is so hardhearted and callous as not to be terrified by Christ’s passion and led to a 
knowledge of self, has reason to fear. For it is inevitable, whether in this life or in hell, that you 
will have to become conformable to Christ’s image and suffering.15 At the very least, you will 
sink into this terror in the hour of death and in purgatory16 and will tremble and quake and feel 
all that Christ suffered on the cross. Since it is horrible to lie waiting on your deathbed, you 
should pray God to soften your heart and let you now ponder Christ’s passion with profit to you. 
Unless God inspires our heart, it is impossible for us of ourselves to meditate thoroughly on 
Christ’s passion. No meditation or any other doctrine is granted to you that you might be boldly 
inspired by your own will to accomplish this. You must first seek God’s grace and ask that it be 
accomplished by his grace and not by your own power. That is why the people we referred to 
above fail to view Christ’s passion aright. They do not seek God’s help for this, but look to their 
own ability to devise their own means of accomplishing this. They deal with the matter in a 
completely human but also unfruitful way. 

10. We say without hesitation that he who contemplates God’s sufferings for a day, an hour, 
yes, only a quarter of an hour, does better than to fast a whole year, pray a psalm daily, yes, 
better than to hear a hundred masses. This meditation changes man’s being and, almost like 
baptism, gives him a new birth. Here the passion of Christ performs its natural and noble work, 
strangling the old Adam and banishing all joy, delight, and confidence which man could derive 
from other creatures, even as Christ was forsaken by all, even by God. 

11. Since this [strangling of the old Adam] does not rest with us, it happens that we 
occasionally pray for it, and yet do not attain it at once. Nevertheless we should neither despair 
nor desist. At times this happens because we do not pray for it as God conceives of it and wishes 
it, for it must be left free and unfettered. Then man becomes sad in his conscience and grumbles 
to himself about the evil in his life. It may well be that he does not know that Christ’s passion, to 
which he gives no thought, is effecting this in him, even as the others who do think of Christ’s 
passion still do not gain this knowledge of self through it. For these the passion of Christ is 
hidden and genuine, while for those it is only unreal and misleading. In that way God often 
reverses matters, so that those who do not meditate on Christ’s passion do meditate on it, and 
those who do not hear mass do hear it, and those who hear it do not hear it. 

12. Until now we have sojourned in Passion Week and rightly celebrated Good Friday.17 
Now we come to the resurrection of Christ, to the day of Easter. After man has thus become 
aware of his sin and is terrified in his heart, he must watch that sin does not remain in his 
conscience, for this would lead to sheer despair. Just as [our knowledge of] sin flowed from 
Christ and was acknowledged by us, so we must pour this sin back on him and free our 
conscience of it. Therefore beware, lest you do as those perverse people who torture their hearts 
with their sins and strive to do the impossible, namely, get rid of their sins by running from one 

                                                           
15 Cf. I Cor. 15:49. 

16 At this point in his career Luther did not question the doctrine of purgatory. 

17 See pp. xiv–xv. 
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good work or penance to another, or by working their way out of this by means of indulgences. 
Unfortunately such false confidence in penance and pilgrimages is widespread.18 

13. You east your sins from yourself and onto Christ when you firmly believe that his 
wounds and sufferings are your sins, to be borne and paid for by him, as we read in Isaiah 53 
[:6], “The Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” St. Peter says, “in his body has he borne 
our sins on the wood of the cross” [I Pet. 2:24]. St. Paul says, “God has made him a sinner for us, 
so that through him we would be made just” [II Cor. 5:21]. You must stake everything on these 
and similar verses. The more your conscience torments you, the more tenaciously must you cling 
to them. If you do not do that, but presume to still your conscience with your contrition and 
penance, you will never obtain peace of mind, but will have to despair in the end. If we allow sin 
to remain in our conscience and try to deal with it there, or if we look at sin in our heart, it will 
be much too strong for us and will live on forever. But if we behold it resting on Christ and [see 
it] overcome by his resurrection, and then boldly believe this, even it is dead and nullified. Sin 
cannot remain on Christ, since it is swallowed up by his resurrection. Now you see no wounds, 
no pain in him, and no sign of sin. Thus St. Paul declares that “Christ died for our sin and rose 
for our justification” [Rom. 4:25]. That is to say, in his suffering Christ makes our sin known and 
thus destroys it, but through his resurrection he justifies us and delivers us from all sin, if we 
believe this. 

14. If, as was said before, you cannot believe, you must entreat God for faith. This too rests 
entirely in the hands of God. What we said about suffering also applies here, namely, that 
sometimes faith is granted openly, sometimes in secret. 

However, you can spur yourself on to believe. First of all, you must no longer contemplate 
the suffering of Christ (for this has already done its work and terrified you), but pass beyond that 
and see his friendly heart and how this heart beats with such love for you that it impels him to 
bear with pain your conscience and your sin. Then your heart will be filled with love for him, 
and the confidence of your faith will be strengthened. Now continue and rise beyond Christ’s 
heart to God’s heart and you will see that Christ would not have shown this love for you if God 
in his eternal love had not wanted this, for Christ’s love for you is due to his obedience to God. 
Thus you will find the divine and kind paternal heart, and, as Christ says, you will be drawn to 
the Father through him. Then you will understand the words of Christ, “For God so loved the 
world that he gave his only Son, etc.” [John 3:16]. We know God aright when we grasp him not 
in his might or wisdom (for then he proves terrifying), but in his kindness and love. Then faith 
and confidence are able to exist, and then man is truly born anew in God. 

15. After your heart has thus become firm in Christ, and love, not fear of pain, has made you 
a foe of sin, then Christ’s passion must from that day on become a pattern for your entire life. 
Henceforth you will have to see his passion differently. Until now we regarded it as a sacrament 
which is active in us while we are passive, but now we find that we too must be active, namely, 
in the following. If pain or sickness afflicts you, consider how paltry this is in comparison with 
the thorny crown and the nails of Christ. If you are obliged to do or to refrain from doing things 
against your wishes, ponder how Christ was bound and captured and led hither and yon. If you 

                                                           
18 Luther was often critical of pilgrimages. See, for example, in this volume, p. 40, and LW 44, 86–87. 
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are beset by pride, see how your Lord was mocked and ridiculed along with criminals. If 
unchastity and lust assail you, remember how ruthlessly Christ’s tender flesh was scourged, 
pierced, and beaten. If hatred, envy, and vindictiveness beset you, recall that Christ, who indeed 
had more reason to avenge himself, interceded with tears and cries for you and for all his 
enemies. If sadness or any adversity, physical or spiritual, distresses you, strengthen your heart 
and say, “Well, why should I not be willing to bear a little grief, when agonies and fears caused 
my Lord to sweat blood in the Garden of Gethsemane? He who lies abed while his master 
struggles in the throes of death is indeed a slothful and disgraceful servant.” 

So then, this is how we can draw strength and encouragement from Christ against every vice 
and failing. That is a proper contemplation of Christ’s passion, and such are its fruits. And he 
who exercises himself in that way does better than to listen to every story of Christ’s passion or 
to read all the masses. This is not to say that masses are of no value, but they do not help us in 
such meditation and exercise. 

Those who thus make Christ’s life and name a part of their own lives are true Christians. St. 
Paul says, “Those who belong to Christ have crucified their flesh with all its desires” [Gal. 5:24]. 
Christ’s passion must be met not with words or forms, but with life and truth. Thus St. Paul 
exhorts us, “Consider him who endured such hostility from evil people against himself, so that 
you may be strengthened and not be weary at heart” [Heb. 12:3]. And St. Peter, “Since therefore 
Christ suffered in the flesh, strengthen and arm yourselves by meditating on this” [I Pet. 4:1]. 
However, such meditation has become rare, although the letters of St. Paul and St. Peter abound 
with it. We have transformed the essence into semblance and painted our meditations on Christ’s 
passion on walls and made them into letters.19 

1  
 

                                                           
19 Text T, printed at Wittenberg in 1520, adds a final line: Soli deo gloria. WA 2, 142. 

1Luther, M. 1999, c1969. Vol. 42: Luther's works, vol. 42 : Devotional Writings I (J. J. Pelikan, H. C. Oswald 

& H. T. Lehmann, Ed.). Luther's Works. Fortress Press: Philadelphia 
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APPENDIX B: SYMBOLUM NICENUM TEXT AND TRANSLATION200 
 
 
 
1. Credo in unum Deum. 
    I believe in one God. 
 
2. Credo in unum Deum, 

Patrem omnipotentem, 
factorem coeli et terrae, 
visibilium omnium et invisibilium. 
I believe in one God, 
the Father almighty, 
maker of heaven and earth, 
and of all things visible and invisible. 

 
3. Et in unum Dominum Jesum Christum, 

Filium Dei unigenitum 
et ex Patre natum ante omnia secula. 
Deum de Deo, lumen de lumine, 
Deum verum de Deo vero, 
genitum, non factum, 
consubstantialem Patri, 
per quem omnia facta sunt. 
Qui propter nos homines et propter 
nostram salutem descendit de coelis. 
And in one Lord, Jesus Christ, 
the only begotten Son of God, 
born of the Father before all ages. 
God of God, light of light, 
true God of true God, 
begotten, not made, 
of one being with the Father, 
by whom all things were made. 
Who for us men and for our salvation 
came down from heaven. 

 
4. Et incarnatus est de spiritu Sancto 

ex Maria virgine, et homo factus est. 
And was made flesh by the Holy Ghost, 
of the Virgin Mary, and was made man. 

 
5. Crucifixus etiam pro nobis 

sub Pontio Pilate, 
passus et sepultus est. 
He was crucified also for us, 
under Pontius Pilate, 
he suffered and was buried. 

 

                                                
200#John#Butt,#liner#notes#to#Mass$in$B$Minor,#Dunedin#Consort#&#Players,#Linn#Records#

CKD#345,#CD,#2010.###

 

6. Et resurrexit tertia die 
secundum scripturas; 
et ascendit in coelum, 
sedet ad dextram Dei Patris, 
et iterum venturus est cum gloria 
judicare vivos et mortuos, 
cujus regni non erit finis. 
And on the third day he rose again 
according to the scriptures, 
and ascended into heaven, 
he sitteth at the right hand 
of God the Father, 
and he shall come again with glory 
to judge the living and the dead, 
whose kingdom shall have no end. 

 
7. Et in spiritum Sanctum 

Dominum et vivificantem, 
qui ex Patre Filioque procedit; 
qui cum Patre et Filio simul adoratur 
et conglorificatur; 
qui locutus est per Prophetas. 
Et unam sanctam catholicam et 
apostolicam ecclesiam. 
And in the Holy Ghost, 
the Lord and giver of life, 
who proceedeth from the 
Father and the Son. 
who with the Father and the Son 
together is worshipped and glorified; 
who spoke by the prophets. 
And in one holy catholic and 
apostolic church. 

 
8. Confiteor unum baptisma 

in remissionem peccatorum, 
et expecto resurrectionem mortuorum, 
I acknowledge one baptism 
for the remission of sins, 
and I look for the resurrection 
of the dead. 

 
9. Et expecto resurrectionem mortuorum, 

et vitam venturi seculi. 
Amen. 
And I look for the resurrection of the dead, 
and the life of the world to come. 
Amen. 
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