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INTRODUCTION 

The concept oF musical symbolism, particularly as it 

relates to the vocal music of Johann Sebastian Bach, has 

been debated by musicologists, performing artists and 

audiences since the end of the last century. The work of 

Albert Schweitzer and Andre Piro at the beginning of this 

century extensively investigated Bach's compositional 

output, both vocal instrumental, and developed the idea 

that Bach was a musical poet. They concluded that to 

understand his music, even at a surface level, the listener 

must be aware oF the poetical, rhetorical, and symbolic 

character oF the music. Starting From where Schweitzer and 

Piro ended, Arnold Schering, Karl Geiringer and other 

musicologists explored the rhetorical and numerological 

relationships in Bach's compositions. More recently, 

Wilfred Mellers explored an elaborate world of myth and 

symbol in Bach's music in his book, Bach and the Dance of 

God. (1980) 

In light of the renaissance of Lutheran theology in 

this century, how do these various approaches to Bach's 

music relate to Bach's orthodox Lutheran Faith? 

How do the terms musical symbolism, rhetoric, analogy, 
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allegory, and word painting relate to each other? 

The purpose of this paper is to define, in more 

precise language, the term, symbolism, and to explain how 

it relates to Bach's music. Drawing From research 

on the meaning of symbols and their relation to Lutheran 

theology, the proposed thesis will conclude that: 1) the 

term symbol is not synonymous with allegory, analogy, or 

other conceptual terms, but rather exists as a concrete 

and opaque image of what it describes; 2) symbols are the 

cornerstones of sacramental and narrative religious 

language; 3) Luther opposed conceptual explanations of 

faith and Scripture because they conflict with primary 

symbols of faith; Li) Bach generally composed complex 

musical figures within the context of very dense harmony 

and counterpoint. The opaqueness of his musical style acts 

like the literal symbol within a narrative myth. The 

listener's senses immediately process the flow of symbols 

emotionally rather than intellectually; and 5) this 

interpretation is identical to symbolism in Luther's 

theology. 

The "Kyrie, Christe, Kyrie" movements from the Mass 

in B Minor will serve as musical examples for this paper. 

Musicologists who have written about symbolism in Bach's 

music often cite the Mass in B Minor and these movements in 

particular. 

v 



CHAPTER I 

The Roman Catholic liturgical tradition of the mass 

was adapted by Luther virtually intact for use in the new 

worship community as early as the 1520's. CBlume 197Lí, 

p.37) The First section in the mass Ordinary, the 

unchanging sections of the liturgy, is the Kyrie. CDivided 

into three sections; "Kyrie eleison, Christe eleison ", and 

"Kyrie eleison ") Each section designates an address to God 

the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. CPelikan 

1971, p.251) 

In the Mass in B Minor, which follows the cantata 

mass style, Bach composed three separate movements with 

independent music to address the Trinity rather than one 

unified movement. The first "Kyrie," addressed to God the 

Father and set in b minor, offers a broad and expressive 

range for the Five -part chorus. The tutti chordal 

statement, which represents the congregation, introduces 

the initial plea For mercy. CSchweitzer 1967, p. 2Lf2) 

The second soprano then outlines the tritone, a symbol 

of man's fall, CMellers 1980, p. 251) which repeats 

throughout the other voices in the first five measures of 

the work. The baritone d sharp creates a False relation 
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with the d natural of b minor. According to Mellers, the 

musical false relation is also a sign of man's false 

relationship with God. Yet the sharp is also a sign of 

the Cross which restores that relationship.C1980, p.253.) 

Thus, in order to approach God in a fallen state, the 

congregation must go through the Cross of Christ. CGerrish 

1962, p. 148 ) 

Bach composed the first "Kyrie" in three sections, 

each representing a person of the Trinity: the instrumental 

Father, the vocal Son, and the tutti Holy Spirit. CBuelow 

1980, p. 122) He maintained musical unity within the 

lengthy movement by: 1) deriving the fugue subject from the 

opening tutti; 2) keeping the melodic shape of the three 

persons of the Trinity consistent with each other; 3) 

maintaining the b minor tonality in each section; and 'f) 

never augumenting or diminishing the fugue subject. CDaw 

1981, p. 197) The music thus conveys the uniqueness 

of the Father; yet, aspects of the Son and Holy Spirit are 

present in Him. Bach remains faithful to Lutheran theology 

by asserting that man may not stand before the righteousness 

of God but only through the Cross of Christ. (Barth 1936, 

p. 478) 

The" Christe ", in contrast, expresses Bach's more 

gentle dimension. Scored for two sopranos, unison violins 

and continuo, this serene movement reveals the more 

personal side of Christ as opposed to the monumental Father 

of the first movement tutti and fugue. Bach employs two 
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singers oF the same voice type. Both voices move in 

parallel motion, each reflecting the other. As the Father 

reflects the Son, so the Son reflects the Father. 

Occasionally, each voice goes its own wag; however, 

melodically, and harmonically, the voices remain 

essentially the same. Bach presents in the second movement 

the Word oF God made flesh, a more personal, approachable 

God who reveals himself in Christ. Moreover, he adds a 

third voice in the violin part which represents the Holy 

Spirit. (Mellers 1980, p. 253) The Holy Spirit, in its 

traditional symbolic representation, is depicted in Form of 

the dove. (Pelikan 1971, p. 3Lf1) Similar to Christ's 

baptism, the dove -like violin part appears to announce 

God's beloved Son. 

Yet, even in the tranquility of this movement, Bach 

disturbed the water enough to remind the congregation of 

the crucifixion. The c natural of the opening violin line 

and the c sharp of the bass line create a cross relation. 

The ritornellos not only modulate to the dominant key in A 

major but also returns to the b minor tonality of the 

first movement through the key of e minor, the key of the 

crucifixion in the later "Credo" section. Bach concludes 

the movement with only a truncated restatement of the 

opening ritornello. 

Bach composed the Final movement in f sharp minor. 

The tonality of the three movements has outlined a triad 

from b minor to 0 Major to f sharp minor, the spelling of a 
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b minor triad. The final cadence of each movement creates 

a cross relation with the next movement. The First 

movement ends in B major with a sharp "d," the second 

begins in D major. The third movement begins in f sharp 

minor and immediately emphasizes the a sharp leading tone. 

The movement ends in F sharp major, the sharp "a," 

maintaining a cross relation with the First movement of the 

following " Gloria" in D major. Even in the triumph of the 

"Gloria," Bach does not allow the believer to forget the 

Cross. CMellers 1900, p. 260) 

The second setting of the Kyrie also assumes a 

different character from the First. Its methodically 

countrapuntal compositional style is reminiscent of the 

17th century ricercare, a Form Familiar to Bach. CBlume 

197q, p. 259) Even though this setting preserves the 

stepwise conjunct motion of the" Christa ", it lacks the 

personal statement of the duet. Its melodic contours are 

not as distinctly defined as the first " Kyrie ". 

Bach's intention ? 

According to Pelikan, both Roman Catholic and Lutheran 

theology assert that the Holy Spirit expresses himself 

through the work of the church. (1960, p. 97) A metaphor 

employed by the apostle Paul for the church is the Body of 

Christ. In the church, believers blend their individuality 

into the greater Body and lose their own identity. The 

universal church is the communion of saints and takes the 

form of Christ rather than the form of its members. 

What is 
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(Pelikan 1968, p. 97) 

At first hearing, the character of the third movement 

suggests a somewhat objective or impersonal quality; yet, 

like the universal church, this movement is filled with the 

energy of the Holy Spirit. Underneath this ricercare is a 

rich, undulating neopolitan harmonic texture built into 

the second note of the Fugue subject itself. The use of 

stretto and inversion, not present in the first Kyrie, add 

to the dynamic force and energy of the movement. Its 

harmonic rhythm and forward drive reveal stylistic 

qualities of the High Baroque. 

Having presented the preceding ideas, is this 

interpretation valid? Are all these symbols contained in 

the music? Is Bach utilizing a type of Medieval 

iconography to communicate metaphysical analogies? Is 

this a philosophical Roreschach principle at work? The 

following chapters can not fully answer these questions 

but will investigate the meaning of the symbol 

in relation to sacred rite and Lutheran theology, and 

especially to Bach's music. 



CHAPTER II 

The musicologists listed in the introduction of this 

paper interchangeably employ terms such as: symbolism, 

allegory, analogy, rhetoric, metaphysical reflection and 

dialectical synthesis, in the description of Bach's music 

as if they all contained the same meaning. Many of these 

terms are in direct conflict with Luther's approach to 

Faith. (Gerrish 1962, p. 176) To understand the question 

of symbolism in Bach's music, the term, symbol, needs 

clarification in both its linguistic and theological sense. 

Then it will be possible to make a thesis statement about 

Bach's relationship to Luther's prophetic witness to the 

Gospel. 

Ricoeur's thesis in his book The Sumbolism of Evil 

C1967) positively relates to Luther's thesis of fallen man 

before God and it will become a significant part in 

understanding the role of symbolism in Bach's music. 

According to Ricoeur, 

"the preferred language of man's fault 
appears to be indirect and and based 
on imagery. Man's consciousness of 
self seems to constitute itself at 
its lowest level by means of symbolism... 
For example; defilement is spoken under 
the symbol of stain Cor some sort of 
uncleanliness), sin under the symbol 
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of missing the mark or a tortuous 
road, or of trespass... Thus the 
most primitive language is a 
symbolic language. "C1967, p. 31) 

What does Ricoeur mean and how does it relate to this 

study? 
"Man before God ... finds himself 
at fault... He is himself and yet 
he is alienated from himself. He 
is incomprehensible to himself... 
God is hidden and the course of events 
(in his life) has no meaning." 
( 1967, p. 33) 

The actual experience in which the penitent man makes 

his confession is a blind one, embedded in a matrix of 

emotion, fear, and anguish. Yet, his living experience of 

fault and his confession of it needs to be expressed in 

some sort of language. CRicoeur 1967, p. 33) 

Ricoeur believed the most primary level of confession 

is a language of symbols. On the primary level the symbol 

acts as a concrete image containing other symbols. These 

other symbols rise, descend, contradict each other and 

create a maelstrom of images and emotions. (1967, p. 36) 

However, to penetrate consciousness, symbols must move to a 

secondary level. This level advances a language wherein 

the expression of fault works itself out in a narrative 

sense. These stories tell "whence come these evils." 

C1967, p. 38) Narrative or mythic forms still employ a 

language of symbols and images, but they are contextual. 

(In Biblical narratives this is the story of man's 

separation from God and God's desire to heal that 

relationship.) Each new level of language gives rise to 
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higher and higher levels, each becoming more discursive and 

reflective. Many of these higher forms will attempt to 

deny or refute the primary and secondary levels gust 

described. 

Ricoeur's perspective, as will be explained, 

correlates with Luther's primary insight into man's 

relationship with God. An important relationship exists 

between Ricoeur's thesis and that of Northrop Frye, a 

scholar of literary and biblical criticism. C1981) 

Based on the linguistic theories of Uico, Frye asserts 

that ascending Forms of language are a reflection of 

ascending forms of thought. According to Frye, literature 

before Plato, particularly Hebrew literature, operated on 

the secondary level described above by Ricoeur. In pre - 

classical Greek societies, the dynamic forces of nature 

were wedded with the dynamic forces of the human ego. 

These societies believed that the word actually contained 

to power to which it pointed. The symbols presented in 

pre -classical Greek narratives contained the power of the 

primary level symbols. This language was metaphorical and 

not literally descriptive. C1981, p. 68) Thus, subject, 

predicate and object are all contained within the unified 

form of the word. By articulating the word, the special 

power or character of that word was released. C1981, p. 72) 

Frye's thesis is especially important in order to 

understand the Hebrew concept of God because the symbols of 

Hebraic religious language are filled with the energy 
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gust described. God, For the Hebrews, is not a perfect 

form of being. He is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

He revealed Himself to Moses in the burning bush as "I am 

who I am" (Exodus &k: 17). God becomes the foundation of 

all existence because He is existence. He is actively and 

compassionately involved in the lives of individuals and in 

the development of nations. He spoke through the prophets 

and ultimately revealed himself through His divine Word. 

Early Christians believed God's active Word became incarnate in 

the person Jesus Christ. Luther stated many centuries 

later that the Bible is not the Word of God, Jesus Christ 

is the Word of God. The Bible functions as the narrative 

Form of the Word. C Barth 1957, p. 4E12) 

With Plato, language enters a third phase, one that is 

reflective, discursive and systematic. CHaveloch 1963 p. 

56) On this level words become the outward expression of 

inner thoughts. Any object which exists in the physical 

realm has an ideal conceptual reality in the metaphysical 

realm. In order to explain why the metaphysical soul is 

superior to the physical body, Plato advanced the Orphic 

myth, which tells how the perfect soul became entrapped in 

the imperfect body. C1952, p.342) Based on this myth, he 

deemed the intellectual mode morally superior to the 

emotional mode. (1952, p. 342) Because the metaphysical 

domain is superior to the physical domain, the role of 

the philosopher is to rationally conceptualize the ideal 

form of existence. 
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Both Plato and Aristotle articulated an intellectual 

monotheism which postulated God as the Form oF the Good and 

the Unmoved Mover, respectively. God was a conceptual 

reality to which all verbal analogy in the physical world 

points. (Pelican 1971, p. 97) As early as the the second 

and third centuries A. D., church theologians began 

adapting Platonic thought to Christian theology. The 

rational quest For God became equally important as divine 

revelation to religious insight. By the eleventh century 

Medieval Christendom became a political and economic 

reality. In order to assert irrefutable premises to 

justify its temporal power, the Roman Catholic Church had 

almost Fully adopted classical Greek philosophy into its 

structure and theology. (Frye 1981, p. 183) Unfortunately, 

the dynamic God oF Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, the same God 

who revealed himself in Christ in order to reconcile the 

world to HimselF, receded into the background. 

Medieval theology, oFten labeled Scholastic 

philosophy, is a speculative and systematic theology. 

(Gerrish 1963, p. 21L) Numerological speculation was 

especially popular with Scholastic philosophers because 

numbers and geometric shapes, which had an objective 

presence in the physical world, had an ideal counterpart 

in the metaphysical world. These philosophical theologians 

adapted the syllogism oF Aristotle as the primary Form oF 

deductive reasoning. IF contradictions between the God 

of Scripture and the God of Perfect Being arose, they could 
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resolve the problem by employing allegorical explanations 

in extended teatises. CFrye 1901, p. 221) 

By Luther's era, philosophical speculation had replaced 

revelation as the Force behind Scripture and the 

Sacraments. The dependence on higher levels of language was 

Luther's primary objection to the Roman Catholic Church. 

(Gerrish 1963, p. 161) 



CHAPTER III 

Luther believed that man, by himself, before God was 

in despair at best and nothing at worst. According to 

Mcgrath, Luther's life was a living reality of his own 

overwhelming sense of defilement on the primary, 

existential level. C1985, p.i7) Within Ricoeur's context, 

Luther perceived his early life as a narrative form of sin. 

Since man could do nothing to justify his existence, 

Luther came to an existentially radical solution. God 

is the sole author of true righteousness. Therefore, man's 

existence is justified only through God's grace as revealed 

in his Son and received From the Holy Spirit. (Pelikan 

1971, p. 326) 

For Luther, justification by faith meant salvation 

here and now. In contrast to the Scholastic theologians who 

believed salvation came only after death, Luther preached 

that God's kingdom exists in the present. How did Luther 

come to this conclusion? Was it through a series of 

discursive arguments which systematically analysed various 

rational statements of faith? He said he received it by 

the revelation of God's Word through Scripture. 

Luther proceeded to make equally radical claims. 
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Scripture and the Sacraments contain God's dynamic Word. 

Christ is present in Scripture, the baptismal water, the 

preaching of the Gospel, and the communion bread and wine. 

When a believer in Christ reads Scripture, is baptized, 

hears the Gospel preached or receives Holy Communion, he 

receives the reality of Christ. Christ is now in him and 

he is no longer himself but rather Christ -in -him. He has 

become one with Christ and, therefore, one with God. 

Pelikan 1971, p. 298) 

Ricoeur and Luther would agree on the ramifications of 

this issue. Both would say that the Sacraments and the 

narrative revelation of God's Word in Scripture are symbols 

of faith and hope which should not be equated with 

philosophy. Because these symbols are immediate and 

dynamic, they do not operate on the same level as 

allegorical explanations and metaphysical speculation. 

(Frye 1981, p. 211) Their interpretation becomes the 

cornerstone for understanding symbolism in the Music of 

Bach. 

The concrete image of the primary symbol stands 

in front of it meaning. Although the image appears 

objective at first, it stirs up a matrix of highly 

subjective symbols. (Ricoeur 1967, p. 58) The primary 

image still resists interpretation and remains opaque 

because of its thick texture. Symbols become the building 

blocks of a narrative religious language. For these 

reasons, Luther proposed a return to the primary symbols of 
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Scripture as the basis of Faith. He rejected the narrow 

use of allegory and analogy because philosophical 

conceptualization diluted the dynamic revelation of God's 

divine power. CGarrish 1963, p. 244) 

If defilement and sin are primary symbols of Fault and 

despair, Scriture offers symbols of redemption and hope. 

The most important example in the New Testament is the 

Cross of Christ. Employing Ricoeur's earlier definition of 

symbol, it exists in reality but also yields a rich texture 

of symbols. It is: the tree of death, the tree of life; 

Christ's humiliation before a lost and Fallen humanity, 

Christ's victory over death; an instrument of torture and 

despair, an instrument of glorification and salvation. The 

list is only limited by our imagination and creativity. 

Luther wanted these symbols to reign over Medieval 

Scholastic philosophy because of the inherent conflict 

between them. When the two came into conflict, the 

metaphysical tradition of the Scholastic philosophers would 

win and Scripture would lose. CJanz 1983, p. 79) 



CHAPTER IV 

Considerable research, much of it inspired to counter 

the influence of Bach reductionists, (Blume, 1963) 

substantiates the claim that orthodox Lutheran theology was 

central to Bach's personal and professional life. The Mass 

in B Minor, while not practical for liturgical use, is a 

sacramental work and lies well within the boundaries of 

Lutheran tradition. By its very liturgical structure the 

work utilizes the symbols of faith. These symbols are 

expressed in the active, dynamic process of the music 

performance. In this sense, Bach, following Luther, 

rejects the old Boethian concept wherein the metaphysical 

speculation about the music is superior to the performance 

of the the music. (Blume 1974, p. 255) 

What makes Bach unique among composers and the 

subject of this study is his approach to composition. Few 

composers, if any, have combined such consistently detailed 

melodic lines and countrapuntal textures with such rapid 

harmonic rhythm. In general, his music style creates an 

opaqueness immediately obvious to the eye when viewed in 

the score, and to the ear when heard in performance. 

Extrapolating from Ricoeur thesis and Luther's 
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insight, the symbol in Bach's music becomes the opaque 

treatment of melodic part writing within the context of the 

musical phrase. The whole composition becomes the 

narrative wherein the symbols lie. On this primary level 

it is incorrect, both aesthetically and musically, to mix 

the term symbol with conceptual terms. 

In upper levels of language, it is not incorrect to 

discuss elements of rhetoric and even allegory in Bach's 

music, although the latter should be approached cautiously. 

Kirkendale (1961, p.69) believes Bach organized The Musical 

Off erinc on principles of rhetoric as defined by Cicero. 

This structural organization would not be in conflict with 

Lutheran practice because rhetoric was a major area of 

concentration for pastoral ordination. CPelikan 1971, 

p.266) Even the use of allegory to define characters, such 

as the "Daughter of Zion" in the St. Matthew Passion, is 

within the sphere of acceptance. Yet, even here, the 

"Daughter of Zion" is derived from the Old Testament, 

revived in the New Testament and is not allegorical within 

the context of either. 

In order to speculate about form and meaning in Bach's 

music, upper level language is necessary and desirable. 

But on the symbolic level, the continuous flow of 

unrelenting and dynamic musical activity of his music moves 

at a pace faster than the senses can immediately perceive. 

(This characteristic musical style of Bach was rejected by 

young composers attracted to the emerging pre -classical 
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styles. Bach's music became antithetical to their concept 

of noble simplicity.) CBlume 197 '1, p. 290) 

The complexity and detail that Bach would express in a 

single musical Figure, the irregularity of his phrase 

structure, the rapid movement of his polyphonic lines 

through ever changing harmonies, often chromatic in 

texture, tend to create a solid block of sound. The 

richness and denseness of his harmonic, melodic, rhythmic, 

and countrapuntal texture become the opaqueness of his 

musical canvas. 

Bach's characteristic musical denseness within the 

context of his compositions corresponds to the denseness of 

the symbol within the context of a narrative myth. Like 

the mythic symbol, his music contains myriad images which 

first stimulate the the emotional rather than intellectual 

senses. The listener responds to these primary symbols 

and interprets them using his own exegetical skill, just as 

the privilege of every Lutheran is to interpret Scripture. 



CONCLUSION 

The purpose of musical theory and musicology is to 

provide conceptual models in order to create a systematic 

approach to musical analysis and style. Based on 

considerable research, Bach likely used principles of 

rhetoric, word painting, eye music and specific numerical 

relationships to organize many of his compositions. These 

devices may be operative principles in many of Bach's 

compositions; however, these elements are not the 

symbolic elements of Bach's music. 

The question of symbolism in the music of J. S. Bach, 

particularly as it relates to the examples from the Mass in 

B Minor, is a question of language. Many musicologists 

have incorrectly equated the term symbol with conceptual 

terms without regard to its precise meaning, and 

especially without regard to Lutheran theology. 

Analogy, allegory, numerological speculation, 

metaphysics and the like are the language of philosophy. 

Symbols, for Luther, are distinct, concrete images of God's 

revelation that immediately manifest themselves to the 

senses; they are, therefore, not processed by the 

intellect but by the emotions. It is the profundity of 
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these symbols that give rise to a narrative context and 

eventual intellectual reflection. 

Based on the above interpretation, symbols in Bach's 

music operate similarly. His unique musical style, 

particularly evident in his church compositions, especially 

in the opening three movements of the Mass in B Minor,, 

yields an elaborate matrix of meaning on numerous different 

levels of understanding. Although the higher, 

philosophical levels may be more intellectually stimulating 

for the expert listener, Bach's ability to express basic, 

concrete images through his complex musical style will 

continue to attract a growing audience. 
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