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Bach in Berlin

Introduction

What used to appear to all of us against the background of these
times as a possibility that could only be dreamed about, has now
become real: the Passion has been given to the public, and has become the property of all.
—Fanny Mendelssohn to Karl Klingemann, March 22, 1829

On February 21, 1829, a prominent notice in the leading musical journal of
Berlin, the Berliner Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung, invited readers to “an
important and happy event,” a performance of “The Passion According to
St. Matthew by Johann Sebastian Bach” under the “direction of Herr Felix
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy.” The notice, written by the editor, Adolf Bernhard Marx, and reprinted with additional commentary over the next few
weeks, described the Passion as the “greatest and holiest work of the great
composer.” The performance, Marx wrote, “would open the gates of a
temple long shut down.” “We are called,” he continued, “not to a festival of
art, but to a most solemn religious celebration.”1 And Berliners answered
the call. On March 11, 1829, the date of the ﬁrst performance, the hall of
the Berlin Singakademie was ﬁlled; close to a thousand people were turned
away. Many prominent Berliners came, from King and Court to Hegel and
Schleiermacher. Goethe, unable to travel all the way from Weimar, still
1 Adolf Bernhard Marx, “Bekanntmachung,” Berliner Allgemeine Musikalische Zeitung 6, no. 8 (21
Feb. 1829): 57; hereafter BAMZ.
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commented on the event in his correspondence with Carl Friedrich Zelter,
director of the Singakademie, the amateur group that provided singers for
the Passion’s double chorus. In the next months, more performances took
place in Berlin and Frankfurt. In the next years, the score was published for
the ﬁrst time, and groups in Breslau, Stettin, Königsberg, Cassel, and Dresden performed it. Revivals and publications of Bach’s other large-scale
vocal works—notably the B-minor Mass—followed. By 1850 and the
founding of the Bach Gesellschaft, an association dedicated to producing a
collected edition of Bach’s complete works, the revival of Johann Sebastian
Bach had become a deﬁning feature of the musical landscape of both Europe and the United States, shaping private and public performances, establishing music associations and publications, inﬂuencing composers, inspiring teachers and students, and reaching broad segments of the music-loving
public. Mendelssohn’s revival, more than any other single event, laid the
foundation stone for the “imaginary museum” of musical works of the past
and made music, Bach’s music, German music, as essential to what it meant
to be German as the language itself.2
The book that follows does not, however, trace the aftermath of the 1829
performance through the nineteenth century and into our own times, fascinating though such a journey would be. Instead, it places the performance
at the end, not at the beginning, of a historical evolution, understanding it
as the convergence of cultural and social developments, all of which made
possible a performance of such contemporary resonance and long-lasting
inﬂuence. The years before 1829 brought into existence an array of institutions, both state and private, and attitudes, some abstract and intellectualized, others more everyday and assumed. Together they deﬁned a singular
space for music among the creations of what Germans understood to be
their nation, and thus together deﬁned what national culture was and what
it took to sustain it. Describing how the 1829 performance of the St.
Matthew Passion happened offers an opportunity to examine the range of
historical practices that make up what we call a national culture. “Culture,”
wrote Max Weber, “is a ﬁnite excerpt from the meaningless inﬁnity of
events in the world, endowed with meaning by human beings” and accessible to those “who are people of culture, with the capacity and the will deliberately to adopt an attitude towards the world and to bestow meaning upon
it.”3 This is a book about how a group of people, narrow in their range of
social backgrounds but broad and various in their views of the world
2 Lydia Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of Music (Oxford, 1992).
3 Cited in Wolfgang J. Mommsen, Imperial Germany, 1867–1918: Politics, Culture, and Society in an
Authoritarian State, trans. Richard Deveson (London, 1995), 137.
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around them, “bestowed meaning” on Bach, on his vocal works, on listening to and making music altogether.
The metaphor that describes such an examination is not, then, one of
peeling back the layers of something to ﬁnd its essence but rather one of
taking apart the pieces of a well-integrated whole, so that one can see how
they came together. The 1829 performance was about many things and reﬂected many aspects of life in Berlin and central Europe, but what emerged
in the course of the performance was not a random mixture. It was a moment of consolidation, perhaps even of transformation, in collective life,
and for many listeners a moment of self-realization, which encompassed all
that their philosophers and writers had been saying of the relationship between individuality, spirituality, nationality, and the aesthetic life. Its lasting
effect was to suggest the possibility that such moments came more readily,
perhaps only, through musical performance and through the peculiar
alchemy of sound, time, player, and listener. Thomas Mann devoted his last
great novel, Doktor Faustus, to accounting for the terrible consequences of
such an attachment to music among Germans, how it led them to neglect
practical virtues in pursuit of some ineffable spiritual fulﬁllment and left
them susceptible to the “political and moral regression” that Nazism embodied.4 This book will, in more pedestrian fashion, try to account for the
origins of this attachment.
The St. Matthew Passion of 1829 remains one of the most famous performances in German music history.5 Carl Dahlhaus believed that only the
première of Wagner’s Parsifal in 1882 compared in importance as a single
musical event with both great contemporary resonance and lasting signiﬁcance. Others have called it a “milestone in the concert life of Germany, indeed of the world,” an epochal moment reﬂecting “the brilliant genius of
an individual” and carrying a “meaning for the music history of the nineteenth century” that cannot be overestimated.6 The most enthusiastic ac4 Hans Vaget, “National and Universal: Thomas Mann and the Paradox of ‘German’ Music,” in
Music and German National Identity, ed. Celia Applegate and Pamela Potter (Chicago, 2002), 156.
5 Information about the performance is, therefore, abundant. Martin Geck has assembled a collection of the “contemporary documents” surrounding it; it has served as a “musical case study” in
an Open University foundation course in the humanities; it wins mention in every survey history
of music in the nineteenth century; it features in the many biographies, both popular and scholarly,
of Felix Mendelssohn. For German readers, the deﬁnitive account is still Geck’s Die Wiederentdeckung der Matthäuspassion im 19. Jahrhundert (Regensburg, 1967); hereafter Geck; also brief and useful
is Gottfried Eberle, 200 Jahre Sing-Akademie zu Berlin: “Ein Kunstverein für die Heilige Musik” (Berlin,
1991), 87–99. English readers may wish to consult Gerald Hendrie, ed., Mendelssohn’s Rediscovery of
Bach: A Humanities Foundation Course (Bletchley, UK, 1971).
6 Hugo Riemann, Geschichte der Musik seit Beethoven, 1800–1900 (Berlin, 1901), 251; Susanna
Grossmann-Vendrey, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy und die Musik der Vergangenheit (Regensburg, 1969),
28; Geck, 5.
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counts, like that of the eminent musicologist Friedrich Blume, reckon it
something of a miracle. From the music-historical perspective that has
shaped such judgments, the performance brought the choral and church
music of Bach back into circulation, affecting compositional practice, musical instruction, historical research, performance, and taste. It consolidated
the nineteenth-century movement to revive old music, which (again in
Blume’s estimation) “has engulfed in waves the whole musical activity of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.”7 The St. Matthew Passion became,
in Christoph Wolff ’s view, the ﬁrst musical “classic in the repertoire,” indeed “perhaps the classic of our Western music repertoire.” Mendelssohn’s
performance of it established that historical, not contemporary, music
would be regarded as “the weighty part of our contemporary musical life.”8
As for the performance itself, Martin Geck’s documentary study of 1967
gathered a deﬁnitive collection of the relevant archival and printed sources,
accompanied by an admirable, if brief, analysis. Only a few new discoveries
have been made since the book’s publication, none of which has signiﬁcantly altered his judgments on such musicological issues as the score
Mendelssohn used, his instrumentation and tempos, the size of the chorus,
and so on. In this book I explore instead the pathways, some straight and
wide, others meandering, that converged to make the performance both
possible and comprehensible. Barbara Herrnstein Smith has written that any
act of literary or artistic evaluation, such as that by which the Berlin public
of 1829 judged Bach’s St. Matthew Passion a work of transcendent beauty
and profundity, involves “articulating an estimate of how well that work
will serve implicitly deﬁned functions for a speciﬁc implicitly deﬁned audience, who are conceived of as experiencing the work under certain implicitly deﬁned conditions.”9 The following chapters will attempt to make explicit just such aspects of the historical condition of north Germans in the
ﬁrst decades of the nineteenth century—why they thought making music
was important, who they were, and how they made music.
The ﬁrst chapter provides an account of the performance itself, viewed
mainly from the perspective of Felix Mendelssohn’s ﬁrst twenty years.
Mendelssohn has been the focus of considerable renewed attention since
Geck published his study of the “rediscovery” of the St. Matthew Passion.
This new scholarship, combined with my own interpretation of letters and
7 Friedrich

Blume, “Bach in the Romantic Era,” Musical Quarterly 50 (1964): 290.
Wolff, “The Saint Matthew Passion” (lecture, Bethlehem Bach Festival 1999, Bethlehem, PA, 14 May 1999).
9 Barbara Herrnstein Smith, Contingencies of Value: Alternative Perspectives for Critical Theory
(Cambridge, MA, 1988), 13.
8 Christoph
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biographical information, enriches a story that will be already familiar to
those versed in nineteenth-century music history. The opening account of
the general circumstances of the performance and its place in Felix Mendelssohn’s career also serves as the foundation for the chapters that follow. In
them, I move backward from the performance in order to explore its intellectual and social contexts.
The intellectual background to nineteenth-century music reception
forms the substance of chapter 2, “Toward a Music Aesthetics of the Nation.” Mendelssohn and his circle were heirs to a highly developed way of
thinking about the place of art in collective life, and their attitudes toward
music reﬂected this tradition’s ambivalence about where music ﬁtted into a
hierarchy of art, ideas, creativity, and taste. Particularly in his cultivation of
Bach, Mendelssohn represented what the historian John Toews has called “a
revisionist generational appropriation” of “a vision of the public ethical
function of music.”10 This chapter goes back to the eighteenth century to
recover the beginnings of a literary discussion of music’s signiﬁcance and
the patriotic importance of rescuing music from the dominance of Italian
and French music in the princely courts. It follows the progress—repetition
and stagnation describes the situation more accurately—of music aesthetics
from Johann Mattheson to Immanuel Kant and its transformation under the
inﬂuence of ﬁrst-generation romantics like Ludwig Tieck and Wilhelm
Heinrich Wackenroder.
The chapter then juxtaposes this familiar story of intellectual history,
with one thinker inﬂuencing another in a progression of texts, to the
changing circumstances of working musicians and their efforts to join the
emerging mainstream of national cultural life. Thinking again of Max
Weber’s deﬁnition of culture, we might call this the attempt of musicians
themselves, especially those among them who understood the increasing
importance of a newly formed public sphere, to bestow meaning on their
own work and assert its aesthetic value. An earlier Weber, the composer
Carl Maria von Weber, began his never-ﬁnished novel of 1809, Tonkünstlers
Leben (A Musician’s Life), with the exhortation to his young hero, “Out
into the world with you, for the world is the artist’s true sphere! What good
does it do you to live with a petty clique and to earn the gracious applause
10 John Toews, “Memory and Gender in the Remaking of Fanny Mendelssohn’s Musical Identity: The Chorale in Das Jahr,” Musical Quarterly 77 (1993): 735. Toews’s fuller consideration of
Mendelssohn’s “generation of ethical community from the spirit of music” may be found in his Becoming Historical: Cultural Reformation and Public Memory in Early-Nineteenth-Century Berlin (Cambridge, 2004). This just-published work came out too recently to integrate its perspectives more
fully into this book.
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