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local, purposes. But how then could one draw these works into a focus

that reconciles their supposed universality with the local particulars of

Bach’s Leipzig, which remain the focus of so much scholarship? On the

other hand, if the universalist thesis is simply mistaken, what remains as

the motivation for the intensive scholarly interest in the historical details,

something that is hardly evident in relation to the numerous Passion

settings by Bach’s contemporaries?

To begin with, simply decreeing that works such as Bach’s Passions are

‘universal’ does not necessarily do them justice, even for their most fervent

supporters. For the more universal a human artefact is purported to be,

the closer it begins to seem to a phenomenon of natural science and thus

something to be interpreted at one remove from human concerns. Seeing

the Passions more as ‘particulars’ surely gives us more of a chance of

learning how they might resonate with certain aspects of the human

condition, shaded as these will inevitably be by a range of cultural and

historical variables. Nevertheless, the habit of proclaiming works of this

kind to be of universal significance might in itself be telling, as evidence

of a particular culture, albeit one of very long duration and broad

geographical application. The overall aim of this project – perhaps one

that is impossibly ambitious – is to try and understand Bach’s Passions in

relation to the wider ‘particular’ field in which they have been attributed

some degree of universal significance. This field is, I suggest, modernity, a

broad mental and cultural attitude that – in some threads at least – links

Bach’s musical world to the present. My study is ‘traditionally’ historicist

in assuming that Bach’s music is best understood within its cultural

context, but I am obviously interpreting the notion of ‘cultural context’

far more broadly and ambitiously than would normally seem sensible for

music in the Western tradition. Although I am by no means ignoring

the circumstances and presuppositions surrounding the composition,

performance and reception of Bach’s Passions in Leipzig, I suggest that

the context that really matters relates to the mindset that would see these

works as significant well beyond their original purposes. But even this

wider context does not necessarily bring values that are relevant ‘under any

skies’, even if it may well appear so at first sight.

Many would see the modern world as itself universal, because it has

acquired a sort of timelessness through its obvious achievements in

the progressive refinement and continuous expansion of knowledge. One

fundamental tendency of modernity – to be sceptical towards past autho-

rity and to think of itself as always improving on the past – might well

have led us to forget where its roots lay, how it is the product of various
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can be unfolded in several ways.11 We should therefore beware of false

continuities and also of the sense that each era must have a ‘face’ to which

everything must conform.12

Modernity is perhaps better defined as a bundle of attitudes or mindsets

that are only secondarily associated with specific eras and places. We might
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within modernity. Hence, in modernity, one could be active as a rational

scientist while attuned to the feelings and traditional practice of religion,

without necessarily feeling the need to reconcile the two; religion simply

becomes a private matter, with its own rules and practices, which do not

necessarily connect or interact with all other aspects of life. In Bach’s time, the

notion of religion and reason representing two separate spheres of knowledge

and truth was already evident in Pascal’s unfinished writings, and such a

separation was recommended by Johannes Bredenburg as a way of protecting

revealed religion from the threat of radical atheism that was inferred from

Spinoza’s writings. The most robust attempts at reconciliation were made by

Gottfried Leibniz: to him (and perhaps Bach, too), all the contradictory

elements would somehow cohere once they were viewed from God’s point

of view. Bach’s Leipzig compatriot Johann Christoph Gottsched (who clearly

embraced a much more fashionable aesthetic position than Bach) took a

moderate stance that still left open the possibility of magic and the work of

the Devil, but did not lay any particular stress on this.18

The coexistence of practices that are in their strongest sense contradictory –

even within a single human subject – invariably gives each a new, specifically

autonomous, quality. The ongoing, unlimited development of each could

engender a new sense of openness in terms of both external reality and the

human mind.19 Pragmatically, the separation of activities could also be

exercised in the name of efficiency, something most obviously demonstrated

in the division of labour necessary for industrialized production. In such

ways, modernity typically drives a wedge between the natural world and

human civilization, by which humankind is progressively alienated from the

secure and harmonious place in the natural order that our cultural memories

always seem to evoke. Hans Robert Jauss usefully relates this line of thinking

to a trajectory leading from Rousseau to Adorno, suggesting an intellectual

epoch characterized by a profound ambivalence towards modernity (a dia-

lectic that is born of nothing but modernity itself), stretching from the

eighteenth to the twentieth century.20
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the individual (in the direction of increasing independence from inherited

traditions, but also in the opposite sense of being a powerless component

within divided labour) and the human artefact. Pieces of music might

start to acquire an aura that somehow transcends their original purposes

or the intentions of the composer; such an aura might be a factor both of

the composer’s attitude to the music and of the way it is heard and

received. All these factors are in constant circulation, so there is no sense

of any having an identity that is absolutely fixed.

I have already suggested that modernity is not primarily a historical

category, even if any description of it can hardly avoid falling into a

narrative; a historical trajectory seems to follow to the degree that a

modern mindset is in place. Although my emphasis so far has been on
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the Fall and the inherent sinfulness of mankind; instead, improving the

material worldly realm makes it easier to become a better person.34 Bach

evidently set great store by personal improvement, and his restless search

for new musical experience seems almost to be unprecedented. His obitu-

ary, largely constructed by his son Carl Philipp Emanuel, may well have

rendered this story stronger than it actually was, but it is clear that both

father and son together reflect a historical trend towards the virtues of

self-improvement and even the notion of individual genius.35

One of my crucial presuppositions is already obvious: that the condi-

tion of modernity does not exclude or supersede the pre-modern (or even,

simply, the ‘non-modern’), but that many such elements are newly

inflected, energized or transformed within a modern outlook. Most sig-

nificantly, the older elements often become spheres of knowledge and

practice developed along their own specialist trajectories (hence the flurry

of treatises on fugue in the years after Bach’s death?).36 Bach’s Passions are

therefore not specifically of value to the degree that they contain modern

elements (‘the more up-to-date/ahead of their time, the more impres-

sive’). This would be something reminiscent of the old trope of Bach as a

‘progressive’ composer, even if – or even because – he appeared archaic to

his contemporaries.37 Adopting the notion of ‘Bach the progressive’ too

wholeheartedly could bring with it the uneasy corollary that – in a world

governed by progress – nothing is more outmoded than yesterday’s

progressive. I am trying to move away from defining musical modernity

in terms of specific contents – say, identifiable motives, harmonies or

gestures – by seeing it more in a certain attitude, even in a certain result,

and one to which diverse components might contribute.

I nevertheless retain at least a trace of the progressive model by suggest-

ing that modernity is a historical particular that links some of our

concerns to Bach’s, albeit in ways that he could not possibly have

34 Blumenberg, The Legitimacy of the Modern Age, p. 54.
35 For a study of the way Bach’s official obituary was designed to demonstrate his isolated

and lifelong quest for musical self-improvement, see Peter Williams’s biography, J.S. Bach –

A Life in Music (Cambridge University Press, 2007).
36 Habermas makes a useful distinction between ‘spheres of knowing’, ‘spheres of belief ’ and

those of legally organized and everyday life; see The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity, p. 19.

Charles Taylor separates secularization – the end of society structured by dependence

on God or the beyond – from the continuation of religion in both public and private life,

Modern Social Imaginaries, pp. 187–8, 193–4.
37 The clearest formulation of this position is Robert L. Marshall’s ‘Bach the Progressive:

Observations on His Later Works’, Musical Quarterly 62 (1976), 313–57, revised in Robert

L. Marshall, The Music of Johann Sebastian Bach: the Sources, the Style, the Significance

(New York: Schirmer, 1989), pp. 23–58.
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the secular practice of Bach’s time, so the same was doubtless true of

church.41 Putting together the Lutheran injunction to cultivate the faith of

the individual, on an urgent day-by-day basis, with the affective and

narrative techniques developed in opera, Bach may have been instrumen-

tal in the development of a new, intensive, form of musical listening, one

that may have been only partially realized by the members of his own

congregation. If there is any evidence that Bach was indeed ‘ahead of his

time’ in terms of the type of listening he both presupposed and helped to

constitute, it lies in the fact that the intensity of the reception of his music

in the nineteenth century was of an entirely different magnitude from that

of his own time.

A close study of anything in relation to ‘the modern’ is always in danger

of provoking the insinuation that any pre-modern elements are to be

devalued; this danger is particularly acute in a society where we are

continuously enjoined to ‘modernize’ (often nowadays a euphemism for

assimilating all values towards what some term ‘the postmodern’ condi-

tion of seamless capital).42 But many of our specific problems in the

contemporary world stem precisely from some of the unintended (and,

at their worst, intended) consequences of modernity. This is something

surely acknowledged in contemporary reactions against modernity, such

as the desire to return to traditional crafts – albeit often funded by the

surplus generated by capitalism and industrial production – and to prize

cultural difference over global standardization.43 Music that comes from

pre-modern contexts may have specific value for us on account of its

relating to aspects of life, experience and belief that have survived from

before the modern era, that are contrary to the modern, or that have

somehow been revived within it. Pre-modern music may even have gained

ground in our time as a consequence of the overcoming or completion of

modernity – an issue that could equally apply to the exponential growth in

non-Western, pre-modern or – most significant of all – popular music.
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to show in Le Monde (first published, well after his death, in 1664), the

notion of fictional worlds becomes the prototype for the way we gain

our knowledge of the real world, as if we were imitating God’s creative

capabilities, trying them out on a fictional world in order to adapt them

to the real world. The Cartesian representation of the world becomes

a form of metaphor, a representation of what things ideally should

look like, rather than something essentially of a piece with nature, as

metonymy.57

Having brought up the relation of music, not only to modernity as a

broad cultural attitude, but also to the novel, I am perhaps beginning to

fall victim to a common problem in recent music scholarship. This is the

tendency to translate music into other phenomena, to reduce it to more

concrete and readable models, particularly the verbal. However, having

used such models as analogies in order to bring music out of its habitually

autonomous territory, I propose that the type of music I am addressing is

specifically important because it also helps to constitute modernity in the

actual process of reflecting, opposing or interacting with it. Taking the

novelistic analogy as a starting point, it is clear that most forms of music

relate to narrative in the broadest way (that is, to a human sense of

organization in time, rather than necessarily to the specific implication

of a storyline) and also to some sort of voice.58 Indeed, the latter can – as

in novels – be overtly multiple, but, given the way lines and gestures may

be combined simultaneously in music, this can present multiple voices

and associated viewpoints in a way that is entirely unique. While some

forms of musical narrative can come closer to the novelistic than others –

sonata form, for instance, in its relation to novels of the Enlightenment era –

what is significant is that a narrative element is palpable in music precisely

because it is performed in time.

A ‘modern’ listener might try to piece together elements of narrative

in any music that contains a plethora of events and gestures (even if

the emerging temporality is relatively static or recursive). Indeed, it is

the implication of a stronger form of listenership – akin to the reader of a

novel – that makes music so significant in the development of the modern

subject. In hearing relationships both between figure and ground and

57 Judovitz, Subjectivity and Representation, pp. 92–4, 189–90.
58 I use the term ‘narrative’ here in its broadest sense, as covering the way human understanding

is organized in relation to time, thus implying that most music evokes a sort of temporality,

even if this may be relatively cyclical or even static. This broader concept of narrative is

theorized at exhaustive length by Paul Ricoeur, in his Time and Narrative
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were fortuitously misread/misheard by Mendelssohn and his colleagues.

This issue relates back to the historiographical relation between modernity

as a broader age stretching back to the Renaissance (to which Bach would,

unremarkably, belong) and a stronger sense of ‘the modern’ most com-

monly associated with the later eighteenth century, together with the

nineteenth century and much of the twentieth. Part of the argument of

this book is that the stronger modernity is partially constituted through

Bach’s musical embodiment of the productive tension between pre-

modern and modern elements.

The success of the Matthew Passion (within classical music culture, at

least) also generates questions about the John Passion, which was equally

available for restoration in 1829. This clearly did not command anything

close to the same respect as the Matthew Passion, enjoying far fewer
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purely because our climate of reception predisposes us to see or value

something that was irrelevant before, but because there is an unpredictable

and circulating relation between the piece and its reception – it is not

merely a one-way process. From this point of view, the favourable

reception of the Matthew Passion in 1829 might have involved as many

elements that were unexpected – not hitherto formulated as carrying

cultural value – as those that resonated with current concepts.

How, then, does the sequence of my chapters address the basic question of

Bach’s dialogue with modernity? As I have already stated, any developing

definitions of modernity work in a circular relation with the musical

study, each aspect informing the other. Given the predominant function

of the Lutheran liturgy as a means of cultivating and reinforcing the

individual’s faith, an obvious starting point is the question of the way

this music relates to the individual. The solidification of the individual

consciousness as something with its own degree of independence and

autonomy is an essential aspect of modernity, one which was partly seeded

in the Reformation itself. But is not the variety of individualities within

modernity so extremely great as to render the concept of a ‘modern

subject’ meaningless? Charles Taylor provides a useful starting point by

linking the growing sense of internalization with the move against an

external, pre-existent order that is ‘found’ and that determines our station

and role in life, and more towards a form or order that is made, or

internally discovered, within our own minds. This is something made

overt in Descartes’s work on subjectivity, particularly in the Discours de

la Méthode (1637), and later developed on a much more complex scale

by Kant.65

Something of this inward turn was already evident in Augustine

(a fundamental inspiration for Luther’s Reformation), but with him it

was coupled with a sense of our moral sources as lying outside us (like

Plato’s cosmos), moral sources that are by definition good. A telling

comparison can be made between Augustine’s Confessions, on the one

hand, and Rousseau’s, on the other: Augustine’s are carried out according

to a particular type (e.g. the convert who, through various temptations,

eventually finds the right path to a divine, pre-existent, truth), while

Rousseau’s are a search for that which is specifically unique to the self.66

65 Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self – The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge University

Press, 1989), pp. 124, 152.
66 See H. Porter Abbott, The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative (Cambridge University Press,

2002), pp. 132–5.
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world created by the music; it is not something that the music merely

reflects or depicts.

Equally striking are the individual characters themselves, given voice

in the arias and meditative choruses. These are presences that invite us

to share in their experience, even to become one with them. The role of

subjectivity in this music is not merely a question of representing histori-

cal personages, or even the typical citizen to whom Bach and his librettists

addressed their works, but involves the development of emotion and

consciousness on the part of any individual listener who is prepared to

give the music some degree of attention. This is something subtly different

from the standard role of a listener empathizing with the representation of

a character within an operatic role, since the characters developed within

the ‘present’ of Bach’s Passions are themselves listeners and witnesses to

the representation of Jesus’ Passion. They stand, like us, in the time of the

storytelling rather than in the secondary time of the represented story.69

Given this emphasis on types of subjectivity emerging in the process of

the performance, the next obvious topic is therefore the way in which

time is involved in the development of the various kinds of individual

consciousness and how the temporality of performance relates to the

larger-scale implications of a religion dating from the latter years of the

ancient world. Do the Passions create a sense of linear time, everything

changing irrevocably in the course of performance, or do the recurring

and repetitive elements suggest something more cyclic, governed by eter-

nal truths and laws?70 Do the notions of progress and change, undoubted

tendencies of the modern age, mean that the Passion story has to be

interpreted in a transformational way that could not have been possible

before? Does Christian eschatology somehow coincide with some of the

more utopian ideals of modern progress?

How does this relate to the personal, subjective consciousness of time?

If Christianity itself already occupies some of the modern forms of

subjectivity, it may also have provided some of the impetus for the

development of the modern notions of subjective time, especially if

Augustine’s perceptive meditations on time are anything to go by. With

the neo-Augustinian emphasis on personal development engendered by

69 Karol Berger, Bach’s Cycle, p. 107, observes that, since it is the narrator who brings the story

to life, the ‘time of the storytelling is ontologically prior, more fundamental, than the time of

the story told’.
70 One of the central theses of Berger’s Bach’s Cycle, Mozart’s Arrow is that Bach’s Matthew

Passion shows the composer’s determination to subvert the linear principle to the cyclic and

eternal. This issue will be explored further in Chapter 2.
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