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Johann Sebastian Bach 
Alto Arias

During the last thirty years of his life, when he had ceased active composition, 
Charles Ives sat at the desk of his New York insurance company and in his spare 
moments devised plans for the recycling of his songs into sets of three or four each. 
With over a hundred songs to choose from, spanning a period of nearly twenty-five 
years, there were rich pickings. In doing so, Ives was very much a part of an early 
twentieth-century era in which the song cycle, whose first appearance had been with 
Franz Schubert and Robert Schumann, was being thrust forward as a major vocal and 
symphonic form, most notably by Gustav Mahler. It is in this later musical tradition 
– rather than that of Baroque performance practice – that the idea for this album of 
Johann Sebastian Bach has its origin. Indeed, for the equivalent of a song cycle for 
alto voice by Bach, one need look no further than Cantatas BWV 169 and BWV 170, 
both works of consummate beauty. But the song cycle on this recording is not a 
liturgical sequence, as conceived by Bach for a specific feast day: it is, rather, like the 
Ivesian cycles, a posthumous overview – and exhibition – of certain aspects of Bach’s 
creative life.

Thematically, the arias united here are all penitential. Two (‘Buss und Reu’ and 
‘Erbarme dich, mein Gott’) are drawn from the Matthew Passion; two others (‘Wo 
zwei und drei versammlet sind’ and ‘Zum reinen Wasser er mich weist’) appear in 
Eastertide cantatas; and the ‘Agnus Dei’, of course, originates from the B minor Mass, 
although the music was reconstituted from Bach’s earlier Cantata BWV 2. Taken 
together they express three different aspects of Christian experience, with Easter 
as the centre. The two Passion arias reflect the anxiety and sorrow generated by the 
crucifixion story and express human guilt for Christ’s death; the two cantata arias 
exude the blissful confidence engendered by the risen Christ. But the central act 
uniting these two extremes is the sacrifice itself, encapsulated perpetually in the 
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mass, in the communion of man with God, with the Lamb of God that takes away the 
sins of the world.

The two Passion arias appear at critical points in the pre-Easter story and are 
linked by the symbolism of tears. ‘Buss und Reu’ (penitence and remorse) follows the 
account of the woman – perhaps Mary Magdalene – who anoints Christ’s feet with oil, 
preparing him for death: in the meditative aria the drops of oil become tears. ‘Erbarme 
dich, mein Gott’ (‘Have mercy, my God’) comes immediately after Peter’s denial and 
his bitter tears of remorse. ‘Wo zwei und drei versammlet sind’ is the opening aria 
from a cantata for the first Sunday after Easter, whose text is the Emmaeus story. 
The risen Christ makes himself known to two of his disciples as they break bread 
together and the aria harks back to Jesus’s promise to be with his disciples always. 
‘Zum reinen Wasser er mich weist’, on the other hand, is a paraphrase of the second 
and third verses of Psalm 23 and belongs to a cantata based on the entire psalm for 
the second Sunday after Easter.

As in any song cycle the placement of songs is paramount. Schumann and Mahler 
used interludes or movements to frame their sung texts, and here the movements 
of the B minor Orchestral Suite appear in much the same way as the promenades in 
Mussorgsky’s Pictures at an Exhibition. Not only do they act as ritornelli to create a 
breathing space between the individual arias, they also give a sense of time passing. 
As with the stations of the Cross, there is a progression under way, stopping at each 
aria for reflection. 

The choice of the B minor suite as ‘promenade’ is not an arbitrary one. Composed 
in Leipzig perhaps as late as the 1730s, it brings to mind the introspective world of  
B minor in other great chamber works, such as the first partita, the first violin sonata 
and the flute sonata, all from around 1720. Though these works were written when 
Bach was in the service of Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Köthen for a secular, courtly 
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setting, they share the pathos that Bach reserves for his deepest thoughts on our 
relationship to God, as in ‘Es ist vollbracht’ from the John Passion, ‘Erbarme dich, 
mein Gott’ and the colossal ‘Kyrie’ from the B minor Mass. Though clothed in the 
secular rhythms and strophes of the dance, they continue to bring to mind these 
other associations.

A related musical question is why Bach favoured the alto voice, reserving for it 
some of the most life-changing music of his entire oeuvre. An initial answer might 
lie with the quality of treble voices at Bach’s disposal, the altos rather than sopranos 
offering more sophistication and musical finesse. The choir school that Bach ran at 
Leipzig received boys at about eight years old and kept them until university age. 
Bach himself reports that the normal age for voices to break was eighteen, though 
exceptionally some boys’ voices remained unbroken until the age of twenty-one. 
Over the ten-year span most voices would gradually deepen and the older boys were 
therefore more likely to be altos and, by their experience, more musically interesting 
to Bach from a compositional point of view. But there may be another explanation 
for Bach’s love of the alto voice. Was it, perhaps, associated for him with the voice of 
his second wife Anna Magdalena? We know that she was musical, that she both sang 
and played the keyboard – the Anna Magdalena Book was written for her domestic 
pleasure. We also know that she performed publicly at least once with her husband,  
at the funeral of his employer Prince Leopold in Köthen.

 It is worth considering that in the history of European music, different voice 
types have exercised appeal to composers separated by centuries and diverse 
cultural circumstance. For Claudio Monteverdi, the bass, with a range greater than 
two octaves, was certainly the grandest of solo voices available to him, whereas in 
Italian operatic music of the nineteenth century the dominant solo roles have been 
for sopranos and tenors. Similarly, it cannot be by accident that the most reflective, 
introspective music bequeathed to western music in the arias on this recording 
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(as well as many others by Bach), is for the alto voice. Such arias form the musical 
peaks of Bach’s Passions and Mass, and are themselves a sine qua non of our musical 
heritage. And it must not be coincidental that over a century later, at the height of 
Austro-Germanic Romanticism, Johannes Brahms and Gustav Mahler in their song 
cycles, among many others, returned to the alto as the only possible vehicle for their 
deepest musical utterance.

© Malcolm Bruno, 2001
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