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Magnificat (BWV 243)
Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-1750)

Bach’s Magnificat is second only to the B minor Mass among  the few compositions that he set to Latin texts, and is the only five-voice concerted piece composed before the Mass.  It was composed originally in 1723 in E flat major, and was his first large-scale work after moving, in May of that year, from the post of Kappelmeister at the court of the Prince of Anhalt-Cothen to that of Cantor of St Thomas’ church in Leipzig, where he was to spend the remainder of his life.  The first performance was at a small festival of sacred music during his first Christmas season there.  The Lutheran custom at Leipzig was to sing the Magnificat in German at Vesper services on ordinary Sundays, but, on high feast days, in Latin, in concerted, figural form – that is polyphonically and accompanied by instruments. Bach expanded the Latin text of Mary’s hymn, taken from the first chapter of St. Luke’s Gospel, verses 46-55 in the Vulgate, by following a mediaeval European tradition of incorporating Christmas songs of praise (Laudes), two of which were in German and two in Latin.  The version that will be sung this evening, however, was revised a decade later, sometime between 1732-5: possibly, and appropriately for Mary’s song of praise, for a first performance on July 2, 1733 – the fourth Sunday after Trinity – at the Marian Feast of Visitation.  

Bach omitted the Laudes in his revision, thereby making the work available as part of the Vespers repertoire for a wider range of sacred and festive occasions with a text entirely in Latin.  He also transposed the key from E-flat to the ‘trumpet key’ of D-major, as well as modifying the instrumentation by replacing recorders with transverse flutes and, in movement 10, replacing the solo trumpet with 2 oboes in unison.  The revised version remains the most widely performed, though some modern critics, perhaps influenced by the movement towards increasing authenticity in the performance of early music, have come increasingly to prefer the original version of 1723.  Yet the interpellation of the Laudes affects the unity and continuity of the work as a whole, whereas the later version provides both greater liturgical utility and, with the transposition to D-major, a brighter key for strings as well as trumpets, as well as being better suited to the cheerful joy of the choruses.  Whatever the merits of the preference for the earlier version, it appears to ignore the significance of the revision for Bach’s own musical development.  Ten years after taking up his appointment in Leipzig, he was approaching the zenith of his mature powers as a composer of sacred choral music, which had always been his primary ambition.  By omitting the Laudes, he removed the vernacular inflection that they gave to the original version, enabling him to develop it into an altogether more formal and complex work of art.  The increased scope and enriched subtlety of instrumentation is especially effective in displaying the detail and innovativeness of polyphonic textures in the interplay of voices.

Bach divides his setting of Magnificat into twelve short sections, each of about three minutes.  His decision to organise the work in this way might well have been a result of the need to demonstrate his bona fides in fulfilling the seventh of fourteen points in his written undertaking to the “Noble and most Wise Council of this Town of Leipzig (that) has engaged me as Cantor”. This stated simply: “For the maintenance of good order in church, arrange that the music not last too long, and take care that it not appear operatic in nature but, much rather, that it rouse the listeners to devotion”. Whether or not for these reasons, Bach’s setting offers a variety of concise choral and solo movements, whilst giving him also expressive scope for musical illustrations of particular features of the text.  This is particularly evident in the Lesser Doxology (sicut erat in principio – “as it was in the beginning”) of the final chorus (Gloria Patri).  Bach reads the words literally in order to reinvoke, at this point, what was at the beginning of his setting - the music of the opening section.  Whilst this is a common musical pun, its reflexive intra-textuality provides, nevertheless, a witty and musically effective realisation of the biblical text. A different, though equally striking instance occurs at the beginning of the fourth section, as the gentle soprano solo of the previous section (Quia respexit humilitatem) draws to its beatific close. The final syllable of its concluding phrase (…beatam me dicent) is suddenly and robustly superimposed with a glorious choral entry by altos and basses, followed immediately by sopranos and tenors, into the rapid and complex fugue of Omnes generationes.

The work as a whole has an interesting and quite formal structure.  Its twelve sections divide into three groups, two of three movements (2-4, 5-7) and one of four (8-11), and these are framed by opening and closing choruses: the initial Magnificat itself and the doxology Gloria Patri, which ends the Vulgate text of the Marian hymn. Each of the internal groups begins with an aria and closes in a full chorus, and even the structural disposition of the solo movements has an interesting sequence, beginning with second and first sopranos in movements two and three, bass in movement five, alto and tenor in movement six, tenor in movement eight, alto in movement nine and finally, both sopranos and alto in movement ten.  This, too, appears to provide a frame of female solo voices, in movements two and three and nine and ten, for the male soloists in movements five, six and eight.  Within this formal order – perhaps because of it – each movement, nevertheless, has its own distinctively expressive character.

The first movement is itself framed by exuberant statements, at its opening and conclusion, of the musical theme scored for full orchestra.  The five-part chorus begins an elaborated statement of magnificat with first and second sopranos, followed after one bar by altos and tenors. After a further bar, basses intone the same word, repeated in harmony by all parts.  The initial hint of a fugue is then developed into a full choral exploration and elaboration of the opening verse of Mary’s hymn: magnificat animam meum Dominum. The choral opening of this movement sets a semiotic musical code for all those which follow, by introducing simple but highly effective principles for sung encodings of the verbal text.  The significant words in all movements are identified and emphasised musically by being elaborated into vocal runs, and reinforced in the choral movements by the fugual organisation of the phrases in which they occur,  intervalised by restatements of them as rhythmic and harmonic unities for further emphasis. Here the elaborated runs are on the words magnificat and Dominum, emphasising the object of Mary’s worship.

The lilting mezzo-soprano solo of the second movement, Et exsultavit…, to a soft accompaniment of strings, provides contrasting runs on exsultavit and salutari.  Those on the first anticipate, in a controlled way, the relative abandonment of those on the second, suggesting a proper relation for the holy virgin between the mortal sensuality of her joyous exultation and her divine election to salvation. The soprano solo which follows as the third movement, Quia respexit…, interweaves delicately with the accompanying solo oboe in a gentle statement of humility which is cut short by the sudden entry of the chorus and the two word fugue, to string and wind accompaniment, Omnes generationes.  Both words here are sung in successive runs by all parts.

To continuo accompaniment, the bass solo of movement five, Quia fecit…, provides carefully apposite runs on magna and potens, with lesser elaborations on sanctum nomen, followed, in movement six (Et misericordia), by the interweaving of solo alto and tenor voices complemented by the accompanying reciprocal alternations of flutes and strings.  The calming sense of mercy in return for devout fear is reinforced musically by the harmonising of voices on misericordia and timentibus.  In suitably robust contrast, the chorus opens movement seven, Fecit potentiam…, led by tenors into a bright, brisk fugue with runs elaborating the words potentiam and dispersit until all parts unify abruptly on superbos, followed by a change in time to adagio, marking the confident, repeated concluding statement: mente cordis sui. To a deceptively simple introduction and accompaniment by strings and continuo, movement eight (Deposuit potentes) provides the tenor with a swaggering solo, displaying the divine power to unseat the mighty and exalt the humble through confidently emphatic runs on  deposuit, potentes, sede and exaltavit.  Similarly, the calm richness of the alto solo of movement nine (Esurientes…), with its sumptuously appropriate runs on implevit bonis, offers a clear musical equivalent of the physical sensuality of being filled with good things.  The last of the movements for soloists is the exquisite trio for both sopranos and alto, Suscepit Israel. The transcendent delicacy of the elaborations of misericordiae to the accompaniment of both oboes in unison gives an ethereal quality to singing which is nevertheless contained within a quite formal structure. 

Basses begin the complex, briskly measured motet-like fugue of the penultimate movement (Sicut locutus est) joined at four-bar intervals by other parts in succession, except for the first sopranos, who enter eight bars after the seconds.  The close counterpoint is sustained until the conclusion is indicated by all parts coming together rhythmically for the first time at the announcement of the beneficiaries of the divine promise invoked by Mary: Abraham et semini eius in saecula.  This provides a fitting prelude to the joyous, extended choral exclamation: Gloria!at the opening of the final movement (Gloria patri).  The basses then commence a rising fugue, followed by a succession of ascending entries by the other parts at half-bar intervals, stretching the word gloria twice in succession, praising Father and Son through detailed elaborations to a shared, rhythmic conclusion on et spiritui sancto.  At the immediately preceding gloria, Bach here inverts the melodic line with astonishing invention to symbolize the descent of the Holy Ghost.  A short orchestral interval, dominated by trumpets, precedes the reintroduction of the music of the opening section to accompany sicut erat in principio, ending the work ‘as it was in the beginning’, and marking its structural unity as well as providing its substantive close.

Magnificat (St Luke 1: 46-55)
Magnificat anima mea Dominum, et exultavit spiritus meus in Deo salutari meo.

Quia respexit humilitatem ancillae suae;

Ecce enim ex hoc beatam me dicent

omnes generationes,

quia fecit mihi magna qui potens est et sanctum nomen ejus;

et misericordia ejus a progenie in

progenies timentibus eum.

Fecit potentiam in brachio suo;

dispersit superbos mete cordis sui.

Deposuit potentes de sede et exaltavit humiles.

Esurientes implevit bonis, et divites
dimisit inanes.

Suscepit Israel puerum suum, recordatus misericordiae suae, 

sicut locutus est ad patres nostros, Abraham et semini ejus in saecula. 

Gloria Patri et Filio et Spiritui Sancto.

Sicut erat in principio et nunc et semper et in saecula seculorum.  Amen.

My soul doth magnify the Lord: and my spirit hath rejoiced in God my saviour.

For he hath regarded the lowliness of his handmaiden.

For behold from henceforth: all

generations shall call me blessed.

For he that is mighty hath magnified me: and holy is his Name.

And his mercy is on them that fear him:throughout all generations.

He hath shewed strength with his arm: he hath scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts.

He hath put down the mighty from their seat: and hath exalted the humble and meek.

He hath filled the hungry with good things: and the rich he hath sent empty away.

He remembering his mercy hath holpen his servant Israel: 

as he promised to our forefathers, Abraham and his seed for ever.

Glory be to the Father, and to the Son: and to the Holy Ghost;

As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be:

world without end.  Amen.

Brandenburg Concerto in D major (BWV 1050)


Allegro, Affetuoso, Allegro

Bach composed his six so-called Brandenburg concerti during his service as Kapellmeister at the court of Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Cothen between 1717 and 1723, when he moved to Leipzig.  The court boasted a chamber ensemble of outstanding instrumentalists, with whom the Prince himself played violin and harpsichord, as well as viola da gamba, the instrument he favoured most.  Bach wrote a considerable number of orchestral suites and instrumental concerti during this period, though not all of them have survived.  It is thought that many of the instrumental concerti that appeared later, and differently scored, in their final versions at Leipzig originated here.  The circumstances under which the six concerti collected as the Brandenburg series came to be preserved in their original form were almost a matter of chance.  Their completion date is noted as March 24, 1721 in the dedication of them, written in French, to Christian Ludwig, Margrave of Brandenburg.  It appears that the Margrave, who was renowned for his love of music, heard Bach playing music of a similar kind on a visit to Cothen and mentioned to his host, Prince Leopold, the desire to possess some pieces of such outstanding music himself.  On learning of this, Bach responded by making a fair copy of the score for the Margrave, though the scoring is for the instruments available in the Cothen court orchestra. It seems likely, however, that the works were actually played only at Cothen, since there are no indications on the Margrave’s score that it has ever been used for performance!

The concerti are not written for a single solo instrument but follow the style of earlier forms of concerted music, with a characteristically German preference for wind instruments.  Three of them are concerti grossi, of which No. 5 is one.  In these, the ripieni (accompanying string players) are contrasted with a concertino of three or four solo instruments.  Bach singled out one solo instrument of the concertino as its leading protagonist, giving it a technically more difficult and virtuosic part than the other soloists.  This gives a tripartite structure to the instrumental organisation of these concerti: the largest group consists of the ripienists, a second and smaller group is constituted by the members of the concertino, with the exception of the leading solo instrument, the third element of the structure, whose musical prominence compensates for its relative isolation.

Concerto No. 5 is written for a concertino made up of flute, violin and harpsichord.  The keyboard instrument dominates, and so is appropriately played in this evening’s performance by our Director of Music, Murray Hipkin.  Its structural significance is emphasised in the first movement through an unaccompanied solo cadenza of 65 measures, marking yet another of Bach’s characteristic innovations.  Whereas the harpsichord had been considered hitherto as providing a supporting role to other instruments in ensemble performance, it is here given the leading solo role, which effectively makes the concerto itself the first original clavier concerto ever to have been written.  This may be because Bach wrote the part for himself, to perform on the reportedly exceptional harpsichord that he had purchased in Berlin, in 1719, on behalf of Prince Leopold.  This conjecture is supported by the fact that Bach’s score provides for only a single violin among the ripieni. He usually played a string instrument himself, but would obviously have been unable to do so if he was playing the harpsichord instead.  He also substitutes the transverse flute for the recorder, thus providing a stronger woodwind instrument to counter the relatively forceful sound of the clavier.  

The first movement, a lively allegro, is followed by the three soloists and continuo playing a slower, almost sad affetuoso.  The final movement changes the mood completely into a light, extrovert and humorous piece, wittily combining elements of fugue and continuo with the da capo aria. The first 78 measures are repeated at the end to give the piece a reflexive sense of closure, analytically similar to the device later used in the Magnificat.

Cantata No. 82 ‘Ich habe genug’ (BWV 243)


This is one of the few works for voices and instruments which Bach himself described as a cantata.  Although the term has been used, since the publication of the Bach Gesellschaft edition of his works in the second half of the nineteenth century, to categorise the largest group of his considerable output, Bach used the term specifically to characterise those works for which he took as a model the Italian secular cantata form employed particularly by Alessandro Scarlatti and Handel.  This consisted solely of recitatives and arias, as a rule for one voice and continuo.  The form of this work, however, since it was intended for church use, blends the Italian cantata spirituale with that of the German eighteenth century church cantata in a sequence of three arias separated by two passages of recitative.

The theme provides an interesting continuity with that of the Magnificat.  It is also taken from St Luke’s gospel (chapter 2, verses 22-35), which tells of Mary, after her purification, taking her son, Jesus, to the temple in Jerusalem “to present him to the Lord” and to offer the appropriate sacrifice -  “A pair of turtledoves, or two young pigeons”.  The officient is Simeon, to whom it had been revealed by the Holy Ghost “that he should not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ”.  When Jesus is brought to him, he takes the child in his arms, blesses him and utters the familiar words, sometimes known as Simeon’s prayer: “Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace , according to thy word: For mine eyes have seen thy salvation, Which thou hast prepared for all people; A light to lighten the Gentiles and the glory of thy people Israel”.  These words are better known as the Nunc Dimitis, the chant which follows the Magnificat in the liturgy of the Anglican evensong.  Bach’s cantata links Simeon’s joyful resignation to death with the Christian hope of heaven, and was written for the Feast of the Purification, at which it received its first performance at the main service (Hauptgottesdienst) of St Thomas’s in Leipzig on Sunday, February 2nd, 1727.

However, the Lutheran Pietist doctrines, which dominated protestant Christian theology in Leipzig during Bach’s time, forbade direct reference to biblical events.  The text of the cantata, therefore, provides a series of oblique reflections on the immanence of death, representing a progression from a faithful stoicism at the prospect of the end to mortal life in the first aria, through an anticipation of a sleep-like tranquility in the transcendence of earthly suffering in the second, to an anticipation of joy at greeting death as release in the last.  

The opening aria paraphrases the Nunc Dimitis, as gently rhythmic strings accompany a solo oboe in a phrase strongly evocative of the solo violin in ‘Erbarme, dich’ from the St Matthew Passion, reinforced by the similarly pulsating descent of the instrumental bass, a figure which continues throughout.  The bass soloist sustains the resigned mood set instrumentally by the oboe, although a contrasting flourish of exultation sets appropriately the words ‘mit Freuden’ (with joy) just before the final instrumental repetition of the opening section. The following recitative gently invokes the example of Simeon who, having seen the joys of the next life, is shown to accept, in true Pietist fashion, the necessity of death.  The second aria, Schlummert ein, is a rhythmic lullaby, using falling phrases and subdominant inflexions to represent sleep, and is followed by a short recitative which concludes with a descending scale for the continuo at ‘Welt, gute nacht’ (World, good night). Despite being set in the same time-signature of 3/8, the third and last aria is quite different from the first. The vivid liveliness of its dance-like melodies suggests here that the Pietist approach to death is more than one of resigned contentment in the recognition of Christ.  It is, rather, one of eager anticipation of the world to come.

Ich habe genug

1    Aria

Ich habe genug!

Ich habe den Heiland, das Hoffen der Frommen,

Auf meine begierigen Arme genommen;

Ich habe genug!

Ich hab’ ihn erblickt;

Mein Glaube hat Jesum ans Herze gedruckt;

Nun wunsch’ ich noch heute mit Freuden

Von hinnen zu scheiden.

2     Recitative

Ich habe genug!

Mein Trost ist nur allein

Dass Jesus mein und ich sein eigen möchte sein.

Im Glauben halt ich ihn,

Da seh’ ich auch, mit Simeon,

Die Freude jenes Lebens schon.

Lasst uns mit diesem Manne ziehn!

Ach! Möchte mich von meines Leibes Ketten

Der Herr erretten.

Mit Freuden sagt’ ich, Welt, zu dir:

Ich habe genug!

3     Aria

Schlummert ein, ihr matten Augen

Fallet sanft und selig zu.

Welt, ich bleibe nicht mehr hier;

Hab’ ich doch kein Teil and dir

Das der Seele konnte taugen.

Hier muss ich das Elend bauen.

Aber dort, dort werd’ ich schauen

Süssen Frieden, stille Ruh’.

4     Recitative

Mein Gott! Wenn kommt das Schöne: Nun!

Da ich im Frieden fahren werde

Und in dem Sande kühler Erde

Und dort bei dir im Schosse ruhn?

Der Abschied ist gemacht,

Welt, Gute Nacht!

5     Aria

Ich freue mich auf meinen Tod,

Ach! Hätt’ er sich schon eingefunden.

Da entkomm’ ich aller Not

Die mich noch auf der Welt gebunden

It is enough!

I have received the Saviour, the hope of the faithful,

Into my yearning arms;

It is enough!

I have seen him;

My faith has pressed Jesus to my heart;

Now I wish only that even today I may

Depart this earthly life.

It is enough!

My only hope is that

Jesus shall be mine and I shall be His.

I cling to him in faith,

And like Simeon, I already see

The joys of the next life.

Let us go with this man!

Ah! If the Lord would only deliver me

From the shackles of my human form.

With joy I would say to the world:

It is enough!

Sleep now, weary eyes,

Close now gently and peacefully.

World, I will stay here no longer;

There is nothing more here

That can benefit my soul.

Here I must live in suffering.

But there, there I shall behold

Sweet joys, tranquil repose.

My God, when will appear that beautiful: Now!

That I may depart in peace

And in the sands of cool earth

To rest with you at your breast?

My leave is taken,

World, good night!

I greet my death with joy,

Ah! If it were only here already.

Then shall I escape the pain and suffering

That still tie me to this world.

Magnificat (1990)
John Rutter (b. 1945)

Rutter’s Magnificat, like so much of his choral work, is strongly inflected with the paradoxical sense of tradition characteristic of modernist art.  Its eclectic structure and extended treatment inevitably invites comparison with Bach’s original 1723 version, particularly by reinstating the festive, vernacular character of Bach’s setting in making three additions to the biblical text.  An early modern (15th century) traditional English poem, Of a Rose, a lovely Rose, is set as a Marian carol to constitute the second movement; a setting of the Sanctus, from the Ordinary of the Mass elaborates the Quia fecit in the third movement; and a setting of the Marian Antiphon Sancta Maria, succurre miseris…, sung at Feasts of the Blessed Virgin, is inserted in the concluding  Gloria, before Sicut erat…which also repeats, following Bach, the music of the opening movement. In other respects, however, it is for the most part a thoroughly contemporary musical setting. From his own comments about it, and by providing his own English translation for the singing text, it is clear that Rutter intends the work for inclusion in the liturgy for modern vernacular worship, as well as for concert performance on occasions such as this evening, when it will be sung in Latin.

Rutter composed his setting of seven movements early in 1990, and conducted its premier on May 26 of the same year at Carnegie Hall, New York.  It is a work both joyful and tender, fully in keeping with the scriptural tone of Mary’s song of praise, but whose vernacular character differs interestingly from that of Bach’s original setting.  Whilst the insertions themselves are similar, in being both traditional and liturgical, Rutter’s setting as a whole is strongly inflected with a global musical vernacular appropriate to the late twentieth century – as is the subtle, lyrical complexity of the orchestration throughout.  He has acknowledged himself that, “somewhere in my mind as I wrote, though I was not fully conscious of the fact till afterwards”, were “images of outdoor celebration”. These were grounded in his awareness of the phenomenon that “in countries such as Spain, Mexico and Puerto Rico, feast days of the Virgin are joyous opportunities for people to take to the streets and celebrate with singing, dancing and processions”.

These qualities are evident from the outset, as the orchestra, after a short, bright, almost staccato introduction, sets a gently swaying rhythm, above an echo of wind, to which sopranos and altos introduce the liturgical theme Magnificat anima mea Dominum, which is repeated in a strong celebratory manner by tenors and basses.  The voices move to an appropriately exultant lyricism, sung legato, on et exsultavit spiritus meus, in Deo salutari meo until an abrupt triple enunciation of meo.  After a gentle fugue, marked dolce, of sopranos altos and tenors repeating the same phrase, sopranos introduce, again to a swaying legato, a delicately stepping, dance-like display of Mary’s humility for Quia respexit humilitatem…, explored with a quiet sense of wonder by the full chorus, gradually building to a slow crescendo until tenors and basses, under the instruction, as if to a marching band, of ritmico, poco marcato, invoke the eternal responsibility for guaranteeing Mary’s blessedness to the emphatic sequential steps of omnes generationes.  With repetitions of its opening theme and phrases, the movement builds to a rousing orchestral and choral conclusion in a paean of rejoicing.

The second movement consists in its entirety of Rutter’s setting of the traditional English poem, Of a Rose, a lovely Rose, and is strikingly self-contained.  He brings to it the justly celebrated experience and virtuosity shown in his many arrangements of carols to produce a masterful rendering, wholly fitting to the ethos of a Magnificat.  Though marked ‘tranquil and flowing’ overall, Rutter works effectively within these constraints by varying both voices and orchestration from the softest of openings to accompany the sopranos’ almost ethereal singing of the initial couplet, followed immediately by the more trenchant sound of the didactic injunction from the basses, ‘Hearken to me both old and young…’, which yet maintains its legato marking.  Alternations and contrasts of this kind, as well as in time and dynamic, occur with great subtlety throughout, as different voice parts take different verses, alone and in changing combinations.  The effect, overall, is a striking interpenetration of the metaphysics of the Marian myth with a sense of the narrative traditions of its mundane understanding in the early modern world from which the poem dates, and which recollects its continuing mystery for late modernity.

‘Quia fecit mihi magna’ opens, andante maestoso, with a processional majesty that declares the sense of divine mightiness behind Mary’s immaculate conception.  But this is followed by a contrasting recapitualation by the basses, followed in ascending succession by all parts, poco legato and piano, that explores the extraordinariness of the same phenomenon in a way that is suggestive of an ecstatic sense of awe.  This leads, through a delicate orchestral transition, into the altos’ quiet declaration: Et sanctum nomen eius, which is taken up by the other parts, all with Bach-like runs lending appropriate emphases on sanctum and nomen.  The movement concludes with the quiet affirmation of Rutter’s second addition to the scriptural text, the Sanctus… from the Ordinary of the Mass.  A gradual crescendo builds through runs on each word in the phrase Sanctus Dominus Deus Sabaoth, followed by tenors and sopranos subsiding gently into plainsong on Pleni sunt coeli et terra gloria tua. Hosanna in excelsis.

The mezzo-soprano soloist opens the fourth movement, Et misericordia, with languid sweetness to a slow and swaying andante fluente.  After some fifteen bars this is supported intermittently by the chorus in a firm but gently complementary rhythm, modulated by some fine elaborations by all voice parts, to match the strong narrative line of the text on a progenie in progenies.  The conclusion arrives with a soloist and chorus juxtaposed in a gradual ritornel on timentibus eum.

Basses and tenors display the strength of Fecit potentiam in irregular marcato rhythm at the beginning of the fifth movement, building in a fugue across all voices and alternating with emphatic orchestral statements which chime beneath and against them on dispersit superbos mente cordis sui.  The phrase is repeated by all voices in a descending series of entries from sopranos to basses, concluding in harmonic unity before the male voices, joined later by altos, intone ff the dismissal of the mighty (Deposuit potentes de sede). The dynamic shifts to a quieter register as the sopranos sing, dolce e legato, of the exaltation of the humble and meek.  The full chorus takes up this phrase (et exaltavit humiles), moving gradually to a fugal crescendo before a quiet ending, marked rallentando poco a poco  and structured again with an echo of plainsong. 

This quiet mood continues into the sixth movement, Esurientes, as the soprano sings gently of the comforting of the hungry and the dismissal of the rich.  The chorus echoes the soloist’s melody and slow, swaying rhythm until a shift in mood marks the statement, again from the soloist, of divine promise to the people of Israel: Suscepit Israel puerum suum, recordatus misericordiae suae.  The chorus picks up the rhythm in repeated echoes of the second clause in compound time with occasional duplets, for example on the final misericordiae suae.  Tenors and basses then commence the conclusion of the movement by taking up the initial melody, in a musical pun which follows Bach, on Sicut locutus est.  The soloist soars gracefully above them in repeated anticipation of the final phrase in saecula, as the chorus follow the initial melody through the intervening phrase of ad patres nostros, Abraham et semini eius….

The final movement opens with a majestic orchestral fanfare as the chorus cry out Gloria Patri et Filio et Spiritui Sancto.  The basses quietly reintroduce the phrase, joined successively in further repetitions by the full chorus working through a gradual crescendo to an ultimate, elaborated Gloria. With quiet simplicity, the soprano soloist begins Rutter’s last insertion into the biblical text, the Antiphon for Marian intercession: Sancta Maria, succurre miseris…, moving to a bright sequence of closing alleluias, which herald the closing of the movement and the work.  As in the previous movement, the biblical text Sicut erat in principio is used to reinvoke Bach’s reflexive intratextual pun as an encircling closure for the work as a whole: ‘as it was in the beginning’ – but not quite!  Sopranos and altos begin this final passage by singing the text of Sicut erat… to their melody for Magnificat anima meam Dominum in the opening movement, Rutter having scanned the second text neatly to the music of the first. Not content with this play, however, he then proceeds to a conceit of subtly transposing the musical lines of male and female voices for the reiteration of the text and through the first sets of amen, to a preliminary conclusion in inverted imitation of the close of the opening movement.  If Bach’s pun was a characteristically baroque musical flourish, Rutter’s complex re-engaging of it here suggests, perhaps, a postmodern trope by way of variation.  The work comes finally to its close with a series of sustained, grateful amen’s. 

It takes artistic courage, as well as some erudition to fuse together the historically and culturally diverse musical traditions that Rutter has drawn upon in this and other works, such as the Requiem (1985).  His Magnificat provides an interesting example of what John Adams has identified as the post-stylist quality of late- or post-modernist musical composition; but, more than that, it demonstrates the continuing contemporary liveliness of the choral tradition to which Bach’s work was such an important and formative contribution.

    1 
Magnificat anima mea

Magnificat anima mea Dominum; et exsultavit spiritus meus in Deo salutari meo. Quia respexit humilitatem ancillae suae; ecce enim ex hoc beatam me dicent omnes generationes.

(My soul doth magnifiy the Lord; and my spirit hath rejoiced in God my Saviour.  For he hath regarded the lowliness of his hand-maiden; for behold, from henceforth all generations shall call me blessed.)

     2 
Of a Rose, a lovely Rose

Of a Rose, a lovely Rose,
Of a Rose is all my song.

Hearken to me, both old and young,

How this Rose began to spring;

A fairer rose to min liking
In all this world ne know I none.

Five branches of that rose there been, 

The which be both fair and sheen;

The rose is called Mary, heaven’s queen
Out of her bosom a blossom sprang.

The first branch was of great honour;

That blest Marie should bear the flow’r;

There came an angel from heaven’s tower
To break the devil’s bond.

The second branch was great of might,

That sprang upon Christmas night;

The star shone over Bethlem bright.

That man should see it both day and night.

The third branch did spring and spread;

Three kinges then the branch gan led

Unto Our Lady in her child-bed;

Into Bethlem that branch sprang right.

The fourth branch it sprang to hell,

The devil’s power for to fell;

That no soul therein should dwell,
The branch so blessedfully sprang.

The fifth branch it was so sweet,

It sprang to heav’n, both crop and root,

Therein to dwell and be our bote*; 
So blessedly it sprang.

Pray we to her with great honour, 

She that bare the blessed flow’r,

To be our help and our succour,
And shield us from the fiendes bond.

*bote = salvation, 15th-century English                             

    3 
Quia fecit mihi magna

Quia fecit mihi magna qui potens est: et sanctum nomen eius.

(For he that is mighty hath magnified me: and holy is his Name. )

*Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus Dominus Deus Sabaoth. Pleni sunt caeli et terra gloria tua. Hosanna in excelsis.

(Holy, Holy, Holy, Lord God of hosts.  Heaven and earth are filled with thy glory. Hosanna in the highest.)

*from the Ordinary of the Mass

    4 
Et misericordia

Et misericordia eius a progenie in progenies timentibus eum.

(And his mercy is on them that fear him throughout all generations.)

    5 
Fecit potentiam

Fecit potentiam in brachio suo; dispersit superbos mente cordis sui. Deposuit potentes de sede, et exaltavit humiles.

(He hath shewed strength with his arm; he hath scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts.  He hath put down the mighty from their seat, and hath exalted the humble and meek.)

    6 
Esurientes

Esurientes implevit bonis: et divites dimisit inanes.  Suscepit Israel puerum suum, recordatus misericordiae suae.  Sicut locutus est ad patres nostros, Abraham et semini eius in saecula.

(He hath filled the hungry with good things: and the rich he hath sent empty away.  He remembering his mercy hath holpen his servant Israel.  As he promised to our forefathers, Abraham and his seed for ever.)

    7
Gloria Patri

Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto.

(Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost)

*Sancta Maria, succurre miseris, iuva pusillanimes, refove flebiles: ora pro populo, interveni pro clero, interced pro devoto femineo sexu: sentiant omnes tuum iuvanem, quicumque tuum sanctum implorant auxilium. Alleluia. 

*Antiphon at Feasts of the Blessed Virgin Mary

(Holy Mary, succour those in need, help the faint-hearted, console the tearful; pray for the laity, assist the clergy, intercede for all devout women: may all feel the power of your help, whoever prays for your holy aid. Alleluia.)

Sicut erat in principio, et nunc, et semper, et in saecula saeculorum. Amen.

(As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.)
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