
From Bill’s Desk: Bach’s Mass in B Minor 
 
Is Bach the greatest composer of all time? Certainly arguable, but about one thing there is no question: his 
Mass in B Minor is his single greatest composition and for many, the greatest single choral work ever 
written by any composer. The Swiss critic Hans-Georg Nägeli called it “the greatest work of music of all 
ages and of all peoples,” and if you’re an ex-choral singer like me, you would agree: it doesn’t matter 
how often you have sung it, you never miss a chance—it is always a thrill. 
 
Are there other candidates? Yes, of course, there’s Handel’s Messiah, a holiday staple, always fun to sing; 
and the Mozart Requiem, which is easily handled these days by amateur, community or college choruses. 
And there are other candidates that are vocally demanding and challenging at times, like sections of both 
the Verdi Requiem and Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis. But both are basically orchestral works with soloists 
and chorus, whereas Bach’s masterpiece is all about the chorus, rather than as a vehicle for other musical 
forces. 18 of its 27 sections are for chorus alone, and nothing tests the stamina of a choir or a choral 
singer for two hours as the Mass in B Minor does. For a singer, it’s the choral equivalent of running a 
marathon! Supposedly Handel took less than a month to complete Messiah. Bach, on the other hand, took 
15 years (1733-1748) to produce what we know as the B Minor Mass today, making changes all the time, 
adding and subtracting, revising, rearranging, borrowing and transposing (even from himself), until he 
was satisfied with the result: nothing less than the summa of not only all his vocal compositions but of all 
his sacred and church music, including both Passions and more than 200 cantatas. Small wonder, then, 
that those of us who love to sing jump at every opportunity.   
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