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Gesangbuch. This body evidently saw very clearly in the 

Pietist1c melody the germa of the decay of church music. 

Es sind die Melodeyen be1 einem evangel-
1sohen Lutherischen Oeaangbuch dergestalt zu 
ord1n1ren, dasz die Gesaenge aowohl in ihrem 
metro, ala darau.f gesetzten Compositionen und 
Noten, etwas ernsthaftes,andaecbtiges und gott­
seliges in sich faasen, nioht aber au.t' eine 
ueppige, weltliche Gesaenge hinauslaufen. Denn 
es 1st allerdings in der Music, darinnen die 
Lieder gesetzt sind und gesungen werden, etwas 
wodurch das menschliohe Herz sowohl in Freude 
als Trauer gesetzt, und also durch eine gewisse . 
springende und tanzende Art von Melodeyen wohl 
gar in eine empfindliche Veraenderung und An-
fang einer Rasere1 gebraoht werden kann; da denn 
diese und noch mehrere Uebestaende es nicht wohl 
verstatten wollen, solche springende, huepfende 
und le1ohts1nn1ge Lieder, sowohl in der Kirche 
singen zu lassen, ala denen Leuten zu ihrer 
Hausandacht zu recommendiren und in die Haende 
zu legen, maasen dieses sowohl wider die Gravi-
taet und Hoheit der Sache, als auch der Gewohn-
heit der alten und bisherigen evangelischen 
Kirche laeuf't, ala welche viel von einer an­
daechtigen und gravitaetisohen Melodey gehalten, 
wie man aus dem christlichen Olauben und denen 
Liedern, "Ach Gott vom Himmel", "Eine Festa Burg", 
benebst andern genugsam ersehen kann; dabingegen 
man unter allem Gesaengen Luther1 und anderer 
reinen Lehren kein einziges auf dactylisohe Verse, 
oder eine sonst gar sehr springende und huepfende 
Melodey geriohtes Lied antreffen und finden wird. 13 

Under the influence of this new song, a great rift 
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developed between congregational singing and the art music 

of the Church. No longer did the musio based on the chorale 

have a vital connection with the congregation, because con­

gregations, for the most part, were completely taken in by 

the spiritual song. People no longer felt the impact 

13. Quoted in Langhans, op. cit., p. 425. 
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or even had the desire to hear the great music of the two­

centuries' heritage of the Church of the Reformation. In­

deed, the church authorities frequently advised their mem­

bers who could not sit patiently and listen to such music 

when it was used in the services to pass the time in reading 

their prayer books! 14 Adding to this rift was the declin­

ing influence of the cantors. Formerly the cantors and their 

work bad been so universally respected in the Lutheran 

Church of Germany that even the secularizing influences of 

the Italian opera had long been held off. But this age saw 

in the cantor only a man whose duty it was to provide the 

necessary church music, his background or training making 

no difference. Accordingly, when men were chosen for that 

position whose training had been carried out in the purely 

secular fields of music, and whose art did not breathe the 

spirit of Lutheran worship, the cantors and their schools 

lost their leavening influence among the people. 

In the face of this hostile atmosphere, the work of 

Bach seems all the more remarkable to us, - for it was in 

this age that his life and work fell. He most certainly was 

a stranger to the age. Speaking of the work of Bach and hie 

contemporaries of the same mind, Lang says, 

At this point, when Protestant church art 
was again seriously threatened, this time by 
Pietism, as it had been previously by the Cal­
vinistic branch of Protestantism, the artistic 

14. Lang, op. cit., P• 472. 



genius of the nation came once more to the rescue; 
it staged a last stand which was to culminate in 
the most sublime manifestation of Lutheran faith 
and Protestant tradition. 15 
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If "artistic genius" is the correct term for that which 

saved Lutheran art from being overwhelmed completely by 

Pietism, certainly inherent in it was the conviction that 

the traditional Protestant faith was the true basis for 

church art, admitting, of course, the importance of a more 

personal relation to God than that of a dead orthodoxy. But 

besides any "artistic genius", there was in these men who 

brought the Lutheran musical tradition to its climax that 

consciousness of Christian duty and calling which Luther 

had so strongly emphasized. Pure doctrine and its appli­

cation to the life of the Christian man gave the basis and 

direction for artistic practice in the church; Pietism, 

obscuring pure doctrine for a false view of the Christian 

life , was obscuring and setting aside musical artistry in 

the church. 

To what extent was Bach affected by the Pietistic 

spirit of his age? Vlb1le he most certainly was opposed to 

the anti-cultural spirit, the emotional excesses, and the 

negativist1c attitude of Pietism, it cannot be denied that 

his works show traces of its in£luenoe. Bach was opposed to 

a lifeless, formal orthodoxy; that i~ not Piet1st1o, how­

ever, but rather, evangelical. The Pietistic influence shows 

15. Ibid., p. 472. 
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itself in some of the lyric passages of his Passion and 

cantata texts , f or which he was not directly responsible, 

but which he, nevertheless, used. There are occasional 

emotional outbursts that have a definite Pietistic flavor. 

Another example is furnished by the Musical Song Book, 

published i n Leipzig in 1736, and edited by Georg Christian 

Schemelli , con taining nine hundred and fifty-four spiritual 

song s a n d ari as. To this collection Bach contributed several 

original melodies and a number of arrangements. Charles 

Sanford Terry, in his article, "Choral", in Grove's Diction­

ary, makes t h is obser vation: 

Pie t i sm, i n deed, conn oted for the Choral the 
e nd of i ts creative period, a fact strikingly 
i l l u strated 1n the case of Bach •••• Unapproach­
a b le i n his trea tmen t of the ancient melodies, 
as h i s p r e ference for them ia patent, Bach's 
origina l hymn tunes (e.g. No. 42 of the Christ­
mas Or a torio) are of t he aria type, and, if t h ey 
cannot b e said to be wholly uncongregational, 
d i stinctl y lack t h e characteristics of an effec­
t i ve c ongre g ational h ymn. 16 

In h istorical references to the declining artistic life 

of the Church in t h is time, Pietism and Rationalism are 

often me n t i on ed in the same breath. Certainly the two are 

separ a t e movemen ts with many f u ndarnental d ifferences be­

t ween them, but they also have some points in common. In i ts 

attitude t owa rd the Bible and revealed r e lig ion, P1etism 

was s oundly Christian, while on t h is score Rati onalism was 

essenti ally pagan. But together they were opposed to 

16. 3rd ed., I, p. 640. 



Lutheran orthodoxy, and together they insisted on a reli­

gion of pra ctical mora1ity. 

The sincere~t Pietism indirectly aided the 
rapid growth of the Enlightenment in Germany, 
not only in its contempt for culture, by giving 
the younger generation no adequate training to 
cope with enlightenment, but also through its 
ne g lect of such education, by driving those of 
sch olarly i nclinations into the rationalistic 
camp . 17 
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While, therefore, the two are distinct movements, and 

Piet i s rn cannot be said to be the cause of the Enlightenment, 

yet with its indifference to the maintenance of pure doc­

trine a nd sound education therein, Pietism provided fertile 

gr ound for t he spread of Rat i onalistic thought. The effects 

of t he two on church life aeern therefore to be the same, 

differing only i n degree. 

17. M1rbt , op. cit., p. 65. 



III . Rationalism in the Ohurch 

Th e period of Ra t i onalism, known in the history of 

German theology and philosophy more distinctively as the 
' 

"Aufklaerung" or the Enlightenment, '' a ignifies a phase of 

historical evolution in Europe which may be characterized 
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as marking t h e beginning of the modern period of secular 

culture, i n contrast to the theological spirit that consti­

tuted the regulating principle of society in the preceding 

epoch". 1 The Enlightenment was the final and victorious 

step in the efforts of many centuries, beginning with the 

Renais s a n ce, to secularize all life and thought and free it 

from t h e yok e of the Church. In its philosoph ical backg round 

wa3 t h e r a t i o nalism of Descartes, who rejected a ll that 

could not be d emonstrated; the sensualism of Hobbes and 

Locke, who b ased all knov,ledge on the experien ce of the 

senses; t h e mechanistic theories of Leibnitz; and that 

c~ass materialism that denied the existence o f the soul and 

trie d . to overthrow all arguments for the existence of God. 

The new movement was one which upheld above all things 

the g lory and omnipotence of reason. It was diametrically 

opposed to the Church's ideals of faith in a divine reve-

1. E. Troel tsch, "The Enlightenment'', Schaff-Herzog 
Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge, IV, p. 141. 
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lation and to the supernatural religious elemente that were 

the guiding forces in life. It souBht the "explanation of 

the world on the basis of universally valid factors of know­

ledge and a n orderi nB of life toward universally valid ends" ~2 

The str ue;gle was be t V1een t he dogma of revelation o.nd the 

dogma of reason , and a.s t h e men of the Church came more and 

more under the impact of the new movement, the Church 's 

dogma of f a i t h and r e vela t ion was altered t o meet t he de­

mands of t he dogma of reason. 

Gottfr i ed Le i bni tz (1646-1716) attempted mediation 

between Ro. tiona1is m and Chri stianity and held that the exist­

ence of an all-wise God could be proven b y reason. Christian 

Wolff (1 679-1754 ) stres sed the need of a practical morality 

to secure t emporal a nd ete r nal happiness a nd held t hat 

revelati on wa s r eal only in so f ar a s it harmoni zed with 

natural r e l i g i on. Hermann Reima rua (1694-1768 ) r ejec t ed all 

revela t i on , t r i ed t o undermine the B1b l1cal-h1s t or1cal 

foundati ons of Chr istianity, a nd made natural r eligion t he 

criterion of all religious practice. In short, the Bi b lical 

doct rines of orig inal sin and salvation were t h rown ou t; the 

only thing re tai ned was what man could know by h i mself, -

the dut y t o lead a moral life. "Man is prevailingly good 

by nature; at any rate he possesses the moral powers to sup­

pres s the evil a nd t hereby to make himaelf' plea.sing t o God."3 

2. Ibid . 
3. o.w. Heick, History of Protestant Theology, p. 78. 
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Unfortunately the strength of the German Protestant 

Church had been misdirected and spent in the field of 

purely intellectual orthodoxy, and Pietiam had not helped 

matters along with its misdirected emphaaia on practical 

morality. Consequently the Enlightenment was swift in mov­

ing in and taking over. The very roots of the Church, the 

divinely revealed doctrines, were attacked, and under this 

impact the Church and all religious life soon fell. 

Both orthodoxy and Pietiam were attacked by 
the Enlightenment, and under the onslaught or 
liberal reasoning Church and religious life declined, 
for tolerance dulls the edge of the weapons of 
a militant church. Luther's Volkskirche, the 
people's church, became a thing of the past when 
secular interests rose above religious in set-
ting free the human spirit. 4 

Jesus Christ became nothing more than the teacher and exam­

ple of the ethical ideal. The Church was regarded as a 

purely human institution for dispensing the great Teacher's 

ethical religion of reason, and its sacraments were looked 

upon as mere symbols. 

With the coming of the Enlightenment the very condi­

tions which promoted an inspiring church music art were 

removed. True Lutheran Christians could sing songs of praise 

to God for His grace, songs of confident trust, and songs 

asking for mercy in Christ Jesus. If the church of the En­

lightenment sang what it believed, it could only sing songs 

that would induce man to save himself. The members of the 

4. Lang, op. cit., p. 700. 
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Church of the Reformation found their great source of 

strength and comfort and joy in coming together in common 

worship for the use of the means of grace and for offering 

their sacrifices of prayer and thanksgiving to God. It was 

to beautify, elevate, and inspire these sacrifices of wor-
• 

ship that church music found its raison d'~tre. The congre-

gation appreciated and was edified by the mw,ic of the 

Church because it was united with the musicians in that 

Christian fellowship which strove in its Spirit-driven way 

to honor God to the best of its ability. What could the 

Rationalistic church offer in common worship but the words 

of man praising the worth of men, trying to raise the spir­

its of those striving after the ethical ideal, and to 

whom was the congregation giving honor but itself? Such a 

congregation could find no impelling force in music of 

Christian devotion. It required music that would induce a 

self-satisfied feeling of some pious emotion. And finally, 

those makers of music who had in the ages past put all 

their technical and artistic abilities into the service of 

God out of that heartfelt sense of Christian calling and 

duty had disappeared. For a church waving the banners of 

natural religion could not make its members conscious of 

the life in Christ with its joys and duties, and much less 

could it awaken a sense of Christian calling in professional 

musicians in whose ears the applause of a secularized pub­

lic was ringing. 
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Furthermore, as man became the measure of all things 

and he was released from the authority of the doctrines or 
the Church, each seeking his ethical religion in his own 

way, the liturgy of the Church ceased to have any meaning 

or force. What liturgy remained after the Pietistic inva­

sion was soon disposed of by Rationalistically inclined 

churchmen. " Church elders and municipal councils sought to 

simplify the services, making them 'a matter of the heart', 

instead of 'external splendor'." 5 In a study of the aourcea 

of information available on church life during the period 

of Rationalism, Paul Graff declares that very little is 

known about the church services of the time. However, from 

local church reports of the period, some information has 

come to ligh t. He g ives an example of a sermon outline on 

the Christmas story of Luke 2, containing nothing but pious 

thoughtso Concerning liturgical practice mentioned in the 

reports he says, 

Auch vor dem Abendmahl aelbat wird all­
gemein eine kuerzere Ansprache gehalten 'um 
die noethige feierliche St1mmung zu erwecken', 
damit die 'Abendmahlsgaenger' e1ne 'hohe chr1st-
11che Freudigkeit' erfaszt. Eine e1gentl1ohe 
Liturgie auszer Vater Unser und Einsetzungs­
worten war in zufolge der genannten Verfuegung 
von 1 800 nicht mehr vorhanden, doch warden d i e 
Einsetzungsworte noch manoherwaerts geaungen. 6 

J.F. Ohl gives an excellent summary of the attitude of 

5 . Ibid., p. 701. 
6. 11 Neue Quellen zur Erforschung des RationalismW1", 

Monatschrift fuer Gotteadienst und k1rohliohe Kunst, XX.XII 
(April-May, 1927), pp. 107-108. 



Rationalism to the liturgyi 

Whilst Pietiam regarded the historic ser­
vice as too objective and sacramental, and there­
fore broke with its fixed forms rather than with 
its contents, Rationalism rejected both its forms 
and its contents. What sort of appreciation for 
the Church Year could a theology have that based 
its belief not on the great historic facts of 
redempt i on , but on its own speculations? How 
could such a relig ion of reason permit the Ser­
v i ce on i ts sacramental side to remain what it 
orig inally was in t he Lutheran Church, - a real 
communi cation o f Divine grace through the &udiblo 
and visible \' ord? Vlhat spiritual pleasure could 
it find in the hyrllils and pTayers and liturgical 
formularies in which the living faith begotten by 
Word and Sacrament was once ~ ont to bring its sac­
rifice of thanksg iving and praise? Or how could 
it even understand the meaning of a Cultus with 
whose history it did not care to become familiar, 
a n d that stood for a past to which it was abs o­
lutely indifferent? 7 
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'l'he very basis for the development of musio in the 

Church was taken away in the destruction of the liturgy. 

Spitta says , " Kirchenmusik gehoert in den Gotteadienst, sie 

1st durch die F orm der L iturgie bedingt und kann aus dieser 

nicht heraua geloes t warden ohne c.en wiohtigsten Theil ihrer 

V'l1rkung, i h rer Verstaendlichkeit einzubueszen." 8 There 

could i ndeed n o longer be any true church music, for the 

true concept of the Church was entirely missing. 

Wo die 11 K1rche 11 tot ist, wo das Wissen 
darurn verlorengegangen 1st, dasz die Kirche 
durch den Heiligen Geist als eine "Gemeinschaft 

7. "The Liturgical Deterioration of the Seventeenth and 
Eighteen t h Centuries", Me moirs of the Lutheran Liturg ical 
Association, IV, p. 71. See this study for a rull discussion 
of the liturgical decl i ne, including also extracts from 
a gendas of the period. 

8. Op. cit., P• 34. 



der Heiligen" gebaut wird, woman die Kirche 
da r um,wie in der Zeit der Auf'klaerung, fuer 
einen Zweckverband zur Pflege des rel1g1oesen 
Lebena erklaert, in dem Gottesdienst nur eine 
"Zuaammenkunft" sieht und die Predigt zur 
" Rede" de gradiert, kann auch von einer Klrchen­
musik im eigentliohen S1nne nicht mehr die 
Rede s e in . 9 

Under s u ch des t ructive influences, the music of the 

Church was led i nto a c omplete downfall. Speak ing of the 

work of Ba ch in this h ostile a ge, Blume says, 

Seine s paete n Kantaten ragen als letzte 
Urkunden eines vergangenen Geistes in einer 
Zeit , die a l e nich t mehr versteht und wuerdigt; 
die evangeliaohe Kirchenmusik bueszt 1hre 
letzte Wurzel e i n und erscheint fortan nicht 
mehr ala Kern und Krone der deutschen Musik, 
sondorn a ls Nebengeb iet und Tummelplatz fuer 
kleine Geister. 10 
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People we re not i nterested in art, especially a church 

art. The i r minds were taken up by mechanical marvels, the 

scientif i c discoveries of the a ge, and the literature 

propounding the new Rationalistic tendencies, all of these 

to a ce r tain extent dis placing the influence of music. 

The p i cture facing us then is an extremely dismal one. 

The conviction and faith which stood behind the mua1c of 

Bach was en tirely lacking in his oontemporar1es, so t hat 

during his lifetime his music wae not appreciated. Bach's 

music and t hat of h is great predecessors in the Lutheran 

tradition was relegated to the shelf of forgotten antiqui­

ties. Very few of Bach's own pupils understood his music or 

9. Soehngen, op. cit., p. 864. 
10. Quoted in Soehngen, loc. c1t. 



35 

had any respect for the tradition in which he wrote. His 

successors at the Thomasschule in Leipzig, Gottlob Harrer 

(cantor 1750-1755) and Johann Friederich Doles {cantor 1756-

1789) were definitely second-rate musicians, and as church 

composers, hardly that high on the scale. Men such as Adolph 

Scheibe, a noted critic of the time, and Johann Adam Hiller 11 

(cantor at the Thomasschule 1789-1801) held that Bach's 

polyphonic style was entirely out of keeping with the 

Rationalistic ideal of the imitation of nature. "The new 

compositions showed an unbelievably rapid change from the 

monumental polyphonic style to a simple, uninspired,cerebral 

music, and the old compositions were discarded and forgot­

ten." 12 

'!'he Rationalistic spirit carried to further extremes 

the set-back already given the chorale under P1etistic in­

fluence. Schering has this to say: 

Am schwersten litt das Kirohenl1ed. Wo 
alles au!' Befreiung von den religioesen Ueber­
zeugung der Vaeter und blosze Erbaulichkeit 
abzielte, hatten Luther's kraeftige Olaubens­
lieder schweren Stand. Mit e1ner zeitgemaeszen 
"Reinigung" ihre Texte verbanden sich kecke 
Eingriffe in die mus1kal1sche Struktur, und 
wie man sogar "neutrale" Kirchenlieder .fuer 
Christen aller Bekentnisse dichtete, so schuf 
man auch Weisen, deren mus1kal1scher Inhalt 
neutral, d.h. characterlos war. Ein verheer-
endes Modern1s1eren und N1vell1eren r1sz e1n. 
Der choral 1st zum empf1ndsamen Erbauungsliede 
geworden, und hat keinen anderen zweok mehr, als 
Saenger und Geme1nde in Ruehrung zu versetzen. 13 

11. Seep. 54 for a sketch of Hillers life. 
12. Lang, op. cit., pp. 574-575. 
13. Op. cit., p. 407. 
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The spiritual song used 1n the services was very much 

the same as the secular art song, except that there was no 

real a rt in the former because all the rhythmic charm of 

the lat ter was absent. Even the old chorale melodies that 

were used were "improved upon" according to the new trend, 

s o t h.Et t they would be more practicable for popular use. The 

polyrh ythm, in which lay much of the charm and force of the 

old tunes, was changed to isorhytbm, the simplification and 

evenness of which often had a very weakening effect. The 

songs could not be sung according to the individual charac­

ter of t he verse, but according to the ideas then current 

about what was fitting to the dignity of worship. According-, 

l y, the songs were sung at eo slow and dragging a tempo 

that r hythm was dispensed with altogether. Long fermatas at 

t he end of each line added to the distortions. In the prae­

face of a Choralbuoh of 1799, Justin Heinrich Knecht wrote 

that the congregational hymn was "the slowest song that can 

fairly be conceived.". 14 "J.S. Curwen, when in Germany in 

the l880's, timed some of the singing and found one verse 

of an eight-lines long metre took 2 and three-quarter min­

utes." 15 What a far cry was the weak emotionalism of the 

Rationalistic spiritual song from the virile force of the 

congregational chorale of the Reformation age! 

The Passion and oratorio became works for the theater 

14. Koestlin, op. cit.~ p. 157. 
15. Percy A. Scholes, Chorale", The Oxford Companion to 

Music , p • 163 • 
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rather than the church. Very often the Biblical words ~ere 

thrown out altogether and contemplative poetry was used. 

Sometimes the Biblical text was partially kept., as in Ber­

thold He i nrich Brookes' (1680-1747) very popular Passion 

text which appeared in 1712, but this work was more an 

opera lib retto than a devotional Passion text. 16 When 

texts such a s these were set to music., they could not be 

called church music., but only religious music, in a s much 

as t he y were connected with Biblical events and characters. 

Such composers as Georg Friedrich Ilaendel (1685-1759), 

Georg Philipp Telemann (1681-1767)., and Karl Heinrich Graun 

(1701- 1 7 59) s et such relig ious texts to music. Their works 

mi ght b e ·classified as religious music drama for the thea­

ter or concert hall. 

Church choirs and their choral music showed a steady 

decline. The German Lutheran adaptation of the old Latin 

a cappella motet disappeared completely. 

Dafuer ersoheint eine neue Motette., die 
Motette der Doles, Hiller., Rolle., Homilius., 
Sohicht, Tuerk. Sie schwankt zwischen Homo­
phon1e und Polyphonie., unter Bevorzugung der 
ersteren, und bewegt sich in den Bahnen jenes 
gefaelligen Liedstils den die Komponisten des 
Gellertkreises (Oraun., Quantz, Phil. Em. Bach) 
fuer relig ioese Affekte gepraegt und fuer aus­
reichend befunden hatten. Ihr jetzt auf"raellig 
staerkes Hervortreten gegenueber der Kantata 
und die geringe Auf"fuehrungsschwierigkeit er­
klaert sioh aus der Not und dem Unvermoegen 
der Zeit, die Kirchenchoere auf der alten 
Hoehe zu halten. Der Verfall dieser vollzieht 

16. Lang, op. cit., p. 480. 


