
Karl Richter was regarded as one of the great Bach conductors of the twentieth century, noted for solid 
regularity in rhythms and a serious approach to the music, though he was not given to following the 
changing pronouncements of musicologists concerning historical accuracy in performance.
 He was brought up in the tradition of German Protestant religious music; his father was a minister in the 
central German regions near where Johann Sebastian Bach had lived. Richter learned piano and organ, 
and as he approached his 12th birthday entered the Kreuzschule school in Dresden. After World War II, 
he entered the Leipzig Conservatory, where he studied with Rudolf Mauersberger, and also studied at the 
Leipzig Institute for Sacred Music, where he learned Bach interpretation from Karl Straube and Günther 
Ramin. Very soon he was appointed choirmaster of the Christuskirche in Leipzig at the age of 20, and in 
1947 became the organist of the Thomanerkirche, both institutions with strong Bach traditions.
 He left East Germany in 1950 to live in West Germany and settled in Munich, where he was organist of 
the Markuskirche and started teaching that same year at the Hochschule für Musik of Munich. He 
organized the Munich Bach Choir in 1951, and in 1953 added to it the Munich Bach Orchestra. His 
performances naturally centered on Bach and under Richter his musicians and singers became one of the 
most renowned organizations specializing in the music of the great German master and his era.
 The formation of the Munich Bach Chorus and Orchestra reflected a growing international interest in 
music of the Baroque and, sparked by the advent of the LP record, the notion of integral series of 
composers' works. Deutsche Grammophon's Archiv label was the first of such historic specialty 
sub-labels. Richter and his Bach Choir and Orchestra became a major pillar of that label and recorded 
numerous Bach choral works, gaining international recognition.
 They toured frequently, and Richter also played and recorded often as an organist and harpsichordist. In 
1968, Richter made one of his most dramatic guest conducting tours when he conducted the St. John 
Passion and the B minor Mass in both Moscow and Leningrad at a time when religious music of any sort 
was rarely heard in the Soviet Union.
 Although his regularity of tempo (some called it inflexibility) placed him apart from the Romantic manner 
of performing Bach, Richter's performances otherwise retained the Romantic era's approach, stressing the 
solemnity of Bach's music and including dramatic large-scale dynamic contrasts. Newer research and the 
growing popularity of "original" or "period" instrument performances did not affect his interpretations, which 
used modern instruments. In some respects, younger interpreters who emerged in the 1970s considered 
him the representative of an approach against which they were reacting.
 Later in his career, Richter enlarged his repertory to conduct Classical, and even Romantic, era works, 
but tended to remain known primarily as a Baroque specialist. He is best remembered for his mastery of 
Baroque choral/orchestral works of the largest scale, where his architectural approach to the music is 
most effective. His recordings of the Bach Passions, oratorios, B minor Mass, and Magnificat, as well as 
Handel oratorios such as the Messiah, are considered his most important contribution to the Baroque 
discography.



  In June 1808 Beethoven wrote to his publishers Breitkopf & Hartel: "I 
do not want to say anything about my Mass, or indeed about myself, but 
I believe I have treated the text as it has seldom been treated before ... 
". 
This fact was recognized by his contemporaries. This work, his first 
Mass, was written in 1807 at the request of Prince Esterhizy for the 
name day of his wife, nee Princess Maria von Liechten'Stein. The name 
day felll on the 8th September, and the Mass was performed under 
Beethoven's direction on the following Sunday, the 13th September, in 
the Palace Chapel at Eisenstadt. After the performance the Prince is said 
to have made a derogatory remark which vexed the young composer, but 
which at least shows that the originality of Beethoven's concept of a 
Mass was at once recognized. 
   His artistic purpose in all vocal composition, to emphasize the "impor-
tance of excellent words", while also seeking powerful means of expres-
sion, was bound to be greatly stimulated by the text of the Mass. Just as 
the different characteristics of the various sections: supplication in the 
Kyrie and Agnus Dei, praise in the Gloria and Sanctus, and personal 
affirmation in the Credo, pointed the way to the composer, Beethoven's 
attitude is evident from a letter he sent to Breitkopf & Hartel in January 
1811-referring to a German translation of the Latin text of the Mass: " ... 
the Kyrie contains . inward submission, truly profound religious feeling, 
'God have mercy upon us', without mournfulness. The basis of the whole 

is gentle, ... despite 'Eleison have mercy upon us' there is overall 
serenity-the Catholic goes to his church on Sundays dressed in fine, 
ornate clothes. The Kyrie eleison is the introduction to the whole Mass, 
and with such strong expressions in it little would remain for places where 
real strength is needed." 
   Many passages of the C major Mass are written in a simple homopho-
nic manner, although contrapuntal craftsmanship is evident in the great 
fugues of the Gloria and Credo. The various sections of the Mass are 
thematically related; this, and the fact that the ending of the Mass points 
balk to the Kyrie, create close structural integration. Striking in effect is 
the pianissimo opening of the Sanctus with its enharmonic changes. 
There are suggestions of the later Missa Solemnis, which even contains 
direct quotations from this work at certain points: one is reminded by 
modulation, harmony and dynamics of a particularly impressive passage 
in the Kyrie of the great Mass which is mysteriously foreshadowed here-it 
W'as taken over literally, although transposed, from the Christe of this first 
Mass. 
  In Beethoven's own words, his purpose was to arouse and perpetuate a 
sense of reverence in his listeners-and this is the spirit in which the work 
is offered. 
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 LUDWIG VAN BEETHOVEN
MASS IN C MAJOR OP.86

Karl Richter Conducts the Munich Bach Choir & Orchestra

1 Kyrie 4:15
2 Gloria 10:29
3 Credo 10:59
4 Sanctus 12:12
5 Angus Dei 8:13
Total Time: 46:08

DGG 4-track tape
Produced by Dr. Wilfried Daenicke  Engineer Klaus Scheibe

Recorded 1967


