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Johann Mattheson’s ‘Invention’: 
Models and Influences for Rhythmic Variation in 

Der vollkommene Capellmeister

In his treatise Der vollkommene Capellmeister (1739), Johann Mattheson describes an 
experiment to demonstrate the impact of rhythm on the character and affect of a melody: 
he transforms well-known hymn melodies into dances and reduces dances to plain hymn 
tunes. What Mattheson labels as his ‘own invention’ is upon closer scrutiny a practice that 
can be found in northern German keyboard music since the second half of the seventeenth 
century. The article traces this practice in sources that must (at least in part) have been 
known to Mattheson and shows that his contribution is not the rhythmic transformation but 
the appropriation of this practice within his music-theoretical concept.

One could use a variety of adjectives to describe Johann Mattheson; however, ‘modest’ or 
‘humble’ are not what immediately comes to mind. Mattheson (1681-1764), a skilled and 
respected composer in his time but today mostly known for his music-theoretical writings, 
fought numerous battles on music-theoretical and aesthetical questions, and his writings 
bear witness to his immense self-confidence. When reading his numerous treatises one could 
occasionally receive the impression that he singlehandedly changed the course of music 
theory and aesthetics in the first half of the eighteenth century. There can be no doubt that 
his treatises like Der vollkommene Capellmeister (The Complete Music Director, 1739) or Das 
neu-eröffnete Orchestre (The Newly Opened Orchestra, 1713) were important and highly 
influential in their time, but much in his writings is less the result of entirely new ideas as, 
rather, a reflection upon and sometimes a refocusing of pre-existent traditions and viewpoints. 
One formative influence on Mattheson was the musical and aesthetic discourse in England 
during the Enlightenment.1 Another was the musical tradition in northern Germany, the 
musical environment in which Mattheson, born in Hamburg, lived and worked.
 An example of both his boastful self-confidence and his northern German roots is 
found in a passage from Der vollkommene Capellmeister.2 In a chapter that focuses on 
the composition and design of melodies, Mattheson scolds his contemporary composer 
colleagues for paying insufficient attention to the impact of rhythm in their composition 
of melodies.3 He insists that ‘[t]he power of rhythm in the fabrication of a melody is great 

1 See for the English influences the recent article by Dirk Hempel, ‘Der Vernünftler – Johann Mattheson und der 

britisch-deutsche Kulturtransfer in der Frühaufklärung’, in: Wolfgang Hirschmann and Bernhard Jahn (eds), 

Johann Mattheson als Vermittler und Initiator. Wissenstransfer und die Etablierung neuer Diskurse in der ersten 

Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts, Hildesheim: Olms, 2010, 99-113.

2 Johann Mattheson, Der vollkommene Capellmeister, Hamburg 1739; reprint Kassel: Bärenreiter 1954; trans. 

Ernest C. Harris, Der vollkommene Capellmeister: A Revised Translation with Critical Commentary, Ann Arbor: 

UMI, 1981.

3 Mattheson’s music-theoretical concept of ‘melody’ and its impact on questions of musical style and 

genre was described in the dissertation by Birger Petersen-Mikkelsen, Die Melodielehre des Vollkommenen 

Capellmeisters von Johann Mattheson. Eine Studie zum Paradigmenwechsel in der Musiktheorie des 18. 

Jahrhunderts, Eutin: Book on Demand, 2002 (Eutiner Beiträge zur Musikforschung 1); for a short summary of 

the paradigmatic function of the category ‘melody’ for Mattheson see by the same author ‘“Eine philologisch-
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and deserves deeper scrutiny than it has gotten so far.’4 Without denying the importance 
of the intervallic structure and the inherent harmonic progression, Mattheson points out 
that the rhythm of a melodic line directly determines its emotional and affective qualities. 
As a case in point, he demonstrates how easily ecclesiastical hymns could be transformed 
into modern dances and vice versa. He writes: ‘I will take the opportunity … to prove with 
comprehensible and familiar examples how one can, by changing the meter but keeping 
the melodic contour of the melodies, turn hymn melodies into dances and dances into 
some hymn melodies, if this is needed.’5 Table 1 shows the hymns Mattheson chooses for 
his operation and the resulting dances.

In Example 1, Mattheson transforms the hymn ‘Wenn wir in höchsten Nöthen sein’ into a 
Minuet.  Mattheson’s contemporaries, at least those who grew up in a Protestant 
tradition, must have recognized not only the melody but also its shift in character. 
The hymn is a well-known chorale imploring God for his help and support in times 
of distress.6 
 

musicalische Wissenschaft”: Melodielehre als Paradigmenwechsel,’ in: Hirschmann and Jahn (eds), 

Mattheson als Vermittler und Initiator, 233-247.

4 Mattheson, Capellmeister, 160. All translations are by the author, unless otherwise stated. ‘Die Krafft 

des Rhythmi ist in der melodischen Setz-Kunst ungemein groß, und verdienet allerdings einer bessern 

Untersuchung, als sie bisher gewürdiget worden.’

5 Mattheson, Capellmeister, 161. ‘Bey der gegenwärtigen Gelegenheit, will ich doch … mit deutlichen, jederman 

bekannten und in die Sinne fallenden Exempeln beweisen, wie man, vermittelst der bloßen Klang-Füsse und 

deren Veränderung, ohne den Gang der Melodien an ihm selbst, nach dem Ton oder Klang im geringsten 

zu vertauschen, aus Kirchen-Liedern allerhand Täntze, und wiederum aus diesen lauter Choral-Gesänge 

machen könnte, wenns nöthig und nützlich wäre.’

6 Johann Schamelius, for instance, in his Lieder Commentarius from 1724, lists the hymn among the ‘Kreutz- 

und Trost-Lieder’ (Hymns about Cross and Consolation), cf. Johann Martin Schamelius, Evangelischer Lieder-

Commentarius, worinnen das glossirete Naumburgische Gesang-Buch weiter ausgeführet und verbessert wird und 

vornehmlich die alten Kirchen- und Kern-Lieder mit … Anmerkungen versehen werden, Leipzig: Lankisch, 1724, 

vol. I, 598.

Table 1
Hymns and resulting dances in Mattheson’s Der vollkommene Capellmeister.

‘Wenn wir in höchsten Nöthen sein’
(When we are in the greatest distress)

Minuet

‘Wie schön leuchtet der Morgenstern’
(How lovely shines the Morning Star)

Gavotte

‘Herr Jesu Christ, du höchstes Gut’
(Lord Jesus Christ, you highest good)

Sarabande

‘Werde munter, mein Gemüte’
(Be alert my soul)

Bourrée

‘Ich ruf zu dir, Herr Jesu Christ’
(I cry to you, Lord Jesus Christ)

Polonaise
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Mattheson’s choice of a Minuet, a dance form which contemporaries considered as joyful,7 
starkly contradicts the affect of the original text, which is dark and somber. By changing 
the rhythm of the melody into a Minuet, Mattheson shows clearly that the ‘meaning’ and 
the affect of the melody does not lie in its intervallic structure (at least not entirely) but is 
influenced to a higher degree by its rhythm.
 The second transformation is even more striking. The somber penitential hymn ‘Ich ruf zu 
dir, Herr Jesu Christ’ is turned into two Polonaises, one of the new and fashionable dances of 
the time,8 thus shifting the affective character of the hymn into a distinctly different realm. The 
first two lines of the hymn set the tone for the entire piece: ‘Ich ruf zu dir, Herr Jesu Christ,/ 
ich bitt, erhör mein Klagen’ (I cry to you, Lord Jesus Christ, / I beg, hear my mourning). The 
original melody stands in d minor (or more precisely for the sixteenth-century tune: dorian 
with b molle) and emphasizes the notes of the triads on the first degree (d-f-a) and fifth degree 
(a-c-e), creating a somber sonority that conforms to the affect of the text. Mattheson now 

7 Mattheson writes in his Kern, the Minuet had a ‘mässige Lustigkeit’, an average joyfulness; Johann Mattheson, 

Kern melodischer Wissenschafft: bestehend in den auserlesensten Haupt- und Grund-Lehren der musicalischen 

Setz-Kunst oder Composition, als ein Vorläuffer des Vollkommenen Capellmeisters, Hamburg: Christian Herold, 

1737, 109.

8 For the use and significance of the Polonaise in the music of the first half of the eighteenth century, see the 

excellent chapter ‘Telemann’s Polish Style’ by Steven Zohn in his book Music for a Mixed Taste: Style, Genre, 

and Meaning in Telemann’s Instrumental Works, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, 469-502.

Menuet

Example 1
J. Mattheson, Der vollkommene Capellmeister: hymn ‘Wenn wir in höchsten Nöthen sein’ and Minuet.

Wenn wir in höchsten Nöthen sein

Wenn wir in höchsten Nöthen sein
Und wissen nicht, wo aus noch ein,
Und finden weder Hilf noch Rat,
Ob wir gleich sorgen früh und spat,
So ist dies unser Trost allein,
Daß wir zusammen insgemein
Dich anrufen, o treuer Gott,
Um Rettung aus der Angst und Not.

Whenever we are in the greatest distress
And do not know where to turn,
And find neither help nor advice,
Although we worry day and night,
Then is this our only comfort,
That all of us together
Call on you, o true God,
For rescue from fear and distress.

Translation after Peter Williams, The Organ
Music of J.S. Bach, second edition, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003, 310.
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turns the melody into two dance movements of a significantly different character. In his Kern 
melodischer Wissenschafft, Mattheson describes the affect of the Polonaise as follows:

‘If I had to set something, or had to compose such words, in which a particular candour or 
an overly frank character is prevalent, I would choose no other melody-genre than the Polish 
one; because I think it is its true significance or character and affect. Only rarely can the true 
nature and peculiarity of a people remain hidden during their enjoyments and dances.’9

The rhythmic transformation of the sad hymn into a joyful dance replaces the original 
affect of the hymn with a distinctly different one, shown in Example 2.

The two examples presented here betray that Mattheson was not interested in presenting a 
model for the composer of hymn settings. The choice of dance models that diametrically 
contradict the affect of the original hymn supports his proposition that the intervallic 

9 Mattheson, Kern melodischer Wissenschafft, 117. ‘Wenn ich etwas zu setzen, oder solche Worte zu Noten zu 

bringen hätte, darin eine besondere Offenhertzigkeit oder ein gar zu freyes Wesen herrschte, wolte ich keine 

andre Melodien-Gattung, denn die Polnische dazu erkiesen; Massen, meines Erachtens, hierin ihr wahres 

Abzeichen, oder Character und Affect beruhet. Selten läßt sich die rechte Natur und Eigenschaften eines 

Volcks, bey desselben Lustbarkeiten und Täntzen verstecken.’

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ich ruf zu dir

Polonoise 1

Polonoise 2

Example 2
J. Mattheson, Der vollkommene Capellmeister: hymn ‘Ich ruf zu dir’ and two Polonaises.
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structure is only one component among others that a composer has to consider, which is 
proven beyond a doubt by the ease with which a sad hymn is turned into a joyful dance.
 Some of the other examples printed by Mattheson display a slightly closer relationship 
between the text of the hymn and the character of the dance. The chorale for Epiphany Day, 
‘Wie schön leuchtet der Morgenstern’, is a rather joyful song that Mattheson transforms into 
a Gavotte, which is likewise considered cheerful. The penitential hymn ‘Herr Jesu Christ, du 
höchstes Gut’ is transformed into a somber Sarabande—a dance that would fit the character 
of the chorale text. But even if the affects in these two examples corresponded more fittingly, 
the apparent randomness of Mattheson’s choices makes clear that a composer, by applying 
the rhythmic pattern of a dance, could change any chorale into whatever he pleased.
 Mattheson confirms his point by reversing the experiment and reducing a dance melody 
to its simple underlying melodic progression, which then resembles a plain chorale melody. 
Example 3 shows how Mattheson transforms an Angloise into a simple hymn-like melody.
Similarly, the Minuet in Example 4 is rhythmically simplified (‘de-colorated’), and thus 
transformed into a chorale melody.

The argument is the more convincing as the change of rhythm not only transforms one 
compositional parameter but also transfers the melody from one musical style (ecclesiastical 
style) to another (in this case chamber or theatrical style).10 Mattheson had himself defined 
these different styles in Der vollkommene Capellmeister, insisting that the three musical 
styles had to be differentiated clearly: the church style (Kirchen Stil), the domestic chamber 
style (Kammer Stil), and the theatrical style (Theater Stil).11 If rhythm could easily shift a 
melodic line from one sphere to another, Mattheson’s argument that rhythm was indeed a 
significant part in the design of a melody had to be valid.12

10 Cf. F. Krummacher, ‘Stylus versus Genus: zum systematischen Denken Johann Matthesons’, in: G. Allroggen 

and D. Altenburg (eds), Festschrift Arno Forchert, Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1986, 86-95.

11 Mattheson, Capellmeister, 69; see also the excellent overview by Claude Palisca, ‘The Genesis of Mattheson’s 

Style Classification’, in: George Buelow and Hans-Joachim Marx (eds), New Mattheson Studies, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1983, 409-423.

12 Birger Petersen-Mikkelsen has already pointed out that ‘melody’ as a compositional category is crucial 

for Mattheson’s concepts of style and genre; see Petersen-Mikkelsen, Die Melodielehre des ‘Vollkommenen 

Capellmeisters’, 91-97 and 158-169 (see note 3).

 

 

 

 

 

Angloise

Choral

Example 3
J. Mattheson, Der vollkommene Capellmeister: Angloise and Chorale.
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In a characteristically confident tone Mattheson emphasizes that this rhythmic 
transformation of a melody was new and of his own invention, stating ‘[t]he experiment 
is new and we only make it for the reason that it shows the great power of the rhythmical 
setting.’13 A closer examination of musical and hymnological traditions in Germany in 
the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, however, shows that Mattheson’s ‘new 
invention’ was neither new nor his own invention. In fact, we find most of these ideas in 
the musical environment in which Mattheson grew up and lived. The following is not 
intended as a criticism of Mattheson’s sometimes overflowing self-confidence (or as a 
revelation of Mattheson’s dishonesty) but as an attempt to outline how musical traditions 
left their mark on a theorist’s mind, and were then focused into a coherent theory.
 Mattheson had already announced his ‘experiment’ some ten years earlier in his 
Göttingischer Ephorus (Hamburg, 1727).14 The book was a significant contribution on the 
nature of sacred music and was directed against music writer Joachim Mayer (1661-1732);15 

the controversy revolved in particular around the new cantata style and whether it was 
appropriate to import genres from the realm of secular music into the church. Mattheson, 
who supports the modern cantata, opines that a strict separation between sacred and secular 
music is not possible (and illogical from at least a music-theoretical perspective) and writes: 

13 Mattheson, Capellmeister, 161. ‘Das Experiment ist neu, und wir machen es in keiner andern Absicht, als die 

ungemeine Krafft der Rhythmopöie darzulegen.’

14 The full title of the little book is: Der neue Göttingische aber viel schlechter, als die alten Lacedämonischen 

urtheilende Ephorus, Hamburg 1727.

15 Cf. Jürgen Heidrich, Der Meier-Mattheson Disput. Eine Polemik zur deutschen protestantischen Kirchenkantate in 

der ersten Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1995 (Nachrichten der Akademie 

der Wissenschaften in Göttingen. I. Philologisch-Historische Klasse, 995/3).

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Menuet

da Capo

Choral

da Capo

Example 4
J. Mattheson, Der vollkommene Capellmeister: Minuet and Chorale.
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One can, almost without changing a single interval, only [by manipulating the] movement 
and the stress, turn the most honorable church hymn into a Polish dance or another jumpy 
kind of song, and [turn] that one again into a devout melody.16

From Dance to Hymn
When Mattheson proudly demonstrates how dances can be simplified into hymn-
like melodies, he basically replicates a development that we find in hymnody from the 
sixteenth to the eighteenth century. Numerous hymns in the Protestant hymnals from 
Mattheson’s time contained melodies that were rhythmically much more complicated; 
some of them even originated as dance songs that were rhythmically simplified soon 
after they had found their way into congregational hymnody. Example 5 juxtaposes the 
original version of Luther’s ‘Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott‘ (A mighty fortress is our God) 
and the isorhythmic version that appears in the hymnal.

The secular dance song by Hans Leo Hassler (1564–1612) with the title ‘Mein Gmüt ist mir 
verwirret, das macht ein Jungfrau zart’ (published in 1601 in his Lustgarten neuer deutscher 
Gesäng) was soon used for the chorale ‘Herzlich thut mich verlangen’ and was in 1656 
combined with Paul Gerhard’s passion chorale ‘O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden’ (O sacred 
head so wounded). The melody was simplified over time and lost its distinct dance-like 
qualities in favor of what we could describe as sublime simplicity, as shown in Example 6.
Numerous reasons motivated the simplification of the melodies. One was the transfer of 
melodies from the realm of songs for small ensemble (or soloists) into congregational 
singing, which inevitably led to simpler melodies. The second reason was an aesthetic 
shift during the seventeenth century that viewed simplicity as an essential constituent 
of sacred music.17 This aesthetic shift was already complete in Mattheson’s time and his 

16 Mattheson, Der Göttingische Ephorus, 73 (see note 14). ‘Man kann ja, ohne fast ein Intervallum zu ändern, 

mit dem blossen Mouvement und der Geltung, aus dem ehrbarsten Kirchen-Gesange und seiner Art 

allemahl einen Pohlnischen Tantz, oder sonst ein hüpfendes Genus cantionis; und aus diesem wiederum eine 

andächtige Melodie machen.’

17 Cf. Jürgen Heidrich, Protestantische Kirchenmusikanschauung in der zweiten Hälfte des 18. Jahrhunderts. Studien 

zur Ideengeschichte ‘wahrer’ Kirchenmusik, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht 2001 (Abhandlungen zur 

Musikgeschichte 7), 158-164.
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Example 5
Ein feste Burg: original version from 1535 and version from 1738.
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rhythmic transformation shows that he did not question the view of chorale melodies as 
necessarily melodically simple and plain. He even depends on this aesthetic paradigm for his 
‘experiment’ to function. This is also confirmed in the following description in his treatise 
Kern melodischer Wissenschafft. Mattheson emphasizes the simplicity of the traditional 
chorale, stating ‘[i]t is therefore the most noble, though simplest form of vocal piece I. The 
Chorale.’18 Mattheson first explains the principles (and the aesthetic beauty) of Gregorian 
chant before he proceeds to describe newer hymns: 

Today our chorales are, for the most part, only mere odes or songs … and they (as far as 
the melodies are concerned) do not pay any attention to other things than the key, without 
considering incisions or other musical details and focus mainly on simplicity … The heart-
moving beauty, however, which nevertheless can be noticed in numerous of our chorale 
melodies, exceeds the greatest art and would be sufficient to confirm our [=Mattheson’s] 
favorable opinion of a noble simplicity in composition.19

In their rhythmic simplicity, which the melodies from the time of the Reformation had reached 
through rhythmic simplification, the hymns were differentiated from other types of music. 
 This simplicity, however, was already the result of a historical process. Thus, the 
transformation of a dance into a hymn melody was not a new invention but rather followed 
the development of hymnody since the Reformation in the sixteenth century. Mattheson 
and his contemporaries stood at the end of a transformational process that purged most 
hymn melodies of a stronger rhythmic profile and turned chorale melodies into paradigms 
of natural simplicity. 

From Hymn to Dance
More unconventional seems to be Mattheson’s demonstration of how to turn hymns into 
dances by changing their rhythmic patterns. One could see this merely as a reversal of the 
development described above, but such an explanation would be too simplistic. Moreover, 

18 Mattheson, Kern melodischer Wissenschafft, 94. ‘Ist demnach die vornehmste, obwohl einfältigste Art der Sing 

Stücke I. Der Choral’.

19 Mattheson, Kern melodischer Wissenschafft, 94. ‘Heutigen Tages sind unsere Choräle mehrentheils nur rechte 

und schlechte Oden oder Lieder … und richten weiter auf nichts ihre Absicht (was die Melodien betrifft) 

als auf eine gewisse Ton-Art, ohne sonderbarer Betrachtung der Einschitte, oder anderer musicalischen 

Niedlichkeiten, und vornehmlich auf die Leichtigkeit … Die Schönheit aber, so sich dem ungeachtet, bey 

etlichen unserer Choral-Melodien, auf eine Hertz-bewegende Art, hervorthut, übersteiget auch die grösseste 

Kunst, und wäre allein zureichend, unsere vortheilhaffte Meinung von der edlen Einfalt im Setzen zu 

bestärcken.’
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Example 6
Herzlich tut mich verlangen: original version and version in Bach’s cantata BWV 135/6.
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Mattheson’s manoeuvre is not a new invention. The mere idea of rhythmic transformation 
of a melodic model is the fundamental concept of the seventeenth-century variation suite. 
Examples of the cyclic unification of dance suite movements by rhythmically manipulating 
a melodic pattern, either in the upper voice or in the bass, date back to the early seventeenth 
century. Characteristic examples from the first decennia of the seventeenth century are Paul 
Peuerl’s Newe Padouan, Intrada, Däntz und Galliarda from 1611 and Johann Hermann 
Schein’s Banchetto musicale, a collection of secular pieces published in 1617, shortly before 
the Thirty Years’ War hit central Europe. But Mattheson was more likely aware of recent 
examples, such as the Hamburg musician Johann Adam Reincken’s Hortus Musicus (1688), 
which is a characteristic example of the variation suite in the later years of the seventeenth 
century,20 and Mattheson’s immediate musical environment in northern Germany.
 A different type of source corroborates the assumption that Mattheson must have been 
aware of variation suites when he ‘invented’ the rhythmic variation of hymns. The model 
of the variation suite is described in detail and with a stupendous number of examples by 
music theorist Friedrich Erhard Niedt (1674–1708) in his treatise Musicalische Handleitung 
Anderer Theil, Von der Variation des Generalbasses (Hamburg 1706; second edition, Hamburg 
1721). Niedt outlines a method of generating a variation suite by employing the same basso 
continuo line and applying different rhythmic patterns to it.21 In 1721 Mattheson published 
the second edition of Niedt’s treatise, and there can be no doubt that he was aware of Niedt’s 
model for a variation suite. He only had to apply the suggestions to a chorale melody.
 Was Mattheson’s own contribution to his ‘new invention’ necessarily the application of the 
variation suite principle to a chorale melody? The answer is no; even here he could have referred 
to pre-existing models in the music of northern Germany, where we find both examples for 
a chorale-based variation suite and single hymn settings that emulated dance-models. An 
example of a complete suite is Dieterich Buxtehude’s chorale partita Auf meinen lieben Gott.22 
The suite combines the popular penitential hymn from the early seventeenth century with 
popular dance models. The suite features the following movements: an Allemande, Double, 
Sarabande, Courante, and a Gigue, while the chorale melody appears throughout in the upper 
voice in various rhythmical realizations.23 Example 7 shows how the rhythmic pattern of a 
gigue is applied to the simple chorale melody; the transformation is facilitated by the simple 
melodic progression of the melody, which moves mostly in stepwise motion.
 In a similar fashion, the other movements of Buxtehude’s suite apply conventional 
dance patterns to the melody. The selection and progression of the dances follows the 
text of the chorale and traces the transformation from despair to hope. The piece was, 
as I have shown in another study, composed for domestic religious practices in the late 
seventeenth century and reflects domestic musical practices from that time.24

20 Robert Stephen Hill, ‘Stilanalyse und Überlieferungsproblematik: das Variationssuiten-Repertoire J.A. 

Reinkens,’ in: Arnfried Edler and Friedhelm Krummacher (eds), Dietrich Buxtehude und die europäische 

Musik seiner Zeit: Bericht über das Lübecker Symposion 1987, Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1990 (Kieler Schriften zur 

Musikwissenschaft 35), 204-214.

21 See Friedrich Erhard Niedt, Musicalischer Handleitung Anderer Theil von der Variation des General-Basses … Zweyte 

Auflage, Johann Mattheson (ed.), Hamburg: Schillers Witwe & Kißner, 1721; reprint Buren: Knuf, 1976, 130-155.

22 See the edition in Christoph Albrecht (ed.), Buxtehude, Neue Ausgabe sämtlicher Orgelwerke 4: 

Choralbearbeitungen A–Me (BuxWV 177-206), Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1998, 6-9.

23 See for an extensive analysis of the piece Markus Rathey, ‘Buxtehude and the Dance of Death: The Chorale 

Partita Auf meinen lieben Gott (BuxWV 179) and the Ars Moriendi in the Seventeenth Century’, in: Early Music 

History 29 (2010), 161-188.

24 See the theological interpretation in Rathey, ‘Buxtehude and the Dance of Death’: pp. 184-185; for the 

semantic function of the Allemande see the excellent article by Matthias Schneider, ‘Spuren des Tombeau in 

der norddeutschen Tastenmusik des 17. Jahrhunderts’, in: Günter Fleischhauer (ed.), Tod und Musik im 17. 

und 18. Jahrhundert, Blankenburg: Stiftung Kloster Michaelstein, 2001, 217-232.
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Buxtehude’s chorale partita may be unusual (it is unique within his own oeuvre)25 but is 
by far no exception. A composition that is based on the same chorale melody as Dieterich 
Buxtehude’s chorale partita, and that originates from the same northern German circle 
of organists in the second half of the seventeenth century, is contained in a manuscript in 
the Lüneburg Ratsbücherei (Mus.Ant.Pract. 1198).26 The manuscript contains a colorful 
mixture of pieces: single dance movements, suites, and twenty chorale settings. The 
manuscript was written by two different hands and research has shown that one of the 
hands, who wrote most of the manuscript, was the Lüneburg composer and organist 
Christian Flor. It is very likely that he not only copied the pieces but also composed 
most of them.27 Some of the chorale settings are highly ornamented and resemble in 
their figurations and embellishments genuine dance movements of the same collection. 
Without being an actual dance movement, the setting of ‘Auf meinen lieben Gott’ in 
Example 8 employs idiomatic characteristics of contemporary dances (in this case, those 
of the Allemande), approximating the traits of contemporary suites.

The piece was composed in the same context as Buxtehude’s; that is, the domestic musical 
and religious practices of the late seventeenth century. Members of the educated class who 
owned keyboard instruments (harpsichords, clavichords, and house organs) could play 
these pieces for their own entertainment and, at the same time, for their spiritual edification.

25 Cf. Markus Rathey, ‘Funktion und Struktur – Zur Zyklusbildung in Diet[e?]rich Buxtehudes Choralvariationen’, 

in: Neues Musikwissenschaftliches Jahrbuch 16 (2008/09), 91-112.

26 Lüneburg, Ratsbücherei, Mus. ant. pract. 1198, facsimile edition by Bruce Gustafson, New York: Garland, 1997 

(Seventeenth-Century Keyboard Music 22).

27 Arndt Schnoor, ‘Neue Cembalowerke von Christian Flor (1626-1697). Entdeckungen zu seinem 300. Todesjahr 

in Lüneburg’, in: Die Musikforschung 50 (1997), 74-77.

 

Example 7 
Auf meinen lieben Gott: beginning of the chorale melody and Gigue from Dieterich Buxtehude’s 
partita Auf meinen lieben Gott.

Gigue

Example 8
Christian Flor, Allemande ‘Auf meinen lieben Gott’.
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A third example, shown in Example 9, whose anonymous composer employs the same 
hymn as Buxtehude and Flor, is an Allemande in the Andreas-Bach-Buch (ca. 1705-1713), 
a manuscript that contains numerous keyboard pieces by northern German composers.28 
It is of secondary importance whether the Allemande was modeled after the first 
movement of Buxtehude’s partita (even though this is possible); more importantly, the 
piece is additional evidence for the transformation of hymns into dance movements in 
the later years of the seventeenth century.

The chorale-Allemandes share some typical characteristics found in conventional 
Allemandes of the time, for instance the figurations for the upper voice, the use of style brisé, 
and, of course, the rhythmic characteristics of an Allemande, for example, common time, 
the clear emphasis on the first beat, and the upbeat which appears at the very beginning of 
the piece and at the start of every new phrase. Some of these characteristics, which suggest 
the patterns of Allemandes to a certain degree, also found their way into other hymn 
settings. A prime example is the Musikalische Kirch- und Hauß-Ergötzlichkeiten by Leipzig 
organist Daniel Vetter († 1721).29 The collection of hymns that appeared in two volumes 
in 1709 and 1713 was geared towards an educated middle and upper class in Leipzig and 
other cities – members of the bourgeoisie who owned keyboard instruments and played 
music for their domestic entertainment. In his preface, Vetter describes the purpose of the 
publication as a means for the edification of mind and soul:

28 Cf. Robert Stephen Hill, The Möller Manuscript and the Andreas Bach Book: Two Keyboard Anthologies from 

the Circle of the Young Johann Sebastian Bach, PhD diss., Harvard University, 1987, 29-40.

29 Musicalische Kirch- und Hauß-Ergötzlichkeit/ Bestehend in denen gewöhnlichen Geistlichen Liedern/ so durchs 

gantze Jahr bey öffentlichen Gottes-Dienst gesungen werden/ auff eine gantz angenehme jedoch leichte Manier 

in Italienische Tabulatur gesetzt/ so/ daß allemahl der Choral eines jedweden Liedes auff der Orgel, nachgehends 

eine gebrochene Variation auff dem Spinett oder Clavicordio zu tractiren folget … Leipzig: Daniel Vetter (Printer: 

Christoph Friedrich Rumpff), [1709]. A second volume was published in 1713: Musicalische Kirch- und Hauß-

Ergötzlichkeit/ Anderer Theil/ Bestehend in denen noch zurücke gelassenen gewöhnlichen Geistlichen Liedern/ 

wie auch Morgen- Tisch- Abend- und Sterbe-Gesängen/ auff eine gantz angenehme/ jedoch leichte Manier in 

Italiänische Tabulatur gesetzet/ und in Kupffer gestochen/ so/ daß allemahl der Choral eines jedweden Liedes 

auff der Orgel/ nachgehends eine gebrochene Variation auff dem Spinett oder Clavicordio zu tractiren folget … 

Leipzig: Daniel Vetter (Printer: Krüger), [1713]; reprint of both volumes: Hildesheim: Olms, 1985.

Example 9
Anonymous, Allemande ‘Auf meinen lieben Gott’.
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It is a spiritual delight, which I lay in front of your merciful eyes. Insofar as an inner delight 
is preferable over external, sensual joy, insofar it is also preferable, when this is based on a 
spiritual exercise. And who would not want to begrudge these edifying songs this title?30

Each hymn in the collection is presented in two versions. One is a simple homophonic 
hymn setting and the other a setting in style brisé, emulating some of the stylistic 
idiosyncrasies of the Allemande. The combination of the sacred hymn and secular idiom 
enabled Vetter to provide delightful entertainment without being overtly worldly or even 
frivolous. The author explains:

It is not necessary to explain my plans, which have led to this work, with many words. I 
only intend to the musical friends, through a pleasing harmony, a spiritual delight, which 
employs the hymns that are used in church, and sets them for the clavier in such a way 
that the hymn is first presented. This is followed in most cases by a variation, if this is not 
prohibited by the length of chorale, because the work should not be disorganized by too 
much longwindedness. And this can be used not only on the organ but also on spinets and 
clavichords.31

Like Buxtehude, Flor, and the anonymous composer, Vetter bridges the gap between sacred 
and secular music (a gap that was less expansive in the seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries than today) by combining hymns with idioms known (and appreciated) from 
contemporary secular music. Clearly, his attempts to maintain the rhythmic character 
of each of the hymns in the style brisé movements without composing genuine dance 
movements follow a concept that is similar to the pieces that transformed chorale 
melodies into dances.
 While the Allemande was apparently the most popular model for dance-like 
hymn settings, we also find movements that were inspired by the model of the Gigue. 
A characteristic example appeared in the Musicalische Sterbensgedancken by Johann 
Pachelbel, which was printed in 1683. The original print is lost but it is possible to 
reconstruct with some certainty its content from manuscript copies of the chorale 
settings.32 In one of the variations of the chorale ‘Was Gott tut, das ist wohlgetan,’ shown 
in Example 10, Pachelbel combines the rhythm and the typical motive-structure of a 
Gigue with the chorale melody, which is also melismatically embellished in the style of a 
Gigue.
 The style and motivic repertoire of the Sterbensgedancken is strikingly similar to 
secular keyboard pieces by Pachelbel, as in his Hexachordum Apollinis from 1699. We find 
not only similar variation techniques but also a free use of dance models in the single 

30 Vetter, Preface, Cr. ‘Es ist eine geistliche Ergötzlichkeit/ welche ich vor dessen gütige Augen geziemend lege. 

So weit nun eine innerliche Vergnügung des Gemüths den äußerlich-sinnlichen Freuden vorzuziehen; so weit 

edler ist dieselbige sonder zweiffel zu schätzen/ wenn sie eine geistliche Ubung zum Grunde hat. Und wer 

wolte nicht diesen Titel willigst erbaulichen Gesängen gönnen?’

31 Vetter, Preface, Dv. ‘Nun ist es nicht nöthig/ mein Absehen/ welches ich in diesem Werckgen geführet/ mit 

vielen Worten zu beschreiben. Es gehet bloß dahin/ denen Musicalischen Freunden/ durch eine annehmliche 

Harmonie, eine geistliche Ergötzlichkeit zu überreichen/ welche die in denen Kirchen gebräuchliche/ und 

auff das Clavier gesetzte geistliche Gesänge begreift/ dergestalt/ daß der Choral iedesmahl erst vorangesetzt 

worden. Hierauff folget bey den meisten eine Variation, wenn nemlich solches die allzulangen Chorälen nicht 

verhindern als wodurch das Werck in eine allzugrosse Weitläufftigkeit wäre diffundirt worden/ und solche ist 

nicht auf Orgeln sowohl/ als auff Spinetten und Clavicordien gar schöne anzuwenden.’

32 See for a possible reconstruction of the lost print: Kathryn J. Welter, Johann Pachelbel. Organist, Teacher, 

Composer: A Critical Reexamination of His Life, Works, and Historical Significance, PhD diss., Harvard University, 

1998, 151-167.
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movements of the collection. It is clear that Pachelbel draws from the same musical ideas 
in his sacred and secular sets of variations.
 A later example of the crossover between chorale setting and a modern dance suite is the 
Clavier Uebung by the Hamburg organist Vincent Lübeck, published in 1728. The collection 
consists of a traditional keyboard suite and features in an appendix a Chaconne based on 
the hymn ‘Lobt Gott ihr Christen.’ The piece is clearly intended as a work for domestic use, 
as part of the private practice of piety. If we were to draw the circle a bit wider we could 
also include several chorale preludes by the Lüneburg composer and organist Georg Böhm 
(1661-1733), whose chorale partitas for keyboard instrument were clearly influenced by 
models from the contemporary keyboard suite and keyboard variation.33

 The examples studied above, from Vetter’s chorale settings in style brisé, Pachelbel’s 
use of a Gigue rhythm in a chorale variation, and finally Buxtehude’s dance suite on 
‘Auf meinen lieben Gott,’ in spite of their obvious and undeniable differences, have in 
common that they use dance idioms and dance models for the setting of hymn melodies. 
Most of the composers lived or worked in northern Germany and their manuscripts were 
for the most part widely disseminated. Thus, it is safe to propose that such pieces are not 
single examples but in fact reflect a trend in the setting of hymns in the late seventeenth 
and early eighteenth centuries. All the pieces were composed for use at home, where the 
settings had their place in domestic piety. Owners of harpsichords, clavichords, or house 
organs could play these pieces like they played secular dance suites, preludes, fugues, and 
fantasies. The hymn settings were works not only for Kenner but also for Liebhaber and 
added spiritual and religious edification to the benefits of domestic music making.

Old and New 
It is impossible to prove that Mattheson knew any of the pieces described above. Yet, the 
dance-chorales formed such a widespread phenomenon in northern Germany around 
1700 that it is hard to believe Mattheson did not know some of these or at least similar 
examples. What Mattheson tries to sell as a ‘new invention’ had, at its core, been frequent 
practice in the musical culture of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries 
that was at least known to keyboard players. Mattheson’s contribution is thus not the 
‘invention’ but rather a systematic description of the phenomenon and its use within his 
argument for the significance of rhythm in the design of a melody. Interestingly, he does 
not understand his demonstration in Der vollkommene Capellmeister as an invitation for 
the composition of similar pieces. His tone in the introduction of his ‘invention’ is rather 

33 See for an overview Henning Müller-Buscher, Georg Böhms Choralbearbeitungen für Tasteninstrumente, 

Laaber: Laaber Verlag, 1979.

 

Example 10
Was Gott tut, das ist wohl getan: beginning of the chorale melody and Johann Pachelbel’s Gigue 
Auf meinen lieben Gott.
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hesitant when it comes to the practical implications: One could turn hymns into dances 
and vice versa, ‘if this is needed’.34 Mattheson’s hesitation and the fact that he presents 
the transformation of a hymn into a dance (and vice versa) as an example for the impact 
of rhythm rather shows that in the mid-eighteenth century, the spheres of sacred and 
secular music (and their respective idioms) were more separated than in the seventeenth 
century. Mattheson’s argument derives its convincing power from the very fact that the 
expectations for sacred and secular music were significantly different; sacred music was 
characterized as simple and mostly devoid of dance-like influences whereas secular music 
was described as more florid and with a strong and characteristic rhythm. We see this new 
ideal of sacred music embodied in works like Carl Heinrich Graun’s Tod Jesu (Death of 
Jesus) and other sacred compositions from the middle of the eighteenth century.35

 Mattheson’s self-confident statement that he was presenting a ‘new invention’ may not 
have been entirely true; however, it marks an important shift in music theory and music 
esthetics in the eighteenth century. A frequent practice like the amalgamation of dance 
and hymn in the context of domestic religious and musical life becomes a distinct oddity 
that can then serve as supporting evidence for a music-theoretical argument. For the 
transgression of the boundary between the sacred and the secular, on which Mattheson’s 
argument rests, this divide had to be felt clearly as separating two distinct musical realms. 
We have seen that these realms were still closely linked in the keyboard music from the 
time around 1700 but became increasingly separated in the later years, so that in 1739 a 
music theorist could sell what was old as something entirely new. 

34 ‘wenns nöthig und nützlich wäre’. Mattheson, Capellmeister, 161.

35 Cf. Heidrich, Protestantische Kirchenmusikanschauung, 208-230.
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