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Program Notes

Joseph Haydn 

Born 1732, Rohrau,  
Austria 
Died 1809, Vienna

Missa brevis in F, Hob.
XXII:1

This concert is for all those who have ever complained about the music of the younger generation: 
three exquisite masses, all written by teenagers. 

Joseph Haydn was around 17 when he wrote his Missa brevis (‘Short mass’) in F major. He was at the 
time a boy soprano in the choir at St Stephen’s Cathedral in Vienna, where he had been trained since 
the age of eight in singing, keyboard and the violin – but not in composition. ‘I used to think then that it 
was all right if only the paper were pretty full. Reutter [the Cathedral’s director of music] laughed at my 
immature output, and scolded me for composing in sixteen parts before I understood two-part setting.’ 

In his Missa brevis in F major he writes for more modest forces – four-part choir, accompanied by an 
orchestra of two violins, bass, and organ – and his setting is elegant and cheerful. It is also very short, 
even for a missa brevis, and in his determination to get through the wordy texts of the Gloria and Credo 
as efficiently as possible, he divides up the text between the voice parts, so that multiple lines of text 
are sung simultaneously – a technique (‘polytextuality’) not exactly permitted by the church authorities 
of the day, who only tolerated polyphonic music in the liturgy if the words could be clearly understood! 

The mass stands out for its use of two soprano soloists, and it is tempting to imagine that Haydn was 
writing for himself and for his younger brother Michael – both star trebles in the Cathedral choir. If that 
is true, it must have been one of the last things he sang there, as that was the year when his voice finally 
broke, and he was dismissed from the choir.

Mozart was a mere 13 years of age when he composed his Missa brevis in D minor. He had, however, 
been composing since the age of five, and had more than 70 pieces under his belt already, including 
symphonies, sonatas, two operas and two masses. The D minor missa brevis was finished just nine days 
after returning home to Salzburg from an extremely disappointing year in Vienna, where the genius 
child with the pushy father – mostly because of the pushy father – had very publicly failed to break in to 
the lucrative opera establishment. 

Undeterred, the young Mozart continued to compose. The Missa brevis in D minor is believed to 
have been written to open a forty-hour prayer vigil at the Salzburg University Church, and the minor 
key – rare among Mozart’s mass settings – perhaps reflects the penitential nature of the event. The 
Benedictus movement with its starkly chromatic vocal line is also unusually solemn in mood. 

Schubert was 19 writing his second mass and is the grand old man of this program. He was a man of 
faith, but not a willing churchgoer. He was raised in the church, was schooled at the imperial seminary, 
and spent five years as a choirboy in the Imperial Court Chapel. It can hardly be mere carelessness, 
then, that caused him to omit from every mass setting he ever wrote the words Et in unam sanctam 
catholicam et apostolicam ecclesiam (‘And [I believe] in one holy catholic and apostolic church’).

His Mass in G major was written in 1815 – his most prolific year, which saw him produce more than 
20,000 bars of music, including two masses, an opera, a symphony, a Stabat Mater, a Salve Regina 
and 140 songs. It was probably composed for use at his family’s parish church. This is Schubert’s 
shortest mass setting (written in just six days), but nearly half as long again as either the Haydn or 
Mozart settings on today’s program. His Gloria and Credo still power through the text (though without 
resorting to polytextuality) – the Credo is notable for its constant, almost restless flow of crotchets in 
the orchestral parts – but Schubert uses the extra time for a sublime and leisurely Benedictus which 
begins as a soprano solo and then expands into an intricate trio of solo voices. The pleading Agnus Dei 
is similarly unhurried, and the mass finishes gently, showing us the longed-for peace in the calm and 
quiet of the music.
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Of these works the West Australian Symphony Orchestra has previously performed only Schubert’s Mass in G, conducted by John 
Hopkins at the Perth Festival on 4 March 1967. The performance featured the University Choral Society and the soloists were Molly 
McGurk (soprano), Vin Warrener (tenor) and Bruce Martin (bass).

Handel’s Messiah
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Hallelujah! Be moved and uplifted by Handel’s 
ever-popular oratorio. Conductor Christian 
Curnyn leads WASO, the WASO Chorus and 
acclaimed soloists in one of the best-loved choral 
works, a beloved Christmas tradition to be shared 
by all. 
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Born 1797, Vienna 
Died 1828, Vienna
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