
On Friday night, Dec. 6, at 7:00pm, the Chancel Choir, orchestra, and soloists will be presenting 
two of the best known and best loved choral/orchestral works from the 18th century, Johann 
Sebastian Bach’s Magnificat and Antonio Vivaldi’s Gloria.  The upcoming blog posts will be 
about the music of these pieces. 
 
These works are commonly performed and recorded together around Advent for various 
reasons: first, these texts from chapters one and two of the gospel of Luke deal with events 
surrounding the birth of Christ; second, both musical compositions are from the same baroque 
historical period (though they are very different in musical character); finally, both are set in the 
catholic (universal) Latin language. The Magnificat text is taken from Luke 1: 46–55.  The Gloria 
text is a Latin hymn whose roots can be traced back to c. 380, and a Greek version as early as 
the 2nd century.  It is often referred to as the hymnus angelicus since it begins with the text 
from Luke 2:14.* 
 
This Sunday, the choir will sing the final two movements from Vivaldi’s Gloria– Quoniam tu 
solus sanctus  (For you alone are holy) and Cum Sancto Spiritu (With the Holy Spirit).  The full 
text of both movements is as follows: 
For you alone are holy.  You alone are the Lord.  You alone are the most high, Jesus Christ.  With 
the Holy Spirit in the glory of God the Father. Amen. 
 
For those of you familiar with Vivaldi’s setting, you’ll probably recognize the music of the 
Quoniam, as it is taken from the popular opening movement.  This very brief movement is then 
followed by what is called a double fugue. Before talking about a double fugue though, let’s 
briefly discuss what a fugue is.  A fugue is a type of imitative musical conversation.  One voice 
will present a musical theme or subject.  Another voice then responds to that voice using 
almost the same material, but usually a bit higher and in different but related harmony.  The 
first voice then presents a counter-subject, which is also imitated.  Eventually, all four voices 
(sometimes fewer or more voices) will continue this musical dialogue.  In the final movement of 
the Gloria, Vivaldi actually sets two subjects rather than just one, thus the term double fugue.   
In doing this, Vivaldi is assigning to the text “With the Holy Spirit in the glory of God the Father” 
two very different characters or affects. The first subject, presented by the basses, is stolid and 
unmovable, much like the church itself. It gives the music foundation and strength.  The 2nd 
subject, sung by the sopranos, moves twice as fast as the other subject, and is lively, energetic, 
and contagious.  Baroque composers often characterized music intended to represent the Holy 
Spirit in this manner.   
What makes a fugue or a double fugue successful in a performance is how well and accurately 
the singers and instrumentalists convey the music.  In vocal music of this type, it is done by how 
the music is articulated and phrased, not to mention how well in tune it is.  When the 
presentation of the musical ideas is clear and imitated consistently, the music becomes clearer 
as well, and easier to comprehend as a listener.  A good analogy might be the passing of texts 
by oral tradition (a lost art form, though one that may become important again to Christians 
sooner than we anticipate).   
One last comment that I think is important to make–fugues are first intellectual procedures or 
exercises.  They are organized, almost rigidly; there are rules and laws to their composition and 



structure.  The greatest organists are able to improvise fugues–a remarkable gift and discipline.  
Yet, like the Christian life itself, it is in obedience to the knowledge and rules of contrapuntal 
writing (fugue writing falls into this) that true musical freedom and expression abounds!  As 
Christians, we know from experience that our lives our truly free in the grace of Christ when we 
keep his commandments. We have been born again in Christ that we may love the law of God 
and abide by it, with the help of the Holy Spirit.  Our lives, much like a fugue, find coherence, 
balance, perseverance, steadiness, and ultimately freedom and joy when we are walking with 
the Lord in the light of his Word.  We start to see how the seemingly random ups and downs in 
our lives, informed by his Word, are intended to make us living stones, being built up as a 
spiritual house, whose cornerstone is Christ (1 Peter 2:4–8).  
 
This coming Advent and Christmas season, may we continue to seek the peace of Christ, the joy 
of Christ, and grow to truly love one another by walking faithfully with the Lord, according to 
his Word, with the Holy Spirit, in and for the glory of God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  
  
__________ 
*Taken from Translations and Annotations of Choral Repertoire:  Volume 1: Sacred Latin Texts, 
compiled and annotated by Ron Jeffers. Oregon: Earthsongs, 1988. 
 
 
 
 
 


