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THE MUSICIAN AND THE SCORE

érémie Rhorer’s repertoire is restless: a Haydn opera here,
some JC Bach there; the greatest Mozart operas; revisionist
Rossini; Poulenc’s Dilogues des Carmélites; high-concept
programmes built around a Liszt concerto with seldom-
heard contemporaries. But one work he has returned to
repeatedly since 2014 (and wouldn’t let go of amid pandemic-
related delays) is Beethoven’s Mass in D, Op 123 (Missa solemnis).

His ensemble Le Cercle de 'Harmonie often does mini-
tours of a special piece such as this, and back in early 2020 one
such tour of the Missa solemnis was due to start in Oslo. But on
his way to the airport he learnt that performances had been
cancelled indefinitely. Having kept his group intact during
lockdown, however, he went on to rekindle interest among
producers, and on April 23, 2024, the Missa solernnis was recorded
live at Philharmonie de Paris (plus a patch session) for Alpha.

But however welcome it may be, the Missa solernmnis (1819-23)
intrigues, overwhelms and intimidates both audiences and
performers. It has so many simultaneous moving parts that it’s
been called the greatest unperformable masterpiece. Riccardo
Muti was 80 before taking it on. Jessye Norman opted to sing the
mezzo part on the 1991 all-star James Levine recording, stating
openly that the soprano lines are too exposed. When Rhorer was
called in to replace Daniel Barenboim for a Berlin Staatskapelle
performance in 2023, the orchestra was playing it for the first
time in decades. Light years beyond the world of Haydn’s Masses
as well as Beethoven’s own well-mannered Mass in C (1807),
the Missa solemmis is extravagant, obsessive, personal bordering
on private and has a Credo that concludes with ‘Amen’ repeated
some thirty times. Is Beethoven’s judgement unassailable?

‘Beethoven put all of his tools, all of his knowledge, all of
his spirituality into this piece,’ says the 51-year-old Rhorer
amid two Zoom calls scheduled around performances of
another choral blockbuster, Verdi’s Requiem. ‘It’s said that
compositional technique is not about the number of tools but
about knowing how and the right moment to use them. I was
always intrigued by the nature of the testament of this musical
Everest: how it was built, what it was for, its expression of faith.”

Studying the piece is like exploring a cathedral with
numerous hidden chapels, alcoves and crypts. Yet Rhorer
has a clear compass: ‘T always start from the text. I never
listen to any recordings — ever. The most important things to
determine are the harmonic reasons for how it goes with the
voice.” He brings to the score breath-related insights that
come with having been a boy chorister and a flautist.

Even after extensive study, the Missa solemmis doesn’t emerge
as a tidy whole. Rhorer feels that it’s deeply Christian, but also
steeped in the Age of Enlightenment; that it’s a somewhat
disguised Passion oratorio — one with seldom-detected
influences from Handel’s Messzah (which Beethoven studied,
even echoing the ‘Hallelujah’ chorus in his Agrus Dei). ‘But the
core of the piece’, he says, ‘Is the mystery of the Resurrection.’

Yet before mysteries could unfold, foundational matters
needed to be settled. Although he guest conducts mainstream
orchestras, Rhorer has long specialised in historically informed
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Beethoven’s Missa solemnis

Conductor Jérémie Rhorer talks to David Patrick Stearns about this challenging masterpiece

Amid Rhorer’s varied and restless repertoire, the Missa solemnis has been a constant

performance, which is why for the Missa solemmnis he pitched his
ensemble at A=430Hz — the standard in Beethoven’s Vienna.
That’s good news for the chorus, the Audi Jugendchorakademie
(its singers aged 16-27). Although this group had brought clean,
well-defined choral textures in other repertoire with Rhorer, it
now faced music of length and difficulty that can be described
as Beethoven’s Ninth multiplied by five. ‘It’s a choir of infinite
possibilities,” enthuses Rhorer. ‘I was shocked by their musical
level. There’s an intimacy of understanding between the chorus
master and the singers. I knew exactly what they were able to
do and knew where I wanted to go in terms of tempi.’

Not being familiar with other Missz solemmis recordings,
Rhorer perhaps doesn’t realise that his fugue tempos are faster
than anybody else’s (for example, at ‘in gloria Dei patris’,
bar 360, track 4, 1'05"). Almost paradoxically, he believes that
faster is easier — partly so that the singers can better perceive
the overall contour of the music. He feels that that and other
detailed techniques create the perception of a smoother line.

Tempos in less-contrapuntal passages were determined from
studying soprano vocal lines with their sustained high notes in
conjunction with the harmonic rhythm. But for all of Rhorer’s
conviction that Messiah was a major influence, Beethoven’s
articulation is too far away from the Baroque-period manner.
‘Extreme staccato doesn’t work in most symphonic pieces of
his,” explains Rhorer. “The length of the note is part of the
orchestration — you have to sustain the whole note and
sometimes the whole passage.” And then some — such as when
movements conclude with key instruments on a single and
potentially abrupt crotchet. Rhorer’s solution was to subtly
arpeggiate the notes, also known as ‘breaking’ the chord.

Philosophical questions about what the music means
on a moment-by-moment basis yield more lively discussion,
namely on the piece’s ongoing expression of what Rhorer calls
‘the distress of humankind without God’. As a Missa solemmnis
nerd, I floated my own newly hatched, under-investigated
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