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Franz Joseph Haydn (1732-1809) was born in a little town 

on the Austro-Hungarian border, and at the age of eight was sent 
to Vienna to be a choirboy at St. Stephen’s Cathedral.  Dismissed 
when his voice changed at age 18, he eked out a living with odd 
jobs and teaching while he systematically taught himself music 
theory and counterpoint.  In those days the only ways musicians 
could make a living were to be employed either by the church or 
a noble’s court, and in 1761 Haydn was fortunate enough to be 
hired by a great patron of the arts, Prince Paul Anton Esterházy, 
head of one of the wealthiest and most powerful noble families 
of Hungary.  In his service, and later that of his several 
successors, Haydn passed the bulk of his life in perfect 
circumstances for the development of a composer.  Although 
isolated in the countryside, the Prince’s summer residence, 
Esterháza, had been built to rival the magnificent court of 
Versailles, and there were two theaters and two large music 
rooms, and a resident orchestra and opera company.  Two operas 
and two long concerts were presented every week, plus special 
programs for the many distinguished visitors, and daily chamber 
music in the Prince’s private apartments.  Under these 
circumstances it is no surprise that Haydn wrote an enormous 
amount of music – at least 106 symphonies, 68 string quartets, 
over 20 operas, 60 piano sonatas, 68 string quartets, and 
voluminous amounts of chamber music, songs, masses, and 
other settings of liturgical texts.  Haydn himself said, “My Prince 
was pleased with all of my work.  I was commended, and as 
conductor of an orchestra, I could make experiments, observe 
what strengthened and what weakened an effect, and thereupon 
improve, substitute, omit, and try new things.  I was cut off from 
the world, there was no one around to mislead and harass me, 
and so I was forced to become original.”   

  Haydn’s six masses were written to commemorate the 
name-days of Prince Nikolaus II’s wife.  This one, the third, was 
written in 1798 and subtitled “Missa in Augustiis”, or “Mass in 
Troubled Times”.  Europe was in the throes of war with 
Napoleon, and the political climate was very unsettled.  The 
nickname “Lord Nelson Mass” was appended later, after the 
British naval hero heard a performance of the work when he 
was a guest of the Esterházys following his stunning victory over 
French naval forces at the Battle of the Nile. 

 

 
Following normal practice, Haydn set the Ordinary of the 

Mass – that is, the invariable parts – the Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, 
Sanctus, Benedictus, and Agnus Dei.  In this mass, he divided 
several of the longer texts into separate movements: the Gloria is 
divided up into movements two, three, and four, the Credo into 
five, six and seven, the Sanctus into eight and nine, and the 
Agnus Dei into ten and eleven.  He also follows the practice of 
the time in integrating sections for the soloists into the larger 
structure of the work, alternating with the chorus.  Only the 
Benedictus is set for soloists alone. 

Some musical devices are noteworthy.  The several 
movements of the Gloria are unified by the return of musical 
material from the second movement in the fourth movement.  
And the Hosanna text of movement nine uses the same music as 
the Hosanna in movement eight.  An interesting musical play on 
words is found in the opening of the Credo (the Nicene Creed).  
The music is set as a canon (a canon is like a round - think Row, 
Row, Row Your Boat )  because “canon” also means “law” in the 
religious context, and the Creed is the “law” of belief.  
Interesting text-painting occurs in the low, slow setting of the 
words “passus et sepultus est” (suffered and was buried) and the 
following exultant “Et resurrexit tertia die” (And was 
resurrected on the third day).  Interestingly, since the standard 
mass text ends with “Dona nobis pacem” (Grant us peace), many 
masses end quietly and peacefully.  In this case, however, Haydn 
concludes with a lively choral fugue, bringing the work to a 
rousing conclusion. 

The original orchestration of trumpets, timpani, string 
orchestra and organ is unusual.  The Esterházy orchestra 
included flutes, oboes, clarinets, French horns, and bassoons, 
and Haydn normally used these forces in his orchestral 
accompaniments.  In this case, the woodwind players were 
absent.  Historians disagree as to why this is so, some saying that 
they had gone off to be in the army, others saying that the 
Esterházys had let them go to economize, but in any case, they 
were not available.  Haydn and other composers later added 
woodwind parts, and there are a number of conflicting versions 
of the work in existence.  We are performing the original version 
today, with organ substituting for the string orchestra. 

 
 



 
 


