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Egon Wellesz’s cantata Mirabile Mysterium 

between East and West1 

Nina-Maria Wanek

University of Vienna, Austria

1) Egon Wellesz

The Austrian composer, musicologist and Byzantinist Egon Wellesz2 (1885–
1974) is regarded as one of the founders of Byzantine musicology, together 
with Henry J. W. Tillyard (1881–1968) and Carsten Høeg (1896–1961). He was a 
contemporary and friend of, amongst others, Arnold Schoenberg (1874–1951), 
Alban Berg (1885–1935), Anton Webern (1883–1945), Hugo von Hofmannsthal 
(1874–1929), Adolf Loos (1870–1933) and Oskar Kokoschka (1886–1980), and 
thus constitutes one of the most interesting personalities of twentieth-century 
Austrian music history. 

Wellesz was born in Vienna in 1885, where he studied musicology with 
(amongst others) Guido Adler (1855–1941) as well as art and theatre history. 
He also took lessons from Arnold Schoenberg in harmony and counterpoint. 
Wellesz wrote his doctoral thesis about the composer Giuseppe Bonno (1711–
1788), a contemporary of Christoph Willibald Gluck (1714–1787) and his Ha-
bilitation on Venetian opera in the seventeenth century.3 During the First World 
War Wellesz, who was unfit for military service, began to study Gregorian 
chant,4 which was the starting point of his involvement with Byzantine chant. 
In an interview in 1925 he recalled his motive for this switch to mediaeval 

1 The paper is part of the research project P 27115 “Cultural Transfer of Music between 
Byzantium and the West”, funded by the Austrian Science Fund (FWF).
2 Egon Wellesz’s bequest of more than nine thousand letters from and to him is housed 
today in the Department of Music of the Austrian National Library under the signature 
F13. MUS MAG (https://bit.ly/2E16k5u). My book, Egon Wellesz in Selbstzeugnissen: Der 
Briefnachlaß in der Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek, Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften 2010, deals with many aspects of these letters and is partly 
available as an online publication: https://bit.ly/2BwSVk6. See also Günter Brosche, “Der 
Wellesz-Nachlaß in der Musiksammlung der Österreichischen Nationalbibliothek”, in Otto 
Kolleritsch, Egon Wellesz, Vienna: Universal Edition 1986, 70–6.
3 See a.o. Caroline Cepin Benser, Egon Wellesz (1883–1974): Chronicle of a 20th-Century 
Musician, New York: Lang 1974, 5–15.
4 Franz Endler, Egon und Emmy Wellesz. Egon Wellesz. Leben und Werk, Vienna: Zsolnay 
1981, 90: “Die Erschütterung, die der Zusammenbruch einer Welt des Friedens und der über 
ganz Europa ausgebreiteten freundschaftlichen Beziehungen bedeutete, wirkte sich darin 
aus, daß an ein kompositorisches Schaffen nicht zu denken war. Daher vergrub ich mich in 
musikgeschichtlichen Studien und begann mich intensiv mit den gregorianischen Melodien 
zu beschäftigen.”
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music:5 “[…] there can hardly be anything more fascinating than the system-
atic advance into unchartered regions of art, where every forward step brings 
new surprises and the explorer is stimulated by the feeling that he is endowing 
with new life tunes that promote our comprehension of the universal affini-
ties.” Wellesz was convinced that Byzantine music would contribute greatly 
to the understanding of Western mediaeval music6 and therefore started to 
research the hitherto neglected similarities between Eastern and Western litur-
gical chant.7 

Byzantine neumes were hardly known in the Western world at this point. In 
1904 the musicologist Oscar Fleischer (1856–1933)8 had managed to decipher 
the intervallic meaning of the neumes with the help of the so-called Papadikai,9 
but their dynamic and rhythmic meaning was as yet unresolved. It was 
Wellesz who found out that the six signs for the ascending second had differ-
ent dynamic qualities and that by combining these signs with others in order 
to obtain larger intervals, various dynamic meanings could be achieved.10 In-
terestingly, the English musicologist H. J. W. Tillyard came to the same conclu-
sions unbeknownst to Wellesz: After the war – Wellesz remembered11 – “[…] at 
about 1921 we began to exchange letters about the problems which occupied 
us and instantly a feeling of mutual understanding and friendship arose. Dur-
ing all the forty-five years of close collaboration there was not a single moment 
of tension about varying views […].”

The Danish philologist Carsten Høeg was also involved, especially with 
Byzantine music theory. Thus, in 1931, Høeg invited Wellesz and Tillyard to a 

5 Egon Wellesz, “Are the Foundations of our Musico-Historical Training sound?”, The 
Musical Quarterly, 11 (1925), 481. Cf. also Kenneth Dommet, “Conversation with E. Wellesz”, 
in Birmingham Post (October 1965), 2: “I was attracted to the study of the Eastern Church 
music for the same reason that Bartók and Kodály were attracted to the study of Hungarian 
folk music and Ravel to the setting of Greek folk songs. This was because it represented a 
well-constructed melodic line unsupported by any harmony or counterpoint. It goes back so 
to speak to the source of music.
6 Endler, Egon und Emmy Wellesz, 90–1: “So kam ich zu der Frage, woher diese Melodien 
stammten […] In einem Aufsatz des großen Paläographen Gardthausen über die Noten-
schrift der griechischen Kirche fand ich die Bemerkung, daß ‘die Frage, was diese Zeichen 
bedeuten, so schwierig sei, daß sie kaum irgend jemand beantworten könne’. Das ließ mich 
nicht ruhen.”
7 He published his results in his book Eastern Elements in Western Chant: Studies in the 
Early History of Ecclesiastical Music, Copenhagen: Munksgaard 1967.
8 Oscar Fleischer, Neumen-Studien. Abhandlungen über mittelalterliche Gesangs-Tonschrift-
en, vol. 3: Die spätgriechische Tonschrift, Berlin: G. Reimer 1904.
9 A Papadike according to Jørgen Raasted and Christian Troelsgård, “Papadikē”, in: 
Grove Music Online is a “short elementary manual of Middle Byzantine musical notation, 
included as an introduction to […] manuscripts of the 14th century onwards.”
10 See Egon Wellesz, A History of Byzantine Music and Hymnography, Oxford: Clarendon 
Press 21962, 284–310; Wanek, Egon Wellesz in Selbstzeugnissen, 117–31.
11 Egon Wellesz, “H. J. W. Tillyard – In Memoriam”, in: Studies in Eastern Chant 2 (Lon-
don: Oxford University Press, 1971), 2.
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conference in Copenhagen, where they discussed their cooperation in this new 
research field and where they founded the publication series of the Monumenta 
Musicae Byzantinae (MMB).12 

1938 marked a drastic change in the life of Wellesz, who was not only ac-
tive in research and academia, but also composed incessantly throughout his 
life works for the stage as well as nine symphonies, chamber music, songs 
and church music.13 Jewish-born, Wellesz had first converted to the Lutheran 
and then in 1930 to the Roman Catholic faith.14 Nevertheless, he narrowly es-
caped the Nazis in 1938 and fled to England, where he became Fellow of Lin-
coln College in Oxford. After being interned as “Enemy Alien” on the Isle of 
Man for a couple of months in 1940, he was able to continue his research into 
Byzantine chant.15 Owing to the traumatic experience of war and emigration, 
Wellesz ceased to compose until 1943, when he started to dedicate himself 
with new vigour to composition. He lived in England until his death in 1974, 
but resumed close relations with Austria and his friends and colleagues there, 
although Austria never attempted to restore his professorship at the Univer-
sity of Vienna to him.16

2) Egon Wellesz’s Mirabile Mysterium

Not only was Wellesz involved in researching Byzantine chant all his life, 
he also drew inspiration from the monophonic lines of the Eastern tradition 
for his compositions.17 Thus, he wrote his op. 100, the Festive Prelude for Choir 
and Organ, for the opening of the thirteenth Byzantine Congress in Oxford in 
1966.18 For this work, Wellesz used the text of the Magnificat (Luke 1, 46–55), 
which is sung during the Byzantine office of Orthros (i.e. Matins) before the 

12 Concerning the foundation of Monumenta Musicae Byzantinae, see the fourteen letters 
at the Austrian National Library: F13.Wellesz.2062a as well as Wellesz’s letters to Carsten 
Høeg (F13.Wellesz.2065), Høeg’s letters to Wellesz (F13.Wellesz.1839/1–2) and to Tillyard 
(F13.Wellesz.2090) and Tillyard’s letters to Wellesz (F13.Wellesz.1954). See also Wanek, Egon 
Wellesz in Selbstzeugnissen, 12–3.
13 See Wellesz’s catalogue of works: www.egonwellesz.at/wellesz_werkverzeichnis.htm.
14 Cepin Benser, Egon Wellesz, 3.
15 Marcus G. Patka, “‘Friendly or Enemy Aliens’? Hans Gál und Egon Wellesz im  
britischen Internierungslager”, in: Hans Gál und Egon Wellesz: Continental Britons by Michael 
Haas and Marcus G. Patka, Vienna: Mandelbaum Verlag 2004, 105–7.
16 Wanek, Egon Wellesz in Selbstzeugnissen, 199–201; Hannes Heher, “‘Man muss seinen 
Weg gehen, ohne zu suchen und ohne zu fragen und ohne sich beirren zu lassen.’ Hans Gál, 
Egon Wellesz und die ‘Neue Musik’ nach 1945”, in Hans Gál und Egon Wellesz: Continental 
Britons by Michael Haas and Marcus G. Patka, Vienna: Mandelbaum Verlag 2004, 132.
17 Cf. Robert Schollum, Egon Wellesz: Eine Studie, Vienna: Österreichischer Bundesverlag 
1964, 15 and 35.
18 Wellesz told his publisher Herbert Vogg on 1 July 1966 in a letter: “Dienstag wurde 
ich gebeten, etwas für die Eröffnung des Byz. Kongresses zu komponieren und beendete 
gestern ein festliches Präludium[,] das in ein byz. Magnificat (nur die erste Zeile) mit ein-
stimmigem Chor übergeht[,] und dann nimmt die Orgel ff die harmonisierte Melodie auf.” 
(F13.Wellesz.2511/1–2.)
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ninth ode of the canon. Wellesz underlay the beginning with a monophonic 
melodic line according to the Byzantine tradition, but went on to elaborate it 
polyphonically. In the first version, he used the Greek text, but in the final one 
he replaced it with the German text. The Prelude can be taken as a preliminary 
stage to the composition, which will be the main topic of this article. The can-
tata Mirabile Mysterium, op. 101 was written directly after the Prelude in 1967, 
when Wellesz was already 82 years old. 

However, Wellesz did not take the actual chant Mirabile mysterium declara-
tur hodie for his cantata, as one might expect from the title: Instead, he uses 
seven of twelve troparia19 which are attributed to Sophronios, Patriarch of Je-
rusalem between 634 and 638. Therefore, these chants must have been known 
from at least the seventh century onwards.20 These troparia from Sophronios’s 
“Troparium horarum” are also called “Nativity Hymns” because they describe 
the mystery of God becoming man at Christmas.21

Wellesz documents the course of setting these texts to music in his letters, 
primarily to his publisher Herbert Vogg22 (*1928) at the Austrian publishing 
house Doblinger, and to his biographer, the composer Robert Schollum (1913–
1987). The cantata was commissioned by Arthur von Schuschnigg (1904–1990), 
director of programmes for the Austrian Radio,23 and on 18 April 1967 Wellesz 
told Schollum that the first sketch of the first piece of the cantata was finished: 
“I think,” Wellesz wrote,24 “that it will be five pieces. I had my first idea on the 
14th, then I did some writing on the 16th, more on the 17th and today I really de-
voted myself to it”.25

At the age of 82, Wellesz was working at an immense speed and stamina 
(“uninterrupted working days of twelve hours”)26 and although he was also 

19 According to Christian Troelsgård, troparion is used as a “collective term for several 
genres of hymn in the Byzantine liturgy” (Grove Music Online).
20 Egon Wellesz, “The Nativity Drama of the Byzantine Church”, The Journal of Roman 
Studies, 37 (1947), 146.
21 Jacques Paul Migne, Patrologiae cursus completus/Series Graeca 87/3, Paris: J. P. Migne 
1863, 4005–4009.
22 Wellesz’s correspondence with Vogg is all that has been partly published so far: Her-
bert Vogg, Am Beispiel Egon Wellesz: Sein Briefwechsel mit Doblinger als Zeugnis der Partner-
schaft zwischen Komponist und Verlag, Vienna: Doblinger, 1996.
23 On 22 May 1967, Wellesz wrote to Vogg: “Ich sagte Ihnen, dass Schuschnigg bei mei-
nem letzten Besuch mich bat etwas zu schreiben, was nur für das Radio komponiert sein 
kann. Der Gedanke ließ mich nicht los und als das Semester begann (!!), am 12. April, hatte 
ich die Idee[,] mein von mir entdecktes byzant[inisches] Weihnachtsmysterium zu bear-     
beiten; aus 12 Hymnen wurden 7 (und diese stark gekürzt) […].” Cited after Vogg, Am 
Beispiel Egon Wellesz 85.
24 F13.Wellesz.2034: “Mein Bio-Fürst! Melde: daß das erste Stück […] in der ersten Skizze 
fertig ist […] Es wird noch viel Arbeit geben, alles auszuarbeiten, aber das Grundschema ist 
da. Ich glaube, es werden 5 Stücke werden. Die erste Idee kam am 14., dann habe ich etwas 
am 16. gemacht, mehr am 17. und heute habe ich mich hineingekniet”
25 All English translations of Wellesz’s German letters are my own.
26 See his letter to Vogg on 26 May (F13.Wellesz.2511/1–2). See also Endler, Egon und 
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giving tutorials in Oxford, he had already finished almost four parts of his can-
tata on 27 April, as he tells Vogg in a letter.27 No wonder then, that the compo-
sition of the cantata was taking its toll on Wellesz: His relief was tangible when 
he wrote to Vogg on 2 August 1967, that he had just finished the score of his 
cantata “amongst storm and rain.”28 On 4 August 1967 Wellesz sent a similar 
letter to Schollum, telling him that his score is finished, “54 large pages on staff 
paper with 26 lines. Until the last minute I revised the sketches […] I am really 
relieved that I managed to do this.”29 

As the cantata was meant for a radio broadcast, Wellesz scored it for narra-
tor, two solo sopranos and two solo baritones (always one as “solo” and one 
as “echo”), as well as a mixed choir and a “strange” orchestra as he calls it 
himself in a letter to Vogg.30 As Wellesz states in his own text about Mirabile 
Mysterium, he intended the Byzantine melodies in the background to reach 
the audience “like sounds from a higher sphere”.31 The narrator recites the text 
in German parallel to the singers and the chorus singing in Greek as if coming 
from afar (“von ferne”). 

From the twelve hymns of Sophronios, Wellesz selected the following seven 
(in bold):

1. Βηθλεέμ ἑτοιμάζου (Bethleem, praeparare)

2. Νῦν προφητική (Nunc prophetica)

3. Τάδε λέγει Ἰωσήφ (Haec loquitur Joseph)

4. Οὖτος ὁ θεὸς ἡμῶν (Ille deus noster)
5. Πρὸ τῆς γεννήσεως (Ante tuam nativitatem)
6. Ἰωσὴφ εἶπε ἡμῖν (Joseph, dic nobis)
7. Δεῦτε πιστοὶ ἐπαρθῶμεν (Adeste, fideles)
8. Ἄκουε οὐρανέ (Audit, coelum)

9. Δεῦτε χριστοφόροι λαοί (Adeste, christiani populi)

Emmy Wellesz, 253: “Wer einmal versucht hat, der Entstehung von großer Musik auf die Spur 
zu kommen, der findet zu allen Zeiten und bei sonst höchst unterschiedlichen Meistern 
diese zuerst unverständliche Eile in der Produktion – als wäre Ihnen allen immer bewußt 
gewesen, daß sie eine ‘Inspiration’ […] festzuhalten hatten und diese eine sehr plötzlich 
auftretende Erscheinung sei.”
27 F13.Wellesz.2511/1–2: “Ich bin etwas ‘tramhapperd’, denn zu all den vielen Tutorials 
kommt, daß ich für [Artur von] Schuschnigg nahezu 4 Stücke des Xmas Mysterium fertig 
habe […,] und es wird sehr schön.”
28 “Am zweiten August soeben / Kam ich zu End bei Sturm und Regen / Mit der ganzen 
Partitur. Es war eine ungeheure Konzentration[,] diese Klänge ‘auszuhören’, und ich schrieb 
in diesen wenigen Tagen bis tief in die Nacht.” Cited after Vogg, Am Beispiel Egon Wellesz, 88.
29 F13.Wellesz.2034: “„[…] Vorgestern beendete ich die Partitur des ‘Mirabile Mysteri-
um’, 54 große Seiten, 26 zeil. Notenpapier. Bis zum letzten Augenblick habe ich die Skizze 
revidiert […] Ich bin aufrichtig erleichtert, daß ich es geschafft habe.”
30 Cf. Wellesz’s letter to Vogg on 22 May 1967: “[…] und eigenartiges Orchester.” Cited 
after Vogg, Am Beispiel Egon Wellesz, 85.
31 Cited according to Wellesz’s own introduction to “Mirabile Mysterium” from 9 April 
1967 (F13.Wellesz.2370/1): “[…] gleichsam [wie] Klänge aus einer höheren Sphäre […].”
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10. Ἐξεπλήττετο ὁ Ἡρώδης (Conturbatus est Herodes)
11. Ὅτε Ἰωσήφ, παρθένε (Quando Joseph, o virgo)

12. Σήμερον γεννᾶται (Hodie nascitur)

Already in 1947 – twenty years before the composition of his cantata – Wellesz 
had written an article about these hymns.32 In this article he informs his rea-
ders, that Sophronios’s Nativity Hymns can be found in many Byzantine Sti-
cheraria33 and that they seem to have remained unaltered at least between the 
tenth and the thirteenth centuries:34

Since the order of the hymns in the thirteenth-century Cod. Vatop. 1499 is iden-
tical with that of the tenth-century Cod. Vindob. 136, it is established that the 
words and the melodies of the Nativity cycle remained unaltered at least from 
the tenth to the thirteenth century. But we know from the study of the Hir-
mologion Cod. Laura 252, from the ninth century, that the bulk of the hymns 
and their melodies can be traced back as far as the ninth century. This is the 
earliest date at which we have musical notation in Byzantine liturgical books.

For his comparison of these melodies Wellesz consulted the following five Sti-
cheraria in 1947: A-Wn Theol. gr. 136 from the early twelfth century as the oldest 
manuscript and four thirteenth-century codices, i.e. A-Wn Theol. gr. 181, F-Pn. 
gr. 270, GR-AOva 1492 and GR-AOva 1499.35 Twenty years later Wellesz was 
able to use this scientific material for his composition. However, he did not set 
all twelve troparia to music, but only nos. 1, 2, 3, 8 (= his no. 4), 9 (= his no. 5), 
11 (= his no. 6) and 12 (= his no 7). For nos. 1 and 4 he employs the Greek text, 
all the others are translated into German. In his introduction to Mirabile Mys-
terium Wellesz claimed that he incorporated genuine Byzantine melodies in 
his composition:36 In no. 1 (Βηθλεέμ ἑτοιμάζου) he translates the first five kola 
into German, then leaves the next part (“καὶ θεὸς ἀνθρώποις ἐκ παρθένου 
πεφανέρωται, μορφωθεὶς τὸ καθ᾽ἡμᾶς, καὶ θεώσας τὸ πρόσλημμα”) in 
Greek for the sopranos to sing as if from far away.

Looking at the Byzantine melodies, it can be seen at first glance, that they are 
indeed the same in, for example, the fourteenth-century manuscript F-Pn gr. 
27037 and in A-Wn Theol. gr. 13638 from the early twelfth century,39 as Wellesz 
wrote in his article from 1947 (see above): 

32 Wellesz, “Nativity Drama”, 146.
33 A Sticherarion is a liturgical book that contains the stichera, i.e. hymns inserted between 
the verses of psalms at Vespers and Matins (see Gerda Wolfram, “Stichērarion”, in: Grove 
Music Online).
34 Cf. Wellesz, “Nativity Drama”, 146.
35 Wellesz, “Nativity Drama”, 146.
36 F13.Wellesz.2370/1.
37 This manuscript is available online: https://bit.ly/2WOqsPT.
38 See the facsimile edition by Gerda Wolfram, Sticherarium antiquum Vindobonense (Cod. 
Vind. theol. gr. 136), Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften 
1987, fol. 76r.
39 The same melodies can be found in many Sticheraria (see e.g. also DK-Kk 4960, four-
teenth century, fol. 68v–71r).
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Fig. 1

F-Pn gr. 270, fol. 57r (© Bibliothèque Nationale de France)

A-Wn Theol. gr. 136, fol. 76r40

Thus, Wellesz’s assertion that the melodies must have remained stable over a 
long period of time is correct. Furthermore, comparing the melodies in these 
codices with Wellesz’s own composition confirms his claim, that he used the 
original Byzantine melodies for those parts of his composition, where the 
Greek text is employed. These he had painstakingly transcribed into Western 
staff notation, even trying to render the rhythm according to the system being 
then used in the editions of Monumenta Musicae Byzantinae41 back in 1947 for 
his article. In his introduction to Mirabile Mysterium Wellesz states that back 
then, he would never have thought that one day these hymns might play an 
important role in his own compositional work.42 

The melody shown in Fig. 2 is sung by the sopranos in Greek parallel to the 
narrator reciting the same text in German. For the parts chanted in German 
and for the orchestra Wellesz uses his own distinct expressionistic musical idi-
om (see also below), whereas the choral writing based on Byzantine melodies 
is chiefly syllabic:

40 The excerpts from A-Wn Theol. gr. 136 are taken from Wolfram, Sticherarium antiquum 
with kind permission of the author.
41 Cf. Henry J. W. Tillyard, Handbook of the Middle Byzantine Notation, Copenhagen: Levin 
& Munksgaard, 1935, 51; Wellesz, History, 317–24; see also on this topic Christian Troels-
gård, Byzantine Neumes: A New Introduction to the Middle Byzantine Notation, Copenhagen: 
Museum Tusculanum Press 2011, 35–7.
42 F13.Wellesz.2370/1: “Die Melodien dieser Hymnen wurden von mir vor vielen Jahren 
aus byzantinischen Handschriften des 13. Jhdts. übertragen, aber ich dachte damals nicht 
daran, dass sie einmal in meinen eigenen Schriften eine Rolle spielen würden.”
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Fig. 2

No 1 (Βηθλεέμ ἑτοιμάζου, Plagal mode four):
The excerpts are taken from F-Pn gr. 270, fol. 58v43 and the printed piano 

score of Wellesz’s composition:44

At the end of no. 1 Wellesz takes two lines from troparion no. 9 (Δεῦτε 
χριστοφόροι λαοί), which the choir sings in German as well as in Greek: 
Δεῦτε χριστοφόροι […] προσκυνήσωμεν […] καὶ πῶς μέλλεις λοχεῦσαι, 
ἡ ἀπειρόζυγος δάμαλις;). Here only the melody of the last three words (ἡ 
ἀπειρόζυγος δάμαλις;) concurs with the Byzantine version in F-Pn gr. 270 
(fol. 60r) and A-Wn Theol. gr. 136 (fol. 78v).

Also for troparion no 8, Wellesz’s no 4 (Ἄκουε οὐρανέ), he took the first 
half of the text (Ἄκουε οὐρανέ, καὶ ἐνωτίζου ἡ γῆ σαλευθήτω τὰ θεμέλια, 
ἐπιλαβέτω τρόμος τὰ καταχθόνια·ὅτι ὁ Θεός τε καὶ κτίστης, σαρκὸς εἰσέδυ 
πλάσιν) for the sopranos to sing in Greek, while the narrator recites the German 
translation. For this part Wellesz again used the original Byzantine melody, 
providing his own harmonization in the orchestra. Wellesz only changes the 

43 © Bibliothèque Nationale de France.
44 The examples from Egon Wellesz: Mirabile Mysterium (Sophronios v. Jerusalem) für Soli, 
gemischten Chor und Orchester op. 101 © Copyright 1968 by Ludwig Doblinger (Bernhard 
Herzmansky) GmbH & Co KG, Vienna are used by kind permission of the publisher.
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beginning, where he does not start on a from the first authentic mode, but one 
note lower on g:45

Fig. 3

No 4 (Ἄκουε οὐρανέ, Authentic mode 4):46 

For Mirabile Mysterium, Wellesz uses his own distinct musical idiom, expres-
sionistic with serial techniques but also a tonal background, which in 1967 
was probably regarded as “conservative”: “[…] the original Byzantine texts 
and chants”, states David Symons in his description of Mirabile Mysterium,47 
“are sung by the distant soprano chorus in three of the movements, the texture 

45 Cf. Hannes Heher, Egon Wellesz: Komponist, Byzantinist, Musikwissenschaftler. Katalog 
zur Ausstellung, 30. März bis 5. Mai 2000, Aula der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
Vienna: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften 2000, 44, plate 13.2.1.
46 F-Pn gr. 270, fol. 59v (© Bibliothèque Nationale de France).
47 David Symons, Egon Wellesz: Composer, New York: Heinrichshofen 1997, 171.



somewhat resembling Bach’s chorale fantasia-type movements in his passions 
and cantatas. The pure modality of the chants is integrated into the general 
language of the work without any feeling of incongruity […].”

The orchestra part of Mirabile Mysterium can appear quite dissonant in 
parts, with big intervallic leaps, counterpointing the modal structure of the 
Byzantine melodic line: “[…] the points of tonal resolution are often relatively 
clear”, explains Symons again, who provides the only analysis of the cantata,48 
“but this does not imply the presence of diatonic tonal functions even when 
diatonic relationships are present. Such total synthesis of ‘atonal’ (or contextu-
al) structure with both chromatic/dissonant and diatonic/consonant melodic 
and harmonic elements, is […] a central feature of Wellesz’s late style.”

In her biography of Wellesz, Caroline Cepin Benser49 describes, for example, 
no. 5 (Δεῦτε χριστοφόροι λαοί), as “lyrically pastoral. Even a sweetness ap-
pears in the solo wood wind lines, but at the same time the wide intervals, 
moving in and out of registers dispel any notion of sentimentality. Occasion-
ally throbbing, percussive dissonances intrude.”

Wellesz himself was very happy with his composition, he wrote to his pub-
lisher Herbert Vogg, that it had become “something very moving”50 and to 
his daughter Elisabeth, that Mirabile Mysterium is his “dearest work from the 
last 10 years”. Wellesz also cites his wife Emmy, who thought that the can-
tata resembled the style of his opera Die Bakchantinnen op. 44 from 1931.51 The 
composition was also much acclaimed by the audience, but did not earn the 
Prix Italia,52 to which Wellesz had submitted Mirabile Mysterium in 1969.53 This 
outcome convinced Wellesz that his music constituted a counterpoint to the 
“mainstream” of the modern music idiom of the 1960s54 – he called his 7th Sym-

48 Symons, Egon Wellesz, 170.
49 Cepin Benser, Egon Wellesz, 260.
50 22 May 1967: “Ich glaube, daß es etwas sehr Ergreifendes geworden ist. Meine Frau 
findet, daß dramatisch die Welt der ‘Bakchantinnen’ wieder lebendig geworden ist” (F13.
Wellesz.2511/1–2).
51 Wellesz in a letter to Elisabeth Kessler, 21 March 1969 (F13.Wellesz.2686/13).
52 The work was conducted by Miltiades Caridis (1923–1997) with the choir and orches-
tra of the Austrian Broadcasting Corporation and the baritone Ernst Gutstein (1924–1998).
53 On 28 September 1969 Wellesz wrote to his Viennese publishing house Doblinger (F13.
Wellesz.2511/1–2): “Brief von [Artur von] Schuschnigg[,] daß ein Franzose ‘mit gekonnter 
Eintags-Moderne’ den Prix d’Italia bekam – wie Sie wohl schon wissen, daß aber Mirab. 
Myst. sehr akklamiert wurde. Viele Stationen wollen das Band.”
54 Cf. Gerhard Winkler, “‘Contra torrentem’ – Egon Wellesz und die Avantgarde nach 
1945”, in: Egon Wellesz by Otto Kolleritsch (Vienna: Universal Edition, 1986), 147: “Die 
Kompositionen von Egon Wellesz, die mit dem Anspruch auftraten, ‘gediegene’ Musik zu 
sein und eine große Tradition fortzusetzen, paßten weder so recht in Avantgardistenkon- 
zerte, noch in bürgerliche Konzerte konservativen Zuschnitts [...].” See also Herbert Vogg, 
Das Werk Egon Wellesz’ aus der Sicht eines Verlagsleiters, in: Egon Wellesz by Otto Kolleritsch 
(Vienna: Universal Edition, 1986), 64: “Wie ‘aktuell’ war Wellesz damals? Er war, um es 
sehr vornehm auszudrücken, nicht auf der Höhe seiner Zeit. Zwar genoß er Ansehen als 
Komponist wie als Forscher [...] aber er war nach der Meinung der damals einflußreichen 
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phony op. 102, composed after Mirabile Mysterium in 1967-8, unofficially “Con-
tra torrentem” – “Against the torrent”.55

3) Παράδοξον μυστήριον οἰκονομεῖται σήμερον /                                                                            
Mirabile mysterium declaratur hodie:

But what about the “real” Mirabile mysterium, from which Wellesz borrowed 
the title for his cantata? In the Orthodox Church, the hymn is chanted as the 
first apostichon56 of the Synaxis of the Theotokos (i.e. a special service for the 
Mother of God on 25/26 December) and can be found in the menaia part of 
Sticheraria in the fourth plagal mode.57 The text is as follows:

Table 1

Greek58 Latin59 English60

Παράδοξον μυστήριον, 
οἰκονομεῖται σήμερον!

Mirabile mysterium declaratur 
hodie;

A wondrous mystery is 
declared today,

καινοτομοῦνται φύσεις, 
καὶ Θεὸς ἄνθρωπος 
γίνεται·

innovantur nature; Deus homo 
factus est,

natures are renewed; God has 
become man;

ὅπερ ἦν μεμένηκε, in quo fuit permansit, that which he was, he 
remains,

καὶ ὃ οὐκ ἦν 
προσέλαβεν, 

et quod non erat assumpsit, and that which he was not, 
he has assumed,

οὐ φυρμὸν ὑπομείνας, 
οὐδὲ διαίρεσιν.

non commixtionem passus, 
neque divisionem.

suffering neither mixture nor 
division.

The Byzantine hymn apparently derives its text from the fourth-century Greg-
ory of Nazianzus’s 39th oration on the “Holy Lights” (“Εἰς τὰ ἅγια φῶτα”), 
which he delivered on the Feast of Theophany in 381.61 The main ideas of 

Musikkritik hoffnungslos passé und konnte den Ansprüchen der damaligen Form von 
Fortschrittsgläubigkeit in keiner Weise genügen.”
55 Wanek, Egon Wellesz, 104–16. See also Wellesz’s statement in: Endler, Egon und Emmy 
Wellesz, 10: “Ich möchte daran gemahnen, daß sich in den ersten Dezennien des 18. Jahrhun-
derts eine ähnliche Situation in der Musik ergab, als sich die seichte neapolitanische Kolora-
turoper über ganz Europa ausbreitete. Da rief Johann Joseph Fux [...] in seinem Gradus ad 
Parnassum in Verzweiflung über den Sieg des Mittelmaßes aus: ‘Sed quis contra torrentem?’ 
(‘Wer kann einen Sturzbach aufhalten?’).”
56 I.e. a hymn sung between verses of selected psalms.
57 Ugo Gaisser, “Brani greci nella liturgia latina”, Rassegna gregoriana, 1/8–9 (1902), 130.
58 Μηναῖον vol. 12: December, Venice 1863, 205.
59 The Latin text follows codex F-Pn lat. 17436, fol. 41r. Cf. also Patrologia Latina 78, 741.
60 The translation is taken from: https://bit.ly/2Bocknl. 
61 Cf. Louis Brou, “S. Grégoire de Nazianze et l’Antienne ‘Mirabile Mysterium’ des 
Laudes de la Circoncision”, Ephemerides Liturgicae, 58 (1944), 18; idem, “Les chants en langue 
grecque dans les liturgies latines”, Sacris Erudiri 1, (1948), 169 fn. 1. 
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Gregory’s oration seem to have been taken over into the hymn soon after, as 
can be discerned from some of the following citations, which correspond to the 
text of Παράδοξον μυστήριον: 

Table 2

Chant text Gregory of Nazianzus62

Παράδοξον μυστήριον, οἰκονομεῖται 
σήμερον!

καὶ τί τὸ μέγα περὶ ἡμᾶς μυστήριον

καινοτομοῦνται φύσεις, καὶ Θεὸς 
ἄνθρωπος γίνεται·

Καινοτομοῦνται φύσεις, καὶ Θεὸς 
ἄνθρωπος γίνεται

ὅπερ ἦν μεμένηκε, 
καὶ ὃ οὐκ ἦν προσέλαβεν, ἀλλ᾽ ὃ οὐκ ἧν προσλαβὼν 

(φιλάνθρωπος γάρ)
οὐ φυρμὸν ὑπομείνας, οὐδὲ διαίρεσιν.

As Frank has tried to show in his article on the dating of the Roman Lauds,63 
the Byzantine Παράδοξον μυστήριον can only have been composed after the 
council of Chalcedon (451): The last line of the text, “οὐ φυρμὸν ὑπομείνας, 
οὐδὲ διαίρεσιν”, does not concern the heresies of Sabellius and Arius (third 
century), – as Amalarius of Metz (ca. 775–ca. 850) later thought, but was rather 
directed against monophysitism and Nestorianism.64 In the Greek Menaion 
(i.e. the liturgical book containing the propers for fixed dates of the year) the 
chant is attributed to St John of Damascus (ca. 650–before 754); however, there 
is no proof for this.65 On account of the connection with Gregory’s sermon and 
the theological issues raised at the council of Chalcedon (451), an earlier com-
position of the hymn might be possible.

62 Cf. Patrologia Graeca 36/33, 348. “[…] and the Son of God deigns to become and to be 
called Son of Man; not changing what He was (for it is unchangeable); but assuming what 
He was not (for He is full of love to man) […] what is the great Mystery that concerns us? 
An innovation is made upon nature, and God is made Man […] Therefore the unmingled is 
mingled; and not only is God mingled with birth and spirit with flesh, and the eternal with 
time, and the uncircumscribed with measure […]”. The English translation is taken from: 
https://bit.ly/1A8e5g4.
63 Hieronimus Frank, “Das Alter der römischen Laudes und Vesperantiphonen der       
Weihnachtsoktav und ihrer griechischen Originale”, Oriens Christianus, 36 (1936), 17. Al-
ready, Brou, “S. Grégoire”, 22 suggested Chalcedon as terminus post quem.
64 Cf. John N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, London: A & C Black Publishers Ltd 
41968, 340: The Council of Chalcedon set out a formal confession of faith, where it states 
similarily to the last line of Παράδοξον μυστήριον, “[…] one and the same Christ, Son, Lord 
only-begotten, made known in two natures without confusion, without change, without 
division, without separation […].” Brou, “S. Grégoire””, 21.
65 See e.g. Anton Baumstark, “Byzantinisches in den Weihnachtstexten des Römischen 
Antiphonarius Officii”, Oriens Christianus, 3/11 (1936), 179–87, who thinks that the chant 
existed prior to St John of Damascus.
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A genuine Latin equivalent of Παράδοξον μυστήριον does not exist, but it 
has been common knowledge since at least the nineteenth century that the text 
Mirabile mysterium is a direct translation from the Greek.66 In the Latin Church, 
Mirabile mysterium is used as an antiphon to the Benedictus at Lauds on the 
Feast of Circumcision (1 January) in mode eight. It is not known, however, ex-
actly when the hymn was brought to the West. It is probably too early a date 
to assume the chant was introduced to the West by Pope Leo the Great (?–461), 
whose doctrine concurs with the thoughts expressed in the chant and who was 
very active at the council of Chalcedon.67 A later date around the second half 
of the sixth or even the seventh century under the Greek popes – as suggested 
by Frank68 – seems more plausible for the translation of the chant into Latin for 
use in the Roman office. 

There is an early testimony in Amalarius’s “De ecclesiasticis officiis” (820), 
where he refers to the Latin antiphon Mirabile mysterium, also stating that it 
goes back to Gregory of Nazianzus:69 

The antiphon sung with the Gospel canticle reveals both the Lord’s pres-
ence among men, and mankind’s reception unto the Lord. For it says: ‘A 
marvellous mystery is revealed today; nature is made new.’ Gregory of Na-
zianzus shows how nature is made new in his book On the Second Epiphany, 
saying: ‘What is done regarding us, or on our behalf? A new and unheard-
of exchange of natures is brought about, and God becomes man’ […]. There 
follows the antiphon: ‘That which was, remained. This is the word, which 
desired to show itself to us through the stuff of the flesh; as it was unchange-
able light and God eternal, it thus persisted and was not changed into any 
creature.’ And there follows: ‘And he took on that which he was not’ […]. 
There follows: ‘He suffered neither commingling nor division.’ That is, he 
did not suffer the commingling in a single person of the Father and the Son 
that Sabellius proclaims, nor the division that Arius babbles about. 

The unneumed Latin text can already be found in the late ninth-century an-
tiphonary of Compiègne, F-Pn lat. 17436 (fol. 41r).70 Contrary to the so-called 
Missa graeca chants (Gloria/Doxa, Credo/Pisteuo, Sanctus/Hagios, Agnus 

66 See e.g. Prosper-L.-P. Guéranger, “L’Année Liturgique: Temps de Noël du 26 décem-
bre à la vigile de l’Epiphanie”, cited after the online edition: https://bit.ly/2Sm21dO; Henri 
Leclercq, “Antienne (Liturgie),” in: Dictionnaire d’archéologie chrétienne et de liturgie, vol. 1, part 
2 by Fernand Cabrol, Paris: Letouzey 1907, 2294: “[…] Mirabile mysterium […] est traduite 
mot pour mot d’un idiomèle du 26 décembre, fête de la synaxis de la Vierge […]”; Alberto 
Vaccari, Ad ‘Carmina Scripturarum’ Symbolae, Biblica 3 (1922) 52: “Nullum dubium quin e 
graeco in latinum facta sit translatio antiphonae nostrae, non viceversa”; Baumstark, “Byz-
antinisches”, 179–87; Brou, “S. Grégoire”, 17–8.
67 Gerhard Gommel, “Geheimnisse einer alten Glocke”, Jahrbuch des Oberösterreichischen 
Musealvereines, 118 (1973), 156. See also http://catholicism.org/ad-rem-no-175.html.
68 Frank, “Alter der römischen Laudes”, 17–8. See also Baumstark, “Byzantinisches”, 
179–87.
69 Eric Knibbs, Amalar of Metz: On the Liturgy, vol. 2, Cambridge/Mass.: Dumbarton Oaks 
Medieval Library 2014, 540–3.
70 Online scans: https://bit.ly/2SAWO1e.
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Dei/O amnos tu theu) and other bilingual chants, Mirabile mysterium never 
appears together with the transliterated Greek text.71 

Regarding the melody, Anton Baumstark claimed in his article in 1936 that 
the Latin Mirabile mysterium is the “closest rendering of a Byzantine model”72 
– a hypothesis which goes back already to Olivier Rousseau in 1924.73 Brou 
and Jammers state that the Latin antiphon has indeed the same mode (Byzan-
tine fourth plagal mode and Latin mode eight), and cadence as the Byzantine 
hymn, but otherwise the melodies differ completely in East and West.74 

Although it is known that the Byzantine chant came into existence before 
the Latin one, Western sources of a much earlier date than Eastern ones have 
been preserved. The oldest adiastematic source for the Western melody can 
be found in the Hartker Antiphoner (CH-SGs 390-391) from around 990–1000; 
however, Byzantine Sticheraria transmit the chant from only the early twelfth 
century onwards, such as, for example, the still-adiastematic manuscript A-Wn 
Theol. gr. 136. Thus, in order to compare the Eastern and Western melodies, we 
encounter a situation common to confronting Byzantine and Western chants: 
The Western hymn is taken from a much older manuscript (CH-SGs 390, ca. 
990/1000) than the two Byzantine ones from the fourteenth century (I-Ma A 
139 sup., fol. 84v75 and DK-Kk 4960, fol. 76v76) because there are no such early 
codices preserved in the East. 

One might conclude, then, that the Byzantine melody has changed during 
the three hundred centuries between the Hartker Antiphoner and the Byzan-
tine manuscripts of the fourteenth century. However, Byzantine stichera re-
mained melodically very stable and hardly changed at all during the centuries. 
Taking a look at the A-Wn Theol. gr. 136 from the early twelfth century, it can 
be clearly discerned that the melody is basically the same as in the younger 
I-Ma A 139 sup., although A-Wn Theol. gr. 136 is written in the still-adiaste-
matic Palaeobyzantine neumes called Coislin V:77

71 Gaisser, “Brani greci”, 130; Michel Huglo, “Relations musicales entre Byzance et 
l’Occident, in Joan M. Hussey, Dimitri Obolensk and Steven Runciman, Proceedings of the 
XIIIth International Congress of Byzantine Studies, Oxford 1966, London: Oxford University 
Press, 1967, 272; Egon Wellesz, “Eastern Elements in English Ecclesiastical Music”, Journal of 
the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 5, (1942), 144.
72 Baumstark, “Byzantinisches”, 180.
73 Olivier Rousseau, “Les antiennes de la Circoncision”, Revue liturgique et monastique 10 
(1924/25) 57.
74 Brou, “S. Grégoire”, 22 fn. 19; Ewald Jammers, “Abendland und Byzanz: II. Kirchen-
musik: Byzanz und die abendländische Musik”, in: Peter Wirth, Reallexikon der Byzantinistik 
Reihe A, Heft 3, Amsterdam: Hakkert 1969, 186.
75 According to the facsimile edition by Lidia Perria and Jørgen Raasted, Sticherarium 
Ambrosianum, Copenhagen: Munksgaard 1992. 
76 Online scans: https://bit.ly/2MYH7vD.
77 See Constantin Floros, Universale Neumenkunde, vol. 1, Kassel: Bärenreiter 1970, 322.
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Fig. 4

A-Wn Theol. gr. 136, fol. 85v (© Österreichische Nationalbibliothek)

I-Ma A 139 sup., fol. 84v (© Biblioteca Ambrosiana, Milan)

Looking at the following comparison one can easily see that, while they start 
from the same note, the melodies nevertheless develop in a completely dif-
ferent way. The Byzantine melody is taken from the manuscripts I-Ma A 139 
sup. (fol. 84v) from 134178 and DK-Kk 4960. fol. 76v (fourteenth century), the 
Latin one is taken from the table of the Antiphonale Synopticum, where the 
melody of CH-SGs 390, p. 71 (ca. 990/1000) is reconstructed with the help of 
diastematic sources:79

Fig. 5

78 According to the facsimile edition: Lidia Perria, Jørgen Raasted, Sticherarium Ambrosia-
num, Copenhagen: Munksgaard, 1992. 
79 See the table at the following link: http://gregorianik.uni-regensburg.de/cdb/003763.



Conclusion

The comparison above shows, that Mirabile mysterium is indeed a Western com-
position with its own melody, although with a text directly translated from a 
Byzantine hymn. As stated above, only the mode is the same and the final ca-
dence at the words διαίρεσιν/divisionem. It is not known when the text was 
brought to the West, but it is reasonable to assume that this happened during 
the sixth/seventh centuries after the council of Chalcedon. 

However, Egon Wellesz’s Mirabile Mysterium has nothing to do with this 
hymn. The composer only used the first two words as a programmatic title, but 
took the texts from the Nativity hymns of Sophronios. Furthermore, Wellesz 
used his own transcriptions of genuine Byzantine melodies as the basis for his 
composition. This is a very rare case of a modern adoption of Byzantine melo-
dies for a Western composition and of a musicologist-composer combing both 
his fields of interests, his scientific research into Byzantine music inspiring his 
work as composer. Although Wellesz’s compositions have been enjoying a re-
naissance during the last decades,80 many aspects of his oeuvre are still un-
known and unresearched today. Many a treasure lies hidden in his catalogue 
of works, which comprises 112 items. Mirabile Mysterium is one of them, but 
there is no official recording,81 and neither has it been performed again to the 
best of my knowledge.

Paul Conway is right when he concludes his review of recordings of works 
by Wellesz with the statement that 

Until […] the early ballets Das Wunder der Diana (1917), Persisches Ballett 
(1920), Achilles auf Skyros (1921), the mid-period masterpiece The Leaden 
Echo and the Golden Echo (1944) and the late choral works Mirabile Myste-
rium (1967) and Canticum Sapientiae (1968) [have been committed to disc], 
we cannot claim to have a truly representative selection of Wellesz’s 
oeuvre on record from which to begin to measure the full extent of his         
creative achievement.82

80 The discography of the “Egon Wellesz Foundation” at the “Gesellschaft der Musik-
freunde” in Vienna currently lists forty-two compact discs with music by Wellesz: https://
bit.ly/2TNuaHk.
81 On the second CD accompanying the book Hans Gál and Egon Wellesz: Continental Brit-
ons by Michael Haas and Marcus G. Patka, Vienna: Mandelbaum Verlag 2004, the finale of 
Mirabile Mysterium can be found (no. 9). A short audio clip can be found here: https://bit.
ly/2dWlNGf and https://bit.ly/2GFewu7.
82 Paul Conway, “CD Reviews”, Tempo 59/ 233, (2005), 75.
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