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“The Melding of Art, History & Personal Reflection” 

 

THE SEVEN LAST WORDS OF OUR SAVIOUR ON THE CROSS, Op. 51 [Hob. III: 50-56] 
Franz Joseph Haydn (1732-1809) 
 

 There is no piece quite like Haydn's The Seven Last Words, either in his own oeuvre, or in the collected works of 

any of his contemporaries.  It fits into no conventional category or genre, because the specific circumstances of its 

commissioning governed the music's style and function.  Yet those very circumstances inspired Haydn to compose a 

masterpiece that he liked well enough to re-use not once, but thrice.  That fact adds another dimension to the riddle of this 

work.  The Seven Last Words exists in multiple versions, at least four of which have a considerable degree of authenticity. 

 Let us start at the beginning.  To do so seems appropriate not only on this particular Saturday, the day before the 

highest holy day of the Christian calendar, but also in the context of an overtly religious composition.   

 By the mid-1780s, Joseph Haydn was the most famous composer in Europe.  Although he had not yet embarked 

upon the extended trips to England that did so much to crown his late career, Haydn's music was known, loved, and 

admired in many countries outside Austria.  One of them was Spain, where Haydn had an ally and admirer in the Italian 

expatriate Luigi Boccherini.  The two men shared a publisher in the Viennese house of Artaria (pronounced Ahr-tah-REE-

uh), which shuttled correspondence and music between them.  Boccherini may well have had something to do with the 

wealthy cathedral chapter at Cádiz in Southern Spain asking Haydn to compose an orchestral piece for the Three Hours' 

Devotion on Good Friday.   

 One of Haydn's first biographers, G.A. Griesinger, left the following description (dictated by the elderly 

composer himself).   

 

A canon in Cádiz requested Haydn, about the year 1785, to make an instrumental composition on the 

Seven Words of Jesus on the Cross which was to be suited to a solemn ceremony that took place 

annually during Lent in the cathedral at Cádiz.  On the appointed day the walls, windows, and piers of 

the church were draped with black, and only a single lamp of good size, hanging in the middle, 

illuminated the sacred darkness.  At an appointed hour all doors were locked, and the music began.  

After a suitable prelude the bishop mounted to the pulpit, pronounced one of the Seven Words, and 

delivered a meditation upon it.  As soon as it was ended, he descended from the pulpit and knelt down 

before the altar.  The music filled in [each pause.] 

  

It was indeed one of the most difficult tasks to make out of thin air, with no text, seven adagios 

following one another that would not weary the listener but would stir in him all the feelings inherent in 

each of the words uttered by the dying Saviour.   

 

Haydn signed his name to the gist of this story in the Preface to an 1801 edition of The Seven Last Words.  Their 

early 19th-century description requires some clarification.  First of all, Christ's "words" are really sentences, whose texts 

will be familiar from the New Testament: 

 

 Father, forgive them:  for they know not what they do. (Luke xxiii, 34) 

 Verily I say unto thee, today shalt thou be with me in paradise. (Luke xxiii, 43) 

 Woman, behold thy son!  [Then saith He to the disciple,] Behold Thy Mother!  

  (John xix, 26-27) 

 My God, My God, why hast Thou forsaken me?  (Matthew xxvii, 46; Mark xv, 34) 

 I thirst. (John xix, 30) 

 It is finished. (John xix, 30) 

 Father, into Thy hands I commend my spirit.  (Luke xxiii, 46) 

 

Thus Haydn was not, strictly speaking, working "with no text."  A musically-inclined priest who was his friend is 

reported to have encouraged Haydn to use the rhythms of the Latin Biblical text for these statements as the source for the 

rhythms and inflections in his music.  Haydn appears to have embraced the suggestion; in fact, he rearranged The Seven 



Last Words as an oratorio in the mid-1790s, recognizing that it was a natural for vocal treatment.  He was clearly fond of 

this work, and thought highly of it.  He had already adapted his original orchestral pieces for both string quartet -- the 

version we hear -- and piano in 1787, the year after the original orchestral version.   

 The complete work consists not only of the seven movements representing the statements quoted above, but also 

of a musical prologue and epilogue.  Haydn's prologue is marked Introduction; it is sober and contained, setting the style 

and tempo for the music that follows.  The epilogue, Il terremoto, is Haydn's musical illustration of the earthquake that 

took place on Calvary, and the only segment of this extraordinary work that allowed Haydn to fully exercise his natural 

gift for variety in tempo and mood.  It is one of his most brilliant exercises in musical tone-painting.    

 Haydn was a deeply religious man whose spirit was genuinely moved by this assignment.  Not surprisingly, he 

was able to adapt to the seeming confines of the Spanish cathedral's demand for seven Adagio movements with amazing 

freshness.  Haydn scholars H.C. Robbins Landon and David Wyn Jones have likened his music to "the aural equivalents of 

the paintings and sculpture of rococo Catholic churches, inducing tranquil thought and peace of mind."  Haydn called his 

movements Sonatas – not in the late 18th-century sense, but in the earlier Baroque sense of a work to be played [sounded] 

rather than sung.   

 Nevertheless, there are formal connections with the classical sonata, too.  Those listeners whose ear traces 

music's architecture along with its spiritual message may note that each of the movements is carefully organized.  Haydn 

builds his argument within each Sonata from a single musical theme, developing it in accordance with his musical needs.  

This principle of monothematic development is consistent with his compositional technique through much of his career.  

Yet the freshness of his imagination in each part of The Seven Last Words, especially in light of the restraints placed on 

him by the cathedral service, give us renewed appreciation for his genius.   


