
Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990) 
 
Leonard Bernstein studied music at Harvard graduating in 1939 and then attended Curtis 
Institute of Music for two years. While there he studied orchestration under Randall 
Thompson. He then studied conducting with and in 1942 became the protégé of Koussevitzky. 
Koussevitzky gifted a pair of cufflinks to Bernstein which he wore at every concert he 
conducted.   
 

Mass: A Theatre Piece for Singers, Players, and Dancers 

In 1966 Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis asked Bernstein to compose a work for the inauguration 
of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, D.C.  Bernstein began 
writing Mass in 1969 as a large-scale theatrical work based on the Traditional Latin Mass. 
Bernstein invited composer and lyricist Stephen Schwartz, who had recently opened the 
musical Godspell off-Broadway, to collaborate as co-lyricist. The world premiere took place on 
September 8, 1971. 

 

Bernstein's score combines elements of musical theater, jazz, gospel, blues, folk, rock, and 

symphonic music, and the libretto combines Latin and English liturgy, Hebrew prayer, and 

additional lyrics written by Bernstein and Schwartz.  

The version we will be singing is edited to be accessible to school, community, and church 
choirs. It honors Bernstein’s mission to bring music to the people, particularly young people. 
Many of you may have watched his Young People’s Concerts in your youth. 

Edward Seckerson (British music journalist specializing in musical theatre) wrote in 2021: "Put 
simply, no other work of Bernstein's encapsulates exactly who he was as a man or as a 
musician; no other work displays his genius, his intellect, his musical virtuosity and innate 
theatricality quite like Mass."   

 

Some have praised it while others thought it blasphemous. Over the years, the ideas and 

dissent embodied in MASS, which were so threatening to the political and religious 

establishments in the volatile early-1970s, have become a more accepted part of spiritual and 

political discourse. MASS came full circle when, in 2000, Pope John Paul II requested a 

performance at the Vatican. Its radical mixing of musical styles, too, has also become less 

shocking and more accepted in the musical sphere. Time has revealed MASS to be a visionary 

piece that continues to be relevant in today’s society; with its thought-provoking themes 

about violence and war, as well as questions about faith displayed through an amalgamation 

of musical styles. 
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