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J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 131 
Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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131/1.
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NBA I/34; BC B25
Occasion Unknown (BWV 131, 150, 117, 192, 100, 97)
Perhaps this cantata was intended for a day of penitence.
Librettist: perhaps Georg Christian Eilmar. According to the 
autograph score, it was commissioned by Eilmar, the 
orthodox pastor in Mühlhausen. Eilmar was an opponent of
Bach's Pietist pastor J. A. Frohne at the 
Blasiuskirche in the same town. Eilmar 
later served as godfather to Bach's first 
child, Catharina Dorothea, baptized 
28 December 1708. 
Time of Composition: 1707/1708
(Mühlhausen). The theory that it 
was for a penitential service 
connected with a town fire of 
30 May 1707 has been disputed. 
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●Crying from the depths to the Lord: Ps. 130:1–2 (131/1).
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Instrumentation: 
Oboe 
Vln
Vla I, II
Fagotto (treated 
independently)
SATB
Continuo 
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Sticky Note
Since Bach’s duties in Arnstadt and Mühlhausen were primarily those of an organist rather than a cantor, his early cantatas (with the exception of BWV 4) are not specified for particular Sundays and feast days in the liturgical calendar. These include Nach dir, Herr, verlanget mich (BWV 150), Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit (BWV 106), Aus der Tiefen rufe ich, Herr, zu dir (BWV 131), and Der Herr denket an uns (BWV 196). Though preserved only in later manuscripts, Cantatas 4, 106, and 196 are deemed early works on stylistic grounds. Another early work, Lobe den Herrn, meine Seele (BWV 143), is considered by some scholars to be spurious. 
	BWV 131, Aus der Tiefen rufe ich, Herr, zu dir. was commissioned by George Christian Eilmar, archdeacon at the Marienkirche. Bach himself wrote on his score, "Auff Begehren Tit: Herrn D: Georg: Christ: Eilmars in die Music gebracht” [“set to music at the request of George Christian Eilmars”]. The text, which may have been supplied by Eilmar himself, consists of Psalm 130, with two interpolated stanzas from the chorale "Herr Jesu Christ, du höchstes Gut." With no recitatives and only one aria, the cantata is characterized by a highly segmented structure, in the manner of a through-composed motet. Successive phrases are often given new tempos, and particular images are treated in a strikingly individual (even mannered) fashion, with frequent text repetition. The instrumentation too is typical of the sacred concerto: the work is scored for oboe, single violin, two violas (which will become common in Bach’s Weimar cantatas), bassoon, and continuo. Graceful figures and ornaments (such as the use of a tierce de coulee-like gesture in the opening movement) suggest French influence, as does the use of double viola parts. 
	Martin Petzoldt notes that the Psalm and chorale text refer to texts specified for the 11th Sunday after Trinity, whose bible readings were 1 Corinthians 15:1–10 (epistle) and Luke 18:9–14 (gospel), so that the cantata was probably performed on 4 September 1707. He further observes that Bach used the same chorale in Cantata 113. More specifically, both cantatas stress the repentance of King David and Manasseh (see chorale stanza 5 in 131/4 and the reference at the end of the tenor recitative, 113/6. See Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, p. 256–58.
	Petzoldt argues further that Pastor Eilmar, who commissioned the cantata, intended a meta-text corresponding to contemporary theologians' treatment of the tax-collector's prayer in the Gospel lesson for the 11th Sunday after Trinity.  The tax-collector prays 5 words: "Gott sey mir Sünder gnädig" ("God be merciful to me a sinner"). These five words were individually explicated by theologians such as Johannes Olearius (1611–1684). Quoting Olearius's commentary on each of the five words (which correspond to the 5 sections of Luther's Catechism [10 Commandments, Apostles' Creed, Lord's Prayer, Baptism, & Eucharist]), Petzoldt applies them successively to the five movements of the cantata. Thus Bach (with possible guidance by Eilmar) achieved a theological dialogue between psalm and chorale that can be fully appreciated only when one comprehends the meta-text associated with the five words of the sinner's prayer (a meta-text, particularly associated with the 11th Sunday after Trinity). See Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, p. 258–59, 263.
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The instrumental introduction moves 
into the chorus without break.
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Instrumental
opening is 
based on 
the opening 
vocal motive,
stated by 
Vln and Ob 
in antiphonal 
duet. 
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Text painting: Descending motive 
representing "the depths."
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Opening 5-note motive is treated in different ways: alternating antiphonally between individual and communal pleading:
           as homorhythmic duet, duet in imitation, homophonically by chorus, imitatively between voices and instruments.
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Ob echoes
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Continuo part marked
"Sinfonia. Lente"
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The use of a tierce de coulee-like gesture 
suggests French influence, as does the use 
of double viola parts.
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According to Grove Dictionary's list of works for Bach, cantatas with independent bassoon (separate from continuo) include 131 (1707), 150 1707–1708), 155 (1716), 190 (1724), 52 (1726), 149 (1728? 1729?), 177 (1732); Obbligato cello appears in BWV 172 (1714), 163 (1715), and 56 (1726).
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G minor ("Chorton." The NBA is notated a tone higher, i.e, Kammerton. See side note.)
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C minor
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Chorton (choir pitch): A “pitch standard a tone to a minor 3rd higher than the Kammerton (‘chamber pitch’') introduced from France. Up to the beginning of the eighteenth century the notation of church music was generally based on Chorton. The fact that organs, due to the length of their pipes, could not be retuned in the modern Kammerton induced Bach and his contemporaries to employ double notation in their church compositions: either the woodwind instruments (in Kammerton) received a part notated higher than the rest of the ensemble (Bach’s practice before 1723) or the organ received a part notated lower (Bach's practice in Leipzig). The problems for present-day performance practice that arise from this state of affairs are at times hard to resolve. Evidence of surviving organs at Chorton suggests that they were pitched at an average of d = 465 hertz (the modern pitch standard is a' = 440). By about 1700, the more common level of Kammerton was a' = 415, but a' = 403 and even a' = 390 (known as tief-Kammerton, or deep chamber pitch) were also of frequent occurrence.” (Dürr/Jones, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach), p.  953. 
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		Symmetrical Form: Chorus - Aria/Chorale (B/S) - CHORUS - Aria/Chorale (A/T) -
		Chorus. A number of stylistic attributes suggest that this is an early work: sectional structure (motet-like treatment of text phrase by phrase) instead of discrete movements, the sections flowing seamlessly one into the other, no recitatives, only 1 aria, no da capo forms, no permutation fugue, double violas. No free poetry (biblical and chorale texts only), just Psalm 130 verbatim or
			    paraphrased. The through-composed structure is characterized by
			    imaginative (and manneristic) treatment of individual text phrases via
			    differentiated tempos meters, dynamics,textures, orchestration, and
				   movtivic development.  Structure is similar to BWV 106:
				   choruses at beginning, middle, and end, with solo/chorale
				   sections in the style of a small-scale sacred concerto linking
					           the movements. See Dürr/Jones, 778. There 
					           is considerable text repetition, something
					          Johann Mattheson would criticize in Cantata 21. 
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Text painting: ascending order of voices, bass
descending one-and-a-half octaves.
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Text painting: Suspensions
and chromatic inflection 
for "calling"
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Text painting: Rising soprano line to depict supplication rising to God from the depths.
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Faster tempo for increased tension/urgency; first phrase of second sentence of Psalm 130:1 is set homophonically with declamatory rhythm in tutti voices and walking bass to express greater insistence.
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Walking bass, reinforces the insistent, hammering theme.
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G minor
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B-flat major
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Second phrase of second sentence of the Psalm verse is set in the form of a quasi-fugue, with declamatory rhythm. 
A solo-tutti alteration has refrain-like, tutti interjections of the former text phrase.
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Refrain-like, declamatory, tutti statement of earlier text 
phrase. Hammering repeated notes heighten tension.
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Martin Petzoldt suggests that ten entries of the full subject perhaps refer to the Decalogue (note that an 11th entry in m. 86 is with continuo alone). See Petzold, "Bach Kommentar," vol. 1, p. 260.
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Text painting: the melisma on "Flehen" (pleading) becomes longer.
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Tutti refrain.
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Instruments begin to double statements of the subject.
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"Flehen" melisma increasingly broken to emphasize halting weeping.
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Overlapping entry at the octave
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Halting, sighing/weeping figure in tutti instruments echoed by tutti voices (dynamics are by Bach). The fact that the motive is played (untexted) before being sung, may allude to Rom. 8:26 ("...We do not know how to pray as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words." RSV)
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Continuo only.
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S alone with continuo.
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G minor
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Sighing figures continue in the orchestral
ending.
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Bass Arioso & Soprano Chorale (Vs. 2) (Chorale: see also 113/2)
●Sin’s burden removed in Christ: Ps. 130:3–4 (131/2).
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Oboe obbligato based on "so du willst" motive, but rhythmically connected to motive in previous section.
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Section/"movement" 1 connected to following section in the manner of a motet.
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Continuo only with quasi-ostinato bass (which helps unify the "movement"), 
then oboe obbligato joins. 
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Chorale phrase 1
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Instrumen-
tation:
Ob, S, B,
Continuo
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Like 131/4, this movement belongs to the genre of Baroque sacred concerto in few parts with added vocal cantus firmus. See Dürr/Jones 778. The chorale's bar form (2 "Stollen" and subsequent "Abgesang") affects the form.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
G minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
G minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C minor

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Continuo has walking bass of eighth notes.
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Chorale phrase 2
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Hammering, declamatory rhythm (like an accusation). Martin Petzoldt understands this as an imitating of liturgical psalm-tone chanting. See "Bach Kommentar," vol. 1, p. 261.
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Cross relation E-flat/E,
perhaps allusion to "sin"
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Martin Petzoldt comments on the responsorial relationship between aria text and chorale, arguing that it results in a trinitarian division: 
1. Stollen 1: God the Creator is petitioned for mercy.
2. Stollen 2: God the Savior made forgiveness possible.
3. Abegsang: God is the one who makes holy, rescuing the sinner from perdition. See Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, p. 261.
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Chorale phrase 3
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Text painting: held notes for "to stand."
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Hammering, declamatory rhythm (like an accusation)
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Declamatory rhythm like an accusation or liturgical psalm-tone
chanting.
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Chorale phrase 4
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Chorale phrase 5 (begins "Abegsang" of chorale's bar form.
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Declamatory rhythm as if hammering home an objective truth (or liturgical psalm-tone chanting).
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Bass voice introduces new text (Psalm 130:4) to chorale's "Abgesang."
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Chorale phrase 6
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Text painting: melisma on fürchte," perhaps to suggest fearful shaking, a subjective foil to the preceding objective statement.
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Declamatory rhythm like liturgical psalm-tone chanting.



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 131

17

Melvin
Typewritten Text
53.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
56.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
58.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Chorale phrase 7
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Declamatory rhythm like liturgical psalm-tone chanting.
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131/3.
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●Waiting for the Lord; hoping in his Word: Ps. 130:5 (131/3).


Melvin
Typewritten Text
1.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Central movement in the cantata. A  5-measure prelude-like introduction leads to a fugue. 
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Three static, chordal motto statements alternate with free ascending melismas on "harre" (like an improvisational organ interlude).
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Same 
instrumenta-
tion as 
Movement 1.
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Martin Petzoldt suggests that this movement may represent the 7 requests of the Lord's Prayer: the 3-fold statement of "Ich harre des Herrn" corresponding to 
1. "Hallowed be thy name,"
2. Thy kingdom come,"
3. Thy will be done on earth...,"
with the four voices of the fugue representing the last 4 requests in the Lord's Praryer:
4. "Give us this day our daily bread,"
5. "Forgive us our debts."
6. "Lead us not into temptation,"
7. "Deliver us from evil." See Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, p. 261.
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The fugue subject begins with insistent repeated notes, then moves to long notes in descending, harmonically clashing suspensions, suggesting anguish and longing, while the ascending series of fugue entries suggests a rising prayer.
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An Oboe obbligato (ending with a 3-note motive similar to the weeping figure 		
of mvt. 1 at m. 88, related also to the "so du wollst" motive), is imitated by Vln, 		starting m. 9. The other strings play eighth-quarter figures in broken, alternating fashion, somewhat similar to the weeping figures of mvt. 1 at m. 88 (see full score). 
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Vln enters, imitating the oboe of m. 6ff. Not very apparent in this piano reduction; see full score.
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Vln I switches to halting rhythm, joining Vla I interjections, mm. 16b–21a (see full score).
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Vla I & II join with the 16th-note pattern for two measures (See full score; this piano reduction does not show that.)
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Mm. 32–37 waiting for harmonic
resolution (reflecting the text).
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Vla I & II join with the 16th-note pattern for two measures (see full score).
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Tenor Aria & Alto Chorale (Vs. 5)
●Cleansing from sin sought like David & Manasseh did (131/4).
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Ends with adagio tempo like the section's beginning; bassoon has independent figuration. 
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12/8 meter is often associated with pastoral themes. Here it may reflect the reference to David, the shepherd king, who like Mannasseh (also mentioned at the end) repented of great sin (see also the apochryphal book of Mannaseh). The steadily circling, wandering, plodding rhythm reflects the perseverance implied by waiting. 
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Text painting: long note for "wartet"
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Like 131/2, this movement belongs to the genre of Baroque sacred concerto in few parts with added vocal cantus firmus. See Dürr/Jones 778. The result is a responsorial dialogue. 
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Ostinato-like bass helps unify the 
"movement."
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Bsn
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Accompaniment by 
Continuo alone.
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See side note for 
Prayer of Manasseh.
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https://acollectionofprayers.com/2018/09/03/the-prayer-of-manasseh/
Accessed 29 September 2021

“The Prayer of Manasseh is a short work of 15 verses recording a penitential prayer attributed to king Manasseh of Judah. The majority of scholars believe that the Prayer of Manasseh was written, in Greek, in the first or second century BC. The prayer is considered apocryphal by Jews, Catholics and Protestants. It was placed at the end of 2 Chronicles in the late 4th-century Vulgate. Over a millennium later, Martin Luther included the book in his 74-book translation of the Bible. It has more use in the Eastern Orthodox Churches. The words and phrases of this prayer had an influence on the early prayers of the Christian Church.” 

“1. O Lord Almighty, God of our ancestors, of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and of their righteous offspring;
2 you who made heaven and earth with all their order;
3 who shackled the sea by your word of command, who confined the deep and sealed it with your terrible and glorious name;
4 at whom all things shudder, and tremble before your power,
5 for your glorious splendour cannot be borne, and the wrath of your threat to sinners is unendurable;
6 yet immeasurable and unsearchable is your promised mercy,
7 for you are the Lord Most High, of great compassion, long-suffering, and very merciful, and you relent at human suffering. O Lord, according to your great goodness you have promised repentance and forgiveness to those who have sinned against you, and in the multitude of your mercies you have appointed repentance for sinners, so that they may be saved.
8 Therefore you, O Lord, God of the righteous, have not appointed repentance for the righteous, for Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, who did not sin against you, but you have appointed repentance for me, who am a sinner.
9 For the sins I have committed are more in number than the sand of the sea; my transgressions are multiplied, O Lord, they are multiplied! I am not worthy to look up and see the height of heaven because of the multitude of my iniquities.
10 I am weighted down with many an iron fetter, so that I am rejected because of my sins, and I have no relief; for I have provoked your wrath and have done what is evil in your sight, setting up abominations and multiplying offences.
11 And now I bend the knee of my heart, imploring you for your kindness.
12 I have sinned, O Lord, I have sinned, and I acknowledge my transgressions.
13 I earnestly implore you, forgive me, O Lord, forgive me! Do not destroy me with my transgressions! Do not be angry with me for ever or store up evil for me; do not condemn me to the depths of the earth. For you, O Lord, are the God of those who repent,
14 and in me you will manifest your goodness; for, unworthy as I am, you will save me according to your great mercy,
15 and I will praise you continually all the days of my life. For all the host of heaven sings your praise, and yours is the glory for ever. Amen.”
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Many theologians see baptism as representing the washing of sins in the blood of Christ.
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Martin Petzoldt states that this Psalm verse has traditionally been interpreted Eucharistically. See Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, p. 262. 
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This fugue exists also in an organ transcription, BWV 131a, not by Bach, however. See Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, p. 263. 
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The fugue is characterized by tonal ambiguities, the subject being harmonized in unexpected ways and implied harmonic resolutions avoided or delayed. Perhaps 
this tonal meandering is intended to symbolize the waywardness of "Sünden" (sins).
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Vln  joins with independent subject material (not apparent here in piano reduction); Bsn joins, doubling bass.
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