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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/3; BC A15
3. Day of Christmas (BWV 64, 133, 151, 248-III)
*Heb. 1:1–14 (God spoke through his Son, who is superior to the angels)
*Jn. 1:1–14 (Prologue: In the beginning was the Word…and the Word 
became flesh)
Librettist: Johann Knauer (Libretto shortened from a 12-movement 
"double cycle"/2-part work, then expanded with 2 chorales. see Wolff, 
"Learned Musican, 269), Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar," vol. 2, pp. 206–13.)
This day also celebrated as the Feast of John the Apostle: 
*John 21:20–24 (Jesus’ words to Peter about John)
*1 John 1:1–10 (God is light, the blood of Christ cleanses from 
sin)
FP: 27 December 1723
(St. Nicholas)
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●God’s love shown: we are God’s children: 1 Jn. 3:1 (64/1).
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Composed for the third day of Christmas of Bach’s first year in Leipzig (December 27, 1723), the cantata is based on a modified version of a libretto by Johann Oswald Knauer, which had been published some years earlier for performance by the court musicians in the chapel of the Friedenstein palace in Gotha (see side note). It begins with a motet-like setting of a biblical text affirming the believer’s identity as a child of the heavenly King. In Bach’s musical setting, the instruments double the voices, which spin constantly like angels’ wings (an effect also seen in the opening chorus of Bach’s St. John Passion).
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Form: Chorus - Chorale - Recit (Alto) - Chorale - Aria (Sop) - Recit (Bass)
 - Aria (Alto) - Chorale.
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Bach uses multiple, simple chorale settings in 2 other works during the 1723/24 Christmas/New Year season: BWV 40 (26 December), 64 (27 December), 153 (2 January).
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This chorale also used in Cantata 91. 
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Traditional motet style fugue; first
subject entrance reinforced by 
other voices like a motto, 
emphasizing the imperative to see. 
The antique flavor of the first 
movement is balanced, however, 
by dance-like arias for soprano and 
alto. 
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Instrumentation:
Doublings: 
S: Cornetto & Vln I
A: Trombone I & Vln II 
T: Trombone II & Vla 
B: Trombone III 
Organo & Continuo

Note: The original oboe
d'amore part is marked 
"tacet" in the first movement
as well as in the chorale 
movements (2, 4, 8). "Perhaps
the oboies was employed in
a different capacity in these
movements." See
Dürr/Jones, p. 123. 
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This syncopation is editorial realization of the continuo.
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For the eighth Sunday after Trinity (18 July 1723), Bach changed his approach. Now they were often only six or seven movements long, with one common pattern being:  Biblical passage (usually set for chorus) - Recitative - Chorale - Aria - Recitative - Aria - Chorale, with slight variations : BWV 48, 40, 64, 153,  65.
Bach was very busy for the Christmas season of 1723, composing new works that included, the Magnificat in E-flat major (BWV 243a) and Cantatas 40, 64, 190, 153, and 154, "all to be prepared and then performed with a span of two weeks." See Wolff, "Bach the Learned Musician," 264-65.
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Sticky Note
Martin Petzoldt notes that the original libretto in 12 movements was part of a cantata cycle called GOtt=geheiligtes Singen und Spielen des Friedensteinischen Zions (1720/21), which pastor Johann Knauer wrote for his brother-in-law, Johann David Heinichen (1690–1749), the court composer in Gotha. 
The modified libretto replaces movements 2 through 6 (the rest of the first part of the cantata) with the chorale stanza "Das hat er alles uns getan," the 7th and final stanza of Luther's hymn "Gelobet seist du, Jesu Christ." a hymn recommended in the Dresden hymnal for the feast day in question (the third day of Christmas). The chosen stanza effectively summarizes the replaced movements. See "Bach Kommentar," vol. 2, pp. 212–13.
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Tbn I 
& Vln II
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Tbn II
& Vla
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Tbn III,
Organ
& Continuo (continuo is sometimes independent)
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The homophonically reinforced command to see (which is repeated beyond its appearance as head motive of the fugue subject in an urgent, syncopated pattern) is reminiscent of Jesus' repeated statements about receptivity, e.g., "For this people's heart has grown dull, their ears are heavy of hearing, and their eyes they have closed, lest they should perceive with their eyes, and hear with their ears, and understand with their heart, and turn for me to heal them.' But blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for they hear" (Mt. 13:15–16). Allusion to the Epistle (3rd day of Christmas), 1 Jn. 1:12: "But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God."
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Opening motto is syncopated in accompanying materialn (later the episodic material), creating urgency.
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Note: the original libretto followed Luther's translation of 1 Jn. 3:1 exactly: "daß wir Gottes Kinder *sollen* heißen." Martin Petzoldt argues that Bach's librettist omitted "sollen" to avoid the implication that the verse is referring to the completion of life in this world but rather to being named to the family of God under the conditions of
		 life in this world. See "Bach Kommentar," vol. 2, p. 215.
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Opening motto is syncopated in the episodic material, creating urgency.
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Parallel 3rds and 6ths to denote affection.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Stretto (canon)
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The fugue culminates in two long pedal tones (mm. 69–73, 74–81) before a final bass statement of the complete fugue subject.

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 64

8

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Stretto (canon)
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Original
score has E whole note.
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64/2.
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Chorale added to original libretto. Used also in 91/6, 248/28. It expresses the confidence of the gathered congregation.
●God’s love shown in Christ’s birth: give thanks! (64/2).
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Original oboe d'amore part
is marked "tacet" for this
movement.
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Chorale line's text connects directly to text of movement 1.
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Christendom now synonymous with "Gottteskinder."
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Increased tension created with more eighth-note passing tones and an unexpected harmonic progression.
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Text painting: 
T & B have 
parallel rising 
lines for 
thanks offered 
to God.
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Bass has repeated figura corta.
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64/3.
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●World rejected in view of possessing heaven’s riches (64/3).
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			The librettist turns to ideas expressed in the previous biblical chapter from which the
			cantata’s opening text was taken: “Do not love the world or the things in the world. The love of the Father is not in those who love the world; for all that is in the world—the desire of the flesh, the desire of 
the eyes, the pride in riches—comes not from the Father but from the world. And the world and its desire are passing
away, but those who do the will of God live forever.” A rapidly ascending motive played by the supporting bass
instrument(s) underscores the dismissive sentiment of the words.
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Dynamics and articulation 
markings are editorial
additions.
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Direction of the 
continuo motive is reversed,
to show transitoriness of the world's goods.
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Allusion to 1 Peter 1:7: "...the genuineness of your faith, more precious than gold which though perishable,,,"
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[Original Knauer libretto: "An dem will ich mich laben" (in him I will find refreshment).]
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[Original: "Dein Gold ist ein vergänglich 
Gut" (Thy gold is a tranistory posession)].
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[Original: "doch" 
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64/4.
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Added to original libretto. (See also 94–1.)
●World rejected for pleasure of having Jesus (64/4).
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A chorale, added to the original
libretto and following without
pause, represents the 
congregation's response, 
to complete the declaration of 
faithfulness to Jesus.
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8th notes in the bass continue
the motion of the previous movement.
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Original oboe d'amore part
is marked "tacet."
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Allusion to Ps. 73:25–26.
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Two (sequential) phrases outline ascending fourths in the bass, set with eighth-note duets: B/A, B/T, whose parallel thirds probably depict the sweetness of the text (companionship with Jesus).
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●World’s riches pass away; Jesus’ gifts are eternal (64/5).
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		        A major da capo aria for soprano follows. It is set in the form of a gavotte (a courtly dance, here depicting the transitory world), in which the rapid passage-work of Vln I apparently depicts tendrils 
of smoke vanishing into thin air.
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Gavotte rhythm.
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Ritornello theme based on vocal opening. Wobbling bass probably intended to indicate lack of a firm foundation.
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Text painting: 16th-note rising scale passages in Vln I (related to the continuo motive from no. 3)
illustrate "Rauch" (smoke) dissipating.
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Martin Petzoldt sees this aria as the centerpoint of the cantata. By combining movements 3 (alto recitative) and the following chorale, he arrives at a symmetrical structure in which movement 5 is the center. See Bach Kommentar, vol. 2, pp. 214, 218.
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[Original: "Muß mit ihr zugleich vergehen" (must perish along with it).]
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Martin Petzoldt argues that the changes in Bach's libretto show a departure from the sentiment in Knauer's original libretto that the world itself is to be rejected. See Bach Kommentar, vol. 2, pp. 214, 216.
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Strikingly, Bach removes continuo support for a time, evidently intending this bassetto technique to signify a removal from "earthliness."` 
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Examples of bassetto technique, in Cantata Cycle 1 include 46/5, 64/5, 105/3, 135/1, 170/3, 173/4, and 194/1. See also 133/4, the trio “Denn das Gesetz” in the motet Jesu, meine Freude, BWV 227, and the soprano aria “Aus Liebe” in the St. Matthew Passion, to name a few.
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Upper strings unison for 4 mm., no bass until m. 64.
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Vla
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Vln I & voice in parallel 6ths (the sweetness probably depicting companionship with Jesus), then sustained notes for "eternally remaining" and "firm."
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[Original: "GOtt mir." For significance, see side note.]
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Martin Petzoldt notes that changes in the libretto emphasize Jesus as the basis for finding delight in the world. Changes include adding the chorale as movement 4 and replacing "God" with "Jesus" here in movement 5. See Bach Kommentar, vol. 2, p. 218.
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64/6.
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●Christ’s birth makes heaven certain; yearning for it (64/6).
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The bass now restates the confident stance of the believer, ending with an allusion to Jesus’ words at his trial: “Pilate asked him, “So you are 
a king?” Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. For this I was born, and for this I came into the world” (John 18:37a, NRSV). Here the previous movement's focus on the world changes to an emphasis on heaven.
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Voice sings psalm-tone-like chant, and sustained tone for "remaining firm and eternal."
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[Original Knauer text: See side note to see how widespread the text revisions were.]
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Original text:
Mein Erbtheil ist gewiß
Kein Teufel kan mir solches rauben, 
Und ich besitz es schon im Glauben,
Nichts macht mir weiter Kümmerniß,
Als dieses, daß ich noch
Soll länger in der WElt verweilen,
Denn, CHristus will den Himmel mit mir theilen.
(My inheritance is certain
No devil can rob me of this,
And I possess it already in faith.
Nothing further gives me concern,
Other than that I must
Remain longer in the world,
For Christ desires to share heaven with me.)
Knauer's original text has an additional 7 lines (stressing the incomprehensible nature of God's riches), which are not included in Bach's libretto.
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The five enemies of Christ and Christians are world, sin, death, devil, and hell; set with some tritones. See Petzoldt "Bach Kommentar," vol. 2, p. 219.
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Text painting: Downward line to depict Jesus sharing heaven with the believer. The 2 octave leaps suggest an equivalency: Jesus chose believers to make heaven available to them.
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64/7.
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●World surrendered for heaven and eternal life (64/7).
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							    A second da capo aria  for alto with oboe d'amore obbligato, is in courtly style 
							    reinforcing the idea of the believer’s royal identity. It positive and confident mood is portrayed stylistically with concertante oboe d'amore, flowing 6/8 meter, and major tonality (the first extended movement to be in a major key).
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Text painting: Rests for "nothing." 
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Ritornello theme
derived from vocal opening.
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Oboe d'amore imitates voice canonically, perhaps to indicate that the expected heavenly ineritance follows. See Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar," vol. 2, p. 219.
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Hemiola at cadence (6/8 meter to 3/4) is reverse of 
courante cadences (3/2 to 6/4).
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Text painting: Voice stops on unresolved D7 chord and 
both continuo and oboe d'amore fall silent to depict "nothing."
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Contrasting Section: Greater agitation for rejection of the world (this reflects the change in text from the original libretto).
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[Original: "Und ich geb mich
selber hin" (And I give
myself to him.)]
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Ob d'amore obbligato ends, ritornello delayed (see also BWV 40/4).
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Continuo alone. 
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Obbligato begins with ritornello theme before the voice has finished; no intervening ritornello.
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Normally a ritornello separates the two statements of the text; here it as if the singer "gives up" ("Alles geb ich hin") the expected intervening ritornello (Petzoldt citing Konrad Küster, "Bach Handbuch," p. 221).
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●World and this life given farewell (64/8).
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The cantata ends with a stanza from a hymn Bach had used a few months before as the basis for his longest motet, Jesu, Meine Freude (BWV 227).
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Martin Petzoldt argues that this chorale stanza (though identical to the one in Knauer's original libretto), takes on a different meaning in view of the altered text of the preceding movement. Whereas, in the original libretto, it is a song of earthly departure, it becomes here a statement about the world's insignificance and the stipulations of eternal salvation. Petzoldt supports this musically by noting that the repeated bass rhythm of two eights–quarter is the same as that for the words "in Ewigkeit. Kyrie eleis" at the end of movement 2 (mm. 8–10). See Bach Kommentar, vol. 2, p. 221.
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