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Introduction and updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/12; BC A75
Ascension (BWV 37, 128, 43, 11)
*Acts 1:1–11 (Holy Spirit promised, Christ’s ascension)
*Mk. 16:14–20 (Great commission, Christ’s ascension)
Librettist: Unknown; perhaps Christian Weiß the elder
FP: 18 May 1724 (St. Nicholas in the morning & St. Thomas
at afternoon Vespers)
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●Faith and baptism lead to salvation: Mk. 16:16a (37/1).
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Instrumentation (modest for a feast day):
Ob d'amore I, II
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo (Organo plus 2 unfigured)
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Form: Chorus - Aria (T) - Chorale (S/A) - Recit (B) - Aria (B) - Chorale. See side note regarding the bipartite, parallel structure.
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Martin Petzoldt notes the parallel structure, highlighted by the similarity of the text beginnings in the two arias: "Der Glaube ist das Pfand der Liebe (no. 2) and "Der Glaube schafft der Seele Flügel" (no. 5). The movements and their counterparts are:
1 vs. 4
2 vs. 5
3 vs. 6.

1. (Chorus). Salvation through faith and baptism
2. (T. aria). Faith as the sign/guarantee of God's love
3. (S/A Chorale concerto). Prayer of praise for the love of God

4. (B. Recitative). Behold the countenance of God in faith
5. (B. aria). Faith as the soul's wings to God
6. (Chorale). Prayer for a saving faith

Compare Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:892, Dürr/Jones, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 326..

Christoph Wolff argues that 3 basic text forms emerged in Bach’s early Leipzig period: 
1) biblical dictum (from the Gospel lesson)–recitative–aria–recitative–aria–chorale (BWV 136, 105, 46, 179, 69a, 77, 25, 109, 89, 104,
2) biblical dictum–recitative–chorale–aria–recitative–aria–chorale (BWV 48, 40, 64, 153, 65✓, 67), and
3) biblical dictum–aria–chorale–recitative–aria–chorale (BWV 83, 144, 66, 104, 166, 86, 37, 44). See Wolf, Bach the Learned Musician, 270. 
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The thematic material for the movement
is presented in the long instrumental introduction:
1) Opening choral gesture (also the 
oboes d'amore in the ritornello),
2) Vln I & II line, paraphrasing the 
first line of the chorale "Dies sind die 
heiligen zehn
Gebot," also 
somewhat similar to the first phrase
of the final chorale (no. 6),
3) The last line of the 3rd movement,
on the chorale tune, "Wie schön 
leuchtet der Morgenstern." 
This material permeates the entire movement, interconnecting vocal and instrumental parts. The 3 ideas are interwoven, creating a unified vocal-instrumental texture, thus perhaps suggesting the Trinity, in whose name baptism is to be practiced. This is reinforced by a formal division into 3 sections. See Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar" 2:892–94.
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Idea 1 (Obs. d'amore)
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Idea 2 (Vlns) 
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Idea 3.
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Bass cpntinues at
lower octave. See NBA.
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C#7
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Movement 1: 
3 musical ideas and a 3-part form (each section presenting the same text and all 3 ideas, suggesting baptism in the name of Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit). The choral parts are largely inserted into the instrumental fabric ("Choreinbau").
Rit. mm. 1–26 (all 3 musical ideas)
A. mm. 27–40 (entire text; all 3 ideas)
B. mm. 40–63 (entire text; all 3 ideas, some in 
parallel motion)
C. mm. 63–87 (entire text, all 3 ideas, parallel motion and then imitative toward end)
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Instrumental 
Introduction
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Alfred Dürr notes that Bach's cantatas for this Ascension Day emphasize
one or the other of the themes in the Gospel reading. Cantata 37 makes
no mention of the Ascension, only the Great Commission. See Dürr/
Jones 326.
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figura corta (see side 
note) derived from Idea 2.
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Figura corta was defined as an ornament by W.C. Printz 1689 and by Johann Gottfried Walther in his lexicon of 1732. “Figura corta consists of three fast notes, one of which by itself is as long as the other ones.” (Johann Walther, Lexikon, 1732. p. 244). It could be long-short-short or short-short-long. Albert Schweitzer interpreted it as a “joy motive.” See Albert Schweitzer, J. S. Bach, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), vol. 2, pp. 65–66. Bach’s second cantata cycle (the chorale cantata cycle) has pervasive use of figura corta for joyous texts.
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figura corta
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Text Box
The text (Mark 16:16a) is taken from the day's Gospel reading. It introduces a metatheme of the day's reading: baptism in the name of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit (made explicit in the parallel Gospel account: Matthew 28:19).
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Idea 1 presented B-T-A-S
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Vln II
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See full score.
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Ideas 2 & 1.
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The sweet harmonic progression and serene vocal lines (almost like Mendelssohn or Brahms), depict the blessedness referenced in the text.
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Possible text painting: Held note for "glaubet" to depict steadfastness of faith; descending continuo line to depict baptism (as if down into the Jordan river—compare 37/5 at mm. 39–41). 
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See NBA for actual continuo octaves.
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Idea 1 (S-A-B-T)
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Idea 3 inverted
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+Vln II
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+Vla (see full score)
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Descending scalar lines, reminiscent of idea 3, begin to appear.
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Idea I in parallel 6ths 
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Idea 2 in parallel 3rds.
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Idea 1 in parallel motion
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Section C has much parallel motion but eventually also imitative treatment of the musical ideas.

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Oval

Microsoft Account
Oval

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Descending figura corta sequences



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 37

5

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
65.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
69.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
73.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text



Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
deceptive progression

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F#7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F#7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Idea 1 in descending parallel motion
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The figura
corta from
the end of
idea 2 
becomes
prominent.
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Vlns have idea 1 in imitation (see full score).
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37/2.
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Typewritten Text
			       ●Faith is the guarantee (i.e., sign) of Jesus’ love for his own (37/2). The text alludes to scriptures such as Ephesians 1:13–14: "In [Christ] you also, who have heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and have believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, which is the guarantee (Luther 1545: Pfand) of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it…. (See also 2 Corinthians 1:21–22, 5:5.)
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Neither the score nor the
obbligato part have 
survived. The line appears 
to have been intended for
solo violin—probably a
fairly challenging part,
since the solo violin part
for the previous 
Sunday's cantata
(BWV 86, performed 
14 May 1724) is 
demanding (see 86/2).
Alfred Dürr reconstructed
the part for the collected
edition (NBA). Other
reconstructions are
available. 
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Reconstructed obbligato for
ritornello derived from vocal line.
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Bach sets the 5-line poem as a da capo aria in 2 sections, following the poem's rhyme scheme of AB-AAB.
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See above
note.
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Reconstructed obbligato derived from tenor line.
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J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 37

9

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
30.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
33.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
35.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
37.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
40,

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
"Book of Life" alludes to scriptures such as Luke. 10:20: "Rejoice that your names are written in heaven" and Revelation 21:27: "the Lamb's book of life." See also
				     Revelation 3:5, 13:8, 20:12, Philippians 4:3. 
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"Kleinod" alludes to scriptures such as Philippians 3:14: "I press on toward the goal for the prize (Luther 1545: Kleinod) of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. See also 1 Corinthians 9:2 (Luther 1545).
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Text painting: Embellishment for "Kleinod" (prize).
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Reconstructed obbligato derived from tenor line.
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Text painting: Melisma for "Kleinod" (prize).
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37/3.
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●Prayer of thanks for love given in Christ; betrothal to Christ (37/3).
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Text is fifth stanza of the chorale.
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The continuo bass plays a 
diminution of the chorale's 
first line in groups of 8th
notes which alternate
with scalar 16th notes. 
The realization (left hand) 
here is editorial.
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Canon between voices suggests the mutual love between bride and bridegroom (Christ and the Soul), as referenced in the text. Bach varies the order of entry and which voice gets the more embellished part from phrase to phrase. See side note. 
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First Stollen of chorale's bar form. Soprano has unembellished tune.
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The trio texture and the triple rhythms may signify the Trinitarian formula
for baptism. See Martin Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar" 2:895. The lilting triple 
meter also suggests the joy of the betrothed bride (soul).
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The chorale has a rhyme scheme of AAB-CCD-EE-FF-GG. The following chart identifies the order of entries and which part has the unembellished tune (bold).:Expressive  modifications are determined by the substance of the text (Dürr/Jones, 328). Some phrases end with embellishment in both parts (as noted below). 

Stollen of bar form
1.  (A), m. 3: S-A 
2.  (A), m. 6: S-A
3.  (B), m. 8: A-S (end of tune is embellished)

4.  (C), m. 14: A-S
5.  (C), m. 16: S-A
6.  (D), m. 20: A-S (end of tune is embellished)

Abgesang of bar form
7.  (E), m. 25: A-S
8.  (E), m. 26: A-S

9.   (F), m. 28: A-S
10. (F), m. 29: S-A

11. (G), m. 30: S-A (end of tune is embellished)
12. (G), m. 32: A-S (end of tune is embellished)
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The form of the movement is that of the chorale concerto: "an older form...cultivated in the seventeenth century, for example by Johann Hermann Schein ('Opella nova'; see Introduction, Music Example No. 4). A more more modern feature, however, is the greater flexibility of Bach's texture, especially the lively and motivically structured lead taken by the continuo—the sole instrumental accompaniment." Dürr/Jones 327. 
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Editorial continuo realization here.
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In Bach's first Leipzig
cantata cycle, vocal solo
or duet cantus firmus 
settings, usually enriched 
with an instrumental 
obbligato part, include 
37/3, 44/3, 86/3, 95/3, 
and 166/3, while chorale 
allusions may be found 
in 67/1 and 119/7. See 
side note for details.
Dialogue/duet writing 
appears in 37/3, 59/1, 
all of 60, 66/4, 66/5, 
all of 134, 173/4, 190/5, 
194/9, and 194/10.
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Details: 
37/3: S/A imitative duet, chorale slightly ornamented, just continuo accompaniment.
44/3: Tenor presents cantus firmus with just continuo accompaniment.
86/3: Soprano presents cantus firmus against 2 imitative oboes.
95/3: Soprano presents cantus firmus against obbligato of unison oboes.
166/3. Soprano presents cantus firmus against unison string obbligato.
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The text alludes to scriptures such as Ephesians 1:3–5: "The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ…chose us in him before the foundation of the world…He destined us in love to be his sons through Jesus Christ…. (See also 1 Peter 1:18–20.)
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End of the Stollen 1 is extended with embellishment, perhaps alluding to the eternal nature of God's love as referenced in the text.
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Second Stollen of chorale's
bar form. Alto has unembellished tune.
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The literary image of the betrothal of Christ and the soul is rooted in scriptures such as Hosea 2:20: "I will betroth you to me in faithfulness; and you shall know the Lord"; 2 Corinthians 11:2: "I betrothed you to Christ to present you as a pure bride to her one husband." 
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Bach changes the order of voices.
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Word painting: Long melismas in both voices for "rejoice." Parallel 3rds and 6ths suggest the sweetness of reciprocal love in the divine-human betrothal referenced in the text. See side note for more.
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End of the Stollen 3 is extended with embellishment.
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Continuo realization is editorial (e.g., the incorporation of the chorale's third phrase).

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Line 6.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Inserted Text

Microsoft Account
Sticky Note
In Bach's first Leipzig cantata cycle, effective use of parallel thirds and sixths occurs in 37/3, 46/2, 77/3, 134/4, 136/5, 154/7, 167/3, 184/1, 184/2, 186/10, and 190/5. 
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Abgesang of chorale's bar form.
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Word painting: Embellished line for "eya."
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The unembellished tune alternates between the voices.
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End of tune is embellished.
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End of tune is embellished.
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Text painting: Leap up for "up there."
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Word painting: Long, florid melisma for "will praise."
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Parallel 3rds and 6ths suggest the sweetness of reciprocal love in the divine-human betrothal referenced in the text. 
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37/4.
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●Faith alone, not good works, brings justification (37/4). This movement begins the second half of the cantata's parallel structure. The focus turns to the new life of faith after baptism.
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countenance of God ("Antlitz").
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Typical phrygian cadence for question.
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Bass is the voice
of authority, suitable
here because of the
exhortative tone and 
the many biblical
allusions.
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Alfred Dürr observes
that this movement,
which begins the 
second half of the 
cantata presents a
refutation of a false
view, much like a 
sermon might.
See Dürr/Jones 326.
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37/5.
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●Faith brings salvation, baptism is its seal, allowing the soul to soar, i.e., faith is the pre-condiction, baptism is the confirmation of salvation (37/5). The rhyme scheme is AB-AB-CC. Bach sets the text in 3 sections (each couplet
		      presented twice), separated by ritornellos. 
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The text alludes to scriptures such as Exodus 33:20: "You cannot see my face; for man shall not see me and live” (cf. Gen. 32:30); John 1:18: "No one has ever seen God; the only Son, who is in the bosom of the Father, he has made him known"; Matthew 5:8: "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God"; Hebrews 12:14: "Strive for…the holiness without which no one will see the Lord"; Psalm 17:15: "As for me, I shall behold thy face in righteousness; when I awake, I shall be satisfied with beholding thy form. (See also John 1:14, 14:9, 1 John 3:2.)
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The text alludes to such scriptures as Romans 3:20, 28: "No human being will be justified in his sight by works of the law, since through the law comes knowledge of sin…For we hold that a man is justified by faith apart from works of law." See also Ephesians 2:8–9, Titus 3:5–8.
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This phrase, with its insistence on the primacy of faith, links the movement to its counterpart in the first half of the cantata (37/1), underscored by a flourish in Vln I. It also links to the following aria.
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Obbligato by oboe d'amore
and violin I derived from
vocal melody. 
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Flourish in Vln I underscores the 
words "righteous" and "saved," 
a reference to the opening dictum (37/1).
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Text painting: Scalar figures presumably depict faith soaring on wings.
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Text painting: Ascending scale for soaring up to heaven.
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"Faith" is given an embellishment.
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Emphatic, 
hammering 
("fist-like") gesture 
alternates 
between continuo 
and instruments,
suggesting 
the duality of faith 
and baptism
referenced in
the text.

Note: Continuo
realization here is
editorial.
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Literal translation: "Faith gives the soul wings to soar into heaven." The texture reflects the text: a "soaring faith" melody supported by a hammering chordal gesture that alternates between continuo and instruments, presumably a gestural representation of faith and baptism (like 2 clenched fists) as referenced in the text. 
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Bass = Voice of authority
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Couplet 1 (2x).
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Text Box
Key words from the dictum in 37/1 (faith, baptism, salvation) are given emphasis. Faith is given special emphasis, the opening phrase ("Der Glaube schaft...") a literary parallel to the opening of the other aria, 37/2 ("Der Glaube ist...").
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Word painting: Melisma for "blessing."
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"Baptism" is given an embellishment.
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"Seal of grace" is given melisma.

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Ritornello

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Couplet 2 (2x).
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Gnadensiegel = seal of faith, an apparent reference to the "seal/guarantee of the Holy Spirit" 
mentioned in the tenor aria (37/2).
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The first statement of the 3rd couplet is without oboe d'amore. The instrument then returns for the second statement, perhaps to signify the ordered relationship between faith and baptism (which brings God's blessing), as referenced in the text.
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Melisma for "blessing."
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Melisma for "seal of grace."
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Couplet 3 (2x).
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Couplet 3 hearkens back to the literary beginning
of the cantata, the dictum "Whoever believes and 
is baptized will be saved." 
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Melisma for "blessed."
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Melisma for "baptized."
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Word painting: Two key words are emphasized. Held (imoveable) note for "believes" and melisma for "baptized."
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Word painting: Long, descending melisma for "baptized," perhaps suggesting baptism in the Jordan River; perhaps also the energizing presence of the Holy Spirit.
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Embellishment for "faith."
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Instruments tacet. This realization is editorial.
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The emphatic hammering figure returns in the lower strings.
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The deceptive
cadence in
m. 34 seems 
to suggest
the possibility
of missing
this blessing.
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37/6.
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●Prayer: Grant me faith, forgive my sins as promised (37/6). Compare the movement's counterpart in the parallel structure
      (37/3), also a chorale-prayer.
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Text is the fourth stanza of nine in the chorale.
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Keyword "faith" links to previous 2 movements.
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This chorale stanza
addresses God the 
Father.
The 9 stanzas of the
chorale address God
in different ways:
"Lord God" (1),
"God & Lord" (2),
"Lord" (3),
"Father" implied (4),
"Lord Christ" (8).
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Simple cantional setting
but with different 
harmonizations for the
2 Stollen of the hymn's
bar form.
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Abgesang of chorale's bar form.
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 Stollen 2 of chorale's bar form, set differently, with more animation and more chromaticism (including a major
 chord on the first beat of measure 6) to emphasize the request for forgiveness. 
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