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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/21; BC A131
14. S. after Trinity (BWV 25, 78, 17)
*Gal. 5:16–24 (Work of the flesh and fruit of the Spirit)
*Lk. 17:11–19 (Jesus heals ten lepers)
Librettist: perhaps Christoph Helm (for source of libretto,
see side note).
FP: 22 Sept. 1726 (St. Thomas)
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1/1.
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●Thanksgiving as a sacrifice of praise: Ps. 50:23 (17/1).
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Modest Instrumentation:
Oboe I, II
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo, Organo
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Typewritten Text
Form: 	Part 1. Chorus - Recit (A) - Aria (S). 
	Part 2. Recit (T) - Aria (T) - Recit (B) - Chorale.
Part 1 performed after the Gospel, part 2 performed during the Eucharist. Regarding
the chiastic symmetry of the work, see side note.
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Sticky Note
From February 1726 (Purification), onwards, Bach apparently ceased composing cantatas, offering instead a string of cantatas by a remote cousin who worked at the court of Meiningen, Johann Ludwig Bach. Possible reasons include problems with his performing resources, the need to work on the St. Matthew Passion (performed the following year, and/or general dissatisfaction with his employment situation. Only a few of Bach’s own cantatas were performed, a situation that began to change after Trinity (16 June 1726).
	From 30 May (Ascension Day—the third anniversary of Bach’s start in Leipzig), Bach began producing new works more regularly, though none exist for the second to fourth weeks after Trinity, perhaps due to his daughter’s death on 29 June. Seven of the new works use Meiningen-style librettos, originating in an anonymous Rudolstadt publication of librettos (1704/5, reprinted 1726), whose inclusion of Old and New Testament scriptures for structural demarcation allowed for a bipartite design (BWV 43, 39, 88, 187, 45, 102, and 17).  Of these works, BWV 43 is particularly grand, the standard Meiningen libretto being expanded by the insertion of five strophes of a poem. Almost invariably, these cantatas have expansive opening choruses (BWV 88 is an exception). They also favor galant elements, apparently influenced by the Enlightenment/Pietistic emphases in their texts. 
	Cantatas 39, 88, 187, 45, 102 & 17 have the same basic structure: Each is in two parts with a total of 7 movements (usually 4+3), more or less in the same order of movement types, with part 1 consisting of chorus-recitative-aria. (Overall, BWV 88 and 102 have the most deviations.)
	For a further discussion of the Meiningen libretto cantatas, see Hans-Joachim Schulze, “Johann Sebastian Bachs dritter Leipziger Kantatenjahrgang und die Meininger ‘Sonntags- und Fest-Andachten’ von 1719.” Bach-Jahrbuch 88 (2002): 193–199. See also Konrad Küster, “Meininger Kantatentexte um Johann Ludwig Bach.” Bach-Jahrbuch 73 (1987): 159–164; “Die Frankfurter und Leipziger Überlieferung der Kantaten Johann Ludwig Bachs.” Bach-Jahrbuch 75 (1989): 65–106. The Meiningen text print was by an anonymous author, published 1704/5 and republished in Rudolstadt 1726: Sonn- und Fest-Tags-Andachten über die ordentlichen Evangelia: Aus gewissen Biblischen Texten Alt- und Neuen Testaments, Für die Hoch-Fürstl. Schwartzb. Hof-Capelle zu Rudolstadt, Zur Ehre Gottes aufs neue aufgelegt 1726.
	Martin Petzoldt outlines the symmetrical form of Cantata 17.
No. 1 (Chorus). The path to God’s salvation
No. 7 (Chorus). The path of God’s mercy
No. 2 (A Recit). The entire world testifies to and praises God.
No. 6 (B Recit). Life's blessings point to Eternity.
No. 3 (S Aria). Got’s goodness reaches to the heavens.
No. 5 (T Aria). God’s goodness toward people is unmeasurable.
No. 4 (T Recit). Health leads to change of direction, praise and thanks to God.
See “Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, p. 416.
	Bach often used chiastic (x-shaped/symmetrical) forms to portray Luther’s theologia crucis, which stressed the inverted order of God’s revelation: that God chose to reveal himself through suffering rather than through glory and the corollary that the Christian disciple must likewise accept—and even choose—cross-bearing over self-exaltation. In Bach’s chiastic forms, center movements (where the mirror image begins) often provide the crux of the matter. There antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted. Some examples include BWV 4/5, 5/4, 7/4, 9/4, 17/4, 29/5, 48/4, 58/1, 63/4, 65/4. 
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Form of 17/1 (Alfred Dürr/Jones, "Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 531)
Introductory Sinfonia: a a' b (mm. 1–27)
A. Fugal exposition x, instruments gradually added (mm. 28–57)
Sinfonia a' b + choral insertion (mm. 57–71)
Transition: vocal-instrumental (mm. 71–81)
A'. Fugal exposition x', instruments partly independent, partly
	 colla parte (mm. 81–111)
Sinfona a b + choral insertion (mm. 111–125)
Around 1738–1739, Bach adapted this movement to form the final movement of the Mass in G BWV 236, See Dürr/Jones, 530, Christoph Wolff, "Bach the Learned Musician," 366; "Bach's Musical Universe," 270, 273.
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figura corta

mpeau
Line

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Unlike the Bach's 2 earlier
works for this Sunday, BWV 17
is positive, with almost 
no mention
of sin (as represented by the 
Samaritan's leprosy in the 
Gospel reading), and the
arias and ensemble movements
are in major keys. 
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Opening motive similar to that of the E-flat Prelude in WTC I.
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Ob I,
Vln I
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The streams of circling16th notes may be intended to signify the swirls of ascending incense (the "sacrifice of praise" mentioned in the opening text). Alternatively, they may represent God's ceaseless blessings, especially when they are combined with the syncopated, sustained-note figure (see m. 3) or when they become continuous and are combined with a pedal tone (see m. 21ff.). 
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Ob II/Vln II play syncopated figure. 
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Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Walking bass with occasional
figura corta.
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Song-like melodies and syncopations, frequent in this cantata, were hallmarks of the galant style. See "Bach the Progressive," in "Musical Quarterly" 62/3 (July, 1976): 330. 
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This bass line is an octave up in the original (see full score)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Bass ascends 1.5
octaves from
A to D, probably
signifying "the
way of
salvation" 
(see bass
at m. 57).
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Fugal Exposition: T-A-S-B (the two lines of text are presented simultaneously: see below).
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Text painting: Melisma for "offering" of praise, an allusion to the "sacrifice of praise" mentioned in Hebrews 13:15.
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Text painting: Melisma for "praises."
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			           The second half of the psalm text follows immediately. Most commentators understand
			           speaker here (in Ps. 50:23) to be God rather than the psalmist as suggested by Petzoldt ("Bach Kommentar," vol. 1, p. 417). The simultaneous presentation of both lines suggests that Bach saw the two concepts (praise and salvation) to be linked.
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Ob I, Vln I double
Soprano
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Sinfonia a with choral insertion (overlapping
choral entries)

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
A major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
A major

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Typewritten Text
Bass has second text phrase, the ascending steps signifying "the way of salvation."
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Sinfonia b with choral insertion
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Vocal-Instrumental Transition
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						  In this transition section, the 2 lines of the psalm text are again presented
						 simultaneously (S/B, then A/T), suggesting that Bach saw the 2 concepts (praise & salvation) as linked. Martin Petzoldt suggests that this points to the foundational idea of the whole cantata: offering God heartfelt thanks for the immeasurable riches he has given is the only way    to realize God's mercy. See "Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, 418.
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The two lines of the psalm text are again presented simulaneously. 
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Both halves of the Psalm verse appear in both halves of this movement (17/1). It is noteworthy that the cantata does not mention the leprosy of the day's Gospel story (metaphorically representing sin), only the goodness of God—unlike the other 2 cantatas for this day (BWV 25 & 78). As Petzoldt observes, the theological nexus of the cantata is not human sin but God's salvation. This literary emphasis corresponds to the healed Samaritan's decision to return to Jesus to thank him and worship him. See Petzoldt, p. 418.
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Fugal Exposition, instruments partly independent, partly colla parte (B-T-S-A)
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●Nature testifies of God’s majesty (17/2). Regarding the theological concept of "natural revelation," see side note. 

mpeau
Typewritten Text
Chromatic saturation
in vocal part in 14 mm.
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Apparent allusion to Psalm 150:6: "Let everything that breathes praise the Lord!"
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Petzoldt suggests that the long final continuo note can be heard as an exclamation point. See "Bach Kommentar," vol. 1, p. 419.
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The theological concept of "natural revelation" is rooted in biblical passages such as Psalm 19:1–2, 4: "The heavens are telling the glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork. Day to day pours forth speech, and night to night declares knowledge…their voice (Luther 1545: Schnur) goes out through all the earth.…" and Romans 1:20: "Ever since the creation of the world his invisible nature, namely, his eternal power and deity, has been clearly perceived in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse."
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Text painting: Differentiated
range for "firmament" and "earth."
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This is an allusion to  Luther's translation of Psalm 19:4 (v. 5 in the English bible), which has "Schnur" 
(apparently a mistranslation of the original Hebrew word).
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●God’s attributes can be seen in the heavens: Ps. 36:5 (17/3). See note at 17/2 regarding the theological concept of "natural revelation."

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
A major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F#7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F#7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F#7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B minor

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F# minor

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
C#7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
Allusion to passages such as Ps. 36:5 (v. 6 in the German bible): "Thy steadfast love, O Lord, extends to the heavens, thy faithfulness to the clouds." Also Ps. 57:10.(vs. 11 in German bible). 
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Concerto-like texture
with 2 violins playing
in imitation (often
crossing each other), 
the scalar passages 
perhaps symbolizing 
the length and breadth 
of Creation (Petzoldt, 
"Bach Kommentar," 
vol. 1, p. 419) or 
symbolizing the clouds 
mentioned in the text 
(see singer's melisma 
in m. 19ff.).
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Same figure as  in movment 1.
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Vln Ii has syncopated figure (see full score).
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Vln I has syncopated 
figure.
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Vln II has
syncopated figure.
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There are 2 melodic ideas: the first (rising 16ths) associated with the text "deine Güte..." and the second (syncopated figure) associated with the text "deine Wahrheit."
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Relatively slow harmonic rhythm is a characteristic of galant style.
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Vln I has syncopated figure (see full score).
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Text painting: Upward leaps by both voice and violins on syncopated figure depict "reaching to the clouds."
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Vln I has syncopated figure.
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Vln II has
syncopated figure.
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Text painting: Melismas to indicate height/extent of the clouds.
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Vln I has syncopated figure 
(see full score).
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Vln I has syncopated figure (see full score).
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Vln II has syncopated figure.
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Allusion to the concept of natural revelation as expressed in Romans 1:19–20 (for more, see above note at 17/2).
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Section 2.
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Contrasting section starts in major mode but moves to minor. The syllabic declamation of the text suggests a galant, quasi-operatic style. .

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Typewritten Text
Vln I has syncopated figure (see full score).
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Vln I has syncopated figure.
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Vln II has syncopated figure (see full score).
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Allusion to the the day's Gospel reading in which the Samaritan turns back to thank Jesus for his healing; possibly also an allusion to Ps. 50:23 [God]: "He who 
brings thanksgiving as his sacrifice honors me…." Humans should imitate nature in praising God (see 17/2), especially since humans receive knowledge of salvation in return.
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Text painting: Leaps to indicate the extent of God's glory.
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Vocal Section 3
starts in minor mode
but returns to major.
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Vln II has syncopated figure (see full score).
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Vln I has syncopated figure.
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Text painting: Melisma (from ritornello) for "praise."
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Vln II has syncopated figure 
(see full score).
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Preisen/weisen: The rhyming words are both given melismas, perhaps signaling that God's revelation of salvation happens in response to the act of praising God (see also the simultaneous presentation of both lines of the psalm text in the opening chorus).
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Vln I has syncopated figure.
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17/4.
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●Samaritan leper returns to give thanks: Lk. 17:15–16 (17/4). The tenor serves as Evangelist/narrator.
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This is the center movement in a chiastic form (see above at movement 1). In Bach’s chiastic forms,
				   center movements (where the mirror image begins) often
				     provide the crux of the matter where antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted. Here the healed Samaritan literally "turns back." For more on Bach's use of chiastic form, see note above at 17/1.
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Martin Petzoldt argues that in this
center movement, the thanks to God 
offered by world and nature (nos. 2 & 
3) is differentiated from thanks for 
the spiritual existence of human
beings, both of which are 
due to God's goodness. 
See "Bach Kommentar," 
vol. 1, 416. He notes 
that "gesund" (healthy) 
points to salvation
through Christ, the
heavenly physician, 
"pries Gott" (thanked
God) points to the 
never-ceasing praise of
God, the Creator, and
"dankete ihn" (thanked 
him) points to the 
thanks due Jesus. See
Petzoldt, p. 420.
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Here ends
the Gospel
section of
the cantata;
the next section was
performed
during the
Eucharist.
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Text painting: Falling musical line for "fell on his face."
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Ritornello 4.
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17/5.
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●Songs of praise is the only gift of thanks I can bring (17/5). The cantabile melodic character suggests the galant style.
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The oscillating/trill figure in the continuo perhaps denotes Übermaß (excess). For other uses of such figures, see BWV 150/6, 71/1.
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The syllabic declamation, cantabile melodic style, balanced/repetitive phrase structure, and simple harmonic structure make this aria strikingly galant. Alfred Dürr calls the melodic style "hymn-like." See Dürr/Jones, 531. 
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Vocal Section 1.
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Oscillating figure
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Tri-partite form but
not da capo.
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Ritornello 2.



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 17

23

mpeau
Typewritten Text
D major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
A major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
A7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F# major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F# major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F# major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F#7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F# dominant pedal...

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B minor

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B minor

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B minor

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Vocal Section 2.
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Vocal Section 3. 
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No da capo but this third vocal section is reminiscent of the first. First vocal statement is without doubling.
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Text painting: Long melisa for "thanks."
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Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Fragment of ritornello (3) in D major (sense of reprise without da capo).
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[Continuo alone]
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Text painting: Melismas for "praise."
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Voice repeats line, this time as at beginning (m. 11), with Vln I doubling (provides a sense of reprise).
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Full Ritornello (4), adapted so it remains in D major.
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17/6.
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●Blessings of body and spirit are gifts of grace (17/6).
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First section of the
recitative lists the
"natural/external"
elements of human 
existence: body, life, 
reason, health, strength,
mind.
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Text painting: Descending line to depict descending "streams of blessing."

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Line



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 17

27

mpeau
Typewritten Text
17/7.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
●Fatherly mercy: God knows we are dust: Ps. 103:13–16 (17/7). Stanza 3 of the chorale. In Leipzig, this chorale was used regularly during the distribution of the Eucharist. See Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar," vol. 1, p. 416.
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Second 
section of the 
recitative lists 
the inner/
spiritual
elements of 
human
existence:
love, peace,
righteousnes,
joy in the 
Spirit.
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Blessings include healing of both body & soul, an allusion to the healed leper in the Gospel reading. This is the "way of salvation" mentioned in the psalm verse of the opening chorus. This is the only allusion to sin in the entire cantata (see above).
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The closing chorale
is set in triple meter,
its lilt and major
tonality reinforcing the 
comforting sentiment 
of the text. Because 
this comfort comes
in the context of life's
transience, Martin 
Petzoldt sees this 
movement as a kind 
of "Totentanz" (see 
"Bach Kommentar," 
vol. 1, p. 421). 
However, since part 2 
of the cantata was 
performed during the
Eucharist, a reflective 
interpretation is 
probably warranted.

In substance, 
the movement 
corresponds to the 
opening chorus. Set
in simple, four-part,
cantional style with
instrumental doubling, 
the chorale acts like a 
chatechismal response
from the listeners. 
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Minor chords
inflect the 
references to
the transcience
of life.
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