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NBA I/3; BC A191. S. after Christmas (BWV 152, 122, 28)*Galatians 4:1–7 (Through Christ we come of age and are free from the law)*Luke 2:33–40 (Simeon and Hanna prophesy of Christ)Librettist: UnknownFP: 31 December 1724 (St. Thomas). From Bach'schorale cantata cycle (see note).
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(Chorale Verse 1)●Christ’s birth brings a new year to Christendom (122/1).
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Regarding Bach’s chorale cantata cycle, Sven Hiemke writes, “It is…unclear what prompted Bach to take on this ambitious venture. It is possible that the composer wanted to make a connection with the Lutheran tradition of sermons based on hymns. Benedikt Carpzov (1639–1699), the pastor of St. Thomas’s Church, announced a similar project in 1690: He planned to explain a ‘good, beautiful, old, Protestant and Lutheran hymn’ in all his future sermons which Johann Schelle (1668–1701), Bach’s predecessor as Thomaskantor, would, in each case, convey ‘as graceful music’ to ‘be heard before the sermon.’” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 11, p. 10 (Sven Hiemke, translated by David Kosviner). Citation is from  Sebastian Knüpfer, Johann Schelle, Johann Kuhnau. Ausgewählte Kirchenkantaten, ed. and introduced by Arnold Schering, Leipzig, 1918 (Denkmäler deutscher Tonkunst, 1st series, vol. 58/59), p. XXXIII.	On the other hand, perhaps Bach’s cycle was inspired by the two-hundredth anniversary of the first Lutheran hymnal book publications (four published in 1524).  Evidently, his aim was to produce a cycle that was textually and formally unified, each cantata being based on a seasonal chorale of the church year. Usually, the first and last stanzas appear verbatim in the opening and closing movements, the other stanzas being paraphrased in madrigalian meter, suitable for the intervening recitatives and arias. In these inner movements, several stanzas are often combined to serve a single recitative or aria, with individual lines of the chorale occasionally retained verbatim. Biblical texts are largely absent altogether. Only one cantata, Was willst du dich betrüben, BWV 107, for the 7th Sunday after Trinity (23 July 1724), is of the per omnes versus type, in which all movements quote the hymn strophes verbatim. Unfortunately, Bach did not complete the cycle, perhaps because the anonymous librettist was no longer available. Still, by that date, Bach had produced an uninterrupted stream of 40 new chorale-based cantatas—the last one was BWV 1 for 25 March 1725 (Annunciation). The result is so impressive that for a long time Bach scholars thought these works were the culmination of his efforts in the genre, rather than the product of a composer who had just turned 40.
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Form:               Chorus/Fantasia - Aria (B) - Recit (S) — Trio/Chorale (SAT) - Recit (B) - Chorale.Cantus firmus:          Soprano                      Recorder              Alto                                  Soprano
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Alfred Dürr writes, "We are struck by the predominance of the chorale cantus firmus and the subservient function of the instruments. Indeed, despite the brevity of the four-verse chorale, only two of the six movements are independent of it." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 141.
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Minuet-like with periodic phrases & echo effects; here a cradle song.
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The ritornello proves to have the developmental possibility of absorbing the entire first chorale line. See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 280.
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Swooping scalar figures point to the angels referenced in the following two movements (see especially the angels' melismain no. 2, mm. 18–21). The 3 oboes(and later 3 recorders) give the cantata a pastoral air. 
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Chorale phrase opening in diminution (text given 2 times).
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Konrad Küster notes that, although the ritornello does not fit subsequent chorale phrases as well as the first one, Bach treats its material flexibly, "varying the intervallic relationship between its building blocks—and so the music of the opening also permeates the rest of the movement." ("Doch Bach behandelt den Orchestersatz flexibler, er variiert die Intervallbeziehung zwischen dessen Bausteinen—und so durchzieht die Musik der Eröffnung auch den übrigen Satz." See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 280.
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Chorale phrase opening hinted in diminution (text given 3 times). "New Year" here suggests the new age in salvation history, as referenced in the Epistle reading: "When the time had fully come, God sent forth his Son" (Galatians 4:4).
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The chorale phrase is no longer evident in the accompanying voices; the instrumental lines now are often colla parte. A rising motive introduced from lowest voice to highest suggests praise by the "chosen Christian throng" referenced in the text.
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Dürr notes that the accompanying vocal lines share less and less in the thematic material of the chorale until "in the fourth line it is no longer perceptible at all. At the same time, the motivic material of the instruments gradually detaches itself from its link with the ritornello, eventually blending in a temporary unison with the lower voice parts." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 139.
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(Based on Chorale Verse 2)●Christ’s birth: Reconciling sinful mankind to God (122/2).
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Bass is often the voice of authority, e.g., the minister. Here the motto captures the essence of a penitential sermon. 
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Continuo alone, right hand is editorial.
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The tritone was historically associated with the devil. In the hexachordal system of solmization the way to sing B is as mi in the hard hexachord (the hexachord begun on G). B-F is a tritone, giving rise to the saying “Mi contra fa est diabolus in musica” (“mi against fa is the devil in music”). 
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In a concertante duet between continuo and bass singer, chromatic lines characterized by tritones depict the sinfulness of human beings.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "An impassioned, chromatically tormented ritornello melody for the bass instruments is broken up into its constituent motives and, in this form, pervades the entire movement; even the vocal melody is derived from it. The minor mode (c [minor]), maintained in the intermediate cadences (f and g), contributes to the impression of the text, ‘O mortals, who sin daily, you shall be the angels’ joy’, as closer to a penitential sermon than a message of joy." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 140.
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For Konrad Küster'scomments regarding Bach's development of the continuo aria, treating the bass line hereas a melody, see note. 
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Konrad Küster writes, “Mit der Arie ‘O Menschen, die ihr täglich sündigt’ fährt der Bass, begleitet vom Continuo, fort. Das Prinzip der typischen Continuo-Arie erscheint weitergedacht: Die Musik des Vorspiels ließe sich nicht als Ostinato verstehen; sie ist zu vielgestaltig, nämlich ebenso angelegt wie eine Arie mit Melodieinstrument. Folglich überwand Bach zunehmend die Grenzen zwischen diesen beiden Satztypen: Ebenso wie er erst kürzlich die Violinen in Sätze hineingezogen hat, der nach dem Prinzip ‘Basso (!) quasi ostinato’ gearbeitet ist (BWV 62, 91), wird in dieser Arie der Instrumentalbass wie die Melodiestimme einer ‘normalen’ Arie behandelt. Zudem löst sich Bach weiter von dem eher konzertsatzartigen Verlauf solcher Continuoarien; es handelt sich vielmehr um eine im Modernen Sinn breit angelegte Da-capo Arie, die zudem in ihrer Bewegtheit und ihrer Intervallik höchst virtuos ist.”[“The bass proceeds with the aria ‘O people who sin daily,” accompanied by the continuo. The principle of the typical continuo aria appears to have been taken further: the music of the prelude should not be understood as an ostinato; it is too multifaceted, in fact it is designed in the same way as an aria with a melody instrument.Therefore, Bach increasingly overcame the boundaries between these two types of movement: Just as he had only recently drawn the violins into movements designed on the principle of ‘basso (!) quasi ostinato’ (BWV 62, 91), in this aria, the instrumental bass is treated like the melody line of a ‘normal’ aria. In addition, Bach moves further away from the rather concerto-like course of such continuo arias; rather what we have here is a da capo aria in the modern sense—which is also highly virtuosic in its rhythmic movement and intervallic structure.”]See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 280.
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Note the similar opening to no. 3.
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Text painting: Long melisma for the angels rejoicing that sinners have been reconciled to God. The text alludes to Luke 15:10: "There is joy before the angels of God over one sinner who repents." 
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This type of aria is called a “Devisenarie” (a term coined by Hugo Riemann) or “motto aria.” After the ritornello, the singer presents the first phrase of the aria as a kind of motto. This is followed by a short instrumental bridge before the aria proper begins. The motto sets the tone (and the literary perspective) for the movement.
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The angels' melisma superimposes a 3/4 meter.
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The rhetorical separation of "ihr sollt der" suggests that Bach may have wanted the phrase to be interpreted as "you should be the joy of the angels" instead of the presumed poetic meaning "you shall be the joy of the angels (because you have been reconciled to God)"—effectively underscoring the human failure referenced in the A section of the aria). Such blame is absent in the underlying chorale stanza.
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Text painting: Melisma for "jubilant shouting," an allusion to the angels' "Gloria in excelsis" when they appeared to the shepherds (Luke 2:13–14).
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The reference to being reconciled to God suggests biblical passages such as 2 Corinthians 5:18: All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself… (Also Romans 5:10, Colossians 1:21–22.)
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(Based on Chorale Verse 2) ●Christ’s birth restores our relations with heaven (122/3). 
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3 recorders play harmonized chorale.
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The recitative (like no. 2, based on the chorale's second stanza) continueswith the subject of the angels. Three recorders play the chorale, allowing the listener to infer the words. The recorder parts were inserted into the oboeparts and would havebeen played by those players.
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Note the similar opening to no. 2.
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The recitative text alludes to the angels' role in barring Adam and Eve from the Garden after the fall (see note).
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Genesis 3:22–24. [After Adam and Eve had sinned,] the Lord God said, “Behold, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; and now, lest he put forth his hand and take also of the tree of life, and eat. and live for ever”—therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden…He drove out the man; and at the east of the garden of Eden he placed the cherubim, and a flaming sword which turned every way, to guard the way to the tree of life.
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The recitative text alludes to the angels' "Gloria in excelsis" at Jesus' birth (see note).
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Luke 2:13–14. Suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among men with whom he is pleased!”The reference to "höhern Chor" is reminiscent of the Song of Ascents (“Lied im höhern Chor”). This phrase is the title given to 15 psalms, Psalms 120 to 134. They are also variously called Gradual Psalms, Songs of Degrees, Songs of Steps, or Pilgrim Songs. Various interpretations of the phrase have been given. The most common interpretation is that the psalms were sung by Israelites ascending the road to Jerusalem to attend the three mandated pilgrim festivals (see Deuteronomy 16:16). Other scholars think these psalms were sung by the Levites as they ascended the fifteen steps of the temple. 
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Note: In Bach's score the recorder parts are notated an octave lower; apparently Bach originally intended them to be played by strings.
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Text painting:3 recorders represent the angel chorus.
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Text painting: The recorders (angels) "fill the air" as noted in the text.

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Line



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 122

14

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
11.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
14.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
(Verse 3) ●Reconciled with God: now Satan can not harm us (122/4).
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While Alfred Dürr calls this a siciliano, Little and Jenne call it French gigue-like. See Meredith Little and Natalie Jenne, "Dance and the Music of J. S. Bach," expanded ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001), 251. 
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Quasi-ostinato bass (see note).
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For the significance of D minor, see note.
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D minor is of particular interest, since Martin Luther equated the second tone (secundus tonus—apparently referring to the hypodorian mode) with “poor, weak sinner.” Eyolf Østrem documents various iterations of Luther’s statements. See Østrem, Eyolf, “Luther, Josquin and des finken gesang” in The Arts and the Cultural Heritage of Martin Luther (special issue of the journal Transfiguration, Nordic Journal of Christianity and the Arts, replaces issue 4/1), ed. Nils Holger Peterson (Museum Tusculanum Press, 2002): 61. Eric Chafe understands Luther’s term in this way, writing simply that Luther “called the Dorian mode an analog of ‘poor weak sinner’ because of its use of the variable B fa/mi.” See Tonal Allegory in the Vocal Music of J. S. Bach (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), p. 39. See also Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 267n33 and p. 98 (where he writes “hypodorian”).
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Konrad Küster writes, "“Der folgenden Satz wird mit einer Continuothematik eröffnet, die als Gegengewicht zu derjenigen der Bassarie erscheinen kann: Hier begegnet man einer in sich so geschlossenen motivischen Reihung, wie sie für Quasi-ostinato-Verarbeitungen typisch ist—und für eine solche wird die Motivik auch genutzt. Der Satz ist ein Terzett; Sopran und Tenor umrahmen mit ‘O wohl uns, die wir an ihn glauben’ den Alt, der zum Text ‘Ist Gott versöhnt und unser Freund’ die Choralmelodie vorträgt und erst nach dem Abschluss der letzten Zeile in die Musik der beiden Außenstimmen einfällt (‘Gott ist mit uns und will uns schützen’).”[The following movement opens with continuo themework that can be seen as a counterweight to that of the bass aria: Here we encounter the kind of self-contained motivic sequence that is typical of quasi-ostinato arrangements—and the motivic material is used for just such a purpose. The movement is a trio; the soprano and tenor frame the alto with ‘O wohl uns, die wir an ihn glauben’, who performs the chorale melody to the text ‘Ist Gott versöhnt und unser Freund’ and only joins the music of the two outer voices after the conclusion of the last line (‘Gott ist mit uns und will uns schützen’).”See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 281.
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Stanza 3 is troped with an aria text.
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Text painting: Outer voices begin with sweet parallel 3rds for "O wohl uns" ("O how well it is for us").
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Word painting: Energetic melisma for "rob."
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Word painting: Energetic melisma for "[their] raging."
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Having concluded the chorale, the alto (without doubling strings) joins the imitative texture and the text of the soprano and tenor.
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The phrase "God with us" alludes to Matthew 1:22–23: All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: “Behold, a virgin shallconceive and bear a son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel” (which means, God with us). (See Isaiah 7:14.)
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(Related to Chorale Verse 4) ●Christ’s birth: the long-awaited day has come! (122/5).
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The text alludes to Psalm 118:24: This is the day which the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it (see also Psalm 126:2–3), as well as to the Epistle reading, Galatians 4:4: "When the time had fully come, God sent forth his Son." (i.e., the new age in salvation history has dawned).
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The final line suggests biblical passages such as Hebrews 13:15: Through him [Christ], let us continually offer up a sacrifice of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name. (Also Psalm 50:14, 23; 51:15–17.)
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The bass recitative, no. 5, accompanied by strings, contains no real arioso writing throughout its fourteen bars, but it is constantly brought close to arioso by its vocal melismas and by the liveliness of its string accompaniment: it is a type of setting suggested of its own accord by the strongly emotional text with its frequent exclamations." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 140.
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Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Extended continuo note.

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
5 exclamations regarding the "awaited day," each beginning with "O." 
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This       is          a        day,              which      himself      the           Lord                 has-made,        who
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his       son   into     this       world       has-brought.    O           blessed                  time,   which now    is-fulfilled!       O
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         wating,                which henceforth  is-stilled!                 O           faith,                  which its    goal
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sees!       O     love,                   which God  to  himself        draws!        O       joyousness,       which through -   tribulation         .
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Text painting: Movement in the strings illustrates the "love that God draws to himself." 
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(Verse 4)●Christ’s birth begins true year of Jubilee, rejoice! (122/6).
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This is the last stanza of four in the 1597 chorale by Cyriakus Schneegaß (1546–1597); tune by  Melchior Vulpius (1609. The "new year" of salvation history is here seen as a fulfillment of the Hebrew Year of Jubilee, serving as a cathechismal summary of the cantata's contents in nigh coded brevity (see note for biblical reference; see also Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:267).
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Year of JubileeLeviticus 25:10–12. You shall hallow the fiftieth year, and proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants; it shall be a jubilee for you, when each of you shall return to his property and each of you shall return to his family. A jubilee shall that fiftieth year be to you; in it you shall neither sow, nor reap what grows of itself, nor gather the grapes from the undressed vines. For it is a jubilee; it shall be holy to you…
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