
J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 117

1

Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
NBA I/34; BC A187Occasion Unknown (BWV 131, 150, 117, 192, 100, 97)Martin Petzoldt discusses the cantata's suitability forthe 12th Sunday after Trinity. See "Bach Kommentar"1:332–133. Alfred Dürr suggests a wedding. See "The Cantatas of J. S. Bach," 43, 785.Librettist: Chorale (Johann Jakob Schütz). A number of movements are possibly adapted from preexisting works.Time of Composition: between 1727/28 and 1731.
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Form: Chorus/Fantasia - Recit (B) - Aria (T) - Chorale (SATB) - RECIT (A) - Aria (B) - Aria (A) - Recit (T) - Chorale (SATB).
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Chorale Cantatas of the per omnes versus typeOne of Bach’s earliest chorale-based cantatas, BWV 4, “Christ lag in Todesbanden,” retains the chorale text of all stanzas (per omnes versus) with no additional contributions from a librettist. However, Bach’s 1723–24 cycle of chorale cantatas includes only one work of this type (BWV 107). Most of the per omnes versus chorale cantatas are later works. Alfred Dürr writes, “[The] later Leipzig years saw the origin of a group of chorale cantatas that differ from those of 1724–5 in that the chorale text is preserved unaltered throughout all verses, and thus all movements. Nearly all the middle movements, however, continue to be set as arias or recitatives as they were in 1724–5, and not as chorale arrangements as they were in the early Cantata 4. The beginnings of this group can be traced back to 1724. It is quite possible that the first of them arose from the unavailability of a paraphrased text, rather than from the intentional creation of a definite type. Later, however, such works occur more frequently and, so it appears, not merely as the solution of a practical dilemma. Several of them [(137, 129, 112, and 177) were] written to fill gaps in Cycle II. Four others—BWV 117, 192, 97, and 100—are transmitted outside this cycle and without any stated occasion. It is likely that these four works were originally composed as wedding cantatas, though of course this does not preclude their subsequent use in Sunday services. The late chorale cantatas are listed here for ease of reference:From a musical standpoint, it is apparent that the latest of these chorale cantatas, in particular, strongly emphasize the virtuoso element. The arias ‘Ich traue seiner Gnaden’, BWV 97/4, and ‘Was Gott tut, das ist wohlgetan, er wird mich wohl bedenken’, BWV 100/3, might be cited as examples. Date - Occasion - BWV - Text incipit - Cycle1724 - 7th Sun. after Trinity - 107 - Was willst du dich - II1725 - 12th Sun. after Trinity - 137 - Lobe den Herren - II1726 - Trinity Sunday - 129 - Gelobet sei der Herr - II1728–31 - Wedding? - 117 - Sei Lob und Ehr - ?1730 - Wedding? - 192 - Nun danket alle Gott - ?1731 - 2nd Sun. after Easter - 112 - Der Herr ist mein - II1732 - 4th Sun. after Trinity - 177 - Ich ruf zu dir - II1734 - Wedding? - 97 - In allen meinen Taten - ?1734–5 - Wedding? - 100 - Was Gott tut - ? ”See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 43.	Of BWV 117, 192, 100, and 97, Christoph Wolff writes, “In Bach’s choral library, these four chorale cantatas were apparently kept separate from the de tempore chorale cantatas, that is, those designated for a specific liturgical date, and therefore were not included in the inheritances of Anna Magdalena and Wilhelm Friedemann.”	Wolff notes, “There is no question that Bach rated his chorale cantatas most highly. He performed them more frequently than any other cantatas, and continued to review them to the end of his life, with particular editorial care and in a consistent quest for perfection. After his death in 1750, the physical entity of the chorale cantata cycle—perhaps considered the most valuable single portion of the estate—was divided between the widow and the eldest and most favored son, likely according to specific instructions left by the composer himself: Anna Magdalena received the performing parts and Wilhelm Friedemann inherited the scores. The majority of the scores, like much else from Friedemann’s inheritance, were most unfortunately lost, while the parts were saved and survived. Only a few weeks after the composer’s death, in August 1750, Anna Magdalena contacted the city council “wegen derer Kirchen-Lieder” (concerning those church songs), [17] and made financial arrangements for the permanent transfer of the performing parts to the St. Thomas School. [18] She may have hoped, if not assumed, that they would not be forgotten there. Yet she surely could not have anticipated that Bach’s successors at the school, without exception and well into the nineteenth century, would continue to perform selected cantatas from Bach’s most ambitious of all cyclical projects. They thereby established these works, along with the motets, as a living memorial to the composer.”See Wolff, Bach’s Musical Universe (New York: W. W. Norton, 2020), pp. 354n10, 151.
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was a Pietist and was therefore not acknowledged in print. See Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 1:331–332 and note for more. The chorale
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Typewritten Text
				       is unified with motto-like repetition of the final line: "Gebt				      unserm Gott die Ehre! (Give our God the glory!), a quotationfrom the "Song of Moses" at the end of his life in Deuteronomy 32:3. Both chorale and Bach's composition					            are chiastic (x-shaped/symmetrical). In chiastic					            forms, center movements (where the mirrorimage begins) provide the crux of the matter. Bach achieves further structural unification by presentingthe chorale in simple, four-part form in the fourth movement, making further reference to it in the following	two movements, and finally repeating the opening chorale fantasia at the end. 
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Origin of ChoraleThe chorale was published in 1675 in Frankfurt under the titleChristliches Gedenkbüchlein zur Beförderung eines beginnden neuen Lebens, worin zur Ablegung der Sünde, Erleuchtung des inneren Menschen und der Vereinigung mit Gott in möglichstster Kürze und Einfalt geschieht die erste Anregung[Christian devotional booklet to promote the start of a new life, in which is made initial suggestion for the putting away of way sin, enlightenment of the inner man, and union with God, in the greatest possible brevity and simplicity ]
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Martin Petzoldt outlines the chiastic structure of the chorale and Bach's musical setting in Bach Kommentar 1:332.5. A Recit. God’s care and guidance with maternal hands6. B Aria. Help and comfort from the world4. Chorale. Help and comfort from the Lord7. A Aria. Joy in God’s creation3. T Aria. Preservation of God’s creation8. T Recit. Christians’ confession of God 2. B Recit. Creation’s thanksgiving to God9. Chorus. God has made all things well.1. Chorus. To God alone the glory
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Ritornello derived from first phrase of the chorale. 
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The opening movement acquires its distinctive character from the contrast between a lively, concertante instrumental ensemble and a choir
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An earlier draft of this movement shows that Bach radically revised the instrumentation. See Robert Marshall, The Compositional Process of J. S. Bach (Princeton, 1972) vol. 2, no. 88.
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BWV 117 is a chorale cantata that retains the chorale text in each movement (per omnes versus). For moreabout Bach’s chorale cantatas that follow this model, see note. The underlying chorale first appeared 1675 as a supplement to a religious pampflet,  published anonymously. The author, Johann Jakob Schütz (1640–1690), 
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The melody is presented in cantional style—not as a cantus firmus in augmentation (Bach's more usual practice). The lower voices largely accompany. The simplicity suggests galant style.
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Stollen 1 of chorale's bar form.
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singing in solemn tranquillity and measured polyphony. The participation of flutes and oboes as well as strings and the lively semiquaver motion of the continuo lend the instrumental texture a colourful hue." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 786.
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The melody is not the one by Johann Crüger usually associated with this text but a 15th-century anonymous tune associated with "Es ist das Heil uns kommen her" (see also the very different BWV 9/1).
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Abgesang of chorale's bar form; the first phrase is set with imitation.
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Bach gives special attention to the final line by stating it 3 times (probably a Trinitarian reference), repeating it in the lower voices with more animation, allowing
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(Chorale Verse 2) ●Praise to God from heaven’s host & all creatures (117/2).
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the ritornello to sneak in prematurely, "giving rise to a brilliant interlocking of the last chorale line and the ritornello." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 786. Martin Petzoldt notes that this line, a quotation of Deuteronomy 32:3, is also the biblical basis for the initials "SDG (Soli Deo Gloria") that Bach added at the ends of his scores. See Bach Kommentar, 1:333.
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Bach gives special attention to the final (motto) line by stating it 4 times in a lilting arioso, the expansion taking up half of the movement. Martin Petzoldt notes that the number 4 is often associated with the created world. Here 4 regions of the created order are mentioned: heaven (line 1), earth, air, and sea. Other earth-related associations are the 4 cardinal directions, the 4 times of day, and the 4 seasons). See Bach Kommentar 1:334.
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Rudolf Lutz notes the relationship of the final line to  the final phrase of the chorale. Seehttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2IQP8cbypGA, accessed 12 October 2024. 
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Figura cortaThe figura corta was defined as an ornament by W.C. Printz in 1689 and by Johann Gottfried Walther in his lexicon of 1732. Walther wrote, “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, translated). It could be long-short-short or short-short-long. Albert Schweitzer interpreted it as a “joy motive.” See Albert Schweitzer, J. S. Bach, vol. 2, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), 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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Bach gives special attention to the final line by stating it 3 times, the first time with a long, sequential coloratura on "Ehre" ("glory').
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(Verse 4) ●Praise to God for help when I cried to him in need (117/4). The chorale stanza alludes to various Psalm verses, e.g., Psalm 120:1: In my distress I cry to the Lord (Luther 1545: Ich rufe zu dem Herrn in meiner Not); Psalm 5:2: Hearken to the sound of my cry (Luther 1545: Vernimm mein Schreien). 
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probably performed in 2 parts, with movements 1–4 performed before the sermon, 5–9 after the sermon. See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 785–786,
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As in no. 7, the text is in the first person, strengthening the existential urgency. See Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 1:335. The high tessitura expresses the desperation of the text.
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Bach places the cantionalsetting of the chorale (which usually comes last) in the interior of the cantata, perhaps because the modal melody suggests a somber text and the 4th stanza is the least joyful in the chorale.
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(Chorale Verse 5) ●Praise to God for never deserting his people (117/5). 
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"Proclamation" motive (4 repeated notes are reminiscent of the chorale's opening).
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This is the central (pivot) movement in the cantata’s chiastic form. Usually, such central movements feature the meeting or inversion of antithetical elements (formal inversion reflects an aspect of reversal or turning in the text). In this chorale stanza, the author stresses God's abiding presence in negative terms: God has never yet forsaken his people. The divine presence is represented by a "halo" of strings in the recitative sections. 

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Figura corta(see note).

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Bach gives special attention to the final line in an arioso (accompanied by continuo alone), which alternates a "proclamation" motive and the figura corta in alternation between singer and continuo (6 statements in all)—a pattern that recurs in the following movement. The singer sings the text phrase 4 times.
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The text is reminiscent of biblical passages such as Isaiah 46:3–4: [You] who have been borne by me from your birth, carried from the womb; even to your old age…I will carry you; Deuteronomy 32:12: The Lord alone did lead (Luther 1545: leitete) [his people]…
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8th-note animation, precedes and follows the reference to the Lord's maternal leading.
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Figura cortaThe figura corta was defined as an ornament by W.C. Printz in 1689 and by Johann Gottfried Walther in his lexicon of 1732. Walther wrote, “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, translated). It could be long-short-short or short-short-long. Albert Schweitzer interpreted it as a “joy motive.” See Albert Schweitzer, J. S. Bach, vol. 2, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), 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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Like no 2, the movement is bipartite: recitative-arioso.
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(Chorale Verse 6) ●Praise to God: Creator himself supplies our needs (117/6). 
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Bach interpolates a ritornello between the lines of the second Stollen (delaying the 4th line), as if to indicate uncertainty about the source of the help referenced. The uncertainty is then resolved in m. 25.
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The Abgesang's reference to paternal eyes balances the previous movement's reference to maternal hands.
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As in the previous movement Bach gives special attention to the final line by alternating the "proclamation" motive (reminiscent of the chorale's opening) and the figura corta in among the parts (8 statements in all). 
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Rhetorical pauses after "nirgend" ("nowhere"), sustained notes and low violin range for "Ruh" ("rest").
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The text alludes to Jesus' words in Matthew 11:28: "Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest." (See also Jeremiah 6:16.)
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(Chorale Verse 7) ●Praising God all life long; reaching all the earth (117/7). 
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Martin Petzoldt notes the possible connection to the Gospel reading for the 12th Sunday after Trinity: Jesus' healing of the deaf and speech-impaired man, with Jesus' instruction not to tell anyone. See Bach Kommentar 1:336.
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In the second Stollen Bach departs from the pattern of the first Stollen, by modulating to C# minor and then extending the last text phrase to 6 measures instead of 3, presumably, to illustrate the text: "O God, the song of praise shall be heard in all places (i.e., to the ends of the earth)."
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Martin Petzoldt notes that the Abgesang is structured like the B section of a da capo aria, with a modified da capo occurring when the last text line block is repeated after a ritornello (m. 61). See Bach Kommentar 1:337.
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Bach gives special attention to the final line by stating it 3 times twice: two blocks separated by a ritornello, one block in B minor, the next in D major, each block ending with continuous triplets. 

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Line 7 (3x: Text block 1).

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Line 7 (3x:Text block 2, like a modified da capo).

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F#7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
(A7)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F#7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor 7

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
= m. 13.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
= m. 14.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
= m. 15 modified



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 117

24

mpeau
Typewritten Text
64.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
67.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
70.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
74.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
78.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
= m. 1.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
= m. 2 modified.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
= m. 3,bass modified.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
= m. 4, bass modified.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
= m. 5, bass modified.



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 117

25

mpeau
Typewritten Text
81.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
117/8.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
(Chorale Verse 8) ●Praise to God: Praise him all who confess his name! (117/8).
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The text alludes toElijah's confrontationwith the prophets ofBaal, which endswith the people ofIsrael crying, "TheLord is God, the Lordis God." (see note).
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1 Kings 18:27, 36–38, 39. At noon Elijah mocked [the prophets of Baal], saying, “Cry aloud, for he is a god; either he is musing, or he has gone aside, or he is on a journey, or perhaps he is asleep and must be awakened.” …And at the time of the offering of the oblation, Elijah the prophet came near and said, “O Lord, God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that thou art God in Israel, and that I am thy servant, and that I have done all these things at thy word. Answer me, O Lord, answer me, that this people may know that thou, O Lord, art God, and that thou hast turned their hearts back.” Then the fire of the Lord fell, and consumed the burnt offering…And when all the people saw it, they fell on their faces; and they said, “The Lord, he is God; the Lord, he is God.” (Also Psalm 115:4–8, 135:15–18, Jeremiah 10:8.)
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A completely syllabic setting of a pastoral exhortation, given to the voice traditionally associated with the Evangelist or narrator. Rhetorical pauses after "Ihr." 
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This edition is based on Alfred Dörffel's 1876 edition for volume 24 of the Bach Geselllschaft complete edition, where he "ignored the unequivocal instruction on the manuscript: Versus. 9. uti Primus," which demands a repetition of the opening chorus to the words of verse 9." See Ulrich Leisinger,  Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 11, p. 178 (Ulrich Leisinger, translated by John Coombs). 
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(Chorale Verse 9) ●Praise to God: Rejoice before the Lord and pay your vows! (117/9). 
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Ritornello derived from first phrase of chorale.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The opening movement acquires its distinctive character from the contrast between a lively, concertante instrumental ensemble and a choir
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The original score has no text, only the instruction Versus. 9. uti Primus. The text underlay here follows that in the Neue Bach Ausgabe.
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The melody is not presented as a cantus firmus in augmentation as is more usually the case. The lower voices largely accompany.
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Stollen 1 of chorale's bar form.
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singing in solemn tranquillity and measured polyphony. The participation of flutes and oboes as well as strings and the lively semiquaver motion of the continuo lend the instrumental texture a colourful hue." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 786.
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The beginning of the chorale stanza allusion to Psalm 100:1–2: Make a joyful noise to he Lord, all the lands! Serve the Lord with gladness! Come into his presence with singing! (Also Psalm 66:1, 81:1–2, 98:4–6.)
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Abgesang of chorale's bar form.
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The Abgesang ("Gott hat es alles wohl bedacht und alles, alles recht gemacht") paraphrases Mark 7:37: "He has done all things well" (Luther 1545: Er hat alles wohl gemacht)—the people's response to Jesus' healing of the deaf and speech-impaired man in the Gospel reading for the 12th Sunday after Trinity (supporting the suggestion that the cantata may have been intended for that occasion).
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Bach gives special attention to the final line by stating it 3 times (probably a Trinitarian reference), repeating it in the lower voices with more animation, allowing
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the ritonello to sneak in prematurely, "giving rise to a brilliant interlocking of the last chorale line and the ritornello." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 786. Martin Petzoldt notes that this line, a quotation of Deuteronomy 32:3, is also the biblical basis for the initials "SDG (Soli Deo Gloria") that Bach added at the ends of his scores. See Bach Kommentar, 1:333.
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