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NBA I/28; BC A168
Mary’s Purification (Candlemas) (BWV 83, 125, 82, 157, 
158, [161], [200])
*Malachi 3:1–4 (The Lord will suddenly come to 
his temple and purify his people)
*Luke 2:22–32 (Mary presents Jesus at the 
temple; Nunc dimittis)
Librettist: Unknown
FP: 2 February 1725 
(St. Thomas in the morning
and St. Nicholas at afternoon
Vespers)
This  cantata belongs to 
Bach's chorale cantata cycle
(see note).
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(Chorale Verse 1) (See also 95/1, 106/3b.) ●Death is welcomed with peace & joy: Simeon's canticle (125/1).
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Instrumentation:
Corno
Flauto traverso
Oboe/Oboe d'amore
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo
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Cantata Cycle II (Chorale Cantata Cycle) 
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.
	It bears mentioning that the chorale cantatas generally reduce the demands placed on the soprano choirboys, and Bach probably considered this fact. Alfred Mann notes that, after beginning his tenure in Leipzig with demanding, two-part cantatas, Bach realized that he “had overtaxed the abilities of the choirboys.” With the chorale cantatas, “he assigned the choirboys the easiest part, for all that the soprano section now had to sing was the plain hymn melody.” See Alfred Mann, Bach and Handel. Choral Performance Practice (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Hinshaw Music, 1992), pp. 39–40.
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Form: Choral/Fantasia - Aria (A) - Recit/Chorale (B) - Duet (T/B) - Recit (A) - Chorale.
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E minor (for significance, see note).

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The underlying chorale is Luther's 4-stanza paraphrase of the Nunc dimittis, the canticle of Simeon, which forms part of the day's Gospel reading. While the outer stanzas are kept intact, the inner ones
		              expand on stanzas 2 and 3 (the third movement is a hybrid movement 
		              that incorporates the second stanza into a troping recitative).
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			                 Alfred Dürr writes, "The splendid, stirring opening chorus contrasts strings with flute
			                 and oboe in its introductory sinfonia. Triplet chord sequences give rise to an extremely
			                 dense, highly expressive texture, thematically independent of the chorale, though
			                 derived from its initial leap of a fifth…As in most opening movements of the chorale
					cantatas, the chorale melody is delivered by the soprano, line by
					 line in long notes, against an orchestral texture with its own theme…
and supported by the three lower voice parts, which in lines 1, 2, and 5, reinforced by the strings, treat imitatively the instrumental head-motive… In line 3 the vocal substructure treats a related motive in a similar fashion, but lines 4 and 6 (‘meek and quiet’ and ‘Death has become my sleep’) are for illustrative reasons accompanied in a mainly chordal texture, sung ‘piano’ and characterized by chromaticism and modulation to distant keys." See "The Cantatas of J. S. Bach," 660.
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Ritornello: Rolling, rising  head 
motive, treated imitatively.
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Significance of E minor
J. S. Bach’s contemporary, the theorist Johann Mattheson (1681–1764), wrote on the affective properties of various keys in Das Neu-Eröffnete Orchestre (Hamburg 1713), Pars III, Tertia, Caput Secundum (“Von der Musicalischen Tohne Eigenschafft und Würckung in Ausdrückung der Affecten” (Regarding the Properties and Effects of Different Keys in Expressing the Affections), p. 231ff. 
	Regarding E minor, he wrote, “E moll (Phrygio) kan wol schwerlich was lustiges beygeleget werden / man mache es auch wie man wolle / weil er sehr pensif, tieffdenckend / betrübt und traurig zu machen pfleget / doch so / daß man sich noch dabey zu trösten hoffet. Etwas hurtiges mag wol daraus gesetzet werden / aber das ist darum nicht gleich lustig. Kirch[er] sagt: [...] Er liebt die Betrübniß und den Schmerz. [...] dem Luciano scheinet er ungestümer Eigenschafft; dem Gloreano [Glarean] wehklagend.”

Translation: E minor (phrygian) can hardly be used for something merry / no matter how one does it / because it tends to make one very pensive, deeply thoughtful / sad and sorrowful / but in such a way / that one still hopes to be comforted by it. It may well be used for something quick / but that does not make it merry. Kirch[er] says: [...] It loves sorrow and pain. [...] To Luciano its character seems impetuous; to Gloreano [Glarean], lamenting.
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The movement bears similarities to the opening movement of the St. Matthew Passion (1727).
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A rolling head motive rises to the fifth (like the opening interval of the chorale melody), illustrative of Simeon's prayer to depart this life. The lower voices respond to the cantus firmus with the headmotive treated imitatively, then with homorhythmic declamation.
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The lower voices preempt the cantus firmus with the headmotive treated imitatively, then present it in homorhythmic declamation.
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A rolling figure similar to the head motive is treated imitatively in the accompanying voices.
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The accompanying voices enter softly and successively in descending order (the alto slipping in before the cantus firmus begins), then proceed more slowly and largely homophonically to G minor to depict the quieted spirit ("sanft und stille") of one who has accepted impending death. A few measures later the instruments come to rest briefly on a diminished 7th chord.
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The lower voices respond to the cantus firmus with the headmotive treated imitatively, then proceed with homorhythmic declamation.
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Text painting: The lines descend to their low register for the quieted spirit of one who has accepted impending death.
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Instruments come to rest briefly.
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Assertive declamation (strong metrical placement) for "wie" ("as" [God has promised me].)
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Harmonic "transformation" for "death has become my sleep."
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To depict "death becoming sleep," the lower voices accompany the cantus firmus in soft, slow homophony over a static bass (organ pedal), then begin a chromatic descent to E major, as if fading into sleep.
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(Related to Chorale Verse 2) ●Death approaching: I look to Jesus, he looks on me (125/2). The obbligato instruments play dotted rhythms in parallel 3rds with suspensions and sighing appoggiaturas over a pulsing bass (marked "senza accompagnato"). The result is a sweet, resigned lament. Unlike the chorale, this aria 
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Richard Jones calls this a dotted-rhythm sarabande. See The Creative Development of Johann Sebastian Bach, vol. 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 153. Similarly, Meredith Little and Natalie Jenne, Dance and the Music of J. S. Bach, expanded ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001), pp. 247–248. 
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alludes to the beginning of the Nunc dimittis: "Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, 
			            according to thy word; for mine eyes have seen thy salvation
			            which thou hast prepared."
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Text painting: "Broken" motive for "gebroch'nen" ("broken") eyes, rising line for gazing upward to the Savior in death.
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This long aria is the expressive heart of the cantata.
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we live in is destroyed, we have a building (Luther 1545: Bau) from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens.

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
poco f

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
p



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 125

13

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Ritornello

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Text Box

Word painting: Held notes for  sustained "Hoffen" ("hope").
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(+Chorale Verse 2) ●Death not feared: Christ our light & salvation has come (125/3). For Alfred Dürr's comments,
								      see note). 
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The alto and tenor voices present the recitative lines in alternation, the resting voice joining in with the chorale tune at an arioso, while the original voice continues with accompanying counterpoint. 
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This is a hybrid movement joining recitative and chorale stanza 
(set as a lightly ornamented solo rather than in four-part harmony).
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Figura corta
The 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.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Strings

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Chorale troped with a recitative, presented as an internal dialogue. The movement is unified by the strings playing a motive often associated with joy (the figura corta—see note).
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The third movement, despite its constant alternation between recitative and chorale, is accompanied throughout by a joy motive on the strings in order to show that, now Jesus has come into the world, death is no longer felt as a source of terror but rather as a desirable and joyful end to life on earth. The chorale melody is delivered in a lightly varied form. Only the last line, ‘In death and also in dying’, is extended by two bars, richly decked out with chromaticism and profusely ornamented; and for this line the strings cease their motivically imprinted accompagnato in order to harmonize it in tranquil notes." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 660.
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While the figura corta is often understood as a "joy" motive, it could be interpreted here as an aggressive, "fist-shaking" gesture.
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Martin Petzoldt notes that “sweetness” had often been associated with the Word of God, following Psalm 19 and 119. In the devotional literature since Johann Arndt (1555–1623) the concept of “sweetness” was used in contexts where it was of divine origin, such as the fulfillment of God’s promise after long waiting (as exemplified in Simeon’s canticle, the Nunc dimittis). See Bach Kommentar 3:27. See note for more. 
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Nimble patter diction for reference to "heaven's sweetness." 
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Psalm 19:9–10. The ordinances of the Lord are…sweeter also than honey.
Psalm 119:103. How sweet are thy words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth!
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time,                        (my) arm-of-faith                                the        salvation of-the Lord  did-embrace;
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God,   the     creator      of-all     things,                                            that                     he                   is                          -
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Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
their

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Allusion to the day's Gospel reading, Luke 2:27–31. …When the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him according to the custom of the law, [Simeon] took him up in his arms and blessed God and said, “Lord, now…mine eyes have seen thy salvation which thou hast prepared in the presence of all peoples.”
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(Based on Chorale Verse 3) ●Light fills world; promise of salvation by faith (125/4). Dramatic change of mood. 
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Here the word is changed from the chorale's original, "Not" ("need'). The word switch changes the context from temporal ruin to eternal perdition.
After the first 2 notes, the chorale melody is moved up a tone.
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Text painting: To express the quiet acceptance of death, the strings cease repeating the figura corta and 
switch to tranquil 8th notes that descend chromatically, ending in the major mode. (see note).
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Major vs. Minor
J. S. Bach’s contemporary, the theorist Johann Mattheson (1681–1764), wrote on the affective properties of various keys in Das Neu-Eröffnete Orchestre (Hamburg 1713), Pars III, Tertia, Caput Secundum (“Von der Musicalischen Tohne Eigenschafft und Würckung in Ausdrückung der Affecten” (Regarding the Properties and Effects of Different Keys in Expressing the Affections), p. 231ff. 

Regarding minor versus major, he writes, “Diejenigen / die da meinen / es stecke das gantze Geheimniß in der Teria minore oder majore, und darthun wollen / daß alle molle Tohne / in genere davon zu reden / nothwendig traurig sind / hergegen aber / daß alle dure Tohne gemeiniglich eine lustige Eigenschafft hegen / haben zwar nicht in allen gar zu grosses Unrecht / sie sind aber in der Untersuchung noch nicht weit gekommen.” (P. 232.]

[Those who think that the whole secret lies in minor thirds or major thirds, and want to show that all minor tones, to speak of it in general, are necessarily sad, but on the other hand, that all major tones generally have a merry characteristic, are not so very wrong in general, but they have not yet come far in the investigation.]
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Ending on the apparent dominant lends an air of ambiguity, perhaps illustative of suspended animation in death.
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Ritornello (provides all the musical material).
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Motive z (Fortspinnung motive).
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See details of analysis
by Alfred Dürr in note.
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The fourth movement is a thematically unified quintet for first and second violins, continuo, and (in the vocal passages) the two low voices, tenor and bass. Its entire thematic material is stated in the opening six-bar ritornello, namely three motives x, y, and z, which are so disposed in imitative texture that y serves as counterpoint both to the head-motive x in the antecedent phrase and to the continuation-motive z in the consequent phrase.

The principal section includes four vocal passages a ab a ab, in which a represents an expanded vocal version of the ritornello’s antecedent (see bar 1 above), and b, vocal insertion within the continuation of the ritornello (see bar 3 above). The exceptional inclusion of four vocal passages might perhaps have originated in the text, which tells of ‘the entire circle of the earth’, for according to an old tradition the number four stands for, among other things, the four corners of heaven. The middle section includes several text-engendered groups of motives: imitation and calling motives on ‘Es schallet’ (‘There sounds’) and held notes, followed by imitation and the closing cadence, on ‘Wer glaubt . . .’ (‘Whoever believes . . .’). 

See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).660–661.
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Da Capo Form (Rhyme: ABCCB)
Ritornello (mm. 1-7) GM
A. Lines 1-2 (7-10) GM
Rit (10-14) GM
Lines 1-2 (14-23) GM-DM
Rit (23-29) DM
Lines 1-2 (29-32) DM
Rit (32-35) DM-GM
Lines 1-2 (35-44) GM
Rit (44-50) GM [Fine]
B. Lines 3-4 (50-56) GM-DM
Rit (56-57) DM-Bm
Line 5 (Mark 16:16: 58-63) Bm
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Konrad Küster notes that this duet concludes a series of Bach experiments with duet format (BWV 123: S/A, BWV 3 & BWV 111: A/T, BWV 125: T/B). See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 731.
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Word painting: Writhing chromatic line for "Sterben" ("dying").
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The 3-part imitative counterpoint is illustrative of the 
"spreading out" of light, as referenced in the text.
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Figura circulatio (circling figure) for "Kreis der Erden" (circle of the earth"). See note for more.
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Figura circulatio
For a discussion of the rhetorical figures circulo (circulatio) and circulo mezzo, see Dietrich Bartel, Musica Poetica. Musical-Rhetorical Figures in German Baroque Music (Omaha: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), pp. 216–219 (with musical examples). 
Athanasius Kircher (1602–1680) writes, “The…circulatio is a musical passage in which the voices appear to move in circular motion, and serves as an expression or words with a circular motion or content, as exemplified by Philippe de Monte in the text; ‘I will arise and surround the city.’” See Musurgia L.8. p.145, cited in Dietrich Bartel. Ulrich Leisinger gives the date as 1554.See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 10, p. 426.  p. 217. 
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Allusion to part of Simeon's canticle (Nunc dimittis): Mine eyes have seen thy salvation which thou hast prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to thy people Israel (Luke 2:30–32). 
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Mary Greer argues that many of Bach's sacred duets serve as metaphors for faith. Her study includes Cantata 125. See "Embracing Faith: The Duet as Metaphor in Selected Sacred Cantatas by J. S. Bach," Bach 34/1 (2003): 1–71.
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[a] Antecedent phrase expanded.
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[a] Antecedent 
phrase expanded.
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A Section (Lines 1–2: Four vocal sections apparently symbolize the whole world 
(see note).
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Martin Petzoldt argues for the symbolic interpretation of the four-fold structure by noting that the known and inhabited world was divided into 4 cardinal directions, 4 seasons, and 4 continents. See Bach Kommentar 3:29.
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Parallel 6ths suggest sweetness.
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[b] Vocal insertion into continuation of ritornello.
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[a] Antecedent 
phrase expanded.
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[a] Antecedent 
phrase expanded.
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[b] Vocal insertion into continuation of ritornello.
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B Section (Lines 3–4 + 5).
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Text painting: Calling motive with echoes (in both vocal and violin parts) illustrate 
"now resounds mightily on and on [this most highly desired promise]."
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from Section A.
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Parallel 3rds suggest 
sweetness for "he who believes.
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Line 5 quotes Jesus' words,
"He who believes…will be
saved" (Mark 16:16).
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desired,             (this)  most-highly  desired          word-of-promise:  
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believes,                           shall                          saved                                 be.
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Wordpainting: Held notes for "believes."

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Text painting: Quasi-responsorial imitation without accompanying violins for "whoever believes" and melismas for "saved."
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125/5.
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(Based on Chorale Verse 3) ●Mercy seat established, grace extended in Christ (125/5). 
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O       unfathomed         treasure   of     kindness, which -   to-us    hummans   is-disclosed:      (now)  is    for-the
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world,  which  wrath   and  curse   upon itself  has-loaded,        a      seat     of       mercy      and    symbol-of-victory       erected
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and     every       believing               heart                    is    into    his   kingdom-of-grace   invited.
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Melismas that move to parallel 6ths for "selig" ("saved").
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The recitative alludes
to various biblical
passages that see
Christ's propitiation 
for sin prefigured 
in the sacrifices and 
mercy seat of the
Old Testament
temple (see note).
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John 1:16. From [Christ’s] fulness have we all received, grace upon grace.
Ephesians 2:7. In the coming ages [God will] show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness (Luther 1545: überschwenglichen Reichtum seiner Gnade durch seine Güte) toward us in Christ Jesus.
Romans 5:6–8. While we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. Why, one will hardly die for a righteous man—though perhaps for a good man one will dare even to die. But God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us.
Isaiah 1:4. Ah, sinful nation, a people laden with iniquity…
Romans 6:23. The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.
Romans 3:23–25. Since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, they are justified by his grace (Luther 1545: Gnade) as a gift, through the redemption which is in Christ Jesus, whom God put forward as an expiation (Luther 1545: einem Gnadenstuhl) by his blood, to be received by faith…
Leviticus 16:15–16. [To make atonement for sin, the priest] shall kill the goat of the sin offering which is for the people, and bring its blood within the veil…sprinkling it upon the mercy seat (Luther 1545: Gnadenstuhl) and before the mercy seat; thus he shall make atonement for the holy place, because of the uncleannesses of the people of Israel, and because of their transgressions, all their sins… (See also Exodus 25:17–22.)
Hebrews 9:11–12. When Christ appeared as a high priest of the good things that have come…he entered once for all into the Holy Place, taking not the blood of goats and calves but his own blood, thus securing an eternal redemption.
1 John 4:10. In this is love, not that we loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the expiation for our sins.
Luke 2:34. …[Christ] is set for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign (Luther 1545: Zeichen)…
Isaiah 11:10. …The root of Jesse shall stand as an ensign to the peoples; him shall the nations seek… (Also Isaiah 11:12.)
John 3:16. For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life.
Ephesians 2:8–9. By grace you have been saved through faith…
Matthew. 11:28 [Jesus]: Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden…
John 6:37 [Jesus]: …All that the Father gives me will come to me; and him who comes to me I will not cast out.
Matthew 22:2–3 [Jesus]: The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who gave a marriage feast for his son, and sent his servants to call those who were invited to the marriage feast… (Also Luke 14:16–17.)
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Wave-like melodic formations suggest the all--encompassing nature of God's grace extended.
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Slower ending suggests
coming to rest in blessedness.
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Alto is often the voice of faith.
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(Verse 4) (See also 83–5.) ●Christ is light 
and salvation for Gentiles (125/6). 
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Rising lines suggest
the expansion of 
salvation and light
to all nations, as
referenced in the
text.
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Paraphrase of Luke 2:30–32: Mine eyes have seen thy salvation which thou hast prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to thy people Israel. 
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