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NBA I/6; BC A39
4. S. after Epiphany (BWV 81, 14)
*Romans 13:8–10 (Love is the fulfilling of the law)
*Matthew 8:23–27 (Jesus calms the sea)
Librettist: Unknown
FP: 30 January 1724 (Leipzig: St. Thomas)
This cantata belongs to Bach's first cantata
cycle in Leipzig (see note).
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●Jesus sleeps in boat during storm; I am without hope (81/1). 
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Instrumentation:
Flauto dolce I, II
Oboe d'amore I, II
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo
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Form: Aria (A) - Recit (T) - Aria (T) - Arioso (B) - Aria (B) - Recit (A) - Chorale.
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Cantata Cycle I
Regarding Bach’s first cantata cycle, Karin Wollschläger writes, “For 23 of the altogether approximately 60 cantatas of this annual cycle, Bach fell back on works from his time in Weimar and Köthen, revising them to a greater or lesser extent for the renewed performances in Leipzig. The text models for the new compositions were taken from various poets who, however, can only be identified in very few instances.” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 8, p. 274 (Karin Wollschläger, translated by David Kosviner).
	Christoph Wolff writes, “We can trace the emergence of three favorite text forms [in Bach’s first annual cantata cycle], although they may not be related to three different authors: (1) biblical dictum (from the Gospel lesson)—recitative—aria—recitative—aria—chorale in BWV 136, 105, 46, 179, 69a, 77, 25, 109, 89, and 104 for the eighth, fourteenth, twenty-first, and twenty-second Sundays after Trinity and for Misericordias Domini; (2) biblical dictum—recitative—chorale—aria—recitative—aria—chorale in BWV 48, 40, 64, 153, 65, and 67 for the nineteenth Sunday after Trinity, four Christmas season feasts, and Quasimodogeniti; and (3) biblical dictum—aria—chorale—recitative—aria—chorale in BWV 83, 144, 66, 104, 166, 166, 86, 37, and 44 for Purification, Septuagesimae, Easter Monday, and Misericordias Domini to Exaudi.” See J. S. Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), p. 270. 


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The cantata is in chiastic form. Bach often used chiastic (x-shaped/symmetrical) forms, in which center movements (where the mirror image begins) provide the crux 
of the matter. There antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted (formal
	    inversion reflects an aspect of reversal or turning in the text). For Alfred
	    Dürr's comments and Martin Petzoldt's outline, see note. 
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The anonymous librettist relies closely on the Gospel text and—like the librettists of the cantatas for the First Sunday after Epiphany—draws his material from the contrast between Jesus hidden (sleeping) and Jesus manifest (actively intervening). Here again, the biblical account is reinterpreted to refer directly to the present situation of the Christian. Confronted by death, I see no help from Jesus (no. 1). The anxious questioning of no. 2, ‘Lord, why do You stand so far off? Why do You hide Yourself in times of trouble?’, is drawn almost word for word from the first verse of Psalm 10. No. 3, meanwhile, compares the predicament of the Christian, overwhelmed by the godless, with the waves of a storm at sea, as recounted in the Gospel for the day. No. 4, a literal quotation from the Gospel reading (Matt. 8.26), brings the turning-point: Christ is only apparently distant, and by means of his absolute command (no. 5) the Christian is saved (no. 6). The concluding chorale—the second verse of the hymn Jesu, meine Freude by Johann Franck (1653)—involves the entire congregation, as it were, in an avowal of trust in God. Bach’s setting is remarkably dramatic, closely resembling the cantatas conceived as a dialogue between the Soul and Jesus. The choir comes together only in the final chorale. The instrumental ensemble includes not only strings and continuo but, in the first movement, two recorders to characterize the ‘sleeping’ Jesus… It is worth drawing attention to the formal symmetry that distinguishes this cantata. The substance of the text divides the work into two parts: life without Jesus (nos. 1–3) and life with Jesus (nos. 5–7). At the centre is the biblical text movement, no. 4, in which mankind is addressed by Jesus Himself. This middle movement is surrounded by two storm arias, whereas in the outer movements relative calm prevails, albeit the contrasting calm of distance from God (no. 1) and security in God (no. 7). This symmetry is emphasized by Bach’s choice of key: at the centre lies the dominant B minor; the tonic E minor and the relative major G prevail in the other movements; and, in addition, the subdominant (A minor) and dominant (B minor) are touched upon in the recitatives."

See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). pp. 215–216, 217.

Martin Petzold outlines the symmetrical form:

4. B arioso. Lack of faith creates fear.

5. B aria. Storms fall silent at his word.
3. T aria. Storms weaken faith. 

6. A recit. Jesus helps through his word.
2. T recit. Jesus remains silent despite the need.

7. Chorale. Jesus stands by me.
1. A aria. Jesus sleeps.

See Bach Kommentar 2:507.
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Martin Petzold outlines the symmetrical form (Bach Kommentar 2:507):

               4. B arioso. Small faith creates fear.
          5. B aria. Storms fall silent at his word.
          3. T aria. Storms weaken faith. 
     6. A recit. Jesus helps through his word.
     2. T recit. Jesus remains silent despite the need.
7. Chorale. Jesus stands by me.
1. A aria. Jesus sleeps.
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"The opening aria employs the typical 
resources of the time to depict the sleeping 
Jesus: strings in low register, doubled at 
the octave by recorders, throbbing pedal 
notes in the continuo, and low held notes 
sung by the alto (similar expressive means 
are employed by Bach in the aria ‘Sanfte 
soll mein Todeskummer’ from the Easter 
Oratorio, BWV 249). But the cantata aria is 
not only a lullaby: it is also a lament, as revealed by its 
numerous diminished intervals and augmented or chromatic 
seconds. And its text frames an anxious question, hence the
 singer’s not coming to rest on the tonic but closing, with voice 
raised in pitch, on the second degree in a dominant context." 
(Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, p. 216, 
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Word painting: Long, low note for "sleeps."
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G# dim.7
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D# dim.7
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Alto is often the intimate voice of faith, here it represents one of the disciples in the boat.
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A vocal lift and a pause on the dominant seventh emphasizes the
question and the lack of proper harmonic resolution before the next
section of text represents uncertainty or unfulfilled hope.
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Frequent descending catabasis (sometimes nearly 2 octaves), suggest the threat of drowning described in the Gospel reading.
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Lines 2–4 (follow without ritornello).
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Line 1. 
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Form (Rhyme: ABBA)
Ritornello (mm. 1-9) Em
Line 1 (9-15) Em-B7
Lines 2-4 (15-22) E7-Am-EM
Lines 2-4 (23-27) A7-Dm-A7
Rit (27-31) A7-Dm-Am
Line 1 (32-44) Am-B7
Rit (45-53) Em
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The operatic cantata relies almost entirely 
on solo movements. For John Eliot Gardiner's 
comments, see note.
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A theatrical cantata closely related to the Gospel account of
Jesus calming the storm,
dominated by soloists.
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Recorders are often used for contemplation 
            of sleeping and/or death.
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The 3-note rocking motive suggests sleep. It is related to the alto's C-D#
opening, and may derive from the closing chorale at "ob es itzt glech kracht und blitzt."

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Lift: Inflection for question.
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John Eliot Gardiner writes, “For Epiphany + 4, what must count as Bach’s most ‘operatic’ cantata bursts into life: BWV 81.... [The tenor aria, 81/3] is similar to one of Handel’s powerful ‘rage’ arias, demanding an equivalent virtuosity of rapid passagework by both tenor and violins, but imbued with vastly more harmonic tension—what Paradise Lost might sound like if set as an opera…. [Later] there follows a second seascape, almost as remarkable as the earlier tempest, this time as an aria for bass.... No doubt [the cantata] ruffled the feathers of Leipzig councilmen like Dr Steger, who, nine months earlier, had voted for Bach as cantor with the explicit proviso ‘that he should make compositions that were not too theatrical’. A work such as this suggests what kind of opera composer Bach might have made if he had been so inclined, for there is nothing in his secular cantatas (despite their titles as drammi per musica) that is as remotely theatrical as this amazing cantata.” 

See Bach: Music in the Castle of Heaven (New York: Vintage Books, 2013), pp. 309–311.
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The reference to "Abgrund" ("abyss") points to the threat of drowning in the Gospel reading. 
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Lines 2–4.
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Long, low note for the "open abyss."
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Long descending scale depicts the descent into the abyss.
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Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Strings tacet...
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tacet...
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Recorders unison...
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The question (with its "hoffen" motive) is repeated for emphasis against minimal accompaniment, "evoking a lonely and hopeless situation." (See Petzoldt 2:508.)
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Recorders continue...
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Strings imitate voice.
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Stretched note for "hoffen" ("hope").
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●Prayer: Why dost thou stand far off in my peril? (81/2). 
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Chromatic saturation in
the vocal part in 5 mm.,
a quotation of 
Psalm 10:1: Why dost 
thou stand afar off, O 
Lord? Why dost thou
hide thyself in times 
of trouble? (Luther 1545: 
Herr, warum trittst du so 
ferne, verbirgest dich 
zur Zeit der Not?),
which reflects the 
disciples' cry to
Jesus in the Gospel
reading: "Save Lord, we 
are perishing."
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Lord!           Why       (standest)  thou so           far-off?             Why          hidest     thou thyself  in-a   time    of
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NBA: trittest
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need, when  everything me (with) a deplorable    end threatens?       Ah,       (is)   thine       eye      not       by          my       need   moved,

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
which      otherwise never to         slumber        is-wont?   Thou   didst-show indeed with    a             star        in-former-times
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Ritornello (with strings)
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Text painting: Vocal leap of a 9th for "so far off."
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Diminished 7th chords emphasize the anguish of the questions.
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Phrygian cadence 
often used for questions.
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Each question ends with a rhetorically inflected lift.
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●Storm waves of Belial assail the Christian (81/3).  
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the    newly-converted   wise-men,   the         right       way  to     journney.     Ah,                    lead                        me           by
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thine          eyes'   light,       because          this      course nothing but      danger                      promises.
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The text combines an allusion to Psalm 121:3–4 (He who keeps you will not slumber. Behold, he who keeps Israel will neither slumber nor sleep) with allusions to the account of the wise men being guided by a star (a reference to the recent Feast of Epiphany) and biblical passages about God's promise to lead. See note.
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Matthew 2:1–2, 9–10. Now when Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea in the days of Herod the king, behold, wise men from the East came to Jerusalem, saying, “Where is he who has been born king of the Jews? For we have seen his star in the East, and have come to worship him.”…When they had heard the king they went their way; and lo, the star which they had seen in the East went before them, till it came to rest over the place where the child was. When they saw the star, they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy.
Exodus 33:14. [God] said, “My presence [countenance] will go with you, and I will give you rest [will lead you]” (Luther 1545: Mein Angesicht soll gehen, damit will ich dich leiten).
Psalm 32:8 [God]: I will instruct you and teach you the way you should go; I will counsel you with my eye upon you (Luther 1545: mit meinen Augen leiten).
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Downward scale for "leite" might suggest danger.
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Strings depict the storm,
reminiscent of the day's
Gospel reading. 
Violin I plays furious
waves of 32nd notes,
while the continuo and
lower strings play stile
concitato figures
(see note).
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Stile concitato (“agitated style”) was invented (or “rediscovered”) by Claudio Monteverdi for his eighth book of madrigals (Madrigali guerrieri ed amorosi, 1638). It is characterized in particular by a “combat motive” of repeated 16th notes. Later examples may be found in Johann Sebastian Bach’s St. Matthew Passion (“Sind Blitze, sind Donner”) and in George Frideric Handel’s Dixit Dominus (“implebit ruinas . . . con-quassabit capita”). Bach sometimes uses it to depict quaking fear (e.g., 70/2). 

Sometimes Bach uses the stile concitato to portray fearful shaking. Examples include BWV 124/3, to depict fear of death, BWV 105/6, where the figure gradually slows from sixteenths, to triplets eighths, to eighths, and finally to quarter notes as fear of God’s judgment is allayed), and BWV 248/49 (the Christmas Oratorio), where the alto responds to King Herod’s fear with the question, Warum wollt ihr erschrekken? (“Why should you be frightened?”).
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Bravura storm aria (extremely difficult).
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NBA: G#
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Text painting: Vln I depicts the "schäumenden Wellen" ("foaming waves").
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D major  D pedal...
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The singer adopts the "wave figure" while the instruments hammer in stile concitato.
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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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Cross relations for "Belial" (see NBA).
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Belial (i.e., the devil) is seen as the author of the storm, and harmonic clashes (which contrast highly with the underlying G major tonality) are used to
depict "Belials Bächen" ("Belial's waters"). The word is set higher each time (increased urgency).
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Chromaticism for "Belials 
Bächen" 
("Belial's 
waters").
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Word painting: The storm resumes but the singer stands firm ("stehn" = "stand").
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Text painting: Sudden adagio at reference to 
a Christian standing like a rock against the storm.
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The singer doubles the Vln I briefly in unison (see also m. 105).
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With a switch from dactylic meter to iambic, the text turns from a paraphrase of the Gospel account to interpretation. Because iambic meter is typical for recitatives, 
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the original (see note).

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Rectangle

Microsoft Account
Sticky Note
The original source material has “Wellen” (waves”). The NBA has corrected it to “Felsen” (“rock/boulder”) because “standing like waves” makes little sense. Thus the NBA reads, “A Christian shall indeed stand like a rock.” If the former word was truly intended, the reference may be to Moses leading the Israelites through the Red Sea, as recorded in Genesis 14:22: And the people of Israel went into the midst of the sea on dry ground, the waters being a wall to them on their right hand and on their left. 
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A second lull in the storm is brief, but the singer stands firm against the storm.
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A third lull in the storm is longer but still relatively brief.
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the change invites recitative-like insertions, here "motivic accompagnato." (See Martin Petzoldt quoting Konrad Küster, Bach Kommentar 2:510. 
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Konrad Küster writes, "For the re-entry into the dactyl sequence in the fifth line, Bach again achieves the ‘consistently aria-like’ music of the opening section—regardless of the fact that he is still in the middle section of a da capo aria. Bach thus uses the emotional charge of the music in the A section for the last two lines of the B section: mm. 57–75). ” See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 227), translated from the German original. 
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●Vox Christi: O ye of little faith, why fear? Matthew 8:26 (81/4). 
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aspect of reversal or turning in the text). Here Jesus' counter-question encourages faith that he is active instead of fear that he is absent. It "employs thematic material of such homogeneity that it virtually turns into a two-part fugue or invention; in fact, the biblical text could easily be added to the continuo part too. What emerges is a ‘speech’ movement of the most compelling effectiveness." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, p. 217.

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
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C# major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G# dim.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Ye                 of-little-faith,                     why        are     ye    so             fearful?

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The bass (in the tradition role of vox 
Christi) sings Jesus' reaction to the 
disciples' fear in face of the storm.


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Rhetorical lifts for "why?"

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Continuo alone...

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Jesus repeated question, "why?" is asked 12 times, as if directed individually to each of the 12 disciples.
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●Christ’s rebuke to raging sea: Be still! (81/5). 
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On the final note of the cadence, the continuo re-introduces the theme; the singer answer in stretto.
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The bass continues with Jesus' command in the Gospel account: Matthew 8:26: Then [Jesus] rose and rebuked the winds and the sea; and there was a great calm.
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In the A section, Jesus authoritatively and agressively commands the storm to stop (cited in the parallel Gospel account in Mark 4:39).
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While the strings continue to portray the raging storm, the oboes d'amore repeat the "schweig" ("be still") command of Jesus.
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In the B section, the idea that God keeps the waters within limits becomes a metaphor for God protecting the "elect," stilling the storm. The language is reminiscent of passages such as Job 26:10 (Luther 1545: Er hat um das Wasser ein Ziel gesetzt = He has set a boundary for the waters). See also Psalm 65:7, 89:9, 107:29, Jeremiah 5:22.
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Severe chromaticism for "verletzt" ("injured"): Descending chromatic tetrachord (Ob d'am II)
is immediately "invalidated" by ascending chromatic fourth, a cross figure (see note for more).
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Ascending Chromatic Fourth / Descending Chromatic Fourth
Bach often used the descending chromatic fourth as the traditional symbol of lament (e.g., as the ground bass for the “Crucifixus” in the B-minor Mass). He also used its inversion to symbolize Christ’s rescue. Thus the ascending chromatic tetrachord occurs in the B-minor mass, just prior to the “Crucifixus” in the “Et incarnatus est” on the words “et homo est” (see alto, mm. 43–45). See also BWV 28/2 on “Hat dir dein’ Sünd’ vergeben” (has forgiven thee thy sins), BWV 43/9 on “zu helfen seinen Knechten” (to help his servants), 91/5 on “sein menschlich Wesen machet euch den Engels Herrlichkeit gleich” (“his human nature makes you equal to the angels in splendor”) BWV 99/3 “wenn dir der Kreuzeskelch so bitter schmeckt…obgleich die Süssigkeit verborgen steckt” (“when to you the cross’s cup tastes so bitter…although its sweetness lies hidden”), 96/6 on “den Sinn und all’ Begehren” (“our mind and all our desires [and thoughts be directed towards thee”). In 112/3 pulsing continuo bass notes ascend the chromatic fourth for “He leads me on the right road of his commandments without ceasing (“ohn Ablaß”). However, in 90/1 the ascending chromatic fourth is used for “sündlichen Verächter” (suggesting that the measure of sinful scorners’ sin is rising to full measure as referenced in the text), and in BWV 113/4 it is used for “quält] mich Zittern” (“trembling torments me”) and “[mein Herze] bräche” (my heart would break). In BWV 118 it is used for “drückt mich sehr der Sünden Last” (“the burden of sin presses down heavily upon me”). In 126/3, a chromatically ascending continuo line follows the statement about the threat of “false brethren.”
	For the significance of the descending chromatic fourth in relation to the ascending diatonic fourth, see Melvin Unger, “Chiastic Reflection in the B-minor mass: Lament’s Paradoxical Mirror,” in Exploring Bach’s B-minor Mass, ed. Yo Tomita, Robin A. Leaver, and Jan Smaczny (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
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●Relief that Christ speaks a word and calms the storm (81/6). 
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Blest     (am-I);             my                 Jesus         speaks        a      word,                my             helper          is           awakened,            Thus
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must      the           waves'         storm               -                misfortune's          night,          and              all                    sorrow               (be) gone.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Text Box
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Bm

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F#7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Em

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Em

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
DM

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Em

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
BM

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Em

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Em

Microsoft Account
Text Box
 Em

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Em

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
GM

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Bm

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F#7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
BM

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
EM

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Bm

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Em

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Alto is often the
voice of faith.

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Poetic cues making
the chorale stanza
a suitable choice
for the final movement include references to storms, foes, crashes and lightening, sin and
hell—with "Stümen"
serving as the linking keyword. For biblical allusions, see note.
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The chorale stanza uses language reminiscent of Psalm 91:1–6: He who dwells in the shelter (Luther 1545: Schirm) of the Most High, who abides in the shadow of the Almighty, will say to the Lord, “My refuge and my fortress; my God, in whom I trust.” For he will deliver you from the snare of the fowler and from the deadly pestilence; he will cover (Luther 1545: decken) you with his pinions, and under his wings you will find refuge; his faithfulness is a shield (Luther 1545: Schirm) and buckler. You will not fear the terror of the night, nor the arrow that flies by day, nor the pestilence that stalks in darkness, nor the destruction that wastes at noonday.
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Martin Petzoldt notes that in Bach’s other settings of this chorale, he sets the final phrase very similarly to the opening one. Here it is different, the bass floating gently downward to a restful landing, "making invulnerability and protection audible." See Bach Kommentar 2:515.
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This is the 2nd stanza of 6 in the 1650 chorale “Jesu, 
meine Freude”       by Johann Franck (1618–1677).
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in the 
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