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NBA I/5; BC A29
1. S. after Epiphany (BWV 154, 124, 32)
*Romans 12:1–61 (Christian duty: present yourselves 
as living sacrifices to God)
*Luke 2:41–52 (Mary and Joseph lose the boy
Jesus, who is found in the temple)
Librettist: Unknown (see note).
FP: 9 January 1724 (Leipzig: St. Nicholas).
This cantata belongs to Bach's
first cantata cycle but may
have originated earlier (see note).
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●Jesus is gone; this brings despair to my soul! (154/1). 
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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. 

Concerning the Origin of BWV 154
In the foreword to the 2017 Carus edition of BWV 154, Benedikt Leßmann (with translation by David Kosviner), writes,

“The history of the composition of the cantata Mein liebster Jesus ist verloren (My blessed Jesus, gone forever) BWV 154 poses a series of unresolved questions. This much is certain: the eight-movement work was first per-formed on 9 January 1724—the 1st Sunday after Epiphany—in Leipzig and is thus part of Bach’s first annual cycle of cantatas in Leipzig (1723/24). This cycle was quite strongly characterized by repeat performances and adaptations of older works which had been composed in Weimar or Cöthen.
	There is evidence supporting the possibility that this cantata is (partially or entirely) based on a Weimar composition: i.e. the use of Weimar paper in a separate harpsichord part (for no. 4). The following Sunday saw the repeat performance in Leipzig of the cantata BWV 155 which had certainly been composed in Weimar. However, no conclusive answer can as yet be given with respect to BWV 154. There is relatively substantial evidence, on the other hand, for a later performance in Leipzig in 1736/37; this is documented by the paper of the title page for the parts written by Bach himself. It is probable that at this time, Bach also made some corrections to the performance material.
…
An instrumental idiosyncrasy of [movement no. 4] is the absence of a basso continuo; violin and viola in unison provide a bass line foundation (a so-called ‘Bassettchen’). An alternate option is the accompaniment by harpsichord; a separate part has survived for this purpose which contains only this movement.”

See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 13, p. 404 (Benedikt Leßmann, translated by David Kosviner).
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Instrumentation:
Oboe d'amore I, II
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo, Organo
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Written for the Sunday after Epiphany in 1724, Cantata 154 reflects the Gospel reading for the day, Luke 2:41–52, which tells of Mary and Joseph’s 
dismay at losing the twelve-year-old Jesus on a trip to the temple in Jerusalem. In the cantata’s libretto (written by an unknown author) the events of 
the gospel account are reinterpreted metaphorically to represent the Christian believer’s consternation at losing a sense of God’s presence. For Alfred Dürr's summary, see note. Bach's setting immediately plunges the listener into the very personal emotion of the situation—instead of the usual chorus the cantata begins with a tenor solo. The movement is constructed on a chromatically descending ostinato (repeating) bass line—one related to the “lamento bass" that was a traditional symbol of lament. Above this repeated bass line the strings and tenor exchange a melody that leaps about
				        chromatically in a frantic, jabbing rhythm. In the center section of the aria (before the
				        opening words are repeated), trembling 16th notes by strings depict the singer’s agitation. 
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  Form: Aria (T) - Recit (T) - Chorale (SATB) - Aria (A) - Arioso (B) - Recit (T) - Duet (A/T) - Chorale.
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                4. A aria. Jesus let yourself be found. 
            5. B arioso. Where his father is, Jesus is.
            3. Chorale. Ah come, Lord Jesus.
        6. T recit. Jesus can be heard in the Word.
        2. T recit. Where can Jesus be found? 
    7. A/T duet. Jesus is found. 
    1. T aria. Jesus is lost.
8. Chorale. I will not let go of my Jesus.
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Martin Petzoldt outlines the cantata's symmetrical structure
(Bach-Kommentar 2:413):
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Martin Petzoldt writes, “The text shows a remarkable similarity to a strophic poem by Johann Neunhertz (1653–1737), the poet of cantatas by Johann Schelle (1643–1701, cantor at St. Thomas’s from 1677 [until his death in 1701 when Johann Kuhnau assumed the post]), Bach’s antepenultimate predecessor in office. In his Tröstlichen Andachten (Hirschberg 1729; earlier editions!), a ten-verse hymn for the 1st Sunday after Epiphany is printed, to be sung to the melody ‘Liebster Jesu, wir sind hier.’ Stanzas 1 and 7 begin with the following lines, which are reminiscent of movements 1 and 4:

(1) LIebster JESU / hab ich dich
Durch die Sünde gantz verloren?

(7) Laß dich finden / mein Gewinn /
Höchster Schatz vor allen Schätzen.”

See Bach-Kommentar 2:412, translated from the German original.
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Text alludes to the Gospel reading account of Mary and Joseph losing the boy Jesus but also to Simeon's prophecy that a sword would pierce Mary's soul (see note).
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*Luke 2:41–46. Now [Jesus’] parents went to Jerusalem every year at the feast of the Passover. And when he was twelve years old, they went up according to custom; and when the feast was ended, as they were returning, the boy Jesus stayed behind in Jerusalem. His parents did not know it, but supposing him to be in the company they went a day’s journey, and they sought him among their kinsfolk and acquaintances; and when they did not find him, they returned to Jerusalem, seeking him. After three days they found him in the temple…
Luke 2:34–35. [When his parents had brought Jesus to the temple to present him to the Lord as an infant] Simeon…said to Mary his mother, “Behold, this child is set for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign that is spoken against (and a sword will pierce through your own soul also), that thoughts out of many hearts may be revealed.”

Microsoft Account
Sticky Note
For an overview of Bach’s packed performance schedule, Christmas 1723–24, see Christoph Wolff, Johann
Sebastian Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), Table 8.6 (p. 265). 
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Alfred Dürr writes, “Jesus’s parents but rather man, imprisoned in sin, who has lost his Jesus, and despite anxious searching he is unable to find Him again. The chorale, no. 3, prays in the name of the entire congregation, and the aria (no. 4) in the name of the individual Christian, that Jesus might come back again. In the arioso, no. 5, Jesus’s reply is heard, sung by the bass—the vox Christi—in the words of a verse from the Sunday Gospel (Luke 2:49). And he who was searching realizes gratefully that, through faith, Jesus may be found in his Father’s house (that is, in church) in sermon and sacrament (no. 6). Both the individual Christian (no. 7) and the assembled congregation (no. 8) now vow gladly to leave Jesus nevermore, but rather to belong to Him in perpetuity.
	Bach’s setting is notable for its striking directness. The three arias pass through the underlying affects of the text: despairing lamentation, ardent longing, and exuberant joy. Between them, we hear the solemn, eloquent rhetorical question of the bass arioso, and the recitatives, which are set as plain secco.”

See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 184–185. 
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The text is a reformulation of Galations 5:4: You are severed from Christ (Luther 1545: Ihr habt Christum verloren [You have lost Christ])… 
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Form (Rhyme: ABBA)
Ritornello (mm. 1-9) Bm
Lines 1-2 (9-13) Bm-F#M
Rit (14-17) F#M-Bm
Lines 1-2 (17-25) Bm-F#m
Rit (25-33) F#m
Lines 3-4 (33-44) F#m-DM
Rit (44-46) Dm-Am
Lines 1-4-1 (46-54) Am-Bm
Rit (54-62) GM-Bm)
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Note: The cantata's modest 
demands on the singers were 
probably due to the very busy 
performance schedule between 
the first Sunday of Advent and 
Epiphany (see note). 
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A chromatically descending ostinato bass (reminiscent of the chromatically descending tetrachord that was a traditional symbol of lament) is made more expressive with a limping rhythm and tritone plunges. Above this repeated bass line the strings and tenor exchange a melody that leaps about chromatically in a frantic, jabbing rhythm. Richard Jones calls this movement a "dotted-rhythm variant of 'tempo di sarabanda.'" See The Creative Development of Johann Sebastian Bach, vol. 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 129.
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Ritornello related to the vocal theme.
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Vln I plays shudder
figure.
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Stile concitato (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., BWV 70/2). 
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Trembling 16th notes by strings portray "the thunderous word."
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Striking harmonic progression...
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Mein lieb - ster        Je        -       sus     ist     ver   -    lo -      ren:   O     Wort,     das         mir                  Ver  -   zweif - lung
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bringt.        Mein     lieb - ster         Je       -     -     sus    ist       ver    -      lo -       ren:    O    Wort,   das         mir     Ver - zweif   -   lung                 bringt.
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In the concluding ritornello, the Vln I plays the tenor line with implied text.
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Microsoft Account
Text Box
Mein lieb - ster       Je      -   sus ist     ver   -   lo  -  ren   

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Mein lieb-ster  Je      -    sus       ist   ver  -   lo  -  ren   
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●Jesus is gone; where might I find him whom I love? (154/2). 
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Phrygian cadence, often used for questions.
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The tenor continues with a relatively straightforward recitative, describing his dilemma. The language is reminiscent of that in the Song of Solomon (see note). 
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S. of S. 6:1. Whither has your beloved gone…?
S. of S. 3:1–4 [Bride]: Upon my bed by night I sought him whom my soul loves; I sought him, but found him not; I called him, but he gave no answer. “I will rise now and go about the city, in the streets and in the squares; I will seek him whom my soul loves.” I sought him, but found him not. The watchmen found me, as they went about in the city. “Have you seen him whom my soul loves?” Scarcely had I passed them, when I found him whom my soul loves. I held him, and would not let him go until I had brought him into my mother’s house, and into the chamber of her that conceived me. (Also S. of S. 5:6.)
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Where    meet         I                  my                                      Jesus?                              -                        Who           will-show              me         the
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way,              upon-which        my                        soul's     (most)          burning                                     desire—                               my                 Savior—            has-gone?
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No                    misfortune                      could                me                                     so                                        deeply
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touch,                            than            if                  I                              Jesus                should                          lose.
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Emphatic leap.
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●Prayer longing for Jesus, my all, to come (154/3).  
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A chorale, representing the corporate prayer of the gathered listeners, acts as a response. This is the 2nd stanza of 19 in the 1661 chorale “Jesu, meiner Seelen Wonne” by Martin Jan (ca. 1620–ca. 1682), whose 19 stanzas are based on Song of Solomon 3:4: I found him whom my soul loves. I held him, and would not let him go. The reference to the serpent is an allusion to Genesis 3:14–15, which is interpreted as a reference to Christ: “The Lord God said to the serpent ‘I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.’” 
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The language is reminiscent of Psalm 18: The Lord is my rock, and my fortress, and my deliverer (Luther 1545: Erretter), my God, my rock 
(Luther 1545: Hort), in whom I take refuge, my shield, and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.
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"Schlangentreter"
("treader of serpents")
alludes to Genesis 3:15 (see above), interpreted in Christian theology as the Protoevangelium.
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The final phrase employs language from Revelation 22:20: Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!
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Compare Bach's setting of this tune in BWV 147 ("Jesu, Joy of Man's Desiring").
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●Prayer: Do not hide thyself in the cloud of my sins! (154/4). 
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The following aria is striking for its accompaniment: two oboes d’amore supported by a lower string part (viola) without the expected continuo part (foundational bass with supporting chords) produce a light texture probably intended to suggest innocence. This is the central (pivot) movement in the cantata’s chiastic form, where antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted (formal inversion reflects an aspect of reversal or turning in the text). Here the sheep is seeking the shepherd, a reversal of their usual roles.
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from vocal theme.
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The lower part (played an 8va higher 
than notated here) is played by violins 
and viola in unison. In 1724 Bach 
added a harpsichord part.
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Bassetto technique (removing continuo support) is often used by Bach to depict something heavenly, unearthly, incomprehensible, or without foundation. Here it appears (along with the parallel thirds of the oboes d'amore and the major tonality) to depict the vulnerability of the bride looking for her lost bridegroom (see more above).
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The alto voice is often the voice of intimate faith. Here it echoes the bride in Song of Solomon 3:1 & 2: "I sought him but found him not." 
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The siciliano rhythm and the utilization of oboes d'amore suggest a pastoral scene. Here it is the sheep looking for the shepherd, a reversal of their usual roles. The language is that of the bride in the Song of Solomon (see below). 
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The opening phrase is echoed in low range as if to indicate shame for the sins referenced.
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Streams of 16th notes depict "Wolken" ("clouds").



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 154

8

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C#7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C# pedal...

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# minor



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 154

9

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Chromatic inflection
increases the tension.
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Patter diction for "bald, bald" ("soon, soon").
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●Vox Christi: Jesus as a boy in the temple: Luke 2:49 (154/5). 
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In response to the alto’s prayer, the bass sings Jesus’ words as recorded in the Gospel reading. Bach emphasizes the insistence of Jesus' question by stating it 4 times (with many internal repetitions). To depict the unity of the interests and activities of Son and Father, Bach has the continuo imitate the singer. Alfred Dürr notes that }the melodic line of the bass is entirely geared towards effective declamation." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones, p. 185.
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Continuo alone (right hand here is editorial realization).
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Christ responds immediately.
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●Jesus heard in his Word and found in Father’s house (154/6). 
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With language borrowed from the Song of Solomon, the tenor rejoices at having found Jesus—as Mary and Joseph did—in the House of God. 

mpeau
Typewritten Text
Chromatic saturation
in the vocal part
in 24 mm. 

mpeau
Typewritten Text
C

mpeau
Typewritten Text
D

mpeau
Typewritten Text
E

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F

mpeau
Typewritten Text
F#

mpeau
Typewritten Text
G

mpeau
Typewritten Text
G#

mpeau
Typewritten Text
A

mpeau
Typewritten Text
C#

mpeau
Typewritten Text
B

Microsoft Account
Text Box
This         is              the                voice                        of-my                               Friend,                          To-God (be)  praise                    and

Microsoft Account
Text Box
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be-heard;       I       was      with               sorrow                sick,            -            Misery         sought               -          the       marrow     of (my)  bones           nigh to-consume;
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for           I                      behold                             my                     soul's                             bliss,                         the                    Savior,                              my
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Song of Solomon 2:8 [Bride]: The voice of my beloved (Luther 1545: Freundes)!…
John 10:3–4. …The sheep hear his voice, and he calls his own sheep by name and leads them out…The sheep follow him, for they know his voice.
John 10:27 [Jesus]: My sheep hear my voice…
John 5:39 [Jesus]: You search the scriptures…it is they that bear witness to me.
John 14:21, 23–24, 26. [Jesus]: He who has my commandments and keeps them, he it is who loves me…and I will love him and manifest myself to him…If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him. He who does not love me does not keep my words; and the word which you hear is not mine but the Father’s who sent me…The Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you.
John 16:16, 20–22 [Jesus]: A little while, and you will see me no more; again a little while, and you will see me…You will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will turn into joy. When a woman is in travail she has sorrow, because her hour has come; butt when she is delivered of the child, she no longer remembers the anguish, for joy that a child is born into the world. So you have sorrow (Luther 1545: Traurigkeit) now, but I will see you again and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you.
Song of Solomon 5:6, 8 [Bride]: I opened to my beloved, but my beloved had turned and gone…I sought him, but found him not; I called him, but he gave no answer…I adjure you, O daughters of Jerusalem, if you find my beloved, that you tell him I am sick (Luther 1545: krank) with love.
Psalm 22:1. My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me? Why art thou so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning? (Also Psalm 6:2–4, 6–7, 13:1–3, 5, 86:3, 88:1–2, Isaiah 38:13.)
Psalm 31:10. …My strength fails because of my misery, and my bones waste away. (Also Psalm 22:17, 38:3.)
Song of Solomon 3:1–4 [Bride]: Upon my bed by night I sought him whom my soul loves; I sought him, but found him not; I called him, but he gave no answer. “I will rise now and go about the city, in the streets and in the squares; I will seek him whom my soul loves.” I sought him, but found him not. The watchmen found me, as they went about in the city. “Have you seen him whom my soul loves?” Scarcely had I passed them, when I found him whom my soul loves. I held him, and would not let him go…
Psalm 27:1. The Lord is my light… (Also Psalm 36:9, 2 Corinthians 4:6.)
Matthew 2:10. When [the wise men] saw the star [again], they rejoiced exceedingly with great joy (Luther 1545: wurden sie hoch erfreut).
Psalm 30:5. …Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with the morning.
Psalm 43:3–4. Oh send out thy light and thy truth; let them lead me, let them bring me to thy holy hill and to thy dwelling! Then I will go to the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy (Luther 1545: Freude und Wonne)…
*Luke 2:49. [Jesus] said to [his parents], “How is it that you sought me? Did you not know that I must be in my Father’s house?”
Luke 15:18 [Prodigal son]: I will arise and go to my father… 
Psalm 26:8. O Lord, I love the habitation of thy house, and the place where thy glory dwells.
Psalm 122:1. I was glad when they said to me, “Let us go to the house of the Lord!” (Also Isaiah 2:3, Micah 4:2.)
John 5:39 [Jesus]: …The scriptures…bear witness to me.
John 6:54–56 [Jesus]: He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life…My flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed. He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him.
1 Corinthians 11:27–29. Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of profaning the body and blood of the Lord. Let a man examine himself, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For any one who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgment upon himself.
Psalm 2:11–12. Serve the Lord with fear, with trembling kiss his feet (Luther 1545: küsset den Sohn), lest he be angry, and you perish in the way; for his wrath is quickly kindled. Blessed are all who take refuge in him.
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Allusion to Song of Solomon 2:8: The voice of my beloved (Luther 1545: Da ist die Stimme meines Freundes)!
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sun,             who       after (a)          sorrowful              night-of-mourning               by                his         radiance        my              heart             joyful            makes.
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●Jesus found; I will rejoice and not let him go (154/7). 
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A dancing love duet follows, in which the voices sing in parallel thirds and sixths. To underscore the point at which the poet addresses Jesus directly (“Ich will dich . . .”), changing the poetic meter from trochaic to dactylic, the tempo quickens in 3/8 meter and the texture becomes canonic, further accentuating the intimate, dance-like mood. Alfred Dürr writes, "Joy over the rediscovery of Jesus fills the duet, no. 7, which is largely homophonic in the French duet style.” See The Cantatas
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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.
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 Ob d'am I/Vln I
 Ob d'am II/Vln II
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Interpreting the Gospel account of Jesus' parents finding the 12-year-old son as a metaphor for the mystic union of Jesus and the believer, the poet employs the bride's language in the Song of Solomon: "I found him whom my soul loves. I held him, and would not let him go" (Song of Solomon 3:4) as well as Jacob's response when he wrestled with the angelic being: "I will not let you go, unless you bless me" (Genesis 32:26).
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Here the poetic meter changes from trochaic to dactylic. Canons represent the interaction between Jesus and the Soul.
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Text painting: "Entwining" melismas in alternation depict the embrace of the Soul and Jesus as referenced in the text.
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(See also 124/6, 157/5.) 
●Clinging to Jesus; he leads me to streams of life (154/8). 
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The closing chorale stanza takes up the final statement of the previous movement: “I’ll not let Jesus go.” Among several chorales that begin with this line is this 1658 hymn by Christian Keymann (1607–1662). The line captures the essence of the underlying chorale, ending each of the 6 stanzas. This is the final stanza of the chorale with the first line changed to be the same as the last line (a change perhaps made by Bach himself).
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The text alludes to Revelation 7:17: The Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of living water; and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.
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Text painting: The flowing eighth notes (here with sighing appoggiaturas) apparently depict the streams of
living water referenced in the text.
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Original chorale line: "Jesum laß ich nicht von mir."
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