
J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 79

1

Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
79/1.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
G major

mpeau
Typewritten Text
NBA I/31; BC A184Reformation Day (BWV 80, 79)*2 Thessalonians 2:3–8 (Prophecy concerning man of lawlessness)*Revelation 14:6–8 (An angel announces eternal gospel and judgment)Librettist: Unknown; perhaps Christian Weiß the elder, perhaps Erdmann NeumeisterFP: 31 October 1725 (Leipzig: either St. Thomas or St. Nicholas)Performed again 31 October 1730.This cantata belongs to Bach's third cantata cycle in Leipzig (see notes).
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●God is sun & shield for righteous: Psalm 84:11 (79/1). This movement was reworked for the Gloria of the G major mass (BWV 236).
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Festive Instrumentation:Corno I, IITimpaniFlauto traverso I, II ad. lib.(added later)Oboe I, IIVln I, IIVlaSATBContinuo
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Cantata Cycle IIIFor a list of cantatas comprising Bach’s Leipzig cantata cycles, with discussion, see Johann Sebastian Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), pp. 270–85. Concerning the third cantata cycle, Wolff writes, “With the inception of the third annual cycle, the nearly uninterrupted cantata production of the previous year came to an end and, in all likelihood, was never resumed with that degree of intensity. The third Jahrgang (Table 8.10) covered a time span of about two years. As documented by a text booklet for the third to sixth Sundays after Trinity 1725, there are some definite gaps for which compositions by Bach must once have existed. On the other hand, for a major stretch in 1726 Bach performed no fewer than eighteen cantatas from the pen of his cousin Johann Ludwig Bach, capellmeister at the ducal court of Saxe-Meiningen, and on Good Friday of that year, a Passion by Friedrich Nicolaus Bruhns. Altogether, from mid-1725 to early 1727, Bach seems to have composed cantatas only at irregular intervals. Whatever the reason for this change of pace, it allowed him time to prepare his largest composition ever, the St. Matthew Passion, for performance on Good Friday 1727.” See p. 281.Wolff notes, “It hardly comes as a surprise that following the academic year 1724/25, by far the busiest and most productive twelve months in his life to that point, Bach began to slow the pace of newly composed cantatas. After Trinity Sunday (May 27, 1725), he gave himself a break of nine weeks by returning to older works and scheduling pieces by other composers. He did not perform a new cantata until “Tue Rechnung! Donnerwort” (BWV 168), for the ninth Sunday after Trinity, on a text by his former Weimar librettist Salomon Franck.” See Christoph Wolff, Bach’s Musical Universe (New York: W. W. Norton, 2020), p. 147.Many of the surviving works from Cycle III (discounting exceptions such as BWV 19, Es erhub sich ein Streit, for St. Michaels Day, 29 September 1726) seem to have been designed to conserve Bach’s time and the energy of his forces. Many have only five movements (BWV 170, 47, 56, 129, 98, 55, 58, 82, 157, 84). Solo cantatas and duet cantatas (sometimes with a simple four-part chorale at the end) abound: BWV 13, 170, 35, 169, 56, 49 (a duet cantata), 55, 52, 58 (a dialogue cantata for soprano and bass with nothing for ensemble), 82, 157 (featuring tenor and bass), and 84. In the cantatas for two voices, arias are sometimes combined with sung chorales (49/6, 58/1, 58/5). Such chorale-arias appear also in later works (156/2, 158/2, 159/1). BWV 98 has an opening chorus only and its demands are minimal. Several cantatas open with sinfonias (often substantial) adapted from earlier instrumental works (as had already been the case with 110/1 for Christmas Day). Examples include BWV 146 (which also has at least one vocal movement adapted from the same instrumental model), 35 (two sinfonias and one vocal movement adapted from previous instrumental works), 169, 49, 52, and 188. Organ obbligatos, perhaps played by Bach himself are also characteristic of Cycle III. Examples include Cantatas 146, 170, 35, 27, 47, 169, 49, and 188. 	Many of these works preceded the inaugural performance of the St. Matthew Passion, and it is probable that Bach was preserving his energies and time to complete that masterpiece. Even after the performance of the Passion on 11 April 1727, however, Bach seemed to prefer smaller-scale works, with solo cantatas (BWV 56, 52, 82, 84), dialogue cantatas (57, 32, 49, and 58) and/or parodies emerging frequently. Galant and operatic elements seem to appear more often, especially in the solo cantatas and dialogue cantatas. Perhaps the influence of opera was making itself felt in conservative Leipzig.Christoph Wolff writes, “Apart from an uninterrupted sequence of [six] Lehms cantatas beginning on Christmas Day 1726 [BWV 110, 57, 151, 16, 32 13, then later 170 and 35], no clear compositional pattern emerges.” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), 283.
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Alfred Dürr writes, “In its present state, as transmitted via the estate of C. P. E. Bach, Cycle III is no longer the product of continuous cantata composition in the course of a single year. Either it is a mixtum compositum of two cycles (or even three if we take account of the cantatas borrowed from Cycle II), or else suspension of Bach’s creativity during the Trinity period of 1725 caused the composition of Cycle III to be spread out over several years so that gaps could be filled. In any event, only a few isolated cantatas are transmitted from the Trinity period concerned: BWV 137 (Twelfth Sunday after Trinity), a late addition to Cycle II, BWV 168 and 164 (Ninth and Thirteenth Sundays after Trinity), and BWV 79 (Reformation Festival)...” [Dürr, p. 36] Bach later removed most of the cantatas for the period from Easter to Whit from the chorale-cantata cycle and incorporated them in Cycle III. Only Cantatas 128 and 68, both of which at least open with a large-scale chorale chorus, kept their place in Cycle II. Two other cantatas, BWV 112 and 129, were later added to the cycle in place of the excluded BWV 85 and 176. Nevertheless, it is clear that not all the gaps in the Easter-to-Whit period of the chorale-cantata cycle were filled.” See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 35–36.	In the group of cantatas for the Christmas and Epiphany season of 1725–6, Bach resorted to older texts whose authors are invariably known. Six librettos are drawn from Lehms’s 1711 cycle (BWV 110, 57, 151, 16, 32, and 13) and one each from Neumeister’s fourth cycle (BWV 28) and Franck’s Evangelisches Andachtsopfer of 1715 (BWV 72). In the Trinity period of 1726 Bach twice more drew upon Lehms’s 1711 cycle (BWV 170 and 35). Apart from these and a few more cantatas by Johann Ludwig Bach, however, the period from Ascension to the Fourteenth Sunday after Trinity is devoted to a group of works whose librettos are drawn from the same cycle as Johann Ludwig Bach’s cantatas, a cycle notable for its far-reaching formal uniformity.[36] Of the seven cantatas that belong to this group, one, BWV 43, represents the so-called ‘long form’ (Scheide) which has the movement order: biblical text (OT)–recitative–aria–biblical text (NT)–strophic poem–chorale. The other six represent the ‘short form’, in which an aria-recitative pair replaces the strophic poem, giving rise to the following seven-movement order: biblical text (OT)–recitative–aria–biblical text (NT)–aria–recitative–chorale. The overall form may either be conceived as bipartite, since each half is introduced by a biblical text, or else as symmetrical, centred around the New Testament text. The following Bach cantatas exhibit this text structure: BWV 39, 88, 187, 45, 102, and 17.	Note 36. This observation was first made in William H. Scheide, ‘Johann Sebastian Bachs Sammlung von Kantaten seines Vetters Johann Ludwig Bach,’ Part II: Bach-Jahrbuch 1961, 5–24, and confirmed by Walter Blankenburg, ‘Eine neue Textquelle zu sieben Kantaten J. S. Bachs und achtzehn Kantaten J. L. Bachs,’ Bach-Jahrbuch 1977, 7–25. The librettist was possibly Duke Ernst Ludwig of Saxe-Meiningen (see Konrad Küster, ‘Meininger Kantatentexte um Johann Ludwig Bach,’ Bach-Jahrbuch 1987, 159–64); if so, the cycle must have originated around 1704/5.”See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 37.
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Form: Chorus - Aria (A) - Chorus - Recit (B) - Duet (S/B) - Chorale.
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Around 1738 Bach reused movement 1 for the Gloria of the G major mass (BWV 236), movement 2 for the Quoniam tu solus sanctus of the A major mass (BWV 234), and the duet movement (no. 5) for the Domine Deus of the aforementioned G major mass.
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Martin Petzoldt notes that Reformation Day had been celebrated as a full service with Communion in Leipzig only since 1715; in 1733, a regular vespers service was added in both main churches thanks to a foundation by the goldsmith Mentzel. See Bach-Kommentar 3:336. 
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As Alfred Dürr notes, the libretto is not closely related to the day's readings (see note).
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Sticky Note
Alfred Dürr writes, "The libretto of this cantata is not closely connected with any particular biblical reading. Instead, with reference to Psalm 84.11 (no. 1), it praises God for the protection He gives to His own people (no. 2), thanks Him for His good deeds (no. 3) in the words of the first verse of the well-known hymn by Martin Rinckart (1636), and praises Jesus for showing us the ‘right way to Salvation’, asking Him to have mercy on those who have still not discovered this path but ‘must pull yoked to unbelievers out of blindness’ (no. 4). The cantata ends with a prayer for future protection, first in the form of madrigalian verse (no. 5), then in the words of the last verse of Ludwig Helmbold’s hymn Nun laßt uns Gott dem Herren (1575)."See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 712–713.
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Horn theme reappears in no. 3.
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Ritornello (Corno theme).
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FormRit (Hn theme: mm. 1-12) GM-DMRit (Fugato: 13-34) DMRit (Hn theme & fugato (34-45) DM-GMA. Line 1 over fugue sub. (45-50) GMRit (Hn theme: 50-53) GM Line 2 over fugue sub. (53-60) GM-DMRit (Hn theme: 60-63) DM Line 1 over fugue sub (63-68) DMRit (Hn theme & fugue sub: 68-73)    GM (overlap)Line 2 over fugue sub (72-79) GMRit (Hn theme & fugue sub: 79-82) GMB. Line 3 Fugue (82-117) GM-EmC. Line 1 over Hn theme (117-124)    GM-DMLine 1 over Hn (125-128) GM-DMLine 2 over fugue sub (129-136) DM-CMRit ( Hn theme: 136-140) CM-EmLine 3 over Hn theme & fugue sub   (140-147) Em-GM
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Alfred Dürr writes, “The chorus proper is tripartite. It begins with four wide-ranging chordal or freely polyphonic passages a b a b (against the fugue subject in the instruments), each followed by the horn theme as an articulating episode. In the second section (‘He will not withhold any good thing from the devout’, a choral fugue isdeveloped out of a vocally simplified version of the above subject, which is, however, doubled by the instruments in its original form. The third section is, like the first, a more homophonic complex whose outer passages are moulded by choral insertion into the beginning and end of the introductory sinfonia, and whose middle passage is a reprise of b from the first section.” See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005). pp, 713–714.
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An energetic cantata for Reformation Day with a fairly general text.
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Corno I & II with timpani
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Fugue theme (apparently developed from the previous timpani line).
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The horn theme is an embellishment of the chorale "Nun danket alle Gott" of movement 3.
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Corno I, II, timpani tacet...
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Last changed: 16 July 2025.
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Line 1 over fugue subject.
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Section A.
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The voices enter with new material in the old church style (alla breve meter and imitation texture, i.e., the stile antico or motet style), to depict the devout ("die Frommen") who live under the protection of a mighty God (depicted by the brilliant texture of the orchestra).
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Choral Fugue: Instrumental version overlaid with simplified vocal version.
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Ritornello (Corno theme & fugue subject).
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●God as sun & shield: Gratefulness for his protection (79/2). This movement was reworked for the Quoniam tu solus sanctus of the A major mass (BWV 234).
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In the later revivalof the work, the obbligato wasgiven to flute.
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Lines 1 (2x). The first line, treated like a motto, links to the previous psalm verse.
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The English translation fits the text as rendered in the NBA.
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Syncopated rhythm of "Gott is unser Sonn und Schild" returns, consistent with the text.
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Biblical allusions:  Ephesians 6:16: [Arm yourselves with] the shield of faith, with which you can quench all the flaming darts (Luther 1545: Pfeile) of the evil one. Revelation 13:1, 6. And I saw a beast rising out of the sea…; it opened its mouth to utter blasphemies (Luther 1545: Lästerungen) against God.
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(See also 192–1.) ●Thanks for blessings since infancy: Sirach 50:22 (79/3).  
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This is the first stanza in the 1630 chorale by Martin Rinckart (1586–1649). Bach sets this hymn of thanksgiving in a simple chordal style accompanied by the horns and timpani, which bring back the their theme from the opening movement (and provide interludes), thus linking the giving of thanks with the idea of God as sun and shield.
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Horn & timpani theme from no. 1 returns.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "It was a charming inspiration of Bach’s to adopt the horn theme from the first movement in the chorale Nun danket alle Gott, no. 3. The chorale is thus expanded by independent horn music, continuing between the chorale lines to form episodes, which gives the first three movements the semblance of a united complex." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 714.
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Note: The horn theme is an embellishment of the chorale.
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●Praise for knowledge of salvation; prayer for others (79/4). 
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While nos. 1–3 were rather general theologically, the libretto now focuses more particularly on themes of the Reformation. Alfred Dürr notes, "Although there is no evidence that the cantata was divided into two parts, it would be quite conceivable for the sermon to follow at this point (after no. 3), so that the initial words of the fourth movement, ‘Praise God, we know the right way to Salvation,’ would refer not so much to the preceding text, with which they have little in common, as to the exegesis of the preacher." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 714. Martin Petzoldt notes that "The dogmatic formulation 'Praise God, we know the right way to salvation” has to do with the Reformation's conviction that it had rediscovered the Word of God and thereby set the church on the path of the spirit of the Reformation." See Bach-Kommentar 3:335, translated from the German original.
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The reference to "the right way" is reminiscent of Jesus' words in Matthew 7:13–14: "The way is easy, that leads to destruction, and those who enter by it are many…The way is hard, that leads to life, and those who find it are few."
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The text appears to allude to 2 Corinthians 6:14–15: "Do not be mismated (Luther 1545: ziehet nicht am fremden Joch) with unbelievers. For what partnership have righteousness and iniquity? Or what fellowship has light with darkness? What accord has Christ with Belial? Or what has a believer in common with an unbeliever?" This contrasts with Jesus' words in Matthew 11:28–30: "Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light."
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The reference to Christ as the only mediator between God and Man was a theme of the Reformation. It is reminiscent of such biblical passages as 1 Timothy 2:5–6:There is one God, and there is one mediator (Luther 1545: Mittler) between God and men, the man Christ Jesus, who gave himself as a ransom for all. (Also Hebrews 9:15, 12:24, Acts 4:12.)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Chromatic leaps for "strange yoke" and "blindness." 
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The cry of a blind man for help is reminiscent of the blind beggar in Luke 18:39: [The blind man sitting by the roadside outside Jericho] cried, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me (Luther 1545: erbarme dich mein)!" (Also Mark 10:47.) 
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As if in response to the “blind” unbelievers described in the foregoing recitative, the soprano and bass respond in a fervent prayer characterized by parallel thirds
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●Prayer for protection and the light of God’s Word (79/5).This movement was reworked for the Domine Deus of the G major mass (BWV 236).    
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and sixths, suggesting sweetness. Alfred Dürr writes, “Curiously enough, the unison violins enter with the ritornello only after an introductory ‘motto’ sung by the voices, and the concise eight-bar instrumental theme, frequently repeated, almost functions as an ostinato—the movement as a whole is characterized by serial rather than cyclical form." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 714.
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With its leaps and close imitation, the ritornello appears to represent "wider uns die Feinde toben" ("the enemies rage against us")—the phrase that ends the recitative. 
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Urgency is suggested by the absence of an introductory ritornello and the homorhythmic, syllabic writingfor the voices. 
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Martin Petzoldt writes, "It is noticeable that the musical homophony of the vocal parts is reserved for the lines formulated in the manner of prayer and self-exhortation, while Bach composes the mention of the raging enemies against the believing community (mm. 62–74, 95–107) in an imitative texture and has the violin’s ostinato-like theme played eagerly, which, through its running and combative character, reveals itself as an enemy battle theme. On the other hand, the vocal theme—[sometimes] with a downward beginning, [sometimes] with an upward direction—is reserved for the homophonic lines, for which the opposing battle theme is initially silent or only appears as a structuring element when the singing voices are silent. Later, it is only ever the first four bars with the characteristic three quaver upbeats and four quarter octave or seventh downbeats that are allowed to accompany." Translated from the German original in Bach- Kommentar 3:342. Drawing in Johann Olearius's interpretation of Psalm 83:2, Petzoldt notes that the 3 upbeats may represent God's enemies "rearing up their heads."

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The reference to the Word (another emphasis of the Reformation) is set more lyrically in a major key, with parallel 3rds suggesting sweetness.
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Text painting: "Raging enemies" is set with melismas and unusual intervals.
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Opening theme returns with melisma expansion to depict "loben" (to "praise").
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●Prayer for protection & preservation in the truth (79/6). 
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This is the final stanza of 8 in the 1575 chorale " “Nun laßt uns Gott, dem Herren, Dank sagen” by Ludwig Helmbold (1532–1598), at one time an important pedagogue and Superintendent in Mühlhausen. As a "central statement of Lutheran faith," the chorale stanza serves as catechismal response on Reformation Day. See Helmuth Rilling, The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures, vol. 1 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 2000), p. 250. 
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