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NBA I/9; BC A54a/b
Easter Sunday (BWV 4, 31, 249)
*1 Corinthians 5:6–8 (Christ, our paschal lamb has been sacrificed)
*Mark 16:1–8 (The resurrection of Christ)
Librettist: Chorale (Martin Luther)
Composed probably 1707 as audition piece for Mühlhausen 
organ position (St. Blasius Church), revised 1724 (performed
with BWV 31 in Leipzig's  St. Nicholas Church but during 
Eucharist), repeated 1725, and incorporated in chorale 
cantata cycle of 1724–1725. 
(But see also side note.)
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●Christ died for our sins; rose for our life! (4/2).
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A 14-measure instrumental introduction conveys the mournful atmosphere in the days following Christ’s death with string writing enriched and 
darkened by the inclusion of two separate viola parts. After a few measures, the opening chorale line, ornamented slightly, is intoned by Vln I.
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Old, motet (sectional) style
without the more operatic 
recitatives and arias,
indebted to Buxtehude
and very similar to a 
cantata by
Pachelbel. 
See Wolff, 
"Bach's
Universe," 120–21.
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Instruments double
the voices, though
Vln. 1 is more
independent. Two 
viola parts are
typical of Bach's
earlier orchestration
(before it was 
influenced by 
Vivaldi).
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Divided 
violas
suggest
it's an early 
work (not 
yet Italian 
instrumentation).
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Vln I plays "Christ lag" motive.
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Martin Petzoldt outlines the chiastic form as follows:
1. Sinfonia - Intonation
2. Chorus - Christ lay in death.
8. Chorus - We live well (blessedly), 
3. Duet - Death's power over us
7. Duet - The Lord's feast of blessing over us
4. Aria - Christ in our stead
6. Aria - The Paschal lamb on the cross
5. Chorus - The battle between death & life.

Alfred Dürr writes, “The style of chorale treatment within the individual verses may be characterized as follows:

Verse 1: chorale melody in long notes in the soprano, with imitations of it in the lower parts and free figuration in the instruments. The last line, ‘Hallelujah’, is expanded into a motet-like passage with an increase of tempo.
Verse 2: soprano-alto duet over an ostinato continuo figuration; chorale melody in the soprano, lightly varied and prepared by fore-imitation.
Verse 3: trio for unison violins, tenor, and continuo; chorale melody in the tenor, almost unvaried until the last line, which is treated freely. Lively motivic (though unthematic) figuration in the violins. Text-engendered retardation on ‘nichts denn Tods Gestalt’ (‘nothing but death’s form’; ‘adagio’).
Verse 4: motet-like four-part chorale setting with continuo but no other instruments; chorale melody in slow notes in the alto, transposed to the dominant, b-Dorian, with fore-imitation and lively counterpoints in the other parts.
Verse 5: for solo bass, strings, and continuo; each chorale line stated twice in succession, first in solo bass and then (sometimes transposed to the dominant) in violin I in counterpoint with the bass voice; the last line, ‘Hallelujah’, treated freely.
Verse 6: soprano-tenor duet over an ostinato continuo figuration; the chorale melody lightly varied and divided between the two voices.
Verse 7: plain four-part chorale setting with the instruments colla parte.
…
"What makes Bach’s music so full of life, despite its antiquated character, is the highly expressive manner in which he sets each phrase of the text. The concluding ‘Hallelujah’, for example, is invariably set in a particularly lively fashion—through acceleration of the beat or shorter note-values—often involving a different compositional technique from that of its surroundings. 
…
"Christ lag in Todes Banden is…a masterpiece of baroque textual interpretation and one of the most remarkable of all pre-Neumeister cantatas. Bach’s preservation of the chorale text in unaltered form elevates the work poetically above the fashionable, mediocre products of the eighteenth century and also anticipates Bach’s late chorale cantatas, which are likewise based on the pure chorale text. The style of setting was, of course, substantially modified during the intervening period."

See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 264–266.
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The first vocal movement, scored for full ensemble, is a masterpiece of chorale elaboration. The sopranos sing the hymn tune in long note values, 
while the 3 lower voices provide a counterpoint based largely on motives derived from the chorale phrases, and the upper strings play independent 
figurations. Despite the bar form of the chorale (AAB), Bach writes different music for the two Stollen. The movement ends with 10 mm. of exhortation 
to praise (mm. 58–67), then 27 mm. of "Hallelujah" in alla breve meter (together constituting more than 1/3 of the movement).
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BWV 4 is a chorale cantata that retains all 7 stanzas of Luther's popular Easter hymn—itself a paraphrase of the Latin sequence "Victimae paschali laudes." (For more about Bach’s chorale cantatas that follow this type of chorale cantata, 
see note.) Each stanza ends with the word “Hallelujah,” treated in various ways. Unlike Bach's later chorale cantatas, 
there are no biblical or poetic texts. The structure is essentially an expansion of the original hymn. All movements are 
		in E minor, and all use hymn text verbatim, but each movement has a different musical
		construction. While the structure of the hymn tune is such that the pening two lines are
		           repeated (= bar form), Bach sometimes varies his treatment of the second statement.
		           Such through-composition occurs in verses 1, 5, and 6. The form is chiastic with v. 4
		           serving as a central pivot (though the final chorale is apparently a Leipzig 
			         replacement for an earlier movement now lost). In this later version, the
			         overall structure is chiastic in shape. There are 2 choruses, 2 duets, 
			         and 2 solo movements.
Stanza:	      (none)	   1	  2	   3	  4	  5	  6	  7
Instrumentation: Sinfonia	SATB 	Duet	Solo 	SATB	Solo	Duet	SATB
See note for more.
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Chorale Cantatas of the per omnes versus type. 
BWV 4 is a chorale cantata that retains the chorale text in each movement (per omnes versus). For more about Bach’s chorale cantatas that follow this model, see note.]
One of Bach’s earliest chorale-based cantatas, BWV 4, “Christ lag in Todesbanden,” retains the chorale text of all stanzas (per omnes versus) with no additional contributions from a librettist. However, Bach’s 1723–24 cycle of chorale cantatas includes only one work of this type (BWV 107). Most of the per omnes versus chorale cantatas are later works. Alfred Dürr writes, “[The] later Leipzig years saw the origin of a group of chorale cantatas that differ from those of 1724–5 in that the chorale text is preserved unaltered throughout all verses, and thus all movements. Nearly all the middle movements, however, continue to be set as arias or recitatives as they were in 1724–5, and not as chorale arrangements as they were in the early Cantata 4. The beginnings of this group can be traced back to 1724. It is quite possible that the first of them arose from the unavailability of a paraphrased text, rather than from the intentional creation of a definite type. Later, however, such works occur more frequently and, so it appears, not merely as the solution of a practical dilemma. Several of them [(137, 129, 112, and 177) were] written to fill gaps in Cycle II. Four others—BWV 117, 192, 97, and 100—are transmitted outside this cycle and without any stated occasion. It is likely that these four works were originally composed as wedding cantatas, though of course this does not preclude their subsequent use in Sunday services. The late chorale cantatas are listed here for ease of reference:

From a musical standpoint, it is apparent that the latest of these chorale cantatas, in particular, strongly emphasize the virtuoso element. The arias ‘Ich traue seiner Gnaden’, BWV 97/4, and ‘Was Gott tut, das ist wohlgetan, er wird mich wohl bedenken’, BWV 100/3, might be cited as examples. 
Date - Occasion - BWV - Text incipit - Cycle
1724 - 7th Sun. after Trinity - 107 - Was willst du dich - II
1725 - 12th Sun. after Trinity - 137 - Lobe den Herren - II
1726 - Trinity Sunday - 129 - Gelobet sei der Herr - II
1728–31 - Wedding? - 117 - Sei Lob und Ehr - ?
1730 - Wedding? - 192 - Nun danket alle Gott - ?
1731 - 2nd Sun. after Easter - 112 - Der Herr ist mein - II
1732 - 4th Sun. after Trinity - 177 - Ich ruf zu dir - II
1734 - Wedding? - 97 - In allen meinen Taten - ?
1734–5 - Wedding? - 100 - Was Gott tut - ? “
See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 43.
	Of BWV 117, 192, 100, and 97, Christoph Wolff writes, “In Bach’s choral library, these four chorale cantatas were apparently kept separate from the de tempore chorale cantatas, that is, those designated for a specific liturgical date, and therefore were not included in the inheritances of Anna Magdalena and Wilhelm Friedemann.”
	Wolff notes, “There is no question that Bach rated his chorale cantatas most highly. He performed them more frequently than any other cantatas, and continued to review them to the end of his life, with particular editorial care and in a consistent quest for perfection. After his death in 1750, the physical entity of the chorale cantata cycle—perhaps considered the most valuable single portion of the estate—was divided between the widow and the eldest and most favored son, likely according to specific instructions left by the composer himself: Anna Magdalena received the performing parts and Wilhelm Friedemann inherited the scores. The majority of the scores, like much else from Friedemann’s inheritance, were most unfortunately lost, while the parts were saved and survived. Only a few weeks after the composer’s death, in August 1750, Anna Magdalena contacted the city council “wegen derer Kirchen-Lieder” (concerning those church songs), [17] and made financial arrangements for the permanent transfer of the performing parts to the St. Thomas School. [18] She may have hoped, if not assumed, that they would not be forgotten there. Yet she surely could not have anticipated that Bach’s successors at the school, without exception and well into the nineteenth century, would continue to perform selected cantatas from Bach’s most ambitious of all cyclical projects. They thereby established these works, along with the motets, as a living memorial to the composer.”
See Wolff, Bach’s Musical Universe (New York: W. W. Norton, 2020), pp. 354n10, 151.
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Vln I intones first phrase of chorale.
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The traditional view is that Bach composed “Christ lag in Todesbanden,” BWV 4, early in his career—probably in 1707/8. The work belongs to the early type of Lutheran church cantata, when operatic style had not yet been incorporated into the genre. In fact, works of this kind were not yet called cantatas at all. As principal music of the Lutheran liturgy, such compositions—appearing between the Gospel reading and the Sermon and designed to enhance the amplification and exposition of Scripture—were defined by function rather than form or style, and were often simply called Hauptmusik (principal music) or Kirchenmusik (church music). It was after elements from Italian opera and secular cantata (specifically the forms of aria and recitative with their requisite kinds of poetry) had been assimilated and these works resembled more closely their secular Italian counterparts that the designation “cantata” was used. Applied retrospectively, the term subsequently came to include the earlier models. Where there was a need to distinguish between the types, the designations “early cantatas” and “reform cantatas” were used.  

Alfred Dürr writes, "If we compare [BWV 4] with his later cantatas, we are struck by the total absence of all stylistic elements derived from the Neapolitan school or from the instrumental concerto—recitatives, da capo arias, thematic ritornellos, concertante introductory sinfonias—in short, the lack of all movement types introduced since Neumeister. In form, the work corresponds with the chorale concerto as it had evolved by the end of the seventeenth century. The instrumental ensemble is based on the traditional full five-part string sonority (with two viola parts) and lacks oboes or flutes. The choir of trombones that doubles the voices was apparently added for the revival in 1725." 

See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 264.
	
However, Daniel Melamed proposes a later date of composition. An abstract of his paper presented at the the biennial meeting of the American Bach Society, October 2022, states: “Nearly every authority assigns J. S. Bach's "Christ lag in Todes Banden" BWV 4 to the years 1707–8 and regards it as originating before the composer's turn to mixed-text librettos. But the chronology is open because the oldest source is a set of performing parts prepared in 1724 and first used in 1725. The early date is thus speculative, and problematic. Most suspicious is the presence of modern ritornello forms in movements 3, 4, and 7—ostinato types in nos. 3 and 7, and something closer to a fortspinnung type in no. 4—pointing to a later origin. The work's five-part string ensemble, with two violins and two violas, aligns better with Bach's Weimar cantatas than with the very early works. Also telling is Bach's consistent use of a tonal version of the chorale tune—with a raised leading tone as the second note—motivically in the opening sinfonia and duet no. 3, and as a pun on the lamento bass in no. 6. That tonal version was not to be found in contemporary hymnals; even Telemann's Lieder-Buch of 1730 prefers the lowered seventh, with the leading-tone as a footnoted alternative. Significantly, the modal version is used throughout Johann Pachelbel's concerted setting of "Christ lag in Todes Banden," almost certainly Bach's model for BWV 4. Bach's cantata is best viewed as an updating of Pachelbel's work, starting with a tonal treatment of the melody but also applying other modern musical techniques that Bach began to use only in the 1710s. BWV 4 is thus significant not as an old-fashioned work but rather as a retrospective one. It is best regarded as a composition from Bach's time in Weimar that takes a modern view of something old. That makes it even more interesting, even if acknowledging this represents a challenge to authority.”

Abstract printed in Bach Notes. Newsletter of the American Bach Society 37 (Fall 2022): 9.

See also Armin Schneiderheinze, "Christ lag in Todes Banden: Überlegungen zur Datierung von BWV 4," in K. Heller and H.-J. Schulze, eds, Das Frühwerk J. S. Bachs [conference report, Rostock, 1990] (Cologne, 1995), 267–79, cited in Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 264.
.
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Early Bach chorale cantata per omnes versus for Easter with Passion overtones.
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*Mark 16:6. And [the angel] said to them, “Do not be amazed; you seek Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He has risen, he is not here; see the place where they laid him.”
Psalm 18:4–5. The cords of death (Luther 1545: Todes Bande) encompassed me, the torrents of perdition assailed me; the cords of Sheol entangled me, the snares of death confronted me. (Also 2 Samuel 22:5–6, Psalm 116:3.)
*1 Corinthians 5:7. …Christ, our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed. 
Matthew 20:28. …The Son of man came…to give his life as a ransom for many.
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 5:2. …Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God.
John 10:10 [Jesus]: …I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly.
John 20:31. These [things] are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in his name.
Romans 6:23. …The free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.
1 John 5:11. This is the testimony, that God gave us eternal life, and this life is in his Son.
Romans 5:10. For if, while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.
2 Timothy 1:10. …through the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, who abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel. 
*1 Corinthians 5:8. Let us, therefore, celebrate the festival…
Revelation 19:6. Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude…crying, “Hallelujah!…”
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Instrumentation:
Cornetto
Tbn I, II, III, IV
(Brass added in 1725)
Vln I & II
Vla I & II
SATB
Continuo
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For comments by Hans-Joachim Schulze, see note.
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In the introduction to the Carus edition of BWV 4, Hans-Joachim Schulze (with translation by David Kosviner) writes, “The Easter cantata Christ lag in Todes Banden [Christ lay in death’s cold prison] belongs to a group of works in which Johann Sebastian Bach rendered the pure, unchanged chorale text in cantata form. This practice was in no way his invention, but was in relatively common usage during the 17th and early 18th centuries and enjoyed a certain popularity among the Leipzig Thomaskantors. At that time, the most outstanding contributions to the chorale cantata genre were made by the north German masters Dietrich Buxtehude, Nicolaus Bruhns and Joachim Gerstenbüttel, in central Germany by Johann Philipp Krieger, Friedrich Wilhelm Zachow and Johann Pachelbel, as well as by the Leipzig Thomaskantors Knüpfer, Schelle and Kuhnau. What is peculiar in all this is that the Leipzig lexicographer Ernst Ludwig Gerber in his musicians’ lexicon, published in Leipzig in 1790, honors the achievements of Johann Kuhnau and Johann Friedrich Doles yet makes no mention of Bach’s contribution. This is even less comprehensible as his father, Heinrich Nicolaus Gerber, had started studying in Leipzig in May 1724 and must have heard the largest part of Bach’s annual cycle of chorale cantatas during that time—including the presentation of the cantata Christ lag in Todes Banden at Easter 1725. … [The cantata] had already been performed before the end of the previous year; the [1725] version differed from the 1724 version by the addition of a cornett and trombones in three of the seven vocal movements.…
	“A comparison with his Mühlhausen cantatas from 1707 and 1708 would be worth making, so that it might be considered whether the cantata was perhaps composed for Easter 1708 and was intended for performance in the Divi Blasii Church. It is even more probable that the work was composed a year earlier and is to be seen as sample music in connection with Bach’s application for the position of organist at Divi Blasii in Mühlhausen. The minutes of the so-called “Eingepfarrten,” i.e., parish representatives on the city council, explicitly attest that Bach’s audition took place at Easter 1707. However, even with such a hypothesis, not all the difficulties can be swept aside. The stylistic characteristics that suggest Bach’s early period are strictly speaking only valid from the beginning of the work until the penultimate movement. On the other hand, the final movement reveals itself to be a four-part chorale in Bach’s typical Leipzig manner.… 
	“Bach’s first Leipzig performance of the cantata—with the final movement exchanged, as the case may be—was also, as it were, a contribution to the centenary celebrations of Luther’s chorale. This [hymn] first appeared in 1524, a year that was of great significance for the Reformation. The chorale bears the title “Christ ist erstanden, gebessert.” Indeed, both the text and the melody can be traced back to pre-Reformation times, particularly to “Victimae paschali laudes”—a sequence which has been verifiably traced back to the 11th century—, the Gregorian Easter Alleluia “Christus resurgens ex mortuis” as well as the Easter hymn “Christ ist erstanden,” which has been traced back to the 12th century. However, these are not the only sources that fed the vivid scenario of Luther’s chorale. Furthermore, direct recourse to the Bible on the one hand, and the centuries-old tradition of Passion plays, with their rendition of the Passion and Resurrection in the vernacular of the late Middle Ages on the other hand, were of significant importance for Luther’s formulations.
	“Bach’s composition transposes these textual and liturgical links with tradition into a musical realm in which the cantata is clothed in the trappings of a chorale partita. In retaining the same key for all the movements and the sequence of differing characters of movement, the chorale partita forms the counterpart to the secular variation suite. At the time when the cantata was supposedly composed, the chorale partita was in the final stage of its development. However, it remained to be seen whether the young Bach, while occupied with the Luther chorale, could have foreseen this historical development. Assuming that the cantata also functioned as a sample composition, Bach could have been more interested in presenting the many facets of his compositional craft, and he especially wanted to clarify that he was significantly concerned with the close connection between the verse content and the musical molding. The spectrum of the models presented ranges therefore from ostinato variations via three-part settings with lively embellished obbligato voices, as well as canonic and alternatim forms to motets with fugal treatment of the individual lines of the chorale.
	“To all outward appearances, the result of his compositional labors principally resembles—as was to be expected—the model of an organ setting. However, in 
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Word painting: Melismas for "Leben" ("life").
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Word-painting: Melismas of 16th notes in parallel 3rds and 6ths for "fröhlich" ("joyful"), 
similar parts in the violins, and quick declamation for the rest of the text, ending in major.
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The movement ends with 10 mm. of exhortation to praise (mm. 58–67), the violins foreshadowing the hocket-like "hale-lujah" of the voices, then 27 mm. of "Hallelujah" in alla breve meter (together constituting more than 1/3 of the movement).
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A faster tempo (alla breve meter) and syncopated declamation produce heightened excitement.
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Melvin
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●Sin caused us all to be enslaved by death (4/3).
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Verse 2 is set as a duo for soprano (singing a slightly elaborated version of the hymn tune) and alto (whose part is similar) over a repeated (ostinato) bass line.
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Descending ostinato bass pattern (E minor scale) in 
octaves perhaps depicts inexorable descent into death, the wages of sin as described in the text (allusion to Romans 5:12, 17, 19).
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Drooping 2-note figure derived 
from chorale opening, heard at 
beginning of sinfonia.
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Continuo alone (right hand here is editorial realization)...
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The text alludes to a range of biblical passages and themes
(see note).
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Sticky Note
Romans 5:12, 17, 19. …Sin came into the world through one man and death through sin, and so death spread to all men because all men sinned…Because of one man’s trespass, death reigned through that one man…By one man’s disobedience many were made sinners…
Genesis 2:16–17. The Lord commanded the man, saying, “You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”
Romans 6:23. The wages of sin is death… 
Romans 3:23. All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God… (Also Proverbs 20:9.)
Romans 3:10–12. As it is written: “None is righteous, no, not one; no one understands, no one seeks for God. All have turned aside, together they have gone wrong; no one does good, not even one.”
Hebrews 2:14–15. Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, [Christ] himself likewise partook of the same nature, that through death he might destroy him who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong bondage.
1 Corinthians 15:21–22. As by a man came death, by a man has come also the resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in Christ shall all be made alive.
Revelation 19:1. After this I heard what seemed to be the loud voice of a great multitude in heaven, crying, “Hallelujah! Salvation and glory and power belong to our God.” (Also Revelation 19:3, 4, 6.)
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Text painting: Death depicted as a "standing still."
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Chorale Phrase 5 (Beginning of Abgesang 
of bar form).
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Text painting: Being held prisoner by death is depicted with low and unmoving notes (the soprano moving below 
the alto). Martin Petzoldt notes that having the lines "stand still" is similar to mm. 28–31. (See "Bach-Kommentar," 
vol. 2, p. 675.
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This stanza's musical setting of "Hallelujah," is comparatively the most restrained (with suspensions), as is befitting of the text.
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●Christ conquered sin and death for us (4/4).
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Bach sets verse 3 as a kind of trio: the tenor presents the melody, the violins play a brilliant 
descant of continuous sixteenth notes in unison, while the instrumental bass supports the texture as usual. The violins play a "tumult and joy theme" derived from the chorale tune's opening (see Petzoldt, "Bach-Kommentar, 
vol. 2, p. 675).
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Tenor line carries the chorale tune with little variation.
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Vln I & II
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The text alludes to a range of biblical passages
and themes (see note).
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*1 Corinthians 5:7. …Christ, our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed.
Hebrews 9:22. Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.
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.
Romans 5:7–8. 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.
2 Corinthians 5:21. For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that in him we might become the righteousness of God. 
Hebrews 9:26. …He has appeared once for all at the end of the age to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself.
Hebrews 2:14–15. Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, [Christ] himself likewise partook of the same nature, that through death he might destroy him who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong bondage.
1 Corinthians 15:25–26. He must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death. (Also Isaiah 25:8.)
Romans 6:9. For we know that Christ being raised from the dead will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him.
2 Timothy 1:10. …through the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, who abolished death and brought life and immortality to light…
1 Corinthians 15:55. …O death, where is thy sting?
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Dramatic adagio to depict death's reduction to its mere form/shadow.
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Chorale Phrase 5 (Beginning of Abgesang of bar form). Text painting to depict Christ's victory over the power of death: The "tumult" figure ceases, then resumes for a bit, before the continuo takes it over with a descending line, while the unison violins play chords.
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Allusion to 1 Corinthians 15:55–57: "'O death, where is thy victory? O death, 
where is thy sting?'” The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. 
But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ."
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Text painting: Violins play chords (multiple stops) while continuo takes over the 16ths to depict "Gewalt" (power).

mpeau
Text Box
Text painting: The continuo takes over the continuo figure in a descending line as if "treading death underfoot." See Dürr/Jones, p. 265.
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Text painting: An abrupt stop (rests in all parts) to depict "bleibt nichts" 
("nothing remains").
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Chorale Phrase 8. "Hallelujah" setting is relatively short but animated, since the tenor and continuo join imitatively in the 16th-note 
material of the violins.
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●Life devoured death by dying (4/5).
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Upper vocal lines
are not doubled by
instruments
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Imitating lines have chorale material in diminution.
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Sticky Note
Bach often used chiastic (x-shaped/ symmetrical) forms to portray Luther’s theologia crucis, which stressed the inverted order of God’s revelation: that God chose to reveal himself through suffering rather than through glory and the corollary that the Christian disciple must likewise accept—and even choose—cross-bearing over self-exaltation. In Bach’s chiastic forms, center movements (where the mirror image begins) often provide the crux of the matter. There antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted. Some examples include BWV 4/5, 5/4, 7/4, 9/4, 29/5, 48/4, 58/1, 63/4, 65/4.
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Chorale Phrase 1.
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The cantata’s central movement is in antique motet style: the altos sing the cantus firmus in longer note values, the S, T, B imitate each other with material taken from phrases of the chorale tune. The instruments are silent except for the continuo. We see Bach’s musical adroitness in his ability to combine two different keys: although the hymn tune in the alto is set in B minor, the tonality of the movement as a whole remains E minor. This movement’s position as keystone of the symmetrical arch, suggests that it holds the key to understanding the work as a whole. Indeed, upon close examination we see that this movement’s role as pivot point in Bach’s chiastic (x-shaped) form is mirrored in the text, where antithetical concepts are paradoxically inverted: death was vanquished by life through death; one death devoured the other. See more in side note.
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Continuo alone (qausi-basso sequente)...
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The text alludes to a range of biblical passages and themes
(see note).
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Hebrews 2:14–15. …[Christ] himself likewise partook of the same nature, that through death he might destroy him who has the power of death, that is, the devil…
1 Corinthians 15:25–26. He must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death.
Acts 2:24–27. God raised [Christ] up, having loosed the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it. For David says concerning him, “I saw the Lord always before me, for he is at my right hand that I may not be shaken; therefore my heart was glad, and my tongue rejoiced; moreover my flesh will dwell in hope. For thou wilt not abandon my soul to Hades, nor let thy Holy One see corruption.”
Romans 6:9. We know that Christ being raised from the dead will never die again; death no longer has dominion over him.
1 Corinthians 15:54–55. …Then shall come to pass the saying that is written: “Death is swallowed up in victory.” O death, where is thy victory? O death, where is thy sting? 
Isaiah 25:8–9. He will swallow up death for ever (Luther 1545: Tod verschlingen ewiglich), and the Lord God will wipe away tears from all faces, and the reproach of his people he will take away from all the earth; for the Lord has spoken. It will be said on that day, “Lo, this is our God; we have waited for him, that he might save us. This is the Lord; we have waited for him; let us be glad and rejoice in his salvation.”
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Close canonic writing depicts the battle between death and life.
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Chorale Phrase 5 (Beginning of Abgesang of bar form).
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Chorale Phrase 6.
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Canon at the closest possible distance between entries to depict one death devouring the other.
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Text painting: The crux of the matter (one death devouring the other) is depicted/highlighted with a canon derived from the beginning of the chorale phrase, set at one-beat intervals (S-T-B-Continuo). It is as if each voice is swallowed by the next. The resurrection of Easter begins with conquering death.
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Chorale Phrase 7. The last 2 phrases of the chorale have no preceding counterpoint, rather imitative counterpoint following.
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Text painting: Imitative repetition of "ein Spott" (a mockery), with ensuing chromaticism, to depict the act of mocking death.
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Chorale Phrase 8. "Hallelujah" set with descending patterns, as if to "put down" death in mockery.
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Bass pattern also descends.
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Chorale tune (in augmentation) descends.
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Ch rhomatic harmonic progression...
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●Christ died as our paschal lamb (4/6).
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Verse 5 is for B alone, accompanied by 4-part upper strings and continuo, Vln I incorporating the chorale phrases 
until the “Hallelujah” ending. The movement contains clear biblical allusions to the first (Exodus) Passover, and some
of the more powerful verbal images are set with rhetorically-derived figures such as the long, low note for “Tod,” the
long high note for “Würger,” and the “zig-zag” figure for “zeichnet.” The bass voice part has a range of 2 octaves.
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Descending chromatic tetrachord, the traditional rhetorical symbol of lament. But here it is not used as a ground bass (as in the
"Crucifixus" of the B-minor mass, for example) but only twice: here and at m. 19.
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Vln I (Vla also for first 4 notes)
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Chorale Phrase 1.
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Triple meter provides a sense of joyful dance. 
Each phrase of the chorale is sung by the bass and 
then played (sometimes at the dominant) by Vln I, 
accompanied by counterpoint in the bass.
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Continuo is in unison with voice,
presumably for increased emphasis.
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The text alludes to
a range of biblical
passages and 
themes (see note).
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Sticky Note
*1 Corinthians 5:7. …For Christ, our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed. 
1 Peter 2:24. He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree…By his wounds you have been healed.
Hebrews 9:22. Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.
Exodus 12:1, 3, 5, 7, 11–13, 23. The Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt…Tell all the congregation of Israel that on the tenth day of this month they shall take every man a lamb…Your lamb shall be without blemish…Then they shall take some of the blood, and put it on the two door posts and the lintel of the houses…It is the Lord’s passover. For I will pass through the land of Egypt that night, and I will smite all the first-born in the land of Egypt, both man and beast…The blood shall be a sign for you…and when I see the blood, I will pass over you…For the Lord will pass through to slay the Egyptians; and when he sees the blood on the lintel and on the two doorposts, the Lord will pass over the door, and will not allow the destroyer to enter your houses to slay you. 
John 1:29. …[John] saw Jesus coming toward him, and said, “Behold, the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world!”
Isaiah 53:7, 10. He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is dumb, so he opened not his mouth…Yet it was the will of the Lord to bruise him; he has put him to grief; when he makes himself an offering for sin…
Revelation 5:12. …Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!
Revelation 20:6. Blessed and holy is he who shares in the first resurrection! Over such the second death has no power…
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Continuo in unison with voice,
presumably for emphasis.
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Bach abandons the tune for this chorale phrase in favor of 
making the sign of the cross to represent the Christological equivalent of 
the sprinkling of blood on the door during Passover.
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Dramatic depiction of "death" with large leap downward and long note on low E#, and earlier already with held D in Vln I.
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Dramatic depiction of "Würger" (destroyer) with long, high bass note (contrasts with previous low note on "death") and 16ths (agitation) in Vln. I. Martin Petzoldt interprets this a depiction 
of victory (high note) and rejoicing (Vln I). See "Bach-Kommentar," vol. 1, p. 677.
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●Paschal feast: We celebrate it in the light of joy (4/7). The text relates to the Epistle reading: 
1 Corinthians 5:6–8 (Christ, our paschal lamb has been sacrificed—Easter as antitype of Passover). Verse 6 is 
set as a duet for soprano and tenor, who sing the chorale tune imitatively as a fugato, each leading in turn. The
continuo bass accompanies them alone with a skipping “joy-motive” (somewhat reminiscent of the regal French
Overture), which functions as a quasi-ostinato. Triplets are used to depict joyous words such as Wonne (bliss),
Sonne (sun), Gnaden (grace), Herzen (hearts).  
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The text alludes to a range of biblical passages and themes
(see note).
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*1 Corinthians 5:8. Let us, therefore, celebrate the festival, not with the old leaven, the leaven of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.
Exodus 12:14–15, 17. This day shall be for you a memorial day, and you shall keep it as a feast to the Lord…Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread; on the first day you shall put away leaven out of your houses…And you shall observe the feast of unleavened bread, for on this very day I brought your hosts out of the land of Egypt…
2 Corinthians 4:6. It is the God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.
Revelation 1:16–18. …His face was like the sun shining in full strength…He laid his right hand upon me, saying, “…I am the first and the last, and the living one; I died, and behold I am alive for evermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades.”
Revelation 21:23. The city has no need of sun or moon to shine upon it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb.
Revelation 22:5. And night shall be no more; they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light…
John 1:5. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. 
1 John 2:8. …The darkness is passing away and the true light is already shining. (Also 1 Peter 2:9.)
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In the tenor, "ist" is extended by one beat,
to allow for imitation on the triplets.
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●Unleavened bread: We eat only it, which is Christ (4/8). The text again relates to the Epistle reading: 
1 Corinthians 5:6–8 (Christ, our paschal lamb has been sacrificed—Easter as antitype of Passover). Bach
evidently added this movement in Leipzig. Though it is a simple, four-part setting of stanza 7 with instruments 
doubling the vocal lines (as was typical in Bach’s later cantatas), it demonstrates Bach's consummate voice 
leading. For a theory regarding how the cantata ended in its original version, see side note.
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Alfred Dürr theorizes that the cantata originally ended with a repetition of movement 2, using stanza 7. See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 117.
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The text alludes to
a range of biblical
passages and 
themes (see note).
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Sticky Note
*1 Corinthians 5:6–8. Your boasting is not good. Do you not know that a little leaven leavens the whole lump? Cleanse out the old leaven that you may be a new lump, as you really are unleavened. For Christ our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed. Let us, therefore, celebrate the festival, not with the old leaven, the leaven of malice and evil, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity and truth.
Exodus 12:14–15, 17. This day shall be for you a memorial day, and you shall keep it as a feast to the Lord…Seven days you shall eat unleavened bread; on the first day you shall put away leaven our of your houses…And you shall observe the feast of unleavened bread, for on this very day I brought your hosts out of the land of Egypt…
Matthew 4:4. [Jesus said], “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.’” (See Deuteronomy 8:3, also Luke 4:4.)
Acts 20:32. Now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified.
Ephesians 4:22–24. Put off your old nature which belongs to your former manner of life and is corrupt through deceitful lusts, and be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and put on the new nature, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness. (Also Colossians 3:9–10, 2 Peter 1:9.)
Matthew 26:26. Now as they were eating, Jesus took bread, and blessed, and broke it, and gave it to the disciples and said, “Take, eat; this is my body.”
John 6:48–51 [Jesus]: I am the bread of life. Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread which comes down from heaven, that a man may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread which came down from heaven; if any one eats of this bread, he will live for ever; and the bread which I shall give for the life of the world is my flesh. (Also Revelation 2:17.)
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