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NBA 1/27; BC A162
24. S. after Trinity (BWV 60, 26)

A chorale cantata about
the transience of life.

26

*Colossians 1:9-14 (Paul's prayer for the Colossians)
*Matthew 9:18-26 (Jesus raises Jairus’s daughter from the dead;
on the way, he heals the woman who touched his garment)

Librettist: Unknown

FP: 19 November 1724 (St. Thomas). This cantata belongs to

Bach's chorale cantata cycle (see note).

J.

In addition to losing both parents when he was a

young boy, Bach experienced much death later in life.

1713, 23 February: newborn twin son

1713, 15 March: newborn twin daughter

1719, 28 September: 1-year-old son
1720, July: wife
1726, 29 June: 3.5-year-old daughter

1727, 1 November: newborn son 26/1.
1728, 21 September: 3.5-year-old son
1730, 4 January; newborn daughter 1-' Coro

1732, 31 August: 1.5-year-old daughter
1733, 25 April: 4.5-year-old daughter
1733, 6 November: newborn son

Cantata No. 26

Ach wie fliichtig, ach wie nichtig

Form: Chorus/Fantasia - Aria (T) - Recit (A) - Aria (B) - Recit (S) - Chorale

Unusually, the libretto does not relate much to the Gospel reading, other than the fact
that Jairus's daughter was young when she died. This facet of the Gospel reading
may have resonated with Bach because of his own losses, especially the death of his
young wife in 1720 (see record of deaths opposite). The cantata is based on the 13-
stanza hymn by Melchoir [Michael] Frank (1652), "whose first and last verses were
adopted literally in the outer movements, whereas the remainder were so paraphrased
by the anonymous librettist that a large number of hymn verses could be condensed
into only a few cantata movements." See Dirr/Jones, "The Cantatas of J. S. Bach,"
636 and the note opposite. The hymn tune composer was Johann Criger (1661).

S BaCh See "Bach's Musical Universe," 129.

* Of the first movment, Alfred Durr writes, “Each chorale line ends with a unison
quotation of the first two half-lines of the chorale melody (‘Ah how fleeting, ah
how empty’) in [eighth-note] motion, with changing text, in the three lower voice
parts. The orchestral theme depicts the fleeting nature of earthly life still more
vividly. Flute, three oboes, and strings are united in chordal rising and falling
[sixteenth-note] scales. Even the continuo takes up these scale
figures, whose spectral showers refuse to come to rest throughout
the entire movement.” See Alfred Durr, The "Cantatas of J. S. Bach," revised and
translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 636.

(Chorale v.1.) eTransience of life is like a mist that disappears (26/1).

- {
Tutti |-V progression, derived from chorale opening,
forms basis for opening vocal motive.

f

Palindrome in bass, perhaps related
to the anagram described below.

Instrumentation: Corno
Corno Fl. trav,
Flauto traverso Ob.X, 11, 11
Ob I, 11,11l Viol. solo
Vvinl, i Viel. LI~
Via Va
SATB ¢ -
Continuo, Organo ~ ‘“eatinuo

Glnther Stiller notes that on this
Sunday of the liturgical year, hymns
on death and dying should be used.
(See note).

A minor
Text painting: Short, punctuating chords and rapid ascending scales in faux
bourdon, which initially stop short, depict the text "Ach, wie fllichtig ist der
Menschen Leben" ("Ah, how fleeting is human life").

As noted at m. 33, the words "Leben" and
"Nebel" were capitalized in the text booklet,
alerting readers to the fact that they form
an anagram, suggesting equivalency.
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A minor
Sequentially descending bass figure, mm. 9-13, perhaps
depicts descent to grave (compare mm. 57-60 and
ascending counterpart in mm. 62—63).


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
NBA I/27; BC A162
24. S. after Trinity (BWV 60, 26)
*Colossians 1:9–14 (Paul’s prayer for the Colossians)
*Matthew 9:18–26 (Jesus raises Jairus’s daughter from the dead; 
on the way, he heals the woman who touched his garment)
Librettist: Unknown
FP: 19 November 1724 (St. Thomas). This cantata belongs to
Bach's chorale cantata cycle (see note).
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(Chorale v.1.)  ●Transience of life is like a mist that disappears (26/1).
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Instrumentation:
Corno
Flauto traverso
Ob I, II, III
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo, Organo
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Form: Chorus/Fantasia - Aria (T) - Recit (A) - Aria (B) - Recit (S) - Chorale
Unusually, the libretto does not relate much to the Gospel reading, other than the fact that Jairus's daughter was young when she died. This facet of the Gospel reading
may have resonated with Bach because of his own losses, especially the death of his young wife in 1720 (see record of deaths opposite). The cantata is based on the 13-stanza hymn by Melchoir [Michael] Frank (1652), "whose first and last verses were adopted literally in the outer movements, whereas the remainder were so paraphrased by the anonymous librettist that a large number of hymn verses could be condensed 
into only a few cantata movements." See Dürr/Jones, "The Cantatas of J. S. Bach," 
636 and the note opposite. The hymn tune composer was Johann Crüger (1661). 
	       See "Bach's Musical Universe," 129. 
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Text painting: Short, punctuating chords and rapid ascending scales in faux
bourdon, which initially stop short, depict the text "Ach, wie flüchtig ist der 
Menschen Leben" ("Ah, how fleeting is human life").
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In addition to losing both parents when he was a 
young boy, Bach experienced much death later in life.
1713, 23 February: newborn twin son 
1713, 15 March: newborn twin daughter 
1719, 28 September: 1-year-old son 
1720, July: wife
1726, 29 June: 3.5-year-old daughter 
1727, 1 November: newborn son 
1728, 21 September: 3.5-year-old son 
1730, 4 January; newborn daughter 
1732, 31 August: 1.5-year-old daughter 
1733, 25 April: 4.5-year-old daughter 
1733, 6 November: newborn son


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Fl/Ob I, Ob II, Ob III

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Sequentially descending bass figure, mm. 9–13, perhaps depicts descent to grave (compare mm. 57–60 and ascending counterpart in mm. 62–63).
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I-V progression, derived from chorale opening, 
forms basis for opening vocal motive.
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Cantata Cycle II (Chorale Cantata Cycle) 
Regarding Bach’s chorale cantata cycle, Sven Hiemke writes, “It is…unclear what prompted Bach to take on this ambitious venture. It is possible that the composer wanted to make a connection with the Lutheran tradition of sermons based on hymns. Benedikt Carpzov (1639–1699), the pastor of St. Thomas’s Church, announced a similar project in 1690: He planned to explain a ‘good, beautiful, old, Protestant and Lutheran hymn’ in all his future sermons which Johann Schelle (1668–1701), Bach’s predecessor as Thomaskantor, would, in each case, convey ‘as graceful music’ to ‘be heard before the sermon.’” 

See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 11, p. 10 (Sven Hiemke, translated by David Kosviner). Citation is from Sebastian Knüpfer, Johann Schelle, Johann Kuhnau. Ausgewählte Kirchenkantaten, ed. and introduced by Arnold Schering, Leipzig, 1918 (Denkmäler deutscher Tonkunst, 1st series, vol. 58/59), p. XXXIII.

	On the other hand, perhaps Bach’s cycle was inspired by the two-hundredth anniversary of the first Lutheran hymnal book publications (four published in 1524). Evidently, his aim was to produce a cycle that was textually and formally unified, each cantata being based on a seasonal chorale of the church year. Usually, the first and last stanzas appear verbatim in the opening and closing movements, the other stanzas being paraphrased in madrigalian meter, suitable for the intervening recitatives and arias. In these inner movements, several stanzas are often combined to serve a single recitative or aria, with individual lines of the chorale occasionally retained verbatim. Biblical texts are largely absent altogether. Only one cantata, Was willst du dich betrüben, BWV 107, for the 7th Sunday after Trinity (23 July 1724), is of the per omnes versus type, in which all movements quote the hymn strophes verbatim. Unfortunately, Bach did not complete the cycle, perhaps because the anonymous librettist was no longer available. Still, by that date, Bach had produced an uninterrupted stream of 40 new chorale-based cantatas—the last one was BWV 1 for 25 March 1725 (Annunciation). The result is so impressive that for a long time Bach scholars thought these works were the culmination of his efforts in the genre, rather than the product of a composer who had just turned 40.
	It bears mentioning that the chorale cantatas generally reduce the demands placed on the soprano choirboys, and Bach probably considered this fact. Alfred Mann notes that, after beginning his tenure in Leipzig with demanding, two-part cantatas, Bach realized that he “had overtaxed the abilities of the choirboys.” With the chorale cantatas, “he assigned the choirboys the easiest part, for all that the soprano section now had to sing was the plain hymn melody.” See Alfred Mann, Bach and Handel. Choral Performance Practice (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Hinshaw Music, 1992), pp. 39–40.
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1. Ach wie flüchtig,
ach wie nichtig
ist der Menschen Leben!
Wie Ein NEBEL bald enstehet
und auch wie der bald vergehet
so ist unser LEBEN sehet!

Ah how fleeting,
ah how insubstantial
is man's life!
As a mist soon arises
and soon also vanishes again,
so is our life , see!

2. Ach wie nichtig,
ach wie flüchtig
sind der Menschen Tage!
Wie ein Strom beginnt zu rinnen
und mit Laufen nicht hält innen,
so fährt unsre Zeit von hinnen.

Ah how insubstantial
ah how fleeting
are man's days!
As a stream begins to flow
and in its course is not kept together,
so our time goes away from us here!

3. Ach wie flüchtig,
ach wie nichtig
ist der Menschen Freude!
Wie sich wechseln Stund und Zeiten,
Licht und Dunkel, Fried und Streiten,
so sind unsre Fröhlichkeiten.

Ah how fleeting,
ah how insubstantial
are man's joys!
As there is change in hours and times,
light and darkness, peace and strife,
so are our times of happiness.

4. Ach wie nichtig,
ach wie flüchtig
ist der Menschen Schöne!
Wie em Blümlein bald vergehet,
wenn ein rauhes Luftlein wehet,
so ist unsre Schöne, sehet!

Ah how insubstantial
ah how fleeting
is man's beauty!
As a flower soon perishes
when a cold breeze blows,
so is our beauty, see!

5. Ach wie flüchtig,
Ach wie nichtig
Ist der Menschen Stärke!
Der sich wie ein Löw erwiesen,
Überworffen mit den Riesen,
Den wirfft eine kleine Drüsen!

Ah how fleeting,
ah how insubstantial
is man's strength!
Someone who proved himself a lion,
contended with giants,
is overthrown by a small abscess.

6. Ach wie flüchtig,
ach wie nichtig
ist der Menschen Glücke!
Wie sich eine Kugel drehet,
die bald da, bald dorten stehet,
so ist unser Glücke, sehet!

Ah how fleeting,
ah how insubstantial
is man's luck!
Just as a ball spins,
one moment here, next moment there,
so is our luck, see!

7. Ach wie flüchtig,
Ach wie nichtig
Ist der Menschen Ehre!
Über den, dem man hat müssen
Heüt die Hände höflich küssen,
Geht man morgen gar mit Füssen!

Ah how fleeting,
ah how insubstantial
is man's honour!
Someone whose hand people had to
politely kiss today
is on the next day trodden beneath their feet.

8. Ach wie nichtig,
Ach wie flüchtig
Ist der Menschen Wissen!
Der das Wort konnt prächtig führen
Und vernünfftig discurriren,
Muß bald alle Witz verlieren!

Ah how fleeting,
ah how insubstantial
is man's knowledge!
Someone who can make a splendid speech
and discourse intelligently
must soon lose all his wits!

9. Ach wie flüchtig,
Ach wie nichtig
Ist der Menschen Dichten!
Der, so Kunst hat lieb gewonnen
Und manch schönes Werck ersonnen,
Wird zu letzt vom Todt erronnen !

Ah how fleeting,
ah how insubstantial
are man's creations!
Someone who has dearly acquired skill
and thought out many a beautiful work
is in the end overtaken by death.

10. Ach wie nichtig,
ach wie flüchtig
sind der Menschen Schätze!
Es kann Glut und Flut entstehen,
dadurch, eh wir es versehen,
alles muß zu Trümmern gehen.

Ah how insubstantial
ah how fleeting
are man's treasures.
Fire and flood may come
whereby,before we can take care,
everything is ruined.

11. Ach wie flüchtig,
Ach wie nichtig
Ist der Menschen Herrschen!
Der durch Macht ist hoch gestiegen,
Muß zu letzt aus unvermügen
In dem Grab erniedrigt ligen!

Ah how fleeting,
ah how insubstantial
is man's rule.
Someone who through might has ascended on high
must in the end as powerless
lie low in the grave.

12. Ach wie flüchtig,
ach wie nichtig
ist der Menschen Prangen!
Der in Purpur hoch vermessen
ist als wie em Gott gesessen,
dessen wird im Tod vergessen.

Ah how fleeting,
ah how insubstantial
is man's splendour!
Someone who most presumptuously in purple
took his seat like a god
is forgotten in death.

13. Ach wie nichtig,
ach wie flüchtig
sind der Menschen Sachen!
Alles, alles, was wir sehen,
das muß fallen und vergehen.
Wer Gott fürcht', wird ewig stehen.

Ah how insubstantial
ah how fleeting
are mankind's affairs.
All, all that we see
must fall and vanish.
The person who fears God stands firm for ever.

English Translation by Francis Browne (January 2009)
Source: https://www.bach-cantatas.com/Texts/Chorale122-Eng3.htm, accessed 7 September 2025.

Alfred Dürr writes, “Since the substance of the chorale is an enumeration of transitory things, it is easy to follow the use of the various verses in the paraphrase: the keywords in both hymn and paraphrase are ‘days’ (verse 2, movement 2), ‘joy’, ‘beauty’, ‘strength’, ‘good fortune’, ‘honour’, ‘knowledge’, ‘imaginings’ (verses 3–9, movement 3), ‘treasures’ (verse 10, movement 4), ‘glory’ and ‘splendour’ (verses 11–12, movement 5). Although the hymn is clearly related to the Sunday Gospel account of the raising from the dead, it nonetheless restricts itself to a general statement of the theme without going into details. Indeed, even the contradiction revealed therein—that Jesus brings the dead back to this ‘ah so empty’ life—remains undiscussed.” See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 636.
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As noted at m. 33, the words "Leben" and
"Nebel" were capitalized in the text booklet,
alerting readers to the fact that they form
an anagram, suggesting equivalency. 
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Palindrome in bass, perhaps related to the anagram described below.
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A chorale cantata  about the transience of life.
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Of the first movment, Alfred Dürr writes, “Each chorale line ends with a unison 
quotation of the first two half-lines of the chorale melody (‘Ah how fleeting, ah 
how empty’) in [eighth-note] motion, with changing text, in the three lower voice 
parts. The orchestral theme depicts the fleeting nature of earthly life still more 
vividly. Flute, three oboes, and strings are united in chordal rising and falling
	   [sixteenth-note] scales. Even the continuo takes up these scale
	   figures, whose spectral showers refuse to come to rest throughout
the entire movement.” See Alfred Dürr, The "Cantatas of J. S. Bach," revised and 
translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 636.
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Günther Stiller notes that on this
Sunday of the liturgical year, hymns
on death and dying should be used.
(See note).
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Günther Stiller writes, "In both cantatas written for the 24th Sunday After Trinity, BWV 26 and 60, Bach, in keeping with the direction of the Leipzig and Dresden hymn schedules to the effect that beside hymns specifically named, hymns 'Concerning Death and Dying' should be used, exclusively chose hymns to be found in this classification in the hymnals. 

See Johann Sebastian Bach and Liturgical Life in Leipzig, translated by Herbert J. A. Bouman, Daniel F. Poellot, and Hilton C. Oswald, edited by Robin A. Leaver. (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1984), p. 246.
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For a word-for-word translation, see Unger, "Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts."
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Soprano (col Corno)

Text painting: While sopranos (doubled by horn) intone the chorale tune, the other voices depict the
fleetingness of life with syllabic interjections of quick eighth notes. A four-note, chordal interjection is

followed by g unison statement based on the first line of the chorale.
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For a word-for-word translation, see Unger, "Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts."

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Text painting: While sopranos (doubled by horn) intone the chorale tune, the other voices depict the fleetingness of life with syllabic interjections of quick eighth notes. A four-note, chordal interjection is followed by a unison statement based on the first line of the chorale.
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1. Unison statement based on 1st line of chorale, at cadence.
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I-V chordal interjection, related to Ritornello opening
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At cadences, the lower 3 voices join in unison with a statement based on the first line of the chorale ("Ah how fleeting...": mm. 18–19, 22–23, 28–29, 36–37, 42–43, 48–49. Adding the statement in the cantus firmus (mm. 17–18 / 21–22) produces a total of 7 statements. This number perhaps alludes to Psalm 90:10a: "[As for] the days of our years, in them are seventy years; and if [men should be] in strength, eighty years....  
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2. Unison statement based on 1st line of chorale, at cadence.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Text Box
With the entrance of the chorale text, the meaning of the fleeting motives and their abrupt end becomes clear: "Life is fleeting, death will come brusquely, and all attempts to evade this will be stopped short and torn down." See Helmuth Rilling, The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures, vol. 2 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 2001), p. 6.


J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas BWV 26

/# o ” =l
L_J ) Id
1 [
S | |
ist der Men. . .schen
s the life we
p telle est no - . tre
7 ot - ¥ ™ :"\ r 4 > i
{ e L —et# = —& 5
eJ achw'iefju(.htig, Text painting: Rising series of entries  ach wie

suggests the life dissipating like mist,
ahlhowwea_ry, as referenced in the upcoming text. ah! how

om_bre vai_ne, fu_gi.
3 3 3 .
b [ 4 1 1 r 4 r 4
| s, & 17 ¥4 174 Py r N
D} - Pl - et
g ach wie fliichtig, cadential statement@ch wie flichtig,ach wie
ahlhowwea.ry, I Imitation before ah! how wea - ry, ah! how
om.bre vai.ne, statement. om.bre vai_ ne fu.gi.
5\[: - .\' ¥\ d I 3
- ? 1] IrJ ru 'V r 4‘ Fi {/ "
N ach wie fliichtig,ach wie nich tig,ach wie nich._tig,

ahlhow wea._ry, aklhow fleeting.ah! how fleet.ing
om.bre vai.ne,fu_gi. ti. ve, fu. gi _ ti . ve,

vy ¢ 2 3 _! -

% %

) X
R E

4V W TN S T  §

l‘a.'-'————-'" »w

" 5
- A A
: ¥ F &
& -
, Y
C major )
E7 A minor
/5
> A
\"_]} =4 [ %]
Y le. . - . - . . - . ben!
cher . - . . - - . - . sh!
1’2 O 1
9 '\ z i i ] L
1. | ~N K\ } 1 | g
:%{Qjﬁbij‘—j — ~ J*‘"'—*trﬁ‘ ] 7 . e
nich_tig ist der Men.schen Le. . .ben, ach wie fliich_tig, ach wie
Jleet ing s the life we cher. _ _ish/ ah! how wea . ry, ah! how
- 11 . ve, telle est no .tre vi. . -e, 3. Unison statement based on 1st line of chorale, at cadence.
[
I N
.. M- 7 o } 1’1 »  — ™ .o ﬁ
o 1 . t _— - = . 0 —
¢ nich.tig ist der Menschen Le. . _ben, ach wie fliich-tig, ach wie
Sleet.ing s the life we cher. _ _ish! ah! how wea ..7y, ak! how
ti - ve, telle est no.tre vi. . .e om'.bre vai_mne fu . gi.
=3 —a— —— = g5 £ 5
5 -1 o e —r
™ ist der Men.schen Le. . _.ben, ach wie fliich.tig, ach wie
is the [life we cher. . _ish/ ah! how wea . ry, akl how
telle est no_tre vi_. . _e, om.bre vai_mne, fu . gi.
% =

A minor

4


Microsoft Account
Text Box
3. Unison statement based on 1st line of chorale, at cadence.
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Helmuth Rilling observes, "At the last line 'So ist unser Leben, sehet!' Bach intensifies the expression by repeating 'So': 'Such, such, such is our life.' At the same time the high strings and the oboes exchange a four-note motive which was earlier sung by the altos, tenors, and basses, adding the connotation of 'fleeting' and 'empty' to 'such is our life.'" See The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures, vol. 2 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, vol. 2 (2001), p. 8.
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Sequentially descending bass figure, mm. 57—60, perhaps depicts descent to grave (compare
mm. 9-13 and ascending counterpart in mm. 62-63).
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Helmuth Rilling writes, "The end is striking. Bach gives to the
final chord only an eighth-note value, notates the pauses exactly,
and puts his sign of ending, the fermata, only after that. What an
expression: life is abruptly cut off and after that there is silence,
nothing.” See The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures,

vol. 2 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 22001), p. 10.
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Sequentially ascending bass figure, mm. 62—63, perhaps depicts ascent after death (compare descending counterparts in mm. 9-12 and 57-60).
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Helmuth Rilling writes, "The end is striking. Bach gives to the final chord only an eighth-note value, notates the pauses exactly, and puts his sign of ending, the fermata, only after that. What an expression: life is abruptly cut off and after that there is silence, nothing." See The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures, vol. 2 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 22001), p. 10.
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Regarding demanding flute parts

in Bach's cantatas of 1724, see side T 1 :‘wj—‘ﬂ:ﬁt -
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Text painting: Obbligato of "bubbling" 16th notes played by solo flute (doubled periodically by solo violin as if providing an echo) depicts the
rushing, swirling water referenced in the singer's coming melisma. The line swirls, then shoots upward.

’—\A__\/.—\\

:

1
Vor oy por 77
4
b ¢ .
T sy B8 s
V i 4 ﬁ i
——
IIJTI
8 A\-——-/ e p
e i e £ )
Tttt ——— e S,
— ] } i R | S p— L
| I | M R— N Gmajor V

~— S m—— D7

Pulsing bass line associated with later text: "so the days of our life hasten" (see also mm. 17-19, 28-30, 32-33, 40-43, 69-71, 73-76, 79-81, 98-99). Perhaps
the pulsing line depicts rising water or the inexorable passage of time.
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This type of aria is called a “Devisenarie” or “motto aria.” —
After the ritornello, the singer presents the first phrase of the ) —]
aria as a kind of motto. This is followed by a short ]

Was - Ser schieﬁt, instrumental bridge before the aria proper begins. The motto

wa. .ters ﬂaw’ sets the tone (and the literary perspective) for the movement.
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Pulsing bass line: Mm. 8-11, 17-19, 28-30, 32-33, 40-43, 69-71, 73-76, 79-81, 98-99. For
possible significance, see note at m. 8.
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Pulsing bass line: Mm. 8–11, 17–19, 28–30, 32–33, 40–43, 69–71, 73–76, 79–81, 98–99. For possible significance, see note at m. 8.
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Pulsing bass line associated with later text: "so the days of our life hasten" (see also mm. 17–19, 28–30, 32–33, 40–43, 69–71, 73–76, 79–81, 98–99). Perhaps the pulsing line depicts rising water or the inexorable passage of time.
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Christoph Wolff writes, “The sudden, prominent, and frequent occurrences of solo arias with transverse flute from mid-July through late November...come as a surprise. No fewer than thirteen cantatas (BWV 107, 94, 101, 113, 78, 99, 8, 130, 114, 96, 180, 115, and 26...) feature flute parts of considerable technical and musical demands, implying perhaps that the composer wrote them for an accomplished player previously not available to him, possibly a musician on a temporary visit.” (See Bach’s Musical Universe, 140; see also William Scheide, “Die Choralkantaten von 1724 und Bachs Köthener Besuch,” Bach-Jahrbuch 89 (2003): 47–65. See perhaps especially BWV 113/5, 99/3, 8/4, 130/5, and 26/2. 
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This type of aria is called a “Devisenarie” or “motto aria.” After the ritornello, the singer presents the first phrase of the aria as a kind of motto. This is followed by a short  instrumental bridge before the aria proper begins. The motto sets the tone (and the literary perspective) for the movement.
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Alfred Durr writes, “The two obbligato instruments, transverse flute and solo violin, keep changing function. At times both run in unison, with temporary resting of the violin part, suggestive of echo effects; elsewhere,
violin and continuo adopt an accompanying role; and in still other places, flute and violin run in thirds or else unite in some other kind of concertante duet. Even the tenor voice takes up the markedly instrumental-
style scale theme of the obbligato parts, uniting with them in a homogeneous quartet texture. Only in the middle section, at the words ‘Just as the drops suddenly divide’, do triadic motives temporarily supplant the
running scales.” See Alfred Durr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 636.
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Text painting: Downward scurrying melisma now on word "hasten."
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Pulsing bass line: Mm. 8–11, 17–19, 28–30, 32–33, 40–43, 69–71, 73–76, 79–81, 98–99. For possible significance, see note at m. 8.
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Alfred Dürr writes, “The two obbligato instruments, transverse flute and solo violin, keep changing function. At times both run in unison, with temporary resting of the violin part, suggestive of echo effects; elsewhere, violin and continuo adopt an accompanying role; and in still other places, flute and violin run in thirds or else unite in some other kind of concertante duet. Even the tenor voice takes up the markedly instrumental-style scale theme of the obbligato parts, uniting with them in a homogeneous quartet texture. Only in the middle section, at the words ‘Just as the drops suddenly divide’, do triadic motives temporarily supplant the running scales.” See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 636.
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Pulsing bass line: Mm. 8-11, 17-19, 28-30, 32—-33, 40-43, 69-71, 73-76, 79-81, 98-99. For possible significance, see note at m. 8.
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Florid passages for singer get even more demanding.
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Text painting: The opening ritornello swirls return on melisma for Text painting: Descending lines for "gushing into the abyss," finishing with continuo low E.

"all" but this time the line ends by shooting downward.
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Text painting: Ascending scales for "time passes, the hours hasten.”
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In the references to "parting droplets" and "gushing into the abyss" Martin Petzold sees an allusion to the parting of the Red Sea. See "Bach-Kommentar" 1:664—

65 (questionable).
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26/3.

(Based on Chorale Vv. 3-9: The librettist took one human possession or attainment from each of the 7 chorale stanzas (see side

note.) eTime brings joy, beauty, learning, etc. to an end (26/3).
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Circuitous harmonic progression with diminished 7th chords for the perishing of human ambitions and acomplishments.


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
(Based on Chorale Vv. 3–9: The librettist took one human possession or attainment from each of the 7 chorale stanzas (see side note.) ●Time brings joy, beauty, learning, etc. to an end (26/3).
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Each stanza of the chorale begins with "Ach wie  flüchtig, ach wie  nichtig" (Ah, how transient, ah, how ephemeral), followed by a human possession or attainment, as
follows:
Stanza 1: Ah, how transient, ah, how ephemeral is a mortal's LIFE ("Leben")
Stanza 2: ...are a mortal's DAYS ("Tage")
Stanza 3: ...is a mortal's JOY ("Freude")
Stanza 4: ...is a mortal's BEAUTY ("Schöne")
Stanza 5: ...is a mortal's STRENGTH ("Stärke")
Stanza 6: ...is a mortal's FORTUNE ("Glücke")
Stanza 7: ...is a mortal's HONOR (""Ehre")
Stanza 8: ...is a mortal's LEARNING ("Wissen")
Stanza 9: ...is a mortal's INVENTION ("Dichten")
Stanza 10: ...is a mortal's TREASURE ("Schätze")
Stanza 11: ...is a mortal's LORDSHIP ("Herrschen")
Stanza 12: ...is a mortal's POMP ("Prangen")
Stanza 13: ...is a mortal's STUFF ("Sachen")
	Movement 26/4 covers the 7 possessions/attainments of stanzas 3 to 9.
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For a word-for-word translations, see Unger, Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts.
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James 4:9. Be wretched and mourn and weep. Let your laughter be turned to mourning and your joy to dejection (Luther 1545: Traurigkeit).
Job 14:1–2. Man that is born of a woman is of few days, and
full of trouble. He comes forth like a flower, and withers; he flees like a shadow, and continues not.
Isaiah 40:6–8. …All flesh is grass, and all its beauty is like the flower of the field. The grass withers, the flower fades, when the breath of the Lord blows upon it; surely the people is grass. The grass withers, the flower fades; but the word of our God will stand for ever. (Also 1 Peter 1:24, Psalm 103:15–16.)
Ecclesiastes 12:1–3. Remember also your Creator in the days of your youth, before the evil days come, and the years draw nigh, when you will say, “I have no pleasure in them”…in the days when the keepers of the house tremble, and the strong men are bent…
Psalm 49:16–20. Be not afraid when one becomes rich, when the glory of his house increases. For when he dies he will carry nothing away; his glory will not go down after him…Though a man gets praise when he does well for himself, he will go to the generation of his fathers, who will never more see the light. Man cannot abide in his pomp, he is like the beasts that perish. (Also Psalm 52:7, 62:9–11, 89:48.)
Job 1:21. And [Job] said, “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return…
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Modified Da capo Form Ja(Based on Chorale v. 10.) eTemporal treasures a seduction: they vanish quickly (26/4). The movement is a bourée, apparently used here

E'r‘“';; %gZ(?;;—G%O)+(31—36) " las a "Totentanz." the macabre dance of death. See Martin Petzoldt, "Bach-Kommentar" 1:665. The 5-line poem has a rhyme scheme of
Rit (37-44) ABCCA. Though text lines 1 & 2 are repeated at m. 31 before a ritornello introduces lines 3-5 at m. 45, Bach departs from the foregoing
Lines 275(2457693)) music. He does so also at m. 80, when lines 1 & 2 return (perhaps depicting "being led astray as referenced in the text)
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Ritormello  concerning the significance of E minor in the
, Continuo  scheme of the cantata, see side note.
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gogue ruler, to heal his daughter. Upon arriving, Jesus encounters pipers ("Pfeiffer") along with a crowd lamenting the death of

Church, Lubeck (destroyed’in
1942 air raid): representatives  the little girl. See Matthew 9:23. ParaIIeI accounts identifying the ruler as Jairus are found in Mark 5:21-42 and Luke 8:41-56.
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Biblical allusion (Matthew 6:19-21): "Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth...but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven.... For where your treasure is,
there will your heart be also." In the libretto this sentiment is a iaraphrase of Luther's exegesis of the first commandment in the Larger Cathechism (see side note)
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(Pipers) which were used at the deceased's body / The way we illuminate and sing about the dead / meaning / that death is witnessed and fulfilled through the law. 
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Biblical allusion (Matthew 6:19–21): "Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth...but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven.... For where your treasure is, 
there will your heart be also." In the libretto this sentiment is a paraphrase of Luther's exegesis of the first commandment in the Larger Cathechism (see side note).
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Translation: Whatever (I say) you set your heart upon and rely upon, that is actually your god.
See Martin Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 1:666.
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"Seduction of the foolish world" alludes to Revelation 12:9: "The great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world.... (Luther 1545 Bible: "der die gantze Welt verführet")

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Ritornello


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Ritornello
(mm. 1–16)
repeated in 
middle of 
movement
(mm. 64–79)
and at end
(mm. 1–16
repeated).

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Modified Da capo Form
Rit in Em (1–16)
Lines 1&2 (17–30)+(31–36)
Rit (37–44)
Lines 2–5 (45–63)
Rit in Em (64–79)
Lines 1&2 (80–93)+(94–103)
Rit in Em (1–16)

mpeau
Text Box
Ob I, II, III, Continuo

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Lines 1–2 of the poem.

Microsoft Account
Text Box
(Based on Chorale v. 10.) ●Temporal treasures a seduction: they vanish quickly (26/4). The movement is a bourée, apparently used here as a "Totentanz." the macabre dance of death. See Martin Petzoldt, "Bach-Kommentar" 1:665. The 5-line poem has a rhyme scheme of ABCCA. Though text lines 1 & 2 are repeated at m. 31 before a ritornello introduces lines 3–5 at m. 45, Bach departs from the foregoing music. He does so also at m. 80, when lines 1 & 2 return (perhaps depicting "being led astray" as referenced in the text).
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Bach repeats the vocal line with contrasting dynamics to reinforce
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Text painting: Chromatic neighbor tones for "setting the heart on earthly treasures is a seduction of the foolish world."
In this extension, Bach uses motives from the ritornello in various ways, sometipes composing new material.
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Text painting: The wave-like figure now appears as a long melisma in the voice for "shatters." In the instruments, the bourée rhythm is "rhythmically displaced and led in imitations.
The result is that the bourée rhythm is completely destroyed, things are out of order, falling apart in ruins, and finally 'shattered' with parallel downward scales in the oboes, a
reminiscence of the opening movement." See Helmluth Rilling, The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures, vol. 2 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 2001), pp. 18-19.
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way. The bourrée pattern is continued, first in the oboes, then in the bass part. New
are the quickly descending scales that Bach used at the end of the previous
section. Now they are constant, dramatically emphasizing that everything is torn
down. At the end, the stormy wavelike figure is intensified with the parallel leading
of bass and continuo. At the same time the oboes are building up a dissonant chord
with repeated notes, which is then released by their downward scales, confirming
the ultimate destruction. Only then does Bach return to the first part of the aria,
repeating it in a shortened version." See The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class

Lectures, vol. 2 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 2001), pp. 19-21.
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Text painting: The wave-like figure now appears as a long melisma in the voice for "shatters." In the instruments, the bourée rhythm is "rhythmically displaced and led in imitations. The result is that the bourée rhythm is completely destroyed, things are out of order, falling apart in ruins, and finally 'shattered' with parallel downward scales in the oboes, a reminiscence of the opening movement." See Helmluth Rilling, The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures, vol. 2 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 2001), pp. 18–19. 
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Helmuth Rilling notes, "Bach could stop here and go back and repeat the first part of the aria. But he goes on and once more sets the same text to music in a different way. The bourrée pattern is continued, first in the oboes, then in the bass part. New are the quickly descending scales that Bach used at the end of the previous section. Now they are constant, dramatically emphasizing that everything is torn down. At the end, the stormy wavelike figure is intensified with the parallel leading of bass and continuo. At the same time the oboes are building up a dissonant chord with repeated notes, which is then released by their downward scales, confirming the ultimate destruction. Only then does Bach return to the first part of the aria, repeating it in a shortened version." See The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures, vol. 2 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 2001), pp. 19–21. 
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J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas BWV 26

Secco s ' (Based on Chorale Vv. 11-12: Stanza 11 mentions "Herrschen; stanza 12 mentions "Pracht".)
5. RecltatiVO eDeath brings down the greatest earthly splendor (26/5).
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●Death brings down the greatest earthly splendor (26/5).
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Isaiah 14:11. Your pomp is brought down to Sheol, the sound of your harps;
maggots are the bed beneath you, and worms are your covering.
Psalm 49:16–20. Be not afraid when one becomes rich, when the glory of his house increases. For when he dies he will carry nothing away; his glory will not go down after him…Though a man gets praise when he does well for himself, he will go to the generation of his fathers, who will never more see the light. Man cannot abide in his pomp, he is like the beasts that perish. (Also Psalm 89:48.)
James 4:13–15, 5:1. Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go into such and such a town and spend a year there and trade and get gain”; whereas you do not know about tomorrow. What is your life? For you are a mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. Instead you ought to say, “If the Lord wills, we shall live and we shall do this or that.”…Come now, you rich, weep and howl for the miseries that are coming upon you…
Luke 12:20–21. God said to [the rich man], “Fool! This night your soul is required of you; and the things you have prepared, whose will they be?” So is he who lays up treasure for himself, and is not rich toward God. (Also 1 Timothy 6:6–7.)
2 Thessalonians 2:3–4. That day will not come, unless the rebellion comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of perdition, who opposes and exalts himself against every so-called god or object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God, proclaiming himself to be God (Luther 1545: das Kind des Verderbens, der…sich überhebt…, also dass er sich setzt in den Tempel Gottes als ein Gott.)
Acts 12:21–23. On an appointed day Herod put on his royal robes, took his seat upon the throne, and made an oration to [the people of Tyre and Sidon]. And the people shouted, “The voice of a god, and not of man!” Immediately an angel of the Lord smote him, because he did not give God the glory; and he was eaten by worms and died.
Psalm 103:15–16. As for man, his days are like grass; he flourishes like a flower of the field; for the wind passes over it, and it is gone, and its place knows it no more. 
Ecclesiastes 3:20. All go to one place; all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again. (Also Psalm 146:4.)
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This is the final stanza of 13 in the 1652 chorale "Ach wie flichtig" by Michael Franck (1609-16777?) See note regarding variation in dates given].

(Verse 13.)
The closing chorale 6 Choral oTran5|ence of the earthly; whoever fears God abides (26/6).
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Petzoldt sees here a re-working of Sirach (Apochrypha) 10:23a (German versification): "Wer Gott furchtet, der wird mitPhren bestehen See "Bach-Kommentar"
1:667.


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
(Verse 13.)
●Transience of the earthly; whoever fears God abides (26/6).


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The active 8th-note lines reflect the fleetingness
of human affairs referenced in the text (reminischent of the rhythmic motion in earlier movements).

Microsoft Account
Line

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C major F major

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Petzoldt sees here a re-working of Sirach (Apochrypha) 10:23a (German versification): "Wer Gott fürchtet, der wird mitÞhren bestehen." See "Bach-Kommentar" 1:667. 
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Franck’s dates are given variously:
Online Grove Dictionary of Music: 1609–1677 (accessed 8 September 2025)
Martin Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 1:662: 1609–1697.
J. S. Bach. Oxford Composer Companions, ed. Malcolm Boyd (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 5: ca. 1579–1639.




