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NBA I/33; BC B11
Marriage Ceremony (BWV 196, 195, 197)
Librettist: Scripture (Psalm 115:12–15)
Time of Composition: presumably 1707/1708
(Mühlhausen), based on stylistic grounds 
(see note).
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Instrumentation:
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Basso (Violoncello), Violone, 
Organo

Microsoft Account
Sticky Note
Martin Petzoldt observes that the cantata is in symmetrical/chiastic form: the two movements on either side of the central movement have the same (full) instrumentation and emphasize "us" and "you," respectively, while the central movement (with its contrasting, reduced texture) presents the objective statement of the text (God blesses those who fear him, small and great alike) and the outer framing movements serve as introduction and address to those receiving the blessing, respectively. He further notes that chiastic structure is reinforced by instrumentation and keys:
No. 1: 5 voices, C major
No. 2: 9 voices, C major
No. 3: 3 voices, A minor
No. 4: 7 voices, C major
No. 5: 9 voices, F/C major
See Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar, vol. 3, pp. 432–33.
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Concerto-like texture in which Vln I & II lead in imitative dotted rhythms, over steady 8ths in the continuo,
with cello doubling the continuo about 2/3 of the time. 
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Perhaps the sinfonia served as music for 
the entrance of bride and groom.
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Last changed: 28 November 2025.
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 Form: Sinfonia (orch) - Chorus (with orch) - S aria (trio with Vlns & Continuo) - T/B duet (with orch) - Chorus (with orch).
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Cantata 196 has come down to us only by means of a secondary source, copied by one of Bach’s students around 1730. The fact that the libretto contains 
no additional poetry in the form of recitatives or reflective arias suggests that the cantata is an early work, perhaps dating from Bach’s time in Mühlhausen
(1707–1708)—see more in note. There is no chorale. The 4 psalm verses are set as independent movements; the tonal scheme is simple with modulations 
often restricted to dominant or relative minor keys. The work’s modest orchestration (strings and continuo but with independent violoncello part) is nevertheless
				          handled imaginatively, especially in the opening sinfonia, which establishes a buoyant mood with 
				           pervasive dotted rhythms.The work is one of Bach's shortest cantatas, taking only about 10 
					            minutes to perform. The occasion for which the work was intended is not specified,
					            but its text (Psalm 115:12–15) suggests that it was probably written for a marriage
					            ceremony—Martin Petzold reviews Philipp Spitta's arguments for identifying the
					            bridegroom as Johann Lorenz Stauber (1660–1723), a widowed pastor with 
					                children from a previous marriage, who married Regina Wedemann (1660–
					                 1730), an aunt of Bach's first wife, Maria Barbara, on 5 June 1708. See 
					                 "Bach-Kommentar" 3:432. See also Dürr/Jones, 779–780 and note.
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The text of Cantata 196, Derr Herr denket an uns (Psalm 115:12–15) suggests that Bach may have written the work for a marriage ceremony. Although the work has survived only in a later source, its structure and style suggests an early date of origin. The modest orchestration (strings and continuo, but with independent violoncello part) is handled imaginatively, especially in the opening sinfonia, which establishes a buoyant mood pervaded with dotted rhythms. Relatively short, with no recitatives or chorales, the work nevertheless exhibits a concern for overall unity and balance in its use of recurring elements. Striking moments include the last three bars of the fourth movement (T/B aria), where the strings pass through a four-octave, descending arpeggio, charmingly illustrating the key words of the text, which are sung by the two singers at that point in parallel sixths, almost as an afterthought: “Der Herr segne euch.” The third movement is another example of early da capo form in an aria. Like BWV 71/4, it employs a psalm text rather than newly created poetry; more definitively forward-looking traits include the vocal motto at the beginning of the aria and Vokaleinbau in its A section (the soprano’s line is embedded in a restatement of the ritornello). The cantata ends with an elaborate chorus in which the main text is embedded in an instrumental fabric. The bulk of the movement, however, is given over to an extended fugue on the word “Amen,” as if verbal expression is insufficient to capture the joy of the poet.

It is conceivable that the cantata was intended for Bach’s own wedding on 17 October 1707 in the small church at Dornheim (i.e., after the couple had already moved to Mühlhausen); alternatively, it may have been written for the wedding on 5 June 1708 of Pastor Johann Lorenz Stauber, who earlier had officiated at Bach’s wedding, a contention made by Spitta, which has persisted.

On the other hand, Markus Rathey writes, “The piece was identified by Philipp Spitta as a wedding cantata, probably composed for the wedding of Johann Lorenz Stauber and Regina Wedemann on June 5, 1708. But there is no strong evidence that Bach composed the piece for this or any other wedding. It is a conventional Psalm cantata (setting Psalm 115:12–15) for choir, soloists, and strings. The text for the cantata consists primarily of words of praise and blessing, themes that would have been appropriate for the greeting of the new town council, as well. The only phrase in the text that might support the assumption that it was composed for a wedding is the fourth movement: “Der Herr segne auch je mehr und mehr, euch und eure Kinder” (The Lord may bless you more and more, you and your children), which, for Spitta, alluded to the fact that Stauber already had children from an earlier marriage. But we have seen that the “father”-metaphor was frequently used for the members of the town council, so that the text could also be understood as : blessing of the council and the people of Mühlhausen.” See Markus Rathey, “In Honor of God and the City. Strategies of Theological and Symbolic Communication in Bach’s Cantata Gott ist mein König (BWV 71) in Compositional Choices and Meaning in the Vocal Music of J. S. Bach, edited by Mark A. Peters and Reginald L. Sanders (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, an imprint of Rowman and Littlefield, 2018), p. 17. 
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Alfred Dürr writes, “This cantata is an early work of Bach’s. In the absence of the original sources, its early origin is testified not only by the text, which lacks freely versified movements and consists only of Psalm 115:12–15 plus a concluding ‘Amen,’ but by its musical forms: recitative is altogether absent, and the forms represented—aria, duet, and chorus—are of extreme brevity. In every other aspect of style, too, the cantata may be dated without further ado between the Mühlhausen cantatas BWV 131, 106, and 71, which may have preceded it, and the first Weimar cantatas BWV 18, 182, etc., which no doubt followed it.” See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 779.

Similarly, Dan Melamed writes, “Even if the cantata was not for this wedding or for another, Spitta’s dating, which places it during Bach’s time in Mühlhausen, is certainly plausible. The work’s organization around successive psalm verses, one to a movement, links it with other early Bach cantatas, especially Aus der Tiefen rufe ich, datable to c.1707–8. Certainly the absence of free poetry set as recitatives and arias, and of Vivaldian ritornello structures, suggests that the piece dates from before 1713, by which time both the musical and textual make-up of Bach’s church cantatas had changed substantially.
	“Various musical features point to the stylistic legacy of the late 17th century and suggest as well that the work is early. The first vocal movement is particularly characteristic: Bach breaks the text into short units and presents them in affectively contrasting ways. The first part of the text is sung in imitation by pairs of voices and punctuated with four-voice statements. The next phrase, ‘und segnet uns’ (‘and will bless us’), is presented in a strongly contrasting fashion: slower note values, harmonic stasis, homophonic text declamation, and separate use of voices and instruments. The remainder of the movement is given over to the words ‘Er segnet das Haus Israel, er segnet das Haus Aaron’ (‘He will bless the house of Israel, he will bless the house of Aaron’), presented in a permutation fugue, a type found in Bach’s early vocal music.
	“The other movements are also characteristic of Bach’s earliest cantatas. The one aria, in da capo form (a structure not in itself associated with the early period), uses a minimum of text, ‘Er segnet, die den Herrn fürchten beide, Kleine und Große,’ and little musical elaboration—it squeezes into just 19 bars (plus a da capo) an instrumental rit-ornello, a motto statement, a setting of the first part of the text, the ritornello again, and a harmonically contrasting setting of the second part of the text. The duet ‘Der Herr segne euch,’ with its pairs of violins and voices in imitation, its old-fashioned notation in large values, and its long sequences, could easily be mistaken for a work from a previous generation. The final chorus, like the first, is sectional, and its extended contrapuntal ‘Amen’ section shows features of the permutation fugue.” See  J. S. Bach. Oxford Composer Companions, ed. Malcolm Boyd (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 135–136.

Since Bach’s duties in Arnstadt and Mühlhausen were primarily those of an organist rather than a cantor, his early cantatas (with the exception of BWV 4) are not specified for particular Sundays and feast days in the liturgical calendar. These include Nach dir, Herr, verlanget mich (BWV 150), Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit (BWV 106), Aus der Tiefen rufe ich, Herr, zu dir (BWV 131), and Der Herr denket an uns (BWV 196). Though preserved only in later manuscripts, Cantatas 4, 106, and 196 are deemed early works on stylistic grounds. Another early work, Lobe den Herrn, meine Seele (BWV 143), is considered by some scholars to be spurious. 
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●Lord remembers and blesses his people: Psalm 115:12 (196/2).
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The first  vocal movement is set in a sort of “motet” style, in which individual phrases of the psalm verse are each given appropriate (and contrasting) musical gestures. The first text segment(“der Herr denket an uns”) is presented in imitation by pairs of voices, punctuated with affirmations from the entire ensemble.
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(see note)
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A 1-measure state-
ment of the words 
“und segnet uns” 
(echoed by the 
instruments) then 
serves as a brief 
transition to a 
substantial fugue on 
the second half of 
the Psalm text.
Petzoldt notes that
the emphasis on "us"
is balanced in a 
symmetrical structure
by an emphasis on 
"you" in movement
4, which also has
the same (full)
orchestration.
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Opening motive, treated imitatively, ties this movement with the foregoing sinfonia.
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For word-for-word translations, see Unger, Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts.
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Psalm 115:12. The Lord has been mindful of us; he will bless us; he will bless the house of Israel; he will bless the house of Aaron.
Psalm 28:8–9. The Lord is the strength of his people, he is the saving refuge of his anointed. O save thy people, and bless thy heritage; be thou their shepherd, and carry them for ever. (Also Deuteronomy 26:15.)
Psalm 67:1. May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon us.
Psalm 95:6–7. O come, let us worship and bow down, let us kneel before the Lord, our Maker! For he is our God and we are the people of his pasture, and the sheep of his hand.
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The figura corta was defined as an ornament by W.C. Printz in 1689 and by Johann Gottfried Walther in his lexicon of 1732. Walther wrote, “Figura corta consists of three fast notes, one of which by itself is as long as the other ones.” (Johann Walther, Lexikon, 1732. p. 244, translated). It could be long-short-short or short-short-long. Albert Schweitzer interpreted it as a “joy motive.” See Albert Schweitzer, J. S. Bach, vol. 2, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), pp. 65–66. Bach’s second cantata cycle (the chorale cantata cycle) has pervasive use of figura corta for joyous texts.
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Second phrase of the psalm text is handled fugally. 
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Permutation fugue. The first subjects' opening is based on upward leap of a fourth (derived from opening 
of the movement), then descending scale of diatonic fourth.
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Descending shape of the subject opening and the descending order of voice entries may be intended to
portray divine blessing (text painting).
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Second fugue exposition; entries again alternate between C major and F major, but starting in F.
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●God blesses all who fear him: Psalm 115:13 (196/3).
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			           A short, "divisen," da capo aria with related ritornello for soprano (early example of da capo form). Its lilting gracefulness
			            suggests tender intimacy and joy; violins combine for obbligato. Its forward-looking traits include the vocal motto at the beginning of the aria ("Divise"), triplets, and "Vokaleinbau" in its A section (vocal texture embedded in instrumental fabric).
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Triplets reappear as in opening sinfonia.
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Voice rhythm is like that of 78/2 ("Wir eilen mit schwachen, doch emsigen Schritten...")
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Sticky Note
Martin Petzoldt observes that this aria serves as the central movement in a symmetrical structure: the two movements on either side have the same (full) instrumentation and emphasize "us" and "you," respectively, while this central movement (with its contrasting, reduced texture) presents the objective statement of the text (God blesses those who fear him, small and great alike) and the outer framing movements serve as introduction and address to those receiving the blessing, respectively. He further notes that chiastic structure is reinforced by instrumentation and keys:
No. 1: 5 voices, C major
No. 2: 9 voices, C major
No. 3: 3 voices, A minor
No. 4: 7 voices, C major
No. 5: 9 voices, F/C major
See Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar, vol. 3, pp. 432–33.
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Trio texture: Vlns unison, Soprano, Continuo
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Bach repeats the text
several times in the A 
section, 
covers the
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section only 
briefly, then 
the A section 
repeats. 
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Sticky Note
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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Petzoldt (vol. 3, p. 432) 
notes that this
movement serves as
the central 
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mpeau
Text Box
This type of aria is called a “Devisenarie” (a term coined by Hugo Riemann) or “motto aria.” After the ritornello, the singer presents the first phrase of the aria as a kind of motto. This is followed by a short instrumental bridge before the aria proper begins. The motto sets the tone (and the literary perspective) for the movement.
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Psalm 115:13. He will bless those who fear the Lord, both small and great.
Psalm 103:11, 13. As the heavens are high above the earth, so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him…As a father pities his children, so the Lord pities those who fear him.
Psalm 25:12–13. Who is the man that fears the Lord? Him will he instruct in the way that he should choose. He himself shall abide in prosperity, and his children shall possess the land.
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In the introduction to the Carus edition of BWV 196, Solvej Donadel (with translation by David Kosviner) writes, “The soprano aria…is one of Bach’s first da capo arias. In its succinct form [with text consisting of only one sentence], the conflicting emotions cannot yet be discerned as in works from the 
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Leipzig period. This aria is remarkable for the superimposition of the soprano with the ritornello of the violins, which incidentally never appears in its basic form in the vocal part, but there, by using excerpts of scales, it appears as a more singable variant without octave leaps." See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas and Motets (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 16, p. 430.
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●Blessing on you and your children: Psalm 115:14 (196/4).
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				The duet for tenor and bass, with its string and vocal duets in imitation, continues the mood of courtly beneficence. Dürr notes that the exchange of short units makes it sound antiquated. See Dürr/Jones, p. 780. 
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Psalm 115:14. May the Lord give you increase, you and your children!
Genesis 1:27–28. God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them. And God blessed them, and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply…”
Psalm 127:3. Lo, sons are a heritage from the Lord, the fruit of the womb a reward.
Psalm 128:1–4. Blessed is every one who fears the Lord, who walks in his ways! You shall eat the fruit of the labor of your hands; you shall be happy, and it shall be well with you. Your wife will be like a fruitful vine within your house; your children will be like olive shoots around your table. Lo, thus shall the man be blessed who fears the Lord.
Psalm 102:28. The children of thy servants shall dwell secure; their posterity shall be established before thee. (Also Psalm 103:17.)


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Vln I

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 196

11

mpeau
Typewritten Text
Strings enter with imitative material before voices finish.
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Voices and strings together, 
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Text painting: voices in parallel 6ths perhaps suggest sweetness, and perhaps represent the wedding couple. 
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●You are the Creator’s blessed ones: Psalm 115:15 (196/5).
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			The cantata ends with a bipartite, elaborate chorus (not a chorale as is more typical in Bach’s cantatas), in which the main text is embedded chordally in an instrumental fabric. The bulk of the movement, however, is given over to an extended loosely constructed fugue on the word “Amen,” 
as if verbal expression is insufficient to capture the joy of the poet. Extended settings of "Amen" are rare for Bach, unlike for other composers of Bach's time. See
				    Petzoldt, "Bach-Kommentar," vol. 3, p. 439.
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Voices enter in a kind of vocal coda on the opening text phrase, in parallel 6ths (suggesting sweetness and perhaps representing the wedding couple), while strings play a descending, 4-octave C major arpeggio to depict divine blessing coming down, the cello ending alone (C major may represent Christ here as elsewhere, see note). 
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Significance of C
C seems to represent Christ for Bach. Eric Chafe writes that C minor “is the burial key of Christ in the Passions and the preferred key of the ‘sleep of death’ of Lutheran eschatology” (see Tonal Allegory, 139). Compare the key of the central recitatives in Bach’s matching debut cantatas when he started in Leipzig in 1723, BWV 75 & 76 (see Melvin Unger, “Bach’s First Two Leipzig Cantatas: the Question of Meaning Revisited” in Bach – Journal of the Riemenschneider Bach Institute (Spring-Summer/Fall-Winter 1997): 87–125. In BWV 12, the C scales ascend in the violin, descend in the bass, to provide a chi (cross) figure and “illustrate the antithesis behind the text” (Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas, p. 57). In BWV 47/2, high Cs in the obbligato and a cadence in C major at m. 54 are associated with Jesus’ example and kingdom. Compare also the significance of C and line inversion in the riddle canon BWV 1077 (“Symbolum: Christus coronabit crucigeros”) and the (apparently) related title of the Chaconne in manuscript, with its circled “i” and 3 grouped Cs: “Iesu Christus coronabit crucigeros”: Christ crowns the cross-bearers. Compare also the prevalence of C major in the Easter cantata, BWV 31.
	Concerning the Ionian mode (C major), Johann Mattheson wrote, “It is the most natural, innocent, and not the least among the modes.” See Das Neu-Eröffnete Orchestre (Hamburg 1713), Pars III, Tertia, Caput Secundum (“Von der Musicalischen Tohne Eigenschafft und Würckung in Ausdrückung der Affecten” (Regarding the Properties and Effects of Different Keys in Expressing the Affections), p. 234. See also pp. 240–241 for more on C major (Ionian) specifically. 
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Alfred Dürr notes that the piano ending is typical for Bach's early style, as is also the complementary figures, providing a sense of continual motion. See Dürr/Jones, 780.




