Last changed: 5 December 2025. irCh CantataS Form (ltalics = biblical text): Chorus - Aria (T) - Recit (B) - Aria (A) - Duet (S/T) - Aria (B) - Chorale.

Bach often used chiastic (x-shaped/symmetrical) forms, in which center movements (where the mirror
image begins) provide the crux of the matter. There antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically
inverted (formal inversion reflects an aspect of reversal or turning in the text).

Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/2; BC A10
Christmas Day (BWV 63, 91, 110, 248-I, 191)
*Titus 2:11–14 (The grace of God has appeared)
or: *Isaiah 9:2–7 (The people who walked in darkness 
have seen a great light; unto us a child is born)
*Luke 2:1–14 (The birth of Christ, announcement to 
the shepherds, the praise of the angels)
Librettist: Georg Christian Lehms. This cantata is 
adapted from some pre-existing movements.
FP: 25 December 1725 
(3rd annual Leipzig cycle: 
St. Nicholas in the morning & 
St. Thomas at afternoon Vespers.)
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(Music from BWV 1069). ●Laughter for great things God has done: Psalm 126:2a, 3a (110/1). Utilizing the French overture from the orchestral suite BWV 1069, Bach added trumpets and embedded a choral parts in 
the fast imitative section. For addition comments and studies on the trumpet parts, see note above.
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Form (Italics = biblical text): Chorus - Aria (T) - Recit (B) - Aria (A) - Duet (S/T) - Aria (B) - Chorale.
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Bach often used chiastic (x-shaped/symmetrical) forms, in which center movements (where the mirror image begins) provide the crux of the matter. There antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted (formal inversion reflects an aspect of reversal or turning in the text). 
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Sticky Note
Alfred Dürr writes, "This composition, written for Christmas Day 1725, belongs to Bach’s third Leipzig cycle of cantatas. The libretto is drawn from the church-year cycle Gottgefälliges Kirchen-Opffer of 1711 by Georg Christian Lehms. As far as we know, it is the only text Bach drew from Lehms’s morning cycle, which contains only biblical words, madrigalian arias and chorales. Scriptural words and arias alternate three times, after which a chorale concludes the work. Freely versified recitatives are altogether absent. As a result, the following succession of chief textual types emerges in the Christmas Day cantatas for Bach’s first three years in Leipzig:
1723 BWV 63: freely versified movements (no biblical words or chorale)
1724 BWV 91: chorale
1725 BWV 110: biblical words
	"The text, which thanks God for His act of redemption, avoids specific Christmas allusions in some of its movements; and for this reason it has sometimes been completely misunderstood, being interpreted as a reaction of Bach’s to the political events of the day: the cantata’s origin has been linked8 to the turn of the War of the Polish Succession in Saxony’s favour at the end of 1734. However, it would hardly have occurred to Bach to celebrate military victory in a Christmas service; and that date has, in fact, since been refuted both by the discovery of the printed text and by the diplomatic findings of the original sources.  
	"The first movement is a paraphrase of Psalm 126:2–3, in which the psalmist expresses his hope that captive Zion will be delivered: ‘Then will our mouth be full of laughter and our tongue full of praise’. In the following aria, the divine act that is commemorated today is seen as an occasion for joy. The second biblical passage, Jeremiah 10:6, praises the greatness of the Lord, which, in the next aria, is contrasted with the baseness of mankind, in accordance with another biblical text: ‘What is man, that You think of him, and the child of man, that You accept him?’ (Psalm 8:4). The third biblical passage (no. 5), the angels’ song in praise of God, is drawn from the Christmas story itself (Luke 2:14); and the following aria encourages the Christian congregation, too, to sing songs of joy. This call is answered by the choir, acting on behalf of the congregation, in the closing chorale, the fifth verse of the hymn Wir Christenleut by Caspar Füger (1592)."

See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. 98–99.

Regarding the trumpets, see H. Besseler and H. Grüss, critical report, NBA VII/1 (1967), 88–91, and J. Rifkin, “Klangpracht und Stilauffassung: zu den Trompeten der Ouvertüre BWV 1069,” in M. Geck and K. Hofmann, eds, Bach und die Stile [conference report, Dortmund, 1998] (Dortmund, 1999, 255–89, especially 271–76), cited in Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, trans. Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 99.

Karen Wollschläger writes, "The text of the cantata is taken from Georg Christian Lehms’s church-year cycle Gottgefälliges Kirchen-Opffer (1711) which contains two different cycles: one complete cycle for morning services with texts consisting of biblical quotations, arias and chorales, and a cycle for afternoon services consisting predominantly of madrigal poetry (arias and recitatives). Bach set altogether nine texts from the afternoon cycle to music; Unser Mund sei voll Lachens, on the other hand, is the only Bach setting of a text from the morning cycle." See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 10, p. 326 (Karin Wollschläger, translated by David Kosviner). 
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French overture featuring instruments in concertante interplay (= entrance of the king).
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In a later performance of the cantata, Bach strengthened the movement's concerto character by augmenting the chorus with ripieno parts. See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, rev. and trans. Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 99, and Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 2:109. The two psalm verses occur simultaneously in mm. 108–117.
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Bach's decision to use pre-existing music may be related to his discouragement 
at the time (see note).
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At the end of 1725, Bach wrote some of the most resigned and melancholy movements in his oeuvre, while often minimizing the requirements for chorus. Other than the fourth movement of Cantata 110, a cantata for Christmas Day in which Bach borrowed music from preexisting works for two other movements), notable examples of grief-laden arias include the those in cantatas for the second and third day after Christmas (see especially 57/1 and 57/3; 151/1).
	It is noteworthy that Bach was deeply unhappy with his employment situation at this time. A major conflict concerned the musical direction of the University Church (St. Paul’s), an issue that had remained unresolved since the beginning of Bach’s Leipzig tenure two years earlier. Historically, the St. Thomas cantor had been responsible for four annual services at the University (Christmas Day, Easter Sunday, Whitsunday, and the Reformation Festival) and quarterly academic orations. From 1710 on, the schedule was expanded to include regular services, now called “The New Service” (in contrast to the existing “Old Service). Bach’s predecessor, Johann Kuhnau had directed these, too, but had gained control only with difficulty. The University wanted to be independent of town officials; the Cantors of St. Thomas wanted the contact with the University student musicians. After Kuhnau’s death, the organist Johann Gottlieb Görner did the job temporarily. When Bach came, he felt he should have authority over both services since that had been the case with Kuhnau. On 19 April 1725, the university formally rejected Bach’s petition, stating that he must be satisfied with half of the salary allotted for the university services, the other half going to the Johann Gottlieb Görner (see Bach-Dokumente, vol. 2, no. 189). Bach appealed the university’s decision with letters to the Elector of Saxony (King of Poland) dated 14 September 1725 and 3 November 1725. On December 31, he wrote a third letter to the Elector, refuting the University officials’ arguments and revealing their obfuscations point by point. See The New Bach Reader: A Life of Johann Sebastian Bach in Letters and Documents, rev. and enlarged by Christoph Wolff (New York: W. W. Norton, 1998), no. 119 (pp. 118–124) and Johann Sebastian Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), 311–319. 
	More despairing and grief-laden arias followed those mentioned above, notably 32/1 (13 January 1726); 13/1 and 13/5 (20 January). For the third Sunday after Epiphany, Bach wrote BWV 72, Alles nur nach Gottes Willen, a work on a libretto by Franck, which emphasizes submission to God’s will to the point of obsession. It is noteworthy that six days earlier, the king had rejected Bach’s petition, ending his letter of 21 January with the words “This is Our Will.” The king’s rejection is found in The New Bach Reader, no. 120 (p. 125).  
	From Purification (2 February 1726), onwards, Bach apparently ceased composing cantatas, offering instead a string of cantatas by a remote cousin who worked at the court of Meiningen, Johann Ludwig Bach. Christoph Wolff writes, “For a major stretch in 1726 Bach performed no fewer than eighteen cantatas from the pen of his cousin Johann Ludwig Bach, capellmeister at the ducal court of Saxe-Meiningen, and on Good Friday of that year, a Passion by Friedrich Nicolaus Bruhns. Altogether, from mid-1725 to early 1727, Bach seems to have composed cantatas only at irregular intervals. Whatever the reason for this change of pace, it allowed him time to prepare his largest composition ever, the St. Matthew Passion, for performance on Good Friday 1727.” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), 281. 
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Christmas Cantata with adapted French Overture.


J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas BWV 110
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Text painting: Skipping and triplet rhythms depict the laughter referenced in the text, the vocal lines embedded in the imitative section of the French overture borrowed from the orchestral suite BWV 1069. Meredith Little and Natalie Jenne write that the "giga-like" choral section "literally shakes with joyous laughter. See Dance and the Music of J. S. Bach, expanded ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001), pp. 274–75. Apparently, the psalm text originally celebrated the return of the Hebrew exiles from Babylon. 
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For word-for-word English translations, see Unger, Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts.
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*Luke 2:10–11. And the angel said to [the shepherds], “Be not afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy which will come to all the people; for to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.”
Psalm 126:1–3. When the Lord restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dream. Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with shouts of joy; then they said among the nations, “The Lord has done great things for them.” The Lord has done great things for us; we are glad. (Also 1 Samuel 12:24, Luke 1:49.)
Psalm 118:24. This is the day which the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.
Job 8:21. He will yet fill your mouth with laughter, and your lips with shouting.
Joel 2:21. Fear not, O land; be glad and rejoice, for the Lord has done great things! (Also Isaiah 44:23.)
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Translation: B minor is bizarre, without mirth, and melancholy; that is why it rarely appears / and this may perhaps be the reason / why the ancients banished it from their monasteries and cloisters so completely / that they may not even remember it. (See pp. 250–251).
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Philippians 2:5–7. …Though [Christ Jesus] was in the form of God, [he] did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. (Also John 17:5.)
*Luke 2:13–14. And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest…”
Psalm 103:2. Bless the Lord, O my soul; and all that is within me, bless his holy name! Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits (Luther 1545: was er mir Gutes getan hat).
Hebrews 2:14. Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, [Christ] himself likewise partook of the same nature…
1 John 3:1. See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are…
Romans 9:8. …It is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of the promise are reckoned as descendants. (Also John 1:12.)


J S BaCh - ChurCh Cantatas This type of aria is called a “Devisenarie” (a term coined by Hugo
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short instrumental bridge before the aria proper begins. The motto
sets the tone (and the literary perspective) for the movement.
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This is the central (pivot) movement in the cantata’s chiastic form, where antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted (formal inversion reflects an
aspect of reversal or turning in the text). Here the contrast is between humanity's lowly position ("a worm"), which is exalted in the Incarnation to the status of heir.

N¢ 4, Aria,

Alfred Durr writes, "[The
movement" is again bipartite
here this form is determined
by the antithesis prescribed
in the text between mankind
cursed and mankind
redeemed." See The
Cantatas of J. S. Bach, rev.
and trans. Richard Jones
(Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005), 99.

1104 (Andante d - 72.)
3 1. Obdamore %

eIncarnation: Man lowly yet exalted in incarnation (110/4).

Alto is often the voice of faith. See Martin Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 2:110. The lamenting quality
of this movement may reflect Bach's discouragement at the end of 1725 (see note at no. 1).

—l

.

\

The triplets create (

an interconnection
with the 9/8 section
of no. 1.

Ritornello # & J_ I
#:F_—# £t F-:# +
)y ) 1

| g X 1 8 - )

1 2 I——1 L j‘——j: H 1 i———

-+ T +

. F# minor

P ] F# minor In contrast to no.1, the triplets here are in a "lurching” rhythm—perhaps pointing to the purpose of the Incarnation, the crucifixion (compare

the aria "Erbarme dich" in St. Matthew Passion).

g

S Seer=s
lamenting
quality of :F#': zn-r—-.r___
— i # [ [
—P {
T - =1 —
b T T 1 -t 1
B minor E7 A major
J Tortured obbligato related to
& the reference to "worm" later.
o s R
E# dim.7 F# minor
3 L
13 S L & [
] = —
[ ]
&
g 4 L “I\
e *
- —P
o i b 1. ) | d
L T ! 1 1 1 g
D major B# dim.7 CH7 (F# minor)
16 (dK:eptlve)
. 8 ltﬂ b 3 1 4 h A
XL - - - - K 3 ¥
The Question (= Devise) =] - M
1 ——
AchHerr!was ist ein Menschenkind,dass duseinHeil soschmerzlich
) i M 1 N | i
H b | - i i ]
1 ry " T2
—
o
T f
» o
LA, i - .
S N Rl . .
SE== =
! % ! — *‘r ) |
For biblical F# minor \a/F# minor
Sggkrgor?eund, ' 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.

£

F# minor

g -3 C4 s I S L4
o] ‘ 5
- £ 4y -
# L r._ } A
—— T -

E# dim.7

22

F# minor



mpeau
Typewritten Text
110/4.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
1.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
●Incarnation: Man lowly yet exalted in incarnation (110/4).


mpeau
Typewritten Text
6.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
10.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
13.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
16.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
21.

Microsoft Account
Text Box
This is the central (pivot) movement in the cantata’s chiastic form, where antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted (formal inversion reflects an aspect of reversal or turning in the text). Here the contrast is between humanity's lowly position ("a worm"), which is exalted in the Incarnation to the status of heir.
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Psalm 8:4. What is man that thou art mindful of him, and the son of man that thou dost care for him?
Psalm 144:3. O Lord, what is man that thou dost regard him, or the son of man that thou dost think of him? (Also Hebrews 2:5–8.)
Job 25:5–6. Behold, even the moon is not bright and the stars are not clean in his sight; how much less man, who is a maggot, and the son of man, who is a worm! (Also Psalm 22:6, Isaiah 41:14.)
Psalm 138:6. Though the Lord is high, he regards the lowly…
*Luke 2:11. To you is born this day…a Savior…
Romans 8:3. God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do: sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh. (Also John 1:12, Hebrews 2:14.)
Hebrews 1:2. In these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed the heir (Luther 1545: Erben) of all things…
Galatians 4:4–7. When the time had fully come, God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under the law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” So through God you are no longer a slave but a son, and if a son then an heir (Luther 1545: Erben Gottes). (Also Col 3:24.)
1 Corinthians 15:49–50. Just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the man of heaven. I tell you this, brethren: flesh and blood cannot inherit (Luther 1545: ererben) the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. (Also 2 Corinthians 5:1–4.)
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J S BaCh The text alludes to Psalm 8:4: What is man that thou art mindful of him, and the son of man that thou dost care for him?
' 2'5 And Psalm144:3: O Lord, what is man that thou dost regard him, or the son of man that thou dost think of him? (Also Hebrews 2:5-8.)
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Pauses serve to emphasize the singer's interjections, which are
embedded in the ritornello theme.
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The siciliano’s pastoral associations are seen in examples such as “He Shall Feed His Flock” in Handel's Messiah, and the Pastoral Symphony in Bach’s
Christmas Oratorio. Albert Schweitzer associates it with angels specifically. See J. S. Bach, trans. Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries, 1962), 2:80, 195.

N¢ 5.Duetto. (Evangelium Lucae,Cap. 2, V. 14.)

The text is the German
"Gloria in excelsis"—
the angels' announcement
of Jesus' birth to the
Bethlehem shepherds.
Bach substantially
reworked the music
from his "Virga Jesse
floruit" (the 4th
interpolated movement
in the 1723 version of
his Magnificat). The
pastoral associations
in both works are
represented by the

siciliano rhythm.
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*Luke 2:10–14. And the angel said to [the shepherds], “Be not afraid; for behold, I bring you good news of a great joy which will come to all the people; for to you is born this day in the city of David a Savior, who is Christ the Lord. And this will be a sign for you: you will find a babe wrapped in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger.” And suddenly there was with the angel a multitude of the heavenly host praising God and saying, “Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among men with whom he is pleased!”
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sustained notes held over the bar line, then parallel melismas (as if supplicating), while the bass continues the pastoral figure.
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Sequentially rising coloraturas in parallel 3rds for "earth" followed by a sequentially descending figure with intermittent
pauses on sustained notes held over to the following beat, treated imitatively, for "peace on earth."
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After an imitative beginning of 3 notes, the alto proceeds with a long coloratura on "Wohlgefallen" ("good will"), while the soprano accompanies in slower notes.
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After an imitative beginning of 3 notes, the alto proceeds with a long coloratura on "Wohlgefallen" ("good will"), while the soprano accompanies in slower notes.
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Konrad Kuster notes, "In the outer sections, there is a lively interplay between the trumpet, violin |, and bass" ("Zwischen Trompete, Violine | und Bass
ergibt sich in den Auf3enteilen ein schwungvolles Wechselspiel"). See Konrad Kister, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Barenreiter, 1999), p. 309.

Modified

. . . . .
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Konrad Küster notes, "In the outer sections, there is a lively interplay between the trumpet, violin I, and bass" ("Zwischen Trompete, Violine I und Bass ergibt sich in den Außenteilen ein schwungvolles Wechselspiel"). See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 309.
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Trp plays figura corta (see full score and note).
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Sticky Note
The figura corta was defined as an ornament by W.C. Printz in 1689 and by Johann Gottfried Walther in his lexicon of 1732. “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, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), vol. 2, 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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Heroic style: Bass is often the voice of authority.
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Sticky Note
Psalm 57:8. Awake, my soul! Awake, O harp and lyre! I will awake the dawn!
Psalm 103:2. Bless the Lord, O my soul; and all that is within me, bless his holy name!…
Psalm 22:3. [O Lord,] thou art…enthroned on the praises of Israel.
Psalm 71:23. [O Lord,] my lips will shout for joy, when I sing praises to thee; my soul also, which thou hast rescued.
Psalm 47:1. Clap your hands, all peoples! Shout to God with loud songs of joy! (Also Psalm 107:22, Isaiah 12:6, 44:23.)
Psalm 50:23 [God]: He who brings thanksgiving as his sacrifice honors me… (Also Psalm 50:14, Hebrews 13:15.)
Psalm 33:1–3. Rejoice in the Lord, O you righteous! Praise befits the upright. Praise the Lord with the lyre, make melody to him with the harp of ten strings! Sing to him a new song, play skilfully on the strings (Luther 1545: Saitenspiel), with loud shouts. (Also Psalm 81:2–3.)
Psalm 16:9. …My heart is glad, and my soul rejoices…
Psalm 149:1, 4. Praise the Lord! Sing to the Lord a new song, his praise in the assembly of the faithful!…For the Lord takes pleasure in his people…
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While Alfred Dürr suggests similarities to the opening chorus on account of the full orchestration (with trumpet), Martin Petzoldt notes the similarities to no. 2 on account of the text's exhortation to praise. See Dürr, 99; Petzoldt 2:112.
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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. “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, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), vol. 2, 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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: +and as a cathechismal respopse to the cantata as a whole.
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			       ●Alleluia: Corporate praise to God for this day. This is the last stanza of five in the
1592 chorale by Kaspar Füger (1521–1592). It serves as an answer to the previous movement's call for songs of joy
and as a cathechismal response to the cantata as a whole.
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*Luke 2:10–11, 14. …I bring you good news of a great joy…To you is born this day in the city of David a Savior…Glory to God in the highest, and on earth peace among men with whom he is pleased!
Revelation 19:1. …Hallelujah! Salvation and glory and power belong to our God… (Also Revelation 19:3, 4, 6.)
Psalm 138:1. I give thee thanks, O Lord, with my whole heart…
 Zephaniah 3:14. Sing aloud, O daughter of Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart…
Psalm 118:24. This is the day which the Lord has made; let us rejoice and be glad in it.
Psalm 126:3. The Lord has done great things for us; we are glad. (Also 1 Samuel 12:24, Luke 1:49.)
Psalm 103:2. Bless the Lord, O my soul; and all that is within me, bless his holy name! Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all his benefits.
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