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NBA I/12; BC A71
Cantate: 4. S. after Easter (BWV 166, 108)
*James 1:17–21 (All good gifts come from above; be doers of the Word)
*John 16:5–15 (Jesus’ farewell: promise to send the Holy Spirit)
Librettist: Unknown; perhaps Christian Weiß the elder
FP: 7 May 1724 (Leipzig: St. Nicholas)
This cantata belongs to Bach's first cantata cycle in Leipzig 
(see note).
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Sticky Note
Regarding Bach’s first cantata cycle, Karin Wollschläger writes, “For 23 of the altogether approximately 60 cantatas of this annual cycle, Bach fell back on works from his time in Weimar and Köthen, revising them to a greater or lesser extent for the renewed performances in Leipzig. The text models for the new compositions were taken from various poets who, however, can only be identified in very few instances.” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 8, p. 274 (Karin Wollschläger, translated by David Kosviner).
	Christoph Wolff writes, “We can trace the emergence of three favorite text forms [in Bach’s first annual cantata cycle], although they may not be related to three different authors: (1) biblical dictum (from the Gospel lesson)—recitative—aria—recitative—aria—chorale in BWV 136, 105, 46, 179, 69a, 77, 25, 109, 89, and 104 for the eighth, fourteenth, twenty-first, and twenty-second Sundays after Trinity and for Misericordias Domini; (2) biblical dictum—recitative—chorale—aria—recitative—aria—chorale in BWV 48, 40, 64, 153, 65, and 67 for the nineteenth Sunday after Trinity, four Christmas season feasts, and Quasimodogeniti; and (3) biblical dictum—aria—chorale—recitative—aria—chorale in BWV 83, 144, 66, 104, 166, 166, 86, 37, and 44 for Purification, Septuagesimae, Easter Monday, and Misericordias Domini to Exaudi.” See J. S. Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), p. 270. 
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●Vox Christi: Where goest thou? John 16:5 (166/1). In the day’s Gospel reading, this question
is part of a longer statement by Jesus to his disciples regarding his destiny: “But now I am going 
to him who sent me; yet none of you asks me, ‘Where are you going?’” In the cantata, Jesus 
turns the question on the disciples, challenging them gently to think of their ultimate destiny.     
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Instrumentation:
Oboe
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo, Organo
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Form: Aria (B) - Aria (T) - Chorale (S) - Recit (B) - Aria (A) - Chorale.
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Bach varies the scripture slightly to stress the destination.
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This 2-note motive is identified with "wo, wo?" or "wohin"? in mm. 36, 44-46, 52, 54, 59. 
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B-flat major
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Text Box
Of the first movement, Konrad Küster writes, “The “development of the movement results…from a complex interweaving of vocal melody and motives in the introductory ritornello. This is strikingly regular in structure, almost song-like ... But in contrast to movements from the late fall of 1723, which begin in a similar way, here the voice part does not adopt motives of the ritornello (following it closely) but rather the orchestra repeatedly intervenes in the process with fragments of the introduction, which are not only accompanied independently by the voice part, but cana also be continued independently.” See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 233, translated from the German original.
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The melisma on "gehest"  becomes florid later on.
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The singer's line is built into the ritornello material ("Vokaleinbau").
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Through-composed
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A chamber cantata that exhorts one to consider one's destiny.
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Continuo has a stepping figure.
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Text Box
Bach employs fragmented lines, tonal ambiguity, lack of symmetry, and chromaticism to underscore the question, "Where are you going?"
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Last changed: 20 December 2025.
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For word-for-word English translations, see Unger, Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
For biblical
background,
see note.
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John 14:3–6. [Jesus said], “…I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also. And you know the way where I am going.” Thomas said to him, “Lord, we do not know where you are going; how can we know the way?” Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father, but by me.”
*John 16:4–7 [Jesus]: …I did not say these things to you from the beginning, because I was with you. But now I am going to him who sent me; yet none of you asks me, “Where are you going?” But because I have said these things to you, sorrow has filled your hearts. Nevertheless I tell you the truth: it is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the Counselor will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you.
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Ob + Vln I (to end)...
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Text painting: Florid melismas on “gehest” (“goest”) illustrate the variability of one’s chosen path.
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2-note motive
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●Eternal destiny kept in mind at all times (166/2). 
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Scholars have suggested that a second obbligato part—probably a violin—has been lost from surviving parts, which constitute the only original source material. The Trio in G minor for organ (BWV 584) largely corresponds to the instrumental part of the aria. For this reason, a reconstruction was created in 1960 for the Neue Bach Ausgabe. However, BWV 584 has now been judged inauthentic—that it is actually an arrangement (not by Bach) of the aria. See 3rd. edition of BWV catalogue, pp. 437, 705.
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Form:
Ritornello (mm. 1-7) G minor
Lines 1-2 (2x: 7-11) Gm-Dm
Rit (12-13) Gm-Dm
Lines 1-2 (1x: 13-17) Dm
Rit (17-19) Dm-B♭M
Lines 1-2 (3x: 19-28) B♭M-Gm
Rit (28-30) Gm [Fine]
Lines 3-5 (2x: 31-48) B♭M-E♭M
Da capo
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Adagio marking is in original continuo parts.
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Measured steps in the bass...
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Circulo mezzo for "heaven" (see note).
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Figura circulatio; Circulo mezzo. For a discussion of the rhetorical figures circulo (circulatio) and circulo mezzo, see Dietrich Bartel, Musica Poetica. Musical-Rhetorical Figures in German Baroque Music (Omaha: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), pp. 216–219 (with musical examples). 

Athanasius Kircher (1602–1680) writes, “The…circulatio is a musical passage in which the voices appear to move in circular motion, and serves as an expression or words with a circular motion or content, as exemplified by Philippe de Monte in the text; ‘I will arise and surround the city.’” See Musurgia L.8. p. 145, cited in Dietrich Bartel, p. 217.

In this connection, Heinrich Poos observes that Monteverdi used a (fifteen-note) melodic palindrome to set the word “corona” in L’incoronazione di Poppea (see Monteverdi, collected edition, vol. 13, Scena ottava, p. 242, cited in Heinrich Poos, “Christus Coronabit Crucigeros: Hermeneu­tischer Versuch über einen Kanon Johann Sebastian Bachs.” Theologische Bach-Studien I, edited by Walter Blankenburg & Renate Steiger (Neuhausen-Stuttgart: Hänssler, 1987), 91) and that Bach often used semi-circular figures (termed “mezzocircolo” by Poos) to set the words “krönt” or “Krone (See BWV 16/3, m. 24; BWV 12/4, mm. 7–8; cited by Poos, 91). At the beginning of “Et resurrexit” in his B minor Mass, Bach gives the soprano I a 13-note, crown-shaped melodic palindrome (departing from the doubling instruments and crossing below soprano II). 

Regarding the circulo mezzo, Johann Mattheson writes, “The so-called half-circle or circolo mezzo…occurs when the formation of the notes depicts a half-circle, as it were. See Der vollkommene Capellmeister, Hamburg (1739), p. 116, cited in Dietrich Bartel, Musica Poetica. Musical-Rhetorical Figures in German Baroque Music (Omaha: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), 219.
Johann Walther (1684–1748), cousin of J. S. Bach, writes, “A circulo mezzo is a figure which consists of four notes and visually represents the form of a half-circle. See Walther, Musicalisches Lexicon... (Leipzig, 1732), cited in Bartel, p. 219. 

Bach sometimes appears to employ the figura circulatio to indicate stasis or waiting. In 187/1 it in occurs in parallel thirds, first without continuo support in the instrumental introduction, then in somewhat similar form with continuo support on “alles” of “Es wartet alles auf dich.” In the later fugue of BWV 187/1, it appears with the fugue subject (mm. 83–84), then in similar form on the word “sammeln.” It may appear in parallel thirds and sixths in association with heaven, apparently signifying the six-winged angels swirling around God’s throne, singing “Holy, holy, holy” (Isaiah 6:1–8), e.g., in the Sanctus of the B minor Mass, also BWV 86/3, 91/1 (which alludes to the “Gloria in excelsis” of the relevant Gospel reading), 91/5, 91/6 at the final cadence), and the beginning of the St. John Passion. It may be associated with God “holding sway,” as referenced in 93/1—reminiscent of Genesis 1:1: “The Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters.”
	For Helmuth Rilling’s comments regarding the use of this figure in BWV 187/1, see The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures, vol. 1 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 2000), pp. 183–187.   
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The movement is a melancholic song of farewell.
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see note.
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Colossians 3:1–3. If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. For you have died and your life is hid with Christ in God. (Also 2 Corinthians 4:18.)
Matthew 6:19–21 [Jesus]: Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust consume and where thieves break in and steal, but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where neither moth nor rust consumes and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.
1 John 2:15–17. Do not love the world or the things in the world. If any one loves the world, love for the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life, is not of the Father but is of the world. And the world passes away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides for ever. (Also James 4:4.)
Psalm 139:1–2. O Lord, thou hast searched me and known me! Thou knowest when I sit down and when I rise up; thou discernest my thoughts from afar.
Psalm 90:10, 12. The years of our life are threescore and ten, or even by reason of strength fourscore; yet their span is but toil and trouble; they are soon gone, and we fly away…So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom.
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The tenor answers the question of the preceding movement: "I reject the world 
and make heaven my destiny." 
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Expressive melismas on "[der Welt mein Herz nicht] schenken" ([not] "give" the world my heart") suggest that the decision is an emotional one.
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Expressive melisma on "schenken" ("give").
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The opening lines are reminiscent of 1 John 2:15–17: Do not love the world or the things in the world. If any one loves the world, love for the Father is not in him. For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the pride of life, is not of the Father but is of the world. And the world passes away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides for ever. (Also James 4:4.)
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Word painting: Rising scales for "gehe" ("go"); sustained notes for "stehe" ("stand"/stop/rest").
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Rhetorical declamation on the call: "Man, ah, man!"
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The text is reminiscent of Psalm 139:1–2: O Lord, thou hast searched me and known me!
Thou knowest when I sit down and when I rise up; thou discernest my thoughts from afar.
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Ending on a diminished 7th chord suggests a rhetorical 
question rather than a conclusion (see note). 
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Konrad Küster writes, “In the middle section… Bach over-rides the usual two-part structure… [in that] only the second presentation of [the] text leads to a cadence at the end of the question, ‘wo gehst du hin?’ (mm. 40–48); the first presentation aims empties into void [mm. 31–39]—so that, at this point, it seems to be a rhetorical question that does not allow for an actual musical conclusion.” See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 233, translated from the German original. 
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Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Declamatory...

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Exclamatio

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Highlight



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 166

8

mpeau
Typewritten Text
166/3.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
1.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
●Prayer to keep resolve firm until I reach heaven (166/3). 
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This is the third stanza of 9 in the 1582 chorale “Herr Jesu Christ, 
ich weiß gar wohl” by Bartholomäus Ringwald (1530–1598).
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The word change more immediately identifies the speaker with the previous movement.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The hymn melody, sung in unadorned long notes by the soprano, is surrounded by a vigorous unison of violins and violas. The whole movement thereby acquires a somewhat severe quality in accordance with the character of the text." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, p. 317.
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A purposeful headmotive, imitated by the continuo, which then continues with treading 8th notes, underscores the steadfast and consistent resolve of the text. 
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Original chorale words:
So bitt ich dich."
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Figura corta, here a repeated figure of emphatic resolve (see note for more).
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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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Flights of notes in the string obbligato possibly represents the bird leaving its nest, as referenced in the chorale text.
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Hebrews 10:23. Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering (Luther 1545: wanken), for he who promised is faithful.
Hebrews 3:14. We share in Christ, if only we hold our first confidence firm to the end.
Matthew 24:13. But the one who stands firm to the end will be saved (German 1545: Wer aber beharret bis ans Ende, der wird selig).
Revelation 2:10 [Christ]: …Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.
Revelation 3:11 [Christ]: I am coming soon; hold fast what you have, so that no one may seize your crown.
1 Corinthians 15:58. Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain.
Ecclesiastes 12:1, 6–7. Remember…your Creator in the days of your youth, before the…silver cord is snapped…and the dust returns to the earth as it was, and the spirit returns to God who gave it.
2 Corinthians 5:1–4. We know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. Here indeed we groan, and long to put on our heavenly dwelling, so that by putting it on we may not be found naked. For while we are still in this tent, we sigh with anxiety; not that we would be unclothed, but that we would be further clothed, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.
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The text is reminiscent of biblical passages such as
Hebrews 10:23. Let us hold fast the confession of our hope without wavering (Luther 1545: wanken), for he who promised is faithful.
Hebrews 3:14. We share in Christ, if only we hold our first confidence firm to the end.
Matthew 24:13. But the one who stands firm to the end will be saved (German 1545: Wer aber beharret bis ans Ende, der wird selig).
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●Worldly pleasures & life itself can vanish quickly (166/4). 
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Wisdom (Apocrypha) 16:29. The hope of an ungrateful person will melt like wintry frost, and flow away like waste water (Luther 1545: wie ein unnützes Wasser verfließen).
1 John 2:17. The world passes away, and the lust of it; but he who does the will of God abides for ever.
Psalm 49:12–13, 16–20. Man cannot abide in his pomp, he is like the beasts that perish. This is the fate of those who have foolish confidence, the end of those who are pleased with their portion…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.
James 1:10–11. …Like the flower of the grass he will pass away. For the sun rises with its scorching heat and withers the grass; its flower falls, and its beauty perishes. So will the rich man fade away in the midst of his pursuits.
Psalm 39:4–6. Lord, let me know my end, and what is the measure of my days; let me know how fleeting my life is! Behold, thou hast made my days a few handbreadths, and my lifetime is as nothing in thy sight. Surely every man stands as a mere breath! Surely man goes about as a shadow! Surely for nought are they in turmoil; man heaps up, and knows not who will gather. (Also Luke 12:16–21.)
Isaiah 40:6–7. …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. (Also Psalm 102:3, 11, 103:15–16, 1 Peter 1:24–25.)
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●Worldly good fortune can change before nightfall (166/5). 
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Sudden rhythmic regularity and movement to unfamiliar tonal areas underscore the suddenness and inexorability of the fixed hour of death.
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Alfred Dürr writes, “The aria, whose dance character is unmistakable, [Meredith and Little do not list it as a dance] doubtless portrays in its shaking figures the laughter of good fortune, which is also to be heard in the long coloraturas and trills of the voice. With the typical indifference of the baroque musician, Bach here takes advantage of all possibilities for pictorial representation of the ‘affects,’ even though they are contradicted or dismissed by the text. A broad contrast is thereby achieved between the opening movements and the second half of the work: their opposing affects correspond with the textual opposition between heaven and earth.” See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 317.
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Sirach (Apocrypha) 18:25–26. In the time of plenty think of the time of hunger; in the days of wealth think of poverty and need. From morning to evening conditions change, and all things move swiftly before the Lord.
Psalm 62:10. …If riches increase, set not your heart on them.
James 4:13–15. 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.”
Psalm 90:5–6. …[Men] are like a dream, like grass which is renewed in the morning: in the morning it flourishes and is renewed; in the evening it fades and withers.
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.)
Psalm 90:12. [O Lord,] teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom.
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Martin Petzoldt observes that the opening text is reminiscent of a saying by the poet and mime Publilius Syrus (a younger contemporary of Caesar (100–44 BC), whose maxims became very popular. They included “Fortuna vitrea est, tum, quum splendet, frangitur” (“Fortune is fragile like glass, as soon as it shines, it breaks.” (Sententiae 267). See Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 2:854.
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All instruments join the singer's laughter in unison.
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The B section alludes to Sirach (Apocrypha) 18:26: From morning to evening conditions change, and all things move swiftly before the Lord (see note for more). Bach illustrates this idea with unexpected harmonic progressions.
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The chorale “Wer weiß, wie nahe mir mein Ende” (the first stanza of which ends this cantata) has a second stanza that also alludes to Sirach 18:26: “Es kann vor Nachts leicht anders werden, als es am frühen Morgen war” (“Before nightfall it can easily become different from what it was the early morning”).
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This is the first stanza of 12 in the 1686 chorale by Ämilie Juliane, Countess of Schwarzburg-Rudolstadt (1637–1706), see note. Alfred Dürr writes, "After [the] dance-like aria, the solemnity of the concluding chorale, with its prayer ‘Just make my end be good'’ is all the more striking." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, p. 317. Bach sets the chorale very simply. The tune was one of Bach's favorites (see note).
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In the Vopelius hymnal of 1758, the chorale has 12 stanzas. See Vopelius and Carl Gottlob Hofmann, eds., Das Privilegirte Vollständige Und Vermehrte Leipziger Gesangbuch: Darinnen Die Auserlesensten Lieder, Wie Solche In Hiesigen Und Andern Kirchen Gebräuchlich An Der Zahl 1015.... (Leipzig,1758), pp. 380–381. Martin Petzoldt writes that in the Dresden hymnal of 1725, the chorale has 13 stanzas. See Martin Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 2:850–851. 1:481.
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Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten. This chorale appears to have been a favorite of Bach. He quoted the tune in Cantatas 27 (different text), 84 (different text), 88, 166 (different text), 179 (different text), and 197 (different text), and in the chorale preludes BWV 642, 647, 690, and 691 (= an ornamented version in the 1725 Clavier-Büchlein for Anna Magdalena and in the Clavier-Büchlein for Wilhelm Friedemann Bach).
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Ecclesiastes 9:12. Man does not know his time…
Job 14:1–2, 5. Man that is born of 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…His days are determined, and the number of his months is with thee, and thou hast appointed his bounds that he cannot pass…
Psalm 90:3–6. [O Lord,] thou turnest man back to the dust, and sayest, “Turn back, O children of men!” For a thousand years in thy sight are but as yesterday when it is past, or as a watch in the night. Thou dost sweep men away; they are like a dream, like grass which is renewed in the morning: in the morning it flourishes and is renewed; in the evening it fades and withers.
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.
Luke 9:25 [Jesus]: What does it profit a man if he gains the whole world and loses or forfeits himself? (Also Matthew 16:26, Mark 8:36–37.)
Numbers 23:10. …Let me die the death of the righteous, and let my end be like his! (Also Hebrews 13:7.)
Ecclesiastes 7:1–2, 8. …The day of death [is better] than the day of birth. It is better to go to the house of mourning than to go to the house of feasting; for this is the end of all men, and the living will lay it to heart…Better is the end of a thing than its beginning…




