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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/26; BC A157
22. S. after Trinity (BWV 89, 115, 55)
*Phillipians 1:3–11 (Paul’s prayer for the church at Philippi)
*Matthew 18:23–35 (The parable of the unforgiving servant)
Librettist: Unknown; Presumably Christoph Birkmann (see note).
FP: 17 November 1726 (St. Thomas) from Cycle III (see note).
Regarding the origins of the work, see note.
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55/1.
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●Fear of judgment: I recognize my sin (55/1).


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Instrumentation:
Flauto traverso
Oboe/Oboe d'amore (see note)
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo
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Form: Aria (T) - Recit (T) - Aria (T) - Recit (T) - Chorale (SATB)
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Quotaton from Alfred Dürr, revised and translated Richard Jones, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach: p. 618.

Quotation: 
With the exception of the concluding chorale, this work is written for solo tenor (plus instrumental ensemble and continuo) only. Alongside a series of other solo cantatas by Bach, it originated in 1726, receiving its first performance that year on 17 November. Evidently, only the first two movements were then newly composed, however; movements 3–5 were adapted from an older, lost composition—possibly a Passiontide cantata or the lost Weimar Passion of 1717 (BC [Di]). [Note: See Glöckner, KB, NBA I/26, and the same author’s “Neue Spuren zu Bachs ‘Weimarer’ Passion,” Leipziger Beiträge zur Bach-Forschung I (1995), 33–46.] 
	The anonymous librettist refers directly to the Sunday Gospel’s account of the unfaithful steward. The distinctive antithesis of this parable—the mercy of God as opposed to the hard-heartedness of man—recurs in the words of the opening aria, “He is just, I unjust.” And the overall structure of the libretto is stamped with this contrast: two movements each deal with the sinfulness of man (nos. 1–2) and the mercy of God (nos. 3–4). In his description of the omnipresence of God in the second movement, the poet draws upon images from Psalm 139:7–10. The third and fourth movements are interlinked by their common opening line, “Erbarme dich!” (Have mercy!’). These words and the chorale that follows—the sixth verse of the hymn Werde munter, mein Gemüte by Johann Rist (1642)—anticipate the movements with related text in the St. Matthew Passion, which originated not long afterwards. Bach’s setting conspicuously favours woodwind instruments. 
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See side note for passage from Alfred Dürr's book on the Bach cantatas.
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There are only 12 extant church cantatas for solo voice (Soprano: 51, 52, 84, 199; Alto: 35, 54, 169, 170, 200; Tenor: 55; Bass: 56, 82). Bach probably chose the  tenor voice for Cantata 55 because the day's Gospel reading relates the story of Peter asking Jesus how many times he must forgive his brother, whereupon Jesus tells the parable of the unforgiving servant who had been forgiven much. Martin Petzoldt outlines the cantata's symmetrical structure ("Bach-Kommentar" 1:628):
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				              3. T. Aria. Repentence makes one call for mercy.
			             2. T. Recit. Flight from God      4. T. Recit. Turning to God 
		                1. T. Aria. God is just, I am unjust.	    5. Chorale. God's grace is greater than my sin.		
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The throbbing/undulating rhythm in compound meter and minor mode is reminiscent of the opening of the St. Matthew Passion, portraying an attitude of lament. 
"The refrains within the text made it possible to conflate elements of da capo form with rounded binary form." (David Schulenberg in "Oxford Composer 
Companions. J. S. Bach," 225). The rising lines suggest increasing anxiety, perhaps also "heaped up sins" (see side note for possible biblical allusion). 
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"In the opening aria, obbligato flute and oboe d’amore play together as a pair with frequent parallel thirds and sixths, as do the first and second violins. Together with the continuo, a five-part texture thus emerges, which is expanded to six parts upon the 
entry of the tenor voice. The polyphonic web of parts, in conjunction with a preference
	            for treble pitch (there is no viola part) and the exposed high
	            tessitura of much of the tenor part, not only results in an extraordinarily rich texture, it also conjures up an impression of the writhing sinner 
who in vain revolts against his burden of sin, since he is unable to free himself from 
it." (Dürr/Jones, "The Cantatas of J. S. Bach,"  618.
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D pedal...
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The libretto is in the first person throughout, making the cantata individualistic and personal. It has been associated with the voice of Peter, who is a central figure in the day's Gospel reading and who "wept bitterly" in repentance after denying Jesus in the Passion account. The vocal range is very high, intensifying the overall effect.
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Many of the surviving works from Cycle III (discounting exceptions such as BWV 19, Es erhub sich ein Streit, for St. Michaels Day, 29 September 1726) seem to have been designed to conserve Bach’s time and the energy of his forces. Many have only five movements (BWV 170, 47, 56, 129, 98, 55, 58, 82, 157, 84). Solo cantatas and duet cantatas (sometimes with a simple four-part chorale at the end) abound: BWV 13, 170, 35, 169, 56, 49 (a duet cantata), 55, 52, 58 (a dialogue cantata for soprano and bass with nothing for ensemble), 82, 157 (featuring tenor and bass), and 84. In the cantatas for two voices, arias are sometimes combined with sung chorales (49/6, 58/1, 58/5). Such chorale-arias appear also in later works (156/2, 158/2, 159/1). BWV 98 has an opening chorus only and its demands are minimal. Several cantatas open with sinfonias (often substantial) adapted from earlier instrumental works (as had already been the case with 110/1 for Christmas Day). Examples include BWV 146 (which also has at least one vocal movement adapted from the same instrumental model), 35 (two sinfonias and one vocal movement adapted from previous instrumental works), 169, 49, 52, and 188. Organ obbligatos, perhaps played by Bach himself, are also characteristic of Cycle III.
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E-flat major
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The libretto's psychological progression from anguished feelings of guilt to relief and comfort (found in the assurance of divine forgiveness) is reflected in Bach's music. In the opening movement, the exchanges of oscillating figures between woodwinds and strings suggest the speaker's conscience-stricken internal dialogue, reminiscent of Romans 2:15–16: "They show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus."

The oscillating figures apparently depict vacillation and are reminiscent of BWV 105/5, where quaking 16ths in the strings and an oscillating figure in the oboe depict the text, "Wie zittern und wanken der Sünder Gedanken" (How the sinner's thoughts tremble and vacillate).
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Revelation 18:5: "Her sins are heaped high as heaven, and God has remembered her iniquities.
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Text Box
Exchanges between 2 woodwinds & 2 violins (in 6ths and 3rds) are like an internal conversation. 
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See side note.
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Bach sometimes uses oscillating figures to depict vacillation (see side note).
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Last changed: 31 December 2025.
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A Cantata of Penitence (Only Cantata for Solo Tenor).
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In the introduction to the Carus edition of BWV 55, Felix Loy, with translation by David Kosviner) writes, “Bach composed the cantata Ich armer Mensch, ich Sündenknecht BWV 55 for the 22nd Sunday after Trinity,
1 November 1726.[1] …The evidence provided by the text, as well as musical evidence contained in the sources suggest that movements 3–5 are from an earlier composition: in the first two movements, the autograph score is hastily written and full of corrections (first draft), whereas the subsequent movements have the appearance of a fair copy. In movements 3–5, there are numerous discrepancies between the original parts and the score. The former must have been copied from another, no longer extant original. It is probable that Bach copied movements 3–5 into the score from the earlier original at a later date (for a repeat performance perhaps), making slight alterations in the process.
	“Andreas Glöckner suspects that the lost manuscript may be a passion music or passion cantata, composed before 1723, i.e., before Bach moved to Leipzig. It is also possible that the final chorale originated from yet another (likewise lost) composition than the 3rd and 4th movements.[3]
	“At the same time, these three movements seem to point towards Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, which was composed shortly after this cantata for Good Friday 1727. The words ‘Erbarme dich’ occur again there at a central place, as does the chorale strophe ‘Bin ich gleich von dir gewichen.’”
	
1. Alfred Dürr, Zur Chronologie der Leipziger Vokalwerke J. S. Bachs, Kassel, 21976, p. 91.

See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas and Motets (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 5, p. 10 (Felix Loy, translation by David Kosviner).
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In the introduction to the Carus edition of BWV 55, Felix Loy, with translation by David Kosviner) writes, “In the first movement, right away the four instrumental parts in the same high register (without viola) are combined with the, at times, extremely high range of the tenor voice to create a dense musical texture which, reinforced by frequent chromaticism, depicts with equal vividness the ‘tangle of sins’ and the fervid, albeit ineffective attempts of the sinner to escape them.” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas and Motets (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 5, p. 10 (Felix Loy, translation by David Kosviner).
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Felix Loy, with translation by David Kosviner) writes, “Concerning the scoring of the oboe part in the first movement, the autograph score indicates Hautbois, whereas the title page, which is also an autograph, indicates Hautbois d’Amour. The tessitura of the music makes the part suitable for both instruments.” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas and Motets (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 5, p. 10 (Felix Loy, translation by David Kosviner).
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Christoph Birkmann (1703–1771) was a student of mathematics and theology. From 1724 until 1727 (with 2 absences), he lived in Leipzig, where participated in Bach's collegia musica. 

According to Christine Blanken, "In Leipzig [Birkmann] attended lectures in law and theology, but . . . he seems to have been specially interested in mathematics, and particularly drawn to the research of a young professor named Christian August Hausen (1693–1743). Birkmann and professor Hausen co-authored a mathematical disputation, which they published in Leipzig in the summer of 1726: De motu solis circa propriam axem (The motion of the sun around its own axis). It was a study of the spherical geometry about the sun’s rotation, measured by means of sunspots, which was Hausen’s area of expertise."

"As early as autumn 1728 he had published a collection of cantata-texts: Gott-geheiligte Sabbaths-Zehnden (God-devoted Sunday Tithes). This collection comprises 71 cantata texts for the entire liturgical year. . . . As many as 30 librettos relate to performances at Leipzig’s principal churches, and of these at least 21 are known to be texts for Bach Cantatas. Birkmann also includes a complete libretto for a substantial Passion for Good Friday. This corresponds to Bach’s Leipzig St. John Passion from 1725."

"At least 18 of the 30 cantata texts in the Sabbaths-Zehnden were not written by Birkmann. These texts were published before Birkmann arrived in Leipzig, originating from cycles that were printed earlier, such as by Salomo Franck or Georg Christian Lehms, or originating from cycles belonging to the Meiningen annual cycles, first published in 1704."

"Arguably the most important aspect for Bach studies in the discovery of the Birkmann 1728 book, is the existence of eight solo or dialogue cantata librettos, because Birkmann can be identified as their author with a high degree of probability. [The cantatas are BWV 169, 56, 49, 98, 66, and 52, 58, and 82.] It is striking that the texts form a group of stylistically homogenous works, which was expanded by two further works that seem to continue the series after New Year in 1727."

With regard to BWV 56, Blanken writes, "The motif of the cross-staff highlights a connection between Birkmann’s strong mathematical and geographical interests, and his theological ambitions, which developed during this time. But what exactly is the titular cross-staff? . . . Already in 1985 . . . Gustav Adolf Theill . . . explained that the cross-staff was a nautical device used to determine distances and positional co-ordinates. It was a precursor of the sextant, which was not invented until about 1730."

See "A Cantata-Text Cycle of 1728 from Nuremberg: a Preliminary Report on a Discovery relating to J. S. Bach’s so-called 'Third Annual Cantata Cycle'," Understanding Bach 10 (2015): 9–30, citing Gustav Adolph Theill, "Neues zur Kreuzstabkantate," Musik & Kirche, 55/5 (1985), 226–30. 

Expanded article: Christine Blanken, "Christoph Birkmanns Kantatenzyklus 'GOtt-geheiligte Sabbaths-Zehnden' von 1728 und die Leipziger Kirchenmusik unter J. S. Bach in den Jahren 1724–1727," Bach-Jahrbuch 2015, pp. 13–74.
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High tessitura for tenor and a chromatic line, suggesting desperation.
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6-part texture
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G minor
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D minor 
(For the significance of D minor, see side note.)
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D minor is of particular interest, since Martin Luther equated the second tone (secundus tonus—apparently referring to the hypodorian mode) with “poor, weak sinner.” Eyolf Østrem documents various iterations of Luther’s statements. See Østrem, Eyolf, “Luther, Josquin and des finken gesang” in The Arts and the Cultural Heritage of Martin Luther (special issue of the journal Transfiguration, Nordic Journal of Christianity and the Arts, replaces issue 4/1), ed. Nils Holger Peterson (Museum Tusculanum Press, 2002): 61. Eric Chafe understands Luther’s term in this way, writing simply that Luther “called the Dorian mode an analog of ‘poor weak sinner’ because of its use of the variable B fa/mi.” See Tonal Allegory, 39. See also Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas, p. 267n33 and p. 98 (where he writes “hypodorian”).
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Allusion to Jesus words in John 8:34: "…Every one who commits sin is a slave to sin (Luther 1545: der sünden Knecht)." Indirect allusion also to the day's Gospel reading, Matthew 18:23–26: "The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. When he began the reckoning, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents; and as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. So The servant fell on his knees, imploring him, 'Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.'” 
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B-flat major
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E-flat major
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For biblical
background,
see note.
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John 8:34. …Every one who commits sin is a slave to sin (Luther 1545: der sünden Knecht).
*Matthew 18:23–34. The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a king who wished to settle accounts with his servants. When he began the reckoning, one was brought to him who owed him ten thousand talents; and as he could not pay, his lord ordered him to be sold, with his wife and children and all that he had, and payment to be made. So the servant fell on his knees, imploring him, “Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” And out of pity for him the lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt (Luther 1545: Schuld). But that same servant as he went out came upon one of his fellow servants who owed him a hundred denarii, and seizing him by the throat he said, “Pay what you owe.” So his fellow servant fell down and besought him, “Have patience with me, and I will pay you.” He refused and went and put him in prison till he should pay the debt. When his fellow servants saw what had taken place, they were greatly distressed, and they went and reported to their lord all that had taken place. Then his lord summoned him and said to him, “You wicked servant! I forgave you all that debt because you besought me; and should not you have had mercy on your fellow servant, as I had mercy on you?” And in anger his lord delivered him to the jailers, till he should pay all his debt.
Romans 14:10, 12. …We shall all stand before the judgment seat of God…Each of us shall give account of himself to God. (Also 2 Corinthians 5:10.)
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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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B-flat major
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A major
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A pedal...
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"Vokaleinbau"
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Very long, difficult passage, 
rising to high B-flat...
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Text painting: Chromaticism for "I appear before God with fear and trembling."
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Descending chromatic line for "with fear and trembling into judgment" (cf. mm. 117–118).
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Ritornello. Role of instruments is reversed.
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"Vokaleinbau" (voice inserted into instrumental fabric of the ritornello)
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Diminished 7th chord for "unjust/unrighteous."
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Diminished 7th chord for "unjust/unrighteous."
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"Vokaleinbau" (voice inserted into instrumental fabric of the ritornello)
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Text painting: Chromaticism from previous phrase on "Zittern" (trembling) reappears on the opening text. Compare mm. from mm. 50–52.
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Descending chromatic line for "with fear and trembling into judgment" (cf. mm. 57–58).
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●Fear of judgment: My sin is great, where can I flee? (55/2). 
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Allusion to Psalm 139:7–12: [O Lord,] whither shall I go from thy Spirit? Or whither shall I flee from thy presence? If I ascend to heaven, thou art there! If I make 
my bed in Sheol (Luther 1545: Hölle), thou art there! If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even there thy hand shall lead 
me, and thy right hand shall hold me. If I say, “Let only darkness cover me, and the light about me be night,” even the darkness is not dark to thee, the night is 
bright as the day; for darkness is as light with thee.
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C minor (for the significance of C, see side note). 
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Allusion to scriptures such as Deuteronomy 5:33: You shall walk in all the way which the Lord your God has commanded you, that you may live…
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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.
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Text painting: "acted against God" depicted with clash of D-flat against C.
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Text painting: Rising fast notes for fleeing from God.
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For word-for-word translations, see Unger, Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts.
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Deuteronomy 5:33. You shall walk in all the way which the Lord your God has commanded you, that you may live… (Also Deuteronomy 11:26–28.)
Ezekiel 11:12 [God]: …You have not walked in my statutes, nor executed my ordinances…
Jeremiah 3:25. Let us lie down in our shame, and let our dishonor cover us; for we have sinned against the Lord our God…we have not obeyed the voice of the Lord our God.
Luke 15:21. The [prodigal] son said to [his father], “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.”
Psalm 76:7. But thou, [O Lord,] terrible art thou! Who can stand before thee when once thy anger is roused?
Nahum 1:6. Who can stand before his indignation? Who can endure the heat of his anger? His wrath is poured out like fire, and the rocks are broken asunder by him.
Psalm 139:7–12. [O Lord,] whither shall I go from thy Spirit? Or whither shall I flee from thy presence? If I ascend to heaven, thou art there! If I make my bed in Sheol (Luther 1545: Hölle), thou art there! If I take the wings of the morning and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even there thy hand shall lead me, and thy right hand shall hold me. If I say, “Let only darkness cover me, and the light about me be night,” even the darkness is not dark to thee, the night is bright as the day; for darkness is as light with thee.
Jeremiah 23:23–24. Am I a God at hand, says the Lord, and not a God afar off? Can a man hide himself in secret places so that I cannot see him? says the Lord. Do I not fill heaven and earth? says the Lord. (Also Jonah 1:3.)
Psalm 89:30–32. If his children forsake my law and do not walk according to my ordinances, if they violate my statutes and do not keep my commandments, then I will punish their transgression with the rod [Luther 1545: Rute) and their iniquity with scourges.
Deuteronomy 28:15, 37. If you will not obey the voice of the Lord your God or be careful to do all his commandments and his statutes which I command you this day, then all these curses shall come upon you and overtake you…And you shall become a horror (Luther 1545: Scheusal), a proverb, and a byword, among all the peoples where the Lord will lead you away.
Revelation 6:15–17. …Every one, slave and free, hid in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains, calling to the mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb; for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand before it?” (Also Isaiah 2:19, Hosea 10:8, Luke 23:30.)
Numbers 16:31–35. As [Moses] finished speaking all these words, the ground under them split asunder; and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up, with their households and all the men that belonged to Korah and all their goods. So they and all that belonged to them went down alive into Sheol (Luther 1545: Hölle); and the earth closed over them, and they perished from the midst of the assembly. And all Israel that were round about them fled at their cry; for they said, “Lest the earth swallow us up!” And fire came forth from the Lord, and consumed the two hundred and fifty men offering the incense. (Also Psalm 21:9.)
Revelation 14:7. And [an angel] said with a loud voice, “Fear God and give him glory, for the hour of his judgment has come…”
Revelation 20:11–12. I saw a great white throne and him who sat upon it; from his presence earth and sky fled away, and no place was found for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Also another book was opened, which is the book of life. And the dead were judged by what was written in the books, by what they had done.
Psalm 33:13–15. The Lord looks down from heaven, he sees all the sons of men; from where he sits enthroned he looks forth on all the inhabitants of the earth, he who fashions the hearts of all, and observes all their deeds.
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Apparent allusion to Numbers 16:31–34: As [Moses] finished speaking all these words, the ground under them split asunder; and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up, with their households and all the men that belonged to Korah and all their goods. So they and all that belonged to them went down alive into Sheol (Luther 1545: Hölle); and the earth closed over them, and they perished from the midst of the assembly. And all Israel that were round about them fled at their cry; for they said, “Lest the earth swallow us up!” 
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Apparent allusion to Deuteronomy 28:15, 37: If you will not obey the voice of the Lord your God or be careful to do all his commandments and his statutes which I command you this day, then all these curses shall come upon you and overtake you…And you shall become a horror (Luther 1545: Scheusal), a proverb, and a byword, among all the peoples where the Lord will lead you away.
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●Prayer: Have mercy on me, a sinner, for Jesus’ sake (55/3). This movement may have originated 
earlier—the manuscript score shows it to have been entered as a fair copy.
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The call for mercy, "Erbarme dich" (with which the both sections of the aria begin, as well as the text of the following recitative) presumably alludes to the Gospel reading of the day, Matthew 18:26: "The servant fell on his knees, imploring [his master], “Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” Alfred Dürr
			 refers to the "ever-changing melodic garb of the words 'Erbarme dich,' [extending] into the following movement." (Dürr/Jones, 619). 
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"Here...we find the gesture of beseeching, which is musically represented by a rising leap of a sixth and then a falling step of a second, by expressive, virtuoso flute passage-work, and by the frequent use of the Neapolitan-sixth chord." (Dürr/Jones, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 619.
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David Schulenberg writes, "In a departure from Bach's usual practice, his autograph score gives a later version of the last three movements than do the original performing parts. An appendix in the NBA gives the second aria in the earlier version, which is slightly less florid at the beginning of the B section." Oxford Composer Companions. J. S. Bach, 225.
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*Matthew 18:26–27. The servant fell on his knees, imploring [his master], “Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” And out of pity for him the lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt.
Deuteronomy 4:24. The Lord your God is a devouring fire, a jealous God (Luther 1545: ein eifriger Gott).
Luke 18:13. [A] tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, “God be merciful to me a sinner!”
Luke 7:37–38, 44, 47–48. And behold, a woman of the city, who was a sinner, when she learned that [Jesus] was at table in the Pharisee’s house, brought an alabaster flask of ointment, and standing behind him at his feet, weeping, she began to wet his feet with her tears, and wiped them with the hair of her head, and kissed his feet, and anointed them with the ointment…Then turning toward the woman he said to Simon, “Do you see this woman?…I tell you, her sins, which are many, are forgiven, for she loved much; but he who is forgiven little, loves little.” And he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” (Also John 11:2, John 12:1–8, Mark 14:1–9.)
Psalm 51:17. The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise.
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Felix Loy, with translation by David Kosviner) writes, “The second aria is characterized by the exclamatio figure, an ascending minor sixth symbolizing a fervent entreaty for mercy. The extremely virtuosic and expressive flute part lends heightened intensity to this entreaty.” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas and Motets (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 5, p. 10 (Felix Loy, translation by David Kosviner).


Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 55

12

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Ritornello

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
N6

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C(7)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G# dm.7



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 55

13

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Bach repeats the second poetic couplet, presumably because it is theologically more important (Jesus' advocacy is more 
persuasive than the poet's. A dramatic rest is used to underscore the plea that God's anger be stilled.
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●Atonement: In judgment I plead Christ’s saving work (55/4). 
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(The mood is now positive. See side note.)
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The opening "Erbarme dich" (which also begins both sections of the previous aria) presumably alludes to the Gospel reading, Matthew 18:26: The servant fell on his knees, imploring, “Lord, have patience with me, and I will pay you everything.” Compare the motive with "Erbarm es Gott" in the St. Matthew Passion. 
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After the initial prayer for mercy, the poet continues with a self-exhoration rich in theological references, including a reminder that Christ paid for sins (reminiscent of Jesus' parable in the Gospel reading, in which the king pays his servant's impossibly large debt) and of passages such as Hebrews 4:14–16, which explains Christ's advocacy on behalf of humans before God the Father (see side note). The high vocal tessitura adds intensifies the effect.
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Luke 15:18. I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you …”
John 5:22–24 [Jesus]: The Father judges no one, but has given all judgment to the Son, that all may honor the Son, even as they honor the Father. He who does not honor the Son does not honor the Father who sent him. Truly, truly, I say to you, he who hears my word and believes him who sent me, has eternal life; he does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life.
Deuteronomy 43:4–6. A God of faithfulness and without iniquity, just and right is he (Luther 1545: gerecht und fromm ist er)…is he not your father…?
1 John 4:16–18. So we know and believe the love God has for us…In this is love perfected with us, that we may have confidence for the day of judgment…There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. For fear has to do with punishment, and he who fears is not perfected in love.
Romans 8:1. There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.
Romans 8:33–34. Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies; who is to condemn? Is it Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised from the dead, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us?
Hebrews 4:14–16. Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we have not a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.
Romans 5:8–10. God shows his love for us in that while we were yet sinners Christ died for us. Since, therefore, we are now justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God. For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.
Galatians 3:13. Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law, having become a curse for us—for it is written, “Cursed be every one who hangs on a tree.” (Also 1 Peter 3:18.)
1 Peter 1:18–19. You know that you were ransomed from the futile ways inherited from your fathers, not with perishable things such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb without blemish or spot. (Also Revelation 5:9.)
*Matthew 18:26–27. The servant fell on his knees, imploring [his master], “Lord, have patience (Luther 1545: Geduld) with me…” And out of pity for him the lord of that servant released him and forgave him the debt (Luther 1545: Schuld). 
John 8:10–11. Jesus looked up and said to [the woman caught in adultery], “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” She said, “No one, Lord.” And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you; go, and do not sin again.” (Also John 5:14.)
Romans 6:1–2. What shall we say then? Are we to continue in sin that grace may abound? By no means! How can we who died to sin still live in it?
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Possible allusion to the prodigal son, who said, "I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you.'” (Luke 15:18).
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J. S. Bach’s contemporary, the theorist Johann Mattheson (1681–1764), wrote on the affective properties of various keys in 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. 231ff. 

Regarding minor versus major, he writes, “Diejenigen / die da meinen / es stecke das gantze Geheimniß in der Teria minore oder majore, und darthun wollen / daß alle molle Tohne / in genere davon zu reden / nothwendig traurig sind / hergegen aber / daß alle dure Tohne gemeiniglich eine lustige Eigenschafft hegen / haben zwar nicht in allen gar zu grosses Unrecht / sie sind aber in der Untersuchung noch nicht weit gekommen.” [p. 232]

[Those who think that the whole secret lies in minor thirds or major thirds, and want to show that all minor tones, to speak of it in general, are necessarily sad, but on the other hand, that all major tones generally have a merry characteristic, are not so very wrong in general, but they have not yet come far in the investigation.]


Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
NBA: für

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
NBA: dem

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
NBA: für

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text

B-flat 7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat 7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
(C# dim.7)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat 7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Text painting: Harmonic turn for repentance.
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●Prayer of repentance, returning to God (55/5). This is the 6th stanza of 12 in the 1642 chorale "Werde munter, mein Gemüte" by Johann Rist (1607–1667). 
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The reference to Christ's atoning sacrifice, reconciling sinners with God, connects this chorale stanza to the previous movement.
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The reference to turning back to God is reminiscent of Jesus' statement in Matthew 18:3: "Unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven."
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The closing chorale acts as a catechismal response by the congregation. The simplicity of its setting suggests a child-like faith and assurance. Compare the setting of this same stanza in the St. Matthew Passion.
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Malachi 3:7. From the days of your fathers you have turned aside from my statutes and have not kept them. Return to me, and I will return to you, says the Lord of hosts…
Matthew 18:3 [Jesus]: Unless you turn and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven.
1 Peter 2:25. You were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Guardian of your souls.
Luke 15:20–21. And [the prodigal son] arose and came to his father. But while he was yet at a distance, his father saw him and had compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed him. And the son said to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.”
Isaiah 53:6. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all.
Colossians 1:19–22. For in [Christ] all the fulness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross. And you, who once were estranged and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and blameless and irreproachable before him.
Romans 5:2, 20. Through [Christ] we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand, and we rejoice in our hope of sharing the glory of God… Where sin increased, grace abounded all the more. (Also 1 Peter 3:18.)
Romans 7:18, 24–25. For I know that nothing good dwells within me, that is, in my flesh…Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!…
1 Timothy 1:15–16. The saying is sure and worth of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. And I am the foremost of sinners; but I received mercy…that…Jesus Christ might display his perfect patience for an example to those who were to believe in him for eternal life.
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