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Introduction and updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/13; BC A82
Pentecost (BWV 172, 59, 74, 34)
*Acts 2:1–13 (Outpouring of the Holy Spirit)
*John 14:23–31 (Jesus’ farewell; he promises to 
send the Holy Spirit)
Librettist: Erdmann Neumeister
TC: 16 May 1723; FP: 28 May 1724 (with BWV 172 at St. Nicholas). 
Note: Bach began official church duties in Leipzig on 30 May, 
the first Sunday after Trinity, when he presented BWV 75. 
Perhaps he wrote BWV 59 earlier because he was 
expecting to be working at the main
churches by Pentecost (11 May, 1723). 
Alternatively, he may have performed 
BWV 59 at the University 
Church on that day, since he 
began work there at that time.
See "New Bach Reader," 119c;
Wolff, "J. S. Bach, the Learned
Musician," 242–43, 269.
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1.
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Instrumentation:
Tromba I, II
Timp
Vln I, II
Vla
SB
Continuo
Organo

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C major (for the significance of C, see side note).

Microsoft Account
Sticky Note
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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Form: Duet (S/B) - Recit (S) - Chorale - Aria (B). The libretto, written by Erdmann  
Neumeister, who published it in 1714 as part of a yearly cycle of cantata texts called 
"Geistliche Poesien mit untermischten Biblischen Sprüchen und Choralen auf alle 
Sonn- und Festtage" (Spiritual Poetry with Biblical Sayings and Chorales Intermixed 
for all Sundays and Feast Days), originally intended for Georg Philipp Telemann, had 
7 movements in all (no. 5. chorale, no. 6 recitative, no. 7 aria). Bach set only the first 
4 movements, ending without a chorale (unusual). While Bach's autograph score
ends with no. 4, the autograph parts have markings suggesting something more
	       was to come (see images below and side note). 
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Neumeister's complete 7-movement libretto can be seen in his Fünffache Kirchen-Andachten: bestehend in theils eintzeln, theils niemahls gedruckten Arien, Cantaten und Oden auf alle Sonn- und Fest-Tage des gantzen Jahres (Leipzig, 1717), pp. 279-281. Martin Petzoldt reproduces the whole libretto in Bach-Kommentar 2:974–75.

Scholars have proposed various ways to "complete" the cantata: repeat the chorale, no. 3, using a different stanza, change the order of the movements to end with the existing chorale, add a setting of the chorale that Neumeister's libretto has as no. 5 (perhaps using BWV 6, movement 6), etc. It is possible that Bach considered the work complete with the present 4 movements. 

The original autograph score and performing parts can be viewed at https://www.bach-digital.de/servlets/solr/select?q=%2BobjectType%3A%22work%22+%2B%28musicrepo_work01%3A%22bwv+59%22+musicrepo_work01shelfmark%3A%22bwv+59%22+musicrepo_work02%3A%22bwv+59%22%29+%2Bcategory%3A%22BachDigital_class_00000006%5C%3A0001%22&fl=id%2CreturnId%2CobjectType&sort=musicrepo_worksort01+asc&version=4.5&mask=&start=0&fl=id&rows=1&XSL.Style=browse&origrows=25

Accessed 22 March 2023.
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The first movement appears again in Cantata 74 (1725), 
where Bach sets it for 4 voices, 3 trumpets, timpani, 2 oboes 
plus oboe da caccia, strings, and continuo. The movement is
		    characterized by constant tonal
		    tonal oscillation between a major key 
and its dominant (especially C major and G major), presumably
to depict the conditional nature of the biblical statement. 

Microsoft Account
Text Box
The text is the opening statement in the day's Gospel reading (see side note). Bach sets the complete text 5 times, the first 4 times as canons. Whereas Bach often used canons to depict discipleship (the imitatio Christi), here they are perhaps better understood as a representation of the interdependency of the relationship. 
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John 14: 23–31.
Jesus answered him, “If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him. 24 He who does not love me does not keep my words; and the word which you hear is not mine but the Father’s who sent me.
25 “These things I have spoken to you, while I am still with you. 26 But the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you. 27 Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you; not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid. 28 You heard me say to you, ‘I go away, and I will come to you.’ If you loved me, you would have rejoiced, because I go to the Father; for the Father is greater than I. 29 And now I have told you before it takes place, so that when it does take place, you may believe. 30 I will no longer talk much with you, for the ruler of this world is coming. He has no power over me; 31 but I do as the Father has commanded me, so that the world may know that I love the Father. Rise, let us go hence.

Footnotes
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Statement 1. CM-GM
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Ritornello's head motive is derived 
from vocal line ("He who loves me")
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See note for Alfred Dürr's
description of the first 
movement.
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"The opening duet begins with a short instrumental prelude, whose head-motive then serves as the opening of all the vocal passages. The duet itself is divided into five sections, each of which presents the entire text: the first four canonic, though with frequent intervallic alteration, in the keys C–G, C–a, a–d and F–C, and the fifth homophonic, in parallel sixths, in the key of C. The fourth section is, except in the instruments, a subdominant transposition of the first, which gives the impression of an implied reprise, and the fifth section follows by way of coda. The instrumental accompaniment is independent and—apart from the frequent repetition of the head-motive—unthematic. The answering phrase of the instrumental prelude acquires no significance at all during the movement, and the postlude is even given a new answering phrase, which likewise displays no thematic connection with what precedes it."
See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones, p. 351.
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The 3 trumpets are used antiphonally, under-scoring the 
relational/conditional nature of Jesus' promise.
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Strings (Vln I with head motive)
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realization of continuo
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Bach re-used movements 1 & 4 in BWV 74/1 & 2 (different text in 74/2).
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Though the text is the Vox Christi, it is set as a dialogue 
	     between the Soul and Christ.
	     ●Promise of God’s indwelling: John 14:23 (59/1).
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Continuo has walking bass.
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Vln I & 2 have sequentially descending lines.
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The soprano (Soul) often leads the bass (the Vox Christi), emphasizing the initiative of the soul (which, however, needs constant reminding). See Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 2:977.
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Last changed: 2 December 2025.
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For word-for-word translations, see Unger, Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts.
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For biblical
background,
see note.
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*John 14:16–20, 23, 26. I will pray the Father, and he will give you another Counselor, to be with you for ever, even the Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows him; you know him, for he dwells with you, and will be in you. I will not leave you desolate; I will come to you. Yet a little while, and the world will see me no more, but you will see me; because I live, you will live also. In that day you will know that I am in my Father, and you in me, and I in you… If a man loves me, he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him…The Counselor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things, and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you.
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Incomplete Cantata for Pentecost; Opening Duet Reworked in BWV 74.
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Statement 2. CM-Am. The bass (Vox Christi) leads, as if to remind the Soul.
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Word painting: Sustained notes for "hold."
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Statement 3.
Am-Dm.
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Statement 4.
FM-CM.
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The 4th statement essentially repeats the first one on the subdominant, though the order of voices is not the always same and the instrumental lines are different. It acts as a kind of reprise, with the 5th statement functioning like a coda (see note at beginning).
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Compare m. 10, where the soprano leads. Here the Vox Christi leads, as if to remind the soul.
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Trp I with head motive
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In the bass performing part, this movement ends at the bottom of a page with a note that the soprano sings a recitative next and the word "Volti" to turn the page. A similar marking appears at the end of no. 4 (see below), with the remaining 10 staves empty. In each case, 9 measures of rest are incorrectly indicated. The tenor part consists of the chorale (no. 3) then, at the end, “Basso solo tacet" and “Volti” below that (see below). The next page of the tenor part is numbered and lined but blank. There is no autograph alto part. These markings may suggest that the piece was intended to have more than 4 movements.
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Statement 5. CM-CM. The fifth statement of the text functions like a coda. It is set homophonically, in parallel sixths and octaves to suggest sweet and complete union of the believer and Jesus (unio mystica).
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Ritornello extended; concerto-like interplay between strings and trumpets. See full score.
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●Pentecost: God honors mortals by indwelling them (59/2).
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Diminished 7th chord for "dust."
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The first person plural of the preceding movement's text is understood trinitarily, a doctrine reinforced by biblical passages such as Ephesians 3:14–19 (see side note). The following Sunday is Trinity Sunday, beginning the 
Trinity season. Bach emphasizes the concept by giving the highest note to the word "and."; descending line for entering human hearts.
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Ephesians 4:14–19. For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, 15 from whom every family in heaven and on earth is named, 16 that according to the riches of his glory he may grant you to be strengthened with might through his Spirit in the inner man, 17 and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being rooted and grounded in love, 18 may have power to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth, 19 and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be filled with all the fulness of God.
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Phrygian cadence, commonly used  for questions.
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Translation: O, what kind of honors are those, to which Jesus places us?
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A question of amazement 
(related to the day's Gospel 
reading of Jesus' promise 
for divine indwelling and the
Pentecost account of the 
Holy Spirit's descent on the 
believers in Jerusalem) is 
asked, then repeated in 
some form 3 more times,
ending with a wish related 
to the previous 
movement's text 
("He who loves 
me...").
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He who reckons us so worthy,
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that he promises, with Father and the Holy Ghost,
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into our hearts to enter. 
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O, what kind of honors are those?
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Man is (but) dust, 
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The text is reminiscent of the day's Gospel and Epistle readings (see above), but 
also to biblical passages such as Psalm 144:3–4. O Lord, what is man that thou dost regard him, or the son of man that thou dost think of him: Man is 
like a breath, his days are like a passing shadow; Psalm 103:14. [God] knows our frame; he remembers that we are dust; Ecclesiastes 2:23. All [man's] 
days are full of pain, and his work is a vexation..."
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"Halo" of strings to suggest God's presence. The Vln I rises to C major, suggest heavenly honors.
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Psalm 8:3–5. [O Lord,] when I look at thy heavens, the work of thy fingers, the moon and the stars which thou hast established; what is man that thou art mindful of him, and the son of man that thou dost care for him? Yet thou hast made him little less than God, and dost crown him with glory and honor. 1 John 3:1. See what love the Father has given us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are…
John 1:12. To all who received [Christ], who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God.
Revelation 3:20 [Christ]: Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if any one hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me.
*John 14:23 [Jesus]: …We will come to him and make our home with him.
*Acts 2:1–4. When the day of Pentecost had come, they were all together in one place. And suddenly a sound came from heaven like the rush of a mighty wind, and it filled all the house where they were sitting. And there appeared to them tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance.
Ephesians 3:16–17. That according to the riches of his glory [the Father] may grant you to be strengthened with might through his Spirit in the inner man, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith … 
Psalm 144:3–4. O Lord, what is man that thou dost regard him, or the son of man that thou dost think of him: Man is like a breath, his days are like a passing shadow.
Psalm 103:14–16. [God] knows our frame; he remembers that we are dust. 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.
Psalm 90:3, 5–6, 9–10, 12. [O Lord,] thou turnest man back to the dust, and sayest, “Turn back, O children of men!”…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…For all our days pass away under thy wrath, our years come to an end like a sigh. The years of our life are threescore and ten, or even by reason of strength fourscore; yet their span is but toil and trouble (Luther 1545: Mühe und Arbeit); they are soon gone, and we fly away…So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom.
Romans 8:20–21. For the creation was subjected to futility (Luther 1545: Eitelkeit)…[It] will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God.
Ecclesiastes 3:20. All go to one place; all are from the dust, and all turn to dust again. 
Ecclesiastes 2:23. All [man’s] days are full of pain, and his work is a vexation...
Job 14:1–2. 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. (Also Job 5:7.)
Isaiah 57:15. Thus says the high and lofty One who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy: “I dwell in the high and holy place, and also with him who is of a contrite and humble spirit, to revive the spirit of the humble, and to revive the heart of the contrite.”
Ezekiel 37:26–27 [God]: I will make a covenant of peace with them…My dwelling place shall be with them; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. (Also Isaiah 54:10, Jeremiah 24:7, 31:31–33, Ezekiel 11:19–20, 37:26–27, Hebrews 8:7–11.)
2 Corinthians 6:16, 18. …We are the temple of the living God; as God said, “I will live in them and move among them, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people…I will be a father to you, and you shall be my sons and daughters…”
John 14:23 [Jesus]: …If a man loves me…my Father will love him, and we will come to him and make our home with him.
Matthew 22:37–38. …You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart…This is the great and first commandment.
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This is the first stanza of a chorale by Martin Luther (1483–1546), based on the Latin "Veni Creator Spiritus." Martin Petzoldt notes that hymnals since the Reformation had assigned this chorale to the opening of any church service. See Bach-Kommentar 2:979. See also Martin Petzoldt, "Liturgical and Theological Aspects" in The World of the Bach Cantatas, Early Sacred Cantatas, ed. Christoph Wolff (New York: W. W. Norton, 1997). 
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Ephesians 5:18–19. …Be filled with the Spirit, addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody to the Lord with all your heart.
*Acts 2:2–8. Suddenly a sound came from heaven…and there appeared to them tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance. Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven. And at this sound the multitude came together, and they were bewildered, because each one heard each one heard them speaking in his own language. And they were amazed and wondered, saying, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native language?”
2 Corinthians 4:6. It is the God who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” who has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.
Hebrews 1:3. [Christ] reflects the glory of God (Luther 1545: der Glanz seiner Herrlichkeit)…
Isaiah 60:1, 3–4. Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you…and nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your rising. Lift up your eyes round about, and see; they all gather together, they come to you.
1 Peter 2:9–10. You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people, that you may declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light. Once you were no people but now you are God’s people…
Revelation 5:6, 9. And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders, I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain…and they sang a new song, saying, “Worthy art thou…for thou wast slain and by thy blood didst ransom men for God from every tribe and tongue and people and nation.”
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Acts 2:2–8. Suddenly a sound came from heaven…and there appeared to them tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on each one of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance. Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, devout men from every nation under heaven. And at this sound the multitude came together, and they were bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in his own language. And they were amazed and wondered, saying, “Are not all these who are speaking Galileans? And how is it that we hear, each of us in his own native language?”

Revelation 5:6, 9. And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders, I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain…and they sang a new song, saying, “Worthy art thou…for thou wast slain and by thy blood didst ransom men for God from every tribe and tongue and people and nation.”
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At this point, the tenor performing part notes the bass aria and has the word "Volti," suggesting that something will follow the bass aria (see below).
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The long text of 10 lines with rhyme scheme of ABAB-CC-DD-EE, is structured in 2 parts: the first 6 lines being treated like the 2 Stollen and Abgesang of bar form (AAB). This first part "derives its thematic material strictly from the opening ritornello, whereas the second is more freely structured."  See “The Cantatas of J. S. Bach,” trans. Richard Jones, p. 351. 
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Bach reused the music of this aria with a different text in BWV 74/2.
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Philippians 3:8–11. Indeed I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them as refuse, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own, based on law, but that which is through faith in Christ…that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, that if possible I may attain the resurrection from the dead.
1 Corinthians 3:16–17. Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?…God’s temple is holy, and that temple you are. (Also 2 Corinthians 6:16–17.)
*John 14:17 [Jesus]: …[The Counselor] dwells with you, and will be in you.
John 17:21, 23 [Jesus]: [I ask, O Father]…even as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that they also may be in us, so that the world may believe that thou hast sent me…I in them and thou in me…
1 John 4:15–16. Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God. So we know and believe the love God has for us. God is love, and he who abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him.
1 John 4:13. By this we know that we abide in him and he in us, because he has given us of his own Spirit. (Also 1 John 3:24.)
John 14:1–3. [Jesus]: “Let not your hearts be troubled; believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And when 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.”
1 Thessalonians 4:17–18. …So we shall always be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these words.
Romans 8:18. I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.
2 Corinthians 4:17. For this slight momentary (Luther 1545: zeitlich) affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison.
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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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At this point, Neuemister's libretto has "Gott heil'ger Geist" (the 3rd stanza of Luther's hymn Erhalt uns, Herr, bei deinem Wort). One could "complete" the cantata with Bach's setting in Cantata 6/6, transposed from G minor to A minor, though that would give the sopranos a high G. See Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 2:975, 980. 
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