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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/28; BC A167
Mary’s Purification (Candlemas) (BWV 83, 125, 82, 157, 158, [161], [200])
*Malachi 3:1–4 (The Lord will suddenly come to his temple and purify 
his people)
*Luke 2:22–32 (Mary presents Jesus at the temple; Nunc Dimittis)
Librettist: Unknown
FP: 2 February 1724 (Leipzig: St. Nicholas)
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●Death welcomed by believers of new covenant,
holding Jesus in faith (83/1). 
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Instrumentation
(expansive for a cantata that 
begins with a solo aria):
Corno I, II
Oboe I, II
Violino concertato
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo
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Form: Aria (A) - Aria/Chorale/Recit (B) - Aria (T) - Recit (A) - Chorale.
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The cantata explores the theological implications of Simeon's prayer in the Gospel reading (the Nunc Dimittis), personalizing it (with verbatim quotation as a frame at beginning and end) in no. 2 and closing with a chorale stanza of  Martin Luther's paraphrase. See note by Alfred Dürr for more. 
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The Gospel reading for the Feast of the Purification gives only a brief account of the ceremony of Mary’s purification but a much fuller account of Simeon, of whom it had been prophesied that he would not die before he had seen the Messiah. The baroque period in verse and sermon, united in this, invariably turned its thoughts on this day to the death of the individual. Thus, in the very opening aria of this cantata, the anonymous librettist directly juxtaposes the ‘glad time’ with the ‘last hour’. And only the person who has heard the Gospel reading beforehand knows that Simeon’s saying is here applied to the whole of Christendom: now that the Saviour has appeared, the faithful Christian can die confidently, for death has lost its terror." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 655.
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In no. 1, "The textual antithesis ‘glad time’/’last 
hour’ influences the contrasting compositional
structure of the outer and inner sections of this 
da capo form movement. The principal section is 
derived from thematic material stated in the 
introductory ritornello, with its threefold contrast 
[among] chordal tutti (head-motive), antiphonal 
motivic treatment, and virtuoso figuration for solo 
violin." Dürr/Jones, 656. See full score for clarity. 
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Form (Rhyme: ABAB)
A. "Joyous New Age"
  Ritornello (mm. 1-16) FM
  Lines 1-2 (16-24) FM-CM
  Rit (25-30) CM
  Lines 1-2 (30-47) CM-FM
  Rit (48-63) FM [Fine]

B. "Last Hour of Death"
  Lines 3-4 (64-69) Dm-Gm
  Rit (69-75) Gm
  Lines 3-4 (76-85) Gm-Am
Da capo
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For the significance of F major, see note.
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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 F major, he writes on p. 241, “F. Dur (Ionius transpositus) der sechste Thon / ist capable die schönsten Sentiments von der Welt zu exprimiren, es sey nun Großmuth / Standthafftigkeit / Liebe / oder was sonst in dem Tugend=Register oben an stehet / und solches alles mit einer der massen natürlichen Art und unvergleichlichen Facilité daß gar kein Zwang dabey vonnöthen ist. Ja die Artigkeit und Adresse dieses Thons ist nicht besser zu beschreiben / als in Vergleichung mit einem hübschen Menschen / dem alles was er thut / es so gering es immer wolle / perfect gut anstehet / und der / wie die Frantzosen reden / bonne grace hat.”

Translation: F major (Ionian transposed), the sixth mode, is capable of expressing the most beautiful sentiments of the world, whether magnanimity, fortitude, love, or whatever else is listed in the Register of Virtues above, and all this with such a natural manner and incomparable ease that no force at all is thereby needed. Yes, the politeness and address of this mode can not be described better than as a comparison with a beautiful person, for whom, whatever he does, no matter how insignificant, suits him perfectly, and who, as the French say, “has good grace.” 
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Figura corta 
(see note)
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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, 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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Last changed: 9 December 2025.
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Cantata Featuring Solo Violin: Presentation of Jesus in Temple.
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Lines 1–2.
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Bach's choice of alto rather than bass is striking. As the traditional "voice of faith," the alto here appropriates the Simeon event (as recounted in the Gospel reading) existentially. See Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 3:20. More specifically, the alto may represent the prophetess Anna, who joins the holy family and Simeon (see note).
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Text painting: Coloraturas for "joyous."
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Text painting: Held note for "holding Jesus in faith."
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For word-for-word English translations, see Unger, Handbook to Bach's Sacred Cantata Texts.
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Microsoft Account
Sticky Note
*Luke 2:25–29, 36–39. Now there was a man in Jerusalem, whose name was Simeon, and this man was righteous and devout, looking for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him. And it had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he should not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ. And inspired by the Spirit he came into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him according to the custom of the law, he took him up in his arms and blessed God and said, “Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word.” …And there was a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher; she was of a great age, having lived with her husband seven years from her virginity, and as a widow till she was eighty-four. She did not depart from the temple, worshiping with fasting and prayer night and day. And coming up at that very hour she gave thanks to God, and spoke of him to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.
Jeremiah 31:33 [God]: This is the covenant which I will make…I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.
Hebrews 12:24. …Jesus [is] the mediator of a new covenant…
Luke 22:20. …[Jesus took] the cup after supper, saying, “This cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood.”
Hebrews 9:15. Therefore he is the mediator of a new covenant, so that those who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance, since a death has occurred which redeems them from the transgressions under the first covenant. (Also Hebrews 12:24.)
Hebrews 2:14–15. Since…the children share in flesh and blood, [Christ] himself likewise partook of the same nature, that through death he might destroy him who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong bondage.
2 Timothy 1:10. …Our Savior Christ Jesus…abolished death and brought life and immortality to light… (Also 1 Corinthians 15:25–26.)
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Lines 1–2 repeated.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "Due to frequent use of vocal insertion, the instrumental music is clearly predominant in this bipartite principal section. The middle section, however, is organized quite differently. Here, the ritornello themes are heard only in a brief articulating episode [mm. 69–75] and in the following two-bar passage of vocal insertion [mm. 76–77]. Otherwise, largely new, text-engendered themes are developed. In addition, the solo violin has idiomatic bariolage figures, an alternation of stopped and open strings (first on a1, then on d1, and in the second half of the middle section twice in an enhanced form on e2), here without doubt intended as an imitation of tolling bells, indicating death... Both halves of the middle section end with expressive chromaticism. See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 656–657.
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Solo violin plays bariolage on A (bells tolling death)...
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is depicted with solo violin bariolage on D (bells tolling death), sighing alto & oboes, throbbing bass, static harmony.
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Text painting: Descending chromatic vocal line for "the resting place, the grave" with ascending chromatic bass line.
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Text painting: the grave, our resting place" 
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For more 
on funeral 
bells, see
note. 
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Funeral Bells: Leichenglocken, Sterbeglocken
For John Elliott Gardiner’s discussion of funeral bells (Leichenglocken), see Bach: Music in the Castle of Heaven, (New York: Vintage Books, 2013), 458–462. For funeral bells, death knell, and/or striking of the last hour, see BWV 8/1, 73/4, 83/1, 95/5, 127/3, 161/4, 198/4 (flutes). Often pizzicato strings appear. 
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2 mm. vocal insertion into ritornello material.
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Lines 3–4 repeated.
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Solo violin plays bariolage on E
       (bells tolling death)...
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Text painting: Descending chromatic vocal line for "the resting place, the grave" with ascending chromatic bass line.
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 (Chorale) and Recit.
●Voice of Simeon (Nunc Dimittis: Luke 2:29–31) and "ars moriendi"  (83/2). 
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Free canon between unison strings and bass.
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Form
A.  Instrumental canon (mm. 1-7)
        6/8 meter, B♭M
     Luke 2:29a (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (7-13) B♭M-Cm
      Instrumental canon (13-19) Cm-Gm
      Luke 2:29b (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (19-23) Gm-B♭M
      Canon (23-30) B♭M
B.  Recit lines 1-2 (B) (30-32) C meter, 
         B♭M
     Canon (32-34) 6/8 meter, B♭M
     Recit lines 3-8 (35-41) C meter, 
         E dim.-B♭M
     Canon (41-43) 6/8 meter, E♭M
     Recit lines 9-12 (44-49) C meter, C7-Cm
A’. Luke 2:30a (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (49-52) Cm-FM
     Canon (52-57) FM-Fm
     Luke 2:30b (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (57-61) Fm-E♭M
     Canon (61- 68) E♭M
     Luke 2:31a (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (68-71) E♭M-CM
     Canon (71-76) CM-Cm
      Luke 2:31b (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (76-80) Cm-E♭M
     Canon (80-85) E♭M-B♭M
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(See side note for details).
A.  Nunc Dimmitis v. 1: canon +
          psalm-tone VIII (bass)
B.  Recitative (C meter) - canon
          - recit - canon - recit
A’. Nunc Dimittis vv. 2 + 3:
          canon + psalm-tone VIII
          (bass)
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Luke 2:29a (Bass on psalm tone 8) + canon
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Luke 2:29b + canons
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Ars moriendi (“the art of dying”) is a book genre that began after the Black Plague with the anonymous Tractus (or Speciulum), artis bene moriendi. Written in the 15th century, it was widely disseminated and translated. A shorter version, which adapts the second chapter, includes eleven woodcuts illustrating 5 temptations of the dying Christian believer and their remedies.
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The use of canon suggests
inevitability, underscoring
the certainty of God's
promise in
death, as
reflected in
Simeon's 
recollection
of God's 
promise that
he would not
die before 
he had seen 
the Savior.
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Commentators note that this movement is virtually unique in Bach's music.

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Text painting: The canon theme rises for 6 notes (Mixolydian hexachord), then bounces on a long trilled note before stepping back down, perhaps depicting Simeon's act of taking the baby Jesus up in his arms as well as his heaven-directed prayer of release to death (with a "shiver" at the trill)—the "Nunc Dimittis." 
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The ascending diatonic fourth is particularly signficant in Bach (e.g., the "Gratias" and "Dona nobis" 
movements in the B-minor Mass, based on BWV 29/2. Seee note for more..
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Diatonic Ascending Fourth. Bach appears to associate the ascending diatonic fourth with offering of praise to God (perhaps like incense). Compare, for example the beginning of BWV 29/2 (“Wir danken dir”). Christoph Wolff notes that the opening motive of BWV 29/2 is “based on the identically chanted versicles of the Lutheran liturgy: [pastor:] ‘Benedicamus Domino’ . . . [which was] the closing salutation at the end of every Sunday service in Leipzig.” See Bach’s Musical Universe (New York: W. W. Norton, 2020), 330. In BWV 147/5 the ascending diatonic fourth is harmonized as faux bourdon (Am-Bm-CM-DM-Gm) in the ritornello, associated with the text “Mein Heiland, erwähle die gläubende Seele, und siehe mit Augen der Gnade mich an! (My savior, choose this believing soul and look upon me with eyes of mercy!)
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*Luke 2:25–29. Now there was a man in Jerusalem, whose name was Simeon, and this man was righteous and devout, looking for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was upon him. And it had been revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he should not see death before he had seen the Lord’s Christ. And inspired by the Spirit he came into the temple; and when the parents brought in the child Jesus, to do for him according to the custom of the law, he took him up in his arms and blessed God and said, “Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word.”
Philippians 1:21, 23. To me to live is Christ, and to die is gain…My desire is to depart and be with Christ, for that is far better.
Luke 23:43. [Jesus] said to [the thief on the cross] “Truly, I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise.”
2 Corinthians 5:6–8. So we are always of good courage; we know that while we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord, for we walk by faith, not by sight. We are of good courage, and we would rather be away from the body and at home with the Lord.
Revelation 21:3–4. …Behold, the dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself will be with them; he will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away. (Also Revelation 7:15–17, Isaiah 25:8.)
2 Timothy 4:6–8. …The time of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing. (Also 1 Peter 5:10.)
Hebrews 4:9–10. So then, there remains a sabbath rest for the people of God; for whoever enters God’s rest also ceases from his labors as God did from his.
Luke 16:19–22. There was a rich man, who was clothed in purple and fine linen and who feasted sumptuously every day. And at his gate lay a poor man named Lazarus, full of sores, who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man’s table; moreover the dogs came and licked his sores. The poor man died and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s bosom…
Revelation 21:4. [God] will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away. (Also Isaiah 25:8. Revelation 7:15–17.)
John 16:21–22 [Jesus]: When a woman is in travail she has sorrow, because her hour has come; but when she is delivered of the child, she no longer remembers the anguish, for joy that a child is born into the world. So you have sorrow now, but I will see you again and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you.
*Luke 2:29–32. Lord, now lettest thou thy servant depart in peace, according to thy word; for mine eyes have seen thy salvation which thou hast prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to thy people Israel.
Psalm 27:1. The Lord is my light and my salvation…
Psalm 23:4. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. (Also Isaiah 43:2.)
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The rising canon theme follows right after the words "Eingang zum Leben" ("entrance to life").
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A sermon-like recitative intervenes (the bass is often the voice of authority). It is a sermon-
like exegesis of the Nunc Dimittis: Just as Simeon could welcome death after having seen the Savior, so the Christian believer can now face death confidently (see the note by Alfred Dürr at no. 1).
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Continuo is up one 8va (see full score.
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Text painting: Singer goes below continuo for "Tod" ("death").
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that   he-it  cordially means and   us    will   after       completed     struggling   to        peace             bring.
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This phrase may be the key to understanding why Bach lets the chant "sink" (see later note).
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●Self-exhortation to pray fervently in care-filled times: paraphrase of Hebrews 4:16. See note. (83/3). 
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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.
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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 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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Alfred Dürr writes, "The tenor aria...with its constantly running triplets, is stamped by the image of ‘hastening’ drawn from the text....The movement is to a large extent pervaded by vocal insertion within the return of extracts of the ritornello played by the instrumental ensemble." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 657.
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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.
1 John 5:14–15. And this is the confidence which we have in [Christ], that if we ask anything according to his will he hears us. And if we know that he hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have obtained the requests made of him.
Luke 18:1. And [Jesus] told them a parable, to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose heart.
1 Thessalonians 5:17. Pray constantly. (Also Romans 12:12.)
Ephesians 6:18. Pray at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication… (Also Jude 1:20.)
James 5:16. …The prayer of a righteous man has great power in its effects. Elijah was a man of like nature with ourselves and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. Then he prayed again and the heaven gave rain, and the earth brought forth its fruit.
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Text painting: A long coloratura with intermittent sustained notes on the word "treten" ("to step") followed by descending sequences captures the idea of joy mixed with hesitancy as implied by the text "let us approach the throne of grace with joyfulness" (a paraphrase of Hebrews 4:16—see above).
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Descending sequences illustrate the humble bowing implied by the words 
"to step before his throne of grace."
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Text painting: Descending chromatic fourth in the bass, traditional symbol of lament, depicts "kummer-voller Zeit" ("sorrowful time").
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●Darkness of death & doubt turned to light by Christ (83/4). 
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The text appropriates the end of the Gospel reading's reference to light. Luke 2:30–32 (Nunc Dimittis): Mine eyes have seen thy salvation which thou hast prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to thy people Israel.
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the comfort of the 
Savior.
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Text painting: Neapolitan chord, then vigorous leaps leading to a fermata depict the phrase "kräftig beten" ("vigorously/fervently pray").
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Text painting: Triplets animate the words"kräftig beten" ("vigorously pray").
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The theme of light was central to the festival of Mary's Purification (called Candlemas because of the custom of celebrating it with lighted candles. (Mary’s Purification, Mary’s Presentation) on February 2. The name Candelmas originated by the custom, established early in the history of the Christian Church, of celebrating the festival (with its reading of the Nunc Dimittis) with lighted candles. 
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*Luke 2:30–32. Mine eyes have seen thy salvation which thou hast prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to thy people Israel.
Psalm 23:4. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil; for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. (Also Matthew 4:16, Luke 1:79.)
Hebrews 2:14–15. Since therefore the children share in flesh and blood, [Christ] himself likewise partook of the same nature, that through death he might destroy him who has the power of death, that is, the devil, and deliver all those who through fear of death were subject to lifelong bondage.
Isaiah 43:1–2. Now thus says the Lord, he who created you, O Jacob, he who formed you, O Israel: “Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine. When you pass through the waters I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you.”
Mark 5:36. …Jesus said… “Do not fear, only believe.” (Also Luke 8:50.)
Psalm 27:1. The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?…
Psalm 36:9. [O Lord,] with thee is the fountain of life; in thy light do we see light.
Psalm 116:15. Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of his saints.
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 (See also 125/6.) ●Christ is light for the Gentiles & glory of Israel (83/5). This is the final stanza of 4 in "Mit Fried und Freud ich fahr dahin," the 1524 chorale paraphrase of the Nunc Dimittis by Martin Luther (1483–1546). 
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Text painting: Ascending vocal line for "seeing the Savior's light" as death approaches with a descending chromatic bass for the descent to the grave.
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*Luke 2:30–32. Mine eyes have seen thy salvation which thou hast prepared in the presence of all peoples, a light for revelation to the Gentiles, and for glory to thy people Israel. 
Isaiah 42:6–7 [God]: I am the Lord, I have called you in righteousness, I have taken you by the hand and kept you; I have given you as a covenant to the people, a light to the nations, to open the eyes that are blind, to bring out the prisoners from the dungeon, from the prison those who sit in darkness.
Isaiah 49:6 [God]: …I will give you as a light to the nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth. (Also Acts 26:23, 13:47.)
Acts 4:12. And there is salvation in no one else [than in Christ], for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.
Isaiah 40:11. He will feed his flock like a shepherd, he will gather the lambs in his arms, he will carry them in his bosom, and gently lead those that are with young.
Revelation 7:17. The Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of living water; and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes. (Also Ezekiel 34:11–16, Psalm 23:1–2.)
Isaiah 28:5. In that day the Lord of hosts will be a crown of glory, and a diadem of beauty, to the remnant of his people.
Deuteronomy 10:21. He is your praise (Luther 1545: Ruhm); he is your God…




