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NBA I/9; BC A54a/b
Easter Sunday (BWV 4, 31, 249)
*1 Cor. 5:6–8 (Christ, our paschal lamb has been sacrificed)
*Mk. 16:1–8 (The resurrection of Christ)
Librettist: Chorale (Martin Luther)
Composed probably 1707 as audition piece for Mühlhausen 
organ position (St. Blasius Church), revised 1724 (performed
with BWV 31 in Leipzig's  St. Nicholas Church but during 
Eucharist), repeated 1725, and incorporated in chorale 
cantata cycle of 1724–1725. 
(But see side note.)
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●Christ died for our sins; rose for our life! (4/2).
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	        A "per omnes versus"chorale cantata, in which Bach employs all 7 stanzas of Luther’s
	        popular Easter hymn—itself a paraphrase of the Latin sequence "Victimae paschali laudes." Each stanza ends with the word “Hallelujah,” treated in various ways. Unlike Bach's later chorale cantatas, there are no biblical or poetic texts. The structure is essentially an expansion of the original hymn. All movements are in E minor, and all use hymn text verbatim, but each movement has
			   a different musical construction. While the structure of the hymn tune is such that the opening two lines are repeated (= bar form), Bach sometimes varies his treatment of the
				second statement. Such through-composition occurs in verses 1,
				5, and 6. The form is chiastic with Vs. 5 serving as a central pivot (though the final chorale is apparently a Leipzig replacement for an earlier movement now lost). In this
				             later version, the overall structure is chiastic in shape. 
				             There are 2 choruses, 2 duets, and 2 solo movements.
			 3	4	5	6	7
Instrumentation:	SATB 	Duet	Solo 	SATB	Solo	Duet	SATB
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Sticky Note
The traditional view is that Bach composed “Christ lag in Todesbanden,” BWV 4, early in his career—probably in 1707/8. The work belongs to the early type of Lutheran church cantata, when operatic style had not yet been incorporated into the genre. In fact, works of this kind were not yet called cantatas at all. As principal music of the Lutheran liturgy, such compositions—appearing between the Gospel reading and the Sermon and designed to enhance the amplification and exposition of Scripture—were defined by function rather than form or style, and were often simply called Hauptmusik (principal music) or Kirchenmusik (church music). It was after elements from Italian opera and secular cantata (specifically the forms of aria and recitative with their requisite kinds of poetry) had been assimilated and these works resembled more closely their secular Italian counterparts that the designation “cantata” was used. Applied retrospectively, the term subsequently came to include the earlier models. Where there was a need to distinguish between the types, the designations “early cantatas” and “reform cantatas” were used.  

(But see other side note for a later dating by Daniel Melamed.)
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A 14-measure instrumental introduction conveys the mournful atmosphere in the days following Christ’s death with string writing enriched and 
darkened by the inclusion of two separate viola parts. After a few measures, the opening chorale line, ornamented slightly, is intoned by Vln I.
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Old, motet (sectional) style
without the more operatic 
recitatives and arias,
indebted to Buxtehude
and very similar to a 
cantata by
Pachelbel. 
See Wolff, 
"Bach's
Universe," 120–21.
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Instruments double
the voices, though
Vln. 1 is more
independent. Two 
viola parts are
typical of Bach's
earlier orchestration
 (before it was 
influenced by 
Vivaldi).
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Instrumen-
tation:
Cornetto
ad. lib.
Tbn I, II, III,
IV, ad. lib.
Vln I & II
Vla I & II
SATB
Continuo
(later, brass
double vocal parts)
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Divided violas
suggest
it's an early 
work (not yet
Italian 
instru-
mentation).
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Vln I intones first phrase of chorale.
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Vln I plays "Christ lag" motive.
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Sticky Note
Martin Petzoldt outlines the chiastic form as follows:
1. Sinfonia - Intonation
2. Chorus - Christ lay in death.
8. Chorus - We live well (blessedly), 
3. Duet - Death's power over us
7. Duet - The Lord's feast of blessing over us
4. Aria - Christ in our stead
6. Aria - The Paschal lamb on the cross
5. Chorus - The battle between death & life.
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"If we compare Bach's work with his later cantatas, we are struck by the total absence of all stylistic elements derived from the Neapolitan school or from the instrumental concerto—recitatives, da capo arias, thematic ritornellos, concertante introductory sinfonias—in short, the lack of all movement types introduced since Neumeister. In form, the work corresponds with the chorale concerto as it had evolved by the end of the seventeenth century. The instrumental ensemble is based on the traditional full five-part string sonority (with two viola parts) and lacks oboes or flutes. The choir of trombones that doubles the voices was apparently added for the revival in 1725." Dürr/Jones, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, p. 264.
	
However, Daniel Melamed proposes a later date of composition. An abstract of his paper presented at the the biennial meeting of the American Bach Society, October 2022, states: “Nearly every authority assigns J. S. Bach's "Christ lag in Todes Banden" BWV 4 to the years 1707–8 and regards it as originating before the composer's turn to mixed-text librettos. But the chronology is open because the oldest source is a set of performing parts prepared in 1724 and first used in 1725. The early date is thus speculative, and problematic. Most suspicious is the presence of modern ritornello forms in movements 3, 4, and 7—ostinato types in nos. 3 and 7, and something closer to a fortspinnung type in no. 4—pointing to a later origin. The work's five-part string ensemble, with two violins and two violas, aligns better with Bach's Weimar cantatas than with the very early works. Also telling is Bach's consistent use of a tonal version of the chorale tune—with a raised leading tone as the second note—motivically in the opening sinfonia and duet no. 3, and as a pun on the lamento bass in no. 6. That tonal version was not to be found in contemporary hymnals; even Telemann's Lieder-Buch of 1730 prefers the lowered seventh, with the leading-tone as a footnoted alternative. Significantly, the modal version is used throughout Johann Pachelbel's concerted setting of "Christ lag in Todes Banden," almost certainly Bach's model for BWV 4. Bach's cantata is best viewed as an updating of Pachelbel's work, starting with a tonal treatment of the melody but also applying other modern musical techniques that Bach began to use only in the 1710s. BWV 4 is thus significant not as an old-fashioned work but rather as a retrospective one. It is best regarded as a composition from Bach's time in Weimar that takes a modern view of something old. That makes it even more interesting, even if acknowledging this represents a challenge to authority.” (Abstract printed in Bach Notes. Newsletter of the American Bach Society 37 (Fall 2022): 9.
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  The first vocal movement, scored for full ensemble, is a masterpiece of chorale elaboration. The sopranos sing the hymn 
  tune in long note values, while the 3 lower voices provide a counterpoint based largely on motives derived from the chorale phrases, and the upper strings play independent figurations. Despite the bar form of the chorale (AAB), Bach writes different music for the two Stollen. The movement ends with 10 mm. of exhortation to praise (mm. 58–67), then 27
         mm. of "Hallelujah" in alla breve meter (together constituting more than 1/3 of the movement).


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Chorale Phrase 1.



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 4

2

Melvin
Typewritten Text
3.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
5.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 4

3

Melvin
Typewritten Text
7.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
9.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Chorale Phrase 2.
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Chorale Phrase 3.
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Chorale Phrase 4.
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Chorale Phrase 5 (Beginning of Abgesang of bar form).
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Chorale Phrase 6.
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Chorale Phrase 7.
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The movement ends with 10 mm. of exhortation to praise (mm. 58–67), then 27 mm. of "Hallelujah" in alla breve meter (together constituting more than 1/3 of the movement).
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●Sin caused us all to be enslaved by death (4/3).
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Verse 2 is set as a duo for soprano (singing a slightly elaborated version of the hymn tune) and alto (whose part is similar) over a repeated (ostinato) bass line.
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Descending ostinato bass pattern (E minor scale) in 
octaves perhaps depicts inexorable descent into death, the wages of sin as described in the text (allusion to Romans 5:12, 17, 19).
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Drooping 2-note figure derived 
from chorale opening, heard at 
beginning of sinfonia.
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Two-note figure expands into chorale melody.
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Chorale Phrase 3.
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Text painting: Death depicted as a "standing still."
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Chorale Phrase 5 (Beginning of Abgesang 
of bar form).
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Chorale Phrase 6.
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Text painting: Being held prisoner by death is depicted with low and unmoving notes (the soprano moving below 
the alto). Martin Petzoldt notes that having the lines "stand still" is similar to mm. 28–31. (See "Bach Kommentar," 
vol. 2, p. 675.
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This stanza's musical setting of "Hallelujah," is comparatively the most restrained, as is befitting of the text.


Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Chorale Phrase 7.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Chorale Phrase 8.



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 4

27

Melvin
Typewritten Text
47.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
50.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
4/4.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
1.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
4.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
●Christ conquered sin and death for us (4/4).
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Bach sets verse 3 as a kind of trio: the tenor presents the melody, the violins play a brilliant 
descant of continuous sixteenth notes in unison, while the instrumental bass supports the texture as usual. The violins play a "tumult and joy theme" derived from the chorale tune's opening (see Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar, vol. 2, p. 675).
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Tenor line carries the chorale tune with little variation.
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Dramatic adagio to depict death's reduction to its mere form/shadow.
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Text painting: Violins play chords while continuo takes over the 16ths to depict "Gewalt" (power).
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Chorale Phrase 5 (Beginning of Abgesang of bar form). Text painting to depict Christ's victory over the power of death: The "tumult" figure ceases, then resumes for a bit, before the continuo takes it over with a descending line, while the unison violins play chords.
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Allusion to 1 Corinthians 15:55–57: "'O death, where is thy victory? O death, 
where is thy sting?'” The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. 
But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ."
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Text Box
Text painting: Abrupt stop (rests) to depict "Nothing remains."
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Chorale Phrase 8. "Hallelujah" setting is relatively short but animated, since the tenor and continuo join imitatively in the 16th note material of the violins.
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●Life devoured death by dying (4/5).
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The cantata’s central movement is in antique motet style: the altos sing the cantus firmus in longer note values, the S, T, B imitate each other with material taken from phrases of the chorale tune. The instruments are silent except for the continuo. We see Bach’s musical adroitness in his ability to combine two different keys: although the hymn tune in the alto is set in B minor, the tonality of the movement as a whole remains E minor. This movement’s position as keystone of the symmetrical arch, suggests that it holds the key to understanding the work as a whole. Indeed, upon close examination we see that this movement’s role as pivot point in Bach’s chiastic (x-shaped) form is mirrored in... 

Melvin
Typewritten Text
the text, where antithetical concepts are paradoxically inverted: death 
was vanquished by life through death; one death devoured the other. 
See more in side note.
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Imitating lines have chorale material in diminution.
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Bach often used chiastic (x-shaped/ symmetrical) forms to portray Luther’s theologia crucis, which stressed the inverted order of God’s revelation: that God chose to reveal himself through suffering rather than through glory and the corollary that the Christian disciple must likewise accept—and even choose—cross-bearing over self-exaltation. In Bach’s chiastic forms, center movements (where the mirror image begins) often provide the crux of the matter. There antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted. Some examples include BWV 4/5, 5/4, 7/4, 9/4, 29/5, 48/4, 58/1, 63/4, 65/4.
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It is somewhat unusual for the alto to carry the chorale tune.
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Chorale Phrase 5 (Beginning of Abgesang of bar form).
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Text painting: Crux of the matter (one death devouring the other) is depicted/highlighted with a canon derived from the beginning of the chorale phrase, set at one-beat intervals (S-T-B-Continuo). It is as if each voice is swallowed by the next. The resurrection of Easter begins with conquering death.
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Chorale Phrase 6.
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Canon at the closest possible distance between entries to depict one death devouring the other.
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Chorale Phrase 7. The last 2 phrases of the chorale have no preceding counterpoint, rather imitative counterpoint following.
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Text painting: Imitative repetition of "ein Spott" (a mockery) to depict the act of mocking death.
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Chorale Phrase 8. "Hallelujah" set with descending patterns, as if to "put down" death in mockery.
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●Christ died as our paschal lamb (4/6).
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Verse 5 is for B alone, accompanied by 4-part upper strings and continuo, Vln I incorporating the chorale phrases until the “Hallelujah” ending. The movement contains clear biblical allusions to the first (Exodus) Passover, and some of the more powerful verbal images are set with rhetorically-derived figures such as the long, low note for “Tod,” the long high note for “Würger,” and the “zig-zag” figure for “zeichnet.” The bass voice part has a range of 2 octaves.
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Descending chromatic tetrachord, the traditional rhetorical symbol of lament. But it is not used as a ground bass (as in the "Crucifixus" of the B-minor mass, for example), but only twice: here and at m. 19.
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Vln I, Vla also for first 4 notes.
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Chorale Phrase 1.
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Triple meter for sense of joyful dance. Each 
phrase of the chorale is sung by the bass and 
then played (sometimes at the dominant) by Vln I, 
accompanied by counterpoint in the bass.
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presumably for increased emphasis.


Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 4

42

Melvin
Typewritten Text
10.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
15.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
20.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
25.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Descending chromatic tetrachord in
continuo.
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Continuo in unison with voice,
presumably for emphasis.
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Bach abandons the tune for this chorale phrase in favor of 
making the sign of the cross to represent the Christological equivalent of 
the sprinkling of blood on the door during Passover.
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Dramatic depiction of "death" with large leap downward and long note on low E#, and earlier already with held D in Vln I.
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Text painting: Long notes for "faith holding."
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Chorale Phrase 6 (text repeated).
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Dramatic depiction of "Würger" (destroyer) with long, high bass note (contrasts with previous low note on "death") and 16ths (agitation) in Vln. I. Martin Petzoldt interprets this a depiction of 
victory (high note) and rejoicing (Vln I). See "Bach Kommentar," vol. 1, p. 677.
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Chorale Phrase 7.
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Chorale Phrase 8 (Vln I plays Chorale Phrase 7).
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[Upper strings silent mm. 74/2–81/2.]
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Text painting: "Nicht" (nothing} depicted with rests in the voice part and strings dropping out.
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●Paschal feast: We celebrate it in the light of joy (4/7). The text relates to the Epistle reading: 
1 Cor. 5:6–8 (Christ, our paschal lamb has been sacrificed—Easter as antitype of Passover). Verse 6 is set as a duet for soprano and tenor, who sing the chorale tune imitatively as a fugato, each leading in turn. The continuo bass accompanies them alone with a skipping “joy-motive” (somewhat reminiscent of the regal French Overture), which functions as a quasi-ostinato. Triplets are used to depict joyous words such as Wonne (bliss), Sonne (sun), Gnaden (grace), Herzen (hearts).  
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Text painting: Extremely large intervals for the
voice at the end to express jubilation.
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Voices adopt triplet rhythm to depict joy ("Wonne" = bliss).
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Chorale Phrase 2.
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Chorale Phrase 4.
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Text painting: High note for "high feast," (i.e., Easter).
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Text painting: In this second Stollen, the high note comes on "shine."
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Chorale Phrase 5 (Beginning of Abgesang of bar form).
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Chorale Phrase 6.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
Voices adopt triplet rhythm to depict joy ("Sonne" = sun).
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Tripilets get more pervasive in the Abgesang of the chorale's bar form.
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Chorale Phrase 7.
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In the tenor, "ist" is extended by one beat,
to allow for imitation on the triplets.
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Chorale Phrase 8.
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Text painting: Descending lines to depict "verschwunden," the vanishing of sin's night. 
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Continuous triplets (treated imitatively) in the "Hallelujah."
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●Unleavened bread: We eat only it, which is Christ (4/8). The text again relates to the Epistle reading: 1 Cor. 5:6–8 (Christ, our paschal lamb has been sacrificed—Easter as antitype of Passover). Bach evidently added this movement in Leipzig. Though it is a simple, four-part setting of stanza 7 with instruments doubling the vocal lines (as was typical in Bach’s later cantatas), it demonstrates Bach's consummate voice leading. For a theory regarding how the cantata ended in its original version, see side note.
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Alfred Dürr theorizes that the cantata originally ended with a repetition of movement 2, using stanza 7 (Dürr/Jones, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, p. 265. (This is the case in Cantata 117.)  
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the text: "sola fide" (faith alone).




