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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/24; BC A144
19. S. after Trinity (BWV 48, 5, 56)
*Eph. 4:22–28 (Exhortation to put on the new nature)
*Mt. 9:1–8 (Jesus heals the paralytic)
Librettist: Unknown 
FP: 3 October 1723 (St. Thomas)
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●Wretched man that I am, who will deliver me? Rom. 7:24 (48/1).
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48/1.
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Instrumentation:
Tromba (trumpet or horn*)
Oboe I, II
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo 
(*Title page has "Corno,"
score in No. 1 has "Tromba,"
part has "Clarino." See
Dürr/Jones, 576.)
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		Form: Chorus-Recit (A)-Chorale (SATB)-Aria (A)-Recit (T)-Aria (T)-Chorale
Bach uses 2 chorales: one cited instrumentally in 48/1 and sung in 48/7, another in 48/3.
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    Instrumental quotation of chorale adds a hermeneutical 
layer, presumably added by Bach. Most commonly 
associated words were "Herr Jesu Christ, du höchstes 
Gut," but could also be "Herr Jesu Christ, ich schrei zu 
dir," used in the final movement.
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Trumpet & Oboes play the chorale in canon
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In Das privilegirte vollständige und vermehrte Leipziger Gesangbuch, 1758, the first stanzas of the two chorales, respectively, are:

Herr Jesu Christ! du höchstes Gut,
du Brunnquell aller Gnaden!
sieh doch, wie ich in meinem Muth
mit Schmerzen bin beladen,
und in mir hab' der Pfeile viel,
die im Gewissen ohne Ziel
mich armen Sünder drücken.

(Lord Jesus Christ, thou highest good,
thou fount of all grace!
See how in my spirit 
I am burdened with sorrows.
and in me have many arrows.
which in my conscience without limit
press down on me, a poor sinner.)

Herr Jesu Christ! ich schrey zu dir
aus.hochbetrübter Seele;
dein' Allmacht laß erscheinen mir,
und mich nicht also quäle:
Viel größer ist die Angst und Schmerz.
so anficht und betrübt mein Herz,
als daß ichs kann erzählen.

(Lord Jesus Christ, I cry to thee
with highly troubled soul:
let thy almighty power appear to me,
and not torture me in this way:
Far greater is the fear and pain
that challenges and saddens my heart
than I can describe.)

As Martin Petzoldt notes, movements 1 to 4 do not do not name the one being referred to (the instrumental chorale citation alone provides the answer). Movements 5 to 7 name him: "Savior," "Jesus," "Jesus Christ," and "God." See Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, p. 538. 
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Chorale Phrase 1 (changed to triple meter)
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Soprano and Alto in canon
alluding to the "law of sin" (see above).
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Motive is similar to Chorale Phrase 5.
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Bach often uses canon to depict law. In the opening chorus (which quotes Romans 7:24), Bach alludes to the larger context of the verse. Rom. 7:22–8:2 (RSV): "For I delight in the law of God, in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind and making me captive to the law of
			 sin which dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver
			 me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our
			 Lord! So then, I of myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my
				flesh I serve the law of sin. There is therefore now no
				condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus. For the law of
				the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set me free from the law of
						   sin and death." Evidently, Bach is using
						   canon to reference the 2 laws described here, providiing the biblical answer to the sung question with the canonically treated instrumental chorale: "Herr, Jesu Christ."
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Vln I
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Chorale in Canon = Allusion to the "law of Spirit of life in 
Christ Jesus" (see above)
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Vln I motive = first 4 notes of "mich armen Sünder" in last chorale line of "Herr Jesu Christ, 
du höchstes Gut," stanza 1," reaching upward sequentially.
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Implied Text (from closing chorale): Herr    Je    -     -     -    su        Christ,               ich du     schrey      zu
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dir. . . 
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Bach effectively captures
the anguished cry of the 
text with Violin I and chorus
motives in which a pickup beat
in triple meter reaches upward 
followed by sighing resolution.
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See Dürr/
Jones, 576 
and side note.
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D major
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Ritornello
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Ritornello
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In Bach's first Leipzig cycle of cantatas, instrumentally rendered chorale tunes—an additional hermeneutical layer introduced by the composer—appear in 25/1, 48/1, 70/9, 75/8, and 77/1, as well as in the second movement of the audition cantata, BWV 23. 
	A common formal pattern in the first cycle is Biblical passage (usually set for chorus) - Recitative - Chorale - Aria - Recitative - Aria - Chorale, with slight variations : BWV 48, 40, 64, 153,  65. Despite its greater deviations from the pattern, BWV 67 should perhaps also be included here.
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E-flat major
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Rhetorical emphasis: Leap of 6th for "elender" followed by sighing figure, repeated 3 times in the next phrase. See reference to sighing ("Seufzen") at the end of the next movement.
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Chorale Phrase 2
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Bass and Tenor in canon alluding to the "law of 
sin" (see above).
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hemiola

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
S & A join vocal canon.
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Ritornello
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aus     hoch-   -   -    -   be    -    trüb-    -     ter        See-   -   -   -   -   -   -   -   -      le.
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Chorale Phrase 3 (=1)
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Chorale Phrase 4 (=2)
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Tenor & Bass now lead with canon.
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A & S in quasi-canon
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Ritornello
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Surprising 
move to 
E-flat major
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Dein    All-   -      -    macht     laß                   er-  -   -   schei-  en                  mir
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und mich          nicht  al-  -     -   so       quä-     -     -     -       le.
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T & B join in canon.
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4-part canon
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hemiola 
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Chorale Phrase 5

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Chorale Phrase 6
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S & A in parallel 6ths
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Ritornello
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viel              grö-   -    -     -  ßer        ist                      die           Angst        und
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 Schmerz
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126.
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This keyboard realization displaces oboe notes
by an octave at times.
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Chorale Phrase 7
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Chorale Phrase1
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Bach
repeats
Chorale
Phrases
1 & 2, 
presumably
to emphasize
the opening
two phrases
of text.
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T & B in canon

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
T-B-S-A in canon
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D minor
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D minor
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und             tur-  -    -      biert   mein                Herz
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als        daß             ich's      kann             er        zäh    -      -         -          len.             Herr Je - su 
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Alternate
reading: 
"anficht 
mein Herz"
in Das 
privilegirte 
vollständige 
und 
vermehrte 
Leipziger 
Gesangbuch," 
1758.
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48/2.
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●Sin is a poison that infects body; even more the soul (48/2). Tortured chromaticism is used to depict the poison of sin. Diminished 7th chords used to color anguished words.
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Chromatic Saturation
in the vocal part in 
7 mm., then in 6 mm.
Since BWV 78/3
achieves chromatic
completion twice 
(12+12 = 24)
in 7+7 mm. while
referencing Romans
7:24, it is possible that
there is numerical
allusion here too, 
since this recit. 
amplifies the biblical
text of the previous
movement, i.e., Rom.
7:24. 
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Chorale Phrase 2
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Sustained strings
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E-flat major
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G major
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B dim.7
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Surprising chord
progression to "Gift"
(poison): from B minor ultimately to E major.
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A striking juxtaposition of minor and major keys seems to suggest the bitter-sweetness of dying to sin (the "Kreuzkelch"). 
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Eric Chafe writes, "Sometimes the confrontation of extreme sharps and flats suggests the idea of a 'separation of body and soul.' Such an instance is the first recitative of Cantata 48, 'Ich elender Mensch, wer wird mich erlösen.' Beginning in E flat, it modulates through F minor, C minor, and A flat to cadence in B flat minor for 'Die Welt wird mir ein Siech’ und Sterbehaus, der Leib muß seine Plagen bis zu dem Grab mit sich tragen.' Then, on 'Allein, die Seele fühlet das stärkste Gift, damit sie angestecket' Bach makes a shift, via the enharmonic reinterpretation of several tones, to E major (or F flat). Here torment both of body and soul are confronted, a context that suggests the extreme character of E major.“ See Chafe, Tonal Allegory, 196.
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Christ,            ich   schrey            zu        dir,        
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  aus    hoch               be   -    trüb    -   -     ter        See      -     -     -     -     le.
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48/3.

Microsoft Account
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●Sin’s wage is suffering: I would rather suffer now (48/3). Chromatic voice leading depicts painful effects of sin and the struggle to repent. 
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Stanza 4 of "Ach Gott 
und Herr" of the 
10-stanza version in 
"Das privilegirte 
vollständige und 
vermehrte Leipziger 
Gesangbuch," 1758.
This stanza relates
directly to the 
sentiments of the 
preceding aria. For that
reason, Martin Petzoldt
argues that it should 
not be considered a 
separate movement,
revealing a more
balanced architecture
for the work as a whole 
(see "Bach Kommentar," 
vol. 1, p. 538, 541). 
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F# dim,7
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Extreme chromaticism for "repentance"
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Instruments double
the voices.
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Melody is drawn out so bass can
color the sentiment with chromaticism.
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●Prayer: Destroy my sinful flesh but spare my soul (a continuation of the sentiment that ended the chorale just sung. In odd-numbered symmetrical forms, the crux of the matter often occurs in the central, keystone movement, where
		 antithetical elements meet, here Sodom vs. Zion in a process of  spiritual purification (48/4).
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Solo oboe and voice in duet
with continuo. Minuet 
rhythm with harmonically
adventurous
circumlocutions 
suggests an 
ambivalence between 
joyful acceptance and 
discomforting spiritual
purification (destroying
["zerstören"] the 
sinful flesh). See 
Petzoldt, "Bach 
Kommentar," vol. 1, 
p. 541. The sentiments 
here reflect the Epistle (put off the 
old nature) and Gospel (Jesus' healing 
of the paralytic after stating his sins were forgiven). 
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Text painting: Solo oboe has sustained note
for "laying down one's earthly members."
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Alto is often the voice of the believing soul. See Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar," vol.  1, p. 541.
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Spiritual purification
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48/5.
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●Christ does wonders among the weak and dead (allusion to Psalm 88:11) (48–5).
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●Jesus heals our body and soul by faith, as Jesus did for the paralytic in the Gospel reading (48/6). The rhyme scheme is ABCCBA.
	Bach divides the text into 2+4, then conludes by repeating the first 2 lines. Alto and top instrumental line (2 Ob + Vln I) move
	together (the rhythm derived from the ritornello) and often parallel to each other, except for certain important words, where
		   	the voice becomes immobile.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
1.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
6.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
12.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Secco

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Minuet rhythm
with constant hemiolas
suggests comfort, joy, and
the health referenced in
the text. Oboes double 
Vln I. Tonal 
transformations
are suggestive of
the spiritual and 
physical transformation 
mentioned in the text.
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Harmonies change to consonant major chords
to depict healing.
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The ritornello theme (characterized by hemiolas) is later adopted by the voice.     Even when the voice departs from this material, the 
instruments continue with it. The resulting structure goes beyond "Choreinbau" (choral part embedded in an instrumental fabric).
See Petzoldt, vol. 1, p. 542, quoting Konrad Küster, “Bach-Handbuch,” 214
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The sentiments here 
reflects the Gospel 
reading, where Jesus 
heals the paralytic after  
stating his sins were 
forgiven, i.e, he heals
body and soul, as 
referenced at the end
of this recitative.
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Allusion to Gospel reading of the day.
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Tenor may be seen here in his traditional role of Evangelist.
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The voice pauses, then departs from the ritornello-derived material 
while the instruments continue with it. 
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Martin Petzoldt suggests 4 successive biblical allusions: Rom. 4:17, 2 Cor. 12:9, Deut. 7:9, Ps. 3:9 (3:8 in English bible). See "Bach Kommentar," vol. 1, p. 537, 542.
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Contrast between soft voice dynamic and louder string response reflects the contrast between human weakness and Jesus' strength.
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E-flat major
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The voice pauses, then departs from the ritornello-derived 
material while the instruments continue with it. 
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Voice pauses, phrase is extended, departing from the ritornello-
derived material while the instruments continue with it.
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The voice pauses twice, departing from the ritornello-derived material 
while the instruments continue with it (except for m. 77). 

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight

mpeau
Highlight



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 48

15

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
85.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
91.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
99.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
106.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
112.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
118.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Ritornello

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The voice pauses, then departs from the ritornello-derived material 
while the instruments continue with it. 
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●Prayer: I turn to Jesus for relief in my heartache (48/7).
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The chorale tune played in the opening chorus now returns. In "Das privilegirte vollständige und vermehrte Leipziger Gesangbuch" (1758), this is the 11th stanza of 14 in "Herr Jesu Christ, du höchstes Gut." In the 1620 Freiburg hymnal, it is the 12th stanza.
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The chorale provides
the answer to the 
question raised in 
the first movement
as if in catechismal 
response. See
Petzoldt, "Bach 
Kommentar,"
vol. 1, p. 543. (In
the first movement,
the answer was
suggested by the
instrumentally played
chorale.) The reference
to Christ as "Trost"
may allude to 
Haggai 2:8. 
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