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J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 63
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NBA I/2; BC A8
Christmas Day (BWV 63, 91, 110, 248-I, 191)
*Titus 2:11–14 (The grace of God has appeared) or: 
*Isaiah 9:2–7 (The people who walked in darkness have seen 
a great light; unto us a child is born)
*Luke 2:1–14 (The birth of Christ, announcement to the shepherds,
the praise of the angels)
Librettist: perhaps Johann Michael Heineccius
FP: probably 25 Dec. 1714 (Weimar: maybe St. Peter & St. Paul Church). 
Leipzig's FP: 12 Dec. 1723 
(St. Nicholas, & St. Thomas at afternoon Vespers)
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●Christmas: Commemorate this day and render thanks (63/1).
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Large Instrumentation:
Clarino I, II (=Tromba I, II)
Tromba III, IV
Tamburi (timpani)
Ob I, II, III
Fagotto
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Violone, Organo (later version:
Organo 
obbligato)
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Form: Chorus - Recit (A) - duet (S/B) - RECIT (T) - duet (alto/tenor) - Recit (B) - Chorus. 
Bach often used chiastic (x-shaped/symmetrical) forms, in which center movements (where the mirror image begins) often provide the crux of the matter. There antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted (formal inversion reflects an aspect of reversal or turning in the text). Some examples include BWV 4/5, 5/4, 7/4, 9/4, 17/4,
	        19/4, 24/3, 28/3, 29/5, 31/5, 45/4, 47/3, 48/4, 58/1, 63/4, 65/4, 75/4,
	        75/11, 78/4, 140/4, among many others. While the libretto lacks salient Christmas texts, it alludes to the Christmas story with biblical references, often from the
		      Old Testament. The cantata may well be a parody of a Bach
		      cantata for Reformation Day, 1717 (the 200th anniversary of 
the Reformation) with libretto by Heineccius (1674–1722) of pastor in Halle, for nos. 1,
			 3, 5, & 7 have the same poetic meter. See Martin
			 Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar" 2:92. 
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For comments on this cantata by Alfred Dürr
and Robin Leaver, see
      side note.
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Alfred Dürr notes, 
	"This cantata, composed in Weimar for Christmas 1714, was formerly thought to be based on a libretto by the Halle pastor Johann Michael Heineccius, though there is no solid evidence to connect him with the text [but see below]. Without doubt the work has a decidedly festive character, but not one specifically associated with Christmas. All the pieces typical of Christmas music are absent: the music of the shepherds, the cradle song, the ‘Glory be to God on high’ of the angels, the Christmas hymns (indeed, there is no chorale at all). This could be mere chance—a whim of the librettist with which the composer concurred. Or perhaps we should conclude that the cantata originated as the parody of a secular original, though further support for this rather vague hypothesis has not so far been found. 
	The structure of the work is remarkably symmetrical: around a central secco recitative, ‘So kehret sich nun heut’ (no. 4), are grouped two duets (nos. 3 and 5), two accompanied recitatives (nos. 2 and 6), and, as an outer frame, two tutti choruses (nos. 1 and 7). And among the individual movements the similarly symmetrical da capo structure predominates: nos. 1, 3 and 7 exhibit it in its pure form (ABA), whereas in no. 5 a free reprise of the opening section suffices (ABA ). Time and again the recitatives consolidate rhythmically and motivically into arioso, in accordance with Bach’s Weimar style.
  	Not quite so typical of Bach’s early period is the large-scale design of the individual movements or of individual themes—for example, the oboe melody in the third movement. This represents a substantial departure from the small-scale articulation of Bach’s earliest efforts. Yet the choruses, in particular, with their thematically independent middle sections, betray their origin in the sectional form of the motet, for the unifying technique of choral insertion, which Bach used in almost all his concertante choruses from Advent 1716 onwards, is altogether absent.
 	Bach revived this cantata on several later occasions: at his first Christmas in Leipzig in 1723 and at least once more thereafter. At one of these later performances he replaced the obbligato oboe of the third movement with obbligato organ, entering the music himself in the organ continuo part. This version differs materially from the oboe part only in certain altered ornaments and in its broader articulation, added to which it lacks any dynamic marks. It should hardly be regarded as a ‘last will and testament’, a replacement of the oboe version, but rather as an alternative solution. In accordance with the practice of the time, both scoring possibilities should, in any case, be considered available for today’s performances."

See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 93.

Robin Leaver writes, “The libretto is [a]...variant of a text that J. M Heineccius, principal pastor of the Liebfrauenkirche, Halle provided for the bicentenary of Luther’s Reformation in 1717. Bach was in Halle at the end of 1713, in connection with his unsuccessful bid to become organist of the Liebfrauenkirche, when he may have encountered the original Heineccius libretto…BWV 63 is a bright, celebratory cantata with unique features. It employs four trumpets instead of the usual three, a rare occurrence in Bach’s cantatas; it has no solo aria, no direct biblical quotation and no concluding chorale; and it contains few allusions to traditional Christmas themes. This might suggest that it was originally a Reformation Day cantata that was later adapted for use on Christmas Day.” 

See J. S. Bach. Oxford Composer Companions, ed. Malcolm Boyd (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 95.

For information regarding the primary source materials for this cantata, see Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 5, p. 324. 
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C major (10 measures: for the significance of C, see side note).
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C seems to represent Christ for Bach. Eric Chafe writes that C minor “is the burial key of Christ in the Passions and the preferred key of the ‘sleep of death’ of Lutheran eschatology” (see Tonal Allegory, 139). Compare the key of the central recitatives in Bach’s matching debut cantatas when he started in Leipzig in 1723, BWV 75 & 76 (see Melvin Unger, “Bach’s First Two Leipzig Cantatas: the Question of Meaning Revisited” in BACH – Journal of the Riemenschneider Bach Institute (Spring-Summer/Fall-Winter 1997): 87–125. In BWV 12, the C scales ascend in the violin, descend in the bass, to provide a chi (cross) figure and “illustrate the antithesis behind the text” (Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas, p. 57). In BWV 47/2, high Cs in the obbligato and a cadence in C major at m. 54 are associated with Jesus’ example and kingdom. Compare also the significance of C and line inversion in the riddle canon BWV 1077 (“Symbolum: Christus coronabit crucigeros”) and the (apparently) related title of the Chaconne in manuscript, with its circled “i” and 3 grouped Cs: “Iesu Christus coronabit crucigeros”: Christ crowns the cross-bearers. Compare also the prevalence of C major in the Easter cantata, BWV 31.
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Meredith Little and Natalie Jenne catalog this movement with Giga II-like pieces. See "Dance and the Music of J. S. Bach," 285, 306. 
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63/1 is a concerto-like, da capo dance movement, with alternating instru-mental choirs (instruments sometimes doubling voices in choral sections).
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Extended bipartite form
(Rhyme: ABCCDDB):
A. Rit. (Mm. 1-33) CM
Lines 1-2 (33-58) CM-Em
(Rit.) (58-61) Em-D7
Lines 1-2 (61-89) (GM)-CM
Rit. (89-121) CM [Fine]
B. Lines 3-5 (121-132) CM-Am
Rit. (132-141) Am
Line 6 (141-155) Am-BM
(Rit.) (155-159) BM
Line 7 (160-168) Em-GM
da capo

Note: Bach's
division of
the text does
not follow the 
rhyme scheme,
instead:
AB(2x)-CCD-D-B.
4/5 of the move-
ment is devoted
to Section A
(Lines 1 & 2).
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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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A Section (Text lines 1–2, repeated).
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For an overview
of Bach's packed
performance schedule, 
Christmas 1723–24,
see Christoph
Wolff,
"Johann
Sebastian
Bach. The 
Learned
Musician,"
table 8.6,
(p. 265).
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Within this largely sectional structure, Bach alternates homophonic sections (in which the soprano usually leads) with more contrapuntal sections, alternating with statements of the ritornello. Martin Petzold suggests that the triadic figure with which the soprano line begins each section is like the blows of an engraving hammer. See Bach Kommentar 1:93.
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Text painting: Counterpoint is used to depict the process of engraving referenced in the text (soprano and bass in canon).
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Trps & timp tacet...
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For Eric Chafe's comments about
this cantata in the context of the 
liturgical year, see side note.
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Eric Chafe writes, 
"Bach’s 1723 cantata for Christmas Day, 'Christen, ätzet diesen Tag' (Christians, etch this day: BWV 63), responds to the 'coming' that is anticipated in Cantatas 70 and 61 by emphasizing Christmas Day as the long-awaited time of fulfillment. “Christen, ätzet diesen Tag,’ also written in Weimar, once again describes the theme of Israel’s release from captivity as a figure of Jesus’ birth and the release of humanity from sin and death. And it uses the metaphor of an inscription that commemorates a great event (in this case the incarnation) to bring out the idea of the present as the pivot between the past and future ages, a theme that Bach then turns into the idea of musical structure as metaphor for the idea of the monument on which the inscription is engraved. 'Christen, ätzet diesen Tag' is symmetrically organized, to an even greater extent than Cantata 70; and, like Cantata 70, its C major outer movements frame pivotal movements (arias) in a and G. Between them a tenor recitative describes Christmas Day as the turning point from the suffering with which Israel was tormented and burdened to pure salvation and grace, the latter brought about by the 'lion from David’s stem,' whose 'bow' and 'sword' restore humanity to its former freedom (i.e., before the fall, the 'himmlisch Eden' of 'Wachet! betet!'). Thus, in three successive Weimar cantatas associated with the turning of the liturgical year 1723 Bach utilized tonal motion from a to G in conjunction with 'the world' and the anticipation of eternity (Cantata 70), Jesus’ coming in the flesh and at the end of time (Cantata 61), and the fulfillment of God’s promise to Israel (Cantata 63). In viewing Jesus’ birth as the fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy regarding the Savior of Israel, 'Christen, ätzet diesen Tag' interprets the turning of the geophysical year as a mirroring in microcosm of the turning of the ages, just as in juxtaposing the fearful end of the world to the joyful new beginning, 'Wachet! betet!' mirrors its position at the end of the liturgical year. The Anfang/Ende symbolism would then reappear in association with the turning of the civil year on New Year’s Day in the aria 'Jesus soll mein alles sein, Jesus soll mein Anfang bleiben. . . . Jesus macht mein Ende gut' (Jesus shall be everything to me, Jesus shall remain my beginning, . . . Jesus makes my end good), where it is oriented directly toward the believer’s eschatological hopes. And on the following day (January 2,1724) Cantata 153, for the Sunday after the New Year, interpreted the flight of the Holy Family to Egypt (New Testament) as a reenactment of the captivity of Israel in Egypt (Old Testament), a figure of the believer’s spiritual tribulation in the present (the 'Ägypten dieser Welt' of 'Wachet! betet!'), and an anticipation of his release from the world in the future. In this way the entire season from late Trinity through the New Year drew on a community of ideas that reflected the ways in which hermeneutics interpreted the antitheses of scripture in terms of the believer’s inner experience of salvation history (i.e., the analogy of faith)... 
	One of the most common themes of the late-Trinity, Advent, and Christmas seasons was the metaphoric interpretation of the turning of the liturgical, geophysical, and civil years in terms of the turning point of history and of faith that came with the incarnation of Jesus. Any one of several feast days—the twenty-sixth Sunday after Trinity, Advent Sunday, the three days of Christmas, the Sunday after Christmas, New Year’s Day, the Sunday after New Year’s Day, and Epiphany Sunday—might take up this theme, modifying it according to the more particular character of the feast day in question. In general, the idea of 'time' is very prominent in the cantata texts written for those feasts, where it is often expressed in terms of the eras of salvation history and the internalizing of that history in the faith experience of the believer. And in turn, Bach’s cantatas for those feast days often derive their overall designs from the underlying metaphor of the old year as the time of Israel and  the new as the  time of Christ, utilizing in some cases chorales that change their mode or time signature, juxtaposing archaic and modern styles, and the like."

See Eric Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 18–19.
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Text painting: Counterpoint is used to depict the process of engraving referenced in the text.
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B Section (Text Lines 3–7).
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The reference to hastening to the manger is one of the few references to the Christmas story.
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Text painting: A theme consisting of a leap up followed by a descending melisma is treated canonically (B/A, T/S) to depict the streaming rays of God's grace referenced in the text—reminiscent of the radiant angels who announced Christ's birth to the shepherds.
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Trumpets tacet until da capo. When they re-enter, they seem to depict the ray of light breaking in, as referenced here...
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●Christmas: Blessed day when God came to deliver us (63/2).
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Reference to passages such as Genesis 3:14–15: "The Lord God said to the serpent, “Because you have [deceived Eve]…I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel”; 49:10: "The scepter shall not depart from Judah…until Shiloh comes.
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"O extraordinary today" is the Day of Salvation; the phrase is also reminiscent of New Testament passages that quote Psalm 2:7 (see side note). 
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Psalm 2:4–7. He who sits in the heavens laughs; the Lord has them in derision. Then he will speak to them in his wrath, and terrify them in his fury, saying, “I have set my king on Zion, my holy hill.” I will tell of the decree of the Lord: He said to me, “You are my son, today I have begotten you."
Acts 13:32–33. And we bring you the good news that what God promised to the fathers, this he has fulfilled to us their children by raising Jesus; as also it is written in the second psalm, "Thou art my Son, today I have begotten thee.’ 
Hebrews 1:5–6. To what angel did God ever say, “Thou art my Son, today I have begotten thee”? Or again, “I will be to him a father, and he shall be to me a son”? And again, when he brings the first-born into the world, he says, “Let all God’s angels worship him.”
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Alto is often the voice of 
the believing soul. 
See Petzoldt, 
"Bach Kommentar" 
1:541, 2:917. 
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Equating the slavery of sin to the slavery of the Hebrews in Egypt is based on biblical passages such as Exodus 6:6: "I am the Lord, and I will bring you out from  
under the burdens of the Egyptians, and I will deliver you from their bondage"; 1 John 5:19: The whole world is in the power of the evil one (also 2 Timothy 2:26); 
John 8:34: Every one who commits sin is a slave to sin.
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Switching from recitative to arioso is typical of Bach's Weimar cantatas.
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Chromaticism and winding lines for Satan's 
captivity and the chains of slavery.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E major

Microsoft Account
Oval

Microsoft Account
Oval

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Alto has "shivering" melisma.
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The reference to "an apostate people" recalls Old Testament passages recounting Israel's religious history.
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For the significance of D minor, see side note.

Microsoft Account
Sticky Note
D minor is of particular interest, since Martin Luther equated the second tone (secundus tonus—apparently referring to the hypodorian mode) with “poor, weak sinner.” Eyolf Østrem documents various iterations of Luther’s statements. See Østrem, Eyolf, “Luther, Josquin and des finken gesang” in The Arts and the Cultural Heritage of Martin Luther (special issue of the journal Transfiguration, Nordic Journal of Christianity and the Arts, replaces issue 4/1), ed. Nils Holger Peterson (Museum Tusculanum Press, 2002): 61. Eric Chafe understands Luther’s term in this way, writing simply that Luther “called the Dorian mode an analog of ‘poor weak sinner’ because of its use of the variable B fa/mi.” See Tonal Allegory, 39. See also Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas, p. 267n33 and p. 98 (where he writes “hypodorian”).
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Incarnational references are reminiscent of biblical passages such as Philippians 2:6–7: Though [Christ] was in the form of God, [he] did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men.
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a "shepherd's stall" is one
of the libretto's few references
to the Christmas story.
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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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Phrygian cadence, commonly used for questions.
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Subject C: Descending chromatic tetrachord: traditional symbol of lament,
used here for "that Satan should torture us."
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Chromaticism and harmonic instability for the text "May it never come to pass that Satan should torment us."
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Dominant preparation...




