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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/5; BC A28)Epiphany (BWV 65, 123, 248-VI, [200])*Isaiah 60:1–6 (Prophecy: the Lord will shine upon you and nations will come to your light)*Matthew 2:1–12 (The Magi come from the East)Librettist: UnknownFP: 6 January 1725 (Leipzig: St. Thomas inthe morning & St. Nicholas at afternoon Vespers). This cantata belongs to Bach's chorale cantata cycle (see note).
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Instrumentation:Flauto traverso I, IIOboe d'amore I, IIVln I, IIVlaSATBContinuo, Organo
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 (Chorale Verse 1) ●Emmanuel: Heavenly prince has captured my heart (123/1). 
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Form: Chorus/Fantasia - Recit (A) - Aria (T) - Recit (B) - Aria (B) - Chorale.
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Cantata Cycle II (Chorale Cantata Cycle) Regarding Bach’s chorale cantata cycle, Sven Hiemke writes, “It is…unclear what prompted Bach to take on this ambitious venture. It is possible that the composer wanted to make a connection with the Lutheran tradition of sermons based on hymns. Benedikt Carpzov (1639–1699), the pastor of St. Thomas’s Church, announced a similar project in 1690: He planned to explain a ‘good, beautiful, old, Protestant and Lutheran hymn’ in all his future sermons which Johann Schelle (1668–1701), Bach’s predecessor as Thomaskantor, would, in each case, convey ‘as graceful music’ to ‘be heard before the sermon.’” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 11, p. 10 (Sven Hiemke, translated by David Kosviner). Citation is from  Sebastian Knüpfer, Johann Schelle, Johann Kuhnau. Ausgewählte Kirchenkantaten, ed. and introduced by Arnold Schering, Leipzig, 1918 (Denkmäler deutscher Tonkunst, 1st series, vol. 58/59), p. XXXIII.	On the other hand, perhaps Bach’s cycle was inspired by the two-hundredth anniversary of the first Lutheran hymnal book publications (four published in 1524).  Evidently, his aim was to produce a cycle that was textually and formally unified, each cantata being based on a seasonal chorale of the church year. Usually, the first and last stanzas appear verbatim in the opening and closing movements, the other stanzas being paraphrased in madrigalian meter, suitable for the intervening recitatives and arias. In these inner movements, several stanzas are often combined to serve a single recitative or aria, with individual lines of the chorale occasionally retained verbatim. Biblical texts are largely absent altogether. Only one cantata, Was willst du dich betrüben, BWV 107, for the 7th Sunday after Trinity (23 July 1724), is of the per omnes versus type, in which all movements quote the hymn strophes verbatim. Unfortunately, Bach did not complete the cycle, perhaps because the anonymous librettist was no longer available. Still, by that date, Bach had produced an uninterrupted stream of 40 new chorale-based cantatas—the last one was BWV 1 for 25 March 1725 (Annunciation). The result is so impressive that for a long time Bach scholars thought these works were the culmination of his efforts in the genre, rather than the product of a composer who had just turned 40.	It bears mentioning that the chorale cantatas generally reduce the demands placed on the soprano choirboys, and Bach probably considered this fact. Alfred Mann notes that, after beginning his tenure in Leipzig with demanding, two-part cantatas, Bach realized that he “had overtaxed the abilities of the choirboys.” With the chorale cantatas, “he assigned the choirboys the easiest part, for all that the soprano section now had to sing was the plain hymn melody.” See Alfred Mann, Bach and Handel. Choral Performance Practice (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: Hinshaw Music, 1992), pp. 39–40.
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The underlying 6-stanza chorale by Ahasverus Fritsch (1629–1701) appeared in a 1670 publication called "121 neue himmelssüße Jesuslieder, darinnen der hochteure süße Kraftname Jesus über 700mal zu finden" ("121 new heavenly sweet songs of Jesus songs, in which the precious sweet, powerful name of Jesus can be found over 700 times”)—an indication of the publication's devotional focus. Fritsch's activities and his			            association with Philipp Jakob Spener (1635–1705) identified him with German Pietism (see.			            Martin Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar" 2:381–382. The hymn's connection to the Christmas			            season lies initially in its address to Jesus as "Sweetest Emmanuel," an allusion to 				             Matthew 1:23 (itself a reference to Isaiah 7:14): Behold, a virgin shall conceive				             and bear a son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel (which means, God with				             us); also Matthew 12:17–18: This was to fulfill what was spoken by the prophet						            Isaiah: “Behold, my servant whom I have chosen, my						            beloved (Luther 1545: mein Liebster) with whom my						            soul is well pleased” (see Isaiah 42:1).
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Text Box
Cantata's Theme: Love for Jesus in a hostile world.
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Ritornello developed fromchorale's first 2 measures.
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In BWV 123/1, the first line of the chorale generates "much of the accompanying instrumental material…treated in chains of imitations and sequential repetitions” (David Humphreys in J. S. Bach. Oxford Composer Companions, ed. Malcolm Boyd (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 268. See also Richard Jones, The Creative Development of Johann Sebastian Bach, vol. 2 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 148.
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While the chorale was praised, it also received criticismfor its worldly style (see note). Bach appears to match the modern style of the text (see note).
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How the hymn was viewed in Bach’s day is described by Martin Petzoldt (Bach Kommentar 2:382):“The hymn did not receive only praise in its time, as can be seen from the statement by the Gotha court preacher Albrecht Christian Ludwig (1666–1733) in his preface to the Psalmodia sacra (1715) by the court Kapellmeister Christian Witt (1665–1717); he speaks of deformations in music, by which he primarily means reformed and pietistic musical views and practices; he cites the melody of the song by Ahasverus Fritsch as an example. He explains:‘It cannot be denied that often a hymn’s all-too-worldly compositional style amuses the ears more than it afflict the heart and therefore little devotion and less dignity arises from it, as for example the excellent hymn “Liebster Immanuel, Hertzog der Frommen, etc.,” whose melody is a formal sarabande; not to mention other hymns that are otherwise beautiful but set too vainly.’”[German original:Doch erntet das Lied zu seiner Zeit nicht nur Lob, wie an der Äußerung des Gothaer Oberhofpredigers Albrecht Christian Ludwig (1666-1733) in seiner Vorrede zur Psalmodia sacra (1715) des Hofkapellmeisters Christian Witt (1665–1717) zu sehen ist; er kommt auf Deformationen der Musik zu sprechen, womit er vor allem reformierte und pietistische Musikanschauung und -ausübung meint; als Beispiel nennt er die Melodie des Liedes von Ahasverus Fritsch. Dazu führt er folgendes aus:Zwar kann man nicht in Abrede seyn / daß öffters eine allzuweltliche Composition eines Gesanges mehr die Ohren belustige als das Hertz afficire / und daher wenige Andacht und wenigere Würckung daraus entstehe / wie zum Exempel das vortreffliche Lied: Liebster Immanuel / Hertzog der Frommen etc. nach seiner Melodie / eine fomale Sarabande ist / andre sonst schöne / doch zu eitel gesetzte / Gesänge übergehe ich.]Concerning Bach’s treatment of the “very few contemporaneous chorale melodies” in the chorale cantata cycle, Christoph Wolff writes, “Their treatments in the respective cantatas illustrate the composer's clear intention to match their more fashionable melodic styles. In all instances he applied particularly subtle wind scorings, for example the rare combination of transverse flutes and oboi d’amore in BWV 8, BWV 115, and BWV 123. Moreover, the translucent polyphonic textures of the opening choruses inform the treatment of the final chorales as well, as is particularly noticeable in the texturally transparent and rhythmically vibrant setting of BWV 8/6.” See Bach’s Musical Universe (New York: W. W. Norton, 2020), p. 144.
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No continuo mm. 9–15.
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Bassetto technique (removing continuo support) is often used by Bach to depict something heavenly, unearthly, incomprehensible, or without foundation. 
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The 9/8 meter and use of woodwinds suggest a pastoral character of tenderness and intimacy related to the name "Emmanuel (God with us)." The rolling 8th notes (reminiscent of the opening chorus of Bach's Epiphany cantata for the previous year, BWV 65, in 12/8 meter) are also suggestive of the 3 wise men riding their camels from the East.
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Pervasive parallel 3rds suggest sweetness, symbolic of the text. 
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The initial salutation alludes to several biblical passages: Matthew 1:22–23: All this took place to fulfil what the Lord had spoken by the prophet: “Behold, a virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and his name shall be called Emmanuel” (which means, God with us). (See Isaiah 7:14.)Matthew 12:17–18: This was to fulfil what was spoken by the prophet Isaiah: “Behold, my servant whom I have chosen, my beloved (Luther 1545: mein Liebster) with whom my soul is well pleased.” (See Isaiah 42:1.)Hebrews 2:10: It was fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things exist, in bringing many sons to glory, should make the pioneer of their salvation (Luther 1545: Herzog ihrer Seligkeit) perfect through suffering.
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Stollen 1 of chorale's bar form.
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Chorale line 1a.
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Chorale line 1b. 
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Bach's decision to treat the Stollen a half line at a time may have been prompted by the (short) length of the lines that begin the Abgesang (lines 5 and 6).
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Alfred Dürr writes, "In the opening chorus, the instruments assume the chief responsibility for thematic development. From the beginning of the first chorale line Bach derives a twenty-bar instrumental prelude (with a central section that lacks continuo, unison strings furnishing the bass-line) in which the instrumental groups constantly exchange the chorale motive. Thereafter, the same motive pervades not only the episodes but the instrumental counterpoint played against the voices in the choral passages." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 177–178.
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B minor. 
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The 9/8 meter suggests a pastoral character related to the name "Emmanuel—God with us)."
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Chorale line 2a.
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Ritornello: No continuo...
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Text changed from "Trost" (comfort/consolation) to "Heil" ("salvation), perhaps to parallel the "Heil und Licht" ("salvation and light") that ends the aria, no. 3.
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Chorale line 2b.
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= m. 1.
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Music of Stollen 1 repeats (except final measures of vocal bass are more ornate, see mm. 88–91).
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Text painting: A sustained note for "bald" ("soon") suggests waiting (Helmuth Rilling: "poignant but determined pleading"). Meanwhile, altos and tenors repeat the prayer to come soon, creating a sense of urgency; the bass punctuates with the word "bald" ("soon").
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No continuo mm. 54–60.
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Chorale line 3a.
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Chorale line 3b.
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Allusion to Song of Solomon 4:9 [Bridegroom]: You have ravished my heart (Luther 1545: du hast mir das Herz genommen), my sister, my bride, you have ravished my heart with a glance of your eyes…
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Chorale line 4a.
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Chorale line 4b.
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Text painting: As at the end of Stollen 1, the cantus firmus ends with a sustained note to suggest waiting. This time it occurs on the word "walt" ("to well up [with longing]").  As in Stollen 1, the altos and tenors repeat the text but the bass is now different. It backtracks to include the previous line (giving the full context) and sings a wave-like figure suggested by the word "walt"(to "well up").
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The bass backtracks to include the previous line and sings a more ornate line than in Stollen 1, its wave-like lines suggesting the full context of lines 4a and 4b: to well up, wave-like, with longing.
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Abgesang of chorale's bar form.
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Chorale line 5.
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Ritornello (intensification of orchestral texture).
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Text painting: Altos and tenors foreshadow the chorale phrase. A 3-fold declaration rhetorically underscores "Nichts kann auf Erden" ("nothing on earth can"). This is matched by a 3-fold concertante exchange among instrument groups.
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Concertante exchange...
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Helmuth Rilling suggests that Bach wrote the voices in relatively low range to reflect the text's reference to "earth." See The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures, vol. 1 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 2000), p. 91.
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Chorale line 7. The bass begins alone on the melody of the chorale's opening, then stresses the name of Jesus with a long melisma. 
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By beginning early, the bass can end with a long melisma on the name of Jesus.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F#7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Ritornello



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 123

12

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Text painting: A sustained note for "[stets] behalt" ("[ever may] keep") suggests persistence. Meanwhile, altos and tenors repeat the words to the opening phrase of the chorale ("Liebster Immanuel"). For Alfred Dürr's comments, see note.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The text of the last line is sung to the beginning of the first line of the melody, quoted above, first by the bass alone, and then by alto and tenor in counterpoint with the soprano cantus firmus, which establishes a unifying link between the first and last chorale lines. The entire opening chorus has a distinctively intimate and meditative character. Already perceptible in Fritsch’s hymn, this can probably be traced back to early Pietist influences."See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 178.
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(Based on Chorale Verse 2) ●Heaven’s manna delights me now on earth already (123/2) . 
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Chromatic saturationin the vocal part in8 mm.
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The reference to Jesus' name is reminiscent of the Gospel reading for New Year's Day (Luke 2:21: the circumcision and naming of Jesus).
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The reference to manna recalls the manna given to the Israelites during the exodus and Jesus' self-identification as the "bread of life. See note for relevant scriptures.
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Exodus 16:13–15, 31, 35. In the morning dew lay round about the camp [of the Israelites]. And when the dew had gone up, there was on the face of the wilderness a fine, flake-like thing, fine as hoarfrost on the ground. When the people of Israel saw it, they said to one another, “What is it?”…And Moses said to them, “It is the bread which the Lord has given you to eat.”…Now the house of Israel called its name manna; it was like coriander seed, white, and the taste of it was like wafers made with honey…And the people of Israel ate the manna forty years, till they came to a habitable land; they ate the manna, till they came to the border of the land of Canaan. (Also Ps. 78:23–25, Hos. 14:5.)Psalm 105:40. [God] gave them bread from heaven (Luther 1545: Himmelsbrot) in abundance.John 6:30–32, 35. They said to [Jesus], “…What sign do you do, that we may see, and believe you? What work do you perform? Our fathers ate the manna in the wilderness…” Jesus then said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, it was not Moses who gave you the bread from heaven; my Father gives you the true bread from heaven…I am the bread of life; he who comes to me shall not hunger, and he who believes in me shall never thirst.”Revelation 2:17 [Christ]: …To him who conquers I will give some of the hidden manna…

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
(He-who-is)          heaven’s-sweetness,                                          the                 chosen-ones’               delight,                           fills
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on             earth           now-already   my           heart       and             breast,                         If             I             the                     name-of-Jesus
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speak          and       his               hidden                  manna            know:               just-as           the        dew        a        parched l      and               revives,   so    is        my
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heart             even        in          peril         and               pain            to                 joyfulness            through        Jesus’         power            transported.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "More striking is the first aria, no. 3, whose text, which deals with the `hard journey of the cross', gives rise to a powerfully chromatic ritornello—interfused with augmented intervals—which constantly modulates within its brief extent of four bars and, with its motivic material, determines the character of the principal vocal section. The ritornello at the end of this section, perhaps motivated by the words `Schreckt mich nicht' (`Do not frighten me'), has surprisingly calmer
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(Based on Chorale Verse 3) ●Storms of life do not frighten me, Jesus sends aid (123/3). 
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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 first phrase of the aria as a kind of 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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movement in the upper parts and a statement of the chromatic theme in the continuo. In the middle section, however, opposing forces are aroused: it contains internal contrasts, starting `allegro' with new motives and rapid vocal passages at the words `When storms rage', and then suddenly changing at the words `Jesus sends me from above Salvation and Light' to an emphatically tranquil `adagio' tempo. The appearance of the `Light' --present in our thoughts at the Feast of the Epiphany --is thus made prominent more by musical than by textual means." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford 2005), 178.
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Martin Petzoldt notes that the complete Epiphany account includes Mary and Joseph's flight to Egypt, which may be seen as an example of a "Kreuzesreise" ("journey of the "cross")—though the Gospel reading is more circumscribed and does not include their flight. See Bach Kommentar 2:384.
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Text painting: Despite a three-fold descending sequence that suggests fear is abating, the vocal line ends with one more shudder and a climactic high note.
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Here unity of affect often gives way to Bach’s interest in a differentiated portrayal of individual text phrases: the B section sets the first line in highly differentiatedfashion to depict the storms mentioned in the text.
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The reference to "salvation and light" is reminiscent of the day's Epiphany readings (Epistle: Isaiah 6:1–6; Gospel: Matthew 2:1–12; see above), as well as Psalm 27:1: "The Lord is my light (Luther 1545: Licht) and my salvation (Luther 1545: Heil); whom shall I fear?" This phrase may have occasioned the text change at the end of no. 1 (see above).
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Significance of the Key of CC 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.	Concerning the Ionian mode (C major), Johann Mattheson wrote, “It is the most natural, innocent, and not the least among the modes.” See 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. 234. See also pp. 240–241 for more on C major (Ionian) specifically. 
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(Based on Chorale Verse 4) ●Victory over hell and death is assured in Jesus (123/4). 
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Martin Petzoldt notes that the text alludes to four of the five traditionally named "enemies of Christ/faith”). These are more explicitly named in the chorale stanza on which this recitative is based: Satan, sin, hell, death. The fifth enemy (world) is mentioned in the following aria. See Bach Kommentar 2:385.
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(Based on Chorale Verse 5) ●World rejects me, I reject it in favor of Christ (123/5). 
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Martin Petzoldt notes that the text names the fifth "enemy of Christ/faith,” i.e., the world. The other four enemies (Satan, sin, hell, and death) were indirectly named in the previous movement. Perhaps listeners would have identified Herod (the persecutor of Jesus in the Epiphany narrative) with the "world." See Bach Kommentar 2:385.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "From a formal point of view, the second aria, no. 5, follows more conventional lines. The phrase ‘In betrübter Einsamkeit’ (‘In distressed solitude’), however, provides the opportunity for some charming harmonic twists." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 178. In fact, the descriptor "betrüber Einsamkeit" appears to characterize the musical setting as a whole (contemplative tempo, walking bass played staccato, soft timbre of the solitary flute, flattened 7th scale degree on "Verachtung" ("disdain" or "contempt"), and cessation of instrumental accompaniment (leaving the singer "in solitude").
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For its reference to enduring the disdain of the world, the aria adopts galant (secular) musical characteristics: a major key, melody-dominated texture, periodic phrases, flute obbligato, and staccato walking bass. 
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Text painting: The singer is left alone ("in Einsamkeit").
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Text painting: The singer is left alone ("in Einsamkeit"),  and the tempo slows with sighs in the vocal part.
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Word painting: Sustained note for "Einsamkeit" ("solitude").
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The reference to "Jesus coming in the flesh," (i.e., the incarnation) "reminds us of the Christmas season which is now drawing to a close." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 177. The reference to God accepting one's offering is reminiscent of the gifts brought by the wise men (see the day's Gospel reading, Matthew 2:11, "Opening their treasures, they offered him gifts, gold and frankincense and myrrh." See also Romans 12:1: "I appeal to you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship."
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Word painting: Sustained notes and long melisma for "bleibet" ("abides").
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(Verse 6) ●Rejecting world and yielding life to Christ (123/6). 
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This is the last stanza of 6 in the 1670 chorale by Ahasverus Fritsch (1629–1701). 
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The plain four-part closing chorale ends with an idiosyncrasy: unlike in the first movement, Bach repeats not only the Stollen but also the Abgesang, sung p, no doubt with the last line in mind, ‘Till one day I am laid in the grave’. Such piano endings are not quite so rare in Bach’s works as today’s 
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performances suggest: they are found not only in early cantatas such as BWV 106 and 71 but also in Cantata 68 of 1725." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 178. For Helmuth Rilling's interpretation, see note.
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Hymnals of the day have "Mund und Herzen." The word reversal is significant, alluding to Romans 10:10: "For man believes with his heart and so is justified, and he confesses with his lips and so is saved."
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Helmuth Rilling observes, “The final chorale is a typical four-part setting with the chorus accompanied by the orchestra. There are no special obbligato parts; no special expressions of the text. It is a simple, uncomplicated chorale. I think Bach did this purposefully. He wanted to duplicate a stile antico composition in the manner of Schütz. Once again the clue is in the text “Drum fahrt nur immer hin, ihr Eitelkeiten” [“go and stay away from me, all vain things”]. Bach thought to illustrate this by reverting to a musical style of a century before, not by using his modern craftsmanship.	At the end of the chorale, Bach comes with a striking interpretation of the text “Bis man mich einsten legt ins Grab hinein” [“until at last they lay me in the grave”]. The final phrase is repeated piano, an unusual thing for Bach to do. He does this to express once again the intimate relationship to “liebster Immanuel,” [“the beloved”]. It also represents the echoing sound one would hear while being lowered in the grave—a unique way of ending the cantata.” See Helmuth Rilling, The Oregon Bach Festival Master Class Lectures, vol. 1 (Dayton, Ohio: Roger Dean Publishing, 2000), p. 96.
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