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“Das neugeborne Kindelein” (from BWV 122)

The Cantata

Das neugeborne Kindelein (The new-born little child) was written for the First Sunday after Christmas,
and first performed on 31 December 1724. 1724 was a year in which the First Sunday after Christmas
was also New Year’s Eve, so Bach chose to follow an ancient tradition by linking the two feasts. The
libretto scarcely mentions the Gospel for the day, instead interweaving Christmas texts with words which
exhort us to consider our sins and repent at the beginning of the new year.

The basis of movements 1, 3, 4, and 6 is a chorale by Melchior Vulpius, with words by Cyriakus
Schneegall. Each appearance features a different treatment, perhaps most notably in the terzetto, where
the chorale is played by 3 recorders, symbolizing the angels.

The orchestration for the cantata is also distinctive, including not only the 3 recorders just mentioned, but
3 oboes as well, lending a decidedly pastoral quality to the overall work. The impression of BWV 122 is
one of pastoral, quiet, restrained joy, rather than of overt jubilation and celebration. Due perhaps to the
brevity of the chorale tune (only 4 phrases long), the cantata is among the more compact, taking less than
fifteen minutes to perform. Further, the opening chorus is (atypically) not the longest movement. That
distinction is reserved for the bass aria that follows the opening chorus.

The Chorus

Our chorus is a compact chorale fantasia, with the cantus firmus laid out in the soprano, and while the
music is in g minor, the dancelike rhythms reflect the quiet joy of the text. Bach has supplied fairly
lengthy (relative to the vocal lines) instrumental ritornellos between phrases, as well as an introduction
and instrumental conclusion to the work, perhaps to compensate for the brevity of the chorale. But
(unexpectedly) he does not have the lower voices enter for each phrase in anticipation of the soprano cf,
which would have been another reasonable technique to extend the movement. Instead, in each case all
voices enter at essentially the same time, the result being a brief but joyous opening chorus.

The Accompaniment

This chorus was originally scored for two oboes, taille, strings, and continuo. Violin I doubles oboe I,
violin II doubles oboe II, and viola doubles taille throughout. In order to retain the lightness of the
original, the organ part has generally been set for 3-4 voices, including pedal. The top line has been
retained intact, as has the harmony. The most significant aspect of the reduction is the considerable
simplification of the bass line for pedal. In spots where the original bass contained an important
sixteenth-note line, it has been moved to the left hand. The original also included a limited number of
dynamics (usually involving a brief piano passage between more full sections). After careful
consideration, these have been addressed largely through a slight thinning of the texture, rather than by
using a secondary manual.

A light registration of 8’ and 4’ flutes (perhaps with the addition of a 2’ flute), with 16’ and 8’ in the
pedal provides suitable support for the voices while conveying the light and pastoral character of the
original.
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