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Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/28; BC A167)
Mary’s Purification (Candlemas) (BWV 83, 125, 82, 157, 158, [161], [200])
*Malachi 3:1–4 (The Lord will suddenly come to his temple and purify 
his people)
*Luke 2:22–32 (Mary presents Jesus at the temple; Nunc Dimittis)
Librettist: Unknown
FP: 2 February 1724 (Leipzig: St. Nicholas)
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●Death welcomed by believers of new covenant,
holding Jesus in faith (83/1). 
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Instrumentation
(expansive for a cantata that 
begins with a solo aria):
Corno I, II
Oboe I, II
Violino concertato
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo
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Form: Aria (A) - Aria/Chorale/Recit (B) - Aria (T) - Recit (A) - Chorale.
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The cantata explores the theological implications of Simeon's prayer in the Gospel reading (the Nunc Dimittis), personalizing it (with verbatim quotation as a frame at beginning and end) in no. 2 and closing with a chorale stanza of  Martin Luther's paraphrase. See note by Alfred Dürr for more. 
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Alfred Dürr writes, "The Gospel reading for the Feast of the Purification gives only a brief account of the ceremony of Mary’s purification but a much fuller account of Simeon, of whom it had been prophesied that he would not die before he had seen the Messiah. The baroque period in verse and sermon, united in this, invariably turned its thoughts on this day to the death of the individual. Thus, in the very opening aria of this cantata, the anonymous librettist directly juxtaposes the ‘glad time’ with the ‘last hour’. And only the person who has heard the Gospel reading beforehand knows that Simeon’s saying is here applied to the whole of Christendom: now that the Saviour has appeared, the faithful Christian can die confidently, for death has lost its terror." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 655.
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In no. 1, "The textual antithesis ‘glad time’/’last hour’
influences the contrasting compositional structure of
the outer and inner sections of this da capo form
movement. The principal section is derived from 
thematic material stated in the introductory ritornello, 
with its threefold contrast [among] chordal tutti 
(head-motive), antiphonal motivic treatment, and 
virtuoso figuration for solo violin." Dürr, 656. See full
score for clarity. 
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Form (Rhyme: ABAB)
A. "Joyous New Age"
  Ritornello (mm. 1-16) FM
  Lines 1-2 (16-24) FM-CM
  Rit (25-30) CM
  Lines 1-2 (30-47) CM-FM
  Rit (48-63) FM [Fine]

B. "Last Hour of Death"
  Lines 3-4 (64-69) Dm-Gm
  Rit (69-75) Gm
  Lines 3-4 (76-85) Gm-Am
Da capo
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For the significance of F major, see note.
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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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Like a violin 
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Figura corta 
(see note)

Microsoft Account
Sticky Note
The figura corta was defined as an ornament by W.C. Printz in 1689 and by Johann Gottfried Walther in his lexicon of 1732. “Figura corta consists of three fast notes, one of which by itself is as long as the other ones.” (Johann Walther, Lexikon, 1732. p. 244, translated). It could be long-short-short or short-short-long. Albert Schweitzer interpreted it as a “joy motive.” See Albert Schweitzer, J. S. Bach, vol. 2, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), pp. 65–66. Bach’s second cantata cycle (the chorale cantata cycle) has pervasive use of figura corta for joyous texts.
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Lines 1–2.
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Bach's choice of alto rather than bass is striking. As the traditional "voice of faith," the alto here appropriates the Simeon event (as recounted in the Gospel reading) existentially. See Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 3:20. More specifically, the alto may represent the prophetess Anna, who joins the holy family and Simeon (see note). 
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Text painting: Coloraturas for "joyous."
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Text painting: Held note for "holding Jesus in faith."
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Luke 2:36–38. And there was a prophetess, Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, of the tribe of Asher; she was of a great age, having lived with her husband seven years from her virginity, and as a widow till she was eighty-four. She did not depart from the temple, worshiping with fasting and prayer night and day. And coming up at that very hour she gave thanks to God, and spoke of him to all who were looking for the redemption of Jerusalem.
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Lines 1–2 repeated.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "Due to frequent use of vocal insertion, the instrumental music is clearly predominant in this bipartite principal section. The middle section, however, is organized quite differently. Here, the ritornello themes are heard only in a brief articulating episode [mm. 69–75] and in the following two-bar passage of vocal insertion [mm. 76–77]. Otherwise, largely new, text-engendered themes are developed. In addition, the solo violin has idiomatic bariolage figures, an alternation of stopped and open strings (first on a1, then on d1, and in the second half of the middle section twice in an enhanced form on e2), here without doubt intended as an imitation of tolling bells, indicating death... Both halves of the middle section end with expressive chromaticism. See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 656–657.
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Solo violin plays bariolage on A (bells tolling death)...
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is depicted with solo violin bariolage on D (bells tolling death), sighing alto & oboes, throbbing bass, and static harmony.
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Text painting: Descending chromatic vocal line for "the resting place, the grave" with ascending chromatic bass line.
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Text painting: the grave, our resting place" 

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
For more on
funeral bells, see
note. 
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Funeral Bells: Leichenglocken, Sterbeglocken
For John Elliott Gardiner’s discussion of funeral bells (Leichenglocken), see Bach: Music in the Castle of Heaven, (New York: Vintage Books, 2013), 458–462. For funeral bells, death knell, and/or striking of the last hour, see BWV 8/1, 73/4, 83/1, 95/5, 127/3, 161/4, 198/4 (flutes). Often pizzicato strings appear. 
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2 mm. vocal insertion into ritornello material.
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Lines 3–4 repeated.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Solo violin plays bariolage on E (bells tolling death)...
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Solo violin plays bariolage on E
       (bells tolling death)...
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Text painting: Descending chromatic vocal line for "the resting place, the grave" with ascending chromatic bass line.
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 (Chorale) and Recit.
●Voice of Simeon (Nunc Dimittis: Luke 2:29–31) and "ars moriendi"  (83/2). 
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Free canon between unison strings and bass.
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Form
A.  Instrumental canon (mm. 1-7)
        6/8 meter, B♭M
     Luke 2:29a (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (7-13) B♭M-Cm
      Instrumental canon (13-19) Cm-Gm
      Luke 2:29b (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (19-23) Gm-B♭M
      Canon (23-30) B♭M
B.  Recit lines 1-2 (B) (30-32) C meter, 
         B♭M
     Canon (32-34) 6/8 meter, B♭M
     Recit lines 3-8 (35-41) C meter, 
         E dim.-B♭M
     Canon (41-43) 6/8 meter, E♭M
     Recit lines 9-12 (44-49) C meter, C7-Cm
A’. Luke 2:30a (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (49-52) Cm-FM
     Canon (52-57) FM-Fm
     Luke 2:30b (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (57-61) Fm-E♭M
     Canon (61- 68) E♭M
     Luke 2:31a (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (68-71) E♭M-CM
     Canon (71-76) CM-Cm
      Luke 2:31b (B on psalm tone 8) + 
         canon (76-80) Cm-E♭M
     Canon (80-85) E♭M-B♭M
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(See side note for details).
A.  Nunc Dimmitis v. 1: canon +
          psalm-tone VIII (bass)
B.  Recitative (C meter) - canon
          - recit - canon - recit
A’. Nunc Dimittis vv. 2 + 3:
          canon + psalm-tone VIII
          (bass)
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Luke 2:29a (Bass on psalm tone 8) + canon
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Luke 2:29b + canons
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Ars moriendi (“the art of dying”) is a book genre that began after the Black Plague with the anonymous Tractus (or Speciulum), artis bene moriendi. Written in the 15th century, it was widely disseminated and translated. A shorter version, which adapts the second chapter, includes eleven woodcuts illustrating 5 temptations of the dying Christian believer and their remedies.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The use of canon suggests
inevitability, underscoring
the certainty of God's
promise in
death, as
reflected in
Simeon's 
recollection
of God's 
promise that
he would not
die before 
he had seen 
the Savior.
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Commentators note that this movement is virtually unique in Bach's music.
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Text painting: The canon theme rises for 6 notes (Mixolydian hexachord), then bounces on a long trilled note before stepping back down, perhaps depicting Simeon's act of taking the baby Jesus up in his arms as well as his heaven-directed prayer of release to death (with a "shiver" at the trill)—the "Nunc Dimittis." 
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The ascending diatonic fourth is particularly signficant in Bach (e.g., the "Gratias" and "Dona nobis" 
movements in the B-minor Mass, based on BWV 29/2. Seee note for more..
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Diatonic Ascending Fourth. Bach appears to associate the ascending diatonic fourth with offering of praise to God (perhaps like incense). Compare, for example the beginning of BWV 29/2 (“Wir danken dir”). Christoph Wolff notes that the opening motive of BWV 29/2 is “based on the identically chanted versicles of the Lutheran liturgy: [pastor:] ‘Benedicamus Domino’ . . . [which was] the closing salutation at the end of every Sunday service in Leipzig.” See Bach’s Musical Universe (New York: W. W. Norton, 2020), 330. In BWV 147/5 the ascending diatonic fourth is harmonized as faux bourdon (Am-Bm-CM-DM-Gm) in the ritornello, associated with the text “Mein Heiland, erwähle die gläubende Seele, und siehe mit Augen der Gnade mich an! (My savior, choose this believing soul and look upon me with eyes of mercy!)
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Chromatic saturation in the vocal part 
in 10 mm.; in 8 mm. of recitative. 
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The rising canon theme follows right after the words "Eingang zum Leben" ("entrance to life").
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A sermon-like recitative intervenes (the bass is often the voice of authority). It is a sermon-
like exegesis of the Nunc Dimittis: Just as Simeon could welcome death after having seen the Savior, so the Christian believer can now face death confidently (see the note by Alfred Dürr at no. 1).
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Continuo is up one 8va (see full score.
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Text painting: Singer goes below continuo for "Tod" ("death").
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that   he-it  cordially means and   us    will   after       completed     struggling   to        peace             bring.
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This phrase may be the key to understanding why Bach lets the chant "sink" (see later note).
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Luke 2:30b + canon
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Upper voice begins the canon.
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Chromatic inflection for "fear of death."
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Luke 2:31a + canon
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Luke 2:31b + canon
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Chant moved down to E-flat.
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Note: The "sinking" of the chant from B-flat to A-flat to E-flat perhaps signifies the relaxation into peace that death brings (compare text at mm. 39–41: "And after the struggle is over, bring us to peace").
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●Self-exhortation to pray fervently in care-filled times: paraphrase of Hebrews 4:16. See note. (83/3). 
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Hebrews 4:14–16. Since then we have a great high priest who has passed through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold fast our confession. For we have not a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us then with confidence draw near to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.
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Text painting: Triplets capture the essence of the word "eile" ("hasten"), appearing here as a motto, as well as the joy mentioned at the end.
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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 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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Alfred Dürr writes, "The tenor aria...with its constantly running triplets, is stamped by the image of ‘hastening’ drawn from the text....The movement is to a large extent pervaded by vocal insertion within the return of extracts of the ritornello played by the instrumental ensemble." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 657.
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