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“Who sang the soprano and alto parts in Bach’s cantatas?”

Translation by Thomas Braatz © 2009

[The following is a translation of pages 43 to 48 from Arnold Schering’s book, Johann Sebastian Bachs Leipziger
Kirchenmusik, published in 1936 in Leipzig and presented in facsimile after the translation. To distinguish between

Schering’s original footnotes and mine, his are highlighted in red while mine are left in black.]

The paragraph leading into this passage describes Georg PhilippTelemann’s (1681-
1767) sacred music activities in the Neukirche (New Church) in Leipzig. These cantata
performances were accomplished by Telemann with the help of university students
only and without any assistance from the Thomaner' choir(s) which were under
Johann Kuhnau’s (1660-1722 - Bach’s immediate predecessor) direction. Jealous of
the success that Telemann was having with his performances, Kuhnau commented
that the young people there [/Neukirche] had no real idea about what the proper style
of singing in a church was all about and that their goal was “directed toward a so-
called cantata-like manner of singing”. By this he evidently meant the elegant, modern
way that male falsettists’ sang their solos [compared to the soprano and alto voices of
young boys before their mutation].

What was Bach’s way of treating this matter in his sacred music?

A cantor’s constant concern, as we have seen, is the ability to obtain and train
good sopranos and basses. Kuhnau’s experience, that among his young scholars strong
bass singers were a rarity,” was an experience that his cantor predecessors in Leipzig

had already had. For this reason they were forced, again and again, to engage [hire]

! German references will be used throughout because these compound nouns are generally shorter than their English
forms; for example, Thomaner = the boys enrolled at the St. Thomas School who are members of a choir;
Thomasschule = St. Thomas School; Thomaskirche = St. Thomas Church; Nikolaikirche = St. Nicholas Church;
Thomaskantor = the cantor at the St. Thomas School & Church;

? Despite the negative connotation associated with the term falsettist, it will be maintained throughout as a
translation of the Schering’s term Falsettist which in short refers to adult males (not to be confused with castrati)
who can sing in the alto and soprano ranges after they have experienced mutation. At various times and places they
have also been known sopranists, altists, countertenors, etc.

® Philipp Spitta, Johann Sebastian Bach, volume 11, 1880, p. 859.
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basses who were not Thomaner® and who mainly consisted of university students.
Beginning with the 7homaskantor Sebastian Kniipfer [ Thomaskantor from 1657 to
1676], the churches’ recorded considerable sums® usually amounting to 28 Florins and
12 Groschen [€ 1800,00] for the services of two singers. In 1708 these payments were
not forthcoming so Kuhnau had to request them anew; however, the authorities did
not heed his request. In the future neither he nor Bach could depend upon receiving
these regular payments for supernumerari.” When it became necessary, they [Kuhnau
and J. S. Bach] would have to pay these assistants out of their own pockets.® It will
remain an open question whether Bach no longer experienced as important the lack of
good basses or whether (as in the case of motet performances) the use of continuo
accompaniment made up for the lack of strength in the vocal bass line. In any case,
only older, more mature singers could possibly sing the great bass arias and the part of
Christ.

Even greater difficulties were posed by the sopranos. Their tender young voices
suffered terribly from the ordeals (strains) caused by the trying performance schedule
they were required to fulfill. Kuhnau had stated” that “the best singers, particularly the

sopranos,” often could not even be used since they

“as they are constantly required to be present in all singing activities, cannot be spared
from singing a lot because they are needed for funerals, weddings, caroling and other
processions through the streets, particularly evenings during the time around New Year’s
which lasts for two to three weeks when the air is raw and there is a biting wind. For these
reasons it is more likely that they will lose their voices before they have acquired the necessary
vocal skills to be able to sing reliably and with some good judgment any easy figural music
that is placed before them or to sing it while observing carefully the proper beat according to

the style appropriate for singing in churches.”"’

* These are the students officially enrolled at the Thomasschule either as interni (those accepted with a scholarship
which covered their studies and room and board) or externi (those without scholarships who are allowed to attend
classes during the day and who keep applying each year to become interni).

> Probably only the Thomaskirche and Nikolaikirche are referred to here.

® These are entries made in the church ledgers.

" These are the musical assistants, both vocal and instrumental, that are drawn mainly from the available pool of
talented university students and do not include the city pipers or violinists (Musikanten) that are on the city payroll.
& Only once during the year 1747/48 do the church accounts record an exception: “6 Reichsthaler [€ 432,00] for the
bass, Mr. Johann Christoph Altnikol for his services as assistant for the choirs at both main churches from
Michaelmas, 1745 until May 19, 1747.” Altnikol [1719-1759] was 28 years old at that time.

® Spitta Il, p. 862.

19 The yearly demands made on the Thomaner as far as their energy and voices are concerned become obvious upon
examination of the receipts recorded in the church ledgers. For the year 1728/29 the entry reads: “42 Reichsthaler [€

3024,00] for 42 funerals for singing motets before the front doors of the deceased at 1 Reichsthaler [€ 72,00] per
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Since January, 1681, for this reason, each of the two main churches
[ Thomaskirche and Nikolaikirche] had set aside as a special remuneration or reward
amounting to an annual payment of 2 Florins (€ 126,00), later 1 Reichsthaler 18
Groschen (€ 72,00) “for the best sopranos and altos in the Thomasschule” a so-called
Schonungsgeld, a recompense, a monetary compensation given in consideration for the
financial loss a 7homaner would face by not taking part in the caroling activities and,
which served at the same time as a remuneration [here almost used as a bribe] which
would keep a singer from exposing himself [his voice] to the elements over an
extended period of time mainly in the evening darkness during winter. Thus he would
be spared [schonen] so that he could sing properly during church services of which
there were more than the usual number during Christmas, New Year’s, and Epiphany
so that he and other young singers would stay away from the Christmas and New
Year’s caroling and other events that involved moving about in processions in cold
weather. The Kreuzchor of Dresden (the Dresden Boys” Choir) has for a long time had
a similar tradition. These account entries [in the church records of the two main
churches in Leipzig] recur regularly and almost without change in the following
decades with only a few gaps where the information is missing.

This Schonungsgeld was at first designated to be used for the best sopranos and
altos. Later references describe the recipients of these sums only as sopranos or, more
generally, as Concertisten.”’ Just how many individuals were involved each time is not
indicated; but, based upon the small amount of money involved,'? it could not have

been more than two, most likely the best sopranos from the primary and secondary

event.” In the following year there were 47 funerals. This type of entry refers only to the grand funeral processions
and not to the lesser ones where only chorales and funeral arias were sung. In 1728 (according to Riemer) 1269
people had died in 1729 it was 1194. Even if you assume that out of any of these yearly tabulations two-thirds
(children and very poor people) were buried without music, there will still remain about 300 to 400 funerals, an
average of about 6 to 8 a week, each of which involved the participation of the Thomaner in one way or another. In
one official record from Kuhnau’s time (1717, Leipzig City Archive, VIII, Volume 2d after folio No. 176) it is stated
that of the four Christmas caroling groups participating in the preceding year, the first one returned from caroling at
9:30 pm, the second at 10 pm, the third at 10:30 pm and the fourth at 11 pm. The report also indicates that there
were many tired and frostbitten Thomaner who had to warm up for at least a quarter or a half hour after they had
returned home.

11 When Bach was the Thomaskantor the entries tended to read as follows: “for the concertists to spare them [from
caroling] for singing during the church services, as a special treat” or “for the concertists to keep them from singing
in the New Year’s caroling and spare them so that they can sing in the churches”.

12 For more information about the actual amounts that were collected by each choir for the New Year’s caroling,
amounts that often exceeded 100 Florins (€ 6300,00), see Musikgeschichte Leipzigs, Leipzig, 1926, vol. 11, p. 72.
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choirs, whose fresh voices were indispensible for the performances of figural music in
the time around New Year’s."> The number of good, young sopranos with a passable
proficiency was, as a rule, so small that it would be quite noticeable if two good
soprano voices were missing. At any rate it is striking that altos are never mentioned
again even though the devastation caused by caroling in the streets would not have
affected their even more sensitive voices less than those of the sopranos.

These guidelines demonstrate anew the moderate [mediocre] level of vocal
accomplishment that existed at times. For what good would these two or three
‘unused’ [those that were still full of energy and in good shape] voices be for a choir
that was otherwise completely worn out from their New Year’s caroling which often
lasted at least two weeks? Despite all these difficulties Bach still had to contend with
these conditions when he was composing all of his cantatas from New Year’s Day to
the First Sunday after Epiphany. It is possible to see that he tried to compose his New
Year’s cantatas as simply as possible in consideration of the strenuous caroling
activities the sopranos were enduring. However, it must not have been possible to
remove completely all signs of exhaustion and hoarseness. Was there a means for
preventing the worst in such cases, particularly when recitatives and arias were
involved?

Let’s return to Kuhnau’s statements about this matter: ‘young people’ (here he
is referring to the members of a choir like the 7homaner) “are better suited for being
Capellstimmen'® than being Concertisten” partly because there are always among them
those who are just beginning to learn music [and have not had enough training in
these matters] and partly because all of them face mutation [change of voice] at some
point and some of them even lose their good soprano voices and remain completely
silent [without a usable voice] thereafter.” So it is like it used to be that the cantor had
to concentrate on having several good singers, but particularly on having a very good
[strong, loud] bass. Kuhnau indicates in the same source that he not only desires a

bass but also stand-ins for both of the young boys who sing the high treble solo parts

13 This is referred to by Kuhnau (1717; see Spitta I, p. 863).

1 These are the ripieni or “fill” voices that sing the tutti passages in figural music.

!> These are the section leaders that sing the passages marked solo or other solo movements like recitatives and
arias.



(die konzertierenden Partien] and still face mutation. Indeed, when Johann Schelle
(1648-1701) was the Thomaskantor from 1698 until the middle of 1700, besides the
two basses [who were being paid by both main churches], there was also a certain
university student, Christian Wilhelm Ludwig, listed as an alto and who was being
paid 2 Florins 18 Groschen (€ 128,00) by each church according to their church
ledgers. Bach knew about these entries as he even alluded to them in his Entwurff®
which is, in essence, simply a repetition of Kuhnau’s demands for financial support for
his singers [supernumerari] only this time with a tone of greater desperation. At that
time (August, 1730) Bach had jurisdiction over a choir consisting of 54'” Thomaner

whose abilities he characterized with this well-known, devastating assessment:
To summarize: there are 17 usable, 20 not yet usable and 17 incompetent [singers].

With the first 17, Bach had to populate both of the first choirs [the primary
and secondary] — hence, an extremely incomplete number, i.e., with barely 8 in each
choir. The next 20 were still weak motet singers (this was the third choir with many
surplus singers who were destined only gradually to move higher) and, finally, he
chose a few from the group of incompetents to form the fourth choir.

If we assume now that the performances by the men’s voices were generally
good, then we would have to seriously doubt whether Bach’s demanding soprano and
alto parts were sung by boys who ranged in age from 10 to 16 years. Just consider the
demands made on a soprano who sings the solo cantata “Jauchzet Gott in allen
Landen” (BWYV 51), or an alto who sings a solo part in “Geist und Seele wird
verwirret” (BWYV 35), or in “Freue dich, erloste Schar” (BWV 30), or in the City
Council Inauguration Cantata “Gott, man lobet dich in der Stille” (BWV 120), then
the gravest doubts begin to stack up about whether [young] boys, particularly boy
altos were really able to cope with these compositions, not only because of their
expressive aspects. Their musical expression would most likely have remained

steadfastly concentrated on obtaining a clean, beautiful-sounding rendering of the

16 Bach-Dokumente I, item 22: Kurtzer, iedoch hdchstnéthiger Entwurff einer wohlbestallten Kirchen Music....
7 This is the total of the alumni or those officially enrolled as interni along with those attending only during the
daytime (the externi).



music. To be sure, however, there would have been difficulties relating to the
physiology of voice production and vocal technique.

Certainly even today [1936] there do appear phenomenal boy singers from time
to time, but probably the occurrence of good boy altos was just as seldom as in Bach’s
time. Simply to wait until such a phenomenal boy with the necessary musical
intelligence turned up among the group of young choristers who advanced each year
to the highest level in order for Bach to compose specifically for his voice and abilities
arias like “Erbarme dich, mein Gott” (BWV 244/39) or “Blute nur, du liebes Herz”
(BWV 244/8) was something for which the general practice of a German school choir
was not prepared. Throughout his 27 years in Leipzig, Bach also did not compose for
such young vocal prodigies, but rather for the normal, new generations of singers who
were attracted to come to Leipzig from the surrounding countryside and whom he
trained and educated personally with great effort over the course of many years.
Compositions like those already indicated that appear in every larger cantata as
additional [solo] movements exceed in tone, range, and breathing technique the
physiological circumstances of a normal boy’s voice, not to mention the fact that such
a boy’s voice would have had difficulty asserting itself in such an environment as a
large, filled church nave against a larger or smaller [instrumental] accompaniment.

Bach must always have had at his disposal 2 number of adult male sopranos or
altos, whom he had trained himself. The only problem we have today [1936] is that
we have lost the know-how [and experience] necessary for singing these high, male
treble parts so that we can no longer determine without a doubt just where he would
have used young boy treble singers or adult males singing soprano or alto parts using
falsetto voices. Only through attempting to experiment with this in practice will we be
able to come to a qualified decision. In doing so we will always need to consider that
the boy sopranos and altos in the choral movements were also supported by falsertists
(adult male sopranos and altos) with one falsertist for each part. This becomes
apparent upon examination of such difficult solo parts which are written into the
regular choral parts'® and do not appear on a separate part devoted only to the part of

the concertist. There are enough instances where the normal distribution: 6 adult male

'® Most original sets of vocal parts contain only four parts: soprano, alto, tenor and bass.
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parts (tenor, bass) over against 6 boys’ voices (soprano, alto) would have to be
abandoned because three sopranos and three altos would have been too weak
compared to the adult male voices. Having one additional adult male for both the
soprano and alto parts would have provided for the necessary balance while the loss of
either an adult male tenor or bass would have been easier to endure without any
obvious lack. The falsettist (who could have been one of the older Thomaner who often
remained enrolled at the Thomasschule until their early to middle twenties or a
university student) looked over the shoulders of the trios or duos [singing from the
same, single part] of the smaller boys and sang from the [single] part held by the
singer in the middle. Since Bach, in standardizing the number of choir members, does
not specifically indicate the soloists who exceed the 12 listed [in the Entwurffand
elsewhere], I suspect that these would have come from the supernumerari of the
primary and secondary choirs." It may also have happened that one and the same
vocalist [adult male] may have sung some parts alternatively in a full, natural voice and
with a falsetto voice; i. e., he may, as needed, have sung a solo part in a falsetto voice
(adult male treble) but then [in the same composition] have returned to his normal
tenor or bass voice. It was not all too rare to have talented vocalists that could sing in
all four vocal ranges. Johann Matthias Gesner (1691-1761)° reports that Bach himself
was capable of singing all vocal parts [to help the choir members with their entries
during a rehearsal/performance]. A certain Master Vogel, who had applied for a
position as teacher at the Thomasschule in 1739 lists among his qualifications the fact
that in Freiberg he “as a concertist there had sung all the parts [!] in the choir”, and
Johann Krieger (1652-1735, brother of the even more famous Johann Philipp Krieger
{1649-1725} ) had composed an aria entitled “Lasset sich ein Virtuoser bey dem
Capellmeister horen” [“A Virtuoso Sings for the Capellmeister”] for Weise’s (1642-

1708) “Politischen Quacksalber”. In the latter aria the singer is constantly required to

19 Kuhnau had stated (1709; Spitta I, p. 857): “So it is that we would especially need such supernumerarii right now
since the Primary Choir no longer has any university students.” The well-known engraving by Criigner used as a
frontispiece to the Leipzig Schulordnung (1723) shows the open area between the Thomasschule and the
Thomaskirche. Here the Primary Choir of the Thomaner with about 12 to 14 individuals is depicted walking from
the school to the Thomaskirche in file, two-by-two, with the smallest in front and the tallest last.

2 Bach-Dokumente 11, item 432.



jump from one vocal range to another thus demonstrating his ability to sing in all of
them.

Every cantor would naturally want to have such versatile vocalists. Even Bach
would have made use of such talented individuals wherever possible and thus have
successfully avoided some embarrassing situations. On a case to case basis he would
have decided where a boy soprano concertist should be used and where an adult male
[Jalsettist (soprano or alto) would be needed. In any case, any musically well-informed
listener in one of the main Leipzig churches would have had no reason to be
disappointed that he would not get to hear the equivalent to the highly artistic level of
performance achieved by the castrati*’ singing at the Dresden Court Church, since a
[Jalsettist’s voice often resembled very closely the clear, somewhat brittle sound of the
castrato. It is also true that it [the voice of a falsettist] easily blends with the natural
treble voices of boys without mixing in any alien or exotic elements. The boys’ lack of
the ability to modulate their voices sufficiently is compensated for by the adult singers’
better breathing technique and greater maturity. Perhaps both Wilhelm Friedemann
and Philipp Emanuel, after they had attained the necessary age, were able to support
their father for a while with invaluable services as falsestists. It might be worth
reflecting upon the following possibility: If Bach’s Kyrie and Gloria in B minor had
been performed in Dresden in 1733, then we would have been able to document
historically, since both would already have been performed as part of the Leipzig
liturgy, that these compositions would have been presented using two different types

of vocalists: in Dresden the castrati and in Leipzig the falsettists.

2! Castrato (plural: castrati) = a male singer who has maintained the soprano or alto range of his voice
(no mutation) into adulthood because he had been castrated before puberty (usually between the age of six
until eight).



Seltenpeit guter Bafz und Distantfiimmen 43

youff eine fo genandte Cantaten Urt Hinaus”, Darunter verftand er
offenbar den eleganten modernen Sologefang der Fiftulanten.

Wie hat BVach es bei feiner Kirchenmufif gebhalten?

Cine ftandige Sorge des Kantors bildete, wie wir {ahen, die Cy:
langung und Yusbildung guter Disfantiften und DBaffiften. Die
Crfabrung Kubnaus, daf unter der Schuljugend ftarfe Bafiftimmen
felten find1), Batten fchon Deffen Borgdnger gemacht und deshalb
immer wieder auf die BVerpflichtung fremder, im wefentlichen ftudenti=
{cher Bagjanger gedbrungen. Seit Kniipfers Kantorat gaben die Kirchen
dafiir jabrlich betrachtliche Poften ausd, gewdhnlich 28 f{ 12 gr fiir
el Sdanger. Im Jabre 1708 trat eine Stodfung ein, fo daf Kubnau
aufsé neue darum einfam. Uber die Vehdrde verfagte. Weber ex nodh
Badh baben in Subunft regelmdfige Udjuvantengelder bejogen, viel:
mebr folche Gratiale, wenn fie notrendig wurden, aus eigenen Mitteln
beftritten?). b unter BVadh der Mangel ftarfer Viffe nicht mehr fo
dringend war, ober ob (bei den Motetten) das Yuffommen des Cembalo:
affompagnements ausgleichend wirfte, mag unentfchieden bleiben.
Fur Bads grofie BaBarien und Chriftusrollen fonnten jedenfalls nur
dltere, reife ©dnger in Frage Fommen.

Grofere Schivierigleiten bereiteten die Disfantiften. Jhre garten
jugendlichen Stimmen litten entfeBlich unter den Unfirengungen des
sermiirbenden Singedienftes, ,Die beften Sdnger, und fonderlich die
Digeantiften”, {agt Kubnau?), {ind oft nicht su gebrauchen, da fie ,bey
ibren vielen Singen, bey Leichen, Hochgeiten, in der Kurrente und
andern Umgdngen, fonderlich des Ubends in der Neu-Jabresseit bey
rauber und fdharffer Luft nicht gefchonet werden Fonnen, wobey fie
denn die Stimmen eher verliehren, als {ie den Habitum erlanget, ein
ibnen vorgelegtes leichtes Concertgen secur und mit einigem Iudicio,
oder Der bey dem Kirchen=Stylo nothigen Obfervany der viel ju {chaffen
machen den Battuta, ju fingen®)”. Seit Januar 1681 bHatte daber

1) Gpitta II, S. 859,

2) Nur ein eingiges Mal, im Fabre 1747/48, budhen die RKirchenrechnungen
ausnahmseife: ,6 t[ dem Baffiften H. Joh. Chph. Wltnifoln vor die feit Mich.
1745 in Denen bepden Hauptfirdhen dem Choro Musico bis 19. 5, 47 geleiftete
Assistence.” Ultnifol {tand damals im 28, Lebensjahr.

3) Spitta II, S, 862.

) MWas alljahrlich allein dad Leichenfingen an Kraft und Stimme erforderte,
gebt aud den Cinnahmequittungen Dder Kirchenrechnungsbiicher BHervor. Sum
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44 ,Schonung” der beften Diskantiften

jede dDer beiden RKirchen ,fiir die beften Disdcantiften und Ultiften der
Thomas Schul” ein {ogenanntes ,Schonungsgeld” von fahrlich 2 fI
(fpdater 1 ¢l 18 gr) ausgefebt sum Cntgelt dafilr, daf diefe Dem Neu=
jabrafingen und anderen ,Umgdngen bei Faltem Wetter” fern blieben.
So wurde e feit langem auch im Dreddener Kreuzdhore gehalten. Der
Poijten Pebrt in Den folgenden Jahrzehnten mit nur geringen, nicht melhyr
genau Pontrollierbaven Liicfen unverdndert wieder,

Diefes Schonungsgeld galt anfangs fiir die beften Diskantiften
und Altiften. Spater ift nur mehr von Disfantiften oder, allgemeiner,
von Kongertiften die NRedel), Wieviel e8 jedesmal gewefen find, er=
fabren wir nicht; dDoch mag e8 {ich, nach dem niedrigen Betrag 3u
{ehdgen 2), um Faum mebhr al8 gwei gehandelt haben, alfo wolhl um den
beften Disfantiffen Der erften und Der yweiten Kantorei, deren Frifche
bei der Kongertmufif um Neujabr Herum unentbehrlich ward), Ter
Beftand an jungen Sopraniften mit leidlichen profectus war in der
Regel {o gering, daf fdhwerlich mebr ald ywei gute Sopranftimmen
ausfallen Ponnten, Jmmerbhin ift auffallig, daf niemals wieder Altiften
genannt werden, obwohl bei deren noch viel empfindlicherer Stimme
die Berheerungen des Gaffenfingens nicht geringer gerefen fein mdgen.

Jabre 1728/29 heifit es: ,42 ¢l fiir 42 bei ebenfoviel Leichenbeftattungen vor den
Thiiven gefungene Motetten 4 1 .Y Im ndchften IJahre waren es 47, Dies
Begicht {ich fedoch nur auf grofe Begdngniffe, nicht zugleich auf die Pleineren,
wo nur Chordle und Sterbearien gefungen wurden. Im Jabhre 1728 ftarben in
Leipzig (nach Riemer) 1269 Perfonen, im Jahre 1729 1194, Selbft wenn man
annimmt, dafi von diefen Geftorbenen el Drittel (Kinder, gany Urme) obhne
Mufif begraben wurbden, fo blieben jahrlich noch immer etiva 300—400 Leichen —
alfo rund 6—8 die Wohe —, bei Denen die Schiiler in Der einen ober anderen Weife
mitguwirfen hatten, In einem UEtenfliid aus Kubnaud 3eit (1717; Ratdardhiv
VI1II, B. 2d, nach fol. 176) wird gefagt, daf von den vier Weihnadhtsbantoreien
im vorigen Jabr die erfte erft abends 1/,10 Uhr, die gweite um 10, die dritte 1/,11,
bie vierte 11 Uhr juriidgefebrt fei, und jwar lauter ,ermiidete und erfrobrene
Schiiler”, die fidh nach dem Nachhaufefommen ,erft 1/, ober 1/, Stunde” er=
wdrmen mufiten,

1) Unter Bady pflegt der Paffus ju lauten: ,vor die Concertiften gur Kirchen:
mufic gu fdhonen, sur CrgdfilichPeit” oder ,vor die Concertiften fo beym Neujabhe
Gingen gur Kirchen Mufic gefdonet worden”,

2) iber die Hibe der beim MNeujabhrsfingen einfommenden, bei der eingelnen
Kantorei oft weit iber 100 fl gehenden Betrdge fiehe MEGL. II, &, 72,

8) Darauf deuten Worte Kuhnaus (1717; fiehe Spitta 11, S. 863).
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Ubnupung der Stimmen. Hilfskrdfte 45

Die gange Mafregel seigt aufs neue, auf welcher mapigen Hobe
die ftimmlichen Leiftungen fich ju Beiten bewegt haben miifjen. Denn
was wollten {chlieflich, wenn das oft 14 Tage dauernde Neujahrsfingen
porbei war, wirklich swei oder drei unverbrauchte Stimmen innerhalb
eines im flibrigen vollig er{dhopften Chores befagen? Trofdem bhat
Bach bei allen Kantaten, die von Neujahr bis sum erften Cpiphanias:
fonntag einfielen, mit einem {olchen rechnen miiffen. Man fann gwar
bemerfen, Dafi er gerade die Neujabrsfantaten mit Ricficht auf die
anftrengenden Umgdnge fiir die Diskantiften moglichft einfach su fegen
fuchte. Uber die Jeichen der Crmitdung und Heiferfeit {ind wohl nie
gang su bannen gewefen, Gab es ein Mittel, in folchen Fillen dem
Schlimmiten gu fteuern? Bor allem, wenn Regitative und Arien auf
dem Spiel ftanden?

Nodhy einmal moge Kubnau fprechen. Die Jugend (D, b. ein Schiilers
dhor wie der der Thomaner), meint er, {chicke fich ,theil8 wegen ihres
fteten Unfanges in der Mufic, theild weil {ie auch immer die Stimme
mutiret, und mancdhe jahre nach dem verlohrnen guten Didcant gany
ftumm bleibet, mebr su Denen Capellftimmen und denen tutti, alff
sum concertiven”. o folle man denn, wie vormals, ,auf einige San=
ger, vornehmlich aber auff einen {tarcfen Baffijten denfen”. Cr wiinfcht
alfo, das geht daraus Hervor, nicht nur einen Baffiften, fondern aud)
Bertreter fiir die beiden hohen, der Mutation ausdgefeften Knaben:
ftimmen, und gwar fiir die Pongertierenden Partien. In der Tat war
unter Sdhelles Kantorat, und gwar von 1698 bis Mitte 1700, neben
swei Baffiften ein gewiffer L L stud. Chriftian Wilhelm Ludroig ald
LAY befchaftigt gewefen und Yaut Kirdhenrechnungen mit jahrlich
2 fl 18 gr aus jeder Kirche befoldet werden. Bach Hat von diefer Notiy
gemwuft. Cripielteim ,Cntwurfi...” auf fie an. Diefer ,Entwurff...”
{elbft enthdlt eigentlich jur Halfte nichts anderes als eine Wiederholung
der Kubnaufchen Forderung nach Sdngerunterftiifungen, nur vers
ywetfelter im Ton, Damald (Auguft 1730) befah Bach einen Chor von
54 Alumnen, deren Fdabigleiten er jum Schluf mit den befannten
niederf{hmetternden Borten Fenngeichnet:

Summa: 17 ju gebrauchende, 20 noch nicht su gebraudhende, und 17

untiichtige.

Mit den er{ten 17 mufite Bach die beiden erften Kantoreien befeen,
— alfo in Hochftem Mafe unvollftdndig, d. h. mit Faum 8 in jeder
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46 Unfpriiche an die Knabenftimmen

Kantoret. Die ndchiten 20 waren nodh fhwache ,Motettenfinger” (alfo
pritte Kantorei, folglich mit vielen Uberzdbligen, die erft allmdhlich
aufriiden {ollten), und aus den 17 Untiichtigen fchlieflich wdblte er
ein paar fiir Die vierte Kantorei.

MNebmen wir dabei durdhfchnittlich gute Leiftungen der Manner:
ftimmen an, {o mufi ernftlich davan gegweifelt werden, ob Badhs grofe,
anfpruchévolle Sopranz und Ultpartien Knaben von 10—16 Jahren
jugefallen {ind. Denft man an die Unfpriiche, die eine Solofantate
wie ,Jaudbzet Gott in allen Landen” (Nr. 51) an einen Sopran ftellt,
an das, was in ,Geift und Seele wird vermwirvet” (Nr. 35), in ,Freue
dich, erldfte Schar” (Nr. 30) oder in der Ratswahlfantate ,Gott, man
Tobet Dich in Der Stille” (Nr, 120) von einer Altftimme verlangt wird,
fo tiirmen fich die {chwerften Vedenfen, ob wirflich Knaben, ingbe:
fondere Snabenalte, diefe Stiice berdltigt haben, Nicht roegen Ddes
fogenannten Yusdrucs, Diefer mochte, wenn immer, in einem an und
fiir {ich fauberen, Flang{chdnen Bortrag befchloffen geblieben fein, LWobl
aber der ftimmphpiiologifchen und technifchen Schwierigleiten Halber.

Gewifi fommen aud) Heute unter Knabenftimmen auferordentliche
Phanomene vor. Sie {ind aber wobhl, wiederum vornehmlich im AUlt,
su Badhs Tagen ebenfo felten getvefen wie feht. Su warten, bis {id
unter dem jabrlichen Nachichub ein {olches Phanomen mit der erforder:
lichen mufifalifchen JIntelligeny einftellte, um ibm dann Urien wie
,Crbarme dich, mein Gott” ober ,Blute nur, du liebes Hery” auf den
Leib ju fchreiben, Darauf war die Praris des deut{chen Schulchors
nicht eingeftellt. Auch Bady hat in Leipsig nicht 27 Jabhre hindurdy fitr
jugendliche Stimmmwunder gefchrieben, {ondern fiir jenen normalen
Sangernachrouchs, der ihm aus den Familien des Landes fam und den
er fich mit vieler Mithe im Laufe langer Jabre felbft herangog, Kompo:=
{itionen wie die angegebenen, su Denen aber fede grofere Kantate Seiten=
jtiicfe bringt, iiberfteigen in Tongebung, im Umfang, in der Atemtechnik
die phyfiologifchen Gegebenbheiten einer normalen Knabenftimme. Gang
abgefeben davon, dafl eine foldhe fich im Raume eines gefiillten grofen
Kivchen{chiffé und gegeniiber einer mehr oder weniger ausgefiihrien BVe=
gleitung {dhroer durdhgefest Hitte.

Bach muf alfo immer eine Unzahl mannlicher Sopranz und Alt-
ftimmen jur Verfligung gehabt, d. . fich Herangebildet haben. Nur
i1t beute, da wir jede Crfahrung im Falfettieren eingebiifit haben, aud
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Cinftellung von Falfettiften 47

der Mufif felbft nicht mehr gweifelsfrei su entnehmen, wo er Knabenz,
wo er Falfettflimmen eingefest Hat. Nur praftifche BVerjudhe Eonnten
su einer bedingten Cntfcheidung fiihren. Dabel {ft immer dey Fall mit
u bedenfen, daf audh im dhorifdhen Teile der Mufif Sopran und Ylt
durdh 1e einen Falfettiften geftiift worden {ind, was {chon daraus Hervor:
geht, Daf Derlei {chwierige Soloftiice nicht befonders ausgefchricben,
fondern mit in die betreffende (eingige) Chorfiimme eingetragen {ind.
€8 mochten genug Falle eintreten, wo die Norm: 6 Mannerftimmen
(Zenor, Bah) gegen 6 Knabenftimmen (Sopran, Alt) unbedingt ver:
Taffen werden mufite, weil je drei Sopranz und Wltftimmen gegeniiber
den Mannerftimmen ju {chwadh ausgefallen waren. Ein hingubommens=
der Falfettift vermochte den ndtigen Uusgleich ju {ichern, wdhrend ein
ausfallender Tenor oder Vaf leicht su entbebren war, Der betreffende
Salfettift (alterer Schiiler, Student) blicfte dann iiber die Schultern
Des Fleineren Sdngertrios (oder =Duos) mit in das Notenblatt Hes
mittleren Sdngers. Da Badh bei der Normierung der Kantoreibefefun-
gen {olche die SwdIfzabl {iberfteigenden Solofrifte nicht befonders an:
gibt, vermute ich, daf diefe fich unter den ,Ubersdbligen” der erften
und weiten Kantorei befunben Haben). Audh mochte es vorfommen,
daf ein und derfelbe Sanger abwedbfelnd mit natlirlicher und mit
Jalfettftimme fang, 0.0H. im Bedarfsfalle bei einer Solonummer
falfettierte und Dann wieder jum Tenor oder BVaf juriicklehrie. Selbit
Talente, die alle vier Stimmlagen beberrfchten, {cheinen nicht felten
gewefen zu fein. Gesner erzdhlt, dDaf Bady felbft vermodht habe, ,jenem
in hoher, diefem in tiefer, Dem Dritten in mittlerer Lage” den Ton anju=
geben. Cin gewiffer Magifter Bogel, der fich 1739 fiix einen Lehrerpoften
der Thomasfchule gemeldet hatte, gab in feinem BVewerbungsichreiben
an, daf er in Freiberg ,al8 Concertista durch alle Stimmen (1) im
Chore gefungen”, und Jobann Krieger (ittau) fchrieb flir Weifes
SPolitifchen Quadfalber” eine Yrie mit der Uberfchrift ,Laffet fich ein
Birtuofer bey dem Capellmeifter hidren”, in der der Singer beftandig
in allen Stimmlagen herumguipringen hat.

©olche DBielfeitigen waren natliirlich jedem Kantor willfommen.
Nuch Bach wird fich threr, wo es ging, bedient haben und damit mancher

1) Siehe oben S, 19, SKubhnau fagt einmal (1709; Spitta II, S, 857):
»Alfo wdren dergleichen Supernumerarii {onderlich iz0, da der Haupt Chorus
Musicus von Stubdenten (!) entbldfet ijt, gar febhr ndthig.”
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peinlichen Berlegenbeit erfolgreich begegnet fein, Die Entfcheidung, wo
der Sopranfongertift auftrat und wo ein Sopranfalfettift (bzw. Ylt=
falfettift) einguipringen Hatte, wird von Fall ju Fall getvoffen worden
fein. Jedenfalls brauditen die mufiffundigen Hiver der Leipsiger
Kirden nicht betrfibt su fein, eftoas von fener Hofen, virtuofen ez
tangsfunit entbehren su miiffen, die man in Dresden bei den Kirchens=
auffiihrungen der Hoffirche aus dem Munde der Kaftraten vernabhm,
Denn das Falfett fam mit feinem Plaren, etwas gldfernen Klange
ber Raftratenftimme oft fefr nabe. Audh lief es fich, ohne daf fich
Jrembdartiges einmifdhte, leicht mit Den natlirlichen Knabenftimmen
cerbinden. Der Mangel an Modulationsfahigleit wurde durch das
Lorhandenfein hoherer temtecdhnif und groferer Reife der (ermwach:
fenen) Gdnger audgeglichen. Yuch Umfang und Koloraturgefchick einer
Faljettftimme waren nicht ju vevachten. BVielleicht baben Friedemann
und Philipp Cmanuel, alsd fie in die Jabhre gefommen waren, dem
Vater eine Ieitlang unfchasbare Dienfte als Falfettiften geleiftet.
Folgende Uberlegung mag ju denfen geben: Wire Bachs Kyrie und
Gloria in hamoll 1733 in Dresden aufgefiihrt worden, fo wiirde, da
beibe Stiide auch in Der Leipgiger Liturgie vermendet worben f{ind,
die biftorifche Tatfache einer in diefem Sinne doppelten Befesungsart
ber Coloffiicfe su vergeichnen gewefen fein: einmal mit Dresdener
Raftraten, bas andere Mal mit Leipgiger Falfettiften.

The facsimile pages above are taken from Arnold Schering’s book:
Johann Sebastian Bachs Leipziger Kirchenmusilk
published by

Breitkopf & Hirtel in Leipzig, 1936.
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