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Introduction and updates at melvinunger.com.
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NBA I/8; BC A49
Estomihi (Quinquagesima); i.e., the Sunday before Lent
(during which no cantatas were performed (BWV 23, 22, 127, 159)
*1 Corinthians 13:1–13 (In praise of love)
*Luke 18:31–43 (Jesus and the twelve go to Jerusalem, 
healing of a blind man)
Librettist: Unknown
FP:  11 February 1725 (St. Nicholas). This is the second-
last chorale cantata in Bach's chorale cantata cycle project 
(see note). The underlying work is a funeral 
chorale.
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Sticky Note
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.
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(Chorale Verse 1)
●Prayer: Christ who suffered for me, have mercy! (127/1).
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Instrumentation:
Tromba
Recorder I, II
Ob I, II
Vln I, II
Vla
SATB
Continuo
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Form: Chorus/Fantasia - Recit (T) - Aria (S) - Recit/Aria (B) - Chorale.
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F major
Regarding the significance of 
F major, see side note.
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Bach often used chiastic (x-shaped/symmetrical) forms, in which center movements (where the mirror image begins) 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). Martin Petzoldt suggests 
that the original libretto was in 6 movements 
and that Bach decided to join 2 movements
to create no. 4, leaving no. 3 as the central 
movement. See "Bach Kommentar" 2:626–27
and side note.
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     Herr   Je   -   su   Christ, wahr' Mensch und      Gott,
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Herz  -  lich                                   tut
Ach,     Herr,                                 mich
O          Haupt                               voll
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mich                                  ver   -      lan             -                 -                    -                     gen
ar          -                 -         men        Sün            -                 -                   -                      der
Blut                                   und         Wun           -                 -                    -                     den
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Martin Petzoldt argues that combining a liturgical and more objective chorale (the German "Agnus Dei") with a subjective one ("Herr Jesu Christ"), Bach gives the movement a strong confessional character. See Bach Kommentar 2:623. Eric Chafe argues that in combining 2 chorales "Bach makes his most detailed statement regarding…the dual natures of Jesus as 'wahr'r Mensch und Gott.'" See Analyzing Cantatas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 158.  
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Estomihi, the Sunday before Lent, gets its name from the psalm that serves as the day's introit, Psalm 31:2 (Vulgate Psalm 30:3): “Esto mihi in Deum protectorem” (“Be my protector God”). The psalm's expression of steadfast trust in the face of opposition and persecution includes the verse Jesus quoted on the cross, Psalm 31:5 (Vulgate 30:6): “Into thy hand I commit my spirit.” The Gospel reading for Estomihi reveals Jesus' calm acceptance of his upcoming death. Bach depicts Jesus' submissive acceptance of his role as the sacrificial Lamb of God with the use of pastoral recorders and the incorporation of the German “Agnus Dei” as a cantus firmus. 

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Regarding Bach's use of the same section of a chorale melody as accompaniment throughout a chorale-based movement, see note.  
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Significance of F major
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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Regarding the possible implied words for the tune in the continuo, see Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas, 159 and side note for translations.
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Two instrumentally rendered chorale lines suggest the cry
of the blind man in the Gospel reading, "Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” (See also comments by Petzoldt and Chafe).
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Possible Implied Chorale Texts

Herzlich tut mich verlangen nach einem sel'gen End.
(I dearly long for a blessed end.)

Ach, Herr, mich armen Sünder…du wolltest mir vergeben mein Sünd und gnädig sein (lines 1, 5, 6).
O, Lord, [I am a] poor sinner; may you forgive my sin and be merciful.

O Haupt voll Blut und WundenI
O head full of blood and wounds!
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Konrad Küster notes that the opening movement represents a kind of end point: "There are indeed elements that are directly related to the preceding cantatas. Each chorale line, for example, is accompanied by the same motif in the three lower choral voices; it is taken from the ritornello and allows Bach the usual free structuring in the musical presentation of the accompanying voices.…A continuous chorale movement accompanied by an unchanging section of the chorale melody can be found (after isolated preparatory stages) in the second movement of cantata BWV 3, [14 January 1725] and a little later in cantata 92 [28 January 1725]." 

German original:
Zwar gibt es Elemente, die in direkter Verwandtschaft zu den Vorgängerkantaten entwickelt sind: Jede Choralzeile etwa wird in den drei tieferen Chorstimmen mit dem gleichen Motiv begleitet; es ist dem Ritornell entnommen und ermöglicht Bach die übliche freie Gliederung im musikalischen Vortrag der Begleitstimmen…Dass ein fortlaufender Choralsatz mit einem gleichbleibenden Ausschnitt der Choralmelodie begleitet wird, trifft man (nach einzelnen Vorstadien) im 2. Satz der Kantate BWV 3 an, wenig später auch in Kantate 92." See Konrad Küster, ed., Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999). p. 290.
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Martin Petzoldt outlines the symmetrical structure of Cantata 127 (Bach Kommentar 2:627):

3. S Aria. The soul’s rest in Jesus’ hands.

4. B Recit and Aria. Jesus, my advocate before God, stands by me in judgment.
2. T Recit. Jesus, going to his suffering, stands by me in death.

5. Chorale. Prayer: Thanks to the Lord for his help; prayer for patience and faith.
1. Chorus. Prayer to Jesus Christ, who died for me; may he be merciful.
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Disposition of Instr. Chorale
Christe... (mm. 1-4, 9-12)
der du trägst... (38-41, 46-49)
Erbarm dich unser (71-73)
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In this movement, the constant switching between major and minor modes suggests the dual natures of Christ. For Mattheson's comments on major vs. minor, see note.
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Major vs. Minor
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 minor versus major, he writes, “Diejenigen / die da meinen / es stecke das gantze Geheimniß in der Teria minore oder majore, und darthun wollen / daß alle molle Tohne / in genere davon zu reden / nothwendig traurig sind / hergegen aber / daß alle dure Tohne gemeiniglich eine lustige Eigenschafft hegen / haben zwar nicht in allen gar zu grosses Unrecht / sie sind aber in der Untersuchung noch nicht weit gekommen.” (P. 232.]

[Those who think that the whole secret lies in minor thirds or major thirds, and want to show that all minor tones, to speak of it in general, are necessarily sad, but on the other hand, that all major tones generally have a merry characteristic, are not so very wrong in general, but they have not yet come far in the investigation.]
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The sweet parallel
3rds of the recorders
suggest Jesus' calm 
demeanor as he
approaches his divinely 
ordained death as
referenced in the 
Gospel (see nos. 
2 & 3). 
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The chorale cantus firmus is prepared with chorale line in diminution, sung imitatively by the lower 3 voices. 
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Chorale text line 2. The chorale cantus firmus is joined immediately by the lower 3 voices to add impact to the words "thou who didst suffer torture, fear, and scorn"; the first chorale phrase in diminution is sung by the alto, then imitated by the other voices. 
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Chorale text line 3. The chorale cantus firmus is accompanied by the first chorale phrase in diminution, sung imitatively by the lower 3 voices. 
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Chorale text line 4. The chorale cantus firmus is accompanied by the first chorale phrase in diminution, sung imitatively by the lower 3 voices. 
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Chorale text line 5. The chorale cantus firmus is accompanied by the first chorale phrase in diminution, sung imitatively by the lower 3 voices.
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Chorale text line 6. The chorale cantus firmus is accompanied by the first chorale phrase in diminution, sung imitatively by the lower 3 voices.
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The final text phrase quotes from Jesus' parable in Luke 18:31: The tax collector, standing far off, would not even lift up his eyes to heaven, but beat his breast, saying, “God be merciful to me a sinner!” Similarly, the blind man in the day's Gospel reading cried, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” (Luke 18:38).
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Chorale text line 6 is repeated but without a recurrence of the textless "erbarm dich unser" and without a cantus firmus in the soprano. Instead, all 4 voices have the melody of the first chorale phrase in diminution, sung imitatively. Since the chorale "Herr Jesu Christ" begins in F but ends in C, Bach adds one more ritornello statement and choral statement, allowing him to end the movement in F major.
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(Based on Chorale Vv. 2 & 3) ●Jesus who suffered leads me through death to life (127/2). 
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The text establishes the relationship to the Gospel of the day (Luke 18:31–33): Taking the twelve, [Jesus] said to them, "Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem, and everything that is written of the Son of man by the prophets will be accomplished. For he will be delivered to the Gentiles, and will be mocked and shamefully treated and spit upon; they will scourge him and kill him…" 
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Jesus' calm acceptance of his upcoming death is now adopted as the posture for the poet's own death, signaled by the apparent previous chorale citation, "Herzlich tut mich verlangen nach einem selgen End" ("I dearly long for a blessed end"). The movement corresponds to no. 4, its counterpart in the cantata's symmetrical form.
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●Death is welcome for my soul is in his hands (127/3). 
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This is the central (pivot) movement in the cantata’s chiastic form, where antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted (formal inversion reflects an aspect of reversal or turning in the text). Here the fear of death (referenced in no. 2) changes to calm anticipation of rest in Jesus' hands while awaiting the resurrection. 
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Text painting: The image of the soul resting in the hands of Jesus is illustrated by enfolding the vocal line in the oboe line (a dialogue between oboe and voice). The text alludes to the Introit reading for the day, Psalm 31:5, which Jesus quoted on the cross: Then Jesus, crying with a loud voice, said, “Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit!” And having said this he breathed his last. (Luke 23:46). Regarding the Introit for Estomihi, see above.
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For John Elliott Gardiner’s discussion of funeral bells, 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, 95/5, 127/3, 161/4, 198/4 (flutes). Often pizzicato strings appear. Alfred Dürr argues that the "chosen instrumentation [here is] encountered nowhere else in Bach: an obbligato part is played by solo oboe against a background of staccato chords for recorders." See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 249.
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Note: Upper strings play only 4.5 measures in the movement.
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The pizzicato strings cease at the second statement of "I am not terrified of dying"; the singer ends abruptly and alone with a tritone leap up. The oboe then plays an upwardly flitting bridge that leads to the statement of the anticipated resurrection.
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Embellished sighing motives in a broken melodic line suggest resignation.
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The oboe adopts the sighing motives but inverts them for the positive hope of the resurrection.
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(Based on Chorale Vv. 5; 6–7. To compare the chorale stanzas with the libretto, see Martin Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar" 2:618–621.) ●Prayer: Be my advocate when trumpet sounds judgment (127/4).
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Allusion to Nehemiah 13:31: "Remember me, O my God, for good (Luther 1545: Gedenke meiner, mein Gott, 
im Besten!).
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Allusion to biblical passages such as 2 Peter 3:10–12: The day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise, and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and the earth and the works that are upon it will be burned up. Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of persons ought you to be in lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be kindled and dissolved, and the elements will melt with fire!
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Stile concitato (“agitated style”) was invented (or “rediscovered”) by Claudio Monteverdi for his eighth book of madrigals (Madrigali guerrieri ed amorosi, 1638). It is characterized in particular by a “combat motive” of repeated 16th notes. 
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The "Trumpet of the Last Judgment" alludes to biblical passages such as 1 Thessalonians 4:16: The Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call, and with the sound of the trumpet of God; Matthew 24:31:  [The Son of man] will send out his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other. (Also 1 Corinthians 15:51–52.)
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Dürr writes, "No. 4, paints a graphic picture of the Judgment of the World. The string choir is joined by a trumpet—the characteristic instrument for the depiction of the Last Day—which enters on the words ‘When one day the trumpets sound’. The form is exceptional: an accompanied recitative leads directly into an aria, which lacks the customary ritornello and approximates to rondeau form in its constant alternation between continuo accompanied and fully scored passages. The formal shaping of this aria may have been stimulated by the textual contrast between the annihilation of heaven and earth and the certainty of the faithful at the end of time. At the lines ‘Truly, truly I say to you’ and ‘He shall not come under judgment,’ adopted literally from Eber’s hymn, we hear melodic quotations of the chorale, which are to be understood as a symbol of the Church founded by Christ and as a witness to the certainty of the faithful."

See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), pp. .249–50. 
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Regarding the "Intrada" trumpet theme, see note.
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Allusion to Romans 2:15–16: [Men’s] conscience also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them on that day when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus.
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Form (Belies Unity of Affect)
Recitative (Rhyme: ABCACBDEED)
 A1 (mm. 1-13). Lines 1-10: C meter, tempestuous trumpet & strings. GM
Aria (Rhyme: ABBCCAADD)
 B1 (mm. 13-21). Line 1: C meter, Vox Christi, continuo alone. FM-CM
 A2 (21-32). Lines 2-3: 6/8 meter, tempestuous trumpet & strings. CM-Am
 B2 (32-44). Lines 4-7: C meter, Vox Christi, continuo alone. Am-Em
 A3 (44-54). Lines 8-9: 6/8 meter, tempestuous trumpet & strings. Em-CM
 B3 (54-59). Line 1: C meter, Vox Christi, continuo alone. CM-GM
 A4 (59-67). Lines 2-3: 6/8 meter, tempestuous trumpet & strings. GM-CM
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A1 (mm. 1-13). Lines 1-10: C meter, tempestuous trumpet & strings. GM.
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In relation to themes such as the one played here by the trumpet, Eric Chafe writes, “Just as the major triad was taken in the Lutheran tradition to symbolize the Trinity, the symmetrical ascent-descent figure…has associations with God in majesty…often in pronouncedly eschatological contexts.” See Analyzing Bach Cantatas (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), pp. 67–68 and note 34 on pp. 252–253.  

He also writes, This theme was a well-known trumpet Intrada fanfare, used by many composers before Bach. Bach uses it either exactly or with some variation in Cantatas 70, 21, 127, 130, 147, and others; it is the theme of the middle section of the aria “Es ist vollbracht” from the John Passion, setting the words of Jesus’s victory, “Der Held aus Juda siegt mit Macht.” This theme appears in a considerable number of cantatas, and even in instrumental music (the first Brandenburg Concerto in particular), where it always suggests an extramusical intention. In Cantata 70, it is associated with God’s judgment, in Cantata 127 with the “Posaune” of the last judgment, in Cantata 130 with the envy of Satan for God’s omnipotence (“Der alte Drache brennt vor Neid”). See Eric Chafe, “Two ‘Johannine’ Cantatas: Darzu ist erschienen der Sohn Gottes (BWV 40) and Sehet, welch eine Liebe (BWV 64), in Compositional Choices and Meaning in the Vocal Music of J. S. Bach, edited by Mark A. Peters and Reginald L. Sanders, p. 47n16. 
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Vox Christi (John 5:24: see below).
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B1 (mm. 13-21). Line 1: C meter, Vox Christi, continuo alone. FM-CM.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C# dim.7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C major

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 127

19

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
21.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
23.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
26.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
28.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Alllusion to Matthew 24:35: [Jesus]: "Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away." (Also Mark 13:31, Luke 21:33). Allusion to John 5:24 [Jesus]: "Truly, truly, I say to you, he who hears my word and believes him who sent me, has eternal life; he does not come into judgment, but has passed from death to life."
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Text painting: The apocalyptic destruction of heaven and earth (already described in the foregoing recitative) is depicted again, now with agitated, operatic writing that includes stile concitato and strings tumbling downward in triadic 32nd notes. The poetic meter changes from iambic to dactylic (accommodated by 6/8 meter) and the key changes from F major to C major. 
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For the repetition of the text, the trumpets and strings play punctuating 8ths.
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Chorale stanza 6, lines 3 & 4 verbatim.
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Word painting: Extended note for "ewig bestehen" ("last forever"). 
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B2 (32-44). Lines 4-7: C meter, Vox Christi, continuo alone. Am-Em.
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Allusion to 2 passages such as Acts 2:24: God raised [Christ] up, having loosed the pangs of death, because it was not possible for him to be held by it. Timothy 1:10: Christ…abolished death and brought life and immortality to light… (Also 1 Corinthains 15:25–26.)
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This melody appears as the fugue subject in "Sind Blitze, sind Donner" of the St. Matthew Passion (no. 27b).
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Singer has fanfare-like arpeggios, strings play descending arpeggios, and trumpet has concitato figures for "I  will break death's bonds." 
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B3 (54-59). Line 1: C meter, Vox Christi, continuo alone. CM-GM.
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Word painting: Extended note for "ewig bestehen" ("last forever"). 
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A4 (59-67). Lines 2-3: 6/8 meter, tempestuous trumpet & strings. GM-CM.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C major



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 127

24

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
127/5.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
1.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
(Verse 8) ●Prayer: Forgive, keep us steadfast till death (127/5).
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This is the final stanza of eight in the 1560 chorale by Paul Ebers (1511–1569), printed as 8 stanzas, each with six lines. Some hymnals of the time printed the 48 lines of the chorale as 12 stanzas, each with 4 lines. See Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2: 621–622.
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Alfred Dürr writes, "Even in this simple movement Bach shows himself to be a master of characterization, for example when the line ‘And may our faith be ever bolder’ is marked out by special mobility in the accompanying parts, or when the words ‘Till we blessedly fall into death’s sleep’ are made prominent by means of elaborate harmonization."  See The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 250.
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Text painting: Chromaticism for "fall blessedly asleep."
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