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J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 
9 Introduction & updates at melvinunger.com.

mpeau
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NBA I/17; BC A107
6. S. after Trinity (BWV 170, 9)
*Rom. 6:3–11 (Through Christ’s death believers die to sin) 
*Mt. 5:20–26 (From Sermon on the Mount: True righteousness
is characterized by love of one’s neighbor)
Librettist: Unknown
Time of Composition 1732/1735, 
FP perhaps 20 July 1732 (St. Thomas), apparently to 
fill a gap in the Chorale Cantata Cycle 
of 1724–1725, since Bach and his wife
were in Cöthen for concerts on that Sunday in 
1724. See NBR, no. 117. The Sunday
would have been 16 July 1724.
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Instrumentation: 
Flauto traverso
Oboe d'amore
Vln I & II
Vla
SATB
Continuo 
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1.
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9/1.
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Chorus (Chorale Vs. 1). A different setting of this chorale tune in an opening movement is BWV 117/1.
●Salvation has come: faith, not works, count with God (9/1).
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	 Symmetrical (Chiastic) Form:
Choral Fantasia - Recit (B) - Aria (T) - RECIT (B) - Duet (S/A) - Recit (B) - Chorale
Unusual to have 3 recitatives by the same voice. All are secco, begin in minor and end in major. Since all 3 mention God's law (in the context of the history of Salvation), the bass voice probably
		         represents the voice of God. Often in Bach's chiastic structures, the middle (keystone/pivot) movement identifies the turning point where antithetical ideas meet (here Law &
			     Gospel) . Eric Chafe relates the descent/ascent tonal progression
			     in this cantata's movements to this theological progression. See
			    	        "Analyzing Bach Cantatas," 149-160, "Tonal Allegory,"
				        163-64. He compares it to St. Matthew Passion.
E major - B minor - E minor - B minor/A major - A major - E major - E major. 
.
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E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Flute and Oboe have leading role, playing 16th-note circling scalar figures derived from the vocal "Heil" melisma, echoed occasionally by Vln 1; Vln 2 & Vla (and sometimes Continuo) play punctuating chords.
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Typewritten Text
Flute arpeggio related to the opening of the vocal parts later.
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Sticky Note
After Bach's fourth annual cantata cycle (the so-called Picander Cycle of 1728 to 1729 or later), Bach turned to other musical interests (among these, directing the student Collegium musicum from 1729 onwards), although isolated sacred cantatas from these years survive. In particular, he composed several chorale-based cantatas, to fill gaps in Cycle II. Having composed BWV 137 and 129 earlier for the same purpose, he now added 112 (1731), 140 (1731), 177 (1732), 14 (1735) and 9 (1732–1735). In addition, he wrote a number of chorale cantatas for unspecified occasions: BWV 117, 192, 97, and 100. His interest in librettos that retain the chorale text per omnes versus (evidenced initially in BWV 4 and 107) now came to the fore—with the exception of BWV 140, 14, and 9, all of the late chorale cantatas are of this type (as are the other cantatas just mentioned). 
For a list of chorale cantatas Bach wrote to fill in gaps in his earlier chorale cantata cycle, see also Wolff, "Bach's Musical Universe, 125, 147-148.
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Sticky Note
Eric Chafe notes that "the chorale by Luther's contemporary, Paul Speratus, was originally published in fourteen strophes, each headed with the letters from A through O—the Alph and Omega—and followed by fourteen similarly headed paragraphs that gave the scriptural sources for the doctrinal material in the strophes themselves." See "Tonal Allegory," p. 163, "Analyzing Bach Cantatas," p. 10.
Chafe argues that Cantatas 9 and 6 "both ... utilize overall tonal designs that involve modulation in the flat direction and back for the purpose of mirroring the underlying shape of descent-ascent or destruction followed by restoration. And both cantatas feature a chronological or 'historical' dimension in that the narratives encompassed in their movement sequences move forward in time through the Old and New testament eras to the present time of the contemporary believer and his hopes for salvation." See "Analyzing Bach Cantatas," p. 10.
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Ob. d'amore
motive apparently related to chorale opening.
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Typewritten Text
Flute motive apparently 
related to chorale opening.
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Typewritten Text
Chorale opening of "Vom Himmel hoch
da komm ich her" occurs 10 times. See also mm. 15, 37, 50, 72, 110, 112, 116, 130, 138. 
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Typewritten Text
Chorale opening of "Vom Himmel hoch
da komm ich her."

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The 10-fold quotation of "Vom Himmel hoch" appears to allude to the central theme of the 
cantata: that Christ came to fulfill the law (represented by the 10 commandments referenced 
by Jesus in the day's Gospel reading).
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Chorale phrase 1. Bar form (aab: 2 Stollen plus Abgesang)
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Lower voices enter imitatively (starting canonically) in descending order, presumably to depict the "descent" of salvation. Opening motive is related to the beginning of the flute part (see m. 3) and the "Heil" melisma is also related to the ritornello. 
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Salvation ("Heil") melisma
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Eric Chafe notes the modal quality of this chorale tune (whose first phrase has a flatted 7th and ends on the subdominant) and suggests that it influenced Bach's tonal progression in the cantata from E major (the sharp end of Bach's tonal spectrum) downward (toward the subdominant) and then back up. See "Analyzing Bach Cantatas," 149–160. 
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Lower voices enter imitatively (at first canonically) in descending order, presumably to depict the descent of salvation.
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Chorale phrase 2
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Continuo motive apparently 
related to chorale opening.
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Chorale opening of "Vom Himmel hoch
da komm ich her."
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Typewritten Text
Chorale opening of "Vom Himmel hoch
da komm ich her."
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Chorale phrase 3 ("A" music repeats, i.e., the second of the two Stollen begins)
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Lower voices enter imitatively in descending order, presumably to 
depict the descent of salvation.
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Chorale phrase 4
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Lower voices enter imitatively in descending order, presumably to depict the descent of salvation.
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Chorale opening of "Vom Himmel 
hoch da komm ich her."
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Chorale phrase 5 (Abgesang begins)
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The 5th chorale phrase is accompanied by a freer contrapuntal texture in
which the two middle voices declaim the words together before becoming 
rhythmically independent. Perhaps the purpose was to make sure the listener 
would hear this Lutheran doctrine of justification by faith alone (sola fide) clearly. 
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Chorale phrase 6
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The lower three voices accompany the chorale tune in imitative counterpoint, the Bass inverting 
the opening sequence of notes; then the voices switch to short, punctuating chords, presumably
for dogmatic emphasis. 
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Chorale opening of "Vom Himmel 
hoch da komm ich her."
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Chorale opening of "Vom Himmel 
hoch da komm ich her."
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Dynamic marking is editorial.
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Chorale phrase 7
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The three lower voices accompany the chorale
phrase with imitative counterpoint in descending
order of voices, presumably to (again) depict
the God reaching down to save (the descent of the Incarnation). 
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Chorale opening of "Vom Himmel 
hoch da komm ich her."
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Ritornello ends the movement.
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Ob d'amore motive apparently related to chorale opening.
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Chorale opening of "Vom Himmel 
hoch da komm ich her."
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Flute motive motive apparently 
related to chorale opening.


Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Continuo motive motive apparently 
related to chorale opening.
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Chorale opening of "Vom Himmel 
hoch da komm ich her."



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 9

18

mpeau
Typewritten Text
9/2.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
1.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
(Based on Chorale Vss. 2–4)
●Law given to show us we were too weak to keep it; ideas based on Romans 7 and elsewhere (9/2).
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Chromatic saturation
in the vocal part in
12 mm. 
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Secco
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C# minor
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Low D is editorial; voice dips below continuo,
presumably to indicate humanity's fallen state.
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B minor
Continuo sinks from D to B. Chafe, "Analyzing
Bach Cantatas," 152.
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B minor
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Eric Chafe argues that "the prominent placing of the pitch D throughout the recitative makes clear that the flattening of the harmony is representation of human weakness." See "Analyzing Bach Cantatas," 154.
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●Sinking into the abyss with no one to help (9/3).
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Violin obbligato (marked
"solo" in the original 
score) and continuo 
accompany the voice. 
Text painting: 
Descending Vln line 
depicts sliding into the 
abyss, the first 2 mm.
halting slightly on 
the third 16th of each
triplet grouping (the
note tied to the next
note), as if the 
person is grabbing for a hold as 
the slide continues for nearly 2 octaves, 
before trying to work itself up again.
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Inexorable slipping/slide down-
ward while the bass ascends.
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Ritornello
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E major
Chafe calls this a premature return
to E major, a rejection of God's remedy.
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Text painting: Human effort apart from Gospel is depicted 
with E major arpeggio (up and down). Its failure is depicted 
with the following tritone (E to A#) on "able."

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
,


Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Typewritten Text
G# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F#7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F#7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E# dim. 7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text

`

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Continuo bass sometimes
functions like an obbligato.
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Chromatic harmonies, large, awkward leaps (e.g., here D# up to C), complex counterpoint depict unsuccessful attempts to save 
oneself from impending death.  
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Possible allusion to the God's judgment on Korah and followers who rebelled against Moses, when the earth swallowed them. See Num. 16:31–33.
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mm. 43-49: chromaticism depicts threat of death and helplessness
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Perhaps an allusion to Peter sinking beneath the waves until Jesus took hold of him. See Mt. 14:30–31.



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 9

23

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Threatening, rising melisma.
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Opening text returns but with altered music.
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Dynamics are
original?
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Chromaticism to depict the threat of the abyss: mm. 68-69.
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(Based on Chorale Vss. 5–7)
●Christ fulfilled law, providing salvation by faith (9/4).
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F# major (dominant)
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Secco recitative ending arioso
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This is the "keystone" 
(pivot) movement in a 
chiastic form where 
the antithetical 
concepts of Law and 
Gospel are discussed.
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Tonal progression of the cantata begins to move up in the circle of fifths from previous E minor (1 sharp) to B minor (2 sharps), see Chafe, "Analyzing Bach Cantatas," 154. 
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Chiastic form: 	Bach often used chiastic (x-shaped/symmetrical) forms to portray Luther’s theologia crucis, which stressed the inverted order of God’s revelation: that God chose to reveal himself through suffering rather than through glory and the corollary that the Christian disciple must likewise accept—and even choose—cross-bearing over self-exaltation. In Bach’s chiastic forms, center movements (where the mirror image begins) often provide the crux of the matter. There antithetical elements meet or are paradoxically inverted. 
	For a discussion of the symmetrical disposition of literary ideas in this cantata. see Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar, vol. 1, pp. 140–41.
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Adding the first phrase of the chorale melody is editorial, not in original score, which has only continuo accompaniment.
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Text painting: Continuo bass depicts a "wrapping" figure for wrapping the arms about Jesus.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E# dim. 7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E# dim. 7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E# dim. 7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
D major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
D7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E7

mpeau
Typewritten Text
Text painting: Rests for 
"silenced."


mpeau
Typewritten Text
Shiver melisma for "guiltless dying"
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Arioso allows for rhythmic text painting in the continuo line (see below).
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(Based on Chorale Vs. 8) 
●Faith, not works makes us righteous before God (9/5).
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Oboe d'amore
at 5th below.
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Flute and Oboe d'amore obbligato in canon.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Da capo form with
ritornello, which has
independent material. 
Double canon between
Flute/Oboe d'amore
and S/A. Since canon
is often used to depict
law, these 2 canons 
may represent the
two law referenced in
Romans 7 & 8. See
Rom. 8:2: " For the 
law of the Spirit of life
in Christ Jesus has 
set me free from the 
law of sin and death. More specifically, instrumental canon may represent the "law of sin and death," while the vocal canon represents the "law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus" and thus represent the mystic union of Christ and the believer (more below). Despite the strict counterpoint in this movement, the effect is light and playful. See Martin Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar," vol. 1, pp. 143–44.
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Oboe d'amore and Flute in canon (order is now reversed).
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Ob d'amore
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Flute at 4th above.
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Soprano & Alto in canon.
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Oboe d'amore and Flute in canon join 
to create 5 independent parts. 
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The two canonic pairs (voices and instruments) may allude to the two laws referenced in Romans 7 & 8 (see above), perhaps also to the mystic union of God and believer: canonic technique, which is frequently used to depict the inflexible Law is here transformed into a symbol of intimate relationship (Gospel). See also Chafe, "Analyzing Bach Cantatas," 155, Tonal Allegory," p. 163.
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Text painting: "Faith" emphasized with melisma.
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Text painting: Ascending gesture for offering of faith.
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Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
D major



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 9

31

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major
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Melvin
Typewritten Text
Contrasting B section: minor key and instrumental canon stops in favor of doubling voices.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Oboe d'amore now doubles Alto.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Flute now doubles Soprano.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
D major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor
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Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
D major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor
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mpeau
Typewritten Text
9/6.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
(Based on Chorale Vss. 9/11) 
●Law discloses sin; gospel gives future beyond death (9/6).


Melvin
Typewritten Text
Chromatic saturation 
in the vocal part in
14 mm. 

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C#             D         E#          G#    B                           A              F#                  A#       G          E

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Secco

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C#7 (dominant 7th) + F#

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Text painting: Like the law exposing sin, so the bass F# "exposes" the key in the opening dominant 7th chord.

Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Typewritten Text
D/D# shift
symbolizes the
shift from Law and
human effort to Gospel.
See Chafe, "Analyzing
Bach Cantatas," 155.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F#7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
G# major
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Melvin
Typewritten Text
D#

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B#

Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Bach brings back the rising E major arpeggio
of 9/2. See Chafe, "Analyzing Bach Cantatas," 155.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
G# minor
5 sharps= "modulation to the sharpest region of the tonal spectrum." See Chafe, "Analyzing Bach Cantatas," 157.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F#7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major  C# major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C#7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
D#7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
G# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
D# major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
G#7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B# dim. 7
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mpeau
Typewritten Text
9/7.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
(Vs. 12) (See also 155–5, 186–6.)
●Believe his Word rather than appearances (9/7).


Melvin
Typewritten Text
Simple, 4-part
cantional setting of the
chorale (with instruments
doubling), which became
standard in Bach's later
cantatas.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
D major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Unusual cadence in D
suggests text painting 
(purposeful waywardness).

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major completes "the 
'ascent' part of the 
cantata." See Chafe,
"Analyzing Bach
Cantatas," 155.
"The subdominant/
dominant tonal-direction
dualism of [the chorale's] 
first two phrases is...
a key to the descent-
ascent tonal design 
of the cantata as a 
whole." Chafe,
"Analyzing Bach
Cantatas," 157.
See also comment at the
beginning of this score.

Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B major

Melvin
Highlight

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B7     

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
G major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F#7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F#7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A# dim. 7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
C# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E# dim. 7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major
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Melvin
Typewritten Text
C# major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
A# dim. 7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B7

Melvin
Typewritten Text
Chromatic twist
suggests fear.

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
E major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
B major

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# minor

Melvin
Typewritten Text
F# minor




