Form: 1. Chorus/fantasia 2. Recit/Chorale (B) 3. Aria (T) 4. Recit/Arioso (B) 5. Duet (sop/alto) 6. Chorale
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NBA I/2; BC A9a/b
Christmas Day (BWV 63, 91, 110, 248-I, 191)
*Titus 2:11–14 (The grace of God has appeared)
or: *Isaiah 9:2–7 (The people who walked in darkness 
have seen a great light; unto us a child is born)
*Luke 2:1–14 (The birth of Christ, announcement 
to the shepherds, the praise of the angels)
Librettist: Unknown
FP: 25 December 1724—200 years after the year 
in which Luther wrote the underlying chorale 
(St. Thomas in the morning & St. Nicholas 
at afternoon Vespers)
Revived in 1731/32 and after 1735.
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Form: 1. Chorus/fantasia  2. Recit/Chorale (B)  3. Aria (T)  4. Recit/Arioso (B)  5. Duet (sop/alto)  6. Chorale
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The cantata is part of Bach's second annual cycle in Leipzig (the chorale cantata cycle). It is based on the seven stanzas of the 1524 chorale by Martin Luther (1483–1546), at that time the principal hymn of the day. While the hymn has a symmetrical structure centered on the 4th stanza, Bach's cantata centers on 2 movements (nos. 3 &
			       4), which paraphrase stanzas 3 & 5. Framing this central complex are two
			       movements in "dialogue" format: no. 2 is a text dialogue between recitative
				    and chorale, no. 5 is a musical dialogue between soprano and alto.
				    Nos. 2 & 3 are linked by instrumental references to the first chorale
				    phrasee; nos. 4 & 5 by chromaticism; nos. 1 & 5 by references to
					  angels; nos. 2 & 6 by references to recognizing the love of
					  God. (See Petzoldt, "Bach Kommentar" 2:100–101.)
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The first movement is in concertante style with choirs of horns, oboes, strings, and voices interacting as equal bodies of sound. See Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, 95. For the possible symbolic significance of the ritornello's motives, see note at m. 28.
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Ritornello (unrelated to the chorale but furnishes material for vocal motives).
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Rit. Motive a (in canon 7-fold (see note)
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Corno I, II (up 8va)
Rit. Motive c ("circulatio": see note).
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Figura circulatio; Circulo mezzo. For a discussion of the rhetorical figures circulo (circulatio) and circulo mezzo, see Dietrich Bartel, Musica Poetica. Musical-Rhetorical Figures in German Baroque Music (Omaha: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), pp. 216–219 (with musical examples). 
Athanasius Kircher (1602–1680) writes, “The…circulatio is a musical passage in which the voices appear to move in circular motion, and serves as an expression or words with a circular motion or content, as exemplified by Philippe de Monte in the text; ‘I will arise and surround the city.’” See Musurgia L.8. p.145, cited in Dietrich Bartel, Musica Poetica. Musical-Rhetorical Figures in German Baroque Music (Omaha: University of Nebraska Press, 1997), p. 217. 

Bach employs the figura circulatio (in parallel thirds and sixths) in association with heaven, apparently signifying the six-winged angels swirling around God’s throne, singing “Holy, holy, holy” (Isaiah 6:1–8). See the Sanctus of the B minor Mass, also BWV 86/3, 91/1, and the beginning of the St. John Passion.
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Movement 1 alludes to the praise of the angels at Jesus' birth, as recorded in the day's Gospel ("Gloria in excelsis").
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Figura corta (see side note).
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The figura corta was defined as an ornament by W.C. Printz 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, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), vol. 2, 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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Symbolic Significance of the Number 7

In the Bible, the number 7 is used symbolically to stand for completeness. We see this particularly in the book of Revelation, where the number occurs over fifty times. The New International Study Bible itemizes many of the occurrences in that book: “There are seven beatitudes (see note on 1:3), seven churches (1:4, 11), seven spirits (1:4), seven golden lampstands (1:12), seven stars (1:16), seven seals (5:1), seven horns and seven eyes (5:6), seven trumpets (8:2), seven thunders (10:3), seven signs (12:1, 3; 13:13–14; 15:1, 16:14; 19:20), seven crowns (12:3), seven plagues (15:5), seven golden bowls (15:7), seven hills (17:9) and seven kings (17:10), as well as other sevens.”
	The number 7 is used symbolically in the Old Testament as well. On the seventh day of the siege of Jericho, Joshua marched around the city seven times, in accordance with God’s command. The ark of the covenant accompanied the soldiers, preceded by seven priests with seven trumpets. Looking back on this event, the New Testament author of the book of Hebrews, comments, “By faith the walls of Jericho fell down after they had been encircled for seven days.” In the very first book of the Bible, we read of Enoch, the seventh from Adam: “Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God took him.” 
	The New International Study Version observes, “The phrase [‘he was not’] replaces ‘and then he died’ in the other paragraphs of the chapter. Like Elijah, who was ‘taken’ (2 Kings 2:10) to heaven, Enoch was taken away (cf. Psalm 49:15; 73:24) to the presence of God without experiencing death (Hebrews 11:5). Lamech, the seventh from Adam in the genealogy of Cain, was evil personified. But ‘Enoch, the seventh from Adam’ (Jude 14) in the genealogy of Seth, ‘was commended as one who pleased God’ (Hebrews 11:5).”



Structure: Lines 1 & 2 are set in a manner similar to that of 4 & 5 (a chorale line accompanied by imitation employing ritornello motive a is followed by a chorale line
accompanied by counterpoint employing ritornello b. In the center of this symmetrical structure is line 3, "the only line in which the lower parts participate in the
substance of the chorale.” See Alfred Durr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 96.
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Structure: Lines 1 & 2 are set in a manner similar to that of 4 & 5 (a chorale line accompanied by imitation employing ritornello motive a is followed by a chorale line accompanied by counterpoint employing ritornello b. In the center of this symmetrical structure is line 3, "the only line in which the lower parts participate in the substance of the chorale." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 96.
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Text painting: Unusual harmonic progression to minor for the name of Christ, born in human form, as referenced in the following lines.
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Ritornello motive a = symbol of praise (here in the shape of a rising "figura circulatio" reminiscent of ritornello motive c) alludes to the angels' praise in the Gospel reading.
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J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas BWV 91

23 B Line 2 with ritornello motive b, chordal; with motive c, freely polyphonic.
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Line 2 with ritornello motive b, chordal; with motive c, freely polyphonic.
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Ritornello motive a, a sweeping theme initially associated with the word "gelobet" ("to praise," rendered in canon, referencing the "Gloria in excelsis" of the angels as recounted in the day's Gospel reading)
Ritornello motive b (strings), a triadic theme descending step-wise that suggests the descent of the Son of God from paradise to earth
Ritornello motive c (horns), a circulatio figure suggesting heaven's angels, as referenced in the text. See Martin Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:102. 
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In the center of this movement's symmetrical structure is chorale line 3, "the only line in which the lower parts participate in the substance of the chorale." See Alfred
Durr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, p. 96. Ending with a chordal repetition of "das ist wahr" (‘this is true"), the line is given special treatment and emphasis because it
represents a central confession of faith regarding the Incarnation (see Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:102-103).
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Ritornello motive b (step-wise descent) illustrates the descent of the Son of God (referenced earlier). 
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Text painting codetta: Chordal repeat (2x) of "this is true" for emphasis/agreement.
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In the center of this movement's symmetrical structure is chorale line 3, "the only line in which the lower parts participate in the substance of the chorale." See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, p. 96. Ending with a chordal repetition of "das ist wahr" ('this is true"), the line is given special treatment and emphasis because it represents a central confession of faith regarding the Incarnation (see Petzoldt, Bach Kommentar 2:102–103).
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J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas BWV 91

J 45-. D Line 4 with ritornello motive a (now associated with the word "freuet” ["rejoice"]), imitative.
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Line 4 with ritornello motive a (now associated with the word "freuet" ["rejoice"]), imitative.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
45.

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D7

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Ritornello

Microsoft Account
Text Box
Ritornello motive a in the shape of a "figura circulatio." Here the reference is to the rejoicing of angels, reflecting the Gospel reading. In movement 5 humans are added to the angel choir.
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J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas BWV 91

54 Line 5 is intoned on the final tonic for 7 mm. in an extended V-1 cadence;
/ [ I E accompanying voices freely polyphonic employing ritornello motive b.
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Meredith Little and Natalie Jenne call this movement "sarabande-like." See Dance and the Music of J. S. Bach, expanded ed. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
2001), pp. 247, 302. The instrumentation of 3 oboes is probably intended for past effect, reflecting the text's emphasis on Christ's birth in the manger.
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The text compares God's boundlessness with the narrow manger.
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The text compares God's boundlessness with the narrow manger. 
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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 first phrase of the aria as a
kind of 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.

(Based on Chorale Verse 6)

This is the longest elncarnation: Christ became poor so we might be rich (91/5).
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See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p, 96.
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Eric Chafe notes that at the juncture in the middle of Section B there is a

tonal confrontation between F# minor and G minor, the ancient "mi

contra fa" distinction. See Eric Chafe, Tonal Allegory in the Vocal Music

1

Second half of B Section (text lines 4-6): The ascending chromatic
4th appears in each line (successively up a fifth, in flat keys):
Cm: m. 58; Gm: m. 61, Dm: m. 63; Am: m. 66.
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6 Choral (Verse 7) (See also 64/2, 248/28.)
eChristmas: Let all praise God for this gift of love! (91/6).
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Corno | plays the
"“figura circulatio,"
associated with
heaven's angels,
referenced earlier
(see no. 1 with
note and no. 5).
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