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NBA I/25; bwv BC A15421. S. after Trinity (BWV 109, 38, 98, 188)*Ephesians 6:10–17 (The armor of the Christian)*John 4:461–54 (Christ heals the son of a royal official)Librettist: Picander (Christian Friedrich Henrici)FP: probably 17 October 1728 (Leipzig: St. Nicholas). This cantata is from Bach's Leipzig Cantata Cycle IV (the "Picander Cycle"). See note for details.
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Instrumentation:Ob I, IITailleVln I, IIVlaSATBOrgano Obbligato (see note)Contino 
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Based on the 3rd movement of an earlier, nonextant concerto (NOT on the first movement as given here—see note.) 
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Cantata Cycle IV (“Picander Cycle”)The beginning of Bach’s fourth cantata cycle coincided with the 1728 publication of a cycle of church cantatas by Picander (Christian Friedrich Henrici), entitled Cantaten auf die Sonn- und Fest-Tage durch das gantze Jahr (Cantatas on Sundays and Feast-days throughout the whole Year). The poet’s preface, dated 24 June 1728,  indicates that these librettos were to be set by Bach. Writing another homogenous cycle probably appealed to Bach, who had worked closely with Picander a year earlier with the completion of the St. Matthew Passion. It is unclear, however, whether Bach set Picander’s entire cycle—surviving cantatas include only BWV 197a (incomplete) 171, 156, 84 (composed already in 1727), 159, 190 (fragment), 145, 174, 149, 188, and 157 (which employs a Picander libretto from outside the 1728 publication). See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), p. 284; also Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005) 40–41.	One of the features of the Picander Cycle is the mixing of text types and genres within the same movement, resulting in hybrid forms reminiscent of Cycle II.  Examples include 171/5 (bass recitative alternating with arioso), 159/1 (bass arioso and alto recitative, creating a dramatic dialogue),  and 159/2 (an alto aria with soprano chorale doubled by oboe). Several cantatas in the Picander cycle continue Bach’s recent tendency in Cycle III to adapt movements from earlier instrumental works for introductory sinfonias. Among these works are BWV 188, 156, 174. 	It is well known that Bach was deeply discouraged by his professional circumstances at this time. In addition, personal losses included the death of a newborn son on 1 November 1727 and a 3.5-year-old son on 21 September 1728. The sentiments of this cantata—especially its emphasis on the unfathomable ways of God (movement 4)—must have held a profoundly personal meaning for him.
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Organ obbligatos, perhaps played by Bach himself, are characteristic of Cycle III. Examples include Cantatas 146, 170, 35, 27, 47, 169, 49, and 188. Christoph Wolff writes, “From the summer of 1726 on, obbligato organ parts in BWV 146, 35, 169, and 49, later also in BWV 188 and 29, introduce a completely new dimension into Bach’s Leipzig church music. Perhaps his eldest son, Friedemann, was drafted to take the solo parts, but the often incomplete notation of the organ parts suggests that the composer himself took his place at the organ bench, leaving the conducting to the first choir prefect. This innovative integration of solo organ into his cantatas, which incidentally allowed for an impressive display of the church instrument, was yet another brilliant idea of the capellmeister-cantor, whose third cantata cycle bears his unmistakable mark as an instrumentalist and organ virtuoso.” See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Learned Musician (New York: W. W. Norton, 2000), 283. 
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Form: Sinfonia - Aria (T) - Recit (B) - Aria (A) - Recit (S) - Chorale.
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Text Box
The autograph score of the cantata was dismembered into 14 fragments , now in 10 different locations (see note at no. 4 for more). The original set of parts is lost as are the first 248 measures of the first movement. However, the opening movement can be reconstructed since it is clear that it is based on the tumultuous final movement of a lost concerto that survives in the form of two arrangements for harpsichord—BWV 1052 (an autograph by J. S. Bach) and 1052a (a set of parts by C.P.E. Bach). Similarly, the first two movements of the original concerto appear as arrangements with organ in Cantata 146. In both cantatas, Bach arranged the solo part of the concerto model for obbligato organ, adding 2 oboes and taille. For more details, see  Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 15, pp. 583–584. (Pieter Dirksen, translated by David Kosviner). 
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Christoph Wolff suggests that many concerto movements reused in the sacred cantatas probably originated in keyboard concertos rather than in solo concertos as often claimed. See Christoph Wolff, “Sicilianos and Organ Recitals: Observations on J. S. Bach’s Concertos.” In Bach Perspectives, vol. 7: J. S. Bach’s Concerted Ensemble Music: The Concerto, ed. Gregory Butler (Urbana and Chicago, Illinois, 2008: 9–114; “Did J. S. Bach Write Organ Concertos? Apropos the Prehistory of Cantata Movements with Obbligato Organ.” In Bach Perspectives, vol. 10: Bach and the Organ, ed. Matthew Dirst (Urbana and Chicago, Illinois, 2016: 60–75. Cited in Wolff, Bach’s Musical Universe (New York: W. W. Norton, 2020), 265.
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Evidently, the arranger had no knowledge of the existing autograph fragment and instead used the first movement of the harpsichord concerto BWV 1052. The autograph fragment shows that the movement is actually based on BWV 1052/3. A reconstruction by Pieter Dirksen is available from Carus Verlag. 
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Several cantatas in Bach's "Picander cycle" continue Bach’s recent tendency in Cycle III to adapt movements from earlier instrumental works for introductory sinfonias (among these works are BWV 188, 156, 174). The cantata libretto is in chiastic form. 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). . 
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Trusting God in distress and tribulation
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Incorrect reconstruction. It should be like 1052/3.
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BWV 1052/3
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Bach's aggressive sinfonia (as reconstructed for BWV 1052/3 appears inappropriate for the theme of the Gospel reading of the day. However, it does fit the Epistle reading, which describes the armor of the Christian.
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Last changed: 21 June 2025
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●God is my confidence when all around me fails (188/2). 
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Martin Petzoldt argues that the text of no. 2 is based on Psalm 62 (Petzoldt Bach-Kommentar 1:606). See Psalm 62:5–7: "For God alone my soul waits in silence, for my hope is from him. He alone is my rock and my salvation, my fortress; I shall not be shaken. On God rests my deliverance and my honor;  my mighty rock, my refuge (Luther 1545: Zuversicht) is in God."
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Ritornello derived from vocal line (similar to BWV 810/4).
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Figura corta (see note).
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The figura corta was defined as an ornament by W.C. Printz in 1689 and by Johann Gottfried Walther in his lexicon of 1732. Walther wrote, “Figura corta consists of three fast notes, one of which by itself is as long as the other ones.” (Johann Walther, Lexikon, 1732. p. 244, translated). It could be long-short-short or short-short-long. Albert Schweitzer interpreted it as a “joy motive.” See Albert Schweitzer, J. S. Bach, vol. 2, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), pp. 65–66. Bach’s second cantata cycle (the chorale cantata cycle) has pervasive use of figura corta for joyous texts.
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A. Section, Lines 1–3 (2x, with line 3 emphasizing the words "ruhet" ("rests") and "feste" ("securely"). The confident (child-like) assertion of faith is expressed with a simple melody (doubled by oboe) and largely syllabic declamation embellished with occasional figura corta.
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F major (for the significance of F major, see note).
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J. S. Bach’s contemporary, the theorist Johann Mattheson (1681–1764), wrote on the affective properties of various keys in Das Neu-Eröffnete Orchestre (Hamburg 1713), Pars III, Tertia, Caput Secundum (“Von der Musicalischen Tohne Eigenschafft und Würckung in Ausdrückung der Affecten” (Regarding the Properties and Effects of Different Keys in Expressing the Affections), p. 231ff. 	Regarding F major, he writes on p. 241, “F. Dur (Ionius transpositus) der sechste Thon / ist capable die schönsten Sentiments von der Welt zu exprimiren, es sey nun Großmuth / Standthafftigkeit / Liebe / oder was sonst in dem Tugend=Register oben an stehet / und solches alles mit einer der massen natürlichen Art und unvergleichlichen Facilité daß gar kein Zwang dabey vonnöthen ist. Ja die Artigkeit und Adresse dieses Thons ist nicht besser zu beschreiben / als in Vergleichung mit einem hübschen Menschen / dem alles was er thut / es so gering es immer wolle / perfect gut anstehet / und der / wie die Frantzosen reden / bonne grace hat.”Translation: F major (Ionian transposed), the sixth mode, is capable of expressing the most beautiful sentiments of the world, whether magnanimity, fortitude, love, or whatever else is listed in the Register of Virtues above, and all this with such a natural manner and incomparable ease that no force at all is thereby needed. Yes, the politeness and address of this mode can not be described better than as a comparison with a beautiful person, for whom, whatever he does, no matter how insignificant, suits him perfectly, and who, as the French say, “has good grace.” 
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Sarabande from English Suite 5 (BWV 810/4). 
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Form (Rhyme: AABCCB)Ritornello (mm. 1-14) FMA. Lines 1-3 (2x: 15-36) FM-CMRitornello (36-42) CMLines 1-3 (2x: 43-68) CM-FM Ritornello (69-82) FM [Fine]B. Lines 4-6 (2x: 83-100) Dmda capo
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The A section of the da capo aria (with its repeat) comprises 9/10 of the movement's length. It opens with the same rhythm and meter as the first movement (same as BWV 1052/3); see also 810/4.
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Of this movement David Schulenberg writes, "Its character falls somewhere between that of a polonaise and a sarabande." See J. S. Bach. Oxford Composer Companions, ed. Malcolm Boyd (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), pp. 231. 
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BWV 1052/3
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Bach takes a poem in iambic meter and sets it in triple time, resulting in 2 successive accents (the second accent anticipated with a charming syncopation). 
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Word painting: Extended notes for "feste" ("firmly/securely").
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Word Painting: Extended notes for "ruhet" ("rests").
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Musical emphasis on "da" ("there [rests my hope]").
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Lines 1–3 repeated (2x: the first time, line 3 emphasizes the word "Hoffnung" ([my] "hope"), the second time, "ruhet" and "feste" as before.
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B Section, Lines 4–6 (2x). Text painting: Unison broken chords of 16th notes by the strings and descending 8th-note oboe arpeggios for "wenn alles bricht" ("when everything breaks, when everything falls").
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For the final line of text, Bach returns to the opening musical gesture.
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For the final line of text, Bach returns to the opening musical gesture.
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●God’s intentions are kind despite his angry look (188/3). 
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God     means     -         wll    with           everyone,             even     in         the          absolutely-greatest
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Hides                   he    though     his           love,            yet  thinks     his     heart  nevertheless secretly
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about-it;   that     can      he           never      (ever)   withdraw,            and    would         me      the  Lord    even      slay,            then
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hope     I      yet       in      him.         For          his       enraged               countenance       is                nothing-other            than   
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a          cloud                dark,           it      hinders     only   the         sunshine,              so that    through     a          gentle  
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The bass voice is often the voice of authority; here it may be heard as the voice of the centurion in the Gospel reading.
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Text painting: The arioso alludes to Genesis 32:26: "Jacob said, 'I will not let you go, unless you bless me'” in a cantabile melody and pastoral 6/8 meter.
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Word painting: Long, rising coloratura on "segnest" ("bless").
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rain                         heaven's             blessing               that      much               richer                may              be.
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The    Lord        transforms      himself into          a              ferocious-being,                   so-much       more-comforting    to
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appear;                          he       will,                          he              can            not                evil                intend.
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Therefore release I    him  not, (unless) he     bless           me        -  ,
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Sticky Note
Jn. 4: 47–50. When [a centurion] heard that Jesus had come from Judea to Galilee, he went and begged him to come down and heal his son, for he was at the point of death. Then Jesus said to him, “Unless you see signs and wonders you will not believe.” The official said to him, “Sir, come down before my little boy dies.” Jesus said to him, “Go; your son will live.”
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Martin Petzoldt argues that the 3-fold request is Trinitarian (i.e., it is addressed to Father, Son, and Holy Ghost), with the middle statement (addressed to the Son) emphasized with a long coloratura on the repeated phrase "er segne mich denn" ("unless he bless me." See Bach-Kommentar 1:607.
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The text alludes to Jesus' initial apparent opposition to the Centurion's plea in the Gospel reading (see note) using words from Job 30:21: "Thou hast turned cruel to me (Luther 1545: Du bist mir verwandelt in einen Grausamen").
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This line is reminiscent of a line in the final stanza of the chorale "Nun lßt uns Gott der Herren" by Paul Gerhardt: "du kannst nicht böse meinen," derived from Deuteronomy 32:4: "A God of faithfulness and without iniquity (Luther 1545: Treu ist Gott, und kein Böses an ihm)."
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Compare the arioso ending of this movement's counterpart in the cantata's symmetrical structure (no. 5), which also employs biblical quotation..
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Chromatic dissonance for "Grausamen."

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C major



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 188

22

mpeau
Typewritten Text
188/4.

mpeau
Typewritten Text
●God’s ways are unfathomable but ever for our best (188/4).  
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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). Johann Olearius, whose bible commentary was in Bach's personal library, notes that the sickness of the boy in the day's Gospel reading paradoxically resulted in the father's growing faith. See Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 1:606.
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Alto is oftenthe voice offaith.
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Erratic rhythms (which include syncopations and triplets) and a tortuous melody are used to depict the "unfathomable ways that God leads his people."
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Alto begins in canon.
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B Section (Lines 3–5, 2x).
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Chromatic appoggiaturas (sighs) and modulation for "unser Kreuz und Pein" ("our cross and pain").
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Shortened ritornello emphasizing the triplet figuration.
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Word painting: Long melisma with triplet 16ths for "praise."
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C major (For the significance of C major, see note.)
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Sudden modulation to C major to depict the ultimate good of God's ways.
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Significance of CC seems to represent Christ for Bach. Eric Chafe writes that C minor “is the burial key of Christ in the Passions and the preferred key of the ‘sleep of death’ of Lutheran eschatology” (see Tonal Allegory, 139). Compare the key of the central recitatives in Bach’s matching debut cantatas when he started in Leipzig in 1723, BWV 75 & 76 (see Melvin Unger, “Bach’s First Two Leipzig Cantatas: the Question of Meaning Revisited” in Bach – Journal of the Riemenschneider Bach Institute (Spring-Summer/Fall-Winter 1997): 87–125. In BWV 12, the C scales ascend in the violin, descend in the bass, to provide a chi (cross) figure and “illustrate the antithesis behind the text” (Chafe, Analyzing Bach Cantatas, p. 57). In BWV 47/2, high Cs in the obbligato and a cadence in C major at m. 54 are associated with Jesus’ example and kingdom. Compare also the significance of C and line inversion in the riddle canon BWV 1077 (“Symbolum: Christus coronabit crucigeros”) and the (apparently) related title of the Chaconne in manuscript, with its circled “i” and 3 grouped Cs: “Iesu Christus coronabit crucigeros”: Christ crowns the cross-bearers. Compare also the prevalence of C major in the Easter cantata, BWV 31.	Concerning the Ionian mode (C major), Johann Mattheson wrote, “It is the most natural, innocent, and not the least among the modes.” See 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. 234. See also pp. 240–241 for more on C major (Ionian) specifically. 
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NOTE: A fragment comprising mm. 59b–66 & 73–76 on sale, 7 June 2024, for US$ 762,845.37.



J.S. Bach - Church Cantatas  BWV 188

29

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
A7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B(7)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
E minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
D(7)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G major

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Highlight

Microsoft Account
Polygonal Line

Microsoft Account
Text Box
https://www.abebooks.com/servlet/BookDetailsPL?bi=31616180412&searchurl=ds%3D30%26kn%3DAutograph%2Bmusic%2Bmanuscript%253A%2Ba%2Bsection%2Bof%2Bthe%2Bcomposing%2Bscore%2Bof%26rollup%3Don%26sortby%3D17&cm_sp=snippet-_-srp0-_-image1 Accessed 7 June 2024.
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Sticky Note
Description at ABEbooks.com2 pp. (approx. 158 x 195 mm), comprising bars 59b-66 and 73-76 of the 4th movement, scored for alto with cello and organ obbligato, on four systems of four hand-drawn staves. The lower half of fol. 17 of the original manuscript. Upper system affected by ink corrosion causing a number of cracks and losses, reinforced with early archival film on recto over an area of 40 x 183 mm, now rather discoloured. The lower stave in good condition, with minor ink acidification. Window-mounted (198 x 232 mm) and sealed in an archival sleeve. Stored in custom-made blue morocco portfolio. BWV 188 is a cantata for the 21st Sunday after Trinity, composed most likely for 17 October 1728 (or possibly 6 November 1729), the text as often at this period drawn from Picander (Chr. Fr. Henrici, "Ernst-Schertzhaffte und Satyrische Gedichte", Leipzig 1728). The ensemble is made up of four voices, two oboes, viola, organo obbligato and basso continuo. In the fourth movement, the dramatic heart of the cantata, the text "Unerforschlich ist die Weise" ("The ways of the Lord are past understanding", a meditation on the cross and human suffering) is elaborated as a dark, expressive aria for alto voice set against a virtuoso organ obbligato, "a complex and ever-changing kaleidoscope of richly entwined rhythms and melodies" (J. Mincham, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach). The key, E minor, is one that Bach frequently associates with the crucifixion. The present fragment comprises 11½ bars from the conclusion of the movement, including the words ". Seinen führt, unerforschlich ist die Weise, Wie der Herr die Seinen führt, unerforschlich ist die Weise, Wie …". The autograph of BWV 188 suffered more vicissitudes than most, with the first 10 of the 18 leaves being lost at an early date (probably before the 1827 auction), taking with them the great majority of the first movement (which can be identified as a reworking of the last movement of a lost violin concerto, also used in the clavier concerto BWV 1052). The remaining leaves are now widely scattered, with four leaves being cut up (as here) into two or even three pieces; but although the resulting fragments are now located in ten holdings in eight countries, they are nevertheless sufficiently continuous to enable the 2nd to 5th movements to be reconstituted without significant lacunae. The present fragment, which comprises the lower half of fol. 17, is identified in the "Kritischer Bericht" of the Neue Bach-Ausgabe as A14 ("unbekannter Privatbesitz"). The same source notes that the marked ink acidification which has affected the upper half of the present fragment is typical of the dismembered leaves, and is in part a result of the dense compositional script of the composer, in this instance with many tripletised semi-quavers: "Die Zerteilung von einigen der anderen Blätter hat sich unmittelbar auf den Erhaltungszustand der Manuskript-Fragmente ausgewirkt, denn die Streifen sind im ganzen gesehen in schlechtem Zustand, von Tintenfraß befallen, das Papier ist stark gebräunt, und die Lesbarkeit wird zudem durch die typische Konzeptschrift Bachs, wie sie sich in vielen Partitur-Erstschriften findet, erschwert" (p. 207). Provenance: The autograph score of BWV 188 is thought to have been among a group of manuscripts inherited by Bach s impecunious eldest son, Wilhelm Friedemann, and sold by him at auction in 1774. Parts of the Wilhelm Friedemann Nachlass were again auctioned in 1827, being acquired by the inventor and collector Carl Philipp Heinrich Pistor (1778-1847). Pistor s manuscripts were inherited by his son-in-law, Adolf Friedrich Rudorff (1803-73), from whom they passed to the musicologist Friedrich Wilhelm Jähns (1809-88). The present leaf was one of four acquired from Jähns by the Viennese collector Gustav Petter (1828-68), who is thought to have been responsible for their dismemberment. The last owner of the present fragment traced by the "Kritischer Bericht" is Nora Kluge (née von Hase) of Lübeck, wife of the. Seller Inventory # 81441
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●Worldly power temporal but God is an eternal refuge (188/5). 
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Strings in stile concitato (see note).
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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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Text painting: Sustained notes for "God remains eternally," 
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The    might     of-the  world         disappears.
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Who    can      upon   rank      and    noble-station          build?                        God,    however,            remains       eternally
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in        him           trust.
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Phrygian cadence,often used for questions.
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Blblical references: Psalm 8:8: But the Lord sits enthroned for ever (Luther 1545: Der Herr  aber bleibt ewiglich); Psalm 2:12: Blessed are all who take refuge in him (Luther 1545: Wohl allen, die auf ihn trauen).

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
Arioso ending citing Psalm 2:12: Blessed are all who take refuge in him (Luther 1545: wohl allen, die auf ihn trauen), with syncopation accenting "die.".
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Compare the arioso ending of this movement's counterpart in the cantata's symmetrical structure (no. 3), which also employs biblical quotation..
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●Trusting God in fear & distress; he can deliver (188/6). 
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This is the first stanza of five in an anonymous hymn text (from before 1603). While Bach's autograph transmits the music without text, the stanza appears in Picander's printed libretto. It links to the foregoing with a catechismal response of trust in God.
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Text painting: chromatic harmonies for "Trübsal, Angst und Nöten" tribulation, fear, and hardships"). followed by animated voice leading for "wenden" ("turn" [my misfortune]").
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Martin Petzoldt argues that the move to the mediant (C major) at the beginning of the second phrase, used by Bach elsewhere in setting this tune, reinforces the stanza's summary of "faith as trust" (Augustine's fides qua creditur). See Bach-Kommentar 1:608.
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Chromatic bass for text.




