Bad's Christmas Oratorio:

Oratorio? Origina? Regardless—A Masterpiece

J.S. Badh's Christmas Oratorio ranks among his finest large-scde choral works. In order
to understand this complex work, one must examine its genre, composition, and meaning.
Although nearly every one of its movements makes for fascinating analysis, in this paper, | shall
concentrate on the opening chorus. | shall also addressthe so-called “parody problem” of the

Oratorio, which stems from evidencethat most of the work was based onearlier compasiti ons.

What is the genre of Bach’s Christmas Oratorio? This may seem like asking, “Whois
buried in Grant’stomb?’, bu in many ways Bach’swork hasllittl e to dowith then-contemporary
nations of “oratorio.” The ealiest oratorios appeaed in Italy during the 17th century, the term
coming from the “oratory,” a bulding provided for prayer and song outside of the liturgy, in
which ealy oratorios were often performed.’ The oratorio eventually developed into “a musica
setting of asaaed, narrative-dramatic text based on a biblicd story...or some other spiritual
subjed” in the style of opera.? Indeed, the only element distinguishing the oratorio from early
opera (other than its sacred subjed, and, accasionally, narration) was that it was unstaged. In
Protestant Germany, the tradition o the historia (that is, sung Biblicd “histories” or “stories’?)
merged Italian-style oratorio (fostered especially in Hamburg, where operatic tastes highly
influenced oratorio writing’) to create anew type of oratorio in the early 18th century that

integrated operatic style with Biblicd narrative. Badh's Christmas “Oratorio,” on the other hand,

! For adetailed examination of the history of early oratorio, see Howard E. Smither, A History of the Oratorio,
Volume | (Chapell Hill, 1977)
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ismuch lessdramatic than oratorios of his day; furthermore, its $x sedions are anstructed as
cantatas, each intended to be played onadifferent day of the Christmas season.

If each part of Badv's “oratorio” is aseparate cantata, can one cal it an oratorio? While
the six parts are cast as church cantatas meant to be performed over 13 days, Badch clearly
envisaged the work as awhale; the six parts are unified by narration, form, and key: First, they
eadt are narrated by the “Evangelista”, who qudes the story of the nativity from Luke and
Matthew, often departing from the standard hiblical passage for the day in arder to achieve
narrative and dramatic unity (for example, the reading for the first day of Christmasis gread ou
over thefirst two parts, so asto devote the second part entirely to the story of the shepherds).
Seoond,all of the six parts use operatic-style aias, redtatives, and choruses to proclaim and
comment onthe biblicd text, often with asymmetric form. For example, the first, third, and
sixth parts ead begin and end with alarge chorus scored for trumpet and drums. Scholars have
also observed that the fourth and sixth parts have extremely symmetricd internal structures”.
Additionally, the first and last chorales sung in the Oratorio are bath settings of the dhorale tune
“Herzlich tut mich verlangen,” adding further structural unity.® Finaly, the six parts progressby
key as D-G-D-F-A-D, focusing on the triumphant key of D (and its charaderistic use of trumpets
and dums) in asymmetricd structure. Only the fourth part, with its more distant key of F
major, departs from the primacy of D magjor; it acts like the middle sedion d ada capo aria,
before the jubil ant recapitulation d D magjor in the sixth part. Furthermore, as André Pirro pants
out, “thiswork is an entirety in spirit, and the continuity of styleis produced by the continuity of

feding”’; an overall spirit of joy pervades each of the six parts. All of these unifying

® Rohin A. Leaver, “The mature voca works and their theologica and liturgica context,” The Cambridge
Companion to Bach, Ed. John Butt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1997), 86-122, 97.

®1bid, 98. The chorale was often but not exclusively assciated with the Passion; it appeas ®veral timesin Bach's
St. Matthew Passion, and thus some ague that its prominencein the Christmas Oratorio highlights the connedion
between Christmas and Easter.

" André Pirro, J.S. Bach, Trans. Mervyn Savill (New Y ork: The Orion Press Inc., 1957, 161.
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characteristics—not to mention Bady's own use of the term “oratorium” to refer to the work, and
the printing of the entire li bretto prior to its performance®—justify cdli ng the work an “oratorio”

even if this appell ation departs from the standard meaning of the term in Badv' stime.

Why did Bach compaose the Oratorio? It was usual for Leipzig's main churchesto
include agreat ded of music in services during the Christmas sason; for example, duing
Badh' sfirst year as Cantor and Musicd Diredor, he “composed or revised...thefirst version d
the Magnifica (BWV 243a), a Sanctus (BWV 238), and six cantatas (BWV 63, 40, 64, 190, 153
and 65”.° Bach compil ed the Oratorio we know today in 1734—repladng the previously
unrelated cantatas used for the Christmas sason. Perhaps he was inspired by the example of
Dietrich Buxtehude' s Abendmusiken, for which he had traveled 260miles from Arnstadt to
Lbeck onfoat to attend as a young man in 1705(indeed, the Abendmusiken were organized into
five parts read over several days, nat unlike the six cantata parts of Badh's oratorio™?). It has
also been speculated that Gottfried Lange, a powerful man in Leipzig and a suppater of Bach's,
suggested or commissoned the work.*! Likewise, Johann Addf Hasse, afriend o Badh's, had
recently written several oratoriosin Dresden, and “may have prompted Bach to write one of his
own to curry favor with the King.”*? Bach may have dso seen writing an oratorio as a chall enge,
asit wasamusicd genre he had na yet attempted (not courting the Passons, which are

somewhat oratorio-like in nature).

® Smither Vol Il, 158.
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12Willi am Gil lies Whittaker, The Cantatas of Johann Sebastian Bach: Sacred and Secular, Volume I (London:
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court.



Bad's Christmas Oratorio was heard in December of 1734and January of 1735, with
performances alternating between St. Thomas and St. Nichadlas, as was the custom in Leipzig.
What did the congregation hea onthat first Christmas day in 1734 Thefirst movement (like
many in the Oratorio) isrichly scored for threetrumpets, tympani, two transverse flutes, two
oboes, first and second \iolins, violas, and continuo,in additionto afour-part choir. Such
festive instrumentation was normally reserved for speda occasions; trumpets and drums,
asciated with royalty, emphasize the “kingship” of Christ, the Son d God and King of the
Jews. (We shall examine later how this “kingship” relates to the seaular kingship of the Saxon
Eledor.)

The first movement begins with a stunning tympani solo, urique anong Bad's sacred
works, which is followed immediately by aflourish in the flutes. In these first threemeasures,
Bad introduces the two main motivic themes that run throughou the movement. The tympani’s
line (D-D-D-D-A) anticipates the chorus' unison entry at measure 33 with the words “ Jauchzet,
frohlocket!” (“Rejoice, exult!”); likewise, the flute's upward flourish is later taken upby the
choir at measure 50 to the words “Las<et das Sagen” (“ Set aside fear”). After another
interchange & measures 3 and 4,this time between the tympani and olpes, the strings begin a
jubilant run dovnward, as the entire orchestrajoinsin, with the exception of the trumpets, which
exeaute glorious fanfares. The dfed is breathtaking, artfully constructed like an elaborate
Baroque ceili ng.

Various groups of instruments develop the “Jauchzet” theme: first the winds, then the
trumpets, followed by the strings, and finally the entire orchestra (measures 9-16). Beginningin
measure 13, the bassli ne begins a driving motor rhythm-li ke sixteenth nae pattern that

continues through most of the movement, as if driving the mngregationto regjoice The strings



andwinds introduce anew motive & measure 17, which will appea later at measure 65 onthe
line “verbannet die Klage” (“banish lamentation”); they further develop the theme in syncopation
through measure 24.

More trumpet fanfares and runsintroducethe first entry of the chorus (which, as
mentioned eali er, takes its part from the tympani’ s first solo), whil e the orchestra recapitul ates
measures 2-16 at measures 34-50. The secondcry of “Jauchzet” occurs at the start of the string’s
downward run at measure 39, which takes on a particularly ecstatic tone, asit is now fully
harmonized, with the sopranos’ line & apitch over an octave @ove the first choral entry. Asthe
chair begins the seandtheme (“Lasset das Sagen,” at measure 50) in the dominant (A major),
oneis druck by Bad's artful mingling of new and dd styles. while the “Jauchzet” themeis
treaed more or lesshomophoricdly, the “Lasst” beginsin fugue-like imitative cournterpoint.
However, this counterpoint dissolves into hamophonic writing on the line “verbannet die Klage”
(at measure 65), the third motive of the movement; the payphany vanishes along with the fear.
Trumpets and dums re-introduce arecapitulation d thefirst sedionat measure 81, returning to
D maor. Thistime, the“Lasst” sedion begins with vaices entering from lowest to highest (B-
T-A-S, rather than T-A-B-S as earlier); additionally, at the crucial “verbannet” line & measure
119where the choral writing becomes homophonc, trumpets and drums punctuate the line,
literally driving away fear. The full orchestra dosesthis dionin D major.

A quieter, pdyphoric texture opens the next sedion at measure 138 onthe line “Dienet
dem Hoéchsten” (“ Serve the All Highest”) in B minor, the relative minor to D. Here, ore
experiences aquieter joy at Jesus arrival, as “the words turn from exultation to service’*®. The
orchestra follows with a piano development of the “Jauchzet” theme, modulating through the

keys of D mgjor, B minor, E minor, and A mgjor. At measure 186,the dhoir continues to
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develop the theme, bringing the sectionto a dose & measure 201in F-sharp minor. The quieter
dynamics of this dion make the sudden da capo recaitulation d the entire first sedion
(measures 1 through 137) all the more striking, jolti ng the li stener badc into D major.

This da capo form creaes an A-B-A pattern for the movement. The A sedionalso has
itsown internal structure: an instrumental introduction, foll owed by an a-b-a-b pattern as the
“Jauchzet” and “ Lasset” sedions dternate. Throughou, the three principal motives projed the
aff ekt of the text—one of rejoicing, setting aside fea, and banishing lamentation—but most
prominent istheinitia “Jauchzet” theme. Indeed, thistheme ads like a oncerto ritornell o,
appeaing in bah tutti and soli sedions, returning again and again throughout the work. “Bright
and imperious, this music chases away vague dreams. It constrains and cariesthe listener along;

thereis no defense to this hurricane of joy.”

The “Parody Problem” in the Christmas Oratorio

Although Badh's music seems to skill fully projed the dfea of the text in “ Jauchzet,
frohlocket,” we are dmost certain that this was not the music’s origina text. Indeed, the music
toal but 12 d the aias and chorusesin the oratorio (including the first chorus) appearsin
Bad's earlier secular cantatas BWV 213, 214and 215,all composed in hona of the royal
family of Saxony. (Indeed, an additional 7 of these 12, from the sixth part of the oratorio, are

beli eved to come from alost church cantata. ')

1 Pirro, 161.
15 Leaver, 93-95



What do we know of these threesecular cantatas, which share so much material with the
Oratorio? Recdl that in the ealy 1730's, Bach wrote very few church cantatas, whether out of
ladk of interest or because he felt he had alrealy tadkled the genre; nevertheless after taking over
Leipzig's Collegium Musicum in 1729, le began to compaose or adapt more seaular music.
Much of this music seems conneded with his quest for aroyal titl e, which began in 1733after
Friedrich August I'° died onFebruary 1. During the period o mourning foll owing the Elector’s
deah, Badh compiled and sent a Kyrie and Gloria (the beginning of the Massin B minor) to
Friedrich August I1'7, the new Eledor, along with a request for aroyal title® Bad likely
wanted atitleto help him in his nealy incessant quarrels with the Leipzig town courcil. Less
than two months after submitting the B minor scores, he began to produce aflurry of
congatulatory secular cantatas in hona of the Elector and hisfamily. In additionto the three
conreded with the Christmas Oratorio, he @nducted BWV Anh12for the Eledor’s name day,
BWYV 205afor the Eledor’s coronation as King of Poland,and BWV 207afor the Eledor’s
birthday. These secular cantatas were likely all part of Bach’s attempt to curry favor at the

Dresden court, which finally paid of when he was named Court Composer in 1736°

As a dozen movements in the Christmas Oratorio have dmost exadly the same music as
movements in these three seaular cantatas, it is clear that Bach “parodied,”° or borrowed, music
from one to the other. However, which came first: seaular or saaed? Therelationship between
the seaular cantatas and the Christmas Oratorio could be anywhere dong a spedrum: First, the

Christmas Oratorio could have been written first, and the seaular cantatas adapted from it.

16 Known in Poland as King August I

7 King August Il of Poland

8 Hans T. David, Arthur Mendel and Christoph Wolff, The New Bach Reader: A Life of Johann Sebastian Bach in
Letters and Documents (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1998, 158.

¥ Thistitle aded Bach in settling the “battle of the prefeds.” SeeBach Reader 194-196.



Seoond,the seaular cantatas could have been written first, but with the idea of re-working them
into an oratorio or some other saaed work. Finaly, the secular cantatas could have been written
first, with nointention d later parody, but later adapted to suit Badh's needs. Respondng to
various theories explaining the nature of Bach’s parody, Malcolm Boyd argues that “thereis no
evidenceto suppat any of these views’?%; nevertheless ore can at least examine what evidence

isavail able, even if one canna make aconclusive judgment as to the work’ s origins.

Theory 1: Saaed First, Seaular Adapted

Asthe seallar cantatas' performances antedate that of the Oratorio, most schdars
beli eved that they were compaosed first. Charles Sanford Terry chall enged this view in the
October, November, and December 1930isues of The Musical Times, arguing on bah
circumstantial and aesthetic grounds that Bach adapted the seaular cantatas from the Oratorio
and nd the other way around.

Terry noted that al threeof the seaular cantatas were compiled urder much moretime
presaure than the Christmas Oratorio, suggesting that he quickly adapted parts of his dill -
unfinished Oratorio to suit the seaular occasions. Badh would chase to dothis because he “had
compelli ng pradica reasons for not treaing these occasional cantatas merely as the vehicles of
refurbished music,” and as sich made sure to use saaed material that had na yet been
performed.?? Furthermore, Bach had littl e reason to devote much time to the mngratul atory
cantatas; with the exception d BWV 215 nore of the royal family was adually in attendance

Indeed, BWV 215was only compiled at the last minute when the Eledor arrived ealy to enjoy

20 Note that “parody” isamusical term, which in this context does not have the standard mocking or comica
connotations.
# Malcolm Boyd, Bach, (New Y ork: Schirmer Books, 1997), 166



Leipzig'sannua fair and Bad seized the occasionto perform an additional cantata (he had
arealy prepared BWV 206for theroyal visit). Willi am Gil es Whittaker, who subscribed to
Terry’ stheory, naed bah the drcumstances of BWV 214 and the enormous complexity of the
first chorus (the same dhorus analyzed earlier in this paper), and asked, “Could Bacd, even with
his aimost superhuman pavers, have written such a dosely constructed number, onsuch a
generous scale, in desperate haste?” 2

However, many have dted incongruiti es between the saaed Oratorio text and its music,
in particular thefirst chorus. Simon Westrup cdled the first chorus “a good example of Bach's
habit of borrowing material withou worrying overmuch abou its origina associations...it would
be untrue to say that [trumpets and dums| are entirely out of placein a chorus cdebrating the
birth of Christ, but the manner in which they are introduced is certainly unusual.”* Indeed,
whil e trumpets and dums were standard in bah roya and jubilant works, and thus appropriate
for the Christmas Season, as noted the drum solo isunique in Badh's sacred works.
Nevertheless Bach was to alarge degree an innovator; he wrote innumerable works—both
saaed and seaular—that contain “unique” feaures. Robert L. Marshall discusses one such
example, church cantata BWV 51, “Jauchzet Gott in allen Landen,” arguing that its virtuosity,
instrumentation, and flamboyance make it “unique and remarkablein just about every respect.”?®
More compelli ng than the uniquenessof the drum solo, havever, isthe“close

correspordence between text and instrumentation” in the seaular work, especially in comparison

with the Oratorio.?® Just after the chorus sngs “Tonet, ihr Pauken” (“Sound,you drums!”) in

22 Charles Sanford Terry, “The ‘ Christmas Oratorio’: Original or Borrowed?’ The Musical Times, (London:Novello
October 1, 1930), 887-889, 888.

2 Whittaker, 644,

24 Jadk Allan Westrup, Bach Cantatas Seatle: University of Washington Press 1969 23.

% Robert L. Marshall, “Bach The Progressve: Observations on His Later Works,” The Music of Johann Sebastian
Bach: The Sources, the Style, the Sgnificance, (New Y ork: Schirmer Books, 1989, 23-58, 27.

% Konrad Kister, “Tonet, ihr Pauken! Erschall et, Trompeten!” Oxford Composer Companion to J.S. Bach, Ed.
Malcolm Boyd, (Oxford: Oxford University Press 1999 481.
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BWV 214, the tympani hasits l0; likewise, the line “Erschall et Trompeten!” (“Resound,
trumpets’) is followed a few measures | ater by the trumpet fanfares. In the Oratorio, howvever,
the equivalent words make no mention d instrumentation, bu merely exhort the congregationto
rejoice

Some schalars, such as Malcolm Boyd, are particularly won ower by the charader of “the
unison plrases of the opening chorus, which were dealy designed to imitate the drums and
trumpets referred to in the [seaular] text.”?” Boyd gaes onto argue that “Even the smple
expedient of putting the first five notes of the sopranos into a higher octave...would have made
the music better suited to the new text.”?® J. Bernard Jadson, respondng to Terry’s original
article, aso remarks that “the opening phrases of the voices” are such that “the soprancs...sound
ineffective and toneless”?°

However, as noted earlier, the low, unison entry of the chorusin monoptonic texture—
while nat particularly jubil ant—provides a striking contrast with the second setting of “ Jauchzet”
in hanophornc texture & measure 39. Such a @ntrast in texture is atednique often foundin the
concerti of Antonio Vivaldi. Thelow first entry may also be meant to highlight the use of the
word “ Jauchzet” meaning “to shou,” whil e the second setting highli ghts its meaning “to
rejoice”

Anather al eged inconsistency that bears mentioning is foundin the aria“FI6[¥, mein
Heiland’ (Movement 39), where the soprano asks the Savior if she shoud fea death, andis

answered by vocd and instrumental echoes. Itstwinin BWV 213isthe dto aria “Treues Echo

diser Orten,” in which Hercules asks the mythical Echoif he shoud foll ow the path o Virtue.

?"Boyd, 168

8 hid.

29, Bernard Jadkson, “ The ‘ Christmas Oratorio’: Original or Borrowed?’ The Musical Times, (London:Novello
January 1, 1930, 60-61, 61.
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Some cdl these edoes “inappropriate” in a sacred work®®; Boyd argued that they “can sound
incongruous, if not adualy risible, in an oratorio performance”>! Nevertheless “the eho
dialogue...refers to atradition that reades bad well i nto the seventeenth century.”*? Indeed,
others have found contemporary poems in which “the spouse of Jesus talks with an echo a
reverberation”3® Thus, the edoes are not necessarily “inappropriate” in asaaed setting, as
unusual asthey may seem today.

Terry and Whittaker may have apoint; even their criticsfind it hard to believe that the
music was not originally written for the sacred text. Both Boyd and Alfred Dirr have noted that
“Schlafe, mein Leibster is “entirely fitting as the shepherds’ lull aby to the infant Christ”3* and
that “we cannat conceive how it could belong anywhere dse.”3® Murray Y oung also shows how
key nours and verbsin the opening chorus of the Oratorio are punctuated by music that “would
make any listener believe that thisis an ariginal chorus.”3® Furthermore, whil e the
appropriatenessof the opening chorus and echo aria can be debated, some elements are equally
asinconguousin the secular text: For example, while “Herr, dein Mitleid” in the oratorio isa
duet between the soul and the Savior (a cnventional technique in Badh's saaed cantatas), its
equivaent, “Ich bin deine” from BWV 213,is acurious love-duet between two male charaders!

Respondng to Terry’s origina articles, P. Robinson nded with prescience “1 shoud

wish to wait until the aitographs of the cantatas...had been examined. For their state might

30 Simon Heighes, “Christmas Oratorio,” Oxford Composer Companion to J.S. Bach, Ed. Malcolm Boyd, (Oxford:
Oxford University Press 1999 104-105, 104.

% Boyd, 168

32 Hans-Joachim Schulze, “The Parody Processin Bad's Music: An Old Problem Reaonsidered,” Bach, Vol. XX,
No. 1 (Berea Ohio: Riemenschneider Bach Institute, Spring 1989) 7-21, 15. Schulz€ sarticleis an excdlent survey
of readionsto parody from Badh' stime up to the present.

33 Phili pp Spitta, Johann Sebastian Bach: His Work and Influence on the Music of Germany, 1685-175Q Vol II,
(London: Novello and Company, Ltd., 1899, 587.

*Boyd, 168

% Alfred Diirr, Prefaceto Neuen Bach-Ausgabe Weihnachts-Oratorium, (Kassel: Barenreiter, 1988, Trans. Peter
Branscombe), 7.

3 W. Murray Y oung, The Cantatas of J.S. Bach : an analytical guide (Jefferson, North Carolina: McFarland &
Company, Inc., 1989, 278
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concevably prove that they could na possbly have borrowed from the oratorio.”*” Indeed,
whil e the theory that the Oratorio was composed first is compelli ng on circumstantial and
aesthetic grounds, uponexamination d the autograph scores one is compelled to believe
otherwise. On the whole, movements common to the mngratulatory cantatas and the Oratorio
tendto have “compasing scores’ for the secular version, with “fair copy” scores for the saaed
version.

For example, Durr, examining the autograph for BWV 214, ndes that Bach originally
wrote in aline for the strings on the first page, later crossng them out to “agreewith that given
in the text....Undouliedly what we have here is the draft of anew compasition”*® He then naes
that the opening chorus of the Oratorio’s autograph has very few changes, most of them to the
vocd parts; “the general tidinessof the score shows that thisisnot an original compasition bu
an adaptation.”*° [See eclosed figures 1 and 2] Most compelli ng, Diirr reveds that in this
movement, “Bach was evidently so engrossed in copying from the original versionthat he
inadvertently copied, with the music, a stretch of words from the secular work—these had to be
crossed out and replaced with the saared text.”*°

Stephen A. Crist finds smilar charaderisticsin hisanalysis of the scores to the Oratorio’s
“Erleucht auch mein finstre Sinnen” and itstwin in BWV 215, “Durch de von Eifer
entflammeten Waffen.” In the Christmas Oratorio, “the script is cadligraphic, and there ae

relatively few corredions’ while BWV 215 s autograph “provides clear testimony that thisisa

compasing score rather than a copy. The general character of the handwriting is

37 P. RODINSON B2,%* ** % & kkk %k kx

38 Alfred Diirr, “Contemporary printed Editions, Autographs, Copies,” Johann Sebastian Bach: Life, Times,
Influence (Kas=l: Bérenreiter, Ed. Barbara Schwendowius and Wolfgang Démling, Trans. John Coombs, 1977
111-126, 116.

¥ Ibid, 117.

“Olbid.
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hasty...formative orrections are foundin all threelines.”*! Furthermore, a “continuation
sketch” isfound onthe bottom of the first page of the seaular version; Bach wrote such sketches
as memory aids before turning the page whil e waiting for the ink to dry, mainly when hewasin
the processof compasing a new melody.*?

Isit still possblethat the Oratorio was written first? Y es—it is concavable that Bach
had some early sketches of the Oratorio onhand which he developed into seaular cantatas. It is,
nevertheless highly unlikely that Bach had such sketches. Marshall notes that the cdharader of
Bad's Leipzig scores “reved|[s| that Bach wrote down these compasiti ons while he compaosed
them. It istherefore doubtful that he kept many, if any, separate sketch books or sheds at this

stage of his career.”*

Theory 2: Seaular First, Saaed in Mind

Whil e the theory that the Christmas Oratorio was written before the secular cantatas
BWV 213, 214and 215can belargely discredited onthe basis of the autograph scores, it is dill
possble that Bach wrote the threesecular cantatas with the ideaof |ater adapting them into the
Oratorio. That nearly every aria and chorus from BWV 213and 214(and severa from 215
were alapted for later use, and that all the secular cantatas were written within ore and a half
yeas of the Oratorio, suggests that Bach may have planned to parody these works all along.

Bad would have been foll owing a procedure that became quite commonin his Leipzig

yeas; indeead, thereis at least one case (BWYV 30a) in which the saaed version foll ows the

“1 Stephen A. Crist, “The Question of Parody in Bach's Cantata Presie dein Gliicke, gesegnetes Sachsen, BWV
215" Bach Perspedives, Vol. 1, Ed. Russll Stinson, (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press 1995 135161, 139.
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seallar by lessthan ayea (much like the Christmas Oratorio), bah with the same li brettist, such
that “it seems likely that both the seaular and the saaed cantata were jointly conceved from the
outset.”** One parall &l between BWV 30a and the Christmas Oratorio is that bath have
movements with strikingly simil ar texts but diff erent music from their seaular antecedents. In
BWYV 30a, the redtatives for the seaular and saared versions were written as exad textual
parodies, but Bach decided to compaose new music for the sacred version; “it appeas he did na

fed that [the texts] corresponced sufficiently closely.”*°

Perhaps the textual similarity between,
for example, the dosing chorus of BWV 213 and the opening chorus of the fifth part of the
Christmas Oratorio are dso signs of simultaneous li bretto writi ng which was also rejeded by
Bad, requiring new music.

However, if the librettist for BWV 213, Christian Friedrich Henrici (“Picander”),
attempted such afed, it isunusual that Picander did na include the Oratorio in his compendium
of works. Duirr, arguing that the Oratorio li bretto was based onthe previously set secular version
with close llaboration between Bach and Picander, speaul ates that “perhaps [Badh's
alterations] made Picander unwilli ng to pubi sh the text under his own name.”*® Additionally,
the libretto to BWV 214was likely not authored by Picander, but by Bach himself—the li bretto
hastheinitials“J.S.B.”, and aso begins and ends with “J.J.” and “S.D.GI”, which Bach dften
wrote on hs sores.*’

Evenif the libretti were nat written simultaneoudly, it is gill highly probable that Bach

had the Oratorio in mind when writing the seaular cantatas. Many have agued that they were

“2 Robert L. Marshall, “The Sketches,” The Music of Johann Sebastian Bach: The Sources, the Style, the
Sgnificance, (New Y ork: Schirmer Books, 1989), 111-129, 120-121

*Ibid., 114.

“4 Nikolaus Harnoncourt, “Bach’s Use of ‘ Parody’,” The Musical Dialogue: Thoughts on Monteverdi, Bach and
Mozart, Trans. Mary O’ Neill (Portland, Oregon: Amadeus Press 1989 63-72, 64.

** | bid., 65.

““Diirr Prefaceto NBA, 7.

4" The importance of these initials shall be discussed later.
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compaosed “with aview to the oratorio, aready planned; that is, whether the seaular versions are
to be regarded as mere rough drafts.”*® Thisview is dightly weakened because Bach did na
parody al of BWV 213, 214 and 215 for example, Bellona' sariain BWV 214was not adapted
(likely because of itsinappropriately “amost galant character), suggesting that the secular
cantata was “planned and composed independently.”*® Still, that he eventually decided na to
use every movement from the threesecular cantatas is perhaps more indicative of his high
standards for parody rather than alack of planning. Nevertheless even if Bach ddn't have the
Christmas Oratorio in mind spedficdly, it seems unlikely that he would compose the seaular
works with nothought whatsoever to adapting them to saaed use. Asnoted, such had been his
procedure many times before®®: surely the proximity and cuantity of the alaptation from these

threecantatas suggests that Bach had some nation d re-using the cantatas.

Theory 3: Seaular First, Saaed Adapted

Arguments that the Oratorio was compaosed (or at least conceived of) before the seaular
cantatas aside, it is gill quite possble that Bach wrote the congratul atory cantatas independently,
only later dedding to adapt them to asaaed text. Perhaps he merely ran out of time, as by this

time Bacdh had got out of the habit of working under the heavy pressure which had driven hm on

8 Schulze, 17.

K igter, 481

*0 |Interestingly, although Bach composed many parodies of his saular worksinto saaed works, thereis only one
instance (the Trauer-Ode for Prince Leopdd of Céthen, adapted from the St. Matthew Pasdgon) of his borrowing
from a saaed work for a seaular one.
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during his first three or four yearsin Leipzig.”>* Can such aprocedure be justified? Does it
detrad from the quality of the work?

One nedad orly examine the undsputedly original parts of the Oratorio—espedally the
Sinfoniathat introduces the second section—to understand that Bach did not parody the seaular
cantatas out of lack of inspiration>* Rather, he likely saw adapting the secular cantatas as away
of preserving goodmusic, rescuing it from oblivion; “Bach by all means wanted to let his church
have the alvantage of appropriating the best of his extraliturgica work.”>® “It must certainly be
discouraging for a cmmposer of Badh's gatureto invest all his genius and eff ort in ahomage
cantatawhich isto be performed for asingle occasion and rever used again”>* by parodying

these homage cantatas in a church work associated with an annual festival, Bach asaured the

n55

music’s “annual performancewithin the framework of the church calendar.

Indead, many forget that the seaular cantatas have good music; Bach would have wanted
that music to be head. In Bad's time—much more than today, and even much more than the
century foll owing him—one compased for performance, na for posterity (whether viareoording
or pubdicaion). If awork was not performed, it died. Yes, Bach may have cared a great deal
about his posterity®®, but few of hislarge choral works and cantatas were every pubished (nor
did he show much interest in publishing them). Schulze notesthat “only the best material stays
in the repertoire,” and that since Bach showed “a nealy narcissstic partiaity to hisown

n57

compasitions,””" trying to find a suitable means of re-performancewas one pradicd way of

keeping his favorite music in regular performance.

1 Westrup, 21. One might take exception to Westrup’s argument by noting that if, indeed, the secular cantatas were
composed first, they were ea@h composed under extreme time pressure.

*2Boyd ,168

%3 Giinther Stiller, Johann Sebastian Bach and Liturgical Lifein Leipzig (St. Louis: Concordia, 1984), 228

>4 Harnoncourt, 64.

%5 Diirr Prefaceto NBA, 7.

*5 Some dte hisinterest in preserving the history of the Bach family or his Art of Fugue a examples of this.

>’ Schulze, 18-19.
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One must also kegp in mindthat in Badh' stime, “originality per se was not the major
criterion o artistic judgement that it is today.”*® Parody did nat deflate the value of awork; it
was “legitimate, provided ony that the character of the music—its ‘affed’ asit wastermed in
thase days—remained the same.”*° Indeed, one muld compare Bach's parody processto

contemporary music groups releasing a “Best of ...” anthology.

Part of what made this parody easy was the simil arity between Badh's seaular and sacred
cantata styles.®® Westrup argues that “In pradice it is quite impossble to make any distinction
between the idioms of secular and saaed music: seaular music in church sounds inappropriate
only when it has purely seaular asciations.® Nevertheless some people take exceptionto this
similarity: how could such heavenly music be inspired by obsequious praise of the Saxon royal
family? If, indeed, Bach adapted the Oratorio from purely seaular works, is he nat profaning the
church by introducing music written in praise of royalty, na God?

It seems quite dear that, for Bach, there was no such thing as purely seaular music.
Surely, music for the wurt or Collegium Musicum was not church music per se, but it seems
clea that in Badh's conception, all music glorified God. Indeed, he would paraphrase Friedrich

Ehrhard Niedt on the subjed of figured bassto his gudents:

...the result is a well-sounding harmony to the glory of God and the justifiable gratification of the
senses; for the sole end and aim of al music, as well asthat of the Figured Bass should be nothing
else than for the glory of God and pleasant reaedions. Wherethisobjed is not kept in view there
can be no true music but only an infernal scraping and bawling.®

8 Heighes ,104

%9 Dirr “Contemporary printed Editions’ 116,

% still er, 228229

®> Westrup, 17.

%2 Robin A. Leaver, J.S Bach and Scripture: Glosses from the Calov Bible Commentary, (St. Louis; Concordia,
1985), 107. Also seethe Bach Reader 16-17.
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Thus, for Bach, even thorough bass—the foundation d all music, saaed o seaular—
praises God. Thisview isadually not far from that of Martin Luther, who based many of his
hymns on popuar, seaular songs.®® Some have shown “within Lutheranism a synthetic—rather
than antithetic—stancetowards sacred and seaular music developed from the Reformation era
onwards...[but] they overstate the case when they claim that the synthesis eff ectively meant that

there was no dstinction between the saaed and seaular.” %

Whil e people of Badh'stime dearly
understoodthe diff erence between sacred and secular music, it isinteresting that no oreis
known to have complained abou the “secularization” of Leipzig's church music; one could
argue that thisis because in Badh'stime, Lutheranism had nostrict dualism of saaed and secular
(as did the Cathdlics).®®

One example of Badh's conception d al music glorifying God is his use of trumpets and
drums. Recdl that such instruments were asciated with royalty; by using them in his saaed
music (particularly in pieces adapted from secular works written for royalty, such asthe first
chorus of the Oratorio), Bach perhaps draws a connedion ketween God and King that seems
unsettling today. However, in Baroque times both were so much more exalted than the mommon

man that “an identification o the two figures did not seem blasphemous.”®® Indeed, Robin A.

Leaver argues:

...inthe period prior to the French and American Revolutions royalty was understoodin
theologicd terms. When Bach and his contemporaries cdebrated the eathly majesty of their ruler
they did so with the understanding that such dignity is God-given, and that, however imperfedly
the ruler may exercise hisoffice, it is the office & emboded by the person, rather than the person
alone, that is being cdebrated. From Badh's paint of view, the céebration of the birthday of a
princeis aso the ceebration of the majesty of God, and therefore the music compased for such an
occasion can be reused for the overt praise of the ‘royal’ birth of the Son of God.*”

®3 Harnoncourt, 65.

% Leaver “The mature vocd works,” 91.
% till er, 149

% Harnoncourt, 65.

®7 Leaver “The mature vocd works,” 96.
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Still, some believe that Badh' s re-use of seaular material shows not hisidentificaion d
all music with praising God s glory, but rather his growing disinterest in composing sacred
music dter 1730. Friedrich Blumein particular argues that Bach underwent a spiritual crisisin
1730,such that many “sacred” works from the period afterwards (such as the Christmas
Oratorio) “have...nothing in common with [Christian] values and sentiments and were not
written with the intention d proclaiming the mmposer’s Christian faith, still | essform a heartfelt
neead to doso.”®® Thisview has been largely discredited by the relatively recent discovery of
Bad's copy of Abraham Calov's Bible mommentary in 1934 each has“J S Bad 1733” onthe
titl e page; this suggests that either Bach baught the coommentary during the suppased time of his
spiritual crisis and “that in the face of unpopuarity and misunderstanding, Bach was drawing on
the resources of hisfaith and dgging deeper into its foundition” or perhaps that during the
renovation d the Thomasschule he used the period of mourning after Friedrich August I’ s death
to put hislibrary in order ® Either way, it seems clear that the mmmentary—and Hs Lutheran
faith—remained important even in the 1730s.

In the mmmentary, Calov ends many sedions with “Gott alein de Ehre” (To God aone
the Glory), a phrase that was apparently very important to Bach.”® In Latin, it is rendered “ Soli
Deo Gloria,” and“S.D.G.” or some variation thereof appears on many of Badh's sacred and
seallar manuscripts. Most interesting in view of the Christmas Oratorio, “D.S.Gl.” appears on
both BWV 213and 214 .two o the seaular cantatas eventually adapted for usein the Oratorio.
Leaver arguesthat “for Bacd, the ascription‘S.D.G’ at the end of his manuscripts was no empty
formality; it was an aim he pursued throughou hislife, as can be documented from his own

writing”; in particular, Leaver cites Badv's “request for dismissal form the post of organist of the

%8 Quoted in Stiller, 172
%9 Leaver J.S Bach and Scripture, 26-27
©1bid, 105
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Blasiuskirche [which] included the statement that hisaim in life was to compose and drect
‘regulirte kirchen music zu Gottes Ehren,’ well-regulated church music to the glory of God”™*
As Bach saw all hismusic as glorifying God—even his aular pieces—he merely “restored

them to their native home when he @plied them to church uses.” "

Conjedures abou which came first and whether parody is appropriate aide, do bdh the
saaed and seaular textswork? That is, what of the problem that “Bach’s music does nat find its
one and ory true partner in aparticular text” 3, particularly in view of Bach's comment to his
pupgl Johann Gotthilf Zeigler “not to play [songs] merely off hand bu according to the Affekt of
the words”?"* Nikolaus Harnoncourt argues that while “words and music are intimately linked to
ead ather in the works of Bach”, one must remenber that even Monteverdi “one of the most
vigorous champions of intimate word-tone relationships,” did parodies of sacred works from
seaular ones.”

Thisintimate mnredion ketween words and music is borne out by the subtle changes
which Bach made to his music in the parody process so as to make the old music fit the new
words. We have dready mentioned Bach’s high standards for parody, as he sometimes dedded
to compose aitirely new music if he felt the original text was nat close enowgh to the parody text
(e.g. the opening chorus to the fifth part of the Christmas Oratorio). Contemporaries of Bach
were often dstressed when their parody attempts fail ed,”® but it seems that Badh's high standards
did na allow for such failures; one need orly examine his parody processin the Christmas

Oratorio to recognize his fadlity in adapting old works to new texts. The aia “Bereite dich,

" bid, 107.

"2 Spitta, 577.

S schulze, 11

"4 David, Mendel and Wolff, 336.
S Harnoncourt, 63.

® Schulze, 13.
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Zion,” which joyfully exhorts the congregationto prepare for Christ’s arrival, for example, was
originally “Ich will dich nich Hbren,” a harsh rgjection d Lust. Nevertheless “By changing the
orchestration and the manner of articulating the melodic line...Bach transformed the dfedation
form harshnessto tenderness”’” Likewise, in the first chorus of the Oratorio, the vocd line &
measure 78 is ill fully adapted from the original text, “lebe” (live), to the new text, “jauchzen”
(regjoice), as Badh replaces the sustained ties in the original secular text with melodic movements
“in threedifferent rhythms, in an urcommonly strong setting of the word ‘jauchzen’.” ® Bach's
parody processis careful, judicious, and sensitive, with the result that “the parody rises above its
original artisticdly.””® Asit is parodied from a number of secular sources, Badh's Christmas

Oratorio “isa @mmposition in the origina meaning o the word”

. We may perhaps marvel at
Badv' sfacility at sublimely parodying old music as equally as we marvel at his abili ty to make

new music.

While Badv' s Oratorio may nat fit in standard conceptions of the genre and whileit is
likely the product of musicd parody, that Bach was able to achieve dramatic, musicd, and
structural unity from seemingly unconnected sources, weaving new music with artful adaptations
of old compositions, istruly remarkable. If anything, knowledge that his sublime Oratorio has
seallar origins only adds to our appreciation d its moving spirituality and Badh's miraaulous

ability to produce such awork.

’” Smither Vol. I, 163,

"8 Walter Blankenburg, “Das Parodieverfahren im Weihnachtsoratorium Johann Sebastian Badhs,” Johann Sebastian
Bach, Ed. Walter Blankenburg, (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesell schaft, 1970 493-506, 500-501.
Originally published in Musik und Kirche Vol. 32, 1962, 245-254.

79 Blankenburg, quoted in Still er, 225-227.

80 Alfred Mann, “Bach’s parody technique and its frontiers,” Bach Studies, Ed. Don O. Franklin (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press 1989 115124, 124.
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