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Cantatas 

Pre-occupation with death 

Actus Tragicus 

Christ lag in Todesbanden



Heinrich Biber
Heinrich Ignaz Franz Biber (bapt. 
12 August 1644 – 3 May 1704) was 
a Bohemian-Austrian composer and 
violinist. Born in the small 
Bohemian town of Wartenberg 
(now Stráž pod Ralskem) 

Biber worked in Graz and Kremsier 
(now Kroměříž) before he illegally 
left his Kremsier employer, Prince-

Bishop Carl Liechtenstein-
Kastelkorn, and settled in Salzburg. 

He remained there for the rest of 
his life, publishing much of his 
music but apparently seldom, if 
ever, giving concert tour



Heinrich Biber
Rosary Sonatas — see the 
resurrection mystery, for 
example and the 
monumental 
passacaglia.   

Missa Salisburgensis 
(vast) 

Missa Quadragesimalis 
(simple) 

Biber used scordatura 
regularly. 



Jan Dismas Zelenka
Jan Dismas Zelenka (16 October 1679 – 
23 December 1745) was a Czech 
composer and musician of the Baroque 
period.  

His music is admired for its harmonic 
inventiveness and counterpoint. 

Zelenka was raised in Central Bohemia, 
educated in Prague and Vienna, and 
spent his professional life in Dresden.  

The greatest success during his career 
was the performance of the extensive 
composition Sub olea pacis et palma 
virtutis in the presence of the Emperor 
Charles VI, shortly after his coronation 
as king of Bohemia in 1723.



Jan Dismas Zelenka
Masses 

Oratorios 

Litanies 

Psalms  

Te Deum 

Magnificat 

Responsoria for Holy 
Week.  

The responsoria are 
especially good. 



Eisenach (1685-1695) 

Ohrdruf (1695-1700) 

Lüneburg (1700-1703) 

Arnstadt (1703-1707) 

Mühlhausen (1707-1708) 

Weimar (1708-1717) 

Cöthen (1717-1723) 

Leipzig (1723-1750)



Leipzig
1723-1750 

Thomascantor 

Two Churches St Thomas and St 
Nicholas (both still standing) 

Teaching 

Organ testing 

Cantatas 

Passions 

Masses 

Organ music



Cantatas
According to his obituary, Bach 
would have composed five 
year-cycles of sacred cantatas, 
and additional church cantatas 
for weddings and funerals, for 
example. Approximately 200 of 
these sacred works are extant, 
an estimated two thirds of the 

total number of church cantatas 
he composed. 

The Bach Digital website lists 
50 known secular cantatas by 
the composer,[139] about half of 
which are extant or largely 
reconstructable.



After taking up his office as 
Thomaskantor in late May 1723, Bach 
performed a cantata each Sunday and 
feast day, corresponding to the 
lectionary readings of the week. 

His first cantata cycle ran from the first 
Sunday after Trinity of 1723 to Trinity 
Sunday the next year. For instance, the 
Visitation cantata Herz und Mund und 
Tat und Leben, BWV 147, containing 
the chorale that is known in English as 
"Jesu, Joy of Man's Desiring", belongs 
to this first cycle.  

The cantata cycle of his second year in 
Leipzig is called the chorale cantata 
cycle as it consists mainly of works in 
the chorale cantata format.  

His third cantata cycle was developed 
over a period of several years, 
followed by the Picander cycle of 
1728–29. 

Only the first three Leipzig cycles are 
more or less completely extant. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herz_und_Mund_und_Tat_und_Leben,_BWV_147
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herz_und_Mund_und_Tat_und_Leben,_BWV_147
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Herz_und_Mund_und_Tat_und_Leben,_BWV_147


Death
Bach lost both his parents at an early age.  

10 of his 20 children did not make it adulthood. 

1 child predeceased him as an adult.  

His first wife died unexpectedly. 

Fragility of life: giving birth, disease, war, accidents. 

Death appears regularly in the Cantatas. 



Actus Tragicus
Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit (God's time 
is the very best time), BWV 106, also known 
as Actus tragicus, is an early sacred cantata 
composed by Johann Sebastian Bach in 
Mühlhausen, intended for a funeral. 

The text is a carefully compiled juxtaposition 
of biblical texts, three quotations from the 
Old Testament and four from the New 
Testament, combined with funeral hymns, of 
which two are sung and one is quoted 

instrumentally, and some additions by an 
anonymous author.  

Bach scored the work for four vocal parts 
and a small ensemble of Baroque 
instruments, two recorders, two violas da 
gamba and continuo. 





Actus Tragicus
1.Sonatina Molto Adagio. Breathing an 

antique air, the movement uses viola 
da gamba and two treble recorders.  

2. (a) preparation for death (Acts 17:28); 
(b) teach us to consider (Psalm 90); 
arioso for tenor; (c) Put your house in 
order (Isaiah 38:1); vivace aria for 
bass; (d) It is the old covenant (Sirach 
14:17; Revelation 22:20); contrasting 

the lower voice and the upper voice. 
NB the intentionally incomplete 
ending with a rest mark in the music. 



Actus Tragicus

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xXMUpqSyJJo


Actus Tragicus
3. (a)  Into your hands I commend my spirit (Luke 

23:46; Psalm 31:5); an alto aria (b) Today you 
will be with me in Paradise (a bass arioso, with 
a marvellous chorale (Luther) sung by the alto 
in steady contrast as a cactus firmus.  

4. The work concludes with the closing seventh 
stanza of Adam Reusner's hymn "In dich hab 
ich gehoffet, Herr", "Glorie, Lob, Ehr und 
Herrlichkeit" (Glory, praise, honour, and 
majesty), as a choral movement, but not a 
simple four-part setting.  

5.Introduced by an instrumental passage 
recalling motifs from the Sonatina, the first 
lines of the hymn are set for four parts. 

6.The movement ends in a double fugue on 
Amen marked Allegro.[2] T



1. SONATINA 

2a. CHOR 
Gottes Zeit ist die allerbeste Zeit. 
In ihm leben, weben und sind wir, 
solange er will. 
In ihm sterben wir zur rechten Zeit, 
wenn er will. 

God’s time is the time best of all. 
In him we live, move and are, 
so long as he wills. 
In him we die at the proper time, 
as he wills.



2b. ARIOSO (Tenor) 

Ach, Herr, lehre uns bedenken, 
daß wir sterben müssen, 
auf daß wir klug werden. 

2c. ARIOSO (Baß) 

Bestelle dein Haus; 
denn du wirst sterben 
und nicht lebendig bleiben! 

O, Lord, teach us to perceive 
that we must die, 
so that we become enlightened. 

Put your house in order; 
for you will die 
and not survive!



2d. CHOR 

Es ist der alte Bund: 
Mensch, du mußt sterben! 
Ja, komm, Herr Jesu, komm! 

It is the ancient law: 
human, you must die! 
Yes, come Lord Jesus, come!



3a. ARIA (Alt) 
In deine Hände befehl ich meinen Geist; 
du hast mich erlöset, Herr, du getreuer Gott. 

3b. ARIOSO (Baß); CHORAL (Alt) 

BAß 

Heute wirst du mit mir im Paradies sein. 

ALT 
Mit Fried und Freud ich fahr dahin 
in Gottes Willen, 
getrost ist mir mein Herz und Sinn, 
sanft und stille. 
Wie Gott mir verheißen hat: 
der Tod ist mein Schlaf worden. 

Into your hands I commend my spirit; 
you have redeemed me, Lord, you faithful God. 

BASS 

Today you will be with me in paradise. 

ALTO 
In peace and joy I journey there, 
by the will of God, 
comforted am I, my heart and mind 
tender and still. 
As God has promised me: 
death has become my slumber.



4. CHOR 

Glorie, Lob, Ehr und Herrlichkeit! 

sei dir Gott, Vater und Sohn bereit, 
dem heilgen Geist mit Namen! 

Die göttlich Kraft 
macht uns sieghaft 
durch Jesum Christum, Amen. 

Glory, praise, honour and splendour! 
be to you, God, Father and Son, 
prepared, 
to the Holy Spirit by name! 

The divine power 
makes us triumphant 
through Jesus Christ, Amen.



Christ lag in Todes Banden
Bach is believed to have written Christ 
lag in Todes Banden in 1707. He was a 
professional organist aged 22, 
employed from 1703 in Arnstadt as the 
organist of the New Church. 

At age 18, he had inspected the new 
organ built by Johann Friedrich Wender, 
was invited to play one Sunday, and 
was hired. The organ was built on the 
third tier of a theatre-like church. 

Bach's duties as a church musician 
involved some responsibility for choral 
music, but the exact year he began 
composing cantatas is unknown.  

Christ lag in Todes Banden is one of a 
small group of cantatas that survive 
from his early years





Easter Sunday
The prescribed readings for the 
feast day were from the First 
letter to the Corinthians ("Christ 
is our Easter lamb" – 1 
Corinthians 5:6–8) and from the 
Gospel of Mark (the Resurrection 
of Jesus – Mark 16:1–8)



Easter Sunday
The reformer Martin Luther wrote"Christ 
lag in Todes Banden”, based on the Latin 
hymn "Victimae Paschali Laudes", and 
first published in 1524. 

It became a main Easter hymn in German 
Lutheranism. The hymn stresses the 
struggle between Life and Death. The 
third stanza refers to the "sting of death", 
as mentioned in 1 Corinthians 15.  

In contrast to most chorale cantatas that 
Bach composed later in Leipzig, the text 
of the chorale is retained unchanged, 
which he did again only in late chorale 
cantatas.



Easter Sunday
The symmetrical sequence of the seven stanzas is 
a feature more often found in Bach's mature 
compositions: chorus – duet – solo – chorus – 
solo – duet – chorus. 

The “sound world” is that of the 17th century 
Neapolitan secular and sacred music, complete 
with “antique” recorders and violas.  

The musicologist Carol Traupman-Carr notes the 
variety of treatment of the seven stanzas, while 
retaining the same key and melody. 

1. Polyphonic chorale fantasia 

2. Duet, with "walking bass" in continuo 

3. Trio sonata 

4. Polyphonic and imitative, woven around chorale 
melody 

5. Homophonic with elaborate continuo line 

6. Duet, using trio sonata texture with extensive 
imitation 

7. Four-part chorale setting (Leipzig version)





1.The cantata begins with an instrumental sinfonia a work in 
the style of an overture to a contemporary Venetian opera 

2.There are chordal passages and occasional polyphony. 

3.It introduces the first line of the melody. 

4.The mood is sombre, recalling the "Death's bonds" of the 
first line of the hymn: Christ's death on the cross and 
burial

Sinfonia



1
Christ lag in Todesbanden  
Für unsre Sünd gegeben,, 
Er ist wieder erstanden  
Und hat uns bracht das Leben;  
Des wir sollen fröhlich sein,, 
Gott loben und ihm dankbar sein  
Und singen halleluja,, 
Halleluja!

Christ lay in death's bonds  
handed over for our sins,  
he is risen again  
and has brought us life  
For this we should be joyful,  
praise God and be thankful to him  
and sing allelluia, 
Alleluia



1.To choral melody is in long notes in the Soprano. 

2.Imitation in the lower voices.  

3.Free decoration in the instrument. 

4.The violins use “suspiratio”. 

5.The closing Halleluja become an independent 
Motet, 

1. Polyphonic chorale fantasia



2
Den Tod niemand zwingen kunnt  
Bei allen Menschenkindern,. 
Das macht' alles unsre Sünd,  
Kein Unschuld war zu finden.. 
Davon kam der Tod so bald  
Und nahm über uns Gewalt,  
Hielt uns in seinem Reich 
gefangen. 
Halleluja!

Nobody could overcome death  
among all the children of 
mankind. 
Our sin was the cause of all this,  
no innocence was to be found.  
Therefore death came so quickly  
and seized power over us,. 
held us captive in his kingdom.  

Alleluia !



1. The second stanza, "Den Tod 
niemand zwingen kunnt" (No one 
could defeat death), is set as a 
soprano and alto duet, over an 
ostinato continuo. 

2. It deals with "humanity helpless 
and paralysed as it awaits God's 
judgement against sin".  

3. Bach has the music almost freeze 
on the first words "den 

Tod" (death), and the word 
"gefangen" (imprisoned) is 
marked by a sharp dissonance 
between the soprano and alto. 

4. In the Halleluja, the voices imitate 
each other in long notes in fast 
succession, creating a sequence 
of suspensions.

2. Duet, with walking bass



3
Jesus Christus, Gottes Sohn,, 
An unser Statt ist kommen  
Und hat die Sünde weggetan,  
Damit dem Tod genommen  
All sein Recht und sein Gewalt, 
Da bleibet nichts denn Tods 
Gestalt,  

Den Stach'l hat er verloren. 
Halleluja!

Jesus Christ, God's son,  
has come to our place  
and has put aside our sins,  
and in this way from death has 
taken  
all his rights and his power,  
here remains nothing but death's 
outward form, 
it has lost its sting.  
Alleluia!



1. The third stanza, "Jesus Christus, 
Gottes Sohn" (Jesus Christ, God's 
Son), is a trio of the tenor, two 
obbligato violins and continuo.  

2. The tenor sings the chorale 
melody almost unchanged. The 
violins illustrate first how Christ 
slashes at the enemy.  

3. The music stops completely on 
the word "nichts" (nothing). The 

violins then present in four notes 
the outline of the cross 

4. Finally the tenor sings a joyful 
"Halleluja" to a virtuoso violin 
accompaniment

3. Trio sonata



4
Es war ein wunderlicher Krieg, 
Da Tod und Leben rungen,  
Das Leben behielt den Sieg, 
Es hat den Tod verschlungen.  
Die Schrift hat verkündigt das, 
Wie ein Tod den andern fraß, 
Ein Spott aus dem Tod ist worden.  
Halleluja!

It was a strange battle  
where death and life struggled.  
Life won the victory,  
it has swallowed up death 
Scripture has proclaimed  
how one death ate the other, 
death has become a mockery.  
Alleluia



1. "Es war ein wunderlicher Krieg, 
da Tod und Leben rungen" (It was 
a strange battle, that death and 
life waged), is the centre of the 
symmetrical structure. It is sung 
by the four voices, accompanied 
only by the continuo.  

2. The alto sings the cantus firmus, 
transposed by a fifth to B-Dorian, 
while the other voices follow 

each other in a fugal stretto with 
entries just a beat apart until they 
fall away one by one.  

3. In the final Halleluja in all four 
voices, the bass descends nearly 
two octaves.

4. Polyphonic + Chorale



5
Hier ist das rechte Osterlamm,  
Davon Gott hat geboten,  
Das ist hoch an des Kreuzes 
Stamm  
In heißer Lieb gebraten, 
Das Blut zeichnet unsre Tür,  
Das hält der Glaub dem Tode für,  
Der Würger kann uns nicht mehr 
schaden.  
Halleluja!

Here is the true Easter lamb 
that God has offered  
which high on the trunk of the 
cross  

is roasted in burning love,  
whose blood marks our doors,  
which faith holds in front of death,  
the strangler can harm us no more 

Alleluia



1. Stanza five, "Hier ist das rechte 
Osterlamm" (Here is the true Easter-lamb), 
is sung by the bass alone, accompanied at 
first by a descending chromatic line in the 
continuo which has been compared to the 
Crucifixus of the Mass in B minor, but 
changing to "a dance-like passage of 
continuous eighth notes" when the voice 
enters. 

2. For every line of the stanza, the bass sings 
a chorale tune, then repeats the words in 
counterpoint to the part of the tune 

repeated in the strings, sometimes 
transposed. 

3. Words to watch: Tod, Würger and hält. 

4. Taruskin describes this: "With its 
antiphonal exchanges between the singer 
and the massed strings ... this setting 
sounds like a parody of a passacaglia-style 
Venetian opera aria, vintage 1640”. 

5. The bass sings the final victorious 
Hallelujas, spanning two octaves

5. Homophonic + continue



6
So feiern wir das hohe Fest 
Mit Herzensfreud und Wonne,  
Das uns der Herre scheinen läßt,  
Er ist selber die Sonne,  
Der durch seiner Gnade Glanz  

Erleuchtet unsre Herzen ganz,  
Der Sünden Nacht ist 
verschwunden.. 
Halleluja!

Thus we celebrate the high feast 
with joy in our hearts and delight  
that the Lord lets shine for us,  
He is himself the sun  
who through the brilliance of his 
grace  
enlightens our hearts completely,  
the night of sin has disappeared.  

Alleluia !



1. "So feiern wir das hohe Fest" (So 
we celebrate the high festival), is a 
duet for soprano and tenor 
accompanied only by the ostinato 
continuo. 

2. The chorale is shared by the voices, 
with the soprano singing it in 
E minor, the tenor in B minor. 

3. The movement is a dance of joy: 
the word "Wonne" (joy) is 

rendered in figuration that 
Gardiner finds reminiscent of 
Purcell. 

4. Bach incorporates the solemn 
rhythms of the French overture into 
this verse, reflecting the presence 
of the word "feiern" (celebrate) in 
the text. It may be the first time 
that Bach used these rhythms

6. Duet, + trio sonata texture



7
Wir essen und leben wohl  
In rechten Osterfladen, 
Der alte Sauerteig nicht soll  
Sein bei dem Wort Gnaden, 
Christus will die Koste sein  
Und speisen die Seel allein,, 
Der Glaub will keins andern 
leben.
Halleluja!

We eat and live well  
on the right Easter cakes,  
the old sour-dough should not  
be with the word grace,  
Christ will be our food 
and alone feed the soul, 
faith will live in no other way.  

Alleluia



1. Bach's original setting of the final 
stanza, "Wir essen und leben 
wohl" (We eat and live well), is 
lost; it may have been a repeat of 
the opening chorus. 

2. In Leipzig, he supplied a simple 
four-part setting.

7. Four-part Chorale setting



https://youtu.be/3ffg4mU7FNE 

Ensemble Orlando Fribourg

For a recent live version

https://youtu.be/3ffg4mU7FNE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3ffg4mU7FNE


Christ lag in Todesbanden (II), chorale prelude for organ, BWV 718 

Takes slightly over 5 minutes.

For an organ prelude


