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Plans
Part I: Jauchzet, frohlocket! BWV 248 
[First Day of Christmas] 

Part II: Und es waren Hirten in derselben 
Gegend, BWV 248 [Second Day of 
Christmas] 

Part III: Herrscher des Himmels, erhöre 
das Lallen, BWV 248 III [Third Day of 
Christmas] 

Part IV: Fallt mit Danken, fallt mit Loben, 
BWV 248 [New Year’s Day / Feast of the 
Circumcision] 

Part V: Ehre sei dir, Gott, gesungen, BWV 
248 [First Sunday in the New Year] 

Part VI: Herr, wenn die stolzen Feinde 
schnauben, BWV 248 [Feast of the 
Epiphany]



Fifth Evangelist
Fugue and canon: The Art of the Fugue 

Major-minor tonality: The Well-
Tempered Clavier 

Harmonic expansion: Chromatic 
Fantasy and Fugue 

Extended polyphony: unaccompanied 
violin, cello and flute 

Instrumentation: Brandenburg 
Concertos 

Instrumental and vocal genre: all types 
at the period 

Small scale form: the Orgel-büchlein 

Large scale form: the Passions, the B 
Minor Mass 

Musical effect and meaning: the 
Cantatas 

The Oratorios (Christmas, Easter, 
Ascension)



Life and Education
Joh. Sebastian Bach, youngest son of Joh. 
Ambrosius Bach, was born in Eisenach in the year 
1685 on March 21. Became: 

Court Musician, in Weimar, to Duke Johann Ernst, 
Anno 1703 

Organist at the New Church in Arnstadt, 1704 (= 
1703) 

Organist at the Church of St Blasius in 
Mühlhausen, Anno 1707 

Chamber and Court Organist in Weimar, Anno 1708 

Concertmaster as well, at the same court, Anno 
1714 

Capellmeister and Director of Chamber Music at 
the court of the serene Prince of Anhalt Cöthen, 
Anno 1717 

Was called hence, Anno 1723, to become Music 
Director and Cantor at St Thomas School in 
Leipzig; where, in accordance with God’s Holy 
Will, he still lives and at the same time holds the 
honorary position of Capellmeister of Weissenfiels 
and Cöthen. 





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



Christmas Oratorio
The Christmas Oratorio (German: Weihnachts-Oratorium), BWV 248, is an 
oratorio by Johann Sebastian Bach intended for performance in church 
during the Christmas season.  

It was written for the Christmas season of 1734 and incorporates music 
from earlier compositions, including three secular cantatas written during 
1733 and 1734 and a largely lost church cantata, BWV 248a.  

The date is confirmed in Bach's autograph manuscript. 



Christmas Oratorio
Layout of the six connected cantatas.  

1. The Birth 

2. The Annunciation to the Shepherds 

3. The Adoration of the Shepherds 

4. The Circumcision and Naming of Jesus 

5. The Journey of the Magi 

6. The Adoration of the Magi



Christmas Oratorio

The first coming: Christ’s birth (past) 

The second coming: in the believer’s heart (present) 

The third coming: at the end of time (future)



Readings



Part I
Bach structured the cantata in nine 
movements, beginning with an 
extended chorus.  

The other eight movements contain a 
Gospel reading in a tenor secco 
recitative, a meditative, accompanied 
recitative, a prayer-like aria, and an 
affirming chorale.  

It features three vocal soloists (alto, 
tenor and bass), a four-part choir (SATB) 
and a Baroque instrumental ensemble 
of three trumpets (Tr), timpani, two 
traversos (Tra), two oboes (Ob), two 
oboes d'amore (Oa), two violins (Vl), 
viola (Va) and basso continuo.  

A typical performance lasts 29 minutes.



Part I
The opening Chorus and both 
arias are “parodies”.  

These are taken from two secular 
cantatas, 214 and 213 
respectively.  

Cantata 214: Tönet, ihr Pauken! 
Erschallet, Trompeten! (Resound, 
ye drums! Ring out, ye trumpets!) 

Cantata 213: Laßt uns sorgen, laßt 
uns wachen  (Let us take care, let us 
watch over) 

The changing of the wording is 
very deftly done.  

In significant ways, the music was 
also improved. 



Part 1
The Chorales (community hymns) 
are a key to the intended “affect”.  

Movement 5 and movement 64 
use the same chorale melody, 
framing the work.  

We know the Chorale in 
movement 5 as the Passion 

Chorale, but at the time it was 
associated with Advent.  

The Chorale in movement 9 is the 
same tune as Vom Himmel hoch da 
komm ich her, again an Advent 
melody. 



Unity and key signatures
Parts I and III are written in the keys of 
D major, part II in its subdominant key 
G major.  

Parts I and III are similarly scored for 
exuberant trumpets, while the Pastoral 
Part II (referring to the Shepherds) is, 
by contrast, scored for woodwind 
instruments and does not include an 
opening chorus.  

Part IV is written in F major (the relative 
key to D minor) and marks the furthest 
musical point away from the oratorio's 
opening key, scored for horns.  

Bach then embarks upon a journey 
back to the opening key, via the 
dominant A major of Part V to the 
jubilant re-assertion of D major in Part 
VI, lending an overall arc to the piece. 



Sermon: 
Christmas 1733

Salomon Deyling, superintendent 
in Leipzig. 



Sermon: Christmas 1733
(1) The doctrine of faith: God 
becomes man and comes to us on 
earth. Now we can become justified 
and God’s children.  

(2) The duty in life: your saviour 
comes to you. Is your heart pure? 
Where there are sin and 
misbehaviour, he will not enter.  

(3) The consolation of faith: God is 
reconciled with us. Thus, sadness 
retreats. Everybody who regrets their 
sin will be joyful. 

The “unio mystica” takes place in the 
believer’s heart. NB the word “heart” 
and its place in the Oratorio. 



Part I: key images/tensions
God and man 

Heaven and earth 

Sin and salvation 

Rich and poor 

Also: time and social status 

Also: love imagery is introduced, 
with the bride and the bridegroom  
and the beloved at the heart of the 
first Cantata. 





Chorus 1. Shout for joy!

Reading 2. It happened at that time 6. And she gave birth 

Meditation 3. Now my dearest bridegroom 7. He came on earth 
with poverty

Prayer 4. Make yourself ready, Zion 8. Great Lord, O 
mighty king

Chorale 5. How should I receive you? 9. Ah, little Jesus, dear 
to my heart









Gelobet seist Du Jesus Christ





A 
Jauchzet, frohlocket! auf, preiset die Tage, 
Shout for joy, exult, rise up, glorify the day, 

Rühmet, was heute der Höchste getan! 
praise what today the highest has done! 

Lasset das Zagen, verbannet die Klage, 
Abandon hesitation, banish lamentation, 

Stimmet voll Jauchzen und Fröhlichkeit an! 
begin to sing with rejoicing and exaltation! 

B 
Dienet dem Höchsten mit herrlichen Chören, 
Serve the highest with glorious choirs, 

Laßt uns den Namen des Herrschers verehren! 
let us honour the name of our ruler!

It is an extended complex ternary form (A–B–A). 
Unusually for Bach's music, it opens with the 
timpani (kettledrums) alone. The trumpets then 
enter, followed by strings and woodwinds 

The voices enter in unison (A), imitating at first 
timpani then trumpets. In the following section, 
the vocal lines are mostly homophonic and 
sometimes imitative, while the instrumental 
forces drive the movement.  

With the text "Lasset das Zagen, verbannet 
die Klage" (Abandon despair, banish laments), 
the voices, now in imitation, dominate while the 
instruments accompany. The second section is 
a modified repetition of the first.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Unison
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homophony
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Imitation_(music)


A 
Jauchzet, frohlocket! auf, preiset die Tage, 
Shout for joy, exult, rise up, glorify the day, 

Rühmet, was heute der Höchste getan! 
praise what today the highest has done! 

Lasset das Zagen, verbannet die Klage, 
Abandon hesitation, banish lamentation, 

Stimmet voll Jauchzen und Fröhlichkeit an! 
begin to sing with rejoicing and exaltation! 

B 
Dienet dem Höchsten mit herrlichen Chören, 
Serve the highest with glorious choirs, 

Laßt uns den Namen des Herrschers verehren! 
let us honour the name of our ruler!

The middle section (B) also comprises two 
passages. "Dienet dem Höchsten mit 
herrlichen Chören" (Serve the Highest with 
glorious choirs) is an imitative section in B 
minor, accompanied only by the strings. 
"Laßt uns den Namen des Herrschers 
verehren!" (Let us honour the name of our 
rule!) is set mostly in homophony with strings 
and woodwinds.  

After the middle section, the beginning A is 
repeated in full.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/B_minor


Es begab sich aber zu der Zeit, 
It happened at that time 
dass ein Gebot von dem Kaiser Augusto ausging, 
that an order went out from Caesar Augustus 
dass alle Welt geschätzet würde. 
that all the world should be assessed. 

Und jedermann ging, dass er sich schätzen ließe, 
And everyone went, so that he might be assessed, 
ein jeglicher in seine Stadt.  
each to his own city. 

Da machte sich auch auf Joseph aus Galiläa, 
Joseph went up out of Galilee 

aus der Stadt Nazareth, in das jüdische Land zur Stadt David, 
from the city of Nazareth, into the land of Judah to the city of David 

die da heißet Bethlehem;  
which is called Bethlehem;  

darum, dass er von dem Hause und Geschlechte David war: 
for he was of the house and race of David: 

auf dass er sich schätzen ließe mit Maria,  
so that he might be assessed with Mary, 

seinem vertrauten Weibe, die war schwanger.  
his betrothed wife, who was pregnant. 

Und als sie daselbst waren, kam die Zeit, dass sie gebären sollte. 
And while they were there, the time came for her to give birth.

The tenor begins with the secco recitative "Es 
begab sich aber zu der Zeit" (It happened at 
that time), from Luke 2:1, 3–6. It is one of the 
longest recitatives in the oratorio, beginning 
with the decree for a census by Caesar 
Augustus.  

It follows a pattern influenced both by operatic 
recitatives and liturgical singing, with phrases 
often beginning with an upward fourth and 
ending with a downward fourth, in rhythm as if 
speaking and in moderate range.  

Accents are made by high notes, here for the 
word "Joseph", and changes of harmony, here 
for "David". The building of harmonic tension 
ends when Mary's pregnancy is mentioned. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Augustus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perfect_fourth


Nun wird mein liebster Bräutigam, 
Now my dearest bridegroom, 

Nun wird der Held aus Davids Stamm 
now the hero from the race of David 

Zum Trost, zum Heil der Erden 
for the consolation and salvation of the Earth 

Einmal geboren werden. 
shall at last be born. 

Nun wird der Stern aus Jakob scheinen, 
Now the star that comes from Jacob shall shine, 

Sein Strahl bricht schon hervor. 
its rays already burst forth. 

Auf, Zion, und verlasse nun das Weinen, 
Rise up, Zion, and abandon your weeping, 

Dein Wohl steigt hoch empor! 
your well-being climbs aloft!

The alto provides the narration, 
particularly the announcement of a 
birth, in a recitative, "Nun wird mein 
liebster Bräutigam, nun wird der 
Held aus Davids Stamm" (Now my 
dearest bridegroom, now the hero 
from the race of David), expressing 
eagerness to meet her bridegroom, a 
descendant of David, in the imagery 
of the Song of Songs.  

In an accompanied recitative, two 
oboes d'amore support the voice.



A 
Bereite dich, Zion, mit zärtlichen Trieben, 
Make yourself ready, Zion,with tender desires 

Den Schönsten, den Liebsten bald bei dir zu sehn! 
to see with you soon him who is most beautiful, 
most dear! 

B 
Deine Wangen 
Your cheeks 

Müssen heut viel schöner prangen, 
must today be far more beautifully resplendent, 

Eile, den Bräutigam sehnlichst zu lieben! 
hasten, to love your bridegroom with the greatest 
longing!

In the alto da capo aria "Bereite dich, Zion, 
mit zärtlichen Trieben" (Make yourself 
ready, Zion, with tender desires), the singer 
prepares herself to meeting her beloved. 
The oboe d'amore supports the tender 
expressiveness.  

The movement is based on the aria "Ich will 
dich nicht hören" (No. 9) from the secular 
cantata Laßt uns sorgen, laßt uns wachen, 
BWV 213, with a different affect. While the 
secular model demands destruction 
("zermalmet"), the aria in the oratorio speaks 
of the most beautiful beloved ("den 
Liebsten, den Schönsten").



Wie soll ich dich empfangen 
How should I receive you 

Und wie begegn' ich dir? 
and how should I meet you? 

O aller Welt Verlangen, 
O longing of the whole world 

O meiner Seelen Zier! 
O adornment of my soul! 

O Jesu, Jesu, setze 
O Jesus, Jesus, place 

Mir selbst die Fackel bei, 
yourself your lamp by me 

Damit, was dich ergötze, 
so that what gives you delight 

Mir kund und wissend sei! 
I may know and understand!

A chorale concludes the first scene, "Wie 
soll ich dich empfangen" (How should I 
received you), deepening the right 
preparation for the reception of the 
beloved.  

It is the first stanza of Paul Gerhardt's Advent 
song, with the melody which was associated 
with it in Leipzig, the same melody also used 
for Gerhardt's Passion hymn "O Haupt voll 
Blut und Wunden".  

The same melody of this first chorale in the 
oratorio reappears in the final movement of 
the final Part VI, "Nun seid ihr wohl 
gerochen".



Und sie gebar ihren ersten Sohn  
And she gave birth to her first 
son 

und wickelte ihn in Windeln und 
legte ihn in eine Krippen, 
and wrapped him in swaddling 
clothes and laid him in a manger  

denn sie hatten sonst keinen 
Raum in der Herberge. 
for they had otherwise no room 
in the inn.

The tenor continues the 
narration with another secco 
recitative, "Und sie gebar 
ihren ersten Sohn" (And she 
gave birth to her first son), 
after Luke 2:7, reporting the 
birth of the baby which is laid 
in a manger.



Er ist auf Erden kommen arm, 
He has come on Earth in poverty 
 
Dass er unser sich erbarm, 
so that he may have mercy on us, 
 
Und in dem Himmel mache reich, 
and make us rich in heaven 
 
Und seinen lieben Engeln gleich. 
and like his beloved angels. 
 
Kyrieleis! 
Lord, have mercy! 
Wer will die Liebe recht erhöhn, 
Who will rightly extol the love 
Die unser Heiland vor uns hegt? 
that our Saviour cherishes for us? 
Ja, wer vermag es einzusehen, 
Indeed, who is able to realise 
Wie ihn der Menschen Leid bewegt? 
how he is moved by human suffering? 
Des Höchsten Sohn kömmt in die Welt, 
The highest's Son came into the world 
Weil ihm ihr Heil so wohl gefällt, 
because its salvation pleases him so well 
So will er selbst als Mensch geboren werden. 
that he himself is willing to be born as a man. 

In a combination of chorale and recitative, the 
soprano sings the sixth stanza, "Er ist auf 
Erden kommen arm" (He has come on Earth 
in poverty), from Luther's hymn "Gelobet seist 
du, Jesu Christ" in a triple metre and 
embellished.  

Line by line, it is interspersed with comments 
by the bass, who begins "Wer will die Liebe 
recht erhöhn" (Who can rightly extol the love), 
in contrasting common time.  

The voices are supported by two oboes 
d'amore. 

A gendered love duet, to take us to heart of 
Bach’s project. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gelobet_seist_du,_Jesu_Christ
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Triple_metre


A 
Großer Herr, o starker König, 
Great Lord, O mighty king, 

Liebster Heiland, o wie wenig 
dearest saviour, O how little 

Achtest du der Erden Pracht! 
you regard earthly splendour 

B 
Der die ganze Welt erhält, 
He who maintains the whole world  

Ihre Pracht und Zier erschaffen, 
and created its glory and adornment 

Muss in harten Krippen schlafen. 
must sleep in a hard crib.

The bass da capo aria, "Großer Herr, 
o starker König, liebster Heiland, o 
wie wenig" (Great Lord, O mighty 
king, dearest saviour, O how little), 
contrasts the birth of Our Lord with 
poverty.  

The movement is taken from the bass 
aria in Tönet, ihr Pauken, in which the 
Queen is addressed, accompanied by 
an obbligato trumpet to refer to her 
royalty.



Ach mein herzliebes Jesulein, 
Ah little Jesus dear to my heart, 

Mach dir ein rein sanft Bettelein, 
make for yourself a clean, soft bed, 

Zu ruhn in meines Herzens Schrein, 
to rest in the shrine of my heart 

Dass ich nimmer vergesse dein! 
so that I may never forget you!

The cantata is closed with the 
chorale "Ach mein herzliebes 
Jesulein" (Ah, my heart's beloved 
little Jesus), the 13th stanza of 
Luther's hymn "Vom Himmel hoch, 
da komm ich her”. 

While the compassionate text 
addresses the baby, interjections 
by trumpets and timpani recall the 
opening movement and refer to his 
godly nature.



Resources
Markus Rathey: Johann Sebastian Bach's Christmas Oratorio: Music, 
Theology, Culture 

Daniel R. Melanesien: Listening to Bach: The Mass in B Minor and the 
Christmas Oratorio (print, kindle, audio) 

Bach cantatas (a very comprehensive website) https://www.bach-
cantatas.com 

Bach performances (incomplete but of the highest quality) https://
www.bachvereniging.nl/en

https://www.bach-cantatas.com
https://www.bach-cantatas.com
https://www.bachvereniging.nl/en
https://www.bachvereniging.nl/en

