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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]



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 II
The work is structured in 14 movements. Bach 
scored it for four vocal soloists, a four-part 
choir (SATB) and a Baroque instrumental 
ensemble of two traversos (Tra), two oboes 
d'amore (Oa), two oboes da caccia (Oc), two 
violins (Vl), viola (Va) and basso continuo. 

The wind instruments illustrate the sphere of 
the shepherds. A typical performance takes 29 
minutes. 

The cantata begins with the instrumental 
Sinfonia, unlike all other parts of the oratorio.  

The tenor soloist narrates the story as the 
Evangelist.  

The soprano soloist appears for the first time in 
the oratorio as the angel bringing the news.  

The choir represents the angels singing "Ehre 
sei Gott in der Höhe" (Glory to God in the 
Highest).  

The scene is reflected in two arias, an alto aria 
anticipating a lullaby for the newborn and a 
tenor aria calling to run to the manger in joy.



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. 



Part II
The three movements based on Lutheran hymn 
text used Lutheran chorale tunes associated with 
these hymns: 

"Ermuntre dich, mein schwacher Geist", by 
Johann Schop (1641), for the first chorale 
movement. 

"Vom Himmel hoch da komm ich her", by Martin 
Luther (1539), for the second and third chorale 
movements. 

Two extended movements of BWV 248 II are 
based on music from the BWV 213 and 214 
cantatas. 

The sixth movement of BWV 248 II, "Frohe 
Hirten, eilt, ach eilet", is based on the aria 
"Fromme Musen! meine Glieder" from BWV 214. 

The tenth movement of the cantata for the 
Second Day of Christmas 1734, "Schlafe, mein 
Liebster, genieße der Ruh'", is based on the aria 
"Schlafe, mein Liebster, und pflege der Ruh" 
from BWV 213.



Pedal point
With a pedal point, you will usually have one note or tone that is holding out 
for a long period of time. It is usually a lower note. While this note holds out, 
there will be other musical things played that don’t technically “belong” 
there in terms of chords.



Melisma
Melisma (Greek: μέλισμα, mélisma, lit. 'song'; from μέλος, melos, 'song, 
melody', plural: melismata) is the singing of a single syllable of text while 
moving between several different notes in succession. Music sung in this style 
is referred to as melismatic, as opposed to syllabic, in which each syllable of 
text is matched to a single note. An informal term for melisma is a vocal run









Part II: key images/tensions
Sacred music is cosmological.  

Music on earth is a foretaste of heavenly 
harmonies.  

At the Reformation, there was a division 
of the use of music.  

Johann Matheson (known to recorder 
players) defended the use of voice and 
instruments, insisting that angels use 
instruments in heaven.   

Johann Conrad Dannhauer: “The entire 
church, both the Church Militant and the 
Church Triumphant, is divided into two 
choirs, in a upper choir and a lower 
choir. The one takes form in heaven and 
the other one down here on earth. Our 
earthly music is, so to speak, nothing 
but an Echo or a resounding of heavenly 
music.” (Behauptung der himmlischen 
Musik). 



St Thomas School (1733)
When they are singing, they shall 
diligently remember the nature and 
the duties of the holy angels; this 
shall teach them that the singing of  
sacred songs is a glorious duty and 
how they should behave honourably 
while singing these songs.  

An ancient teacher of the church has 
aptly called the holy angels Ζώα 
λογικά υμνολογικά (zoa logika 
hymnologika) that is, reasonable 
creatures which steadfastly find their 
greatest joy in signing the praise of 
God. This description is also 
appropriate for any upright student 
at St Thomas’s. 





10. Sinfonia (G major) The sinfonia is in a triple meter in siciliano 
rhythm. Albert Schweitzer likened the music to 
a concerto of the shepherds, playing oboes, 
and the angels playing strings and flute in 
unison with the first violin.  

The movement is a ternary form, ABA’. Each 
section is in again three groups, taking the 
analogy to the sonata form further: string 
music, as a first theme, is followed by oboe 
music as a second theme and combined 
music as the closing group. 

The absence of a chorus in the first movement 
signifies the stillness of the nocturnal scene, 
giving more weight to the voices to follow.



Sinfonia
Newly composed for the oratorio.  

Section I (1-18) begins in G major 
and modulates to via the 
dominant G major to the relative 
minor E minor.  

Section II (18-44) continues in E 
minor but modulates over D major 
to B minor. A short transitional 

section (41-43) modulates back to 
the home key. 

Section III (44-63) is a variation of 
Section I.  

The key sequence (not unusual) 
anticipates a similar sequence in 
Ehre sei Gott in der Höhe, a subtle 
but intentional link. 



Sinfonia
Strings: angels (baroque 
convention).  

Oboi d’amore and da caccia.   

Cf. Music by Johann David 
Heinichen: Pastorale per la notte 
della Nativitate Christi.  

Function 1: the sonic sphere of 
shepherds. 

Function 2: union of the heavenly 
and the earthly.  

Function 3: anticipation of the 
praise of the angels later in Part II. 



11. 
Und es waren Hirten in derselben Gegend  
And there were shepherds in the same area 
auf dem Felde bei den Hürden,  
in the fields with their flocks, 
die hüteten des Nachts ihre Herde. 
they watched over their flocks by night.  
 
Und siehe, des Herren Engel trat zu ihnen, 
And see, the angel of the Lord came to them 
und die Klarheit des Herren leuchtet um sie, 
and the glory of the Lord shone around them 
und sie furchten sich sehr 
and they were very afraid.

The tenor soloist as the Evangelist begins the 
narration in secco recitative after Luke: "Und es 
waren Hirten in derselben Gegend" ("And there 
were shepherds in the same area"), describing 
the shepherds in the fields, frightened by the 
apparition of angels.



12. 
Brich an, o schönes Morgenlicht, 
Break out, O beautiful light of morning, 
Und lass den Himmel tagen! 
and let the heavens dawn! 
 
Du Hirtenvolk, erschrecke nicht, 
You shepherd folk, do not fear  
Weil dir die Engel sagen, 
because the angels tell you 
Dass dieses schwache Knäbelein 
that this weak baby boy 
Soll unser Trost und Freude sein, 
shall be our consolation and joy, 
Dazu den Satan zwingen, 
subdue Satan 
Und letztlich Friede bringen! 
and bring peace at last!

In the response to the shepherds 
being afraid, they are told in a chorale 
not to fear. The stanza "Brich an, o 
schönes Morgenlicht" ("Break out, O 
beautiful light of morning"), is set for 
four parts by Bach.  It is a meditation. 

The chorale is taken from a hymn by 
Johann Rist, "Ermuntre dich, mein 
schwacher Geist.” 

NB for Bach: Satan and peace, 
addressing the hearers in Leipzig. 



13. 
Tenor: 
Und der Engel sprach zu ihnen: 
And the angel said to them: 

Soprano: 
Fürchtet euch nicht,  
Do not fear, 
siehe, ich verkündige euch große Freude,  
See, I announce to you great joy 
die allem Volke widerfahren wird.  
which will befall all the people. 
Denn euch ist heute der Heiland geboren,  
For the saviour is born for you today, 
welcher ist Christus, der Herr, in der Stadt David. 
who is Christ, the Lord, in the city of David. 

The narration continues, first sung by the 
Evangelist, "Und der Engel sprach zu 
ihnen" ("And the angel said to them”). 

The announcement is then continued by the 
angel's message, given to the soprano 
soloist, who appears here for the first time in 
the oratorio: "Fürchtet euch nicht" ("Do not 
fear”). 

The angel's recitative is accompanied by 
strings (celestial instruments)



14. 
Was Gott dem Abraham verheißen, 
What God promised to Abraham 
Das lässt er nun dem Hirtenchor 
He now allows to the band of shepherds 
Erfüllt erweisen. 
To be shown as fulfilled. 
 
Ein Hirt hat alles das zuvor 
A shepherd had all beforehand 
Von Gott erfahren müssen. 
to learn from God. 
 
Und nun muss auch ein Hirt die Tat, 
And now also a shepherd must of the deed 
Was er damals versprochen hat, 
that was promised in the past 
Zuerst erfüllet wissen. 
first know of the fulfilment

The announcement of the angel is 
interrupted after telling of the birth of the 
Saviour, by a meditation in the form of a 
recitative and following aria.  

The bass sings the recitative, accompanied 
by the oboes representing the shepherds: 
"Was Gott dem Abraham verheißen" ("What 
God promised to Abraham”). 

It connects the message to the shepherds to 
Abraham, who also was a shepherd.



15. 
A.  
Frohe Hirten, eilt, ach eilet, 
Joyful shepherds, hurry, ah hurry, 
Eh ihr euch zu lang verweilet, 
in case you linger too long, 
Eilt, das holde Kind zu sehn! 
Hurry to see the lovely child! 
 
B.  
Geht, die Freude heißt zu schön, 
Go, the joy is too beautiful, 
Sucht die Anmut zu gewinnen, 
seek to gain that loveliness, 
Geht und labet Herz und Sinnen! 
go and refresh your heart and mind!

The tenor sings an aria, calling the other 
shepherds to run to see the child: "Frohe 
Hirten, eilt, ach eilet" ("Joyful shepherds, hurry, 
oh hurry”). 

The aria in E minor is accompanied by solo 
flute, a conventionally pastoral instrument. 
Form: ABA* (A* is for instruments alone and is 
shortened).  

NB: melismas on Freude and labet.  

The music is based on the aria "Fromme 
Musen, meine Glieder" from Bach's secular 
cantata Tönet, ihr Pauken! Erschallet, 
Trompeten!, BWV 214, for the birthday of 
Maria Josepha, Electress of Saxony.





16.  
Und das habt zum Zeichen:  
And you shall have this for a sign: 
Ihr werdet finden das Kind in 
Windeln gewickelt und in einer 
Krippe liegen. 
 
You will find the child wrapped in 
swaddling clothes and lying in a 
manger.

The announcement of the angel is continued: 
"Und das habt zum Zeichen" ("And you shall 
have this for a sign:”), mentioning swaddling-
clothes and the manger. 

The movement is marked to be sung by the 
tenor, which shows, according to Dürr, the 
"essentially undramatic conception of the 
oratorio"



17. 
Schaut hin, dort liegt im finstern Stall, 
Look, there lies in the dark stable 
Des Herrschaft gehet überall! 
one who has dominion over all! 
Da Speise vormals sucht ein Rind, 
Where once an ox sought food 
Da ruhet itzt der Jungfrau'n Kind. 
now rests the Virgin's child.

At this point, offers another meditation: the 
lowliness of the humble stable is reflected in a 
chorale: "Schaut hin! dort liegt im finstern 
Stall" (Look, there lies in the dark stable).  

This chorale, in the low key of C major to 
indicate the humility of the birth, is the central 
movement of this cantata and thus also the 
midpoint of the first three parts of the 
oratorio, performed on the three days of 
Christmas. 

Its focus is on the dark stable, expressing 
amazement that the Almighty, the Virgin's 
child, rests where a cow had fed. Bach 
illustrates power over all by a rising scale of 
more than an octave in the bass line.



Chorale
Ascending and descending lines 
in the bass.  

The  scale which goes beyond the 
octave depicts the word “überall”, 
the cosmic lordship of Christ.  

There is a syncopation on the 
word ruhet (sleeps or rests), 

functioning as an anticipation of 
the next two numbers. 





18.  
So geht denn hin, ihr Hirten, geht, 
Then go there, you shepherds, go, 
Dass ihr das Wunder seht: 
that you may see the wonder: 
Und findet ihr des Höchsten Sohn 
And if you find the son of the Highest 
In einer harten Krippe liegen, 
lying in a hard manger, 
So singet ihm bei seiner Wiegen 
then sing to him in his cradle 
Aus einem süßen Ton 
in a sweet tone 
Und mit gesamtem Chor 
and with the whole choir 
Dies Lied zur Ruhe vor! 
this song for his rest!

Another reflective recitative of the 
bass, again interrupting the Biblical 
account, calls the shepherds to go 
and marvel: "So geht denn hin, ihr 
Hirten, geht" ("Then go there, you 
shepherds”).  

It is accompanied by the oboes as 
the first bass recitative. The music 
changes significantly at So singet 
ihm (Then sing to him). 



19. 
A. 
Schlafe, mein Liebster, genieße der Ruh, 
Sleep, my dearest, enjoy your rest. 
Wache nach diesem vor aller Gedeihen! 
wake after this so that all may thrive! 

B. 
Labe die Brust, 
Comfort the breast, 
Empfinde die Lust, 
feel the pleasure 
Wo wir unser Herz erfreuen! 
with which we make glad our hearts! 

The aria is assigned to the alto voice. It is a 
lullaby, as if imagined: "Schlafe, mein Liebster, 
genieße der Ruh" ("Sleep, my dearest”). Bach 
seems to linger on the lovely tune, unwilling to 
let the music come to a stop.  

Set in G major, the voice is doubled by a flute 
playing an octave higher, and all oboes and 
strings. The rising notes on Wache (wake) 
indicate rising. The form is ABA*, as often. 
Section B brings the oratorio into the present 
moment of the hearers. NB: melismas on 
Erfreuen (make glad).  

Bach based the music on "Schlafe, mein 
Liebster", a soprano aria from Laßt uns sorgen, 
laßt uns wachen, BWV 213.



Aria
Rocking is suggested by octave 
leaps in the bass accompaniment.  

Pedal points are used to illustrate 
stillness.  

Links with the sinfonia integrate 
this parody into the new context.  

Through the piece, there is a kind 
of harmonic instability.  

The place of the aria at this point 
has been discussed. But the 
Christmas Oratorio is not a drama 
but a meditation or a kind of 
preaching in music. 







20. 
Und alsobald war da bei dem Engel  
And at once there was with the angel 
die Menge der himmlischen 
Heerscharen,  
a multitude of the heavenly host 
die lobten Gott und sprachen: 
who praised God and said: 

The Evangelist continues the 
narration:  "Und alsobald war da 
bei dem Engel" ("And suddenly 
there was with the angel") telling of 
the heavenly hosts.



21. 

A 
Ehre sei Gott in der Höhe  
Glory to God in the highest 

B 
und Friede auf Erden  
and peace on earth  

C 
und den Menschen ein Wohlgefallen. 
and goodwill towards men.

Newly composed for the Oratorio.  

The choir represents the angels singing the words 
after Luke: "Ehre sei Gott in der Höhe und Friede auf 
Erden und den Menschen ein Wohlgefallen." ("Glory 
to God on high and peace on Earth and goodwill 
towards mankind.”). 

Bach treats the three aspects differently, as in a 
motet. The instruments only accompany. The first 
section, about glory, is developed in dense 
polyphony based on a passacaglia-type bass. The 
second section, about peace, is set to a pedal point. 
The third section, fugal, about goodwill, has lively 
themes full of coloraturas. 

After each idea has received extended treatment, 
the full text is repeated in the same sequence but 
condensed.



Chorus
Delayed until now, for greater 
impact. 

A: 25 measures 

B: 6 measures 

C: 19 Measures 

B+C = 25 measures 

Key sequence: 

A: G-D-e-b (ostinato bass line) 

B: b-d (piano + pedal points) 

C: G-C (canon/fugal style) 

A*: C-G 

B*: G-G 

Cf*: G-G



Chorus
Aegidius Strauch: sermon for 
Christmas Day 1702:  

We have to pay attention to the 
positions or directions of the 
angels. At the beginning, they 
turn themselves upwards toward 
God and they let themselves hear 
with the incomparable voice of 

praise: “May honour be to God on 
high”. Soon, the turn their gaze 
towards men and sing with a 
joyful and wishful voice: “And 
peace on earth.” Finally, they look 
straight and let sound the voice of 
teaching of the Gospel: “and to 
humankind great pleasure.”







22.  
So recht, ihr Engel, jauchzt und singet, 
It is right, you Angels, that you should 
rejoice and sing 
Dass es uns heut so schön gelinget! 
that it has turned out so well for us 
today! 
Auf denn! wir stimmen mit euch ein, 
Up then! We shall join with you, 
Uns kann es so wie euch erfreun. 
It can delight us as well as you. 

The bass sings a third recitative, this 
time secco: "So recht, ihr Engel, 
jauchzt uns singet" ("It is right, you 
Angels, that you should rejoice and 
sing"), calling to joyfully join the 
angels' song.



23. 
Wir singen dir in deinem Heer 
We sing to you in your host 
Aus aller Kraft,  
Lob, Preis und Ehr, 
with all our might:  
“Praise, honour and glory,” 
Dass du,  
o lang gewünschter Gast, 
that you, 
o guest we have long desired, 
Dich nunmehr eingestellet hast. 
have now appeared. 

The closing chorale is another stanza by 
Gerhardt, to the same melody as the cantata's 
central chorale: "Wir singen dir in deinem 
Heer” ("We sing to you in Your host”). Using 
the first person plural, it includes everyone in 
singing praises with the angels because the 
long-awaited guest has finally appeared. 

Once again, Bach invites us to meditation.  

The chorale is set in G major, and 
instrumental motifs between the lines are 
taken from the opening Sinfonia, confirming 
the symmetry of the cantata's structure. The 
strings play in unison with the choir.






