BWV46 - Cantata for the Tenth Sunday after Trinity

1. Chor 1. Chorus
Schauet doch und sehet, ob irgendein Schmerz sei Behold and see, if there be any sorrow like my
wie mein Schmerz, der mich troffen hat. Denn der sorrow, that has come upon me. For the Lord has

Herr hat mich voll Jammers gemacht am Tage made me full of anguish on the day of his wrathful
seines grimmigen Zorns. anger.
(Lamentations 1:12)
2. Rezitativ T 2. Recitative T
So klage du, zerstorte Gottesstadt, Lament then, O destroyed city of God,
Du armer Stein- und Aschenhaufen! you poor heap of stones and ashes!
LaB ganze Bache Tranen laufen, Let whole rivers of tears run,
Weil dich betroffen hat since you have been met with
Ein unersetzlicher Verlust an irreplaceable loss
Der allerhéchsten Huld, of the highest favor;
So du entbehren muBt thus by your own fault
Durch deine Schuld. must you be bereft.
Du wurdest wie Gomorra zugerichtet, You were punished like Gomorrah,
Wiewohl nicht gar vernichtet. although not completely annihilated.
O besser! warest du in Grund verstort, O better! had you been razed to the ground,
Als daBB man Christi Feind jetzt in dir lastern hért.  than to hear Christ's enemies blaspheme in you now.
Du achtest Jesu Tranen nicht, You did not heed Jesus' tears,
So achte nun des Eifers Wasserwogen, now heed the tidal wave of passion
Die du selbst Uiber dich gezogen, that you have built up over yourself,
Da Gott, nach viel Geduld, for God, after much patience,
Den Stab zum Urteil bricht. breaks his staff in judgment.
3. Arie B 3. Aria B
Dein Wetter zog sich auf von weiten, Your storm arose from far off,
Doch dessen Strahl bricht endlich ein but at last this bolt has cracked
Und muB dir unertraglich sein, and must be unbearable to you,
Da lberhaufte Siinden for excessive sins ignite
Der Rache Blitz entziinden the lightning of vengeance
Und dir den Untergang bereiten. and prepare your overthrow.
4. Rezitativ A 4. Recitative A
Doch bildet euch, o Sinder, ja nicht ein, Yet do not imagine, o sinners,
Es sei Jerusalem allein that Jerusalem alone
Vor andern Sinden voll gewesen! above all others is full of sin!
Man kann bereits von euch dies Urteil lesen: One can read out this judgment against you already:
Weil ihr euch nicht bessert Since you do not improve yourselves,
Und taglich die Stinden vergroBert, and daily your sins become greater,
So miusset ihr alle so schrecklich umkommen. thus you will all perish as dreadfully.
5. Arie A 5. Aria A
Doch Jesus will auch bei der Strafe Yet Jesus will, even in punishment,
Der Frommen Schild und Beistand sein, be the shield and supporter of the righteous.
Er sammelt sie als seine Schafe, He gathers them as his sheep,
Als seine Kichlein liebreich ein; Lovingly, as his little chicks;
Wenn Wetter der Rache die Siinder belohnen, when storms of vengeance reward sinners,
Hilft er, daB Fromme sicher wohnen. He assures that the righteous live securely.
6. Choral 6. Chorale
O groBer Gott von Treu, O great God of faithfulness,
Weil vor dir niemand gilt since before you no one is worthy
Als dein Sohn Jesus Christ, other than Your Son, Jesus Christ,
Der deinen Zorn gestillt, Who calms Your anger,
So sieh doch an die Wunden sein, so look upon His wounds,
Sein Marter, Angst und schwere Pein; His martyrdom, anguish, and heavy pain;
Um seinetwillen schone, and spare us, for his sake;
Uns nicht nach Siinden lohne. do not repay us according to our sins.

("O groBer Gott von Macht," verse 9)

Lamentations 1:12 (mov't. 1); "O groBer Gott von Macht," verse 9: Mattdus Meyfart 1633 (movt. 6)
©Pamela Dellal
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-Cantatas for the Tenth Sunday after Trinity

Dom, Braunschweig

Just once in a while in the course of the Trinity season, with its almost unremitting
emphasis on the things every good Lutheran should believe, from the Nicene Creed
to the Ten Commandments, the Lord's Prayer, the Catechism and so on, comes a
vivid shaft of New Testament history and narrative reference to the life of Christ.
Here on the tenth Sunday after Trinity the Gospel (Luke 19:41-48) tells us how Jesus
predicted the imminent destruction of Jerusalem, tying the event in the listener's
mind to his own Passion story. That link would have been strengthened in Bach's
day by the practice at the Vesper service on this Sunday of reading aloud Josephus'
account of the actual sacking of Jerusalem by the Roman emperor Titus in AD70,
one that surely resonated in the minds of those whose families had witnessed the
razing of numberless German towns during the Thirty Years War. So with his
anonymous librettist choosing to open with a passage from the Old Testament
narrative (Lamentations 1: 12) for Bach's first Leipzig cantata for this Sunday, BWV
46 Schauet doch und sehet, ob irgendein Schmerz sei, suddenly the separate eras
of Jeremiah, Jesus and Josephus appear braced together, a sign of the potency of
this particular story with its vivid, unsettling patterns of destruction and
restoration, of God's anger and Christ's mercy. If any of the faithful of Leipzig
gathered in church on a warm Sunday morning in August 1723 were experiencing
momentary wobbles of belief, they were in for some bombardment! Josephus'
harrowing eyewitness account crops up again in a contemporary Leipzig chorale
collection, the preacher was specifically required to fulminate and deliver a strong-
tongued lashing, and Bach, never one to be outdone by a purely verbal harangue,
came up with a cantata every bit as startling as the previous Sunday's Herr gehe
nicht in Gericht, BWV 105, with which it shares certain thematic features and its
structural outline.

Bach is in a long line of composers from Victoria and Gesualdo who have found
moving ways to set the words from Lamentations 'Behold and see if there be any
sorrow like unto my sorrow' (including of course Handel, two decades later in
Messiah). Bach's opening chorus is instantly familiar as the 'Qui tollis' from the B
minor Mass, of which it is an early draft, but with subtle differences: of key (D minor
for B minor), of rhythmic impulsion (no reiterated pulse by the cellos on all three
beats of every bar), and of instrumentation (recorders in place of flutes, and the
addition of two oboes da caccia and a corno a tirarsi to double the vocal lines at
their second entry, thus giving rise to an unexpected intensification of the choral
utterance and of the overall texture). There is also the bonus of an atmospheric 16-
bar instrumental prelude which serves to present the fate of Jerusalem as a symbol
of the believer's crumbling faith, with all three of Bach's upper stringed instruments
engaged in a persistent sobbing commentary. The next surprise is the way a choral
fugue breaks out from this familiar-sounding lament. Starting with just two voice
lines and continuo, it fans out to at times as many as nine parts. It is
uncompromising in its contrapuntal wildness and grim, dissonant harmony. Christ
might weep over Jerusalem, Bach tells us (Prelude), but the Lord has no
compunction in inflicting sorrow 'in the day of His fierce anger' (Fugue). Whittaker
describes the effect of the fugue as 'one of terrific power and terrible grimness' and
concludes that 'chorally [it is] the most difficult work ever written by Bach'. Surely
not I can think of at least half a dozen that we have already tackled this year that
are technically more challenging. But it is one of the most powerful and combative
fugues in all Bach's church cantatas and at its conclusion it leaves one utterly spent.



The accompagnato for tenor (No.2) points to Jerusalem's guilt as the cause of its
downfall. Since Jesus's tears (conveyed by the paired recorders in five-note
mourning figures) have gone unheeded, a 'tidal wave of zealotry' will soon engulf
its sinning citizens, cue for one of Bach's rare tsunami arias for bass, trumpet and
strings (No.3). Is it just the superior quality and interest of this music that makes
it so much more imposing, and indeed more frightening, than any operatic 'rage’
aria of the time by, say, Vivaldi or Handel? One could also point to the component
of divine vengeance 'gathered from afar’, the fact that here the rage is not that of
the soloist or 'character’, but is objectified by the singer-preacher and encapsulated
by the trumpet and strings as his soundtrack, so alerting the listener to his
imminent ruin (the brewing storm 'must be more than you can bear'). In total
contrast, and staving off this meteorological and retributive assault, there follows
an alto aria (No.5) scored as a quartet with two recorders and two unison oboes da
caccia providing a bass line. The promise of redemption via Jesus' propitiatory role
in deflecting God's wrath from harming his 'sheep and chickens' was the lifeline to
which Germans of the previous century clung during times of hardship, and just in
case anyone was sitting too comfortably now that the storm had passed, back it
comes in five dramatic bars as though to underscore the way Jesus 'helps the
righteous to dwell in safety'. For his closing chorale Bach brings together both ends
of his instrumental spectrum, the trumpet and strings, who up to now have stood
for God's wrathful side, and the flauti dolci (or recorders) who have symbolised
Christ's tears and mercy and are now allotted isolated little episodes between the
lines of the chorales. It is only in the last couple of bars that the recorders, who
have been exchanging E flats and E naturals in their strange little arabesques, finally
agree and settle on E natural. Are we supposed, then, to hear the final D (major)
chord as the tonic, a symbolic return to the tonality (D minor) of the opening
movement, or as its dominant, or poised somewhere between the two in deliberate
ambiguity? Is this last line 'uns nicht nach Siinden lohne' / 'and do not reward us
for our sins' genuinely a part of Meyfart's chorale (1633) or a late addition, Bach's
way of suggesting to his listeners that the prospect of God's mercy is not
guaranteed but is contingent on His grace? These are just some of the loose ends,
including even greater discrepancies of articulation in the surviving instrumental
parts than is the norm with Bach's incomplete surviving performing material, that
we faced in our preparations.
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