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J. S. BACH: THREE WEIMAR CANTATAS

On 2 March 1714, barely three weeks before his twenty-ninth
birthday, the Weimar court organist, Johann Sebastian Bach received
"the title of Concertmaster." Shortly before he had turned down an
important organist's position in Halle; the promotion to concertmaster,
granted “at his most humble request” clearly represented a quid pro quo
on the part of his employer, Duke Wilhelm Ernst of Saxe-Weimar. As the
principal condition of his new post Bach had the obligation “to perform
new pieces every month” - in today’s parlance, to produce a new church
cantata on a monthly basis. Previously, he had composed vocal music
infrequently and only as particular occasions demanded; now he faced
the task of writing cantatas at regular intervals for the usual Sundays
and feast days of the liturgical year. Exactly on the Fourth Sunday after
his appointment as concertmaster - 25 March 1714, which in that year
marked both Palm Sunday and the Feast of the Annunciation - he made
his debut with Himmelskonig, sei willkommen BWV 182; on 22 April and
20 May he presented the two further cantatas recorded here, Weinen,
Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen BWV 12 und Erschallet, ihr Lieder, erklinget, ihr
Saiten BWV 172. But for an interruption in the summer of 1715 caused
by the death of the musically gifted young Prince Johann Ernst, Bach
continued the series until the end of 1716, when he abandoned it for
reasons still unexplained.

The first three cantatas of the Weimar cycle form it closely knit
group. The texts, evidently the work of the court poet Salomo Franck,
distinguish themselves both through their fervent, at times almost erotic
language and through an unusual formal layout marked by the absence
of recitative verse - in place of which a biblical citation appears as the
second number of each libretto. The arias as well as the introductory
instrumental movements of BWV 182 and 12 afforded Bach his first
sustained opportunity to explore in depth the innovations of the newer
[talian operatic style and the Vivaldian concerto; the majority of the



movements unfold according to the principles of ritornello form with its
clearly delineated phrasing and harmonic structure. Within this
Framework Bach achieves a seemingly inexhaustible richness of variety
and invention. The opening choruses provide a characteristic example:
while all three follow the formal dictates of the da-capo aria, the first
unfolds essentially as a fugue, the second - which Bach subsequently
adapted as the “Crucifixus” of the B minor Mass - as a passacaglia and
the third as a concerted ritornello movement.

Bach’s Weimar cantatas differ most notably from the better-known
vocal works of his Leipzip period in their more modest dimensions.
Individual movements seldom reach the length of their later
counterparts; the vocal lines show largely syllabic declamation and
compact melodic lines, while the instrumental preludes and interludes
hold to similarly compact boundaries. In contrast to the Leipzig
orchestra with its frequent part doublings Bach employs a small, flexible
ensemble with single strings, sparing use of winds, and often no
contrabass reinforcement of the continuo line; together with the high
pitch standard of the Weimar chapel all goes to produce an intimate,
finely nuanced chamber music strikingly differentiated and vivid in its
impact. Revivals of these cantatas at Leipzig saw the orchestral part
adapted to local circumstances, with the string section enlarged and
other portions of the ensemble expanded as well - and with not a few
details of the original versions obscured in the process. In the Weimar
scoring, however, the music retains all the freshness and color with
which the young Bach invested it at the moment of conception.

Joshua Rifkin



