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INTRODUCTION 
 

 
Johann Sebastian Bach is considered to be one of the greatest composers in western 

music.  His compositions have a well-earned place in our musical landscape.  Yet, there are few 

composers whose vocal music presents as many technical challenges as that of Bach.   The 

challenges are even more pronounced for tenors.  The overall range, his choice of tessitura, the 

florid coloratura passages and registration leaps all combine to challenge even the most highly 

trained singer.  For these reasons, the singing of Bach’s cantata arias has been limited in modern 

times to tenors who choose to become “Bach specialists” or those who specialize in “early 

music” as a general rule of thumb.  And yet, there is a great wealth of musical experience and 

knowledge to be gained by the learning and performance of these great works.  There are many 

helpful vocal tools that a modern tenor can use to engage these pieces successfully.  

It is my plan with this presentation to discover the historical tenor for whom Bach was 

writing in his cantatas; what their approach to singing these pieces would be, and to then 

extrapolate a pedagogical approach for modern tenors to use as they perform them.   I will look 

most closely in this study at Cantata BWV55, Ich armer Mensch, ich Sündenknecht, which is 

Bach’s only extant solo cantata for tenor, as well as comparative arias from some of his other 

Leipzig cantatas to develop a practical approach to singing these pieces.  This study will provide 

a helpful set of vocal tools that a modern tenor, who has been trained in our more recent 

pedagogical methods, could employ to sing these arias in a healthy and confident manner. 
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CHAPTER 1: BACH’S TENORS 

When Bach was hired as the cantor of the Thomasschule in Leipzig in 1723, his first 

responsibility was the training of the boys in music and Bible lessons.1  It was from this group of 

young singers that he drew on to comprise the choruses in the four churches for which he was 

responsible to provide music each week.  Finding tenor and bass voices was somewhat 

problematic as Bach complained in a letter to the city council in 1730 titled, “A Short but Most 

Necessary Draft for a Well- Appointed Church Music with Certain Modest Reflections on the 

Decline of the Same." 

Modesty forbids me to speak at all truthfully of their qualities and musical 

knowledge. This deficiency could be made up by using students from the 

University, but there was no encouragement for the students as the honorarium 

that had been customarily paid was no longer available.   The fact that so many 

poorly equipped boys, and boys not at all talented for music, have been accepted 

to date has necessarily caused music to decline and deteriorate.2 

 
Bach continues in his draft to say that he normally required 36 good singers for Sunday 

worship (this would provide nine singers per church choir allowing for one or two to be ill with 

the hopes of at least eight) but “admittedly he had fifty-four boys to choose from, but only 

seventeen of them were really able to sing!”3  Bach was certainly not writing music in his church 

cantatas to be sung by seasoned professionals with degrees in vocal performance.  But rather, he 

was forced to rely on boys, mostly younger than sixteen or seventeen, to perform the complex 

                                            
1 Robin A. Leaver, “Leipzig's Rejection of J. S. Bach, Part I” Bach, vol. 3, no. 3, 1972, 

27–39, accessed June 8, 2019, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/41639863, 28. 
2 Ibid., 32. 
3 Ibid., 33. 



3 
 

vocal music he composed each week.  I would surmise that one of the main reasons there are 25 

solo cantatas attributed to him, but only one for tenor, speaks to the reality that he simply didn’t 

have many tenors to choose from in Leipzig.   

This reality forces us to consider the nature of both the abilities and overall sound 

adolescent males make while singing.  In working with young male singers passing through 

puberty, it is notable to point out that their voices are hardly developed or stable.  There are some 

physiological reasons for this.  The thyroid, arytenoid, and cricoid cartilages begin to ossify (to 

become rigid and bone-like) in the twenties.4   Until these significant structures are rigid enough 

to hold the vocal cords securely while making the transition into the passaggio and head voice, 

this range of the singing voice can be extremely unstable.  When the voice makes this transition, 

the thyroid cartilage pivots down, stretching the vocal folds thinner and tighter while at the same 

time shortening the distance between the vocal folds and the cricoid cartilage, which allows the 

muscles connecting the two to relax and thicken.  It is at this critical point of juxtaposition that a 

larynx without sufficient ossification can become unstable resulting in the telltale cracking or 

break in the tone. The illustration from Johns Hopkins University (fig. 1) shows clearly the 

interconnectedness of the vocal folds, vocalis muscles, and the three main cartilages. 

  

 

 

 

                                            
4 Jody Kreiman, and Diana Sidtis, Foundations of Voice Studies: An Interdisciplinary 

Approach to Voice Production and Perception (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011, 28. 
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Figure 1. Physiology of the larynx.5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The larynx continues its process of ossification through the thirties with the hardening of 

the arytenoids.  Complete ossification of the larynx happens in the mid-sixties for most people.  

In addition to these changes, the larynx steadily drops lower in the neck throughout an 

individual’s lifetime.6   The changes of hormones in the body also affect the vocal process.  In 

puberty, a male larynx will change radically in orientation and size due to increased testosterone 

levels.  The vocal cords themselves will thicken and become firmer as a result of this increased 

testosterone level.7   Medical science has not yet reached a point where we can predict with 

certainty how each of these physical changes directly relates to phonation.  It has been recorded 

as well that puberty happened a few years later in the 17th and 18th centuries than today, notably, 

not until the age of sixteen or seventeen.8    

                                            
5 Johns Hopkins University, Singing Voice, accessed June 27, 2019, 

http://www.singingvoice.net/anatomy.html. 
6 Kreiman and Sidtis, 30. 
7 Alan Watson, The Biology of Musical Performance and Performance-Related Injury 

(Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2009), 148. 
8 Herbert Moller, “Voice Change in Human Biological Development.” The Journal of 

History 16, no. 2 (Autumn 1985): 246-253, accessed June 15, 2019, 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/204176. 240-241. 
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This then begs the question, how would one of these young singers have approached 

Bach’s cantata arias technically?  These teen boys, voices barely changed and completely 

unfamiliar with a technique for navigating the passaggio, were confronted with pieces that made 

technical demands many modern day and more mature tenors struggle with and study years to 

master.  How did these young men sing these great pieces successfully, and what pedagogical 

tools did they use?  Dr. Carmen Tellez, Director of Choral activities at Notre Dame University 

instructs students of choral conducting to “look for answers in the composition.9”   In later 

sections of this presentation, we will do just that, but for now, it is my intention to simply make 

the case that Bach was knowingly writing music to be performed by voices with these inherent 

limitations.  As these pieces are approached, it is important to keep this concept in mind as part 

of an informed interpretation.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
9 Dr. Carmen Tellez, interview with author, April 3rd, 2009. 
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CHAPTER 2: VOCAL PEDAGOGY IN BACH’S TIME 

Bach did not leave us any kind of information on how he trained the singers from the 

Thomasschule, or any kind of writing on vocal pedagogy, or his preferences on how his pieces 

were to be sung.  We have only a few references in his writings about auditions as to specific 

singers who were “good, passable or strong.”1   We can assume, however, that Bach would have 

had access to concerts given by more highly trained singers than his students and would have 

written his tenor arias with those singers in mind as well, even enjoying the rare opportunity to 

hear his own music sung by a more professional and developed singer on occasion.  But what 

could be considered a “professional” singer in Bach’s day, and how would the pedagogical 

training of that time have differed from ours?   

A modern singer could never be expected to adopt a pedagogy that relies on falsetto 

singing, straight tone, and other baroque vocal devices.  But, there are certainly some helpful 

clues to be gleaned in understanding how singing was taught and practiced in Bach’s day.  It is 

important to point out that, while the human voice is highly adaptable and capable of producing a 

wide variety of sounds, we should not expect today’s singers to sound like their Baroque 

counterparts.  Peter Phillips wrote, “We can, however, guess at the type of sound produced by 

16th-century choirs, and the evidence suggests that imitation of them would be highly 

undesirable.”2  While it is possible through the drawings and sketches of period instruments to 

reproduce modern equivalents, a human voice is not adaptable to the same manipulation.  Vocal 

science has evolved over the last 400 years in very healthy and helpful ways, as well as our 

understanding of what a human voice is capable of doing and not doing.  The singers and music 

                                            
1 Andrew Parrot, The Essential Bach Choir (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2000), 161. 
2Peter Phillips, “Performance Practice in 16th – Century English Choral Music,” Early 

Music 6, no. 2 (April 1978), 195. 
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teachers of the baroque simply didn’t have the kind of access to vocal science that we do today.  

Yet, understanding their techniques can help us have a historically informed approach to these 

works as well as an idea of how the tenor voice was viewed. 

 

QUANTZ, AGRICOLA AND OTHERS 

The chief requirements of a good singer are that he have a good, clear, and pure 

voice, of uniform quality from top to bottom, a voice which has none of the major 

defects originating in the nose and throat, and which is neither hoarse nor muffled 

. . . In addition, the singer must know how to join the falsetto to the chest voice in 

such a way that one does not perceive where the latter ends and former begins; he 

must have a good ear and true intonation.3    

 
Johann Joachim Quantz, 1752 

 

In this quotation from a well-known treatise from Johann Quantz, written just two years 

after Bach’s death, we see a summation of good singing which is indicative of the time.   Quantz 

also recommends that a singer should sing “softly” in the upper register.4  An earlier treatise on 

singing by Johann Friedrich Agricola also spoke to seamlessly unifying the chest and falsetto 

registers of the voice, and to “use the falsetto to help the student increase his range.”5  One of 

Bach’s successors as cantor at the Thomasschule in Leipzig, Johann Friedrich Doles, wrote a 

training manual for his students that taught the rudiments of music and singing.  In it, he writes 

                                            
3 Johann Joachim Quantz, On Playing the Flute, 2nd ed., ed. and trans. Edward R. Reilly 

(New York: Schirmer Books, 1985), 300-301. 
4 Ibid., 301. 
5Johann Friedrich Agricola, Introduction to the Art of Singing, ed. and trans. Julianne 

Baird (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 67. 
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about voice types and their ranges, music notation and proper ornamentation.  He also includes a 

section that describes the process of registration as he would have understood it in his time.  A 

good singer, he suggests, must know “how to join the natural or chest-voice with the falsetto or 

head-voice in the sustaining of the notes in diatonic order, rising and falling, so that one cannot 

perceive where the one begins or the other ends.”6   

The use of the term “falsetto” by these early theorists is subject to debate today over 

exactly what was meant by the term.  Richard Miller claims in The Structure of Singing that, 

“eighteenth and early nineteenth century treatises on singing frequently are misread with regard 

to the meaning of the term falsetto as it was used in a prescientific age.”7  Yet, it does seem clear 

from Quantz, Agricola, and Doles, that they are describing a similar vocal registration as do 

current vocal pedagogues when referring to falsetto.  It is well-founded that “falsetto” 

registration was used by tenors in early music as the norm for singing past the chest voice.  It 

wasn’t until about 100 years after Bach’s time that famed French tenor Gilbert Duprez performed 

his “chest voice” high “C” in his “do di petto” aria at the Paris Opera.  While this certainly 

wasn’t the singular moment that changed how tenors approached the head voice, it is clear that 

prior to the early 19th century, falsetto was a very common approach to the upper register for 

tenors.   Richard Miller writes:  

The Duprez-Nourrit incident can hardly serve as firm historical evidence that one 

singer converted the world away from the general usage of falsetto overnight, in 

1836. The incident might better illustrate the growing international standards of 

                                            
6 Johann Frederic Doles as quoted in: John Butt, Music Education and the Art of 

Performance in the German Baroque (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 93. 
7 Richard Miller, The Structure of Singing: System and Art in Vocal Technique (New 

York: Schirmer Books, 1996), 119-120. 
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vocalism expected in opera houses where audiences were no longer content with 

male singers who could not properly registrate the upper voice because of 

technical limitations.   …it would be musicological blindness to ignore its 

implications; it is a parable of the new realization of the fuller potential of the 

legitimate tenor voice, manifested through the stylistic enlargement of the 

potential of the voce di testa [head voice] dynamic range.8   

 
If, as Miller asserts, falsetto was “generally” used prior to 1836, then we must appreciate that this 

would have most likely been the vocal registration Bach would have written for in the higher 

range of his tenor arias.    

Here is Scott McCoy’s description of the vocal process involved: 

In [cricothyroid-dominant] phonation mode, pitch modulation is controlled 

primarily through contraction of the cricothyroid muscles…which simultaneously 

elongate and thin the vocal folds. This elongation results in a narrow area of 

glottal contact during vocal fold oscillation. Vertical phase differences cease to 

exist and mucosal movement occurs almost exclusively along the medial margins 

of the vocal folds…Amplitude of high harmonics is reduced in [cricothyroid-

dominant production]…because of the slower glottal closing rate, longer open 

phase, and narrower area of contact between the folds during oscillation… 

[cricothyroid-dominant production] is the glottal source of sound qualities 

identified as falsetto in men, and head voice…in women.9 

                                            
8 Richard Miller, National Schools of Singing: English, French, German and Italian 

Techniques of Singing Revisited. Rev. ed. (Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 1997), 111. 
9 Scott McCoy, Your Voice: An Inside View (Princeton: Inside View Press, 2004), 65. 
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The voice in this position is able to sing easily in the upper register, and more than likely would 

have been the only option for the younger, less developed tenors in Bach’s choir.  Today, 

however, it is considered to be a more “feminine” sound, and is generally not embraced by many 

who have worked diligently to learn to navigate the passaggio with even registration and produce 

a full “head voice.”  The reality is that in Bach’s time, and with the tenors at his disposal, falsetto 

singing in the upper register would have been the norm.  

 

BLENDING THE REGISTERS 

When we consider the instruction by many early theorists for singers to sing softly or lightly in 

the upper register combined with the admonition to “seamlessly combine the chest and falsetto 

registers until one cannot hear where one ends and the other stops” as Doles instructed, we start 

to get a clearer picture as to the desired tone.  If the upper register was to be sung in a “soft” and 

“light” way, or in other words, “falsetto,” it would then stand to reason that the chest voice 

wouldn’t be used in a much “stronger” and “heavier” way if the desired result was for them to 

sound even and balanced.  In our modern view of mixing the registers, the end goal is generally 

to produce a sound in the head voice through covering and lowered larynx that is more 

representative of the lower register.  It would seem in Bach’s time, just the opposite was desired.  

How else can these seemingly incongruous instructions be rectified?   

What are the choices a choir director has in working with adolescent tenors when their 

voices routinely crack and break in the passaggio and yet the music written remains in that range 

for an extended period of time?  We certainly don’t instruct the young singers to “push harder” 

to get the higher notes out.  What would have been Bach’s choices?  It seems extending the 
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falsetto voice downward would be the most obvious choice.  In Quantz’s treatise, he implores 

singers not to “scream” in the upper register, and to use a more “moderate” level of singing in 

both the low and high registers.10  Likewise, Agricola instructed that singers should make sure 

that the “lowest” notes of the falsetto and the “highest” notes of the chest should be sung with the 

same quality.11  While this may seem remedial to many modern and more highly trained tenors, 

it was the reality of the situation in Bach’s choirs.  What other choices were there?  This reality is 

reflected in how he writes for the tenor voice.   

 

 

 

 

                                            
10 Quantz, On Playing the Flute, 301. 
11 Agricola, Introduction to the Art of Singing, 63. 
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CHAPTER 3: PERFORMANCE DEMANDS OF BACH’S CANTATA ARIAS 

There are many issues to consider when approaching Bach’s music as a singer:  pitch, 

tessitura/range, complexity of the coloratura, as well as other historically informed performance 

practice considerations such as ornamentation, staging, and Bach’s own instructions found in his 

writings or manuscripts.  All of these can have an impact on how the singer approaches these 

pieces and should be considered.   

The first consideration we must take into account when looking at the cantata scores from 

Leipzig are the pitch at which they are to be performed.  As A=440 global tuning was not 

standardized until 1939,1 there has been a great deal of discussion as to exactly what pitch center 

was used by baroque musicians such as Bach and the tuning of the organs in the churches they 

served.  Fortunately, we have strong musicological evidence to direct us in this regard.  The 

organs in Leipzig were tuned to what was called “Chorton” (choir tone).  This is considered by 

most musicologists to be A=466 Hz which is one half step higher than our standard A=440 Hz.  

The scores of Bach show how he regularly transposed the organ and brass parts in Leipzig a step 

lower than strings, voice, and woodwind parts.  He would then label the organ and brass parts, 

“Chorton” and the string, voice, and woodwind parts, “Kammertone” (chamber tone) which is 

A=415 Hz, or roughly a half step lower than our A=440 Hz.2   All of this evidence points to the 

reality that when modern players and singers perform the Leipzig cantatas, the most universally 

accepted standard for tuning is A=415 Hz.   

The evidence presented above suggests that Bach's vocal works written in Leipzig 

would have sounded about a semitone lower than written. For the Weimar 

                                            
1 Beverly Jerold, “Pitch in the Vocal Works of J. S. Bach,” Bach, vol. 31, no. 1, 2000, 

74–95, accessed June 10, 2019, www.jstor.org/stable/41640466, 77. 
2 Ibid., 83. 
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cantatas, the pitch level of surviving contemporaneous instruments readily permits 

placing the sounding pitch just below the modern level. But, for the reasons stated 

above, it is probable that it was nearly a semitone lower, thus placing it in the 

vicinity of Leipzig's sounding pitch. The pitch level at the Cöthen court was 

probably another semitone lower, or a whole tone below our pitch.3 

 
What this means in reality for the tenor is that many times the score we see might actually be 

easier to sing in one tuning or the other depending on where the registration changes happen in 

the music.  If a singer is fortunate enough to have input with the conductor as to the tuning used, 

it can be helpful.  However, this is seldom the case, and it should be normally expected to 

perform these cantata arias at one half step lower than written. 

     The range and tessitura of Bach’s Leipzig cantata arias is extremely challenging for most 

tenors.  Their range stays remarkably similar across the catalogue staying within d3-a4.  There 

are some occasional b4’s or bb4’s, but Bach chooses to keep his tenors in this fairly consistent 

pitch window.  At a summary glance, it would seem that this shouldn’t present too much of a 

problem for most modern tenors who routinely sing to c5, but it is the tessitura (the median range 

in which it lies most consistently) that creates a heavy load for the singer.  Bach is almost 

merciless in writing much of this aria material directly in the zona di passaggio with little release 

to the higher or lower registers.  This is simply not a comfortable place to sit vocally for an 

extended period of time for any singer.  Likewise, having to deal with the constant registration 

adjustment or secondo passaggio which, for most tenors falls between e4 to f#44 is a technically 

difficult thing to do repeatedly.   

                                            
3 Ibid., 95. 
4 Miller, The Structure of Singing, 117. 
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  It is this component of Bach’s aria writing for tenor that presents perhaps the most 

difficult challenge, and how to deal with this constant change in registration that requires an 

adaptation of some sort to the singing process most tenors would use.   

As if the challenge of singing in this range weren’t enough, Bach complicates things by 

writing long, melismatic passages with florid coloratura in almost all of these pieces.  Baroque 

melismas are challenging for any singer, but couple that difficulty with repeated changes in 

registration is the baroque ideal of how these passages should be sung.  Johan Hiller gives 

instruction on how these passages should be sung in his treatise on singing: 

There are two ways in which these figurations and the passaggi made up of them 

can be performed: one is legato, the other is staccato…In legato performances, the 

vowel, which is pronounced with the first note, will be held, without repeating it, 

for an entire breath just as a violinist plays a number of notes with a single bow. 

The tone, however, must not become unclear, but must, rather, be firmly on 

pitch.5 

 

A singer can produce a staccato neither by bowing nor by using his tongue; as a 

matter of fact, he must keep his tongue completely quiet in his mouth. For him it 

depends upon gently repeating the vowel with which the passaggio is sung, so that 

each note can be heard separately. He must, for example pronounce as many a’s 

as there are notes in the passaggi. However, he must beware that he does not say 

ha or ga, instead of a.6 

                                            
5Johann Adam Hiller, Treatise on Vocal Performance and Ornamentation, ed. and trans. 

Suzanne J. Beicken, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 103. 
6 Ibid., 105. 
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This instruction that is echoed by Agricola and others requires a light glottal attack on every note 

in staccato passages.  This is extremely difficult while singing in the registers that Bach uses for 

his tenor arias.  The tension of the vocal folds and pressure beneath them in the zona di 

passaggio make this style of staccato singing incredibly complex.  It requires some choices in 

registration.  

Vocal music of the baroque was approached differently in regards to how the emotive 

quality of the piece was conveyed.  In today’s singing, changes in tone, timbre, and dynamics are 

used to depict the emotion inherent in a piece of music, so much so that the practice of using 

ornamentation and musical devices to convey the affect of a piece in the baroque can seem quite 

foreign.  Michael Praetorius, in his Stygmata Musicum III treatise, wrote “Any singer can sing 

the notes, but only those capable of mastering the art of extempore ornamentation will be able to 

fully convey the affective content of a composition.7”  This extempore ornamentation utilized 

many devices in Bach’s time.  Here is one of Praetorius’ charts explaining how to perform some 

common ornamentation of the day. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
7 Michael Praetorious, Stygmata Musicum III, edited and translated by Jeffrey Kite 

Powell, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 53. 
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Figure 2. Praetorius’ chart of extempore ornamentation.8  

 

 

The use of these ornamentations were subject to the singer and his knowledge of them, and 

overall skill in execution.  But, the use of these complex musical devices would have been a bit 

more difficult for a younger singer who was not as versed in their usage.  For this reason, it is 

believed that Bach wrote out most of the ornamentation for his singers.  But, as Frederick 

Neumann points out, this can create both a positive and negative impact on our understanding of 

their use: 

He (Bach) was in the habit of writing out the “arbitrary” ornaments of the Italian 

style. ….at the same time it bequeathed to us the priceless treasure of Bach's own 

'arbitrary' ornamentation practice. Though his writing out of these so-called 

colorature or fioriture has solved the most difficult problem, that of design, it has 

also created some new ones. One is that of identification. A florid passage may or 

may not be an ornament. If not an ornament, then each note has structural 

                                            
8 F. T. Arnold, The Art of Accompaniment from a Thorough-bass: As Practised in the 

XVIIth & XVIIIth Centuries (London, Oxford University Press, H. Milford, 1931), 3. 
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meaning, is part of the essence, of the body of the melody. If it is an ornament, 

then it only decorates, embroiders, winds itself around salient features of the 

melody, but does not represent its essence. It is clear that the difference has 

important interpretative implications. A passage, recognized as an ornament, has 

to be played with this fact in mind, that is, it has to be rendered with a sense of 

spontaneity which gives the impression that it was improvised on the spur of the 

moment. It has to flow out almost imperceptibly from one keynote of the true 

melody and flow smoothly into the next one connecting the two with lightness, 

elegance and grace. Moreover, its tempo is defined within fairly narrow limits 

since it has to be such as not to stress or unduly magnify the ornament to the point 

of obscuring the underlying structural design of the true melody. Ignorance about 

the ornamental nature of such written out fioriture often leads to 

misrepresentation.9 

 

It is incumbent upon on the singer to do the research necessary to know what he is approaching 

in the coloratura passages in each aria.  

The last discussion in this section on performance demands in Bach’s music will have to 

do with the current debate over the use of vibrato.  Some musicologists would make the 

argument that straight tone was the normal vocal sound in the baroque and the addition of vibrato 

or tremolo was only for ornamentation or affect.  This assertion is based on treatises like that of 

                                            
9 Frederick Neumann, “A New Look at Bach's Ornamentation: I.” Music & Letters, vol. 

46, no. 1, 1965: 4–15 accessed June 18, 2019, www.jstor.org/stable/731918, 5. 
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Christoph Bernard, a member of the German musical establishment and a student of Heinrich 

Schütz who wrote: 

If the tremolo (vibrato) is used by older singers and not as an ornamative device, 

rather, they use it because they can no longer hold the note.  If one were to seek 

further confirmation on the undesirability of the tremolo, one should listen to an 

old person singing alone.  Then he would understand why the most elegant 

singers do not use the tremolo unless performing an ornament.10 

 
To be sure, there are other earlier sources who would make similar instructions about the use of 

vibrato as an occasional ornament and not to be employed as part of the natural singing voice.  

This is well documented.  But, as Richard Miller points out: 

Vibrancy is an essential ingredient of the professional chiaroscuro timbre. When 

the vibrato is suppressed, an imbalance among first and third formants occurs, 

with voice quality reduced to one uniform color. The search for authenticity in 

Early Music is a driving force among certain academic choral groups. It and other 

tonal traditions act as conflicting influences on American liturgical and academic 

choral circles. Some choral conductors consider such timbre to produce ethereal, 

spiritual, or Baroque sound. The objective listener is left longing for centered 

intonation and for honest timbre, in which the fundamental and its overtones are 

in balance at all dynamic levels, a goal transcending centuries and literature 

styles.11 

                                            
10Christopher Jackson, “An Examination of Vibrato - Use Options for Late Renaissance 

Vocal Music.” The Choral Journal, vol. 48, no. 1, 2007: 24–35, accessed June 12, 2019, 
www.jstor.org/stable/23556703, 27. 

11 Richard Miller, Solutions for Singers (New York, Oxford University Press, 2004), 295. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23556703
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This current pedagogical and musicological debate over the use of straight tone and vibrato in 

baroque singing has many facets and strong held opinions, which can make this a difficult 

concept to approach.  It is the role of every conscientious teacher of singing and vocal pedagogue 

to do their due diligence in working with singers to help them sing in a healthy and undamaging 

way.   Straight tone singing can be used as an affect when done with care, but should not be 

practiced as a normative vocal process.  As I’ve researched further into this issue, I came across 

this statement by Praetorius from Stygmata Musicum III: 

Because they are not to be praised who were endowed by God and nature with an 

especially beautiful, vibrant and quivering voice as well as a round neck and 

throat for diminution, do not accept the laws of music but rather continue with 

their excessive ornamentation, which exceeds the limits of the song to such a 

degree that it is spoiled, and obscured so one does not know what they are 

singing.12 

 

It would appear from this quote that Praetorius viewed the ornamentation as something separate 

from the “God- and nature-” given vibrant and quivering voice.  Praetorius does go on to say that 

the “vibrato should be done with moderation.”13  But, even this statement does not preclude the 

use of vibrato.  There is no historical evidence written or otherwise to promote the singing of 

Bach cantata arias with straight tone. 

 

                                            
12 Praetorius, 215. 
13 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER 4: 
A NEW PEDAGOGICAL APPROACH TO SINGING  

BACH CANTATA TENOR ARIAS TODAY 
 

…one does not sing Bach and Puccini with the same degree of vibrancy or vocal 

coloration but one does not need two different singing techniques to accomplish 

both literatures. The physiology and the acoustics of the vocal instrument are 

unalterable givens.1 

 
  Mr. Miller makes a powerful and useful statement here that we will use as the foundation 

of our new approach to singing Bach cantata arias.  It would be a mistake to think that only 

specialists of early music can perform these works effectively.  Some of the finest recordings of 

these pieces were recorded by Fritz Wunderlich.  He brought an informed sensibility to the 

singing, but never lost the core of his sound.  Such is still possible for us today, and even more so 

with the advances in musicology and the study of Bach’s music.  We have a wealth of 

knowledge to bring to bear on these great works that should empower a new generation of tenors 

and audiences to appreciate this music in profound ways. 

  The foundation for any good singing begins with the proper support and management of 

the breath.  Again we turn to Miller, 

Appoggio cannot narrowly be defined as “breath support,” as is sometimes 

thought, because appoggio includes resonance factors as well as breath 

management… The historic Italian School did not separate the motor and 

resonance facets of phonation as have some other pedagogies. Appoggio is a 

system for combining and balancing muscles and organs of the trunk and neck, 

                                            
1 Miller, National Schools of Singing, xviii. 
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controlling their relationships to the supraglottal resonators, so that no 

exaggerated function of any one of them upsets the whole.2 

 
In this method of balancing the breath that the early Italian schools of singing labeled 

“appoggio,” from the verb, “appogiare” (to lean on) careful attention to the alignment of the rib 

cage, neck, and head is crucial.  The rib cage should be elevated, yet relaxed, which not only 

allows the lungs to move freely, it also gives much needed support to the musculature of the 

larynx and chest.  This support then allows the larynx to sit in a low and relaxed position, 

enabling the vocal cords to function properly for singing in the passaggio.  The rib cage should 

remain in an expanded position throughout both inhalation and exhalation of the breath.  This 

position also allows the diaphragm to move freely.  During exhalation there should be no tension 

or sense of controlling the breath in the larynx or throat, which can introduce tension into the 

vocal mechanism.   

  It is crucial for any tenor to understand that singing in the upper register can only happen 

in the absence of tension.   The great Luciano Pavarotti provided a wonderful description of the 

technique during one of the master classes he taught in New York during the seventies.  He 

described how the covering technique puts the vocal cords in a position of “rest” because they 

are only “vibrating in the middle.”  He gives a demonstration of singing to F#4 both in a 

“strangled,” full voice and then in the covered position.  The resulting sound is both remarkable, 

free and in his words, “noble.”3   In this video, he makes a strong case for having a low and 

relaxed larynx, as well as having a complete lack of tension in the vocal mechanism.  It will only 

                                            
2 Miller, The Structure of Singing, 23.  
3 Luciano Pavarotti, “Pavarotti on Covered Sound” YouTube, 21 Jan. 2008, accessed June 

3, 2019, www.youtube.com/watch?v=uo6dDQiBGyI. 
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be in this “relaxed” and “tension-free” vocal position that navigating the higher passages of 

Bach’s arias will be accomplished.  Any attempt to push, or as Pavarotti says “strangle,”4 the 

voice will result in the inability to perform these pieces.  So much of a tenor’s success in 

extending the top of his range can be found by simply relaxing the larynx to a low position in the 

neck.  The muscles in the neck that allow the larynx to rest in a low position are involuntary but 

they will respond when the voluntary muscles of the jaw and tongue are purposefully relaxed.  

There is no successful way to “manipulate” or “push” the voice into the upper register.  The 

successful passage is accomplished through the absence of tension and the proper use of the 

breath5. 

 Another tool to help the tenor obtain this relaxed position is singing on the vowel sound 

[ø].   With the [ø] position of the tongue, raised soft palate, and a relaxed jaw, the tenor’s voice 

will be in the best position to transition through the passaggio. It would be advisable to learn the 

notes of these pieces by singing only on the neutral [ø] sound first and not the text in the early 

stages.  When the entire aria can be successfully navigated with this relaxed position, then and 

only then can the text be introduced.     

As the text is introduced, a process known as vowel modification will most certainly need 

to be employed to allow the vocal mechanism to remain in a relaxed and tension free position.  

This process is described in detail in Richard Miller’s book “Training the Tenor Voice:” 

The principle of vowel modification is that the initial vowel undergoes some 

migration as the scale ascends, by modifying toward a near neighbor.  The 

laryngeal configuration changes for each vowel, and there should be a 

                                            
4 Ibid. 
5 Timothy Noble, interview with author, Bloomington, IN, January 23, 2009. 
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corresponding change in the shape of the resonator tract.  When the filtering 

aspects of the vocal tract are in tune with laryngeal configurations, the vowel is 

properly, “tracked.”  Vowel modification in the ascending scale permits vowel 

tracking and balancing of the formants, thereby avoiding either “open” or heavily 

“covered” singing.6 

 

As Miller explains, “modifying the vowel to a near neighbor” allows the vocal mechanism to 

remain in a relaxed position.  As a general rule of thumb, the “brighter and more forward” the 

vowel sound is, the more it will require modification.  The vowel sound [i] will be modified 

towards [I] or [ɛ] by forming it with the back of the tongue and leaving the lips and jaw in a 

relaxed position rather than spreading the mouth wide and tensing the lips, which will cause 

tension in the larynx.  Another tool to help the tenor achieve this relaxed position in the 

passaggio is what Distinguished Voice Professor Timothy Noble from the Indiana University 

Jacobs School of Music describes as staying in the “relaxed” or [ø] position of the mouth 

regardless of the vowel being sung.7  When the mouth, jaw and tongue are in a relaxed position 

regardless of the vowel, the choices made for vowel modification will become more of an 

organic process.   

  The next part of this approach to singing Bach cantata arias has to do with the opening 

statement by Richard Miller at the start of this section in which he says that “one does not sing 

Bach and Puccini with the same degree of vibrancy or vocal coloration.”8  This is an important 

principle to bring to bear on our approach to these pieces.  For many reasons, Bach’s arias do not 

                                            
6 Richard Miller, Training The Tenor Voice (New York: Schirmer Books, 1993), 41. 
7 Noble 
8 Miller, National Schools of Singing, xviii 
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require the same weight or amount of chest voice as do opera arias in general.  The instrumental 

forces with which the singer performs are generally much smaller, consisting of a handful of 

string players, a small wind ensemble, and continuo.   Bach’s cantatas are generally performed in 

smaller recital halls or churches, so there simply isn’t as much volume needed for the tenor to be 

heard.  These differences allow the tenor to change the scope of his dynamic range into a softer 

and gentler approach that can be a tremendous help in performing these pieces.  This is not, 

however, a natural thing for many trained singers to do.  The mind becomes accustomed to the 

size and amplitude of the voice, and the body tends to work to maintain the “normal” sensations 

heard and felt at that volume.9   

  Fritz Wunderlich was well known for his lyricism, and versatility.  He was well respected 

for his work in Mozart operas as well as art song and Lieder.  There are some remarkable 

recordings of him performing Bach arias from various cantatas and the passions as well as 

Bach’s other works.  But, two of these help to point out how a singer can lighten his voice and 

carry less weight into the top to accommodate Bach.  In his recording of Puccini’s "E lucevan le 

stelle" (sung in German),10 we hear a full and very resonant head voice and a very emotive and 

strong performance of a role that was perhaps just a bit larger than his voice.  Wunderlich was 

generally considered a lighter lyric tenor and the role is usually filled by a spinto.  In contrast, his 

recording of “Sanfte soll mein Todeskummer”11 from BWV 248 is a textbook demonstration of 

                                            
9 John A. Haskell, “Vocal self-perception: The other side of the equation”, Journal of 

Voice, Volume 1, Issue 2, 172 - 179 
10 Fritz Wunderlich, “Fritz Wunderlich; ‘E lucevan le stelle’ (Sung in German); Tosca; 

Giacomo Puccini.” YouTube, Naxos of America, 2 Nov. 2017, accessed, July 3, 2019, 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=mcnoWl-h-Wk. 

11Fritz Wunderlich, “Aria: Sanfte Soll Mein Todeskummer (Tenor).” YouTube, UMG 
(on Behalf of Documents); Public Domain Compositions, 4 Apr. 2010, accessed July 3, 2019, 
www.youtube.com/watch?v=bO2tuSSisRA.  
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how to lighten the voice in the upper register to achieve the aesthetic demanded by the piece.  

His navigation of longer sections of coloratura is fluid and masterful, and the balance between 

both registers throughout is well balanced.  It would be interesting to know what Bach would 

have thought of his performance.   

  To achieve this “lighter” sound, a tenor must experiment in the rehearsal studio to find 

the softest sound he can make comfortably in the primo and secondo passaggio while keeping 

the registers evenly balanced both in volume and timbre and keeping the core in the sound.  Once 

warmed up, he should employ descending 5 tone scales starting on g4 or a4  and descending by 

½ steps through the primo passaggio (b3) using the neutral [ø] syllable with a completely relaxed 

jaw and tongue12.   

Example 1. Five tone descending scale exercise on neutral vowel 

 

 

After this exercise becomes comfortable, he should move on to a second set of descending five 

note scale tones while the student sings [i] - [ø] on each note.  There should be no movement in 

the jaw between the [i] and [ø] vowels.  This will necessitate the raising of the back of the tongue 

to produce the pure [i] vowel rather than widening the mouth (which will raise the larynx).  If 

producing the brighter [i] sound in this manner become problematic, the [I] vowel can be 

substituted as Miller instructs13.    As the primo passaggio is crossed (b3), it will be important for 

                                            
12 Noble 
13 Miller, Training The Tenor Voice, 39. 
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the student to morph from the [ʌ] to the brighter [a] sound taking great care to keep volume and 

overall tone as even and balanced as possible.  

 

 

Example 2. Five tone descending scale exercise with alternation vowels. 

 

 

 

It will take some work for most tenors to find this different aesthetic in their voice, but as we 

learned from the Wunderlich recordings, it is entirely necessary for the singing of these arias.   

For many tenors, the option of singing the upper sections of the cantata arias in falsetto can be a 

reasonable accommodation if their falsetto sound is well developed, and they can blend the 

registers evenly.  Crossing through the zona di passaggio out of falsetto registration to chest 

voice is the challenge with this approach.  Utilizing the same exercises listed above, but starting 

in falsetto rather than head voice, the same process of working downward thru the primo 

passaggio should be followed.  In time, many tenors will be able to bridge these two registers 

seamlessly.  

The use of falsetto is not without debate, but it can be used effectively if done well.  

There is a distinction that should be made, however, in regard to falsetto singing.  Frederic 

Husler describes two different kinds of falsetto singing.  The first, he labels “collapsed falsetto” 

that is noted for its “extremely thin and breathy quality.  It cannot be modified, nor is there any 
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transition from it to the chest voice.”14  And, a “supported falsetto” that is “a tone quality of 

greater tension, strength and carrying power, one which is modifiable to a certain extent and out 

of which the full voice can be developed.15”   Likewise, Vennard also describes two kinds of 

falsettos, “one soft and effortless, due to the lack of laryngeal tension, while the other can 

produce a loud clear tone.”16  Miller warned that the use of falsetto excessively has the potential 

to cause nodules on the vocal cords because they don’t have complete closure in the falsetto 

register.17  It is difficult to find any supporting evidence of this, or any case studies of singers 

who have developed nodules exclusively through falsetto singing.  There simply isn’t enough 

voice science to definitively say one way or the other.  But, limited use of supported falsetto can 

be another possible tool for a tenor wanting to perform the Bach cantata arias.   

  There has been a variety of tools suggested to enable singers to more adequately navigate 

the “passaggi” or long melismatic passages found in Bach’s arias.  These include mentally 

repeating the vowel sound, pulsing the diaphragmatic/abdominal muscles, adjusting the rate of 

vibrato to match the tempo of the passaggi or the most viable, glottal articulation.18   Anytime 

the term “glottal” is used in connection with singing it can raise concern.  Hard use of the glottis 

in activities like coughing or heavy glottal attacks can be damaging.  But, this sort of articulation 

is more akin to the laughing reflex which employs the abdominal and diaphragmatic muscles to 

gently expel air through the rapidly opening and closing glottis.  In 1995, Joy Sherman and 

                                            
14 Frederick Husler, and Yvonne Rodd-Marling, Singing: The Physical Nature of the 

Vocal Organ (London: Hutchinson & Co. Ltd, 1976), 59. 
15 Husler and Rodd-Marling, 59. 
16 William Vennard, Singing: The Mechanism and the Technic (Ann Arbor: Edwards 

Brothers, 1950), 36. 
17 Miller, The Structure of Singing, 122. 
18 Joy Sherman, and Lawrence R. Brown, “Singing ‘Passaggi’: Modern Application of a 

Centuries-Old Technique” The Choral Journal, vol. 36, no. 1, 1995, 27–36, accessed July 6, 
2019, www.jstor.org/stable/23550941. 
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Lawrence Brown did a thorough study of all four of these techniques using a laryngoscope and 

found that the careful application of this technique that was first described by Agricola and 

Caccini in the 18th century is a safe and effective way to execute the ornamental passages of 

Bach and other composers of the baroque: 

In order to execute passages properly in the glottal-articulation technique, the 

singer must have generalized muscle freedom of the throat and body, …. The 

breath flow must be gentle and steady, and abdominal musculature should remain 

relatively relaxed. The alternating opening and closing of the glottis in glottal 

articulation does allow the subglottal breath pressure to build up during the notes, 

but only for the short duration of each note. At the moment of the interval, the 

gently "spring-loaded" interarytenoid muscles separate the glottis, equalizing the 

lung pressure with atmospheric pressure. Hence, the slight pressure that is built up 

during the notes is released at the end of the note when the glottis opens, so the 

breath does not "burst through the glottis" at the beginning of the note…19 

 
Sherman and Brown’s description of the glottal articulation process is perhaps easier to 

understand when compared to the sensation of a gentle laugh or giggle.  This chart from 

Sherman and Brown shows where the intensity of the glottal articulation they suggest fall in 

respect to other glottal events. 

 

 

 

                                            
19 Ibid. 
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Figure 3. Sherman and Brown’s chart of glottal events.20 

 

This is certainly a technique that takes some time and practice to master, but can be a very 

effective tool to engage the coloratura in Bach’s cantata arias.  A singer must be careful in the 

employment of this technique to keep the pitch centered and focused. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
20 Ibid. 
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HISTORICAL, MUSICAL, 
AND PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS OF PERFORMED PIECES 

 
 

CHAPTER 5: 
Cantata BWV 148: Bringet dem Herrn Ehre seines Namens 

No.2 Ich eile, die Lehren 
 
 

HISTORICAL INFORMATION AND COMMENTARY 
 

Bach's Cantata No. 148 "Bringt dem Herrn Ehre seines Namens" (Give the Lord the 

Glory due His Name) is based on a textual setting by Picander (the pen name of Christian 

Friedrich Henrici) who was a regular librettist for Bach in Leipzig.  Bach paraphrases a poem of 

Picanders, and it has been surmised that this may have been their first actual collaboration.  

Picander’s poem is his own paraphrase of some of the text from Psalm 96:8-9.  The work is 

orchestrated for alto and tenor soloists, chorus, strings, continuo and two oboes.   

Bach composed this piece for the 17th Sunday after Trinity that was on September 19th in 

1723.  This was the first year of Bach’s tenure in Leipzig, and during this first cycle of cantatas, 

he was keen to demonstrate his skill as a composer, and win the favor of his superiors there.   

An aria that demonstrates this is No.2 “Ich eile, die Lehren” which is set for tenor soloist, 

continuo, and violin obbligato.  It is clearly a minuet dance form as well, with the emphasis on 

beats 1 and 3, and a tempo of around 1/8th = 150.  This movement is a binary, da capo aria in the 

form of a trio sonata set in B minor.   The piece opens with a florid and well written violin 

obbligato that follows strict ritornello form, and lays out the foundation for the rest of the aria. 

The violin obbligato prefigures the melody and one can see Bach’s intent to transfer the idea of 

the text into this melodic material.   This piece is a good example of Bach’s ability to compose 

long and flowing melodic lines for both voice and violin. 
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The Lutheran Church Year Readings for the 17th Sunday after Trinity: 

Epistle: Ephesians 4: 1-6   

4 As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have 
received. 2 Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in 
love. 3 Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. 4 
There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to one hope when you were 
called; 5 one Lord, one faith, one baptism; 6 one God and Father of all, who is over all 
and through all and in all. 1 

 
Gospel: Luke 14: 1-11 

14 One Sabbath, when Jesus went to eat in the house of a prominent Pharisee, he was 
being carefully watched. 2 There in front of him was a man suffering from abnormal 
swelling of his body. 3 Jesus asked the Pharisees and experts in the law, “Is it lawful to 
heal on the Sabbath or not?” 4 But they remained silent. So taking hold of the man, he 
healed him and sent him on his way. 
 
5 Then he asked them, “If one of you has a child[a] or an ox that falls into a well on the 
Sabbath day, will you not immediately pull it out?” 6 And they had nothing to say. 
 
7 When he noticed how the guests picked the places of honor at the table, he told them 
this parable: 8 “When someone invites you to a wedding feast, do not take the place of 
honor, for a person more distinguished than you may have been invited. 9 If so, the host 
who invited both of you will come and say to you, ‘Give this person your seat.’ Then, 
humiliated, you will have to take the least important place. 10 But when you are invited, 
take the lowest place, so that when your host comes, he will say to you, ‘Friend, move up 
to a better place.’ Then you will be honored in the presence of all the other guests. 11 For 
all those who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will 
be exalted.”2 

 
TEXT AND INTERPRETATION 

Bach’s choice of texts for this cantata carefully reflect the themes for this Sunday of 

living a Christian life of service, humility, and care for others.  The 2nd movement is a clear 

depiction of the singer’s happiness to learn these lessons from scripture, and to do so in an urgent 

                                            
1“BibleGateway,” Ephesians 4:1-6 NIV, Holy Bible, New International Version®, 

Copyright ©1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc., acccessed June 8, 2019, 
www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Ephesians 4:1-6&version=NIV. 

2 Ibid. Luke 14:1-11 NIV 
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manner.  This joy then brings the singer to a response of seeking the Lord in his “holy house” 

and praising Him there.  

  

2. Ich eile, die Lehren (translation mine) 
 
Ich eile, die Lehren 
I hurry to learn 
Des Lebens zu hören 
Of life to hear 
Und suche mit Freuden das heilige Haus. 
And seek  with happiness his holy house 
Wie rufen so schöne 
How calling so beautiful 
Das frohe Getöne 
The happy tone 
Zum Lobe des Höchsten die Seligen aus!  
To praise the most high the blessed out! 
 
 

VOCAL AND PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS 
 

This aria is both technically difficult and beautiful.  It has a performance time of approximately 

five minutes.  It also has a bit higher range demands than some of his other tenor arias with an 

overall range of f#3-b4.  And it also demands the tenor to stay in the passaggio for a little more 

than a quarter of its length which is excessive in any piece of music.  There are some extreme 

leaps from chest to head voice as evidenced here at mm. 58-59.   

 

Example 3. BWV 148, No. 2, mm. 58-59 
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These leaps need to be carefully prepared by singing the lower and starting note in as close to the 

sound and vocal position of the upper as possible.  If the lower pitch is executed in a full and 

robust chest voice, the upper note will subsequently drag too much weight with it up from the 

bottom.  The best option is to rehearse these leaps in reverse, so the singer gains a better 

understanding of how the position of the lower notes feel when sung in the same position and 

weight as the upper notes.   

The other highly challenging demand of this piece are the extremely long melodic lines as 

evidenced here at mm. 101-114 

Example 4. BWV 148, No. 2, mm. 101-114 

                                                                                               

    

  

 

 

 
 

Not only is this section of the aria challenging because of its length, it also requires a great deal 

of agility to navigate the awkward intervallic relationships and large leaps.   

Great care must be taken at all times in a large melismatic section such as this to keep a 

consistent, light and balanced tone throughout.  Bach requires a tenor to take careful breaths at 

the phrases, ensuring enough breath to go the required distance of each.   

A light, relaxed approach to this piece is required, with care to ensure the chest register is gentle 

and balanced with the head register, which should also not be pushed or have any tension.   
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CHAPTER 6: 
Cantata BWV 83: Erfreute Zeit im neuen Bunde 

No. 3 Eile Herz, voll Freudigkeit 
 

HISTORICAL INFORMATION AND COMMENTARY 
 
 
  Bach's Cantata No. 83 "Erfreute Zeit im neuen Bunde" (Joyful time in the new 

unification) is set on a text by an anonymous writer that is centered thematically on the second 

chapter of Luke’s gospel.  Bach’s orchestration choice is bass, tenor and alto soloists, chorus, 

strings, continuo, 2 french horns and 2 oboes.  This cantata was composed in 1724 for the Feast 

of the Purification of Mary that was on February 2nd of that year.1   

  The tenor aria in this piece is the third movement, “Eile Herz, voll Freudigkeit.”   At the 

normal tempo of ¼=120, it runs about 5:50 in length.  Set in F major as a gigue dance form, it is 

a lively da capo aria.  Its ritornello structure is clearly defined by the violin in the first 8 bars.  

Set for solo violin, staccato strings and continuo, it is the perfect piece to demonstration the 

glottal articulation approach to ornamentation discussed earlier.   

 

The Lutheran Church Year Readings for the Feast of the Purification of Mary 

Epistle: Malachi 3: 1-4 
 

1 “I will send my messenger, who will prepare the way before me. Then suddenly the 
Lord you are seeking will come to his temple; the messenger of the covenant, whom you 
desire, will come,” says the Lord Almighty. 
 
2 But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he 
will be like a refiner’s fire or a launderer’s soap. 3 He will sit as a refiner and purifier of 
silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the Lord will 

                                            
1 Rudolf Eller, and Stephen A. Crist, “Thought's on Bach's Leipzig Creative Years,” 

Bach, vol. 21, no. 2, 1990: 31–54, accessed, July 8, 2019,  
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41640342. 
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have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, 4 and the offerings of Judah and 
Jerusalem will be acceptable to the Lord, as in days gone by, as in former years. 2 

 
 
 
Gospel: Luke 2: 22-32 
 

22 When the time came for the purification rites required by the Law of Moses, Joseph 
and Mary took him to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord 23 (as it is written in the Law 
of the Lord, “Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to the Lord”[a]), 24 and to offer a 
sacrifice in keeping with what is said in the Law of the Lord: “a pair of doves or two 
young pigeons.”[b] 
 
25 Now there was a man in Jerusalem called Simeon, who was righteous and devout. He 
was waiting for the consolation of Israel, and the Holy Spirit was on him. 26 It had been 
revealed to him by the Holy Spirit that he would not die before he had seen the Lord’s 
Messiah. 27 Moved by the Spirit, he went into the temple courts. When the parents 
brought in the child Jesus to do for him what the custom of the Law required, 28 Simeon 
took him in his arms and praised God, saying: 

 
29 “Sovereign Lord, as you have promised, 

     you may now dismiss[c] your servant in peace. 
30 For my eyes have seen your salvation, 
31  which you have prepared in the sight of all nations: 
32 a light for revelation to the Gentiles, 

     and the glory of your people Israel.”3 
 

 

TEXT AND INTERPRETATION 

The feast of purification was a joyous celebration of Mary and her birth of our Savior.  

The text of this aria reflects the joy and excitement the singer has in response to this blessed 

event.  The biblical texts point to both the cleansing of Mary, and how Christ’s birth will usher in 

the cleansing for all.   

 

 

                                            
2 Ibid., Bible Gateway, Malachi 3:1-4 NIV 
3 Ibid., Luke 2:22-32. 
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3. Eile, Herz, voll Freudigkeit (translation mine) 
 
Eile, Herz, voll Freudigkeit 
Hasten, heart, full gladness 
Vor den Gnadenstuhl zu treten 
For the grace throne you will step 
Du sollst deinen Trost empfangen 
You should your consolation receive 
Und Barmherzigkeit erlangen, 
And mercy receive 
Ja, bei kummervoller Zeit, 
Yes, with sorrowful time, 
Stark am Geiste, kräftig beten. 
Strong in spirit, strongly pray. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

VOCAL AND PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS 
 
  This piece was chosen primarily to demonstrate the “glottal articulation” method 

described earlier.   Bach set this piece relatively low for one of his tenor arias.  It has a range 

from c3-a4, but the tessitura stays much lower than the other pieces referenced and requires the 

singer to spend very little time in the passaggio.  While there are a few transitions into the 

secondo passaggio, they are manageable.  Bach did this intentionally to make the articulation 

easier.  By allowing the singer to remain in the chest voice a great deal of the time, he’s giving 

the tenor a better opportunity to stay in a relaxed vocal position.  If you refer back to the 

discussion on glottal articulation, Sherman and Brown instruct, “the singer must have 

generalized muscle freedom of the throat and body, …. The breath flow must be gentle and 

steady, and abdominal musculature should remain relatively relaxed…”4   Bach certainly helps 

                                            
4 Ibid., Sherman and Brown, “Glottal Articulation.” 
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the singer in this regard with his curious choice of tessitura.  This aria is written clearly to sound 

as if the singer is laughing for joy throughout.   
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CHAPTER 7: 
Cantata BWV 86: Wahrlich, wahrlich, ich sage euch 

4. Gott macht es nicht gleichwie die Welt  5. Gott hilft gewiß 
 

HISTORICAL INFORMATION AND COMMENTARY 
 

Bach's Cantata No. 86 "Wahrlich wahrlich, ich sage euch" (Truly, truly I say to you) is 

composed on an anonymous text that follows the theme of John’s gospel in chapter 16.  It was 

composed for Rogation Sunday in 1724, which was on May 14th.   

It was written for soprano, bass, alto and tenor soloists, chorus, strings, continuo and two oboes.  

This is a unique cantata in that it has 4 arias, one for each voice.   

  The tenor aria 5. Gott hilft gewiß, is preceded by a short secco recitative 4. Gott macht es 

nicht gleichwie.  This is the only recit in the piece.  All of these are kind of unique features, and 

not the norm in Bach’s writing process.  One can only guess as to his reasons for composing this 

cantata in this way.  The aria is scored for strings and continuo, and the recitative is of course 

just for tenor and continuo.   The aria is in clear ritornello form.  It is also set to another French 

dance form, the “bourreé.”    

The Lutheran Church Year Readings for Rogation Sunday 

Epistle: James 1:22-27  

22 Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 23 
Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like someone who looks at 
his face in a mirror 24 and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets 
what he looks like. 25 But whoever looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, 
and continues in it—not forgetting what they have heard, but doing it—they will be 
blessed in what they do. 
 
26 Those who consider themselves religious and yet do not keep a tight rein on their 
tongues deceive themselves, and their religion is worthless. 27 Religion that God our 
Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their 
distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world.1 

                                            
1 Ibid., Bible Gateway, James 1:22-27, NIV. 
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Gospel: John 16:23-30 

23 In that day you will no longer ask me anything. Very truly I tell you, my Father will 
give you whatever you ask in my name. 24 Until now you have not asked for anything in 
my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete. 
 
25 “Though I have been speaking figuratively, a time is coming when I will no longer use 
this kind of language but will tell you plainly about my Father. 26 In that day you will 
ask in my name. I am not saying that I will ask the Father on your behalf. 27 No, the 
Father himself loves you because you have loved me and have believed that I came from 
God. 28 I came from the Father and entered the world; now I am leaving the world and 
going back to the Father.” 
 
29 Then Jesus’ disciples said, “Now you are speaking clearly and without figures of 
speech. 30 Now we can see that you know all things and that you do not even need to 
have anyone ask you questions. This makes us believe that you came from God.” 2 

 

 

TEXT AND INTERPRETATION 

Rogation Sunday is the fourth Sunday after Easter, just prior to ascension.  It is a time of 

penitence, fasting, and prayer. A time of seeking the Lord and searching for His guidance.     

 
4. Rezitativ: Gott macht es nicht gleichwie die Welt 
 
Gott macht es nicht gleichwie die Welt, 
God makes it not same as the World (God gives not like…) 
Die viel verspricht und wenig hält; 
It much promises and little holds; 
Denn was er zusagt, muß geschehen, 
For what he agrees, must happen, 
Daß man daran kann seine Lust und Freude sehen. 
Than man it can be pleasure and joy seen. 

 
5. Arie: Gott hilft gewiß; 
 
Gott hilft gewiß; 
God helps indeed; 

                                            
2 Ibid., John 16:23-30, NIV. 
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Wird gleich die Hilfe aufgeschoben, 
Would soon the help be postponed 
Wird sie doch drum nicht aufgehoben. 
Will it but then not cancel (will not be canceled) 
Denn Gottes Wort bezeiget dies: 
For God’s Word shows this: 
Gott hilft gewiß! 
God helps indeed! 
 

VOCAL AND PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS 
 
 
  It has been said that composers don’t put marks on paper by accident.  This is certainly 

the case with Bach.  His secco recitatives, such as this one in BWV 86, should be approached a 

bit differently than those of later opera composers.  As discussed earlier, Bach was in the habit of 

writing out the ornamentations for his younger singers.  Such was also the case for his 

recitatives.3  Singers are taught to take rhythm suggestions from other composers in secco 

recitatives as just that, to work out the declamation of the text in their own speech-like manner.  

With Bach, closer attention should be paid to the rhythms he wrote and perform them 

accordingly.  While the end result should be speech-like and have a sense of freedom, it must be 

balanced with the understanding that Bach was more intentional in his writing of these pieces.   

  The aria in 86 is very different from the others offered as examples.  This piece is very 

syllabic and declamatory, with little melismatic treatment of the text.  The repetition of the 

statement, “Gott hilft gewiß!” (God helps indeed), is declamatory and intentional.  Yet, in many 

of the statements, there are wide leaps, the most notable from b3 to b4 on m. 34 is extremely 

challenging and should be rehearsed in reverse, finding the weight and position of the top note 

first, and then applying it to the lower.  In this manner, the singer will be able to prepare the leap 

                                            
3 Stephen A. Crist, “Recitatives and Arias in Bach's Leipzig Church Cantatas” The 

Choral Journal, vol. 41, no. 4, 2000: 9–20, accessed, July 13, 2019, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23553615. 
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by already being in the appropriate position on the lower note.  The other difficulty of this piece 

with its highly emphatic and declamatory style is that the singer will feel as if it should be 

performed with more intensity, but it can only be as robust as the higher register allows.  With 

literally 1/3 of this piece sitting in the passaggio, it’s critical to keep a light approach to the upper 

register with a low and relaxed vocal position.  Bach again enforces his will on the singer 

through his choice of range and tessitura (f#3-b4).  For this reason, the proper use of a fully 

supported and relaxed falsetto could be the only way this piece can be performed by some tenors.   
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CHAPTER 8: 
Cantata BWV 4: Christ lag in Todesbanden 

N0. 7. So feiern wir das hohe Fest 
 

HISTORICAL INFORMATION AND COMMENTARY 
 

  Bach’s Cantata 4, “Christ lag in Todesbanden” (Christ lay in death’s bonds) was 

composed for Easter in 1707 or 1708 during Bach’s time in Muhlhausen.  It was composed early 

in his career, and then revised by the composer for the Easter Sundays in Leipzig of 1724 and 

1725.  Bach orchestrated this piece for soprano, alto, tenor and bass soloists, chorus, strings, 

continuo, cornetti and 3 trombones. This work is clearly one of his earliest cantatas, and is also 

one the most known, loved, and performed.  

  The duet for soprano and tenor, N0. 7. “So feiern wir das hohe Fest” (So we celebrate the 

high feast) is set for the singers and continuo in a French overture style and is through composed.  

There are alternating sections of imitation between the voice, as well as homophony.  There are 

long melismatic passages depicting the joy we can celebrate because of our Lord’s victory over 

death and its remembrance through the sacrament of communion.   

The Lutheran Church Year Readings for Easter Sunday 

Epistle: 1 Corinthians 5:6-8  

For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed. 8 Therefore let us keep the Festival, 
not with the old bread leavened with malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened 
bread of sincerity and truth.1 
 

Gospel: Mark 16:1-8 
 

16 When the Sabbath was over, Mary Magdalene, Mary the mother of James, and Salome 
bought spices so that they might go to anoint Jesus’ body. 2 Very early on the first day of 
the week, just after sunrise, they were on their way to the tomb 3 and they asked each 
other, “Who will roll the stone away from the entrance of the tomb?”  4 But when they 

                                            
1 Ibid., Bible Gateway, I Corinthians 5: 6-8, NIV. 
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looked up, they saw that the stone, which was very large, had been rolled away. 5 As they 
entered the tomb, they saw a young man dressed in a white robe sitting on the right side, 
and they were alarmed.  6 “Don’t be alarmed,” he said. “You are looking for Jesus the 
Nazarene, who was crucified. He has risen! He is not here. See the place where they laid 
him. 7 But go, tell his disciples and Peter, ‘He is going ahead of you into Galilee. There 
you will see him, just as he told you.”  8 Trembling and bewildered, the women went out 
and fled from the tomb. They said nothing to anyone, because they were afraid.2 

 
 
 

TEXT AND INTERPRETATION 
 

The text for this work came entirely from scripture, and the original hymn of the same 

name by Martin Luther.3  It is a very somber and dark lyric due to the nature of the themes of 

death and the grave.  The text for our duet, No. 7 “So feiern wir das hohe Fest,” is a paraphrase 

of the Corinthians passage instructing the believer to keep the festival of the communion 

sacrament with sincerity and truth. 

7. Versus 6: So feiern wir das hohe Fest  

So feiern wir das hohe Fest 
So celebrate we the holy Feast 
Mit Herzensfreud und Wonne, 
With joyful-hearts and bliss, 
Das uns der Herre scheinen läßt, 
That us the Lord shines leaves (upon) 
Er ist selber die Sonne, 
He is himself the Son, 
Der durch seiner Gnade Glanz 
That through his Grace Shines 
Erleuchtet unsre Herzen ganz, 
Illuminates our Hearts completely, 
Der Sünden Nacht ist verschwunden. 
The Sinful Night is disappeared. 
Halleluja! 
 

                                            
2 Ibid., Mark 16:1-8, NIV. 
3 Robin A. Leaver,“Bach's Understanding and Use of the Epistles and Gospels of the 

Church Year.” Bach, vol. 6, no. 4, 1975: 4–13, accessed July 4, 2019, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41639962. 
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VOCAL AND PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS 
 

  There is no new territory here to explore pedagogically for the tenor.  The leaps and 

longer melismatic passages should all be approached in a similar manner to that which has been 

described earlier.  Sopranos naturally take the head voice down much lower in their range due to 

the differences in male and female vocal anatomy.  A soprano will generally start the primo 

passaggio at f4-f#4, and almost no registration adjustment should be noticeable as she moves into 

the secondo passaggio.4  While the anatomical differences make this somewhat difficult for a 

male singer to imitate in his own octave, it can be a helpful tool to help him grasp the concept of 

“mixing or blending” the head voice lower into the chest.  A tenor can extend the covered head 

voice as well as falsetto down further than the secondo passaggio and generally even below the 

primo passaggio by a few notes.  While this is not a typically desired vocal tone, it does help the 

singer understand better the process of bringing the lighter head voice into the chest through 

approximation and vocal positioning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
4 Miller, The Structure of Singing, 136. 
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CHAPTER 9: 
Cantata BWV55: Ich armer Mensch, ich Sündenknecht 

 
HISTORICAL INFORMATION AND COMMENTARY 

 
 

Bach accepted the position of music director and cantor of Thomasschule in Leipzig, and 

became the music director for the four main churches there, in 1723.  The years that followed 

this relocation marked some of his most innovative and productive spent as a composer.  He is 

believed to have written just over 295 complete cantatas for the church services and feast days.  

Bach also wrote several secular cantatas, and in all, we have 217 extant works.  Of those, 25 are 

considered to be “solo” cantatas.  Some would debate this number as a few of these have a 

chorale at the end which requires a four-part vocal ensemble.  But, as Bach generally included 

four part chorales at the end of his church cantatas, this hardly merits discussion.  The only 

extant work for solo tenor in his entire library is Cantata BWV55, Ich armer Mensch, ich 

Sündenknecht.   

Not much has been written about this cantata.  When one compares the amount of 

information and commentary devoted to the bulk of his catalogue, it becomes quickly apparent 

that this cantata has been somewhat overlooked by the major and most noted Bach scholars.  

This is unfortunate for a number of reasons.  First, this is his only extant solo cantata for tenor.  

Secondly, upon analysis and study, it can be observed that this work holds its own quite nicely 

against his other more known works.  It reflects all of Bach’s artistic and musical genius that 

we’ve come to expect, has some unique compositional devices, and displays his thinking about 

how to write for the tenor voice.   

The overall length of cantata 55 is right at 15 minutes. It has two arias, two recitatives 

and a final chorale. It is very much a concerted chamber piece with the instrumentation 
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consisting of one flute, one oboe, strings, and continuo.  There are many unusual circumstances 

surrounding the composition of Cantata 55.  He wrote it for the twenty-second Sunday after 

trinity in 1726 (November 4th) and it is one of a series of solo cantatas he wrote that year.  This 

was a period of intense musical output and personal loss for Bach.  It is also known that Bach 

was struggling to secure his normal singers and instrumentalists to perform his works during this 

period.  We don’t know for certain, but it can be surmised that he was possibly forced to rely on 

the tenor alone to perform this piece.  And, because of that, he wrote and found music suited to 

this individual’s voice.  Another theory is that he simply wanted to set this cantata based on 

biblical themes of repentance and contriteness in a simpler and more intimate way.  Added to 

this, he experienced the death of one of his children, Christina Sophia Henrietta (1723-1726) 

after completing the first and second movements.1  Parrot surmises that because of the struggle to 

find the requisite musicians and personal loss, he chose to lift and insert in this piece an earlier 

aria, and recitative most likely from the lost Weimar passion of 1717 that had not been 

performed in Leipzig.2  This was a common practice for Bach, and something he was able to do 

quite well.   

The chorale that closes the piece comes from Johann Rist, “Werde munter, mein 

Gemüte.”  It was more than likely included in the Weimar passion as well, so it is assumed that 

Bach brought in the final three movements of cantata 55 from the lost Weimar work.3  

For a piece with such disparate origins, it is astoundingly unified in tone and mood.  This is also 

in part because of the text and key relations.  

                                            
1 Andrew Parrott, The Essential Bach Choir (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell Press, 2004), 

167. 
2 Ibid., 168. 
3 Sue Ellen Teat, “J.S. Bach and the Solo Cantata.” American Music Teacher, vol. 34, no. 

5, 1985: 22–23, accessed, June 27, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43541843. 
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Unlike most of his other surviving manuscripts, we have no evidence that Bach copied or 

corrected any of the parts in his own hand.  He employed several copyists to help get his cantatas 

ready on a weekly basis.  We have many sets of these copies that he would normally edit a bit 

more, inserting instructions, changing notes, etc.  None of that exists here, nor does he write out 

the figured bass or add any ornamentations as was customary for him to normally do.  Even the 

cover was written later by C.P.E. Bach to look like his father’s.4  All of this points to the unusual 

circumstances he was experiencing during this time.  But, it also shows his concern to deliver a 

quality piece of music for the churches he worked at in Leipzig.   

The librettist for this work is more than likely, Christoph Birkman (1703-1771).  Birkman 

was a theologian and student of Bach’s in Leipzig.  He organized all of the texts for the church 

calendar in a book published in 1728.  Only recently discovered in 1998, this book contains the 

libretto for Cantata 55, as well as for several others composed by Bach during that time.5  This 

was an important find for Bach scholars as for years, there was no definitive answer as to the 

author of many of Bach’s cantatas including 55.   

The two main themes for the season of Trinity in the church calendar are focused on the 

life of the believer in the new kingdom and the grace and righteousness of God, and how He 

expects his followers to live because of these things.   

 

 

 

 

                                            
4 Parrot, 169. 
5 Christine Blanken, Christoph Birkmann, short biography, accessed June 8, 2019, 

www.bach-cantatas.com/Lib/Birkmann-Christoph.htm. 
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The Lutheran Church Year Readings for the 22nd Sunday after Trinity: 

Gospel: Matthew 18:23-356 

23 Therefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who wanted to settle accounts with his 
servants. 24 As he began the settlement, a man who owed him ten thousand bags of 
gold[a] was brought to him. 25 Since he was not able to pay, the master ordered that he and 
his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay the debt. 

26 At this the servant fell on his knees before him. “Be patient with me,” he begged, “and 
I will pay back everything.” 27 The servant’s master took pity on him, canceled the debt 
and let him go. 

28 But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who owed him a 
hundred silver coins.[b] He grabbed him and began to choke him. “Pay back what you 
owe me!” he demanded. 

29 His fellow servant fell to his knees and begged him, “Be patient with me, and I will pay 
it back.” 

30 But he refused. Instead, he went off and had the man thrown into prison until he could 
pay the debt. 31 When the other servants saw what had happened, they were outraged and 
went and told their master everything that had happened. 

32 Then the master called the servant in. “You wicked servant,” he said, “I canceled all 
that debt of yours because you begged me to. 33 Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your 
fellow servant just as I had on you?” 34 In anger his master handed him over to the jailers 
to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed. 

35 This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your brother 
or sister from your heart. 

 

Epistle: Philippians 1:3-117 

3 I thank my God every time I remember you. 4 In all my prayers for all of you, I always 
pray with joy 5 because of your partnership in the gospel from the first day until 
now, 6 being confident of this, that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to 
completion until the day of Christ Jesus. 

                                            
6 Ibid., Bible Gateway, Mathew 23: 18-25, NIV. 
7 Ibid., Bible Gateway, Philippians 1: 3-11, NIV. 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew+18%3A+23-35&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23752a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=matthew+18%3A+23-35&version=NIV#fen-NIV-23756b
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7 It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since I have you in my heart and, 
whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s 
grace with me. 8 God can testify how I long for all of you with the affection of Christ 
Jesus. 

9 And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and 
depth of insight, 10 so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and 
blameless for the day of Christ, 11 filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through 
Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God. 

 

TEXT AND INTERPRETATION 

 
The obvious point of the parable in Matthew is that God is merciful, but just to punish 

those who don’t meet up to His standards when it comes to being merciful and forgiving to 

others.  This is a common theme in the New Testament.  Followers of Christ are expected to 

show forgiveness and mercy as God demonstrates.  The New Testament text is from the apostle 

Paul, writing to the church in Philippi.  He gives thanks for them personally and challenges them 

to live a righteous life as he prays for them.  As we start to study the actual text for cantata 55, 

we will see parallels to these biblical texts.   

The text of this piece is written in a highly personal manner.  “I’m a sinner, wretched, not 

worthy of God’s mercy.  He is just, and I am a sinner.  It is very much in keeping with the 

German Lutheran/Arminian belief that one can lose his or her salvation by repeated sin and 

unrepentance.  Thus, it becomes important for every Lutheran to be consistently aware of their 

sin, and sinful nature and offer prayers asking forgiveness and repenting of those things that have 

offended God.  However, Lutherans were not strict Arminians8 in the purest form, they also 

                                            
8 Arminianism is a theological movement started by Jacobus Arminius in response to 

Calvin’s teaching on predestination and unlimited grace.  Arminius taught that a Christian could 
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believed in the grace and mercy of God which is unmerited and freely given to all those who 

profess faith in Christ.  The basis of a Lutheran’s salvation was in the sacrifice Christ made on 

the cross, dying for the sins of all mankind.  All of these themes are found in the text of cantata 

55.9   

           In the text of the opening aria, we see the thoughts of a sinful man, penitent and contrite 

for his sin and fearful of God’s judgment.  Just as the unmerciful servant saw his master’s 

judgment for not forgiving a debtor, we see that the singer of this text is well aware of God’s just 

judgment and that he has no defense before it.  Also, that he will face God’s severe judgment 

with fear and trembling because of his inescapable sinful nature.  God is seen as perfectly just 

and holy, and the singer is completely unjust and unholy.  There is no running from God’s 

judgment.  The phrase, “ich Sündenknecht” (I’m a slave to sin) is repeated to stress the true 

nature of mankind, and his inability to escape that very nature. 

 

The text of recitative no. 2 is a clear paraphrase of Psalm 139:7-12. 

Psalm 139:7-1210 
7 Where can I go from your Spirit? 
    Where can I flee from your presence? 
8 If I go up to the heavens, you are there; 
    if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 
9 If I rise on the wings of the dawn, 
    if I settle on the far side of the sea, 
10 even there your hand will guide me, 
    your right hand will hold me fast. 
11 If I say, “Surely the darkness will hide me 

                                            
choose to walk away from their salvation thru their own free will. Arminianism, Encyclopedia 
Britannica Online, accessed October 7, 2019, https://www.britannica.com/topic/Arminianism. 

9 Geoffrey Turner, “Singing the Word: The Cantatas of J.S. Bach,” New Blackfriars, vol. 
87, no. 1008, 2006: 144–154, accessed June 10, 2019, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43251015. 

10 Ibid., Bible Gateway, Psalm 139:7-12, NIV. 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Arminianism


51 
 

    and the light become night around me,” 
12 even the darkness will not be dark to you; 
    the night will shine like the day, 
    for darkness is as light to you. 
 

The point of this biblical text is that there is nowhere anyone can hide from  

God’s judgment or wrath.  The recitative opens with the lines that the singer has not followed 

God’s prescribed path and wandered away from Him.  Then, the following verses are a 

paraphrase from the psalm stating that there is nowhere anyone can run or hide.  That God’s 

wrath follows each person regardless of their location on earth, Heaven, or even in Hell.   The 

sinner is trapped, so to speak, by God’s judgment.  This is a terrifying thing to be so enveloped 

by God’s inescapable hand.   

  While the first two pieces in cantata 55 deal with the singer’s inability to escape sin and 

God’s reaction to it, the second aria changes to a tone of repentance and penitence.  This text 

focuses on a clear cry for mercy.  The opening phrase, “Erbarme dich” (have mercy) is the 

sinner’s plea to God for the only solution to his dilemma.  The singer offers his tears in an 

attempt to assuage the wrath of God.  He then appeals to God on the basis of God’s son, Jesus 

Christ as a mediator between the two.  This is a common theme in the New Testament.  Jesus 

becomes the “go between” to his Father.  It is through this connection to Jesus that the sinner has 

any hope of finding forgiveness.  The aria concludes with the original phrase, “Erbarme dich.” 

The second recitative follows in the same theme as the previous aria opening with “Erbarme 

dich” and goes even further with the theme of the atoning work of Jesus Christ in the life of the 

singer.  This text has an almost confident tone: that because of Christ’s passion and redemption 

the singer can now have confidence to stand before God not because of anything he has done, but 

because Christ’s work has paid the penalty for the sinful nature.  There is also a confession that 
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the singer will “sin no more” (Hinfüro will ich's nicht mehr tun).  This is a slight shading of the 

idea that it is partly because of the sinner’s promise to not sin anymore that he can stand more 

confidently in God’s forgiveness.  This is in keeping with the Arminian bent to Lutheranism as a 

whole.   

  The text of the closing chorale is almost triumphant in theme.  The lost sinner has come 

back to God through the redemptive work of Jesus Christ.  It was, in fact, Jesus who set the 

example through his sacrifice that the singer can follow.  An interesting turn of words to say he 

is not denying his guilt but that the grace of God is greater than the sins committed.  And that the 

singer is constantly discovering more of his sinful nature as he goes thru the process of asking 

forgiveness and repenting of those sins. 

BWV 55 - "Ich armer Mensch, ich Sündenknecht"11 
1. Arie T 
Ich armer Mensch, ich Sündenknecht, 
Ich geh vor Gottes Angesichte 
Mit Furcht und Zittern zum Gerichte. 
Er ist gerecht, ich ungerecht. 
Ich armer Mensch, ich Sündenknecht! 

1. Aria T 
I pitiful man, I slave of sin, 
I go before the face of God 
with fear and trembling for judgment. 
He is righteous, I am unjust. 
I pitiful man, I slave of sin! 

2. Rezitativ T 
Ich habe wider Gott gehandelt 
Und bin demselben Pfad, 
Den er mir vorgeschrieben hat, 
Nicht nachgewandelt. 
Wohin? soll ich der Morgenröte Flügel 
Zu meiner Flucht erkiesen, 
Die mich zum letzten Meere wiesen, 
So wird mich doch die Hand des Allerhöchsten 
finden 
Und mir die Sündenrute binden. 
Ach ja! 
Wenn gleich die Höll ein Bette 
Vor mich und meine Sünden hätte, 
So wäre doch der Grimm des Höchsten da. 
Die Erde schützt mich nicht, 
Sie droht mich Scheusal zu verschlingen; 

2. Recitative T 
I have acted against God 
and that same path 
that He has prescribed for me, 
I have not travelled. 
Where? Shall I choose the wings of the dawn 
for my flight, 
that will take me to the utmost ocean, 
yet the hand of the Almighty shall find me 
and bind the switch of sin for me. 
Alas yes! 
Even if Hell contained a bed 
for me and my sins, 
yet the wrath of the Highest would be there. 
The earth does not shield me, 
it threatens to devour me with monsters; 
and if I wished to soar to heaven, 

                                            
11 Pamela Della, “Bach Cantata Translations.” Emmanuel Music - Bach Cantata 

BWV 55 - Translation, accessed June 23, 2019, 
www.emmanuelmusic.org/notes_translations/translations_cantata/t_bwv055.htm. 
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Und will ich mich zum Himmel schwingen, 
Da wohnet Gott, der mir das Urteil spricht. 

God lives there, who speaks the judgment against 
me. 

3. Arie T 
Erbarme dich! 
Laß die Tränen dich erweichen, 
Laß sie dir zu Herzen reichen; 
Laß um Jesu Christi willen 
Deinen Zorn des Eifers stillen! 
Erbarme dich! 

3. Aria T 
Have mercy! 
Let tears soften You, 
let them reach into Your heart; 
may, for the sake of Jesus Christ, 
the zeal of Your anger be quieted! 
Have mercy! 

4. Rezitativ T 
Erbarme dich! 
Jedoch nun 
Tröst ich mich, 
Ich will nicht für Gerichte stehen 
Und lieber vor dem Gnadenthron 
Zu meinem frommen Vater gehen. 
Ich halt ihm seinen Sohn, 
Sein Leiden, sein Erlösen für, 
Wie er für meine Schuld 
Bezahlet und genug getan, 
Und bitt ihn um Geduld, 
Hinfüro will ich's nicht mehr tun. 
So nimmt mich Gott zu Gnaden wieder an. 

4. Recitative T 
Have mercy! 
However now 
I am comforted, 
I will not stand before judgment 
and rather before the throne of grace 
I go to my holy Father. 
I hold His Son up to Him , 
His Passion, His Redemption, 
how He, for my guilt 
has paid and done enough, 
and pray Him for mercy, 
from henceforth I will do no more. 
Then God will take me into His grace again. 

5. Choral 
Bin ich gleich von dir gewichen, 
Stell ich mich doch wieder ein; 
Hat uns doch dein Sohn verglichen 
Durch sein Angst und Todespein. 
Ich verleugne nicht die Schuld, 
Aber deine Gnad und Huld 
Ist viel größer als die Sünde, 
Die ich stets bei mir befinde. 

5. Chorale 
Although I have been separated from You, 
yet I return again; 
even so Your Son set the example for us 
through His anguish and mortal pain. 
I do not deny my guilt, 
but Your grace and mercy 
is much greater than the sin 
that I constantly discover in me. 

 
 

 
VOCAL, MUSICAL, AND PERFORMANCE ANALYSIS 

 
1. Aria:  

“Ich armer Mensch, ich Sündenknecht” (I am a wretched man, a sinner) is a da capo aria in 

ritornello form composed in G minor and set as the French dance form of a “Loure” (slow 

gigue).   

The range and tessitura of this movement are challenging.  The tenor spends a little over 1/3 

of the piece in the passaggio, and much of it sits right at e4-g4.  The overall range is from d3-
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bb4.   The most challenging section is mm. 39-60, in which the singer is engaged the entire time 

with no breaks.  Rising steadily at the a3 in  

m. 42, the melody rises steadily in a very legato line to bb4 in m. 53, only to slowly descend 

chromatically to d3 at m. 60.  This is without doubt the most technically difficult passage in the 

entire cantata.  Rehearsal of this entire section on the neutral [ʌ] vowel with a very relaxed jaw, 

tongue, and neck position is crucial to mastering it.  It is critical that the tenor takes as little 

weight from the chest voice as possible through the passaggio.  The strain or pressure of such an 

elongated passage on the vocal process is considerable.  Careful decisions on where breaths need 

to fall in order to maintain the line is important as well.  Taking a breath immediately before a 

register change in this piece can make the transition more difficult.  It is advisable to carefully 

take the breaths if possible when no such transition is interrupted.  For instance, in this section 

from mm. 37 -51, a breath is needed at some point to complete the line which starts a measure 

earlier and finishes a measure later. 

Example 5. BWV 4, No. 1, mm. 47-51 

 

 

The temptation, because of the demands of the line, is to take the breath before “mit” (blue 

arrow), but the more advisable location is before “und” (2nd blue arrow) as this makes the 

register transition here much easier.   Well thought-through vowel modification, as described 

earlier, careful planning of breaths, and care to not drag too much weight of the chest voice into 

the passaggio are all required in this movement for successful performance. 
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2. Recitative:  

“Ich habe wider Gott gehandelt” (I have acted against God) is a secco recitative in typical 

Bach style.  Set in G minor, it never settles into tonic or has any firm cadences until the final 

false cadence into D minor, which transitions to the next aria.  This lack of harmonic center lends 

the piece a highly unsettled affect.  There can be no rest or place to hide from God for such a 

person whose path will ultimately lead them to damnation. Bach’s choice of melodic and 

harmonic material in this recitative reflects the text in a powerful way.  As with the earlier 

recitative, care should be taken to sing it in a speech-like manner, but Bach has made those 

choices obvious with his written rhythm.  This movement is a welcome rest vocally, however, 

after the first.  The range is d3-bb4, but the tessitura is centered mostly in chest voice which also 

makes the declamation of the text easier.   

 

3. Aria 

  “Erbarme dich!” (Have mercy on me) is a ritornello form trio sonata aria in 

D minor.  Set in a very slow 4/4 tempo with obbligato traverso flute and continuo.  In this 

movement, Bach purposefully lengthens the melodic material for each statement of “erbarme” 

(have mercy).  It is, in fact, the only text that receives any melismatic treatment which heightens 

the sense of the singers pleading for God’s mercy.  The range is from g3-bb4, and the tessitura is 

much more comfortable than the first movement with the singer having to negotiate the 

passaggio less than ¼ of his time in the piece.  The section from mm. 29-32 presents the most 

technically challenging part.   
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Example 6. BWV 4, No. 3, mm 29-31 

 

 

The wide leaps in the text of “Christi,” “deinen,” and “Eifers” require careful planning.  As 

mentioned previously, the position and tone needed for the highest note has to already be in 

place while the preceding lower note or notes are sung.  Rehearsing this section until comfortable 

on the neutral [ø] vowel with a relaxed jaw, tongue, and neck position is very helpful to finding 

the right balance in the registers.  Only after it can be comfortably sung on the neutral vowel 

should the text be introduced.  Another good tool to use when preparing this kind of section is to 

replace all the vowels with [ø] as an intermediate step in the learning process.   

 

4. Recitative: 

“Erbarme dich!” (Have mercy on me) is an accompanied recitative in G minor.   

Set for tenor, continuo, and strings, Bach carefully denotes his intention for text declamation 

with well thought out rhythms for the melodic material.  In m. 10, there is very interesting switch 

to G major to emphasize the end of the thought that for our guilt, He has done “enough” (genug 

getan).  The end of the movement cadences deceptively into Bb major to prepare the final 

chorale.  The range of this piece is from eb3-bb4 and the tessitura is more manageable with less 

than ¼ of it in the passaggio, and those sections are prepared well for the singer by Bach’s choice 

of melodic writing.   

All of the tools used in previous examples apply here as well.  Preparing the upper notes 

by being in the correct placement and weight on the preceding ones, rehearsing the register 
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transitions on the neutral vowel, and taking care to avoid the weight of the chest voice up into the 

passaggio will all result in a successful performance if prepared adequately. 

 

5. Chorale: 

  “Bin ich gleich von dir gewichen” (Although I have been separated from You), is a 

simple and yet beautiful chorale setting of the last verse of Rist’s original hymn tune,12 typical of 

Bach’s other second cycle chorales.  Set in Bb major for chorus and the full ensemble, it is a 

closing finish to this remarkable work.  The tenor soloist should join the ensemble.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
12 Parrot, 168. 
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CONCLUSION 

  Bach cantata arias are some of the most challenging pieces in western music for a tenor to 

learn and perform.   The tools and recommendations in this paper will hopefully aid modern 

singers in their preparation, and encourage more to include them in their repertoire.   

Modern vocal pedagogy and singing early music are not intrinsically exclusive.  In fact, 

when the modern singer uses all of the tools at his disposal, he (or she) can be highly effective 

with Bach’s arias.  There will undoubtedly continue to be ongoing discussions about straight 

tone singing, the falsetto register and a various approaches to ornamentation.  More research is 

needed into falsetto singing and its effect on the male voice.  More study should also be done in 

identifying tools for singing the more ornamented and melismatic sections of Bach’s solo 

writing, as well as other composers of the period.  It should also be noted that there is no strong 

historical basis for employing a consistent “straight tone” approach when singing music from 

this period.   

Bach’s arias deserve more study and attention, as well as more concerts and recitals.  

Careful study and rehearsal of these pieces with a clear understanding of the type of singer Bach 

was writing for in his day is essential to an effective performance. Understanding how singers of 

that period approached singing in general, and the utilization a vocal pedagogy that embraces a 

gentler approach to the passaggio, as well as a careful blending of the registers, will result in 

them becoming more accessible, and more appreciated by both the performer and the audience.   
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