Claviertiibung Il of J. S. Bach
Theology in Notes and Numbers', Part 1

Alexander Fiseisky

It goes without saying that the primary
task of every performer who wishes
to convey the meaning of any given mu-
sical work must first be to understand
the original intention of the composer.
And when the works in question are
those of Johann Sebastian Bach, where
the invisible thread that should link us
to the era in which he lived seems to be
irretrievably broken, the task takes on
Herculean proportions. The aim of this
analysis is to attempt a correct reading of
the Clavieriibung III—one of the most
enigmatic works in the whole literature
of the organ.

This work, which was composed at the
high point of the composer’s creativity
(1739), impresses us by its dimensions
alone. It is part of a cyc(e of works, com-
prising the Six Partitas (Part 1, composed
in 1731, BWV 825-830), the French
Ouverture and the Italian Concerto (Part
2, composed in 1735, BWV 831, BWV
971), as well as the Goldberg Variations
(Part 4, composed in 1742, BWV 988).
And the Clavieriibung III itself is also a
cyclical work—it consists of 21 chorale
Freludes and four duets framed by a pre-
ude and a fugue in E-flat major.

Bach certainly accorded the Cla-
viertibung 1II particular importance. It
is no coincidence that this was the first
work for organ that he had published
in Leipzig. What was Bach’s purpose in
writing this work, and what means did he
choose to fulfil it?

The history of the composition.
The intentions and aims of the
composer

The Clavieriibung I1I was written to
coincide with the 200th anniversary of
Luther’s visit to Leipzig and the festal
Whitsun service in St. Thomas Church
on the 25th of May 1539, which effec-
tively marked the official recognition of
the Reformation in Leipzig. The Cla-
viertibung III consists essentially of ar-
rangements of chorales from the Protes-
tant church service, and in its structure
it is reminiscent of Luther’s Catechism,
which consists of two parts: the Greater
Catechism deals with the principles of
faith, while the Lesser Catechism is di-
rected more towards children and the
less-educated part of the population.
Correspondinggf, each chorale melo-
dy—with the exception of Allein Gott in
er Hohl’ sei Ehr’ [Glory be to God alone
on high]—is presenteg in two versions:
a greater version which uses all the re-
sources of the organ including the ped-
als, and a shorter manualiter version.

And indeed, because of its special
structure, the Clavieriibung II1I has often
in the past been referred to as an “Or-
gan Catechism,” and correspondingly it
is usually referred to today as the “Organ
Mass.” It is clear that neither of these two
names do full justice to the structure of
Bach’s composition. Nor do they explain
the inclusion of the four duets.

The title of the work is as follows:

Dritter Theil / der / Clavier Ubung /
bestehend / in / verschiedenen Vorspie%en
/ iiber die / Catechismus- und andere
Gesaenge, / vor die Orgel: / Denen Lieb-
habern, und besonders denen Kennern
/ von dergleichen Arbeit, zur Gemiiths
Ergezung / verfertiget von / Johann Se-
bastian Bach, / Koenigl[ich] Pohlnisch-
en, und Chwﬁirstl[icﬁ] Saechs[eschen]
/ Hoff-Compositeur, Capellmeister, und /
Directore Chori Musici in Leipzig. / In
Verlegung des Authoris.

[Third Part of the Clavieriibung con-
sisting of various preludes on the Cat-
echism and other Hymns for the organ:
for amateurs, and especially for connois-
seurs of such work, for the refreshment
of their souls, executed by Johann Se-
bastian Bach, Royal Polish and Electoral
Saxon Court Composer, Capellmeister,
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and Directore Chori Musici in Leipzig.
Published by the author.]

Bach here follows the example of his
Fredecessor at St. Thomas Church, Jo-
hann Kuhnau (1660-1722), and modest-
ly calls his work Clavieriibung [Keyboard
Exercise].* He thereby encourages us,
through diligent practice (Ubung in Ger-
man), to understanding his purpose in
writing this work.

Let us accept this invitation.

The first question, even after a cursory
look at Bach’s work, is probably “What
does it represent in this compositional
form? Are we to understand it as a uni-
fied dramatic whole or as a collection of
diverse pieces for the keyboard?”

Characteristically, the usual concert
practice suggests that the Clavieribung
I11 is not seen as an integral work: virtu-
ally nobody plays the whole composition
in its ublisl];ecf/ form.? But the question
nevertheless remains: Is there really no
suggestion of an overall dramatic struc-
ture within the work?

An analysis would help us to answer
this question. But before we tackle it,
we should—even very generally—look
at some characteristics of the musical
aesthetics and Bach’s particular compo-
sitional style during the period when he
was working on the Clavieriibung II1.

The theological and philosophical
basis of the work of J. S. Bach

Bach’s personal philosophy was heav-
ily influenced by the philosophical ideas
and the personality of Martin Luther
(1483-1546). Books written by Luther
accounted for a quarter of all the books
in Bach’s private library. According to the
Fersonal inventory that was made after
his death, Bach owned two complete
editions of the works of Martin Luther
in Latin and German, as well as works
of his successors: Abraham Calov, Martin
Chemnitz, Johannes Olearius, and oth-
ers.’ The title page of an earlier version
of the Clavier-Biichlein fiir Anna Magda-
lena Bach® bears a note giving the title of
the work as Anti-Calvinismus by August
Pfeiffer, written in Bach’s own hand.

It is well known that Luther was a
well-educated musician.’ In contrast to
the majority of the reformers in the 16th
century, Luther considered music to be
a form of divine revelation. In the fore-
word to Georg Rhau’s anthology Sym-
phoniae iucun(%ae7 he wrote: “In summa:
Die edle Musika ist nach Gottes Wort der
hochste Schatz auf Erden.™ [Summing
up: Noble music is the greatest treasure
on earth next to the Word of God.| He is
quoted in the Encomion musices as giv-
ing a similar definition: “Musika ist eine
schone, liebliche Gabe Gottes, sie hat
mich oft also erweckt und bewegt, daf3
ich Lust zu predigen gewonnen habe...”
[One of the finest and noblest gifts of
God is music. It has often aroused and
moved me so that I have gained a desire
to preach . . . ] And in a letter to Ludwig
Senfl of 4 October 1530 we find the fol%
lowing lines in his handwriting:

Et plane judico, nec pudet asserere, post
theologiam esse nullam artem, quae musi-
cae possit aequari, cum ipsa sola post theo-
logiam id praestet, quod alioqui sola theo-
logia praestat, scilicet quietem et animum
laectum..."®

[T plainly judge, and do not hesitate to af-
firm, that except for theology there is no art
that could be put on the same level with mu-
sic, since except for theology, (music) alone
produces what otherwise only theology can
do, namely, a calm and joyful disposition."]

Luthers views were akin to those of
Bach. Like the great reformer, Bach saw
the world of music and the world of the-
ology as very closely connected.'* A short
handwritten treatise concerning figured
bass, which Bach wrote while working on
the Clavieriibung 111, is introduced with
the following words:

Der Generalbaly ist das vollkommenste
Fundament der Music welcher [auf einem
Clavier] mit beyden Hinden gespielt wird
dergestalt das die lincke Han%l (Ee vorge-
schriebenen Noten spielet die rechte aéer
Con- und Dissonantien darzu greift damit
dieses eine wohlklingende Harmonie gebe
zur Ehre Gottes und zulissiger Ergotzung
des Gemiiths und soll wie aller Music, also
auch des General Basses Finis und End
Uhrsache anders nicht, als nur zu Gottes
Ehre und Recreation des Gemiiths seyn. Wo
dieses ists keine eigentliche Music sondern
ein Teuflisches Geplerr und Geleyr."”

[The thorough—%ass is the most perfect
foundation of music. It is played with both
hands on a keyboard instrument in such
a way that the left hand plays the written
notes, while the right hand strikes conso-
nances and dissonances, so that this results
in full-sounding Harmonie to the Honor
of God and the permissible delight of the
soul. The ultimate end or final goal of all
music, including the thorough—ﬁass, shall
be nothing but for the Honor of God and
the renewal of the soul. Where these fac-
tors are not taken in consideration, there is
no true music, rather, devilish bawling and
droning. ]

When Bach at the age of 23 left Miihl-
hausen, he declared that the Endzweck
[ultimate aim] of his creative work would
be the regulirte kirchen music zu Gottes
Ehren [regulated church music to the
glory of God]."

One can further assess the musical
and aesthetic views of the composer
with the help of his annotations in the
margins of a Bible that was published by
Abrz%ham Calov (1681-1682) in Witten-
berg.'® These marginalia are quite valu-
able—they allow us to catch a glimpse
of the personal views of their writer and
open up his world for us.

Already in Exodus, Chapter 15, where
the prophetess Miriam sings of the
WOI’I(FGI‘ ul deeds of God, we can read
in Bachs own hand: “N.B. Erstes Vor-
spiel auf 2 Choren zur Ehre Gottes zu
musiciren.” [N.B.: First prelude for two
choirs to be sung to the glory of God.]
As a comment on First Chronicles 29, v.
21'" we find the following statement by
the composer:

Ein herrlicher Beweil}, dal neben an-
dern Anstalten des Gottesdienstes, be-
sonders auch die Musica von Gottes Geist
durch David mit angeordnet worden.

[Splendid Froof that, besides other ar-
rangements for worship, music too was
instituted through David by the Spirit of
God.]"®

First Chronicles 26 describes the choos-
ing of musicians for the temple. Bach’s
comment: “Dieses Capitel ist das wahre
Fundament aller Gott gefilligen Kirch-
en Music.” [This chapter is the true
foundation of all churcgl music pleasing
to God. |

And one final quote: Second Chroni-
cles, chapter 5 contains the passage:

. it was the duty of the trumpeters and
singers to make themselves hearg in unison
in praise and thanksgiving to the LORD,
angwhen the song was raised, with trum-
pets and cymbals and other musical instru-
ments, in praise to the LORD “For he is
good; for Il)lis steadfast love endures for
ever,” the house, the house of the LORD,
was filled with a cloud, so that the priests
could not stand to minister because of the
cloud; for the glory of the LORD filled the
house of God. (2 Chronicles 5:13-14)"

Bach annotates this text with a remark-
able comment that has programmatic
significance and shows not only his rela-
tionship to the composing, performing,
and hearing of music, but also to the
activities of a church musician in gen-
eral: “Bey einer andichtigen Musique ist
allezeit Gott mit seiner Gnaden Gegen-
wart.“ [Where there is devotional music,
God with His grace is always present.]
These examples suffice to clgrif where
we must start if we wish to analyze the

works of Johann Sebastian Bach. Albert
Schweitzer wrote in his masterful fashion:
“Music is an act of worship with Bach. ..
For him, art was religion...”® The ortho-
dox Lutheran Bach, who was born and
raised in Eisenach, Luther’s own town,
where the facade of the main church of
St. George was decorated with the Protes-
tant motto “A mighty fortress is our God,”
transcended in his music the boundaries
of confession and creed. “In the last re-
sort, however, Bach’s real religion was not
orthodox Lutheranism, but mysticism. In
his innermost essence he belongs to the
history of German mysticism.”'

This mystical sensitivity to the pres-
ence of God and the desire to give wit-
ness to Him through music, coupled
with his dazzling talent, enabled Bach in
his later works to develop an astonishing
artistic fusion, the likes of which had not
been seen in the world’s cultural history.

In 1747 Bach was admitted to the So-
cietdt der musikalischen Wissenschaften
[Society of the Musical Sciences], which
his one-time pupil, the philosopher and
music author Lorenz Christoph Mizler
von Koloff (1711-1778), had founded.*
Mizler, a friend of Bach’s, was strongly
influenced by Pythagorism and the ra-
tional philosgphy of both G. W. Leib-
nitz (1646-1716) and Christian Wolff
(1679-1754). He saw music as a math-
ematical science.?

The very fact that Bach accepted
Mizler’s invitation to join the Societdt
der musikalischen Wissenschaften is in
itself significant. The composer obvious-
ly sympathized with Pythagoras’s ideas
concerning the universe and its perfect
harmony: a harmony that, accorgin 5 to
the teachings of the ancient philosopher
and mathematician, was expresseg in
numbers,* and shared the convictions of
his progenies.

S. Bach became the fourteenth
member of the Society after G. F. Tele-
mann (6) and G. F. Handel (11), togeth-
er with other well-known scholars and
philosophers. Following the established
tradition, upon joining the Society he
contributed a mite of his own. In addi-
tion to the Canonic variations on “Vom
Himmel hoch, da komm’ ich her” (BWV
769), the composer also donated a por-
trait of himselF to the Society, which}f]ad
been painted in 1746 by Elias Gottlob
Hausmann. A microanalysis of the music
manuscript that appears in this painting
has been made by Friedrich Smend. The
results have thrown light on significant
asFects of Bach’s compositional meth-
ods, which until the middle of the twen-
tieth century had not attracted much at-
tention by scholars.?

Smend’s publication %ave new impetus
to investigating numerology in the works
of the Cantor of St. Thomas Church in
Leipzig.® It is not without interest that
the researchers first found support in
the writings of Christian theologians, but
later more and more in the wo%ks of the
ancient philosophers.?’

Features of J. S. Bach’s composi-
tional method

Albert Schweitzer defined Bach as
a phenomenon in the history of music:
“Bach is . . . a terminal point . . . every-
thing merely leads up to him.”* Indeed
the works of the Cantor of St. Thomas
make use not only of the fruits of earlier
achievements in composition, but they
are also the consummation of the most
characteristic tendencies in the mu-
sic of his own time. He makes use of a
plethora of past and present expressive
techniques and puts them at the disposal
of one single goal: the creation of “devo-
tional music.”

So what exactly were the artistic meth-
ods used by J. S. Bach as a composer?

Victor Hugo once described Gothic
cathedrals as “symphonies in stone.”
If we apply this quotation to the works
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of Bach, we could say that his larger
compositions are “Gothic cathedrz%s”
in music. And when one looks more
closely at how Bach approached a new
composition we can actually find quite
close parallels to architecture. One could
contrast, for example, Bach’s methods
with the processes current in Viennese
Classicism. Whereas in the latter pe-
riod composition proceeded in a “linear”
fashion, beginning from the melody in
one of the voices, the methods of Bach’s
time started from quite a different point.
First of all, the composer laid down a
concept of the entire work, or—to use
the architectural analogy—he created a
“ground-plan.” Then he proceeded to fill
in the details. An exampfg of this method
is provided by the Orgelbiichlein [Little
Organ Book] (BWV 599-644).

This working method gave free rein to
the composer’s imagination. The propor-
tions of the composition and its “satura-
tion” with both obvious and more hidden
details—factors that played an important
role in determining the overall sense of
the work—could easily be incorporated in
the composition from its very ?eginnin .
Great importance was attached to Affek-
tenlehre [Doctrine of the Affections], mu-
sical-rhetorical figures, and numerology.

Bach was without a doubt a brilliant
“musical architect.” There is no room in
his works for anything non-essential. He
worked in a similar fashion to the archi-
tects of the Middle Ages: every detail has
its origin in the concept governing the
whole. And as with the medieval build-
ers, much of this work remains, even
today, shrouded in mystery. There are
always new avenues openingkup in these
seemingly well-known works for new
generations of interpreters to explore.

One can of course only penetrate more
deeply into this musical architecture of
most of Bach’s works if the connection
to the words of the chorales used by the
composer is taken into account. ]oﬁann
Gotthilf Ziegler (1688-1747), a pupil of
Bach, wrote in 1746: “Herr Capellmeis-
ter Bach, who is still living, instructed
me when playing hymns, not to treat the
melody as if it alone were important, but
to play them takinz% into account the af-
fect of the words.”*

Johann Mattheson (1681-1764) de-
scribed music as sounding speech. Natu-
rally this form of speech required its own
lexicon in the shape of the definite pro-
gressions of musical notes bearing the
semantic meaning—the motives, or mu-
sical-rhetorical figures, as they are called.
These were quoted by Bachs cousin,
Johann Gottfried Walther (1684-1748),
in his Musicalisches Lexicon [Music En-
cyclopaedia] (1732) and in the Praecepta
d>;r Musicalischen Composition [Prin-
ciples of Musical Composition] (1708).
Another important com ositional aspect
was the use of rhetorical laws in the con-
struction of the musical structure, so that
the composition began to resemble a re-
ligious sermon. As already mentioned,
the Affektenlehre [Doctrine of the Af-
fections], which depended upon the use
of unequal temperament and the result-
ing dif?erent emotional character of the
various keys, played an important role
in composition,” as did, surrounded as
it was by an air of mystery, numerology
with its different leve?; of meaning.

One of these levels is to be found in
allegorical symbolism. Andreas Werck-
meister (1645-1706) gave the following
meanings to the first eicht numbers in
Musikalische Paradoxal-Discourse:® 1
— God, unity; 2 — The Word, God the
Son; 3 — The Holy Spirit; 4 — The world
of angels; 5 — Symboﬁ) of Mankind (“sen-
sual Mankind” [Numerus sensualis]); 6
— Third Person of the Godhead (3x2);*
7 — Symbol of purity and peace; 8 — Sym-
bol of wholeness and pergection.

Another level is that of semantic
%ymbolism. For example, the number

symbolises the Seven Last Words on
the Cross.

A third level is that of cabbalistic
symbolism. Each letter of the alphabet
stands for a particular number: a = 1,
b =2, ¢ = 3 and so forth. The letters i
and j share the number 9, while u and
v are both attributed to the number 20.
This means that particular combina-
tions of letters each have a correspond-
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ing number. For example, the number
14 is the sum of the numerical values of
the letters BACH. Thus the number 14
(or similar numbers, such as 140 or 1.4)
would be associated with the composer
Bach, whose name was assembled from
these individual letters.

Numbers were also used as a construc-
tive element, whereby the harmonic pro-

ortions of the ratios of simple numbers,

which had been known since Pﬁthagoras’s
time, were incorporated into the compo-
sition. In addition, the proportio divina,
the “Golden mean,” was also used. Natu-
rally Bach was a consummate master of all
these creative methods and he used them
constantly in his compositions. The most
obvious example is the Clavieriibung I1I,
which occupies a key position among all
Bach’s works for the organ.

Let us examine the structure of this
composition more closely.

The chorale preludes

The central part of the work under
consideration, as Bach’s title-page sug-
sests, is the collection of chorﬁe pre-
udes. This collection covers not only the
essential elements of the Protestant lit-
urgy but also of Luthers Catechism.

Kyrie, Gott Vater in FEwigkeit —
Christe, aller Welt Trost — Kyrie, Gott
heiliger Geist [Kyrie, God the Father,
eternal — Christ, consolation of all the
world — Kyrie, God the Holy Spirit]
(BWV 669-674)

The triad of the first chorales creates
a sense of unity. The models for these
autonomous works were certain verses
of the Gregorian chorale Kyrie fons bo-
nitatis (10th century),® which display
the characteristic of a refrain. (Example
1) Such a compositional method is sel-
dom found among Bach’s organ works.
In the context of Kyrie — Christe — Kyrie
it allowed the composer to establish by
means of music the essence of the “one
and indivisible” Holy Trinity.**

The first motif ofythe cantus furmus is
characterized by a stepwise progression.
In the final statement of the cantus fir-
mus (which is the same in all three com-
positions), note the upwards leap over
a fifth. It is perhaps of interest to note
that both the stepwise movement on the
one hand and the prominent role of the
fifth on the other (elements that deter-
mine the mood of the first chorales of
the Clavieriibung III) play an important
part in the dramatic construction of the
whole work.

The unity of the initial Kyrie — Christe
— Kyrie is underlined by the fact that
they are written in a single compositional
style—the stile antico. Hermann Keller
described them as “Orgelmotetten kunst-
vollster Art” [The most highly artistic
motets for organ].® The music suggests
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greatness and quiet strength. The move-
ment of the accompanying voices work-
ing out the motifs of the cantus firmus is
linear. The cantus furmus, which is kept
in longer note values, appears succes-
sively in the soprano (Kyrie, Gott Vater
in Ewigkeit), in the tenor (Christe, aller
Welt Trost), and in the bass (Kyrie, Gott
heiliger Geist), and thus symbolizes in
similar fashion the three Persons of the
Trinity: God the Father, who is above all,
who holds all in being; Jesus Christ, the
mediator between God and humankind;
and the life-giving Holy Spirit.

The epic element appears organically
tied to the inner dynamics of the Kyrie
— Christe — Kyrie. The contemplative
character of the first chorale gives way
to a feeling of emotional turbulence in
the second chorale. The third chorale is
energy-laden, an effect achieved by the
introduction of a fifth voice, the accel-
eration of the musical structure, and the
use of chromatics.

The end of the chorale Kyrie, Gott hei-
liger Geist is quite remarkable: against
the backdrop of the final statement of
the cantus _f%’mus in the pedals, a tie
overflowing with chromatic dissonances
appears in the upper voices. These six-
and-a-half bars differ quite markedly

from all that has gone before. The sound
as it were illustrates the text, which at
this point contains a plea for mercy. The
Worj) eleison is accompanied by an osti-
nato, which climbs in seconds and by a
chromatic figura parrhesia. The music
suggests a certain personal involvement.
It is significant that one finds the motif
BACH in crab motion here (although it
appears in other notes), and finally en-
counters the signature of the composer:
CH-BA in the alto of the penultimate
bar. (Example 2)

There are altogether 60 bars in the
chorale prelude Kyrie, Gott heiliger
Geist, which matc'ies Werckmeister’s
concept well.* And there is of course the
additional association with the creation
of the world (the six days of God’s cre-
ative work).>" It is worth mentioning that
in the first prelude of the Clavieribung
II1 the numerical symbol for the name
Bach already occurs more than once.
The subsequent statement of the theme
in the chorale Kyrie, Gott Vater in Ewig-
keit is not only emphasized by the use of
parallel thirds, but also by its extension to
14 notes (the numerical value of the let-
ters BACH).*® And the cantus firmus in
the chorale prelude Kyrie, Gott heiliger
Geist has a total of 41 notes (]SBACHg).
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The three manualiter Kyries, each in
the form of a small fughetta, all elaborate
the opening motif of the appropriate verse
of the chorale. Each following chorale be-
%ins in the soprano with the last note of
the preceding chorale, which serves to un-
derline the inner unity of the three manu-
aliter pieces Kyrie — Christe — Kyrie.

An interesting aspect, which is seldom
found within Bach’s organ works, is how
the keys of the six pieces we have looked
at are related. Eac?l of them has at least
two tonal centers. We should not let
the key signature with three flats of the
greater chorale preludes Kyrie — Christe
— Kyrie confuse us: the rules of musical
notation would certainly have allowed
these preludes to have been written with
only two flats. It would ap({)ear that the
composer intentionally a ol:lzlted three
flats in order to strengthen the associa-
tion with the Holy Trinity.

Allein Gott in der H6h’ sei Ehr’
[Glory be to God alone on high]
(BWV 675-677)

A special feature of the following sec-
tion of the Clavieriibung III is the fact
that it has three different preludes on
the chorale Allein Gott in der Hoh’ sei
Ehr’—the Protestant version of the Glo-
ria in excelsis from the Gregorian Mass
for Easter Sunday. An exp%anation for
this phenomenon must be sought in the
text of the chorale itself,* as it sings the
praises of the Holy Trinity. Correspond-
inglﬁ/, Bach includes three preludes here,
each of which is a very individually elab-
orated piece in three-part texture.

In the first prelude, elegant and rhyth-
mical canon-like outer voices surround
the cantus firmus in the alto. The next
prelude is executed as a trio sonata with
pedal obligato. The cantus firmus ap-
pears from time to time in one or other
of the voices of this exquisite trio and
blends with the natural low of the mu-
sic.* The last chorale prelude is a small
fugato in the manner O}Ean Ttalian verset-
to, based on the first notes of the cantus
furmus. Allin all, these three versions of
the angel’s praise Allein Gott in der Holh’
sei Ehr create a feeling of incorporality
and immateriality, convincing us Ey their
clarity and purity, and creating an im-
pression of harmony and perfection.

In this section of the Clavieriibung I11
there is a small, at first glance insignifi-
cant, compositional detail that is, howev-
er, very interesting when seen from the
perspective of the dramatic construction
of the whole. The keys of the chorale
preludes—F major, G major, and A ma-
jor—form an ascending motif that is the
Lasis for all three preludes on Allein Gott
in der Hoh’ sei Ehr’. The composer must
assuredly have chosen this sequence of
keys with the aim of thus uniting the
whole cycle. Numerology reveals an-
other interesting aspect—the numerical
values of F, G, and A (6 +7 + 1) comes to
14, the same value as BACH.

Dies sind die heil’gen zehn Gebot’
[These are the holy Ten Command-
ments] (BWV 678-679)

Following the lead of Luthers Cat-
echism, Bach now begins an extensive
section of the Clavieriibung IIT with ar-
rangements of the Gregorian chorale on
an Old Testament theme, Dies sind die
heil’gen zehn Gebot™* This is the last pair
of chorales in a major key for the remain-
der of the cycle and the only time that
Bach uses the same key for two consecu-
tive compositions—Mixolydian G major,
which is one of the purest {eys in unequal
temperament. It is significant that in both
the Orgelbiichlein and in Cantata 77, the
chorale melody Dies sind die heil' gen zehn
Gebot’ is also written in this key.

The greater chorale prelud>(; is devel-
oped as a composition for five voices,
with the cantus firmus appearing a total
of five times as a canon in the tenor. Thus
it appears ten times in all, symbolizing an
obedient response to the Law.*

The beginning of the prelude is
wonderful: over a pedalpoint we hear,
emerging out of the stillness, the motif
of three descending notes, which we en-
countered earlier in the piece, worked
out as a canon in the upper voices. The
measured diatonic motion, the prepared
suspensions, the surrounding motifs,
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and the ascending triads—these are just
some of the musical means the composer
has used to create a world of unspoiled
purity, order, and harmony, in which the
unsullied inhabitants of Paradise were at
home before the Fall. (Example 3)

A change in character occurs in the
fifth bar** with the introduction of a
Sfigura suspirans® and a motif of ‘falling
seconds’, supplemented by a descending
chromatic fﬁum parrhesia motif in the
alto. (Example 4)

Now the music is dominated by grief,
sorrow, and misfortune.*® A change oc-
curs once more in the sixth bar with the
introduction of a figura kyklosis or figura
circulatio in the alto*” (Example 5), which
enriches the fabric with its new nuances.
Thus with the help of symbolic motifs
that are organically woven into the very
fabric of the music, the composer brings
us closer to the meaning of the chorale.

The First Commandment, which Lu-
ther in his Great Catechism deems to be
the most important, is interpreted in the
second verse of the chorale:

Ich bin allein dein Gott, der Herr,
kein Gotter sollst du haben mehr,
du sollst mir ganz vertrauen dich,
von Herzens Grund lieben mich,

Kyrieleis.

[T alone am your God, your Lord,

No other Gods shall you have,

You shall put your wﬁlole trust in me,
Love me E‘om the depth of your heart.
Kyrieleis. |

There is much evidence that precisely
these lines were the starting point for
Bach’s plan for the whole composition.

It is interesting to note that where
the text speaks of “the love of God that
comes out of the depths of the heart,”
Bach interrupts the cantus firmus (bars
48-50) and increases the number of
repetitions from ten to twelve. The mo-
tivation for this change can best be seen
as an attempt to create a connection
between the Old and New Testaments,
whose interpreters in the new Christian
congregations were the twelve Apostles.
And Bach will follow the same intention
to connect, through the symbolic com-
parison of the numbers ten and twelve,
the Mosaic Law and the teachings of Je-
sus again in the Eucharist part, the con-
clusion of the chorale prelude section of
the Clavieriibung I11.

It is well known that in the New Testa-
ment the Commandment of Love takes
on decisive significance: “Jesus answered
.. . you shall love the Lord your God
with “all your heart, and with all your
soul, and with all your mind, and with
all your strength™ (Mark 12:30). The
composer underlines the importance of
this commandment with the help of spe-
cial methods that are introduced at key
points. When the word Herz [Heart] ap-
pears in the chorale text, Bach highlights
it (in bars 46-47) with two groups of 16th
notes, and when the words lieben mich
[love me] appear in bars 51-52, he uses
the heterolepsis, a musical rhetorical fig-
ure that creates the effect of two being
united in one.” Thus the composer uses
musical means to portray the tangible
content of the text. FExample 6)

Numerology plays an especially impor-
tant role in the chorale prell)ude Dies sind
die heil’gen zehn Gebot’** The chorale
prelude é'-has 60 bars (corresponding to
the six days of creation). A pause first ap-
pears in the pedal after 37 notes, which
can be seen as the Labarum, or Chi-Ro
Christogram.™® The next pause comes
after 60 further notes (another apparent
reference to the creation of the cosmos).
The subsequent melodic structure of the
pedal line up to the pedalpoint in bar 29,
which creates the illusion of a reprise,
contains 47 notes. In the first bar, after
the pause (bar 21), we encounter a leap
of two octaves in the pedal, covering the
entire range of the pedal, which is very
unusual. (Example 7};

It is well known that Bach often re-
ferred to the Psalter, as did Luther in his
Catechism. Psalm 47:2 states: “For the
LORD, the Most High, is awesome, a
great king over all the earth.” The text
of the cantus firmus quoted at the point
of the two octave leap is: Kein Goétter
sollst du haben mehr [No other Gods
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shall you have]. Michael Radulescu sug-
gests that we should see the leap as an
original “musical comment” by the com-
poser, which, though hidden gehind the
abstract numerological symbolism, is to
be understood as a distinct statement: “I
am larger than life, I am your King.™"

The subsequent phrase in the pedal
contains 147 notes. When Luther in his
Catechism explains the meaning of the
Ten Commandments, he quotes Psalm
147:11: “But the LORD takes pleasure
in those who fear him, in those who hope
in his steadfast love.” By introducing tﬁe
number 147 into his chorale prelude Dies
sind die heil’gen zehn Gebot’, Bach is un-
derlining the actualit%; of the psalmist’s
words quoted by Luther for the theme
of the Decalogue.

The final notes of the cantus furmus in
the second tenor are accompanied by a
descending counterpoint in the first tenor,
beginning with a chromatic figura parrhe-
sia, which contains 12 notes (bars 57-60).
The last phrase in the pedal consists of 14
notes (BACH), which is preceded by two
short phrases of five notes each.

After all the above we can concur with
those experts who suggest that the basic
idea behind this work is love for the Cre-
ator.”® Additional confirmation for the
correctness of this view is the number
315, which is the sum of all notes in the
pedal. Albrecht Clement considers this
number to be the numerical expression
of the phrase Du sollt Gott, deinen Her-
ren, liepben. [Literally: “You should love
God, your Lord” as a direct rendering of
the Luther Bible’s translation of Mark
12:30.]7

Characteristically, Bach introduces
this summons in the title of Cantata 77,
whose opening chorus is built upon the
theme 0}1g the chorale prelude Dies sind
die heil’gen zehn Gebot’, viz.

Du sollt Gott deinen Herren lieben
24 +73+59+ 49 + 65 + 45 = 315

The manual fughetta on the chorale Dies
sind die heil’gen zehn Gebot’, written in
the form of a gigue, is also dominated by
the number 10, although it also contains
other interesting numerical allusions.

First of all, it is a four-voice fughetta
and the theme is presented ten times
(4x10 = 40). The same relationship can
be seen in the exposition of the fughet-
ta: ten bars of four dotted eighth notes
(10x4 = 40). The theme runs for ten
beats. Thus we see the same relationship
in the exposition: 10x4 = 40. The theme
in the second exposition is presented in
inversion and in a shortened form (six
beats). The relationship is correspond-
ingly 6x4 = 24. And finally, the last two
stretti quotations of the theme (bars
32-35) give us the relationship 8x2 = 16,
as the theme here is eight beats long. It
is not difficult to see that the addition of
24 and 16 results in the key number 40,
which is apparently a reference to the
Jewish people’s forty years of wandering
in the wilderness before being given the
stone tablets with the Decalogue.

The theme has a most interesting struc-
ture. It consists of two parts: the main
melody of the chorale emerging from a
repeated ostinato note and its leaps (six
beats), and stepwise motifs over a fifth
(four beats). (Example 8) Christoph Al-
brecht described the theme figuratively
as a musical picture of a “raised warn-
ing forefinger.”>* But numerology allows
us to find deeper connotation in it. The
second part of the theme contains 14
notes (BACH). One could consider this
as a mere coincidence, were it not that
we meet the melody with this numerical
symbol again at other central formative
points in this little piece.

This second part of the melody occurs
as a theme in its own right in the 41st
beat of the fughetta (J]SBACH), where it
fills out the eleventh bar at the junction
between the two expositions. Again, this
melody is consistently developed in the
14 bars that separate the two concludin
quotations of tﬁe theme from the secon
exposition. And we would finally add that
the number 14 is underlined by the sum
total of all the beats in this chorale pre-
lude: they all add up to 140.

Without a doubt it would be the very
height of negligence for a performer who
is looking for an authentic interpretation
to ignore the manifold recurrence in the
composition of the name of its creator.
The composer of the manual version of
Dies sind die heil’gen zehn Gebot™ obvi-
ously had definite reasons for weaving
his name again and again into the musi-
cal fabric 0% the work.
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Let us boldly assume that in this work
Bach wishes to embody the idea of the
divine Commandments as the corner-
stone of his own life. The tenfold repeat-
ed theme of the chorale Dies sind die
heil’gen zehn Gebot™ and the numerical
symbol 40 harbor the idea of the Com-
mandments. Their importance for Bach
personally is attested to by the compos-
er’s repeated use of the symbol 14. |

This article will be continued.
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