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ABSTRACT 

 In this study I examine the genesis and compositional purpose of Mendelssohn’s 

seven chorale cantatas which include Christe, du Lamm Gottes (1827); Jesu, meine 

Freude (1828); Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten (1829); O Haupt voll Blut und 

Wunden (1830); Vom Himmel hoch (1831); Wir Glauben all an einem Gott (1831); and 

Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh’ darein (1832). I also re-examine the widely held belief that 

Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas were juvenilia, functioning only as compositional 

exercises to better learn the style of J.S. Bach. My examination includes a stylistic 

analysis of each cantata that shows a direct deviation from an imitation of Bach’s musical 

syntax and form to a re-creation of the chorale cantata genre using nineteenth-century 

idioms. My approach to analysis is modeled after that of James Garratt, who has done a 

great deal of research on Mendelssohn’s psalm settings. These works, like the chorale 

cantatas, have also been criticized for being compositional exercises that imitate 

Palestrina’s musical syntax and form. Garratt believes that by using a literary method 

called translation theory, one can gain an unbiased assessment and evaluation of 

compositions that are based on pre-existent models.1 I have applied the tenets of 

translation theory as the foundation for my analysis to determine if the chorale cantatas 

were imitations of Bach’s model or re-creations of the genre. This approach provides, as 

Garratt states,  “a means of differentiating between the degree of affinity that links the 

works of Mendelssohn…and [his] models.”2   

                                                
1James Garratt, “Mendelssohn’s Babel:  Romanticism and the Poetics of 

Translation,” Music & Letters 80, no. 1 (February 1999): 34.   
2Ibid.  
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The stylistic analysis also illustrates how the chorale cantatas are exemplars of 

Mendelssohn’s compositional style. Unique characteristics such as Mendelssohn’s frank 

religious convictions; his perceptive and creative treatment of chorales; his understanding 

of Baroque forms and styles; and his remarkable contrapuntal prowess are all beautifully 

exemplified in the chorale cantatas. I conclude that instead of being regarded as archaic, 

compositional exercises, Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas can and should be viewed as 

seminal works in his sacred choral-orchestral output.  
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INTRODUCTION 

For more than a century, scholars have overlooked and, in some instances, 

omitted Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy’s (1809-1847) chorale cantatas from his 

compositional output. The cantatas have long been viewed as immature student works, in 

which Mendelssohn has imitated the musical syntax and form of J.S. Bach. As a result, 

the chorale cantatas have not received serious scholarship. The purpose of this study is to 

provide much needed research on this neglected portion of Mendelssohn’s sacred choral-

orchestral output.  

 In this study, I examine the genesis and compositional purpose of Mendelssohn’s 

seven chorale cantatas which include Christe, du Lamm Gottes (1827); Jesu, meine 

Freude (1828); Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten (1829); O Haupt voll Blut und 

Wunden (1830); Vom Himmel hoch (1831); Wir Glauben all an einem Gott (1831); and 

Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh’ darein (1832). These works share four commonalities:  

1) They are each scored for chorus and orchestra (some also use soloists and the 

orchestral forces vary); 2) The chorale tune on which the cantata is based is prominent 

throughout the majority of the movements, especially in the opening and closing 

movements; 3) Much of the subsidiary material is derived from the chorale melody;  

4) The texts are all Lutheran texts.3 These commonalities also fit the definition of chorale 

cantata provided in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, which is echoed 

by New Oxford Companion to Music and The Harvard Concise Dictionary of Music and 

Musicians: “A composition generally scored for a combination of voices and instruments 
                                                
 3Brian W. Pritchard, “Mendelssohn’s Chorale Cantatas: An Appraisal,” The 
Musical Quarterly 62, no. 1 (January 1976): 5.  
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and cast in several distinct and relatively independent sections or movements, two or 

more of which are based on the text (and usually also the melody) of a German chorale.”4  

There are no opus numbers assigned to Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas because they 

were not published in his lifetime. 

 In this study I exclude Mendelssohn’s cantata Verleih uns Frieden (1831). 

Although the work was written during the same time as the other chorale cantatas and 

was considered a cantata by Mendelssohn, it does not use a pre-existent chorale tune as 

the basis for the formal structure. Instead, Mendelssohn utilizes his own, freely composed 

melody to set the chorale text. Due to the lack of a pre-existent chorale tune, this work 

does not adhere to the aforementioned formal stylistic prerequisites. 

  Until recently, the majority of scholars on Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas have 

merely acknowledged their existence with little commentary. In fact, many of the 

researchers on Mendelssohn’s sacred output overlooks or omits the chorale cantatas. The 

Breitkopf & Härtel Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s Werke: Kritisch durchgesehene 

Ausgabe edited by Julius Rietz functions as a “compendium of all Mendelssohn’s works 

published both during his lifetime and posthumously up to 1874…” and does not include 

the chorale cantatas.5 Rudolph Werner briefly discusses five of the chorale cantatas in his 

1930 dissertation “Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy als Kirchenmusiker.” 6 He states that 

                                                
4 The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 2nd ed., s.v., “Chorale 

Cantata” by Robert L. Marshall. 
5 Julius Rietz, ed.,  Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s Werke: kritisch durchgesehene 

Ausgabe, in “Mendelssohn’s Chorale Cantatas: An Appraisal,” Brian W. Pritchard, The 
Musical Quarterly 62, no. 1 (January 1976): 1.  

6 Rudolph Werner, “Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy als Kirchenmusiker,” (Ph. D. 
diss., Universität Frankfurt am Main, 1930), 65-76. 
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there is evidence of a sixth cantata in A minor but wrongly assumed that it was Christe, 

du Lamm Gottes instead of Jesu, meine Freude. This led to inaccurate scholarship and 

much confusion about the total number of cantatas as well as when they were composed. 

In 1963, Eric Werner followed the scholarship of R. Werner and lists only five of the 

seven cantatas omitting Jesu, meine Freude and Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten in 

his monumental biography Mendelssohn: A New Image of the Composer and His Age.7 

This biography contains an important collection of primary documents that were not 

previously known to the public. In 1965, Robert Arnold Jordahl states that there were 

only five cantatas in his dissertation, “A Study of the Use of the Chorale in the Works of 

Mendelssohn, Brahms and Reger.” 8 In 1962, the manuscript of Jesu, meine Freude  was 

discovered and Oswald Jonas discusses the work in his 1968 article, “An Unknown 

Mendelssohn Work.”9 In 1974, Hans Christoph Worbs mentions the five cantatas in his 

book, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy in Selbstzeugnissen und Bilddokumenten, omitting 

Jesu, meine Freude and Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten.10 Finally, in January 1976, 

Brian W. Pritchard published an article in which he was the first to discuss the 

circumstances of composition and provide a cursory analysis of the musical structure of 

                                                
7Eric Werner, Mendelssohn:  A New Image of the Composer and His Age (New 

York:  The Free Press of Glencoe, 1963). 
8Robert Arnold Jordahl, “A Study of the Use of the Chorale in the Works of 

Mendelssohn, Brahms and Reger,” (Ph. D. diss., University of Rochester, 1965), 91-92. 
9Oswald Jonas, “An Unknown Mendelssohn Work,”  American Choral Review 9 

(1967): 16-22. 
10Hans Christoph Worbs, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy in Selbstzeugnissen und 

Bilddokumenten. Reinbek: Rowohlt (1974), 133-139.  
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the chorale cantatas.11 Pritchard dealt with only six of the seven cantatas, since a 

manuscript of Wer nur den lieben Gott lässt walten was not discovered until after his 

article was written. Although Pritchard’s article is incomplete, he is the first person to 

provide a critical apparatus for learning about the cantatas. The New Grove Dictionary of 

Music and Musicians (1980/81) lists only four of the seven chorale cantatas in the 

Mendelssohn entry and it does not include compositional dates. It also incorrectly lists 

Jesu, meine Freude as a double chorus work.12 In 1982, Willi Schulze was the first person 

to discuss all seven chorale cantatas after the discovery of Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt 

walten in 1975. Schulze’s article provides another introductory overview of the cantatas, 

acknowledging their existence in Mendelssohn’s output. In 1984, Robert Ben Chambers 

discusses six of the cantatas in his dissertation, “The Shorter Choral Works with Sacred 

Text of Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy.”  Chambers examines Mendelssohn’s smaller 

sacred pieces in light of the composer’s religious attitude, the general artistic climate of 

the early nineteenth century, and the environment in which Mendelssohn created his 

sacred music.13 A brief description and analysis of the overall structure of six of the seven 

cantatas is also provided. Much of his research is based on Pritchard’s article. Annmarie 

Closterman recognized all seven chorale cantatas in her research Mendelssohn Bartholdys 

                                                
11Brian W. Pritchard, “Mendelssohn’s Chorale Cantatas:  An Appraisal,”  The 

Musical Quarterly 62 (January 1976): 1-24. 
 12 Friedhelm Drummacher, “The German cantata to 1800” in The New Grove 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians (London, Macmillan 1980-1981, vol. 3), 702-713. 
 13 Robert Ben Chambers,  “The Shorter Choral Works with Sacred Text of Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy,” (DMA document, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary 
School of Church Music, 1984). 
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kirchenmusikalisches Schaffen: Neue Untersuchungen zu Geschichte, Form und Inhalt. 14 

However, she simply labels the works as Choralbearbeitungen or chorale 

arrangements/harmonizations. David Griggs-Janower discusses the cantatas in his 1991 

article “Mendelssohn’s Chorale Cantatas: A Well-Kept Secret.”15 This article provides a 

very brief description of all seven chorale cantatas in an attempt to bring awareness to the 

works.  

Finally, in 1991, Pietro Zappalà’s Le ‘Choralkantaten’ di Felix Mendelssohn-

Bartholdy provided the first thorough and source-critical overview of the entire corpus of 

Mendelssohn’s works. His study provides an extensive musicological survey on the 

origins of each cantata and of the autograph manuscripts, as well as all extant copies. He 

provides explanations of sources for each cantata and comparisons of various autographs 

and contemporary copies including critical reports and errata for the contemporary 

copies. He also provides a cursory analysis of the harmonic, melodic and formal structure 

of the individual cantatas. The study concludes with Zappalà’s own critical edition of the 

cantata, Wir Glauben all an einem Gott, complete with commentaries on the manuscripts, 

editorial principles and the English version of the text. The edition also includes a critical 

report. 

Zappalà’s work was soon followed with a second major study, Ulrich Wüster’s 

Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdys Choralkantaten:  Gestalt und Idee – Versuch einer 

                                                
 14 Annmarie Closterman, “Mendelssohn Bartholdys kirchenmusikalisches 
Schaffen: Neue Untersuchungen zu Geschichte, Form und Inhalt,” (Ph.D. diss., 
University of Köln, Mainz, Germany, 1989). 
 15 David Griggs-Janower, “Mendelssohn’s Chorale Cantatas:  A Well-Kept 
Secret,” Choral Journal 33/4 (November 1992): 31-33. 



  19 

historisch-kritischen Interpretation (1996). Wüster’s research provides a historical and 

critical interpretation of the chorale cantatas. Wüster explores possible reasons for 

composition and the possible functions of the cantatas that Mendelssohn perhaps had in 

mind at the time of composition. He also includes a theoretical analysis of each cantata.  

 Neither Zappalà or Wüster closely examines Bach’s influence or Mendelssohn’s 

progressive innovations. My study complements Zappalà’s and Wüster’s work by 

providing a stylistic analysis of the cantatas, illustrating the progressive, linear deviation 

from Mendelssohn’s imitation of Bach’s musical syntax and form in the first cantata to a 

revitalization and re-creation of the genre in the final cantata using nineteenth-century 

musical idioms. My approach to analysis is modeled after James Garratt, who has done 

considerable research on Mendelssohn’s psalm settings, which have been criticized for 

being compositional exercises that imitate Palestrina’s musical syntax and form. Garratt 

believes that by using a literary method called translation theory, one can gain an 

unbiased assessment and evaluation of compositions that are based on pre-existent 

models. I have applied the tenets of translation theory as the foundation for my analysis 

to determine if the chorale cantatas were imitations of Bach’s model or re-creations of the 

genre. This approach provides, as Garratt states, “a means of differentiating between the 

degree of affinity that links the works of Mendelssohn…and [his] models.”16 By 

analyzing the chorale cantatas as translating texts, we gain an unbiased evaluation of the 

works as “re-creative and transformative interpretations of the music [Mendelssohn] most 

                                                
 16 James Garratt, “Mendelssohn’s Babel:  Romanticism and the Poetics of 
Translation,” Music & Letters 80, no. 1 (February 1999): 34.  
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valued….”17 In many ways, this is one of the most original aspects of Mendelssohn’s 

creativity. This understanding not only changes the current perception of the value of this 

corpus of works but also it provides a sound foundation for proposed theories on 

Mendelssohn’s compositional purpose and the possible function he had intended for the 

chorale cantatas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
 17 Garratt, “Mendelssohn’s Babel,” 49.    
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CHAPTER 1:  MENDELSSOHN’S MUSICAL EDUCATION 

Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy was born in Hamburg, Germany on February 3, 

1809 into a very wealthy and highly cultured Jewish family. His grandfather, Moses 

Mendelssohn (1729-1786), was a renowned philosopher; his father, Abraham (1776-

1835), a highly successful banker; and his mother Lea (1777-1842), a knowledgeable 

amateur musician who oversaw the children’s education. On March 21, 1816, Abraham 

and Lea had their children Paul, Felix, Fanny and Rebecka, baptized into the Protestant 

Christian faith. Jewish conversions such as this were common due to the anti-Semitic 

issues that were prevalent in the nineteenth century. Georg Feder states, 

“[Mendelssohn’s] conversion was symptomatic of the Restoration period, which, not only 

in Prussia, ended certain freedoms granted to the Jews by Napoleon.”18 Abraham and Lea 

themselves converted in 1822. Most important to the Mendelssohn family was the 

education of their children. Mendelssohn’s parents engaged the finest teachers in 

Germany to serve as private tutors for their children. Central to the children’s education 

were art and music. Felix studied piano with Ludwig Berger, a former pupil of Clementi, 

and violin with Eduard Rietz, founder of the Berlin Philharmonic Society, and C.W. 

Henning, a court violinist. Felix’s work with these highly gifted instructors was enhanced 

further by the numerous musical trips he took as a child. In 1822, Mendelssohn took an 

extended trip to southern Germany and Switzerland. On this trip he met many prominent 

musicians and artists including Louis Spohr, Aloys Schmitt, Nicholas Schelble, and 

                                                
18 Georg Feder,   “On Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s Sacred Music,” in The 

Mendelssohn Companion, ed. Douglass Seaton, (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood 
Press, 2001), 264. 
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Ferdinand Hiller for whom he played his compositions. In 1824, Mendelssohn met music 

theorist and historian Adolph Bernhard Marx and Ignaz Moscheles, a close friend of 

Beethoven, in Berlin. Moscheles was exceptionally impressed with young Felix’s work. 

He states,  “I am quite aware that I am sitting next to a master, not a pupil…[Felix is] a 

solid substratum of study, and the rarest and most promising of natural gifts.”19 This 

began a longstanding friendship between Moscheles and Mendelssohn.  

In 1825, Mendelssohn traveled to Paris, where he became familiar with the church 

music of Cherubini (1760-1842), LeSueur (1778-1846), and Hummel (1778-1837). He 

continued on to London, where he became familiar with English church music through 

Thomas Attwood (1783-1859), a former student of Mozart. In 1830 while in Rome, he 

studied many works by Palestrina (c. 1525/26 – 1594) at the home of the Prussian 

Minister Christian Karl Josias Bunsen (1791-1860).20 On this same trip, Mendelssohn 

also met with Rossini (1792-1868), Meyerbeer (1791-1864) and Liszt (1811-1886). 

Mendelssohn ardently absorbed their gifts and their influence remained in Mendelssohn’s 

creative musical output throughout his life. However, Felix’s most influential mentor was 

his composition teacher, Karl Friedrich Zelter (1758-1832), a composer and the 

conductor of the Berlin Singakademie.  

Zelter, a staunch advocate for early music, imparted his profound knowledge of 

J.S. Bach to his young student. His compositional studies included rigorous exercises in 

eighteenth-century harmony and counterpoint with special emphasis on the chorales of 
                                                

19Felix Moscheles, ed., Letters of Felix Mendelssohn to Ignaz and Charlotte 
Moscheles, (Boston: Tickner and Company, 1888; reprint ed., Freeport, New York:  
Books for Libraries Press, 1970), 1, 13.  

20Feder, Sacred Music, 266. 
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J.S. Bach. Under Zelter’s tutelage, Mendelssohn was required to work extensively with 

chorales. Zelter had Mendelssohn harmonize a given cantus firmus, then Mendelssohn 

was asked to embellish his setting. Zelter then had him experiment with a migrating 

cantus firmus, and finally Mendelssohn was given sacred texts to set with original four-

part chorales.21 Between October of 1819 and the early part of 1820, Mendelssohn 

completed harmonizations of thirty-three different chorales. Some of the chorale 

melodies were traditional while others were freely composed by Mendelssohn. R. Larry 

Todd states, “such a systematic study doubtless served as preparation for the composer’s 

later experiments with chorales…”22 These exercises became the educational and 

compositional foundation for Mendelssohn’s forthcoming chorale cantatas. 

The respected Mendelssohn scholar, Eric Werner, states, “[Zelter’s] teaching was 

of a standard that towered above the general level of musical education in an era whose 

taste left much to be desired.”23 Zelter also encouraged Felix to begin attending Friday 

rehearsals of the Berlin Singakademie, a singing society founded in 1791 by Carl 

Friedrich Christian Fasch. The mission of this organization was the “conservation and 

revival of thorough artistic connoisseurship through practical exercises of church or 

sacred music and the most closely related serious vocal music, especially of songs in 

                                                
 21For a more detailed discussion of this process see R. Larry Todd, Mendelssohn’s 
Musical Education:  A Study and Edition of His Exercises in Composition (London:  
Cambridge University Press, 1983). 
 22R. Larry Todd, preface to O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, by Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (Madison: A-R Editions, Inc., 1981), vii.   
 23Eric Werner, Mendelssohn:  A New Image of the Composer and His Age (New 
York:  The Free Press of Glencoe, 1963), 16.  
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learned style.”24 Because the Singakademie was dedicated to the performance of early 

music, Mendelssohn gained an extensive amount of knowledge about the works of the 

finest early music composers including Antonio Lotti (c. 1667-1740), Johann Gottlieb 

Naumann (1741-1801), Johann Friedrich Reichardt (1752-1814), Francesco Durante 

(1684-1755), Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (c. 1525/26-1594), Wolfgang Amadeus 

Mozart (1756-1791), George Frideric Handel (1685-1759), and J.S. Bach (1685-1750). 

Mendelssohn was active with this organization from 1819 to 1829. During these ten 

years, he served first as an alto, then as a tenor, piano accompanist, and finally, as the 

assistant conductor. The repertoire of the Singakademie had a profound impact on Felix. 

Eric Werner states:  

…the experience which he [Mendelssohn] had gathered…in his constant 
association with choral institutions is most tellingly reflected in his compositions 
for chorus. It has been said that after Handel nobody knew more about the 
technique of writing for chorus than Mendelssohn. This may be an exaggeration 
but if it is one, it comes close to actual truth.25   
 

The Singakademie also provided Mendelssohn with a thorough understanding of a vast 

corpus of sacred choral repertoire ranging from the polyphonic music of the Renaissance 

to the great works of the German Baroque and the Classical eras as well as some of the 

most highly regarded contemporary works of the early nineteenth century. 

Perhaps the most important aspect of his connection with Zelter and the 

Singakademie was Mendelssohn’s access to their extensive private libraries. The holdings 

of these libraries contained many rare manuscripts of the great composers, including a 

                                                
 24Feder, Sacred Music, 265.  
 25Eric Werner, “Mendelssohn’s Choral Music,” American Choral Review 7 
(1964): 1. 
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wealth of J.S. Bach manuscripts. Zelter encouraged Mendelssohn to study and copy these 

scores. This is most likely where Mendelssohn’s thorough knowledge of Bach’s musical 

syntax and form materialized.26  

Although many described Zelter as being “rather blunt and sometimes coarse in 

conversation,” he was well-respected by every facet of society and counted among his 

friends prominent artists, poets, and philosophers such as Hegel (1770-1831), Varnhagen 

van Ense (1785-1858), Schiller (1759-1805), and his close friend, Goethe (1749-1832).27 

In 1821, Zelter brought Felix, who was then twelve years old, to Weimar where he 

introduced him to Goethe. At Goethe’s request, Mendelssohn performed a variety of 

piano works by Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, and even some original compositions. Goethe 

was greatly impressed with Felix’s extraordinary talent and became one of 

Mendelssohn’s most loyal advocates until Goethe’s death in 1832. 

Another important aspect of Mendelssohn’s education was the well-known 

Sonntagsmusiken or Sunday afternoon performances that took place at the Mendelssohn 

household. Each week, the cultural elite of Berlin met at Mendelssohn’s home to perform 

and discuss the fine arts. Both Felix and his sister, Fanny, often performed at this weekly 
                                                

26According to Pietro Zappalà and Georg Schünemann, it is believed that 
Mendelssohn had access to the following works of J.S. Bach:  BWV 225, 226, 227, 228, 
229 (motets), 45, 56, 57, 86, 87, 101, 102, 105, 163, 168, 212 (cantatas), 232 (B Minor 
Mass), 233 (F major mass), 234 (A major mass), and 244, 245 (St. Matthew and St. John 
Passion). See Georg Schünemann, Die Bachpflege der Berliner Singakademie, Bach-
Jahrbuch 1928, (Leipzig: Breitkopf & Härtel, 1929, reprint, New York: Johnson Reprint 
Corporation, 1967), 141; Pietro Zappalà, Le ‘Choralkantaten’ di Felix Mendelssohn-
Bartholdy, Collezioni di tesi Universitarie, Serie IV, 2,  (Venice: Fondanzione Levi, 
1991), 48.  

27Robert Ben Chambers,  “The Shorter Choral Works with Sacred Text of Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy,” (DMA document, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary 
School of Church Music, 1984), 32. 
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gathering. Nearly every famous musician, artist, or philosopher at some point frequented 

the Mendelssohn residence to perform or discuss art and music. Abraham and Lea 

encouraged the Mendelssohn children to openly participate in these gatherings, often 

performing their own original compositions. In all regards, the Mendelssohn house 

became the cultural epicenter of Berlin and allowed Felix to meet and befriend some of 

the most influential and renowned artists of his day. These relationships resulted in a 

variety of invitations to visit and perform throughout Europe. They also cemented a 

sound compositional foundation in a prodigious young composer.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  27 

CHAPTER 2:  THE GENESIS OF THE CHORALE CANTATAS 

Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas were written between 1827 and 1832. This time 

coincides with his grand tour, a twenty-five-month excursion of traveling throughout 

Europe. Fortunately, this is well documented in letters, diaries and drawings. These 

sources provide crucial primary documents that discuss the chorale cantatas.  

It is odd to have an early nineteenth-century composer writing chorale cantatas 

since the genre was viewed as outdated and archaic. Why, then, did Mendelssohn begin 

writing in this style? The impetus stemmed from Mendelssohn’s exposure to early music, 

specifically J.S. Bach’s cantatas. Zelter had a sizeable collection of Bach manuscripts that 

Mendelssohn studied extensively. Mendelssohn had also received exclusive rights to 

examine the music collection of W.F. Bach (1710-1784) held by K.P.H. Pistor (dates 

unknown), an astronomer and avid music lover. He asked Felix to sort through and 

organize the manuscripts, which contained, much to Mendelssohn’s delight, thirteen 

cantatas of J.S. Bach. Pistor and Mendelssohn became very close friends. As a token of 

Pistor’s appreciation, he presented Mendelssohn with a priceless gift, the autograph score 

of J.S. Bach’s Cantata 133, Ich freue mich in Dir. The availability of Bach’s music in 

Pistor’s and Zelter’s extensive libraries provided an invaluable resource for the young 

Mendelssohn.  

 Another motivation to compose in J.S. Bach’s style was provided by a gift that 

Mendelssohn received from his grandmother, Bella Salomon. She presented her grandson 

with a copy of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, BWV 244 as a Christmas gift in 1823. Felix 

studied this score extensively over the next four years. He began to persuade Zelter that a 
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performance of this monumental work needed to take place with the Singakademie. After 

much debate, Zelter finally agreed to allow Mendelssohn to perform St. Matthew 

Passion. Felix began rehearsing the work at his home in 1827. Shortly after commencing 

rehearsals, Mendelssohn began composing his first chorale cantata, Christe, du Lamm 

Gottes. He completed the work in Berlin in December of 1827 and presented the work to 

his sister as a Christmas gift. In a letter, Fanny comments on the cantata stating, “For me 

he has written something of a different nature, a four-part chorus with a small orchestra 

on the chorale, ‘Christe, du Lamm Gottes.’ I have played it several times today and it is 

most beautiful.”28 This “quiet and idyllic” work is Mendelssohn’s most intimate chorale 

cantata and greatly bears the mark of J.S. Bach.29 The autograph copy is housed at the 

Deutsche Staatsbibliothek in Berlin, shelf-mark Mus. ms. autogr. Mendelssohn 21. 

Soon after completing Christe, du Lamm Gottes, Mendelssohn began to compose 

another cantata, Jesu, meine Freude. On the last page of the manuscript, Mendelssohn 

inscribed “Berlin, d. 22 Jan. 1828”. Jesu, meine Freude is nearly identical in construction 

to Christe, du Lamm Gottes and also bears the same relationship to the music of J.S. 

Bach. However, this time the model was most likely Bach’s motet Jesu, meine Freude, 

BWV 227 since Zelter frequently performed the work with the Singakademie. 

Mendelssohn placed the inscription “H.D.m.,” or “Hilf du mir” [“may Thou help me”] in 

the score. This imitates Bach’s practice of writing “J.J.,” or “Jesu Juva,” [“Help Lord 

Jesus”] and “S.D.G.,” or “Soli deo Gloria” [“to God alone the glory”] on his manuscripts. 

                                                
 28Sebastian Hensel, The Mendelssohn Family From Letters and Journals, trans. 
Karl Klingemann, 2nd rev. ed, vol. 1 (New York: Harper and Brothers, 1882), 151.  
 29Werner, Image, 128.  
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The manuscript of Jesu, meine Freude was presumed lost for many years. In fact, many 

scholars did not realize the work existed and, in turn, did not recognize it as being part of 

Mendelssohn’s output until the autograph score was rediscovered at an auction sale in 

Marburg, Germany in 1962.30 The autograph manuscript is currently housed in the 

Newberry Library-Chicago, shelf-mark MS VM 2.1 M 537. 

In the early months of 1829, Mendelssohn began the final preparations for the 

historic performance of Bach’s St. Matthew Passion. On March 11, 1829 the performance 

took place and was exceptionally well received. The importance of Mendelssohn’s 

revival of this work cannot be over-emphasized. William Little states:  

Literally and metaphorically, that landmark performance signaled the beginning 
of the Bach revival that subsequently spread throughout the world and continues 
today. Historically, it represented the crowning achievement of Mendelssohn’s 
youth, and it provided critical impetus for his future development, both as artist 
and composer.31   
 
Surrounding the time of the final preparations of St. Matthew Passion, 

Mendelssohn, amazingly enough, found time to write his third chorale cantata, Wer nur 

den lieben Gott läßt walten. Similar to Jesu, meine Freude, the autograph manuscript of 

this work was lost. R. Larry Todd places the date of composition during the early months 

of 1829. There is record that Mendelssohn brought Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten 

to England on April 10, 1829 with the hope of having it performed at the Birmingham 

                                                
 30See Oswald Jonas’ article “An Unknown Mendelssohn Work,” American 
Choral Review 9 (1967): 16-22 for an in-depth discussion of the lost manuscript. 
 31Wm. A. Little,  “Mendelssohn and the Berlin Singakademie:  The Composer at 
the Crossroads,” in Mendelssohn and His World, ed. R. Larry Todd (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1991), 67. 
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Festival, but no performance of it occurred.32 While in England, Mendelssohn apparently 

showed the cantata to Ignaz Moscheles and Karl Klingemann since both men mention the 

work in their letters. Klingemann refers to the work as “pale and almost sentimental,” but 

it appears Mendelssohn thought differently.33 In a letter to Franz Hauser, a singer and 

avid Bach admirer, dated March 16, 1834, Mendelssohn thanks Hauser for sending a 

copy of J.S. Bach’s cantata BWV 93, in which he set the same text. Mendelssohn had 

apparently not seen or studied Bach’s cantata stating:  

Then I had to read through the whole of Bach’s ‘Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt 
walten’ at once, for I did not know it at all, although I had myself set the same 
text, and just think, particular passages in my work still seem to be quite good, 
indeed even better than before (though others again of course do not), and in some 
I even seem to be quite close to old Sebastian. Isn’t that a source of joy?  But 
don’t you show this to anyone in Leipzig, for they would put me on a spit…34 
 

In July of 1829, Mendelssohn gave a copy of the manuscript as a gift to his friend Charles 

Neate, however, no dated copy of the autograph manuscript survives today. 35  In the 

1960s, a manuscript copy of Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten was discovered in the 

Landes- and Hochschulbibliothek-Darmstadt, in the estate of Franz Hauser. According to 

Oswald Bill, the copy appears to be well checked and corrected by a well-informed 

person, possibly even Mendelssohn himself.36 Thomas Christian Schmidt states “it may 

be assumed that Hauser had this copy made from the autograph score either during one of 
                                                
 32R. Larry Todd, Mendelssohn: A Life in Music (New York:  Oxford University 
Press, Inc., 2003), 210.  
 33Ibid.  
 34Susanna Großmann-Vendrey, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy und die Musik der 
Vergangenheit (Regensburg, 1969), 211.  
 35Thomas Christian Schmidt, foreword to Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, by 
Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1996), V.  
 36Oswald Bill, preface to Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, by Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (Kassel: Bärenreiter-Verlag, 1976), 3.  
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his visits to Berlin, or during one of Mendelssohn’s visits to Munich (1830 and 1831, 

respectively).”37 The manuscript copy continues to be housed in the Landes- and 

Hochschulbibliothek-Darmstadt, shelf-mark Mus. Ms. 1519b. 

In the spring of 1830, Mendelssohn embarked upon a grand tour of Italy with 

Rome as his final destination. On this trip, Mendelssohn stayed in Vienna from the 

middle of August until the second part of September. It was during this period that he 

composed his fourth cantata based on the chorale O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden. This is 

the same chorale Bach uses no less than five times in St. Matthew Passion, which served 

as an obvious inspiration for Mendelssohn’s cantata. Another inspiration for the work is 

C.H. Graun’s Der Tod Jesu (1755), a passion oratorio that was highly regarded as one of 

the most popular sacred compositions in Berlin during the first part of the nineteenth 

century.38 Todd points out that “Mendelssohn would have had ample opportunity to study 

this music; further…in November 1830, less than two months after he had completed his 

own chorale cantata on the subject, Mendelssohn attended a performance of Graun’s 

work in Rome.”39 Zelter often performed this work with the Singakademie, customarily 

on Good Friday of each year. This tradition continued many years after Zelter’s death.  

Further inspiration was provided during the last week of July 1830. While 

Mendelssohn was traveling to Vienna, Adolf Bernhard Marx, a composer, music critic 

                                                
 37Schmidt, foreword to Wer nur den lieben…, VI.  
 38R. Larry Todd, “A Passion Cantata by Mendelssohn,” American Choral Review 
25, no. 1 (January 1983):  5. See also Carl Heinrich Graun, Der Tod Jesu, ed. Howard 
Serwer, Collegium Musicum: Yale University, Second Series, vol. V (Madison, Wis.: A-
R Editions, Inc., 1975) for further history on Graun’s work and Zelter’s relationship to 
with the piece. 
 39Ibid. 
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and theorist, joined Felix on an excursion to the Bavarian Alps. In Oberammergau the 

two friends attended a passion play. This, coupled with the successful St. Matthew 

Passion revival and Mendelssohn’s exposure to Graun’s Der Tod Jesu, undoubtedly 

inspired Mendelssohn to base his fourth cantata on the O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden 

chorale tune.  

R. Larry Todd, however, states an immediate inspiration for the work was a 

painting that Mendelssohn viewed in Munich. Mendelssohn comments on this experience 

in a letter to his sister Rebecka, dated August 22, 1830. He writes:  

It is early Sunday morning and I have just composed the beginning of a very 
grave little church piece on the chorale ‘O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden.’  If you 
are interested, as I think you will be, I will send the gloomy thing and you can 
have it sung wherever and however you wish, but it is quite lugubrious. You 
should go to an art dealer on the Unter den Linden and see the copper engraving 
of a Spanish painting by Francisco Zurbaran. It has hung there for some time and 
portrays John, who accompanies Mary homeward from the crucifixion. I saw the 
original in Munich and I think it is one of the most profound paintings I have ever 
seen.40 
   

Recent scholarship has now shown that none of the art galleries in Munich were showing 

any paintings by Zurbarán, however, there was a painting by Antonio del Castillo that 

matches Mendelssohn’s description perfectly. Regardless, Castillo’s artwork was 

exceptionally moving to Mendelssohn both emotionally and spiritually. It served as a 

conduit for catharsis during a time when Mendelssohn was struggling with the Viennese 

environment. In a letter to Zelter on October 16, 1830, Mendelssohn writes:  

In Vienna I completed two short sacred works: a chorale in three movements for 
chorus and orchestra [‘O Haupt voll blut und Wunden’] and an ‘Ave Maria’ for 8-

                                                
 40R. Larry Todd, preface to O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, by Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (Madison: A-R Editions, Inc., 1981), viii.  
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part unaccompanied chorus. The people around me were so terribly dissolute and 
useless that I felt very religious and seemed like a theologian among them.41   

 
In a different letter to Zelter, Mendelssohn comments further on the Viennese culture, “I 

do not believe that there is any other place where one loses naïve faith in names more 

than here, just as, on the other hand, there is no place that one can feel more respect and 

reverence for what has already been achieved.”42 O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden was 

completed on September 12, 1830. On the manuscript, Mendelssohn provides another 

inscription. This time it is the initials “L.e.g.G.” or “Lass es gelingen, Gott”  [“Let it 

succeed, God”]. The autograph manuscript and primary source is housed at the Hessische 

landes- un Hochschulbibliothek in Darmstadt, shelf-mark Mus. ms-1447. There are also 

two manuscript copies of the cantata. One is in the West Berlin Staatsbibliothek 

Preußischer Kulturbesitz (N. Mus. ms. 119) and the other is in the Frankfurt Stadt- und 

Universitätsbibliothek (M., Mus. Hs. 194). There is a note on the title page of the West 

Berlin manuscript copy, which states that a posthumous performance of the cantata took 

place “Am 4ten Nov. 1853 im Leipziger Conservatorium beÿ der Erinnerungs Feÿer 

Mendelssohns Sterbetages (1847) aufgeführt” [“On Nov. 4, 1853, in the Leipzig 

Conservatory, in remembrance of Mendelssohn’s death (1847)”].  Scholars believe the 

writing to be that of Ignaz Moscheles whose signature appears in the lower right corner 

of the manuscript. There is also another manuscript copy with a piano reduction prepared 

by the composer for his sister, Fanny, but it is lost.  

                                                
 41Oswald Bill, preface to O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, by Felix Mendelssohn-
Bartholdy (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1980), 4. 
 42Ibid.  
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While in Vienna, Mendelssohn met with Franz Hauser, who generously permitted 

Felix to investigate his Bach collection. Hauser was working on a catalogue of Bach’s 

works and Mendelssohn became an active and interested assistant to Hauser.43 When 

Mendelssohn departed Vienna for Rome, Hauser gave Felix a Lutherishes Liedbüchlein 

(Little Lutheran Hymnal) as a parting gift in thanks for assisting him and for visiting 

about Bach’s works. Felix quickly copied several of the melodies and set five during the 

next two years. These chorale melodies consisted of Aus tiefer Noth, Vom Himmel hoch, 

Mitten wir im Leben sind, Wir glauben all’ an einen Gott, and Ach Gott, vom Himmel 

sieh’ darein.44 Mendelssohn’s passion and love of Luther’s sacred poems is very 

apparent. In a letter to Zelter dated October 16, 1830, Mendelssohn adds to the lists of 

chorales he wanted to set, stating: 

Before I left Vienna, a friend of mine made me a present of Luther’s hymns, and 
on reading them over I was again much struck by their power, and I intend to set 
several of them this winter. In pursuance of this plan I have nearly completed here 
the chorale “Aus tiefer Noth” for four voices a cappella; and the Christmas hymn 
“Vom Himmel hoch” is already in my head. I also propose then to start 
composing the following: “Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh’ darein,” “Wir glauben 
all’ an einen Gott,” “Verleih uns Frieden,” “Mitten wir im Leben sind,” and, 
finally, “Ein’ feste Burg,” – all of these for chorus and orchestra…I finished two 
little sacred pieces in Vienna – a chorale in three movements for chorus and 
orchestra (“O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden”) and an Ave Maria [Op. 23, No. 2] 
for a choir of eight voices a cappella.45   
 

Mendelssohn’s enthusiasm for the hymnbook and Luther’s chorales is echoed in another 

letter to Klingemann dated January 2, 1831. Mendelssohn writes: 

                                                
 43Schmidt, foreword to Wer nur den lieben…, VI.  
 44Todd, Mendelssohn, 233.  
 45Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 5. See also Paul Mendelssohn Bartholdy, ed., Letters 
from Italy and Switzerland, trans. Lady Wallace (New York: C.H. Ditson & Co., 1860), 
38-39.  
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The way in which every one of Luther’s words calls for music, with progress, 
animation and growth everywhere, is utterly splendid, and I am composing the 
music very fluently here in Rome. I visualize the monastery where he lived and 
where he became aware of the mad antics of those in authority…I beg you to read 
it, or if you cannot get hold of this publication, then look up the following in a 
hymn book: ‘Mitten wir im Leben sind’ or ‘Aus tiefer Not’ or ‘Vom Himmel 
hoch, da komm ich her’, ‘Ach, gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein’, ‘Wir Glauben all’ 
an einem Gott’ – in short, all of them.46   
 

Hence, it was Hauser’s gift that provided the impetus for the final three chorale cantatas, 

Vom Himmel hoch, Wir Glauben all an einem Gott and Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh’ 

darein. 

 Mendelssohn arrived in Rome on November 1, 1830 and remained there 

throughout the winter. Rome proved to be a more pleasant place than Vienna for 

Mendelssohn due to his improved health and the warmer weather. This, in turn, 

tremendously influenced his creative output. In a letter to Fanny dated November 8, 

1830, Felix states: 

I feel happier and in better health than for a long time past, and so enjoy working 
now that I will probably do far more here than I had intended, because I am 
already well advanced in work. If God grants me continuation of this sense of 
wellbeing I can look forward to a most enjoyable winter of abundance.47 
 

Mendelssohn’s “abundant” winter resulted in the completion of Vom Himmel hoch on  

                                                
46Karen Lehmann, preface to Vom Himmel hoch, by Felix Mendelssohn-

Bartholdy, trans. John Coombs (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1985), 4; Felix Mendelssohn-
Bartholdys Briefwechsel mit legationsrat Karl Klingemann in London, ed. Karl 
Klingemann, (Essen, 1909), 86; Rudolf Elvers, ed. Felix Mendelssohn:  A Life in Letters, 
(New York:  Fromm International Publishing Corporation, 1986), 4-8.  
 47Lehmann, preface to Vom Himmel hoch, 4; Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy,  
Briefe einer Reise durch Deutschland, Italien und die Schweiz und Lebensbild,  ed. Peter 
Sutermeister, (Zürich: M. Niehans, 1958), 62.  
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January 28, 1831. Soon after Mendelssohn finished this cantata, he wrote a note to 

Hauser, thanking him for his gift, stating: 

Once again you have sent me a heavenly chorale by Bach…the B minor Overture 
[Op. 26] was finished some time ago, since then Luther’s Christmas Hymn ‘Vom 
Himmel hoch’ has been completed, and I am now in the middle of his ‘Wir 
glauben all an einen Gott’, which I am composing as 3 great fugues; there will 
also be the little hymn ‘Verleih uns Frieden,’ set as a canon with cello and 
basses.48 
 

The autograph manuscript copy of Vom Himmel hoch is housed at the Deutsche 

Staatsbibliothek in Berlin, shelf-mark Mus. ms. autogr. Mendelssohn 21. 

 After completion of Vom Himmel hoch, Mendelssohn’s compositional output 

grew with a setting of the chorale Wir Glauben all an einem Gott. This text and chorale 

tune were authorized by Luther to replace the creed in the Lutheran service. It was sung 

in the Lutheran liturgy up until the time of J.S. Bach.49 Mendelssohn had actually begun 

composing this cantata in December of 1830, predating the compositional start of Vom 

Himmel hoch by two weeks. In a humorous letter to Fanny dated December 20-21, 1830, 

Felix writes: 

This the shortest day is gloomy, as might have been anticipated; so today one 
must think of fugues, chorales, balls, and the like…I cannot compose a real song 
here…But I am writing a grand fugue, “Wir Glauben all,” and sing it to myself in 
such a fashion that my friend the captain rushes downstairs in alarm, puts in his  
head, and asks what I want? I answer – a countertheme.50  
 

                                                
 48Ibid.; Susanna Großmann-Vendrey, Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy und di Musik der 
Vergangenheit, (Regensburg:  Bosse, 1969), 207. 
 49Willi Schulze, preface to Wir glauben all an einem Gott, by Felix Mendelssohn-
Bartholdy, trans. Stefan Schulze (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1980), 3.  
 50Paul Mendelssohn Bartholdy, ed., Reisebriefe von Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy aus 
den Jahren 1830 bis 1832, 2nd ed. (Leipzig, 1862), 88. See also Paul Mendelssohn Bartholdy, ed., 
Letters from Italy and Switzerland, trans. Lady Wallace (London, 1862), 89-90.  
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Mendelssohn’s work on Wir Glauben all was interrupted by the composition of 

another chorale cantata, Vom Himmel hoch. Mendelssohn began to work on Wir Glauben 

all again in February of 1831. The composition of the work, however, was once again 

interrupted by Mendelssohn’s “little hymn” Verleih uns Frieden. Once he had completed 

that work, Mendelssohn soon completed Wir Glauben all. Although the work never quite 

developed into the “three great fugues” he had previously described, the through-

composed, single movement cantata was completed on March 8, 1831.51 The autographed 

manuscript is not extant, however, a manuscript copy is housed in the Frankfurt Stadt- 

und Universitätsbibliothek, shelf-mark M., Mus. Hs. 194. 

  In the spring of 1831, Mendelssohn left Rome and slowly traveled to Paris via 

Naples, Milan, Switzerland, Munich, and Frankfurt. He spent several weeks in Frankfurt 

where he renewed his acquaintance with Johann Nepomuk Schelble (1789-1837), the 

founder of the General German Society of St. Cecilia in Frankfurt (Caecilienverein). The 

Caecilienverein was an ensemble similar to that of the Berlin Singakademie. Schelble 

was among Mendelssohn’s circle of friends who were interested in early music; he 

continually encouraged Felix to compose more works in Baroque and Renaissance styles. 

As a result, Mendelssohn dedicated many of his sacred choral works to Schelble in hopes 

of having his compositions performed by Schelble’s ensemble. Consequently, it was in 

Frankfurt that Mendelssohn received the commission from Schelble to compose a large 

oratorio for the Caecilienverein. The result of this commission was Mendelssohn’s 

oratorio St. Paul. This commission came about just as Mendelssohn began to compose 
                                                
 51This completion date is taken from the manuscript copy housed in the Margaret 
Deneke Mendelssohn Collection in Oxford. 
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what would become his final chorale cantata, Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh’ darein. There 

is no documentation regarding Mendelssohn’s compositional work on this cantata in his 

Italian letters, but it is known that Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh’ darein was inspired by 

Hauser’s Lutheran hymnal. Mendelssohn referred to the hymnal’s inclusion of the 

chorale tune in a letter to Hauser. It is assumed that Mendelssohn composed and 

completed this cantata in Paris on his return from Rome. The manuscript provides the 

date April 5, 1832 and is dedicated to Schelble and the Frankfurt Caecilienverein. During 

the preceding months, Mendelssohn was completing his work on the cantata Die Erste 

Walpurgisnacht, Op. 60 and Symphony No. 4 in A Major (Italian Symphony), Op. 90. The 

autograph manuscript of Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh’ darein is housed in the Frankfurt 

Stadt- und Universitätsbibliothek, shelf-mark M., Mus. Hs. 197. A copy manuscript is 

housed in the Deutsche Staatsbibliothek in Berlin (Mus. ms. autogr. Mendelssohn 21).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  39 

CHAPTER 3:  IMITATIVE EXERCISES OR RE-CREATIONS OF THE GENRE? 

For years, many scholars have criticized and dismissed Mendelssohn’s chorale 

cantatas because they were viewed as imitations of archaic compositional styles and 

composers. This was a negative critique that he fought throughout his lifetime. Heinrich 

Heine (1797-1856), a poet, essayist and contemporary of Mendelssohn, continually 

attacked Mendelssohn’s compositions, calling them “obtrusive imitation of classical 

patterns…slavishly copying Handel or Sebastian Bach…”52 Although Heine’s criticism 

can be viewed as being motivated by non-musical prejudices, these criticisms were 

echoed by some of Mendelssohn’s closest friends, family and mentors. Mendelssohn’s 

primary mentor, Karl Friedrich Zelter expressed some concern to Mendelssohn about the 

unusually large number of sacred compositions he had been writing. Zelter states that 

being “guided by a predilection for one of the great masters may result in a large quantity 

of unoriginal imitation of outdated sacred music.”53 Edward Devrient, an actor, singer and 

close friend of Mendelssohn, bolstered Zelter’s criticism in a letter dating from early 

1831. In this letter, Devrient criticizes Mendelssohn by quoting a passage from Schiller’s 

Don Carlos stating, “Twenty-two years old and nothing done for immortality…one does 

                                                
 52Georg Feder, “On Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy’s Sacred Music,” trans. Monika 
Hennemann in The Mendelssohn Companion, ed. Douglass Seaton (Westport, 
Connecticut:  Greenwood Press, 2001), 262; Heinrich Heine, “Lutetia. Reports on 
Politics, Art, and Popular Life”, Part 2, Report No. 43, extracted in “Heinrich Heine on 
Mendelssohn”, ed. Leon Botstein, trans. Susan Gillespie, Mendelssohn and his World, ed. 
R. Larry Todd, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 359. 
 53Oswald Bill, preface to O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, by Felix Mendelssohn-
Bartholdy (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1980), 4.  
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not become famous with Psalms and chorales, even though they resembled Bach’s.”54 

Richard Wagner continued the criticisms after Mendelssohn’s death calling the 

symphony Lobgesang a “stupid naiveté” which is a mere imitation of Beethoven’s Ninth 

Symphony.55 Unfortunately, these criticisms continue today. The noted scholar, Philip 

Radcliffe, states, “Mendelssohn’s eager study of Bach’s music is constantly in evidence.  

Despite the contrapuntal mastery and impressive individual movements…they breathe 

too much eighteenth-century air to be regarded as significant works.”56 R. Larry Todd 

further amplifies this point, stating that the cantatas are compositional exercises, and 

labels them as “private student works, the fruits of Mendelssohn’s devotion to the music 

of J. S. Bach.”57 Todd goes on to state, “[The] church cantatas were probably intended by 

Mendelssohn as a means to acquire further experience with the contrapuntal choral 

idiom, and to assimilate for his own study elements of Bach’s style.”58  

 I contend these criticisms and judgments are inaccurate. It is true that aspects of 

the cantatas bear resemblance to Bachian prototypes. It is common knowledge that 

Mendelssohn used the great masters as stylistic models for his work. His appreciation for 

Bach’s work is especially evident in the early chorale cantatas, Christe du Lamm Gottes 

                                                
 54Brian W. Pritchard, “Mendelssohn’s Chorale Cantatas:  An Appraisal,”  The 
Musical Quarterly 62 (January 1976): 10; Eduard Devrient, My Recollections of Felix 
Mendelssohn Bartholdy and His Letters to Me,  trans. Natalia Macfarren (London, 1869; 
repr. ed., New York: Vienna House, 1972).  
 55Feder, “Sacred Music,” 262.  
 56Philip Radcliffe, Mendelssohn, The Master Musicians, ed. Stanley Sadie, Third 
edition revised by Peter Ward Jones (London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1990; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2000): 129.  
 57R. Larry Todd, “A Passion Cantata by Mendelssohn,” American Choral Review 
25, no. 1 (January 1983): 3.  
 58Ibid., 4.  
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and Jesu, meine Freude. However, it is inaccurate to call them student works that 

“slavishly” copy the music of J.S. Bach.  

  First, one need only look to Mendelssohn’s compositional output to note that he 

had composed some of his most famous works before he had begun composing the 

cantatas. In 1825, Mendelssohn completed the famous Octet, Op. 20. According to many 

scholars, this marks the beginning of his mature writing even though he was only sixteen 

years old. Robert Chambers notes, “The…Octet for strings is no longer a student work, 

but a work of art, mature and wholly Mendelssohn’s own. With it Felix enters his 

adulthood as a composer.”59 In August of 1826, Mendelssohn completed yet another one 

of his most well known and highly regarded orchestral works, the overture to A 

Midsummer Night’s Dream, Op. 21. It was after these two defining compositions that 

Mendelssohn began writing his chorale cantatas, fully developed as a serious, competent 

and mature composer. It should also be noted that between 1827 and 1832, the period in 

which Mendelssohn wrote the chorale cantatas, he also completed Symphony No. 1 in C 

minor, Op. 11, Symphony No. 3 in A minor, Op. 56 (Scottish Symphony), Symphony No. 

5, Op. 107 (Reformation Symphony), the Hebrides Overture in B Minor, Op 26, Die erste 

Walpurgisnacht, Op. 60 and most of Symphony No. 4 in A Major, Op. 90 (Italian 

Symphony). These works constitute some of Mendelssohn’s finest compositions. None of 

them are considered juvenilia or student works. Since the chorale cantatas fall in the 

midst of these compositional hallmarks, it is unfair to label them as “private student 

                                                
 59Robert Chambers, “The Shorter Choral Works with Sacred Text of Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy,” DMA document (Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary 
School of Church Music, 1984), 39.  
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works.” Instead, they are creative and unique compositions created by an experienced and 

skilled composer.  

 Second, Mendelssohn adamantly resisted music that merely imitated another 

composer or style. He thought of his cantatas as creative continuations of the substance 

and religious spirit found in Bach’s chorale cantatas.60 This argument is based on 

Mendelssohn’s own words, in which he states that the chorale cantatas are more than 

mere imitations of the great master. In his response to a pointed letter from Eduard 

Devrient on July 13, 1831, Mendelssohn writes:  

You reproach me because I am already twenty-two years old and not yet famous. 
To this I can only reply, that had it been the will of God that I should be famous at 
the age of twenty-two, I no doubt should have been so. I write neither to gain 
fame nor a position as Kapellmeister. It would be a good thing if I could secure 
both but so long as I do not actually starve, it is my duty to write only as I feel, 
and according to what is in my heart, and to leave the results to Him who disposes 
of other and greater matters. Every day I am more sincerely anxious to write 
exactly as I feel, and to have even less regard than ever for outside opinions; and 
when I have composed a piece just as it sprang from my heart, then I have done 
my duty; whether it will bring fame and praise or orders and honors is not my 
worry…The fact that I have recently written a good deal of sacred music arose 
from the same sort of urge that one sometimes feels to read a certain book, such 
as the Bible, and how much satisfaction one gains in doing so. If it bears any 
resemblance to Sebastian Bach, it is again no fault of mine, for I wrote it just 
according to the mood I was in; and if the words inspired me with a mood akin to 
that of old Bach, then I like it all the more. I am sure you do not think that I would 
merely copy his form, without any content; if it were so, I should feel such disgust 
and such a void, that I could never again finish a composition…No one can forbid 
me to enjoy and to develop all that the great masters have left behind…but it must 
be a development to the best of my ability, not a lifeless repetition of what has 
already been.61 

                                                
 60This statement is based on James Garratt’s article, “Mendelssohn’s Babel:  
Romanticism and the Poetics of Translation,” Music & Letters 80, no. 1 (February 1999).  
 61Devrient, Recollections, 113-115; Heinrich Eduard Jacob, Felix Mendelssohn 
and His Times, trans. Richard and Clara Winston, 1st American ed. (Englewood Cliffs, 
N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1963), 96; Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 10. 
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Mendelssohn’s response to Zelter’s concerns provides an even more emphatic 

defense of his sacred compositions. Mendelssohn states: 

 In your last letter you seemed to fear that I might possibly be led, through my 
admiration for one of the great masters, to apply myself too much to church 
music, still further, to abandon myself to imitation. This, however, is quite 
definitely not the case…Nothing is valid except that which has flowed in deepest 
sincerity from the innermost soul; even though aestheticians and scholars of the 
arts torment themselves by wanting to prove from appearance why this is 
beautiful and that less so, through epochs, style, and whatever else their pigeon-
holes might be called, I believe that this is the sole unchanging yardstick for 
architecture, painting, and everything else. If the object alone has not given rise to 
the work, it will never ‘pass from heart to heart’ and consequently imitation is the 
same as the most superficial appearance of the most foreign thoughts. Certainly, 
no one can prevent me from enjoying and continuing to work at what the great 
masters have bequeathed to me, because not everyone should start from scratch, 
but it should, however, be a continued working from one’s own powers, not a 
lifeless repetition of what already exists.62 
 
Such impassioned statements prove that Mendelssohn did not view his sacred 

compositions as imitations of the “great masters” and their forms. Mendelssohn even 

defines imitation as “copying the form without the content,” against which he vehemently 

rails. Mendelssohn amplifies this further, stating that if he were to “merely copy his 

[Bach’s] form, without any content…[he] should feel such disgust and such a void, that 

[he] could never again finish a composition…” Obviously, Bach’s compositions were 

much more than a model for Mendelssohn. It was Bach’s ability to communicate the 

spiritual and expressive content of the chorale text and melody that Mendelssohn admired 

and valued. James Garratt states, “[Mendelssohn] attempted to achieve a similar content 

                                                
 62Paul Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, ed., Briefe aus den Jahren 1830 bis 1847 von 
Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, (Potsdam: Verlag für Berlin-Brandenburg, 1997), 96-97.  
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in his works, without merely copying the forms, the external presentation.”63 

Mendelssohn wanted to continue and to update Bach’s masterful treatment of the chorale 

text and tune.  

Finally, if Mendelssohn wanted to simply reproduce the stylistic forms of J.S. 

Bach as a compositional exercise, he would and could have easily done so with much 

more accuracy. As he states in his letters, the chorale cantatas were never meant to be an 

attempt for pure historicism. His critical and creative mind protected him against simple 

imitation. He emphasizes this point when he states, “if I were to merely copy his form, 

without any content…I should feel such disgust and such a void, that I could never again 

finish a composition…” It is the content and substance that drive the formal and stylistic 

decisions for Mendelssohn. His chorale cantatas represent “a creative continuation of the 

substance of those earlier works, rather than [an] imitation [of them].”64 Viewing 

Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas in this light allows us to see them as translations of 

Bach’s work using nineteenth-century idioms and innovations to re-create, not imitate, 

the cantata genre.  

Garratt further supports this viewpoint stating: 

[Mendelssohn’s] works [church music] are the product of conviction rather than 
‘caprice,’ and were written spontaneously, ‘according to the mood I was in,’ 
rather than through a conscious intention to use earlier forms. He emphasizes that 
his music does not replicate the ‘mode of treatment’ present in earlier works in 
any literal sense but is, rather, a continuation of certain elements of them – a 
‘continued working’ on them – within a modern context. As a result, the content 
of his church music is not the ‘foreign thoughts’ of others, neither are its forms 
merely the ‘lifeless repetition’ of earlier works.65 

                                                
63Garratt, “Mendelssohn’s Babel,” 30. 

 64Ibid.  
 65Ibid., 31 
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Undoubtedly, there are varying degrees of imitation present in Mendelssohn’s 

chorale cantatas. In fact, I contend that there is a direct, linear progression that moves 

from imitation to re-creation and continuation, which correlates with each subsequent 

cantata. In the following chapters I discuss how I have measured the degrees of imitation 

and provide examples from each cantata, showing the linear progression from imitation 

to re-creation. Only by evaluating the chorale cantatas as translations of Bach’s musical 

syntax and formal structure can we view the chorale cantatas as “transformative 

interpretations of the music he most valued” and not, as many prominent scholars have 

labeled them, “imitative oddities somehow divorced from the rest of his output.”66 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                
 66Ibid., 49.  
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CHAPTER 4:  IMITATION OF BACH’S MODEL – LITERAL TRANSLATIONS 

  The progression from imitation to re-creation can best be illustrated by evaluating 

the chorale cantatas as translations of Bach’s musical syntax and formal structure. James 

Garratt outlines this process in his article “Mendelssohn’s Babel:  Romanticism and the 

Poetics of Translation.”67 He defines translation theory as “…a means to analyze a work 

by emphasizing the dialogic nature between the older model and the new composition… 

providing us with a means of differentiating between the degree of affinity that links the 

works of Mendelssohn…and his models.”68 Translation theory provides a method to 

discuss the chorale cantatas with judgmentally neutral terms and without preconceived 

stereotypes. Translation theory can be explained simply as two separate voices vying for 

dominance, an authorial voice (in this case, Bach) and a translating voice 

(Mendelssohn). When the influence of the authorial voice is stronger than that of the 

translating voice, imitation, or some degree of imitation, is occurring. Conversely, when 

the translating voice is more dominant, a transformation or re-creation of the original 

model occurs. The difficulty of this process is discerning the degree of similarity. As 

Garratt notes, translation theorists have overcome this obstacle by dividing translations 

into three types: 1) Literal – word for word translation; 2) Paraphrase – a faithful but 

autonomous restatement; 3) Re-creation – where the translator “assumes the liberty not 

only to vary the words and sense, but to forsake them… and taking only some general 

                                                
67 Much of the next paragraph is based on James Garratt, “Mendelssohn’s Babel:  

Romanticism and the Poetics of Translation,” Music & Letters 80, no. 1 (February 1999).  
68 Ibid., 34. 
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hints from the original, to run division on the groundwork, as he pleases.”69 The problem 

with this simple progression is that it does not account for the varying degrees of 

Paraphrase translation. To remedy this problem, Garratt has created a sequence 

delineating the linguistic orientation and interaction between the authorial voice and the 

translating voice. I have renamed some of Garratt’s categories to make them more 

applicable to the musical translation in this study. The categories are as follows:  

1) Duplication/pastiche/caprice – The translator creates an exact replica or duplication of 

a pre-existent model; 2) Literal Translation – The authorial voice is predominant 

throughout the majority of the work; 3) Paraphrase Translation – The translator and the 

author are “bound together forming two simultaneous and separate strands of 

communication of varying dominance;”70 4) Suppressed Re-creation – Elements of the 

translator’s musical syntax “are suppressed in order to meet with the ideal that the earlier 

language represents” but the translating voice is predominant; 5) Re-creation/ 

transfiguration – The translator completely deviates from the pre-existent model and 

creates a modernized form. I contend that none of Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas are the 

first level of imitation (duplication/pastiche/caprice) since they are not an exact 

replication of Bach’s musical syntax and form. This practice was done by composers of 

the Palestrina revival movement such as August Eduard Grell (1800-1826), Heinrich 

Bellermann (1832-1903), Franz Xaver Haberl (1840-1910), and Michael Haller (1840-

                                                
69Preface to Ovid’s Epistles, trans. John Dryden (1680), quoted in Reuben Brower, 

Mirror on Mirror: Translation, Imitation, Parody, Cambridge, Mass., 1974, p. 2.  
70 Garratt, “Mendelssohn’s Babel,” 36. 
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1915) in an attempt to imitate the style of Palestrina.71 If Mendelssohn intended his works 

to be duplications of past forms, he obviously had the compositional ingenuity and 

capability to do this at will. Instead, I classify the first two chorale cantatas, Christe, du 

Lamm Gottes and Jesu, meine Freude, as literal translations of Bach’s syntax and form 

due to the overwhelming predominance of Bach’s authorial voice over Mendelssohn’s 

translating voice. The following pages will describe and outline the overwhelming 

influence of Bach in the first two chorale cantatas. 

 

Christe, du Lamm Gottes (1827) 

Mendelssohn’s first chorale cantata, Christe, du Lamm Gottes, is scored for SATB 

choir, strings, flute, oboe, clarinet and organ (woodwinds and organ ad libitum). The 

entire formal structure of Christe, du Lamm Gottes is a replica of a Bach cantata, 

complete with a chorale fantasy, fugato, and a closing homophonic statement of the final 

chorale strophe. However, Mendelssohn condenses the formal structure into a single 

movement, which is governed by the tripartite structure of the text. The three distinct 

sections receive full treatment of the chorale tune but each is set differently. The 

movement begins with a short, eight-measure opening ritornello that elides into the 

entrances of the alto, tenor and bass voices. These voices present successive variations on 

the chorale tune in a polyphonic fashion. The variations change as they interpret each line 

of the chorale text. The sopranos enter in m. 13 with the chorale tune set in long notes 

                                                
71 See James Garratt, Palestrina and the German Romantic Imagination, 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002) for an in-depth discussion of this 
practice and these composers.  
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functioning as a cantus firmus (see Example 1). This is followed by a short four-measure 

orchestral interlude or medial ritornello. This interlude functions much like a medial  

Example 1 – Entrance of the chorale tune, Christe du Lamm Gottes, mm. 12-17 

 

ritornello of Bach, which separates the division of the chorale text, found in nearly all of 

his cantatas. The next line of the chorale is treated in the same manner as the previous 

line of text with the lower voices breaking the chorale tune into smaller motives in an 

imitative and paraphrased fashion under the cantus firmus (see Example 2). This section, 

once again, is followed by another medial ritornello, setting up the final line of the first 

strophe. In m. 43, Mendelssohn brings all the voices together for a contrapuntally 

enlivened, homophonic setting of the chorale’s final line of text. In mm. 48-51, the 

soprano part continues to hold the final note of the cantus firmus much longer than the 

other three voices (see Example 3). Bach often used this compositional technique to 

accentuate dramatic segments of the text. Mendelssohn was obviously aware of this 

convention and chose to use it to amplify the ending of the first line of the chorale text 

“Erbarm dich unser” [“show us thy mercy”]. As the sopranos conclude with the final note 

of the cantus firmus, the other voices close the first section with the contrapuntal writing 
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from earlier in the movement. It is obvious that the entire first section is modeled after 

the form and style of a Bach chorale fantasia. Hence, Bach’s authorial influence is more 

dominant than Mendelssohn’s translating voice.  

 
Example 2 – Fragmented chorale tune motives, Christe, du Lamm Gottes, mm. 24-29  

 

Example 3 – Elongation of the final note of the cantus firmus,  
Christe du Lamm Gottes, mm. 48-52 

 

Violin 1 

Violin 2 
Viola 

  Cello/Bass 

Choir 
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Bach’s authorial dominance continues in the second section. This section is 

clearly demarcated by a complete break in the musical texture accomplished by a rest 

with fermata. In m. 60, Mendelssohn changes the time signature from 3/4 to 4/4, the 

tempo from Andante to Allegro moderato, and the key signature from F major to F minor. 

This change of character within a single movement is characteristic of many of Bach’s 

early cantatas, works that Mendelssohn admired and studied as he was composing his 

chorale cantatas. The second section is radically different from the surrounding 

movements with jagged, chromatic phrases in a strict contrapuntal setting functioning as 

a three-voice fugato (see Example 4). 

 
Example 4 – Fugato subject in Christe, du Lamm Gottes, mm. 72-74 
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The fugato subject is similar to many of Bach’s chromatic fugue subjects, 

especially with regard to the use of cross relations within a single measure. This 

chromatic fugato provides the foundation for the continuation of the cantus firmus in the 

soprano line. With the entrance of the second chorale verse, the three-voice fugato now 

becomes a chorale fugato, a convention that Bach used in a variety of cantatas, motets, 

and chorale preludes (e.g., Fürchte dich nicht, BWV 228 and Lobet Gott in seinen 

Riechen, BWV 11). Bach’s influence also can be seen in the imitative interplay between 

the voices and orchestra in this section. The voice parts dialogue with the orchestra using 

fragments of the chorale tune and the fugato tune, another convention found in nearly all 

of Bach’s cantatas (e.g., Wachet auf, ruft uns die Stimme, BWV 140). At the end of this 

section, Mendelssohn composes a brief but dramatic stretto in the strings and chorale 

text, which allows the three phrases to be heard simultaneously. The eighth-note motive 

from the beginning then gradually returns, the mood becomes calmer, and Mendelssohn 

moves into the third and final section.  

 In the recapitulation, Mendelssohn returns to the original time signature, key, and 

tempo. The orchestra performs yet another ritornello that recalls the opening ritornello 

and introduces the final homophonic setting of the chorale tune over a simplified 

orchestral accompaniment. This simple harmonization of the chorale resembles the final 

choruses of many of Bach’s cantatas, where he presents the chorale unadorned (e.g., 

Christ lag in Todesbanden, BWV 4). Mendelssohn imitates this formula to conclude 

Christe, du Lamm Gottes.  
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Other than the nineteenth-century harmonic language, Bach’s influence or 

authorial voice dominates Mendelssohn’s translating voice throughout the work. 

Mendelssohn relied on Bach as a model for his first cantata. In many ways, it is an exact 

imitation of Bach’s formal structure and an experiment in using Bach’s musical syntax 

with a nineteenth-century harmonic language. Due to the overwhelming degree of Bach’s 

influence, I contend this work predominately functioned as an experiment for 

Mendelssohn to investigate how Bach’s musical syntax and form may be used in the 

nineteenth century. 

 

Jesu, meine Freude (1828) 

 Jesu, meine Freude is almost identical to Christe, du Lamm Gottes in form, 

orchestration, and chorale treatment. Jesu, meine Freude consists of a single movement 

with three distinct sections creating a rounded bar form (A – A – B – A1). It is scored for 

SATB choir, strings, oboe ad libitum (doubling the chorale tune), bassoon, and organ ad 

libitum. Like Christe, du Lamm Gottes, the cantata opens with a brief introduction that 

functions like an opening ritornello, however, the musical syntax is reminiscent of Bach’s 

melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic language. The first section (A) begins in E minor with a 

3/4 time signature and the tempo marking A Tempo ordinario. The upper strings 

introduce the opening motive that consists of an octave leap followed by a descent of a 

fifth. This motive is derived from the opening phrase of the chorale tune. The motive is 

further developed by an ascending leap of a sixth and a resolution down by step to the 

fifth scale degree (see Example 5). This motive is then imitated and developed in all 
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parts. The fugato-like opening has a strong rhythmic drive and contains a series of dotted-

eighth notes, tied notes, and sixteenth notes to create a Baroque character. Bach’s 

influence is further displayed at the close of the ritornello. In m. 8, Mendelssohn brings 

all the voices together and speeds up the harmonic rhythm to provide the quintessential 

“rush to the cadence,” a convention found in nearly all of Bach’s compositions. 

 
Example 5 – Opening motive, Jesu, meine Freude, mm. 1-4 

 
 

 
The choir enters in m. 9 starting with the alto part, followed by the tenor, then the 

bass. These voices utilize the opening motive established in the preceding instrumental 

ritornello. Like Christe, du Lamm Gottes, the lower voices provide a contrapuntal web of 

imitation that anticipates the entrance of the chorale tune, again treated in long notes as a 

cantus firmus, in the soprano part. The melodic material for the lower three voices is 

always derived from the subsequent chorale melody creating a Bachian chorale fantasia 

formal structure. Bach’s authorial influence is also evident in the use of the “sigh figure” 

found in the alto and bass parts in m. 13 (see Example 6). This figure is used extensively 

throughout Bach’s music and did not go unnoticed by Mendelssohn since he used it in all 

of his chorale cantatas. The opening section continues in much the same manner, with 

dense, contrapuntal writing based on the chorale tune in the orchestra and the voices 

A Tempo ordinario 
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ornamenting the chorale tune. Other Bachian conventions that are seen throughout this 

section are the use of extensive chromaticism, cross relations, strong rhythmic drive,  

 
Example 6 – “Sigh figure” in alto and bass voices, Jesu, meine Freude, mm. 10-14 

 

 
 

and hemiola at the cadences (see Example 7). In m. 54, Mendelssohn repeats the opening  

three measures. This repetition functions as a short medial ritornello, to set up the next 

three lines of the chorale text. This is an exact repetition of the opening music (mm. 9-53 

= mm. 57-100), allowing Mendelssohn to set the first three phrases of the chorale tune to 

the first six lines of the chorale text.  

The second section (B) begins in m. 102 with another medial ritornello. As in 

Christe, du Lamm Gottes, this section is clearly demarcated with a change in time 

signature (3/4 to 4/4), key (E minor to E major), and tempo (A Tempo ordinario to piu 

mosso). The character of the instrumental writing is drastically different. Mendelssohn 

abandons the jagged, dotted-note figures and substitutes a series of flowing eighth-note 

figures to depict the abgesang text “Gottes Lamm, mein Bräutigam” [“Lamb of God, my  
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Example 7 – Bach-like chromaticism, cross relations, cadential rhythmic drive,  
and hemiola, Jesu, meine Freude, mm. 41-52 
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Bridegroom”]. 72 This music accompanies phrases four and five of the chorale tune and,  

like the opening section, is anticipated by imitative counterpoint in the lower three 

voices. The lower voices, however, are scored with longer note values that slow down the 

harmonic rhythm. These note values are now equal to the cantus firmus in the soprano 

part. Karl Klingemann was most likely referring to this section when he stated, “…the 

chorale, a most quiet and simple piece, was almost too sentimental.”73 Sentimental or not, 

this section constitutes the architectural center of the cantata and aptly captures the 

essence of the gentle and serene text.  

In mm. 128-131 and mm. 145-148, Mendelssohn holds the final note of the cantus firmus 

much longer than the lower three voices (see Example 8). This Bachian convention was 

also used in Christe, du Lamm Gottes to emphasize key words of the chorale text. 

Mendelssohn, however, now anticipates this by bringing all of the voices together in a 

homophonic statement of the key words. This amplifies the overall affect of the critical 

lines of the text in the abgesang and also brings this section to a close by eliding the held 

cantus firmus note with the final instrumental ritornello. This technique is evident in 

many of Bach’s cantatas and, obviously, it was not lost on Mendelssohn.  

The final section (beginning in m. 148) is clearly demarcated with a return to the 

original key of E minor; however, Mendelssohn retains the 4/4 time signature from the 

second section. The melodic and harmonic material is a recapitulation of the opening 

                                                
72The term abgesang and stollen is a term used in conjuction with the German 

poetic form and chorale formal structure, Bar Form (AAB).  Each stanza begins with two 
stollen (A) followed by an abgesang (B).  

73Karl Klingemann, Jr., ed., Felix Mendelssohns Briefwechsel mit Legationsrat 
Karl Klingmann, (Essen: G. D. Baedeker, 1909), p. 52.   
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Example 8 – Elongated final note of the cantus firmus in  
Jesu, meine Freude, mm. 143-147 

 

 
 

derivative material but without any dotted-note figures. Instead, Mendelssohn changes 

the rhythm to a strict eighth-note variation of the opening motive. The continuation of the 

eighth-note rhythm, combined with the maintaining of the 4/4 time signature provide an 

effective means of unifying the work.  

The return of the opening music in the ritornello was included intentionally since 

the final phrase of the chorale tune repeats the melody of the first phrase. This allows 

Mendelssohn to juxtapose the opening “Jesu, meine Freude” motive with the final line of 

the chorale tune and text, “Sonst nichts liebers werden” [“there is nothing more dear to 

me”]. This is accomplished by introducing the final line of the chorale text in the bass 

and tenor voices, starting in m. 157. Then in m. 162, the altos enter with a variation of the 

opening “Jesu, meine Freude” theme, now in eighth notes instead of the dotted-sixteenth-
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note figure (see Example 9). This is immediately answered by a variation of the motive in 

the tenor voice, and an exact imitation in the bass voice in m. 163 and m. 164 

respectively. The sopranos finally enter in m. 170 with the cantus firmus setting of the 

final phrase of the chorale tune and text. Since the melody is exactly the same as the 

opening phrase of the chorale tune, Mendelssohn is able to juxtapose the opening 

Example 9 – Variation of opening motive, Jesu, meine Freude, mm.162-165 
 

 
 
 “Jesu, meine Freude” thematic material in the lower voices on top of the cantus firmus 

and further strengthen the rounded bar form. The cantata concludes with the final note of 

the cantus firmus functioning as a nine-measure E pedal while the lower three voices 

reiterate the “Jesu, meine Freude” text.  
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Again, Bach’s tremendous influence is clearly evident throughout Jesu, meine 

Freude. Mendelssohn’s acute study of Bach’s works provided the foundation for these 

compositions. Both Christe, du Lamm Gottes and Jesu, meine Freude are, obviously, not 

exact replicas of Bach’s musical syntax and form. If they were, these cantatas would have 

to be classified as duplication or pastiche. Instead, Mendelssohn’s first two cantatas 

better fit the category of literal translation since Bach’s influence or authorial voice 

predominates the majority of the work. Due to the overwhelming degree of similarity to 

Bach’s musical syntax and form, I contend that these works were a means to begin a 

serious study of Bach’s music in order to continue what “the great masters have 

bequeathed” to him.74 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                

74 Paul Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, ed., Briefe aus den Jahren 1830 bis 1847 von 
Felix Mendelssohn Bartholdy, (Potsdam: Verlag für Berlin-Brandenburg, 1997), 96-97. 
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CHAPTER 5:  SLIGHT DEVIATION FROM BACH’S MODEL –  

PARAPHRASE TRANSLATION  

In the next two cantatas, Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten and O Haupt voll 

Blut und Wunden, Mendelssohn begins to deviate from Bach’s model and we start to 

better see and hear Mendelssohn’s translating voice. Because the degree of similarity is 

less and the dominance of the two voices varies throughout, I have assessed these works 

as being paraphrase translations. A paraphrase translation is defined as a work in which 

the translator and the author are “bound together forming two simultaneous and separate 

strands of communication of varying dominance.”75 The following pages describe and 

outline the similarities and the deviations from Bach’s model in Wer nur den lieben Gott 

läßt walten and O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden. 

 

Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten (1829) 

Unlike the first two chorale cantatas, Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten consists 

of four independent movements and “takes the form of Bach’s extended multi-movement 

cantatas.”76 The cantata is primarily based on a chorale tune and text by Georg Neumark, 

written in 1641. Interestingly enough, Neumark’s text does not appear until the second 

movement. Mendelssohn instead chose to open the work with a simple and 

straightforward setting of Neumark’s chorale tune that accompanies the text “Mein Gott, 

du weißt am allerbesten” by Israel Clauder. This text dates from 1699 and comes from 
                                                

75 Garratt, “Mendelssohn’s Babel,” 36. 
76Thomas Christian Schmidt, foreword to Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, by 

Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1996), VI.  
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Halberstadt and Darmstadt and first appeared in the Halle Freylinghausen Songbook in 

1704.77 It is unknown why Mendelssohn chose to do this, however, the process of 

combining chorale texts and tunes was frequently done by Bach in nearly all of his 

chorale-based works. This allowed Bach to pair texts with differing chorale tunes to 

amplify and enhance the overall message of the work. This is highly exemplified in St. 

Matthew Passion, which Mendelssohn was rehearsing at the time Wer nur den lieben 

Gott läßt walten was being composed. Mendelssohn obviously picked up on this Bachian 

convention and incorporated it into his first multi-movement cantata.  

 

Movement 1: 

Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten is scored for four-part chorus, two violins, 

viola and cello/double bass. Unlike the preceding cantatas, there are no wind parts. The 

first movement is also different from those of the preceding cantatas since it begins with 

a purely homophonic, four-part chorale setting. The chorale tune is set in common time in 

the key of A minor with the melody in the soprano part while the lower three voices 

provide harmonic support. True to Bach’s model, the string parts play colla parte with 

the voices throughout the movement. Bach’s authorial influence is overwhelmingly 

dominant in the setting of the chorale tune. Mendelssohn’s education from Zelter was 

based on setting chorale tunes in Bach’s style, and Mendelssohn’s mastery of this is 

exemplified in this movement. Oswald Bill, one of the first scholars to look critically at 

this cantata, states the first movement can be omitted “without damage to the whole” 
                                                

77Ibid.; Oswald Bill, foreword to Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, by Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (Kassel: Bärenreiter-Verlag, 1976), iii. 
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since it is an added text. He argues that by doing this “the work takes on a balanced 

tripartite form of the kind found in others of Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas.”78 I 

thoroughly disagree with Oswald Bill on this topic. Mendelssohn chose to open with this 

text because it enlightens and amplifies the theological meaning of the work. It is obvious 

that Mendelssohn believed Clauder’s text provided a strong introductory preface to the 

work. Mendelssohn was thinking about the theological content of the text and how the 

music could best represent and communicate this content. He chose to follow Bach’s 

example and use a straightforward chorale harmonization that is solid and firm in 

conviction like the theological content of the chorale text. This communicates 

Mendelssohn’s intent in a very subtle but powerful way. It is true that by omitting the 

first movement, one gains a tripartite structure similar to the first two cantatas, but if this 

was Mendelssohn’s intent, he would not have taken the time to include Clauder’s text and 

set it to Neumark’s chorale tune. By omitting this movement, the conductor goes against 

Mendelssohn’s intent and renders the performance incomplete. 

 

Movement 2:  

The most substantive and elaborate movement is the second movement. 

Mendelssohn continues the key of A minor and the time signature of common time from 

the first movement and provides the tempo marking Andante con moto. The structure of 

this movement is similar to the preceding two cantatas in that it defers to Bach’s model 

by using a chorale fantasia formal structure. However, this time Mendelssohn approaches 
                                                

78Bill, foreword to Wer nur den lieben, iii. 
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the chorale fantasia formal structure a bit differently. Instead of setting the chorale tune 

as a cantus firmus in the soprano line, Mendelssohn chose to place it in the bass part. 

Bach only used this unique scoring in two cantatas:  Ach Gott, wie manches Herzeleid, 

BWV 3 and Ach Herr, mich armen Sünder, BWV 135.79 Both of these cantatas were part 

of the Berlin Singakademie library so Mendelssohn had access to these scores although 

there is no extant record that he studied these scores specifically.80 Mendelssohn’s unique 

treatment of the cantus firmus in this cantata, however, provides some foundation for 

speculation that he was familiar with and possibly performed BWV 3 and/or BWV 135. 

Regardless, Mendelssohn’s choice to set the chorale tune in this manner is indicative of 

his yearning to experiment, develop, and even deviate from Bach’s model. As such, we 

begin to hear Mendelssohn’s translating voice in conjunction with Bach’s influential 

authorial voice.  

The second movement opens with a short, six-measure opening ritornello that is 

based on the chorale tune (see Example 10). Only the upper strings play the ritornello,  

 

Example 10 – Opening ritornello based on the chorale tune,  
Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 1-5 

                                                
79Schmidt, foreword to Wer nur den lieben, VI.  
80A list of J. S. Bach’s works that were housed in the Berlin Singakademie is 

provided in Werner Neumann, Welche Handschriften Johann Sebastian Bachscher Werke 
besaß die Berliner Singakademie, in Hans Albrecht in memoriam (Kassel: Bärenreiter 
1962), 137-141. 
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fragmenting the chorale-tune motive with a continuous stream of eighth-note figures 

while the cello and contrabass are tacet. The sopranos enter in m. 7 with derivative 

material that is drawn from the chorale tune. The alto part then enters in m. 8 with music 

that appears to be based upon the second phrase of the stollen (mm. 23-27). The tenors 

enter in m. 9 and echo the soprano line with derivative music based on the chorale tune, 

this time in D minor. All of the upper voice parts are set in quarter notes, against the 

steady flow of eighth notes in the orchestra. The cantus firmus is set in stately half notes 

providing, once again, a rhythmic layering effect used by Bach in nearly all of his chorale 

fantasia-based works (see Example 11). The bass voice enters in m. 10 doubled by the  

 
Example 11 – Rhythmic layering, Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 11-14 
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cellos and contrabass, thus providing the first statement of the chorale tune set as a cantus 

firmus. The upper voices continue to provide contrapuntal interest and embellishment 

over the cantus firmus. Bach’s authorial influence is apparent in these parts due to the 

extensive use of vorimitation, chromaticism, cross relations, and Bachian cadential 

figures (mm. 11-19). Mendelssohn continues to set the first stollen in the same manner. 

This is followed by a medial ritornello, which is a repeat of the first six measures.  

The second stollen is set in much the same manner as the first stollen. However, 

Mendelssohn changes the accompanimental music in the upper strings beginning in m. 

37. The upper string’s accompanimental motive is reminiscent of Bach’s imitative 

accompanimental figures in many of his cantatas (e.g., Lobet Gott in seinen Reichen, 

BWV 11). The soprano, alto and tenor voices enter with an exact repeat of mm. 7-10. 

After the bass part enters in m. 39 with cantus firmus, Mendelssohn scores the upper 

voices with new music that embellishes the chorale tune. The second stollen concludes 

with more new music and culminates in the final note of the chorale tune, treated as a 

tonic pedal in the bass part. Mendelssohn elides the concluding stollen cadence with the 

beginning of the abgesang text and derivative music in m. 57 (see Example 12). 81 This 

elision is another deviation from the preceding cantatas and from Bach’s models. 

Typically, there is an extended medial ritornello that separates the stollen from the 

abgesang. This is yet another example of how Mendelssohn’s translating voice continues 

to develop and expand Bach’s model.  

                                                
81The term abgesangstollen is a term used in conjuction with the German poetic 

form and chorale formal structure, Bar Form (AAB).  Each stanza begins with two 
stollen (A) followed by an abgesang (B).  
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One of the major compositional challenges of Mendelssohn’s new approach to the 

chorale fantasia form is exposed at the beginning of the abgesang. Mendelssohn sets this 

music in an imitative fashion between the upper three voices (mm. 57-66). Since the bass 

part is silent in the passages without the cantus firmus, it cannot “fulfill the function of a 

Example 12 – Elision of the concluding stollen cadence with the beginning of the 
abgesang text and derivative music, Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 54-57 

 

 
 

 
traditional fundamental bass.”82 This also affects the cello and contrabass since they are 

doubling the cantus firmus. To remedy this problem, Mendelssohn uses imitative 

contrapuntal writing to establish and maintain the harmonic progression. Mendelssohn 

                                                
82Schmidt, foreword to Wer nur den lieben, VI.  
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became fond of this technique and utilized it throughout the rest of his life. It is indicative 

of Mendelssohn’s compositional style in his later works, particularly in the oratorios.  

Another challenge Mendelssohn faced with this chorale fantasia formal structure 

was the absence of harmonic support from the bass line. Since the bass voice carries the 

cantus firmus, its function is more melodic in nature than harmonic, leaving the other 

voices to provide strong and definitive harmonic support. One way that Mendelssohn 

addresses this issue is through the use of pedal points. This is beautifully exemplified at 

the conclusion of the first phrase of the abgesang (see Example 13). Above the extended  

Example 13 – Pedal point used simultaneously as a harmonic and melodic function, 
Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 70-73 
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C pedal in the bass part, Mendelssohn continues the imitative Bachian counterpoint from 

the beginning of the abgesang in the upper three voices. This allows the cantus firmus to 

function both melodically and harmonically. Mendelssohn most likely borrowed this idea 

from Bach, since he also used pedal points in a similar fashion in both BWV 3 and BWV 

135. This is another example of Bach’s dominant authorial voice, which is one of the 

reasons I have labeled the work as a paraphrase translation of Bach’s model.  

Mendelssohn places strong emphasis on the abgesang text “Wer Gott, dem 

Allerhöchsten, traut, der hat auf keinen Sand gebaut” [“Who trusts in God’s unchanging 

love, build on the rock that naught can move”] by reiterating it over the final forty-four 

measures. This is set with continued imitative counterpoint in the upper three voices 

while the bass part continues the chorale melody as the foundation. Schmidt points out 

that this is “an entirely appropriate symbol of the trust in God which is expressed by the 

words ‘Who trusts in God’s unchanging love, build on the rock that naught can move.’”83 

The upper three voices extensively use the Bachian “sigh figure” in the freely composed, 

imitative counterpoint throughout the abgesang (i.e. soprano-m. 58; alto-m. 60, tenor-m. 

62; see Example 14). The use of this convention, combined with the chromatic, motoric 

vocal lines that continue to “spin out” the melody, is a continuation from the preceding 

cantatas. Mendelssohn  therefore continues to emphasize Bach’s musical syntax and 

amplifies Bach’s dominance in this translation of a baroque cantata.  

Bach’s authorial influence is also seen at the conclusion of the movement. 

Mendelssohn gradually unites the voices and orchestral parts together to join the cantus  

                                                
83Schmidt, foreword to Wer nur den lieben, VI.  
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Example 14 – “Sigh figure” in soprano and alto voices,  
Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 58-60 

 

 
 

firmus for a unified, homophonic statement of the final phrase of the abgesang (mm. 97-

101). This dramatically punctuates the theological implications of the text. Bach used this 

same convention in nearly all of his chorale fantasia chorale-based works to communicate 

and musically represent the spiritual content to the congregation.  

 

Movement 3:  

The third movement, a lyrical soprano aria, represents a deviation from the 

preceding single movement cantatas due to the inclusion of an independent aria 

movement. It also represents a deviation from Bach’s musical syntax and form. Since the 

music is freely composed and not based on a chorale tune, Mendelssohn has the liberty to 

compose in a more original manner using nineteenth-century compositional idioms and 

harmonic language. This allows his translating voice to become more apparent. 

Mendelssohn deviates from Bach’s formal structure by extending the standard Bachian 
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three-section da capo aria form to a five section (A-B-A-B1-A1) formal structure 

(ritornello aria).  

The aria is set in F major and is marked Andante. The movement opens with a 

lilting, opening ritornello set in 3/8 time played by the strings. The first violin part 

anticipates the soprano’s melody in the opening seven bars. The strings then proceed to 

highlight a key melodic motive, an upward leap of a minor seventh, in m. 12 before 

firmly cadencing in F major (m. 16, see Example 15). Schmidt points out that Bach’s  

Example 15 – Minor seventh melodic motive,  
Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 8-13 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

influence is evident in two specific regards. First, the lilting 3/8 meter recalls the tenor 

aria “Man halte nur ein wenig stille” in Bach’s setting of Wer nur den lieben Gott läßst 

walten, BWV 93. Second, the melodic shape highlights the interval of an ascending 

minor seventh leap, a motive that Bach also used in his cantata.84 However, as mentioned 

in Chapter 2, Mendelssohn was unaware of Bach’s setting of the Wer nur den lieben 

chorale text and was pleased when he discovered some similarities between the two 
                                                

84Ibid., VI-VII.  
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different settings. The meter and the melodic shape of this aria would seemingly be two 

of the similarities to which Mendelssohn was referring. This also represents 

Mendelssohn’s thorough internalization and, as a result, modernized translation of Bach’s 

compositional style.  

The soprano enters in m. 17 and presents the entire melody that was introduced by 

the first violin part in the opening seven measures. The strings provide a contrapuntally 

enlivened homophonic accompaniment beneath the soprano’s melody. The melody is 

structured around a typical four-bar phrase pattern but Mendelssohn interrupts this by 

inserting an eleven-bar extension, highlighting the text “…und merket keine Heuchelei” 

[“and finds thee free from all deceit”], and begins the modulation to the dominant key. 

Mendelssohn could easily have ended the A section in m. 39, but he instead extends the 

opening section even further by providing a short codetta in mm. 40-47. This firmly 

establishes the modulation to C major. Mendelssohn’s interruption of the four-bar phrase 

with an extended closing codetta foreshadows a prominent compositional style-

characteristic as exemplified in many of the arias in his oratorios St. Paul and Elijah (e.g., 

“Is not His word like a fire?” and “Lasst uns singen von der Gnade”). It also provides 

another example of how Mendelssohn’s translating voice works in conjunction with 

Bach’s authorial voice to create a paraphrased translation.  

The A section is followed by a medial ritornello that repeats the opening melody 

in C major (mm. 48-59). The second section begins in m. 59. Mendelssohn changes the 

articulation from legato to staccato to depict the text “So kommt Gott, eh wir’s uns 

versehn…” [“Thus He comes to thee unaware…”]. This only lasts for six measures, 
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however, at which point he returns to the legato articulation to depict the rest of the text 

“und lässet uns viel Guts geschehn” [“and makes thee own His loving care”]. This 

section quickly modulates to D minor, the relative minor. In mm. 75-78, Mendelssohn 

once again uses the half-step “sigh figure” but he uses it to soften the minor seventh leap 

from G to A (see Example 16). This exemplifies how Mendelssohn is  

Example 16 – Softened seventh motive using the Bachian “sigh figure,”  
Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 72-76 

 

 

beginning to incorporate Bach’s musical syntax into his own. Mendelssohn concludes the 

B section with a definitive cadence in D minor. Then, one measure later, he shifts back to 

F major without any preparation and moves directly into the return of the A section.  

In the A1 section (mm. 88-107) Mendelssohn repeats the music from mm. 17-28. 

In m. 100, Mendelssohn replaces the modulatory musical extension from the first section 

with new music that maintains the F major tonality. At the close of the A1 section, 

Mendelssohn elides the F major cadence with the beginning of a repeat of the B section 

in m. 108. The B1 section recalls the change of articulation from legato to staccato in mm. 
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59-64 but this is cut short with the insertion of new music in mm. 111-119 (see Example 

17). The music in the primary B section functioned as developmental music and resulted 

in a modulation to the relative minor (D minor). In the B1 section, the music continues to 

be developmental in nature but Mendelssohn avoids the modulation to D minor through  

Example 17 – New music inserted into the B1 section,  
Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 110-117 

     
 
the use of a dominant pedal in the low strings (mm. 111-117, see Example 17). 

Mendelssohn is able to maintain the harmonic instability by implying a modulation to the 

parallel minor in m. 118, however, this is quickly curtailed by another modulation back to 

F major in m. 120 for the return of the final A section. This transition unifies the 

movement in a number of ways. First, the instantaneous shift from the F minor 

conclusion of the B1 section to the F major opening of the A2 section (mm. 118-120, see 

Example 18) recalls the transition from the D minor conclusion of the B section to  

the F major opening of the A1 section (mm. 87-88). Second, Mendelssohn softens both of 

the rapid modulations by beginning the A sections on a tonic six-four chord as a result of 

a dominant pedal in the low strings. Third, the use of the dominant pedal in this 
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movement recalls the extensive use of pedal points in the second movement, thus 

unifying the two movements in a creative and ingenious fashion.  

Mendelssohn finishes the movement with a recapitulation of the closing music 

from the A1 section. This is followed by a concluding ritornello in the orchestra, which 

consists of a shortened version of the opening ritornello.  

Example 18 – Unifying modulation, Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten,  
mm. 118-120 

 
          f minor................…F Major 

 
Although Bach’s influence is present in this movement, it is Mendelssohn’s 

reworking of Bach’s form that dominates the aria. This deviation from Bach’s formal 

structure exemplifies how Mendelssohn is able to paraphrase, not imitate, Bach’s model 

using nineteenth-century idioms and ideas.  

 

Movement 4:    

The final movement is a beautiful example of how Mendelssohn’s translating 

voice further develops and deviates from Bach’s authorial voice thereby creating “two 
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simultaneous and separate strands of communication of varying dominance.”85 In this 

movement, Mendelssohn returns to the chorale tune and sets the seventh verse of 

Neumark’s text. However, instead of setting the final chorale tune in a simplified four-

part harmonization as Bach does, Mendelssohn chooses to have the whole choir sing the 

chorale tune in unison over an imitative, contrapuntal orchestral accompaniment. The 

unison treatment of the chorale tune foreshadows the dramatic treatment of the chorale in 

the final chorale cantata Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein. By choosing to set the 

chorale tune in this manner, Mendelssohn is able to depict a unified congregation of 

believers who are professing the central subject of God’s assured love.  

The movement is built upon three different motives: 1) an upbeat figure of two 

sixteenth notes followed by either a quarter or eighth note; 2) an ascending leap of a third 

or a fourth; 3) a series of repeated notes followed by a falling scale passage.86 The first 

and second motives are found in the opening measure of the upper string parts and the 

third motive follows in mm. 5-7 (see Example 19). These motives provide the basis for 

the opening ritornello (mm. 1-9). Schmidt asserts that these motives share commonalities 

with Bach’s organ chorale Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, BWV 647. This work 

comes from Bach’s Schübler Chorales, with which Mendelssohn was familiar at the time  

                                                
85Garratt, “Mendelssohn’s Babel,” 36. 
86These motives are taken from Schmidt, foreword to Wer nur…, VII. However, 

he states there are only two principal motives: “an upbeat figure of two semiquavers 
(sixteenths) and a quaver (eighth), and an upward leap of a fourth followed by repeated 
notes and a falling scale passage…” I have chosen to divide these into three separate 
motives since the repeated note motive is developed independently without the preceding 
ascending fourth motive.  



  77 

he wrote the cantata.87 Schmidt states:  

…[the] semiquaver-quaver [sixteenth-eighth note] rhythm is ever present [in 
Bach’s organ chorale setting], and the motive of a fourth appears many times in a 
version only slightly different from that of Mendelssohn, although unlike him, 
Bach did not use it as the basis for imitative processes.88 

 
The chorale tune enters in m. 10 and, as stated earlier, is sung in unison by the 

choir. However, Mendelssohn sets the chorale tune in quarter notes as opposed to the first  

 
Example 19 – Opening ritornello of movement four, 

Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 1-8 
 

 
 

                                                
87 Schmidt, foreword to Wer nur den lieben, VII. 
88Ibid.  

1 

2 

3 
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two movements where the tune is set in half notes. This is accompanied by a variation of 

the orchestral ritornello music, which further develops the ascending fourth motive and 

the sixteenth/quarter/eighth-note motive. It also exemplifies another deviation from 

Bach’s model. In Bach’s chorale cantatas, the final chorale is set with the instruments 

doubling the voices, however, Mendelssohn chooses to set the orchestra as an 

independent accompaniment that is not reliant on the chorale tune. 

 At the close of the first phrase Mendelssohn incorporates the repeated-note 

motive, once again set imitatively in the orchestra, into the transition to introduce the 

second phrase of the first stollen. The second phrase is set in a similar fashion. 

Mendelssohn extends the final note of the stollen over fourteen beats, however, which is 

double the length of the first phrase’s final note. The extended final note functions 

throughout the movement as a pedal point. This provides cohesion to the entire cantata 

due to the extensive use of pedal points in the second and third movement. Next, 

Mendelssohn overlaps the beginning of the second stollen with the concluding derivative 

material in the orchestra in mm. 18-23 (see Example 20). The second stollen is set almost 

identically to the first stollen. At the end of the second stollen, Mendelssohn provides 

another short, two-measure transition into the abgesang.  

 Mendelssohn briefly cadences in the relative major (C major) at the end of the 

first phrase of the abgesang (m. 37). The tonality quickly shifts to the subdominant key 

of D minor via a chromatic orchestral interlude that combines all three motives (mm. 38-

40, see Example 21). This introduces the second phrase of the abgesang, which is 

followed by an orchestral accompaniment emphasizing the Bachian “sigh figure.”  The 
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Example 20 – Concluding derivative orchestral material at the beginning of the 
second stollen, Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 17-24 

 

 
 

work concludes with the final phrase of the abgesang at which point Mendelssohn splits 

the unison chorale tune into a harmonized, four-part setting of the text “…auf Gott setzt, 

den verläßt er nicht” [“The soul that trusts in Him indeed”] (mm. 47-50, see Example 22).  

This straightforward, homophonic setting of the final phrase of the chorale tune recalls 

the ending of the second movement where Mendelssohn also unites the voices and 

instruments into a collective congregational song, punctuating the final line of text.  
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Example 21 – Chromatic orchestral interlude combining three motives, 
Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 37-40 

 

 
 
 

Example 22 – Harmonization of the final phrase of the abgesang,  
Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, mm. 46-50 

 

 
 
 When viewing Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten as a whole, we see that it is 

obviously constructed using Bach’s model, however, this cantata also exemplifies the 

many ways in which Mendelssohn begins to deviate from Bach’s model. Mendelssohn’s 
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experimentation and development of Bach’s model is taken even further in the next 

cantata, O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden.  

 

 
O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden (1830) 

Formally similar to Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, O Haupt voll Blut und 

Wunden is divided into separate movements, however instead of four movements, 

Mendelssohn composed O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden in three separate movements. 

The outer movements still contain the chorale tune, but the middle section, set as a bass 

aria, makes only one slight reference to it. The entire aria, with the exception of those 

four-bars, is composed of completely original music that uses nineteenth-century 

harmonic language, formal design, and melodic syntax. These similarities and deviations 

will be discussed in the following paragraphs.  

The cantata includes two separate stanzas of Paul Gerhardt’s chorale text.89 

Mendelssohn was very familiar with this chorale since he had just given the revival 

performance of St. Matthew Passion in the preceding months. Mendelssohn’s careful 

selection of the chorale stanzas provide the cantata with: 

…three levels of appreciation of the Passion story. The opening movement, an 
extended “grief” chorus, could well represent the faithful lamenting at the cross; 
the second, an aria, could be an individual’s expression of devotion and thanks 
…and the third [a four part homophonic setting of the chorale for four part chorus 
and orchestra]…a universal affirmation of faith.90 

 
                                                

89The text of the second movement is not part of Gerhardt’s poetry. Instead, the 
text is a gloss-like stanza that elaborates on Gerhardt’s text.  A textual gloss is a text that 
elaborates upon or illuminates another text. 

90Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 11.  
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The first movement of O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden is similar in form to the 

opening sections of the first two chorale cantatas since it utilizes a chorale fantasia formal 

structure. The cantata is in C minor with a 4/4 time signature and the tempo is marked 

Andante. Mendelssohn curiously orchestrates this cantata with all of the high-range 

instruments (violin 1 and 2, flutes, oboes, clarinets) doubling the cantus firmus while 

divisi violas and divisi cellos, in four real parts, accompany the alto, tenor, and bass 

voices (organ ad libitum). The dark, somber quality of this orchestration provides an 

appropriate color for the grave character of this chorale.91 I contend that the use of 

divided violas and divided cellos is inspired by Bach’s early cantatas, many of which also 

have this instrumentation. Mendelssohn had intensely studied these works in Berlin and 

at Franz Hauser’s home prior to composing this piece.  

Movement 1: 

The overall formal structure of the first movement is ternary and is dictated by the 

structure of the chorale tune and text. The cantata begins with a fourteen-bar opening 

orchestral ritornello. However, unlike Christe, du Lamm Gottes and Jesu, meine Freude, 

the ritornello music is not based on the chorale tune. Mendelssohn instead composes a 

ritornello that introduces a freely-written “throbbing repeated-note figure” in the violas 

which continues to be developed throughout the expansive opening movement (see 

Example 23).92 After the violas present this motive in the first two measures, the melodic 

interest is taken up by the cellos and passed back and forth between the two parts. The 

combination of these musical ideas in the opening ritornello brings to mind the mournful 
                                                

91Ibid., 18.  
92Ibid.   
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Example 23 – Viola throbbing motive, O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, mm. 1-5 
 

 
 

opening-movement ritornelli in Bach’s St. Matthew Passion and St. John Passion.  

R. Larry Todd points out, however, that there is an even stronger resemblance to the 

second chorus, “Sein Odem ist Schwach,” of Carl Heinrich Graun’s Der Tod Jesu. This 

composition was one of the most often performed sacred works of the early nineteenth 

century and Mendelssohn himself performed it with the Berlin Singakademie. The second 

chorus from this work is also scored in C minor and “is filled with expressive chromatic 

progressions and imitative writing…not unlike Mendelssohn’s opening chorus.”93 

Regardless, the authorial influence of Bach’s musical syntax is evident in the usage of 

the “sigh” and “throbbing” figure, the passing of the melodic interest between the two 

cellos, the layering of these two motives, and in the use of shortened, dotted-note figures.  

After the independent orchestral introduction, Mendelssohn proceeds using the 

standard chorale fantasia form by anticipating the forthcoming chorale tune in the lower 

three voices with music that is strictly based on the chorale melody (see Example 24a). 

                                                
93Todd, “Passion Cantata,” 6.  
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The chorale tune is introduced in m. 18, again set in augmented note values as a cantus 

firmus in the soprano line and doubled in the wind parts. As we observed in Wer nur den 

Lieben Gott Läßt walten, the rhythmic contrast between the half/whole-note cantus 

firmus, quarter/eighth-note derivative material in the lower three voices, and the 

continuous flow of eighth notes in the orchestral part creates a layering technique seen in 

nearly all of Bach’s chorale fantasia formal structures.94 Mendelssohn continues to set 

both verses of the chorale tune’s stollen using this model. This entire first section (mm. 1-

57) is firmly grounded in C minor with the exception of the raised third in mm. 56-57, 

ending the first section. It is at this point that Mendelssohn begins to deviate from Bach’s 

model.  

The second (mm. 58-88) and third sections (mm. 88-126) include the abgesang of 

the chorale, however, Mendelssohn approaches the chorale fantasia form a bit differently. 

Instead of anticipating the cantus firmus with a direct imitation of the chorale tune, as we 

observed in the first section, Mendelssohn anticipates the cantus firmus using a quasi-

variation technique (see Examples 24a-24f).95 In the first section, the lower three voices 

enter with direct quotations of the chorale melody at varying pitch levels (see Example 

24a). However in the second and third section, all subsequent entries show a progressive 

deviation from the chorale tune (see Examples 24b-24f). Pritchard states, “Such a quasi-

variation technique not only demonstrates an advance in Mendelssohn’s handling of 

musical ideas but also provides overall unity in a very spacious movement of  

 
                                                

94 Ibid., 11. 
95Figures taken from Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 19.  
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Example 24a – Quasi variation technique, O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, mm. 13-17 

          
Example 24b – mm. 60-64 

 
Example 24c – mm. 69-73 

 
Example 24d – mm. 79-82 

 
Example 24e – mm. 93-95 

 

 
Example 24f – mm. 106-109 
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126 bars.”96 It can easily be argued that Bach’s authorial voice is ever-present in the 

cantus firmus formal design, however, we see Mendelssohn searching for new and 

innovative ways to treat Bach’s cantus firmus structure. In doing so, Mendelssohn’s 

translating voice and Bach’s authorial voice once again combine to form two 

simultaneous and separate strands of communication of varying dominance, a key 

characteristic of paraphrase translation. 

Mendelssohn obviously realized the myriad harmonic possibilities, tonal and 

modal, inherent in the O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden chorale tune. Mendelssohn 

experiments with these harmonic possibilities by shifting between C minor and E-flat 

major in the B section and the returning A1 section.97 For example, at the end of the first 

phrase of the abgesang (mm. 63-68, see Example 25) it appears that Mendelssohn will 

cadence in C minor. Instead, he diverts the cadence to the relative major, E-flat major, 

which beautifully colors the text “O Haupt, sonst schön gekrönet” [“O Head once 

crowned with glory”].  The bass voice then immediately continues with a freely 

composed motive that outlines a diminished seventh chord (see Example 24c), 

accompanying the second phrase of the abgesang. The alto and tenor voices immediately 

imitate this motive, anticipating the entrance of the cantus firmus. This time it appears as 

though Mendelssohn is preparing a cadence in E-flat major, however, Mendelssohn once 

again unexpectedly diverts the tonality to C minor (mm. 75-78). This initiates a short 

coda in the lower three voices as they mournfully repeat the first and second lines of the  

                                                
96Ibid., 18.   
97Portions of the following paragraph are based on R. Larry Todd’s discussion in 

“Passion Cantata,” pp. 11-13.  
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Example 25 – Diverted cadence, O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, mm. 62-71 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
abgesang, but not before Mendelssohn diverts the tonal center back to E-flat major at the 

deceptive cadence in m. 86, then finally ends the second section in G minor in m. 88. 

The third section (mm. 88-126), demarcated with the return of the opening 

“throbbing” motive, continues the harmonic ambiguity by quickly shifting from G minor  

in mm. 88-89, to F minor in mm. 90-91, then finally returning to the tonic C minor in m. 

92. The tenors and basses enter in m. 93 with new anticipatory music (see Example 24e). 

The altos then enter with an exact quotation of the third phrase of the abgesang starting 

on A-flat (see Example 26) and prepare the entrance of the cantus firmus in m. 100 

starting on E-flat. The cantus firmus continues on to cadence in C minor in m. 108-109, 

Soprano 
 
Alto 
 
Tenor 
 
Bass 
 
 
Keyboard 
Reduction 
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setting up the final phrase of the abgesang. Mendelssohn anticipates the abgesang with a 

rhythmic paraphrase of the chorale tune in the lower three voices (mm. 110-116, see 

Example 26). Mendelssohn then withdraws the strings from the texture and leaves only 

the voices and the winds to bring the section to a dramatic close, cadencing in E-flat 

major (mm.119-120). However, Mendelssohn immediately destabilizes the tonality and 

enhances the dramatic effect with the re-entry of the strings in mm. 119-120, which 

diverts the tonality into a shifting C minor/G major tonal center. The dramatic closing 

measures continue to shift tonally until the individual voice and instrumental parts slowly 

drop out of the texture. This begins with the sopranos on the downbeat of m. 123, 

followed by the winds on the final beat of m. 123, then the continuo parts in m. 125, then 

the violins on the final beat of m. 125, leaving only the violas and cellos holding the third 

and the fifth of the dominant G major chord (see Example 26). This striking half cadence 

concludes the first movement and sets up the second movement aria in E-flat major. 

Mendelssohn expresses his joy of this harmonic ambiguity in a letter dated August 22. He 

states, “I am very happy with this piece – no one will be able to discern whether it will be 

in C minor or E-flat major.”98 Mendelssohn ingeniously uses the harmonic ambiguity to 

color the text and enhance the overall affect of the work.   

Much of the opening movement of O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden is influenced 

by Bach’s musical syntax and chorale fantasia formal structure. However, we continue to 

also observe Mendelssohn’s deviation from Bach’s model through his experimentation 

with conventions such as the quasi-variation technique. The degree of imitation becomes  

                                                
98Todd, “Passion Cantata,” 6.  
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Example 26 – Rhythmic paraphrase of the chorale tune in lower voices and concluding 
half cadence, O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, mm. 107-126 
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less duplicating (literal translation) and more re-creative in nature (paraphrase 

translation), but as we observed in Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, Mendelssohn 

deviates even more in the aria movement. 

 

Movement 2:   

The second movement is a bass aria in E-flat major, set in 3/8, and marked 

Andante con moto. The text is not part of Paul Gerhardt’s chorale text and the authorship 

is still unknown. However, the text “reads as a gloss on the content of O Haupt voll Blut 

und Wunden.”99 Todd points out that several words are borrowed from O Haupt voll Blut 

und Wunden such as “Todeswunden,” “gebunden,” “gekrönt,” and “Schmerzen.” He 

questions whether Mendelssohn may have in fact written the text himself. Mendelssohn’s 

intense passion for literary pursuits, such as his translations of Terence’s comedy The 

Woman of Androse and Horace’s Ars Poetica, make this claim very plausible.100 

The overall formal structure is, once again, ternary with an extensively modified 

third section. Mendelssohn abandons the divisi viola and cello parts for a standard scoring 

that includes two flutes, two clarinets, two bassoons, two horns, two violins, viola, cello, 

contrabass, and organ ad libitum. The movement opens with an extensive twenty-one bar 

opening ritornello. The musical syntax is completely characteristic of the nineteenth 

century with regard to melodic structure, harmonic language, harmonic rhythm, and 

phrase structure. The baritone enters in m. 22 with a freely composed melody, 

accompanied only by the strings. Mendelssohn begins the melody with six-bar phrases 

                                                
99Ibid., 14.  
100Ibid.  
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(3+3) but the lyrical aria is suddenly interrupted by a half cadence with fermata. 

Mendelssohn does this to draw attention to the subsequent measures in which he loosely 

quotes the chorale tune (see Example 27). This is one of only two brief references 

Mendelssohn makes to the chorale melody in the entire movement. Next, Mendelssohn 

 
Example 27 – Brief quotation of the chorale tune in the bass aria,  

O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, mm. 35-40               

 
 
elaborates on the text “der meine Sünd getragen, gegrüßet seist du mir!” [“Who bore all 

my transgression, I greet you in distress!”] providing special emphasis to the words 

“getragen” [“bore”] and “gegrüßet” [“greet”].  This section is brought to a close in E-flat 

major and followed by a short medial ritornello to introduce the second section. The short 

B section (m. 81-107) continues on in much the same way as the A section with some 

colorful harmonic shifts to neighboring keys. This is accented by the return of the wind 

instruments. Mendelssohn hints at C minor at the end of the section (mm. 100-106) but 

quickly draws the second section to a close by returning to E-flat major. The third section 

(A1) begins in m. 108. With the exception of the elongation of the first note, mm. 108-

117 are an exact repetition of mm. 22-30. Mendelssohn then modifies the third section by 
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again hinting at C minor in mm. 123-125 (see Example 28). The movement to C minor is 

amplified by the introduction of the winds into the texture, a major modification from the 

first section. Mendelssohn then begins to shift back to E-flat major in mm. 125-141. As 

the third section begins to come to a close, it appears as though the baritone voice will 

cadence in E-flat major, but Mendelssohn provides one last diversion to C minor in 

 
Example 28 – Movement to C minor, O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, mm. 118-126 

 

 
 

 
mm. 151-154. As Mendelssohn commences with the closing ritornello, he prominently 

places the chorale tune in the flute part and draws the tonal center back to C minor (see 

Example 29). However, Mendelssohn yet again quickly shifts from that tonal center and 

decisively cadences in E-flat major. This harmonic ambiguity is obviously continued 

from the first movement. By creating this continuous tension between E-flat major and  
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C minor, Mendelssohn is able to unify the cantata by ingeniously emphasizing the 

inherent tonal ambiguity of the chorale tune.  

 Mendelssohn’s translating voice is, by far, the dominant voice in this movement. 

The entire aria, with the exception of eight bars, is composed of completely original 

music that incorporates nineteenth-century harmonic language, formal design, and 

melodic syntax.101 In fact, the only Bachian conventions are the inclusion of an aria in the 

Example 29 – Tonal shift to C minor then to E-flat Major, 
O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, mm. 148-163 

 

cantata form, the use of a chorale text, and the use of ritornelli to frame the A-B-A1 

formal structure. The result is a movement that is very much in Mendelssohn’s voice, and 

devoid of duplication of Bach’s style. In fact, this movement is less paraphrase 

translation and more re-creative translation due to the overwhelming dominance of 

                                                
101The exempted eight bars, mm. 36-40 in the baritone part and mm. 151-154 in 

the flute part, are a direct quote of the opening phrase of the chorale tune.  

C minor 

E-flat Major 
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Mendelssohn’s translating voice. However, Bach’s authorial voice returns in full force in 

the final movement.  

 
Movement 3: 

 The final movement is similar to final sections of the Christe, du Lamm Gottes 

since Mendelssohn closes the cantata with a simple, four-part harmonization of the 

chorale melody. The chorale is set in common time and marked Allegro moderato. 

Mendelssohn uses this straightforward setting to simply resolve the continued tension 

between the E-flat major and C minor polarity by providing a firm C minor tonal center. 

He also returns to Gerhardt’s poetry, setting the sixth stanza of the chorale text. The wind 

instruments generally double the choral parts throughout the movement. The exceptions 

are when they occasionally provide brief, embellishing melodic lines during the phrasal 

interludes of the chorale tune (i.e. mm. 32-47, see Example 30). The horn part 

dramatically punctuates these embellishments with fanfare-like bursts. Mendelssohn 

scores the strings parts in a quasi-colla parte fashion, utilizing a pulsating stream of 

eighth notes to double the voice parts (see Example 31). This is another instance in which  

Mendelssohn is veering away from Bach’s musical syntax since Bach normally had all 

instrumental parts doubling the voices for the final chorale (e.g., BWV 45 Es ist dir 

gesagt, Mensch, was gut ist).  

Mendelssohn’s translation of Bach’s work continues to grow more apparent, 

especially when one analyzes the cantata as a whole. Both Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt 

walten and O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden rely heavily on Bach’s model, but 

Mendelssohn’s creative deviation also begins to grow allowing his translations to move 
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from paraphrase translations to suppressed re-creation translations in the next two 

cantatas. 

 
Example 30 – Embellishment in wind parts during phrasal interludes 

of the chorale tune, O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, mm. 29-34 
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Example 31 – Horn embellishment, O Haupt voll Blut und Wunden, mm. 18-20 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Horn 
 
 
 
Violin 1 
 
Violin 2 
 
 
Viola 



  97 

CHAPTER 6:  FURTHER DEVIATION FROM BACH’S MODEL –    

SUPPRESSED RE-CREATION 

In his fifth and sixth chorale cantatas, Vom Himmel hoch and Wir Glauben all’ an 

einem Gott, he further deviates from Bach’s model. In these cantatas, Mendelssohn 

continues to suppress his translating voice in order to meet with the ideal of Bach’s 

model. However, Mendelssohn’s voice is starting to become more predominant. Hence, I 

have assessed these works as being suppressed-re-creation translations. Suppressed-re-

creation translations are defined as works in which elements of the translator’s musical 

syntax “are suppressed in order to meet with the ideal that the earlier language 

represents” but the translating voice is predominant.102 The following pages describe and 

outline the similarities and the deviations from Bach’s model in Vom Himmel hoch and 

Wir Glauben all’ an einem Gott.  

 
Vom Himmel hoch (1831) 

Movement 1: 

Vom Himmel hoch is the longest of Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas and utilizes 

the second-largest complement, which includes SSATB choir, soprano and baritone soli, 

strings, 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 clarinets, 2 bassoons, 2 horns, 2 trumpets, and timpani.103 The 

work has six separate movements and includes verses 1, 2, 3, 4, 9, 10, 12, and 14 of 

Martin Luther’s familiar Christmas hymn. However, Mendelssohn only utilizes the 

                                                
102Garratt, “Mendelssohn’s Babel,” 36.  
103Wir glauben all’an einem Gott uses the largest orchestration which includes 

SATB choir, strings, two oboes, two clarinets, two bassoons, two horns, two trumpets, 
three trombones, and timpani. 



  98 

chorale tune in movements 1, 3, and 6. The other movements contain original music that 

is not based on the chorale tune. Vom Himmel hoch is evidence of further 

experimentation with Bach’s multi-movement cantatas due to the inclusion of two arias, a 

chorale harmonization, and an arioso that introduces the final movement. In this 

expansive work, Mendelssohn is able to explore a variety of compositional techniques to 

communicate the rich spiritual content of the chorale. In doing so, he begins to truly 

translate Bach’s musical syntax and form into an updated and, in many ways, re-created 

genre.  

The first major deviation from Bach’s model is in the formal structure of the 

opening movement. Mendelssohn abandons the cantus firmus formal structure in 

exchange for a freely composed opening movement that is inspired, not dictated, by the 

chorale tune. Since Mendelssohn is not dependent upon the chorale, he has the artistic 

license to compose the movement in a more original manner. The result is a joyous work 

that is best described as a “vast [song] of praise from the Christian community…”104 

The cantata opens in C major, in 3/4 meter and is marked Allegro. It is the only 

one of Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas that uses a five-part chorus, dividing the women 

into soprano 1, soprano 2, and alto. Similar to the preceding cantatas, Mendelssohn 

maintains a tripartite formal structure in the opening movement, however, he greatly 

modifies this structure in this cantata. The overall structure is best described as A-B (A1-

B1) C. This modification will be discussed in the following paragraphs.  

                                                
104Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 11.  
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The exuberant opening movement begins with a lengthy orchestral introduction 

built on a descending sixteenth-note figure. This figure is similar to that found in the first 

movement of Bach’s Canonic Variations BWV 769 based on the same chorale (see 

Examples 32a & 32b).105 Mendelssohn was obviously aware of Bach’s setting and he 

appears to pay homage to the great master in the introduction. The opening begins with 

the flutes and violins “on high.” The music gradually increases in intensity with the 

entrance of the winds (see Example 32b). This culminates in a grand fortissimo in m. 10. 

Mendelssohn maintains the energy created during the opening ten measures by utilizing 

an antiphonal call and response between the various orchestral instruments over the next 

several bars. Mendelssohn appears to bring the orchestral introduction to a close in mm. 

35-39, however, the strong cadential progression, complete with the inclusion of hemiola, 

is obfuscated with an elision to a repeat of the opening three measures. As the music once 

again bursts forth with the descending violin figure, the five-part choir exuberantly enters 

with a freely composed choral fanfare (mm. 42-81).   

 The five-part chorale fanfare begins with the sopranos and altos in m. 42, 

followed by the men’s voices in m.44. This opening fanfare sets the first stanza of the 

chorale text. Mendelssohn sets the choral, wind, and low strings parts in half and/or 

dotted-half notes, contrasting the rapid sixteenth-note texture in the upper strings. 

Mendelssohn brings all of the voices together in mm. 48-55 for a contrapuntally 

enlivened, homophonic setting of the text “Vom Himmel hoch, da komm ich her, ich 

bring euch gute neue Mär” [“From Heaven on high I come to you, I bring you joyful  

                                                
105Ibid., 18-20.  
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Example 32a – Opening of J. S. Bach’s Canonic Variations, BWV 769, mm. 1-4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

Example 32b – Opening of Mendelssohn’s Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 1-4  
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news and truth”]. The voices continue to send forth “good news” with a playful, imitative 

section in the choral parts, reiterating the text “ Der Guten Mär bring ich so viel, da von 

ich singen und sagen will…” [“ The good news I bring this day, I shall now sing and 

say…”]. Mendelssohn accompanies the anticipatory choral parts with a variation of the 

opening orchestral music (mm. 17-39 = mm. 61-81). This provides unity and cohesion in 

the A section and beautifully prepares the introduction of the first two phrases of the 

chorale tune and text in the B section.  

Before I discuss the B section, it is important to note the strong deviation from 

Bach’s form and musical syntax in the opening measures of this cantata. Due to the lack 

of a chorale tune or motivic fragments of the chorale tune, Mendelssohn is able to write 

in a style that incorporates many of the nineteenth-century idioms and conventions that 

are characteristic of his music. Some examples of this are the perceived rhythmic 

complexities which are simply caused by the “superimposition of autonomous 

polyphonic lines,” lyrical melodies that contain limited amounts of chromaticism, rich 

and dramatic harmonic colorings of the melodies, cohesive unity through the repetition of 

thematic fragments, and the use of orchestral forces to carry the musical momentum 

forward to its climax, to name a few.106 It is a style that is very different from that of the 

preceding cantatas. Mendelssohn’s nineteenth-century compositional style lends itself to 

the exuberance of the chorale text. He is able to draw out and communicate the joyful 

theological content that is inherent in the text. It is very much Mendelssohn’s translating 

voice that dominates the entire A section.  

                                                
 106Chambers, “Shorter Sacred Works,” 139.  
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The second section (mm. 82-204) finally includes a fragment of the chorale tune. 

The second line of the chorale tune and text are set contrapuntally in all voices. 

Mendelssohn only develops the opening two phrases of the chorale, however, rendering 

the tune incomplete. The chorale is now functioning as thematic fodder for a 

developmental section, instead of dictating the overall structure of the form. By doing 

this, Mendelssohn is able to dramatically capture the joy of the central meaning of the 

chorale text “Euch ist ein Kindlein heut geborn” [“For you, this day a child is born”]. 

This is accomplished through the continuous imitative reiterations of this motive. The 

contrapuntal treatment of the fragmented chorale tune “suggests a fantasy on the first two 

phrases of the chorale (not unlike the finale of the Reformation Symphony)…”107 This 

makes sense since Mendelssohn was composing the Reformation Symphony and Vom 

Himmel hoch simultaneously.  

The basses begin the second stanza of the chorale in m. 82. The fragmented 

chorale motive is then imitated in all of the vocal parts over the next several measures. 

The orchestral writing is like that in Mendelssohn’s choral-orchestral literature due to the 

colla parte scoring of the instruments with the exception of one or two parts which 

embellish the melodic motive (i.e. mm. 84-104, see Example 33). Mendelssohn continues 

to use many of Bach’s contrapuntal conventions, such as the pairing of voices, rhythmic 

variations, hemiola, stretto, etc. One could argue that the imitative writing is evidence of 

Bach’s dominating authorial influence. However, I contend that Mendelssohn’s use of 

the fragmented chorale tune combined with the purely nineteenth-century harmonic 

                                                
107Todd, Mendelssohn, 241.  
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language, updates Bach’s compositional convention in a re-creative and transformative 

way. Unlike the earlier cantatas, Vom Himmel hoch does not sound like an exercise in 

Bach’s style. Instead, this cantata anticipates the grandeur of Mendelssohn’s later oratorio 

choruses. 

Example 33 – Colla parte/embellishment orchestral scoring,  
Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 91-97 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Mendelssohn also deviates from Bach’s model by interrupting the imitative B 

section with a return of a portion of the A section. This represents the first cantata in 

which Mendelssohn mixes verses and repetitions of particular chorale text passages. This 

will be discussed in-depth in the second and fourth movement since they better exemplify 

this approach. Beginning in m. 133, Mendelssohn begins a stretto treatment of the 
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fragmented chorale tune, which culminates in a homophonic setting of the text “Euch ist 

ein Kindlein heut geborn, von einer Jungfrau auserkorn” [“For you, a child is born this 

day, born of a virgin pure and fine”] in all five voice parts, strings, and the bassoon (mm. 

145-152, see Example 34). Beginning in m. 152, Mendelssohn paraphrases mm.  

Example 34 – Stretto treatment of the chorale tune, Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 140-147 
 

 
 

39-41 from the opening A section. This introduces a recapitulation of the opening choral 

fanfare in m. 157. Mendelssohn then proceeds to repeat the opening fourteen measures of 

the choral fanfare (mm. 42-55), creating an A1 section within the B section. In the 

following measures (mm. 171-180), he composes a boisterous transition that appears to 

be cadential, however in m.180, Mendelssohn elides the cadence with a return of the 
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imitative, fragmented chorale tune from the B section. As the voices continue to weave a 

web of imitative counterpoint that deftly moves the music through a variety of keys, 

Mendelssohn combines both phrases of the chorale tune between the soprano 1 part and 

the alto part (see Example 35). This is followed by another short stretto treatment of the  

 
Example 35 – Superimposed variation of the chorale tune phrases,  

Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 184-190 

 

 
chorale motive, which gracefully melds into another homophonic statement of the chorale 

text (mm. 188-202). This culminates in a grand half cadence that sets up the majestic 

introduction of the complete chorale tune.  

It is in the final section (mm. 205-235) that Mendelssohn truly pays homage to 

Bach’s authorial voice. In mm. 200-204, the violins present a dignified, processional-like 

statement of the entire chorale set homophonically for both choir and orchestra. 

Mendelssohn sets the chorale in dotted-half notes and chooses not to show most of the 

breath marks with fermatas as Bach often did, creating rhythmic deviation from the 

original chorale tune. Mendelssohn does use a fermata at the end of the third phrase of 
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the chorale, however, in order to avoid bringing in the final chorale phrase on an upbeat 

(see Example 36). Obviously, by using a harmonized, four-part, homophonic setting of 

the chorale at the end of a movement, Mendelssohn is deferring to Bach’s chorale cantata 

structure. However, Mendelssohn does slightly deviate from Bach’s model by changing 

the rhythmic values and through his selective use of fermatas.  

Example 36 – Use of fermatas at the end of the third chorale phrase,  
Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 226-236 

 

 
 

 Bach’s authorial influence is evident throughout this movement, but 

Mendelssohn’s translating voice is even more predominant. It is a beautiful example of 

Mendelssohn’s transition from imitating Bach at the literal or paraphrase level to the re-
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creative level. The result of this transition is a unique composition that is transformative, 

creative, and overall, different from the preceding chorale cantatas.  

 

Movement 2: 

In the inner movements of Vom Himmel hoch Mendelssohn expresses “personal 

reflections on the birth of the Christ child,” beautifully contrasting the vast 

congregational song of praise represented in the first movement.108 The second movement 

is a baritone aria and includes the third and a portion of the fourth stanza of Luther’s 

chorale text. The movement is set in A major, with a 3/4 meter marked Andante con 

moto. Mendelssohn reduces the orchestration of this movement by excluding the oboe, 

trumpet, and timpani parts, creating a much lighter and delicate texture. The aria was 

possibly written for his friend Franz Hauser, to whom he may even have dedicated the 

cantata.109 

Mendelssohn opens the movement in a very different manner than that of the 

preceding cantatas. He prefaces the introductory orchestral music with an accented 

dominant E pitch, simply set in the winds in octaves (see Example 37). After this is 

repeated in the third measure, the E pitch resolves to an A major chord that is marked 

with a fermata. The strings and bassoon parts then evolve into a seven-bar introduction 

that anticipates the opening two and a half measures of the baritone’s music. The baritone 

enters in m. 9, simply accompanied by the strings with occasional interjections from the 

                                                
108Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 23.  
109Karen Lehmann, foreword to Vom Himmel hoch, by Felix Mendelssohn-

Bartholdy (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1985), 4. 



  108 

winds. Similar to the aria movement in the Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, 

Mendelssohn does not use or even reference the chorale tune. Instead, the music is freely 

composed, allowing Mendelssohn’s translating voice to continue its predominance. This  

 
Example 37 – Opening of the second movement, Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 1-3 
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is exemplified by the extensive use of irregular phrase lengths in the melodic line; lush, 

nineteenth-century harmonic language; and the continual use of sforzandi in the wind 

parts.  

The first stanza of the chorale text is set in only twelve measures, cadencing on 

the dominant E major chord. This is followed by a new section of music with the first two 

lines of the fourth stanza of the chorale text. Mendelssohn accentuates this shift by 

changing the texture to solo wind instruments and removing the string parts altogether. 

He further draws attention to the new text by modulating to the dominant: E major. The 

legato melodic line, coupled with embellishing solo instruments, gracefully depicts the 

text “Er bringt euch alle Seligkeit, die Gott, der Vater, hat bereit” [“He brings you all the 

blessedness that God will give you in his grace”]. Mendelssohn then briefly interrupts the 

fourth stanza of the chorale text with a return to the opening line of the third stanza in 

mm. 28-31 (see Example 38). This interesting intermixing of text recalls Bach’s practice 

 
Example 38 – Interruption of the fourth stanza chorale text with an  

interpolation of the third stanza, Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 25-30 
 

 
 

in many of the arias in his cantatas (e.g., “Es werden viele zu mir sagen” BWV 45). For 

Bach, it was a way to further personalize and emphasize the central theological meaning 

of the text. Mendelssohn obviously understood this and ingeniously used it throughout 
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this cantata. It is another example of how Mendelssohn continues to develop and 

experiment with Bach’s conventions to further draw out the spiritual content inherent to 

these works.  

 Mendelssohn accentuates the recapitulated text in mm. 28-31 by again changing 

the orchestral texture through the re-introduction of the strings. This time, however, they 

take on a new accompanimental motive consisting of a gentle, eighth-note rocking 

pattern that outlines the harmonic progressions. Over this accompaniment the baritone 

calls out “Es ist der Herr Christ, unser Gott” [“He is the Christ, our blessed Lord”], which 

is immediately imitated by the clarinets and cellos. The instrumental parts further 

accentuate the drama of the text through the use of sforzando and crescendo/decrescendo 

dynamic patterns (see Example 38).  

Beginning in m. 32, Mendelssohn once again repeats the opening two lines of 

Luther’s fourth stanza. These two lines are the only excerpts of the fourth chorale stanza 

that Mendelssohn sets in this movement. He sets this text with more new music 

accompanied only by the dolce eighth-note pattern in the strings. Then in m. 41, 

Mendelssohn returns to A major and again interrupts the fourth chorale stanza with a 

recapitulation of opening bars of the baritone’s melodic line (mm. 41-43 and mm. 45-47 

= mm. 9-11. See Example 39).  Although it is scored in A major, the opening melodic 

material emphasizes the dominant pitch “E” as the high point in the phrase. Mendelssohn 

uses this pitch at the end to provide continued harmonic instability. Instead of cadencing 

in A major, the piece concludes on a half cadence, recalling the opening measures which 

began on the dominant pitch. This, combined with the return of the opening melodic 
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material in the baritone line, provides a new cohesive formal structure in the through-

composed aria. The half-cadence conclusion also allows Mendelssohn to connect the 

second movement with the third movement, which opens in A minor. Mendelssohn 

ensures this by marking the final cadence attacca. In essence, Mendelssohn is tying the 

two movements together harmonically and textually, since the third movement includes 

the entire fourth stanza of Luther’s chorale text. This new development in formal 

structure represents yet another deviation from Bach’s model.  

 

Example 39 – Second interruption of the fourth stanza chorale text with a  
recapitulation of the opening melodic motive, Vom Himmel hoch 

 
Opening phrase of the baritone aria, mm. 7-12 

 
 
 

Final phrase of the baritone aria, mm. 43-49 

 
 
 
 
Movement 3:   
  
 The third movement is a straightforward harmonization of the complete chorale 

tune. It is scored for four-part chorus and colla parte instruments including oboes, 
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bassoons, and strings. Mendelssohn resolves the incomplete setting of the fourth chorale 

stanza in the second movement by setting the entire fourth verse in this movement. He 

also resolves the concluding E major half cadence in the second movement by opening 

the chorale in A minor. These processes, combined with the preceding attacca 

instruction, beautifully connect the second and third movements.  

In the opening measures, Mendelssohn quickly deviates from the initial A minor 

tonality by cadencing in C major, the key of the opening and closing movements, in m. 3. 

He demarcates a breath using a fermata sign at the end of each phrase. Bach used this 

convention in all of his chorale harmonizations as well. Mendelssohn’s abrupt shift to C 

major is reinforced with another C major cadence in m. 5. He then veers away from C 

major in the next phrase and briefly shifts to E minor in m. 7. Mendelssohn returns to C 

major in the final measures in a very unconventional and “un-Bachian” fashion. The 

irregular harmonization of the final phrase quickly shifts through the related keys of E 

minor, A major, A minor, F major, and finally, C major (mm. 7-10, see Example 40). 

This plagal cadence is very much a characteristic of Bach’s chorale harmonizations but 

the harmonic progression that precedes it is very unconventional. This is one instance in 

which Mendelssohn’s nineteenth-century translating voice is very evident in the midst of 

a chorale setting in the style of Bach.  
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Example 40 – Irregular harmonization of the final phrase  
in the third movement of Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 5-10 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
e    A    d            a       F         C 

 
 
Movement 4:   
 
 The fourth movement is a soprano aria including verses nine and ten of Luther’s 

chorale text. The aria features a “delicately scored accompaniment” consisting of two 

flutes, two clarinets, and divisi violas and cellos.110 The absence of violins and the 

addition of divisi violas and cellos provide a unique texture that beautifully contrasts and 

complements the lyric soprano melody. The warm sound of the low strings creates a 

sense of groundedness while the soprano melody provides a more ethereal color.  This 

                                                
110Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 21. 
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aptly colors the text “Sei willekomm, du edler Gast, den Sünder nicht verschmähet hast, 

und kommst ins Elend her zu mir, wie sol lich immer danken dir?” [“Be welcome now, O 

noble guest, for sinners you have not despised; you come in meekness now to me, how 

then shall I give thanks to you?”], and creates a musical representation of the connection 

of Heaven and Earth.  Mendelssohn has again chosen not to utilize the chorale tune or 

fragments of the chorale tune in this movement, allowing him the artistic license to 

compose in a more original manner. The result is a highly personal movement, filled with 

nineteenth-century idioms. Pritchard regards this movement as the highpoint of the 

cantata.111 

The movement opens in a gentle 2/4 meter, marked Allegretto and in G major. 

The introduction (mm. 1-12) is filled with lush nineteenth-century lyricism and a rich 

harmonic palette. Mendelssohn introduces an opening motive of four eighth notes 

followed by a dotted-quarter note in the clarinets. The flutes immediately imitate this 

motive in mm. 5-6. Mendelssohn fortifies the G major tonality by setting the opening six 

measures with a tonic pedal in the split cellos (see Example 41).  The legato introduction 

continues to build to its highest melodic point in m. 11, followed by a gentle syncopation 

in the winds which leads into the assuring G major tonality in m. 12. The soprano enters 

in m. 13 and repeats the opening four measures of the introductory melody, complete 

with the opening accompanimental music in the violas and the tonic pedal in the cellos. 

The following phrase has only the strings to accompany the soprano. It culminates in a D 

major half cadence in m. 20. Mendelssohn then moves away from G major by modulating  

                                                
111Ibid. 
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Example 41 – Six-bar tonic pedal at the opening of the fourth movement,  
Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 1-7 

 

in measures 20-24 to E minor, the relative minor. The shift to E minor sets up a repeat of 

the third line of the ninth chorale verse. Mendelssohn differentiates this section by 

changing from the flowing legato orchestral accompaniment to a staccato 

accompaniment in the strings. The soprano completes the ninth verse of the chorale text 

in mm. 29-32, accompanied by the new portato motive. The nineteenth-century character 

of this movement is illustrated further in this section through Mendelssohn’s use of a 

metrically unaccented cadence in mm. 28 and 32.  He proceeds to intermix the opening 

line of the chorale text “Sei willekomm, du edler Gast” [“Be welcome now, O noble 

guest”] with the closing line of the text “wie soll ich immer danken dir” [“How then shall 

I give thanks to thee?”] in mm. 33-44. The combination of these two lines of text aids 
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Mendelssohn in emphasizing “a personal point of view – a feeling of wonder in this 

instance.”112 He accentuates the mixing of texts by introducing an imitative, dolce, 

sixteenth-note motive in the wind parts, outlining a D major chord in mm. 33-36 (see 

Example 42).  Underpinning the moving winds and the soprano melody is a D pedal tone  

 
Example 42 – Imitative sixteenth-note motive, Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 32-37 

 

             

 
 
 

 
in the strings. The tonal movement to D major is quickly weakened by the addition of a 

C-natural in the second cello part (mm. 35-36).  This prepares the concluding measures of 

the first section in which the soprano once again “ponders (‘Wie soll ich immer danken 

dir?’) the gift of the Christ-child.”113 The soprano melody gently ascends to high A, the 

                                                
112Ibid., 11.  
113Ibid., 21.  
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highest melodic point in the movement, before bringing the first section to a definitive 

close in D major (mm. 40-44, see Example 43).  Mendelssohn elides this cadence with 

the beginning of the medial interlude (mm. 44-51), introducing the next section.  

 
Example 43 – Elision of the conclusion of the first section and the medial interlude in the 

fourth movement of Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 40-45 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

The medial interlude music is a variation of the introductory music. This 

introduces the beginning of the second section in m. 51, with the tenth stanza of Luther’s 

chorale text. This section is inherently developmental due to the tonal ambiguity of the 

shifting key centers. The opening phrase cadences in A minor (m. 53), followed by a 

sequential melody that shifts to C major (m. 57).  It appears that the phrase lengths are 
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three bars followed by five bars respectively, however, upon closer inspection we see that 

Mendelssohn maintains the four-bar phrase length due to a one-bar extension with a 

repeat of the text “vielmal so weit” [“were great indeed”] (mm. 54-55, see Example 44).  

Mendelssohn then elides the 

 
Example 44 – One-bar extension to continue the four-bar phrase structure  

in the fourth movement of Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 54-60 
   

 
 

 

 

 

          
                          

end of that phrase with the beginning of the next phrase setting the text “von Gold und 

Edelstein bereit” [“Adorned with precious stones and gold”] in mm. 55 through 57. 

Again, it appears that Mendelssohn is one measure short of a four-bar phrase. Instead 

Mendelssohn uses the orchestra to extend the phrase to the downbeat of m. 59, 

completing the four-bar phrase. He again elides these phrases in mm. 58-59 to begin the 

next four-bar phrase in C major (see Example 44). The phrase ends in a series of 
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secondary dominant chords, resulting in an extended A minor chord in m. 63. This begins 

the final phrase of the tenth chorale stanza (mm. 63-66).  The phrase concludes with 

another metrically unaccented cadence on a D major chord (m. 66), setting up the return 

of the opening text “Sei willekomm, du edler Gast” [“Be welcome now, O noble guest”] 

and a return to the home key of G major. Mendelssohn could easily have repeated the 

music from the first section, but instead he chose to deviate further from Bach’s model 

and produce a heavily modified ternary form.  

In the third section (mm. 67-86) the orchestral writing is based on melodic, 

harmonic and rhythmic motives derived from the first two sections. However in m. 67, 

the soprano melody is composed of new music and accompanies the return of the ninth 

verse of the chorale text. The melody’s rhythm is from the rhythmic motive in m. 54 (see 

Example 45), and Mendelssohn couples it with the accompanimental sixteenth-note 

motive from mm. 33-36 (see Example 42).  Then, beginning in m. 71, Mendelssohn sets 

the second line of the ninth verse to yet another new melody accompanied by a change in 

the orchestral articulation similar to the portato motive in mm. 25-32 (see Example 45).  

Mendelssohn sets the third line of text in mm. 74-78, and the melodic structure is derived 

from measures 40-41. The fourth line of text begins in m. 79 and appears to move 

towards a decisive tonic cadence in m. 82. Mendelssohn avoids this, however, by quickly 

adding an F-natural in the orchestra. The soprano then repeats the fourth line of text in 

mm. 83-86, utilizing a variation of the preceding melody to set the text. The phrase draws 

to a close with the anticipated G-major cadence in m. 86. Mendelssohn elides this 

decisive cadence with the beginning of the coda section.  
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Example 45 – Use of the borrowed rhythmic motive from measure 54  
and accompanimental sixteenth-note motive from measures 33-36, 

Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 61-74 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Flute 2 

Clarinet 1 

Clarinet 2 

Viola 1 

Viola 2 

Cello/Bass 
 

Flute 1 



  121 

Mendelssohn reinforces the chorale text’s central theme of awe and wonder in the 

coda (mm. 86-104) by repeating selected lines of the ninth verse. In mm. 86-90, he 

repeats the third line “und kommst ins Elend her zu mir” [“Thou comest in meekness 

now to me”]. Mendelssohn sets this phrase in a similar fashion to mm. 25-28, which also 

has the third line of the chorale text. As in measures 25-28, he uses a metrically 

unaccented cadence (albeit approached from a different direction) and a sequential 

melodic pattern.  Mendelssohn briefly deviates from G major in this section, cadencing 

on an E minor chord followed by a C major chord respectively; however, he quickly 

returns to G major in the following phrase, which includes the fourth line of text (mm. 

91-94).  The syncopated cadential rhythm in mm. 93-94 recalls the closing measures of 

the introduction (mm. 11-12); both cadences resolve to G major. Mendelssohn reinforces 

the G major tonal center in the following measures in the wind instrument’s sixteenth-

note arpeggio motive (mm. 93-100) that has been used throughout the movement (i.e. 

mm. 32-36, 58-64, and 67-71).  Once again, the G major arpeggios are underpinned by a 

G pedal tone, further bolstering the tonal center. The soprano enters in m. 96 with a final 

iteration of the first line of the chorale text. This is set in a similar fashion to mm. 61-66 

by virtue of the similar melodic rhythm accompanied by the same gentle sixteenth-note 

motive in the winds. Mendelssohn further emphasizes the sense of wonder and awe by 

having the soprano outline a G major triad that ends on the third. He ingeniously follows 

this with the portato articulation in m. 101 and one last statement of the opening melody 

in m. 102, and finally a simple V-I cadence set serenely in the upper range of the 

instruments to close the movement.  
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This movement is completely dominated by Mendelssohn’s translating voice 

including many nineteenth-century idioms and conventions employed throughout the 

movement. Mendelssohn’s intermingling and combining of the different chorale verses 

provide a new means of amplifying further the spiritual content of the chorale text. This, 

coupled with the nineteenth-century idioms and conventions used throughout the 

movement and the creative means of unifying the work, represents a major deviation 

from Bach’s aria model. In fact, this aria exemplifies how Mendelssohn not only updates 

but also re-creates the cantata aria formal structure. The “dense tangle of revisions of the 

manuscript” proves that Mendelssohn poured much time and energy into this 

movement.114 The result is a movement filled with creative and original music that 

enhances and transforms, not imitates, Bach’s model. 

 

Movement 5:   

 The fifth movement is a short arioso for the baritone soloist. Bach used arioso 

movements in both his cantatas and passion settings. For Bach, these movements tended 

to preface arias and often utilized obbligato instruments with ostinato figurations. This 

helped connect the preceding recitative to the aria by using the same voice and 

instrumentation (e.g., Ach Golgotha in St. Matthew Passion).  Mendelssohn deviates from 

this model by using the arioso to preface the Schlußchor, with a full chorus instead of a 

soloist and a different orchestration. Mendelssohn also does not use obbligato instruments 

in this arioso. Instead, he chooses to simply set it with string accompaniment. 

                                                
114Ibid., 22. 
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Mendelssohn uses another portato figure in the accompaniment similar to the portato 

articulation motive found in movement four. This creates a sense of continuity and unity 

between the two movements and provides further cohesion to the entire work.  

 The movement includes the twelfth stanza of Luther’s Christmas hymn. The 

opening phrase is set in E minor but quickly shifts to G major in m. 3. The pulsing 

portato eighth-note accompaniment is indicative of a standard Baroque accompaniment. 

The baritone’s colorful melody is reminiscent of a Bachian melody due to the opening 

descent of a major seventh extending from B3 to C3 (see Example 46). Mendelssohn sets  

 
Example 46 – Opening melodic shape of the baritone solo, Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 1-4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the next phrase of the chorale text with an initial ascending leap of a minor sixth, also 

used heavily in Bach’s melodies. The use of ascending and descending leaps of a sixth 

unifies this short movement. This is illustrated in mm. 6-8 where Mendelssohn depicts 

the third line of the chorale text with two poignant leaps of a sixth in the melody. First, 
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from D-sharp to B on the text “alle welt,” then from E to C-sharp on the text “Macht, ehr” 

[“All worldly honor”] (see Example 47).  Mendelssohn follows this section with a 

harmonic progression that returns back to E minor in mm. 10-13, setting the final line of 

the chorale text.  

Example 47 – Unifying sixth interval, Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 5-9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Next, Mendelssohn repeats the third and fourth lines of the chorale text in mm. 

13-20. The melody and accompaniment are paraphrased from the preceding music in 

mm. 6-13.  Mendelssohn extends the final two measures with a short melisma on the 

word “hilft” that is supported by a dominant B pedal tone. He avoids a decisive cadence 

in E minor by incorporating a cadential, hemiola figure in the melody (a device often 

employed by Bach) that sustains the dominant B major chord over the length of the 

measure. Mendelssohn elides the resolution of the arioso with the downbeat of the 

Schlußchor, creating a striking mediant modulation to C major for the final chorus. This 
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attacca movement is punctuated by the sudden change in texture from strings only to full 

orchestra.  

The arioso movement in this cantata foreshadows Mendelssohn’s powerful 

ariosos in his oratorios (e.g., “I will sing of thy great mercies,” from St. Paul, and “Woe 

unto them who forsake him,” from Elijah).  The authorial influence of Bach is present in 

this movement. However, Mendelssohn is experimenting with the form to create an 

updated, nineteenth-century version of the arioso formal structure.  

 

Movement 6:   

 Mendelssohn labels the final movement Schlußchor. He returns to C major, the 

key of the opening chorus and that of the third movement.  The text is derived from the 

fifteenth and final verse of the chorale. The festive movement is set with a full orchestral 

complement, filled with “sweeping string arpeggiations and festive wind fanfares that 

take us farther from Bach.”115 The orchestral fanfare heralds the introduction of the 

chorale tune in m. 3. Mendelssohn sets the final verse of the chorale in unison, similar to 

the final verse in Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten, signifying a unified congregational 

song of praise. The orchestra accompanies the voices with a simple harmonization of the 

chorale tune while the strings continue their steady stream of arpeggios. Mendelssohn 

sets the first and second line of the chorale text in mm. 3-7, and the winds immediately 

imitate the voices in mm. 7-9, providing a short interlude between the lines of texts. The 

third phrase of the text is found in mm. 9-11, followed by another imitative interjection in 

                                                
115Todd, Mendelssohn, 241-242. 
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Soprano 
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the winds. Then, in a major deviation from Bach’s model, Mendelssohn disposes of the 

final phrase of the chorale and replaces it with a freely composed coda in mm. 13-33. 

This deviation marks the first time he has veered away from the original chorale tune and 

foreshadows the use of a freely written chorale tune in the final cantata, Ach Gott vom 

Himmel sieh’ darein.   

 In m. 13, the bass voices introduce a two-bar motive on the text “und singen uns 

solch neues Jahr” [“and sing us all a bright new year”], which is paraphrased from the 

chorale tune. This is immediately imitated by the tenors in m. 14 (See Example 48). The  

 

Example 48 – Bass and tenor two-bar motive paraphrased from the chorale tune and new 
melodic material in the soprano and alto voices, Vom Himmel hoch, mm. 12-17 
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altos and sopranos, doubled by the flutes, oboes, and clarinets, enter in m. 15 with the 

third line of the chorale text and the introduction of a new melody (see Example 48). This 

section culminates in a homophonic, four-part setting of the fourth line of the chorale text 

in mm. 17-23. In this section, Mendelssohn continues to develop the new, freely 

composed music. In m. 23, Mendelssohn elides the definitive cadence in C major with a 

fanfare in the bass voices, heralding a repeat of the third line of text. He then proceeds to 

split the sopranos into two parts, creating a five-voice choir in which the sopranos, altos 

and tenors echo the bass’s fanfare in mm. 24-29 (see Example 49). Mendelssohn 

continues to reiterate the V-I progression in this section, reinforcing the tonality of C 

major in a Beethovenesque manner. In mm. 29-30, the orchestra repeats the opening two 

measures of the movement and then continues the double-dotted fanfare in mm. 31-33 to 

bring the work to a radiant conclusion.  

This movement demonstrates a new approach to Bach’s model. Mendelssohn’s 

treatment of the unison chorale tune harmonized by a traditional nineteenth-century 

orchestral accompaniment and his abandonment of the chorale tune in lieu of a freely 

composed coda represents a deviation from Bach’s model. Bach’s authorial voice is 

present throughout the cantata but it is not predominant. Vom Himmel hoch perfectly 

illustrates Mendelssohn’s suppression of his translating voice in order to adhere to some 

of the ideals of Bach’s model. It is Mendelssohn’s voice that is now predominant and by 

and large, he simply pays homage to the great master. The result is a work that honors, 

not imitates, Bach’s musical syntax and form, and in turn updates the chorale cantata 

genre into a practical nineteenth-century art form. 
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Example 49 – Five-voice choir with the sopranos (divisi), altos and tenors echoing 
the bass’s fanfare motive, Vom Himmel hoch, mm 24-26 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott (1831) 

 Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott employs the largest orchestration of all the 

chorale cantatas. Mendelssohn orchestrates the cantata for two oboes, two clarinets, two 

bassoons, two horns, two trumpets, three trombones, timpani, strings and SATB choir. 

The full orchestral forces are not used throughout the cantata; Mendelssohn incrementally 

adds instruments as the intensity of the work increases. The strings accompany the first 

movement; oboes, clarinets, bassoons, and horns are added in the second; and the 

trumpets, trombones, and timpani are included in the third movement. Hence, the full 

orchestration is not realized until the third section. 
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The cantata is based on Martin Luther’s chorale tune and text, his paraphrase of 

the Latin Credo. Luther divides the text into three separate verses, which correspond to 

the natural structure of the Latin Credo. Mendelssohn uses this division as a means to 

sectionalize the through-composed cantata as he did in Christe, du Lamm Gottes and 

Jesu, meine Freude. Mendelssohn intended to set Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott as a 

series of “three great fugues” but this approach was never realized.116 

 Mendelssohn begins the cantata without any orchestral introduction. Instead, the 

string accompaniment simply establishes the tonality with a single D minor chord, 

followed by the entrance of the bass voices as they introduce the opening phrase of the 

chorale tune and text. The melodic line is treated in a fugato-like fashion. The tenors 

enter with a G minor statement of the chorale tune in m. 5; the altos enter in m. 9 and 

repeat the D minor statement of the basses; and the sopranos finally enter in m. 13 with a 

concluding G minor statement of the motive, completing the opening of the chorale 

fugato formal structure. Up to this point, the accompaniment consists solely of a constant 

quarter-note quasi-continuo line in the cellos and basses. The upper strings enter in m. 17 

with the violins reiterating the chorale tune and the violas joining the quasi-continuo line. 

Mendelssohn continues to set the following phrases of the first stollen in a similar 

manner, basing the imitative vocal material on specific segments of the chorale tune as 

strict points of imitation.  
                                                

116In a letter dated January 30, 1831 Mendelssohn wrote to Franz Hauser: “Now I 
am in the midst of his [Luther’s] Wir glauben all an einem Gott, which I am setting as 
three great fugues…” Quoted in Susanna Großmann-Vendrey, Felix Mendelssohn 
Bartholdy und di Musik der Vergangenheit, (Regensburg: Bosse, 1969), 207. 
Mendelssohn’s fugal treatment of the chorale tune is what he was referring to when he 
called it “three great fugues” even though a true fugue never develops. 
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The points of imitation become less strict beginning in m. 34. This demarcates the 

beginning of the second stollen. Mendelssohn utilizes freely composed contrapuntal 

material to support the chorale tune, prominently set in half notes. He deviates from the 

opening section, however, by not setting the half-note chorale tune in all of the voices. 

For example, beginning in m. 34 the sopranos sing the first line of the second stollen set 

in half notes while the alto, tenor and bass voices continue to provide contrapuntal 

support (see Example 50). When the other voices enter with this text, Mendelssohn does  

 
Example 50 – Chorale tune set in the soprano part in half notes while the alto, tenor and 
bass voices provide contrapuntal support, Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 35-41 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

not set them as a half-note point of imitation. Instead, they continue to provide derivative 

contrapuntal material, setting the same text. The tenor line is the only part that echoes the 

soprano’s cantus firmus in m. 38 (see Example 51).  Mendelssohn further deviates from 

the chorale fugato model by excluding the second phrase of the chorale tune to set the 

second line of the second stollen (mm. 42-48, see Example 52).  Mendelssohn utilizes the 

opening phrase of the chorale tune to set this text. By doing this, Mendelssohn creates a  
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Example 51 – Tenor imitation of the chorale tune,  
Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 35-41 

 

 
 

developmental section (mm. 42-63) using only the opening phrase of the chorale tune. 

This section also functions developmentally due to transient modulations through a 

variety of keys before a return to D minor in m. 63 for the final two lines of text.  

In m. 63, the bass part enters with the tenth line of the chorale text set, once again, 

in half notes to the opening phrase of the chorale tune. The alto part echoes this entrance 

in m. 68, however, Mendelssohn again breaks the point of imitation by overlapping the 

second phrase of the chorale tune with the first phrase in the soprano part (m. 69).  The 

tenor immediately imitates the soprano part in m. 70. Mendelssohn sets this section over 

a dominant A pedal tone in the low strings. He closes the opening section by setting the 

final line of text “es steht alles in seiner Macht” [“For all creatures are in his power”] to 

freely composed music. Mendelssohn resolves the A pedal tone by replacing it with a 
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Example 52 – Exclusion of the second phrase of the chorale tune to set the second line of 
the second stollen, Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 42-48 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

tonic D pedal tone in mm. 78-81. However, the D major tonality quickly shifts to D 

minor, and then surprisingly moves to A major to close the section on a half cadence. 

Bach’s musical ideal is ever present in the “mechanical and contrived” 

contrapuntal writing throughout this section.117 Mendelssohn, however, continues to 

develop and experiment with Bach’s model using only the opening phrases of the chorale 

tune. Mendelssohn continues this development in the second section. 

 

Section 2:   

 Mendelssohn connects the first section with the second section by continuing the 

previous A major chord. In contrast to the first section, Mendelssohn expands the 
                                                

117Pritchard feels that the contrapuntal writing is mechanical and contrived 
compared to the other cantatas. (Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 16.) 
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orchestra with the inclusion of the oboes, clarinets, bassoons, and horns. The introduction 

of these instruments provides a striking contrast to the first section as they open the 

second section with an orchestral fanfare. The six-bar fanfare shifts the tonality from A 

major back to D minor and heralds the introduction of a new idea: a constant eighth-note 

melodic line played by violins I and II in unison. Mendelssohn further punctuates the 

return to D minor tonality by scoring the downbeats of mm. 6-10 with root position D 

minor chords played by the horn, viola and low strings.  

 The return of D minor coincides with the introduction of the statement of the 

second verse of the chorale text, which is set in much the same fugato-like fashion as the 

first section. Mendelssohn again sets a fragment of the opening phrase of the chorale tune 

in a fugato-like manner (see Example 53). The altos, doubled by the oboe and clarinet, 

begin the D minor fugato subject in m. 10 on the text “Wir glauben auch an Jesum 

Christ” [“And we believe in Jesus Christ”]. The subject is immediately imitated by the 

tenors in m. 11, the sopranos in m. 12 and the basses in m. 13. The voices, moving 

largely in half notes, are doubled by the winds, while the constant eighth-note 

accompanimental figure in the unison violins provides a striking textural contrast. This 

continuous stream of rapid-fire eighth notes set against a largely homophonic texture is 

typical of Mendelssohn’s compositional style in many of his later choral-orchestral 

works. It also exemplifies Mendelssohn’s continuing compositional maturity as he further 

defines his own style.  

 The second phrase of the first stollen is introduced by the altos in m. 17 and is 

imitated by the tenors, sopranos and basses respectively. However as opposed to his 
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Example 53 – Opening of the second section of  
Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 8-18 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

approach in the first section, Mendelssohn uses only the first six notes of the chorale tune 

then deviates from the tune by elongating a freely composed, contrapuntal ending of the 

chorale phrase (mm. 17-26, see Example 54).  The expansion of the orchestra and the 

elongation/variation of the chorale tune add to the overall growth of the work.  

 In m. 30, the sopranos begin the second stollen while the tenors and the altos 

provide independent, contrapuntal counterparts consisting of freely composed material. 

The basses enter in m. 32 with a paraphrased version of the chorale tune. The end of the  
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Example 54 – Freely composed ending of the chorale phrase in the  
second section of Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 19-29 

 

 

bass subject is elided with the entrance of the second phrase of the stollen sung by the 

sopranos with the text “gleicher Gott von Macht und Ehren” [“like to Him in power and  

honor”]. It is drastically altered, however, through inversion and rhythmic diminution. 

The tenors, altos, and basses follow the soprano entrance with a similar, diminutive 

motive but without the inversion, providing a more dense contrapuntal texture in contrast 

to the contrapuntally enlivened half-note texture (mm. 35-42, see Example 55).  The 
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quarter/half-note contrapuntal texture continues through much of the remaining section 

and Mendelssohn continues to vary and fragment the chorale tune’s stollen into differing 

contrapuntal motives.  

Example 55 – Diminutive motive in the second section of 
Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 35-44 

 

 Mendelssohn begins to slow down the harmonic rhythm in m. 60 as the basses 

introduce the final line of the second verse “am kreuz gestorben und vom Tod” [“who 

suffered on the cross and died”]. He highlights the importance of this text by elongating 
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the phrases, returning to D minor and returning to the half-note motion to set the chorale 

tune (bass line, mm. 60-64, see Example 56).  The altos punctuate this return by eliding  

Example 56 – Elongated phrase length and return to D minor in the second section  
of Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 60-64 

 

 
 

with the bass’s concluding note and repeating the chorale tune and text in D minor 

beginning in m. 64 (see Example 56). Mendelssohn then juxtaposes the second phrase of 

the chorale stollen (beginning with the soprano entrance in m. 66) with the alto’s 

conclusion of the first phrase (mm. 66-71, see Example 57).  He further emphasizes this 

section by utilizing the soprano’s opening A pitch as a dominant pedal in the low strings, 

dividing the unison violin part into two separate parts, and continuing the running eighth-

note motive until m. 75. This culminates in another repetition of the text “und vom Tod” 

[“and died”] with a strong A major cadence in m. 74. Mendelssohn then concludes the 

section with a homophonic statement of the text “wieder auferstanden durch Gott” [“and  
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Example 57 – Juxtaposition of the second phrase of the chorale stollen with the soprano 
entrance in the second section of Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 65-69 

 

did rise to life then through God”]. This powerful text is punctuated with a striking 

harmonic shift to D major. It is at this point the violins end the continuous eighth-note 

motive and move to quarter-, half- and whole-note rhythms creating a new texture 

(measures 75-81). Mendelssohn undermines the stability of D major with a harmonic 

shift and concluding half cadence in A major. The half cadence, much in the same 

manner as the first section, sets up the final and most powerful setting of the chorale text 

in the third and final section. 

 
 
Section 3: 

 The third section (mm. 82-156) contains the final verse of the choral text “Wir 

glauben an den Heiligen Geist” [“And we confess the Holy Spirit”] and finally includes 

the full statement of the entire chorale tune, albeit slightly altered. Interestingly, the final 

section opens with a repetition of the A major chord which concluded the second section. 
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For the first time in this cantata, trumpets, trombones and timpani are introduced in a 

fanfare-like manner. The addition of these instruments provides for the largest 

orchestration in all of Mendelssohn’s chorale cantatas. After the brief six-measure fanfare 

provided by the winds, the violins enter with an arpeggiated triplet figure set firmly in D 

minor (mm. 82-89, see Example 58).  Pritchard believes the movement from eighth notes 

to triplets in the strings refers to an elementary illustration of “the Holy Trinity of lines 

‘Wir glauben an den Heilgen Geist, Gott mit Vater und dem Sohne.’”118  Todd points out, 

however, that the use of the triplet figure provides an even greater function. He states, 

“Respecting the tripartite division of the text, Felix apportioned his score into three 

movements, with successively faster rhythmic values: a walking bass line in quarter notes 

for the first, and eighth notes and triplets for the second and third.”119 The rhythmic 

accumulation is further highlighted by the expansion of the instrumentation throughout 

the tripartite structure. The first movement is orchestrated for strings and continuo, the 

second movement adds oboes, clarinets, bassoons and horns, and the third movement 

includes brass and timpani.  

 The short orchestral introduction sets up the entrance of the voices in m. 90. As 

before in Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten and Vom Himmel hoch, Mendelssohn 

scores the voices in a grand unison statement of the chorale tune. The triplet figures are 

retained in the violins and violas while the wind instruments strengthen the choral unison 

(mm. 90-93, see Example 59).  The striking unison texture most certainly represents a 

unified body of believers professing their devout faith with one congregational voice.  
                                                
 118Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 16.  
 119Todd, Mendelssohn, 242.  
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Example 58 – Opening of the third section, Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 82-89 
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Example 59 – Triplet figure in strings while the wind instruments double the choir,  
Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 90-93 
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Willi Schulze believes that Mendelssohn’s setting was most likely influenced by “Bach’s 

well-known arrangement of Luther’s Und wenn die Welt voll Teufel wär’ in the cantata 

Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott, where Bach also uses a choral unison.”120  Bach’s setting is 

more florid, however, filled with contrapuntal figurations, and uses only the continuo to 

double the chorale tune. Mendelssohn translates this in a much different way. He uses 

imitative, fugal counterpoint in the opening two movements, developing only the first 

phrases of the chorale tune in a Bachian manner. This, paired with the previously 

discussed rhythmic accumulation and expansion of instrumentation, culminates in the 

simple and starkly contrasting choral unison. In this section, Mendelssohn finally sets the 

entire chorale tune. The only florid contrapuntal writing is in the triplet figurations of the 

strings while the oboes, clarinets, bassoons, trombones, and low strings double the 

chorale tune and provide simple harmonization. The horns, trumpets and timpani are used 

only to emphasize key harmonic and cadential points (mm. 94-104).  Schulze states, “In 

Mendelssohn’s setting, the share of the orchestra is less important than in Bach’s 

cantata…The listener is so much the more impressed by the choral unison, which is 

intensified by the wind instruments…”121   

 Mendelssohn finally shifts from the forceful unison setting of the chorale tune, all 

set firmly in D minor, to a grand four-part harmonization beginning in m. 134 (see 

Example 60).  Similar to that in many of the previous chorale cantatas, the four-part 

harmonization draws together the entire orchestra into a homophonic setting of the last 

                                                
 120Willi Schulze, foreword to Wir glauben all an einen Gott, by Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1980), 3.  
 121Ibid.  
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two phrases of the chorale tune. Mendelssohn’s translating voice, however, provides yet 

one more surprise in this cantata. He supplements the “first two phrases of the chorale 

with his own, freely composed extension of the melody” (mm. 144-152, see Example 

60). 122 This treatment highlights the eternal promise provided in the text “Nach diesem 

Elend ist bereit uns ein Leben in Ewigkeit” [“And in his kingdom to prepare, new life for 

us forevermore”]. Mendelssohn concludes the work with a unison dominant–tonic setting 

of the single “Amen.”  

 The suppression of Mendelssohn’s translating voice is evident in both Wir 

glauben all’ an einem Gott and Vom Himmel hoch. He suppresses his voice in order to 

accomplish Bach’s musical ideals. Mendelssohn’s translating voice, however, definitely 

predominates throughout both works, resulting in a re-created, nineteenth-century cantata 

form. This perfectly fits the definition of suppressed-re-creation translation since the 

translator’s musical syntax and formal structure are partially suppressed to meet the ideal 

of the authorial voice but the translating voice predominates. In many ways, 

Mendelssohn is simply paying homage to the great master through his creative 

interpretation and transformation of Bach’s model. Mendelssohn fully realizes the 

re-creation of the cantata form in his final cantata Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein.  

 

 

 

                                                
 122Todd, Mendelssohn, 242; Pietro Zappalà, Le ‘Choralkantaten’ di Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, Collezioni di tesi Universitarie, Serie IV, 2,  (Venice: 
Fondanzione Levi, 1991), 126.  
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Example 60 – Four-part harmonization of the chorale tune with the insertion  

of Mendelssohn’s freely composed extension of the melody 
 in the third section of Wir glauben all’ an einem Gott, mm. 134-156 
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Example 60 – (continued)  
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CHAPTER 7:  RE-CREATION OF THE GENRE –  

RE-CREATION/TRANSFIGURATION  

Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein (1832) 

The final chorale cantata, Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein represents the 

culmination of Mendelssohn’s chorale cantata project and exemplifies Mendelssohn’s re-

creation and modernization of the chorale cantata genre. I have labeled this cantata a re-

creative and transfigurative translation since the translator greatly deviates from the pre-

existent model and creates a modernized form. 

  In Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, Mendelssohn, in his own musical syntax 

and style, fully realizes the grandiose nature of the opening choruses found in many of 

Bach’s chorale cantatas. The work is divided into four separate movements and is scored 

for SATB choir, baritone solo, and an orchestra of two oboes, two clarinets, two 

bassoons, two horns, two trumpets, strings, and organ ad libitum. The opening movement 

is similar to those in the other cantatas in that it utilizes a tripartite structure, dictated by 

the dramatic content of the chorale text. In this cantata, however, Mendelssohn handles 

each section in a more original manner. The movement opens with an opposing  

A minor/A major polarity, depicting the despairing faithful described in Luther’s vivid 

translation of the Psalm 12 text. As in Vom Himmel hoch, the chorale tune is not present. 

Instead, Mendelssohn uses a complex contrapuntal texture, imitating freely composed 

motives that are not derived from the chorale tune. The brief orchestral introduction is 

filled with “rising chromatic lines and dissonant clashes, including duplicitous augmented 
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triads that contravene our sense of tonal stability” (mm. 1-4, see Example 61).123 In m. 5, 

the voices begin imitating the opening eighth-note/half-note orchestral motive (see  

 
Example 61 – Opening of Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 1-4 

                                                
 123Todd, Mendelssohn, 255.  
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Example 62). Mendelssohn instead completes the motive with a unified homophonic cry  

 
Example 62 – Entrance of the voices imitating the opening eighth-note/half-note 

orchestral motive, Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 5-8 
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from the despairing faithful, setting the text “und laß dich des erbarmen” [“and show thy 

mercy on us”]. This is immediately repeated in mm. 10-15. Mendelssohn further explores 

the movement from polyphony to homophony in the following episodic section, mm. 15-

28, which continues to elude tonal stability through chromatic polyphony that masterfully 

colors the texts “Dein Wort man nicht läßt haben wahr” [“Thy holy word is not 

believed”] and “der Glaub ist auch verloschen gar” [“In darkness thy true faith is 

dimmed”]. Mendelssohn chooses not to use only word-painting with this expressive text. 

Instead, he chooses to paint the overall mood or overriding spirit within a given passage. 

For example, in mm. 15-28 Mendelssohn colors the mood of strife and despair by 

utilizing autonomous polyphonic lines, as well as chromaticism and harmonic instability. 

Mendelssohn intensifies the mood by gradually replacing the polyphonic texture with a 

homophonic texture to set the concluding lines of the first verse of the chorale text. In the 

homophonic section, Mendelssohn moves from dotted-quarter notes to eighth notes and 

finally to sixteenth notes. This further intensifies the overall mood and aptly portrays the 

drama of the text “dein Wort man nicht läßt haben wahr, der Glaub ist auch verloschen 

gar bei allen Menschenkinder” [“Thy holy word is not believed, in darkness thy true faith 

is dimmed among all men and nations”]. The orchestra also gradually shifts from an 

accompanimental polyphonic texture to colla parte with the voices. Although Bach’s 

influence can be seen, Mendelssohn has found a new way to impart the drama of the text 

using his own compositional idioms and harmonic language. It is obvious that the 

opening section of this cantata was the compositional foundation for many of the 

choruses in Mendelssohn’s next large work, the oratorio St. Paul (e.g., “Herr, der du bist 
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der Gott” and “Der Erdkreis ist nun des Herrn”), in which Mendelssohn similarly 

portrays the drama of the work.  

After the homophonic conclusion of the A section, Mendelssohn ingeniously 

creates a brief orchestral interlude utilizing the introductory orchestral material for three 

bars and then incorporating a repeat of the final measure of the A section (mm. 28-31, see 

Example 63).  This not only brings unity and cohesion to the work, but also provides an 

excellent transition to the B section of the cantata. 

The B section contains the vivid second verse of the chorale text. Mendelssohn 

depicts the false teachers and easily led crowds through chromatic phrases that ascend 

and descend at random, creating a complex fugato section. Interestingly, the chromatic 

fugato motive is an almost literal musical quotation from two choruses in Bach’s St. John 

Passion. In Bach’s Wäre dieser nicht en Übeltäter and Wir dürfen niemand töten, the text 

deals with the easily led crowd as they decide upon Christ’s fate. Bach treats this text 

with a highly chromatic motive, set in an imitative fashion. Hence, it was an obvious 

choice for Mendelssohn to use the choruses as a model since the psalm text deals with a 

similar idea. However, Mendelssohn, once again, manipulates Bach’s model in a new 

manner.  

In m. 32, Mendelssohn presents the chromatic motive in the tenor voice, then 

instantly answers with the inversion of the motive in the alto voice (see Example 64). At 

this point, the orchestral writing is colla parte, creating a much more advanced and 

dramatic fugato section than that of the simplified fugato used in Christe, du Lamm 

Gottes or in Bach’s St. John Passion choruses. Mendelssohn uses the fugal writing as a 
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Example 63 – Orchestral interlude utilizing the introductory orchestral music, 
Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 28-31 
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Example 64 – Chromatic fugato motive, Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh darein, mm. 32-35 

 

 
dramatic convention that depicts the drama of the entire text. The random meandering of 

the chromatic, melodic line aptly colors the drama of the text that describes the false 

teachers and easily led crowds. In Bach’s settings, the fugato is used primarily to draw 

attention to certain words such as  “Übeltäter” and “töten” (see Example 65).  In 

Mendelssohn’s setting, he “transpose[s] the moods of the characteristic scenes into 

music.”124 

Mendelssohn continues to add musical interest by incorporating another fugato 

motive, introduced by the sopranos, oboes, and first violins in m. 48 (see Example 66).  

This motive sets the text “ihr Herz nicht eines Sinnes ist” [“and they reject the one true 

faith”]. Mendelssohn combines the two fugato motives like a subject and countersubject 

creating an “‘atmospheric picture’…to depict the abuses, the dishonesty and falseness on 

earth.”125  Up to this point, the strings were strictly colla parte, but now, with the entrance 

 
                                                
 124Matthias Hutzel, foreword to Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh darien, by Felix 
Mendelssohn-Bartholdy (Stuttgart: Carus-Verlag, 1980), 5.  
 125Ibid.  

(Inversion) 
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Example 65 – J. S. Bach’s use of a chromatic fugato in St. John’s Passion, BWV 245  
to color the text “Übeltäter,” mm. 3-6 
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Example 66 – Combination of the two fugato themes,  
Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 48-54 

 

 
 
of the new fugato motive, Mendelssohn adds wind instruments while the strings begin an 

embellishing line, amplifying the text “Ihr Herz nicht eines Sinnes ist” [“And they reject 

the one true faith”].  It is one of the many instances where Mendelssohn begins to use the 

orchestra in a more dramatic fashion, foreshadowing the next section, where the orchestra 

takes on the role of a character and actually dialogues with the choir. This compositional 

technique becomes characteristic of Mendelssohn’s later choral-orchestral writing. As the 

voices continue to reiterate “Ihr Herz nicht eines Sinnes ist,” Mendelssohn once again 
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gradually changes the texture from polyphony to homophony. This drastic change in 

texture vividly colors the images of the deceitful, vain world described in the psalm text 

and provides for a culminating medial A major cadence in m. 58. The fugato section, 

however, is not complete. Immediately after the medial cadence (m. 58 beat one), 

Mendelssohn begins the fugato again with the alto voice singing the first fugato subject 

while the bass voice sings the fugato countersubject (see Example 67).  In doing so, 

Mendelssohn superimposes the two powerful lines of the chorale text to create a  

 
Example 67 – Fugato subject in the alto voice and countersubject in the bass voice,  

Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 56-59 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

dramatic, culminating intensity that colors the desperate and angry character of the 

chorale text. He continues to build the intensity in the following measures by masterfully 

utilizing musical devices such as fragmentation, inversion, rhythmic augmentation and 

diminution. Although such techniques are idiomatic to the Baroque era, Mendelssohn 

abandons the motoric melodic lines and sequential, transient modulations common to 

Soprano 

Alto
 

Tenor 

Bass 
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many of Bach’s episodic fugal sections and replaces them with a modernized harmonic 

language and a musical syntax that is very much representative of the nineteenth century.  

Mendelssohn also updates another musical device idiomatic to the Baroque era as 

the fugato begins to draw to a close. Beginning in m. 69, the bass voice begins an E pedal 

tone while the other voices develop the fugato subjects and continually reiterate the text 

“Ihr Herz nicht eines Sinnes ist.” This appears to be yet another inspiration from Bach’s 

St. John’s Passion chorus since Bach also used a bass voice E pedal tone towards the end 

of Wir dürfen niemand töten. In Bach’s setting, the soprano, alto and tenor voices 

developed the fugato subject to bring the chorus to a close. In Mendelssohn’s setting, 

however, he considerably elongates the pedal tone, which sounds for ten measures while 

the upper voices develop fragments of both fugato subjects simultaneously. This 

amplifies the drama of the texts even further due to the superimposition of the two texts 

as the voices of the faithful simultaneously cry “Ihr Herz nicht eines Sinnes ist” [“They 

reject the one true faith”] and “der wählet dies, der andre das” [“one follows this, one 

follows that”] (mm. 69-78, see Example 68).   He further punctuates the drama with 

sforzandi set in the oboe and first violin parts.  

Mendelssohn also updates the harmonic treatment of the pedal tone. Instead of 

resolving the E pedal tone to A minor, Mendelssohn seamlessly returns to the opening 

theme of the cantata, avoiding the A minor tonality altogether. The result is an even more 

fervent cry for help as the faithful plead “Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh darein” [“O God, 

look down from heaven on high”] (mm. 78-82, see Example 69).   The return to the 

opening also adds further cohesion to the overall formal structure. This is yet another 
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Example 68 – Superimposition of two texts,  
Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 68-71 

 
example of Mendelssohn’s modernized translation of an older, pre-existent musical 

syntax and form into a re-creative nineteenth-century art form.  

Following the climactic return of the opening theme, Mendelssohn again 

orchestrates a major shift in the musical texture to highlight the urgency of the text. He 

moves from the polyphonic fugato to a strict homophonic texture in the voices and 

orchestra. It is important to note that this compositional device was used on a much 

smaller scale at the beginning of the work, and in doing this again Mendelssohn provides 

one more layer of cohesion to the formal structure. Mendelssohn continues to avoid both 

A minor and A major through the usage of extensive chromaticism, reminiscent of the 

chromatic fugato theme.   For example, in m. 84 it appears that Mendelssohn has arrived 

at A major on beat three but on the next beat, he abruptly shifts to A minor (see Example 

69). This leads to more chromatic writing, shifting the tonality back to an E major-minor-

7 chord in m. 87. Finally, in the concluding phrase of this section Mendelssohn decisively 
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Example 69 – Updated harmonic treatment of the pedal tone,  
Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 77-84 

                          AM am 
 

cadences in A minor and draws the section to a dramatic close. It is important to note that 

up to this point the chorale tune has still not appeared in any form. All of the music has 

been freely composed in a nineteenth-century style.   

 The arrival of the A minor cadence also marks the beginning of the “C” section 

which is introduced by another dramatic change in the musical texture. Mendelssohn 
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reduces the orchestration to strings in octaves whose “driving chromatic sixteenth-note 

runs” introduce the long-awaited chorale tune (mm. 91-93).126  

 Mendelssohn finally introduces the original chorale tune in m. 94, with the third 

stanza of the chorale text. However, he utilizes the chorale in a more dramatic fashion 

than in the six previous cantatas. He scores the chorale tune for unison voices, doubled by 

the winds, which vividly portrays the cries of the oppressed people calling for the Lord’s 

intervention (mm. 94-100, see Example 70).  This provides for one of Mendelssohn’s 

greatest innovations to the nineteenth-century cantata genre. He uses the orchestra as a 

separate character, which dialogues with the voices.  The unison statement of the chorale 

dramatically represents a unified “chorus of believers” as they battle against the fierce 

“chorus of the unfaithful” represented by the strings (see Example 70). Pritchard points 

out “the leitmotiv-like incorporation of the chorale melody into the center of the action is 

a radical departure from cantus firmus technique [used in the previous cantatas]…”127 

Again, the vestiges of Bach’s usage of the chorale tune and text are present, but 

Mendelssohn translates the treatment of the chorale in a more dramatic sense, utilizing 

nineteenth-century musical devices.  

Mendelssohn further highlights the drama of the chorale text by deviating from 

the unison statement of the chorale tune in mm. 106-108 (see Example 71).  Mendelssohn 

replaces the unison chorale melody with a fervent four-part setting of the text “Spricht, 

Trotz! Wer will’s uns wehren?” [“Defiance speaks!, who can oppose us?”]. The winds  

                                                
 126Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 21. 
 127Ibid. 
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Example 70 – String accompaniment to the unison chorale, 
Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 95-98 

 

   
  

 

 

 

 

 

 
punctuate the drama with a surprising sforzando on the word “Trotz!”. Mendelssohn sets 

the outburst of emotion in the higher part of the choir’s range to further emphasize the 

drama of the text. The deviation to a four-part texture also highlights the conclusion of 

the second stollen. It is important to note that by breaking the unison texture of the 

chorale tune, Mendelssohn again updates the handling of a chorale-based composition 

with compositional techniques that are idiomatic to the nineteenth century. In doing so, 

the chorale tune is used more dramatically and the overall affect of the chorale text is 

highlighted in an innovative and transfigurative way.  
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Example 71 – Deviation from the unison chorale tune,  
Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 105-108 
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Mendelssohn is able to draw out and communicate the dramatic spiritual/ 

theological content inherent to the psalm text using his, not Bach’s, musical syntax and 

form. It also reveals that for Mendelssohn, the function of the chorale tune is used “to 

fulfill, primarily a dramatic rather than a ‘theological’ function…” bolstering the 

argument that the work was not intended for liturgical use, which is yet another deviation 

from Bach’s cantatas.128    

Mendelssohn returns to the unison statement of the chorale tune in m. 111 to set 

the abgesang. He also resumes the driving sixteenth-note string accompaniment as it 

continues to “undermine the restored faith [of the believers].”129 Mendelssohn sets the 

final phrase of the abgesang in a similar manner. He draws this section to a close in mm. 

120-125, setting the text “Wer ist, de runs wollt meistern?” [“And who can over come 

us?”].  He masterfully holds the final note of the chorale tune for an elongated amount of 

time and harmonizes it as an E7 chord to set up the dramatic conclusion to the movement 

(see Example 72). This exemplifies yet one more way in which Mendelssohn is able to 

expand upon and deviate even further from Bach’s model to re-create the chorale cantata 

formal structure.  

 One of the most interesting and innovative aspects of Mendelssohn’s translation 

comes in the fourth and final section of the movement. In m. 127, the listener expects to 

hear the finale phrase of the chorale tune but instead, Mendelssohn modulates to a 

majestic A major tonality and replaces the familiar chorale tune with his own, freely- 

 
                                                
 128Hutzel, foreword to Ach Gott, 5.  
 129Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 21.  
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Example 72 – Freely composed chorale tune and harmonization, 
 Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 124-137 
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composed chorale melody (mm. 127-143, see Example 72).  The triumphant maestoso 

accompanies the fourth verse of the chorale text, which discusses the Lord’s assured 

promise to relieve the oppression of the poor. Mendelssohn heralds the glorious pseudo-

chorale with the inclusion and addition of the trumpets and timpani. The modulation and 

final cadence in A major serve as a dramatic and decisive resolution to the preceding A 

major/A minor polarity. This cadence also provides a sense of strength and victory, 

depicting an unwavering foundation for the “chorus of believers” to celebrate God’s 

blessed assurance.  

 The chorale is written in a Bachian style, complete with fermatas to demarcate the 

end of each phrase. Harmonically, the chorale features typical nineteenth-century 

progressions. Werner states, “In contrast to the old melody, the harmonization is 

positively revolutionary, and foreshadows chords from Tristan.”130 The addition of the 

new chorale reveals the importance Mendelssohn placed on the dramatic function of the 

chorale tune to depict the character of the chorale text. Since the psalm text ends with an 

uplifting promise of God’s word, Mendelssohn needed to create an original chorale tune 

that would better represent the new mood and would not return to the original minor 

chorale tune. For Mendelssohn, it is the dramatic function rather than the theological 

function that is paramount. This argument is bolstered further in his psalm settings and 

oratorios where he uses chorales in a similar fashion. In fact, St. Paul utilizes the chorale 

tunes in much the same manner and Elijah is filled with originally composed pseudo-

chorales. Hutzel adds that “…other musical devices like the key change to A major and 

                                                
 130Werner, Image, 212. 
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the superb instrumentation also serve to represent the mood change that takes place in the 

course of the dramatic development of the work.”131 This movement illustrates how 

Mendelssohn’s translation of Bach’s musical syntax and form has moved from imitation 

or duplication to a complete re-creation and transfiguration of the genre. Mendelssohn re-

thought and built upon Bach’s model to create a translation that greatly deviates from the 

pre-existent model, creating a modernized form. The result is a new musical and dramatic 

way of handling sacred texts in the nineteenth century.  

 

Movement 2: 

 The second movement is a recitative for baritone solo with string accompaniment. 

It is important to note that this is the only cantata in which Mendelssohn includes 

recitative. The movement opens in D major and includes verses 8, 10, and 11 of Psalm 

103. It is interesting that Mendelssohn inserts these three verses into the Psalm 12 text. It 

appears that Mendelssohn chose these verses to further illuminate the overall mood of 

compassion and forgiveness to God’s chosen people. Mendelssohn sets the recitative in a 

straightforward fashion, similar to the way he set recitatives in his oratorios. The 

eighteenth/nineteenth-century ornamentations are written into the melodic line and are 

used sparingly. There are few translating aspects to this movement. Perhaps the most 

interesting aspect is the seamless harmonic shift from the opening D major tonality to the 

final E major chord (mm. 1-8, see Example 73).  Mendelssohn uses his uncanny ability to  

comfortably glide through a variety of tonalities to arrive at the E major destination. The 

                                                
 131Hutzel, foreword to Ach Gott…, 5.  
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function of the brief recitative is simply to serve as a bridge to the following aria. 

 
Example 73 – Harmonic shift from D major to E major in the second movement 

of Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 1-10 
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Movement 3: 

 The third movement is a baritone aria featuring the sixth verse of Psalm 12. The 

aria is scored with a simple accompaniment consisting of only strings. The movement 

begins in C-sharp minor, the relative minor of the final E major chord of the preceding 

recitative. The foreboding sound of C-sharp minor is an appropriate color to complement 

the rich baritone melody. Mendelssohn chooses not to utilize the chorale tune or 

fragments of the chorale tune in this movement. In doing so, Mendelssohn again is able 

to compose in a more original manner. The result is an innovative and powerful 

movement, filled with nineteenth-century idioms. 

 The Andante movement opens with the strings playing a unison statement of the 

opening accompanimental motive. The motive consists of flowing eighth notes that move 

up and down by either a whole or half-step (mm. 1-4, see Example 74).  This motive is  

Example 74 – Opening accompanimental motive in the third movement of 
Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 1-6 

 
found throughout the movement and provides unity to the binary formal structure. As the 

violas continue to develop this motive in the opening measures, the first violin introduces 

an augmented fragment of the baritone’s forthcoming melody. This descending melody is 
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used throughout the movement as another means of unifying the aria. As this melody 

progresses, the first violin joins the viola’s accompanimental motive in m. 7. The second 

violin joins the eighth-note embellishments in m. 8, resulting in a rich, contrapuntal 

texture that aptly colors the entrance of the baritone melody. 

 The baritone enters in m. 13 accompanied only by the cellos and basses. The 

ominous melody accompanies the text “Das silber durchs feur sieben mal, bewährt wird 

lauter funden. An gottes Wort man warten soll, des gleichen alle Stunden”  [“As silver 

seven times in the fire is tried and found pure silver, of God’s own word let all be sure, 

the same both now and ever”]. The violins quickly join the texture and bring back the 

step-wise introductory motive to color the foreboding melody, which continues to be 

doubled by the cello and double bass. Mendelssohn’s clear-cut approach to melodic 

structure is illustrated in the easily distinguishable four-bar phrases in the opening A 

section. The four-bar phrases create two eight-bar periods that are nearly identical repeats 

of each other. When looking at the overall melodic shape of the eight-bar periods, one 

can see the outline of an elongated “cross motive,” which Mendelssohn uses extensively 

in the B section. The motive is anchored by the octave C-sharps in measures 14, 18 and 

21 while the medial cadence in m. 17 and the surrounding measures provide the G-sharp 

to complete the “cross motive” phrase shape (mm. 14-21, 22-29, see Example 75).  The 

eight-bar period also provides a return to the opening first violin motive that unifies the 

aria (mm. 17-19).  The motive consists of an ascending fourth leap followed by a 

descending, step-wise melody. This motive is used throughout the movement and is 

found predominantly in the penultimate phrase of each of the B sections.  
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Example 75 – “Cross motive” in the third movement of  
Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 14-29 

 

 

 In the second eight-bar period (mm. 21-29), Mendelssohn begins to obfuscate the 

C-sharp minor tonality and moves towards E major, the relative major (see Example 75). 
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This leads to the final six-bar phrase of the A section in which Mendelssohn emphasizes 

the importance of the E tonal center. He does so by way of an extended E pitch in the 

baritone solo (mm. 34-35, see Example 76). Mendelssohn, however, continues to blur the 

shift to E major in this phrase by cadencing on a dominant E7 chord instead. This is  

 
Example 76 – Extended E pitch in baritone melody to emphasize the tonal center  

in the third movement of Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 30-35 
 

 
                                                                                                             E7 

 

accomplished through Mendelssohn’s use of the accompanimental motive in the first 

violins which retains the D-natural to create the minor seven pitch degree. Mendelssohn 

follows this concluding phrase with a short, two-bar interlude that briefly cadences in E 

major, bringing the A section to a close. The movement to E major is instantly diverted, 

however, by the accompanimental motive in the second violin part which again yields a 

D natural, creating yet another dominant E7 chord (m. 38, see Example 77).  The function 

of the harmonic diversion is two-fold: it concludes the A section and it innovatively 

elides it with the B section. This seemingly simple and straightforward aria is truly  
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Example 77 – Diversion from E major, Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 37-40 

 
 
creative in its harmonic and melodic structure. It is, yet again, exemplary of 

Mendelssohn’s creative approach to using a pre-existent form in a new and innovative 

way.  

 Mendelssohn begins the  B section in m. 38 and instantly shifts the tonality back 

to C-sharp minor. The baritone enters with a short, three-bar melody with the imploring 

text “Es will durchs Kreuz bewähret sein!” [“For by the cross it will be tried!”]. 

Interestingly, Mendelssohn chooses to highlight the importance of the word “Kreuz” by 

once again using the melodic phrase shape as a “cross motive” (mm. 38-40, see Example 

70).  This also colors the foreboding character of the psalm text in a very effective way. It 

allows Mendelssohn to combine word-painting with text-painting to create melodic, 

harmonic and emotional interest. He draws attention to these compositional devices by 

giving the strings a variation of the eighth-note accompanimental motive, bolstered with 

explicit dynamic markings. Mendelssohn then repeats the “cross motive” in mm. 42-44, 

E7 
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albeit slightly altered. This is followed by a setting of the text “da wird sein Kraft erkannt 

und Schein und leucht stark in die Lande” [“And there its power will be displayed and 

shine for every nation”] in which Mendelssohn brings back the unifying descending 

melodic phrase used in the opening A section (mm. 17-19 and 25-27).  He then closes the 

phrase with new melodic material that cadences in A major. Mendelssohn, however, 

quickly returns to C-sharp minor and recapitulates the “cross motive” material (mm. 56-

58 = mm. 38-40; mm. 58-66 = mm. 42-48).  In mm. 65-70, Mendelssohn elongates the 

closing phrase and changes the harmonic progression to cadence soundly in C-sharp 

minor to close the B section.  

 Mendelssohn closes the aria with a brief codetta that ingeniously combines a 

portion of the orchestral material from the introduction (mm. 71-73 = mm. 9-11) with the 

orchestral material that introduces the cross motive in the B section (mm. 74-75 = m. 55).  

This is followed by a final statement of the baritone’s “cross motive.” The single 

statement of this haunting motive uniquely creates a sense of finality due to the resolute, 

final cadence in C-sharp major while simultaneously creating a sense of incompleteness 

due to the lack of the second statement of the cross motive. Mendelssohn creatively 

provides one more cohesive layer by closing the work with the strings repeating the 

musical material that previously accompanied the “cross motive”.  

 The strikingly beautiful aria illustrates that Mendelssohn’s authorial voice is now 

dominant. There is very little, if any, translation in this movement. The movement is a far 

cry from what Werner and Pritchard describes as “infelicitous in its declamation and 

otherwise not noteworthy in its invention” and a “lyrical baritone solo…[that] scarcely 
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conveys the missionary ideal of the text.”132 Instead, the aria is a beautiful example of 

Mendelssohn’s compositional creativity, innovation and brilliance that is singularly his.  

 

Movement 4: 

 Mendelssohn returns to the original Lutheran chorale tune in the final movement. 

The movement is set as a homophonic, four-part harmonization of the chorale tune, with 

the final two verses of the Psalm text. Mendelssohn returns to the orchestration of the 

first movement and include oboes, clarinets, bassoons, horns, strings, and SATB choir.  

 The choir and orchestra begin the fourth movement without introduction. The 

movement opens on a C-sharp major chord, functioning as the dominant of F-sharp 

minor.  By doing this, Mendelssohn seamlessly connects the third and fourth movements 

together since the third movement ends on a tonic C-sharp major chord. It also explains 

why Mendelssohn left the third movement with a sense of incompleteness. He did so 

purposefully to connect the two movements and to set up the powerful return of the 

chorale tune set in F-sharp minor.  

 The chorale is set in a straightforward homophonic fashion and the choir is 

doubled by the winds. The strings partially double the chorale harmonization as well; but 

more importantly, they provide an intense triplet figure between the phrases of the 

chorale tune. This figure is often carried over into the chorale phrase itself, providing a 

poignant, contrasting accompanimental figure. Mendelssohn explicitly marks the triplet 

                                                
 132Werner, Image, 212; Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 22. 
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figure with powerful martelé strokes followed by a declamatory sforzando on the 

subsequent quarter note (m. 3, see Example 78).    

 
Example 78 – Triplet figure & sforzando markings in the fourth movement of  

Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 1-4 
 

 
  

 After the statement of the first stollen, Mendelssohn pivots the tonal center from 

F-sharp minor to A minor (mm. 6-10, see Example 79).  This places the chorale tune in 

the key of the opening movement (A minor) and creates a sense of cohesion to the formal 

structure. The change in tonal center also allows for extra emphasis to be placed on the 

text “und laß uns dir be fohlen sein, daß sich’s in uns nicht flechte” [“Let us obey and do 

thy will, that we escape corruption”]. By partitioning the tune through transposition, 

Mendelssohn explores alternative ways of handling and dramatizing the chorale text and 

tune in a nineteenth-century manner.  

 In m. 15, Mendelssohn continues the A minor tonality to set the abgesang tune 

and text. Mendelssohn’s harmonic treatment of the chorale tune remains chromatic, often 

with descending half-step intervals. By doing this he recalls the fugato theme from the 
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opening movement and provides further unity to the entire work. One of the most 

innovative aspects of the movement comes at the very end of the work. Mendelssohn 

 
Example 79 – Harmonic shift from F-sharp minor to A minor in the fourth movement  

of Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 5-9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
extends the final B pitch of the chorale tune over five measures (mm. 23-27, see Example 

80).  He harmonizes this with a sustained E pitch in the bass voice, which, interestingly, 

sets up the half-cadence conclusion to the work. The striking open diad is embellished 

with contrapuntal music in the interior voices while the strings continue the 

accompanimental triplet figure. Mendelssohn then “merges imperceptibly into the four- 

Violin 1 

Violin 2 

Viola 

Cello/Bass 

Choir 

F-sharp minor A minor 
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Example 80 – Extension of the final E and B pitch and the recapitulation  
of the opening orchestral motive in the fourth movement of  

Ach Gott vom Himmel sieh’ darein, mm. 21-29 
 

 
 
note motive first heard at the very beginning of the cantata”133 (mm. 24-29, see Example 

73).  By recalling the initial opening theme, Mendelssohn not only gives a tremendous 

                                                
 133Pritchard, “An Appraisal,” 22.  
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sense of unity to the work, but also creates a circular formal design that is not found in 

any of the other cantatas.  

 Mendelssohn’s concluding harmonic progression is also worthy to note. The work 

ends on a concluding Phrygian cadence, which gives the impression of a half cadence. 

His sister, Fanny, expressed her concern about the tonal shifts in a letter to Felix stating, 

“It [Ach Gott…] starts in F-sharp minor and end in A minor, or rather C major, with few 

modulations in between, and yet I believe the words call for an extremely constant and 

steadfast musical setting in the hymn.”134 Mendelssohn obviously did not agree with his 

sister on this point and chose to end the work to his liking. The concluding half cadence 

provides an unsettling feeling which I believe, is the exact effect Mendelssohn wants to 

convey. This feeling powerfully amplifies the text “Der gottlos Hauf umher sich findt, wo 

diese losen Leute sind in deinem Volk erhaben” [“The godless whom thou dost despise 

on every side with might arise against thy holy people”]. It is yet another example of 

Mendelssohn’s way of handling the chorale tune and text in a creative and innovative 

fashion. 

 Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh darein illustrates numerous ways in which 

Mendelssohn has completely deviated from Bach’s model and in turn, modernized and 

re-created the genre in nineteenth-century terms. The musical syntax is filled with idioms 

and mannerisms that wholly brand the work as a nineteenth-century art form. Perhaps the 

most important aspect of Mendelssohn’s compositional growth is his newfound approach 

to handling the chorale tune and text. Todd states, “Felix’s dramatic treatment of the 
                                                
 134Marcia Citron, ed., The Letters of Fanny Hensel to Felix Mendelssohn 
(Stuyvesant N.Y.: Pendragon Press, 1987), 173.  
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chorale—delaying its appearance in the first movement, and partitioning it in the finale 

through transposition—gives the composition less the appearance of a Bachian cantata 

than part of an oratorio.”135 Hutzel agrees with this idea stating: 

In this chorale cantata, in particular, Mendelssohn seems to have found a 
new musical and dramatic way of handling sacred texts in the future. In 
his later psalm settings he continued to use this method, developing and 
refining it so that he could employ it for his oratorios as well. And it is 
surely not by chance that his first plans for St. Paul appear to have arisen 
during the period in which the chorale cantatas were composed.136   
 

 I firmly contend Ach Gott, vom Himmel sieh’ darein is a compositional milestone 

in Mendelssohn’s output. The influence upon St. Paul, Elijah, and his numerous other 

sacred compositions should not be underestimated. In this cantata, Mendelssohn’s 

translating voice has not been suppressed in order to meet with the ideals of Bach’s 

model. Instead, it has been replaced by his own unique authorial voice. The cantata not 

only reflects a major renovation to Bach’s model, it is a new entity that truly reflects the 

re-creation, modernization and transfiguration of the chorale cantata genre.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
 135Todd, Mendelssohn, 255.  
 136Hutzel, foreword to Ach Gott, 5.  
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CHAPTER 8:  CONCLUSION 

 Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy recognized and valued J.S. Bach’s ability to 

communicate the spiritual and expressive content of the chorale in a way that no other 

composer had done before. Mendelssohn saw and heard his own voice in Bach’s music. 

He saw the potential of using Bach’s framework as a means of exploring and updating 

church music in the nineteenth century. The purpose of this study has been to gain an 

unbiased assessment and evaluation of the chorale cantatas of Felix Mendelssohn-

Bartholdy and their relationship to those of J.S. Bach. For more than a century, scholars 

have overlooked and, in many instances, omitted these works from Mendelssohn’s 

compositional output. The cantatas have long been viewed as immature student works, 

imitating the musical syntax and form of J.S. Bach. As a result, the chorale cantatas have 

not been the focus of serious scholarship.  

I have discussed the formative educational experiences of Mendelssohn’s youth 

and how they, in turn, affected the composition of the cantatas. I have provided a brief 

overview of the genesis of each of the chorale cantatas and the current placement of the 

manuscripts. I have also provided a brief review of the extant research done on the 

chorale cantatas and how this study complements the most current scholarship.  

The bulk of this study lies in the stylistic analysis of the cantatas, illustrating the 

progressive, linear deviation from Mendelssohn’s imitation of Bach’s musical syntax and 

form in the first cantata to a revitalization and re-creation of the genre in the final cantata 

using nineteenth-century musical idioms. The progression from imitation to re-creation is 

very evident when the works are evaluated and assessed as translating compositions. I 
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have applied the tenets of translation theory as the foundation for my analysis to 

determine if the chorale cantatas were imitations of Bach’s model or re-creations of the 

genre. This approach provides, as Garratt states, “a means of differentiating between the 

degree of affinity that links the works of Mendelssohn…and [his] models.”137 By 

analyzing the chorale cantatas as translating texts, we gain:  

…an appreciation of their essential nature, allowing us to regard them not as 
imitative oddities somehow divorced from the rest of his output but as re-creative, 
transformative interpretations of the music that he most valued. Translation 
therefore can be viewed as one of the most original aspects of Mendelssohn’s 
creativity.138 
 

By advocating for this aspect of Mendelssohn’s creative output, I hope to provide some 

recognition to this ignored set of works. This understanding not only changes the current 

perception of the value of this large corpus of works but also provides a sound foundation 

for proposed theories on Mendelssohn’s compositional purpose and the possible function 

he had intended for the chorale cantatas.  

 I have classified the first two chorale cantatas, Christe, du Lamm Gottes and Jesu, 

meine Freude, as literal translations of Bach’s syntax and form, due to the overwhelming 

predominance of Bach’s authorial voice over Mendelssohn’s translating voice. In the 

next two cantatas, Wer nur den lieben Gott läßt walten and O Haupt voll Blut und 

Wunden, Mendelssohn begins to deviate from Bach’s model and we begin to better see 

and hear Mendelssohn’s translating voice. Because the degree of similarity is less and the 

dominance of the two voices vary throughout, I have assessed these works as being 

paraphrase translations. In Mendelssohn’s fifth and sixth chorale cantatas, Vom Himmel 
                                                
 137Garratt, “Mendelssohn’s Babel,” 34.  
 138Ibid., 49.    
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hoch and Wir Glauben all’ an einem Gott, Mendelssohn further deviates from Bach’s 

model. In these cantatas, Mendelssohn continues to suppress his translating voice in 

order to meet with the ideal of Bach’s model. However, Mendelssohn’s voice is starting 

to become more predominant throughout the work. Hence, I have assessed these works as 

being suppressed–re-creation translations. The final chorale cantata, Ach Gott vom 

Himmel sieh’ darein represents the culmination of Mendelssohn’s chorale cantata project 

and is a perfect example of Mendelssohn’s re-creation and modernization of the chorale 

cantata genre. I have labeled this cantata as a re-creative and transfigurative translation 

since the translator greatly deviates from the pre-existent model and creates a modernized 

form. This cantata not only reflects a major renovation to Bach’s model, it is a new entity 

that truly reflects the re-creation, modernization and transfiguration of the chorale cantata 

genre in the nineteenth century.  

The stylistic analysis also illustrates how the chorale cantatas are exemplars of 

Mendelssohn’s style. Salient style features such as the use of continuous eighth notes in 

the winds while the strings double the voices; logical formal structures and phrase 

lengths; extensive use of mediant modulations to color the text; use of an “embellishing” 

instrument while the other instruments are colla parte; increased chromatic harmonic 

language in a syntax akin to that of Mozart; grand and dramatic writing in the chorus 

movements; use of meditative interpolations through chorales and contemplative arias; 

use of the arioso to forward the action of text; dramatic treatment of the chorale by 

delaying its appearance and partitioning it in a variety of ways later in the work; and 

equal treatment of the soloists, chorus and orchestra in depicting the overall drama or 
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spirit of the text are illustrated in the chorale cantatas. Other unique characteristics such 

as Mendelssohn’s frank religious convictions; his perceptive and adept employment of 

chorales; his understanding of Baroque forms and styles; and his remarkable contrapuntal 

prowess are all beautifully exemplified in the chorale cantatas. Instead of being regarded 

as archaic, compositional exercises, I contend these works can and should be viewed as 

milestones in his sacred choral-orchestral output. 

Continued study of the chorale cantatas will also provide new insight into his 

most significant works, such as Lobgesang, the Reformation Symphony, his psalm 

settings, and, of course, the oratorios St. Paul and Elijah. They provide valuable insight 

into Mendelssohn’s religious and theological ideals, which have been at the heart of 

many current Mendelssohn studies. It is my hope that this study will engender newly 

informed discussions about these important works and that performances of them will 

become part of today’s modern choral repertoire.  
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