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After last week’s snow storm and power outages, the title of this evening’s concert – “Bach– from 

Darkness to Light” may resonate more than Crescendo originally intended.    

In our world, we take light for granted, but in Bach’s time, even a bright candle was dim; the 

surrounding darkness seemed much more powerful.   That is what the music we’ll  hear tonight is 

about. 

 

Seventeenth-century German people saw their recent history as very dark indeed.  Johann 

Sebastian Bach, the best-known composer on our program tonight, was born in 1685, as Germany 

tried to recover from the Thirty Years’ War, which had depopulated the country, ruined its 

economy and agriculture, and devastated the lives of ordinary people through famine, illness, and 

poverty.  

 

According to Phillip Spitta, an early biographer of Sebastian Bach,  

 

 There are times... when piety is the highest ideal for the safeguard of human blessings, and 

the German nation was living through such a period...when every ideal and principle had 

vanished ... the few souls who had not lost all courage to live fixed their gaze ... on what 

they hoped [was] eternal and imperishable, and found comfort ... in the thought that all 

the deeds and sufferings of men rest in the hands of God.  Thus they fostered in silence the 

germ from which Germany ... was destined to derive new vigor; and we may here observe 

how culture proceeds from religion.                                                                                               

(Spitta, 31, 41) 

 

 

We’re going to hear several products of that cultural renewal tonight.  But first, it’s important to 

note that musical life in Bach’s world was very different from ours.  Saxony and Thuringia – the 

areas of eastern Germany in which the Bach family lived and worked – were a center of 

Lutheranism.  There was no separation of church and state.  Public records were kept at the 

church, not at the town hall.  There was no secular education – all primary education was 

religious, based on Bible study, and the aim of education was to cultivate piety.   Martin Luther 

had declared that music was second only to theology in importance, so music study and 

performance were emphasized in churches and schools.   

 

Music was prominent in German civic life.  Towns of all sizes employed Town Musicians, who 

played several times each day on the square, at celebrations, elections, holidays, dedications, 



weddings and funerals.  We’ve just had an election day – but I don’t imagine that any New 

England town bands performed on the village green to celebrate, as they would have done in 

Bach’s time.    A Town Musician could also work as a Church Musician, responsible for composing 

and performing music at church services and for  teaching, or as a Court Musician, at the private 

musical company of the local nobility.   

 

From the sixteenth century through the end of the eighteenth century, six generations of  Bach 

family men worked as town, church, and court musicians throughout East central Germany.  

Descended from a 16th century Lutheran miller and baker named Veit, or Vitus, Bach, the family 

eventually formed a vast multigenerational network of professional musicians.  They were 

everywhere, and eventually town musicians came to be referred to generically as “Bachs.”  

 

At the same time German music, which had been held back by war, economics, and politics, was 

entering a period of unprecedented development in which it was influenced by Italian opera.  

We’ll hear that operatic influence tonight in several solo arias and duets.  A number of important 

German composers – including Georg Phillip Telemann, Jan Dismas Zelenka, Georg Frideric 

Haendel, Christoph Graupner, and Dietrich Buxtehude– flourished during Bach’s lifetime.   These 

musicians knew each other, performed for each other, and exchanged musical manuscripts.  In 

fact, an alternate title for our concert could be “Bach: Friends and Family,” for we’ll hear 

compositions by several of them tonight.  

 

In Bach’s time, “music” was defined much more broadly than we define it now: Music was based 

on Nature, and in fact, according to a 1739 dictionary, 

 [Music is] ... everything that creates harmony, that is, order.  And in this sense it is used by 

those who assert that the whole universe is music.    

                                                          (J. H. Zedler, 1739 Grosses Universal Lexicon, Wolff 335) 

 

Would we say today that our music is “based on Nature?”  That our music illustrates the structure 

of the Universe?  You see how different this eighteenth-century conception is. 

 

Bach and his colleagues composed sacred music to celebrate the Church’s message of hope and 

consolation, and to promote the idea of a spiritual life.  Their compositions are also, in the most 

general sense of the term, a kind of propaganda.   

 

 “Propaganda” is perhaps not the best choice of words – “indoctrination” or “spiritual 

 teaching” might be better –  for the piety of Bach and his colleagues was genuine and 

 heartfelt.   They believed that music should  mirror the order of the universe established by 

 God.  Music, in other words, should aim to reflect God’s perfection.  Bach wrote in the 



 margins of his copy of Luther’s translation of the Bible that “Music has been mandated by 

 God’s spirit,” and “with devotional music, God is always present in his grace.”    

 

If music illustrates God’s perfection, then the skill of a composer’s artistic work could enhance the 

glorification of God.  In other words, German composers saw the artistic dimension of sacred 

music as inseparable from its theological dimension.  As the most eminent composer of sacred 

music in his time, Sebastian Bach is often described by his colleagues as “a great master of 

harmony.”  What did they mean when they praised him in this way, by singling out “harmony” as 

the most important aspect of his art?  By writing ever more complex counterpoint, German 

composers aimed to create harmonies that were ever more profound, because they reflected or 

illustrated divine harmony. 

 

The pieces you will hear tonight are artistically quite complex, (and, I might also note, quite 

difficult to perform), for they feature elaborate passages of counterpoint and fugues.   So let me 

pause a moment to talk a bit about counterpoint, because it is one of the main things that makes 

Baroque music different from later compositions.   We are all familiar with homophonic music, 

which  is a single melody accompanied by chords, like the songs we all learned in school or at 

camp.  Polyphonic music, which Bach and his contemporaries mainly wrote, features two or more 

different melodies, or “voices,” that are played or sung simultaneously.  Harmony comes from the 

combinations of notes in these separate melodies and from the ways in which various musical keys 

are transformed during the piece.  The more elaborate and clever the counterpoint, the better the 

harmony, and the better the harmony, the greater the tribute to God’s perfection.     

 

Fugal writing is a special type of counterpoint that is similar to a canon, or what we all learned to 

sing in school as a “round.”   You’ll hear fugues very clearly tonight in the pieces by Boehm, 

Sebastian Bach, and Friedemann Bach.    One voice – say the soprano – sings a theme.  Then a 

second voice – say the tenor – now repeats the same theme, while the sopranos go on to sing a 

musical phrase that serves as counterpoint to the theme the tenors are singing.  The theme is 

traded back and forth among all the various voices, and then morphs into counterthemes, 

statements, and counterstatements – creating a dramatic conversation of repeated and altered 

melodies that emphasizes the emotional meaning of the text.  This dynamic dramatic writing is 

common in Baroque music, and you’ll hear a great deal of it tonight.  An anthem, chorale, or 

hymn, in which all voices sing in unison, is not particularly dramatic.  But a fugue is a mini-drama 

in which the separate voices argue and discuss and modify the words and meanings of the text. 

 

The trick is that all the voices have to end up in the same place at the end of the piece, in a position 

to resolve the key modulations that have occurred.   Composers could therefore  show off their 

artistic skill by devising ingenious ways of resolving all the voices at the conclusion.   



 

Let me give you a couple of examples of how tonight’s composers use counterpoint.  If you listen 

carefully to the repetitions of text and musical phrases in Sebastian Bach’s “Komm, Jesu, Komm,” 

you’ll hear one chorus talking to another, and within each chorus, basses talking to sopranos, who 

talk to tenors, and so on, discussing the fact that life on earth is just too difficult -- creating a kind 

of buzzing stereo effect that emphasizes the confusion of exhausted mortals.  After quite a bit of 

chaotic lamenting and complaining about the difficulty of life, eventually the two choruses and all 

their voices realize that they can solve their problems by committing themselves to the pathway of 

truth and eternal life represented by Jesus.  This realization allows them to come together in a 

joyous dance, a kind of gigue, to celebrate the fact that they have found a solution to their 

problems.  Finally, they all sing a joyful hymn that affirms their unity and commitment.   The 

piece, which began with a frantic, confused set of persons lamenting their lot in life in a series of 

fugues, ends with a unified group singing a chorale with renewed confidence. 

 

Georg Boehm uses counterpoint in a different way to convey the idea that Jesus is both a  personal 

and universal savior.   The text Boehm has chosen for his cantata is – well – overly simple: My 

friend is mine, and I am his.  But his musical treatment of this text is anything but simple, and 

opens up deeper meanings almost like a Zen riddle.   

 

In the final chorus, the basses, then the tenors, then the altos, and finally the sopranos separately 

say “My...My....My...My...., and then they come together in a beautifully resolved chord to say 

“friend.”  What is at first an individual belief evolves into a statement of faith by the group.  This is 

followed by passages of fugal writing in which the choral voices and the soloists twine beautifully 

around each other, emphasizing the intimate bond of true friendship, which is far too complex 

and intricate to be unraveled.  The piece ends with a brief passage sung together by all, which 

emphasizes that Jesus is a friend of everyone, not just the individual. 

 

We offer two United States premieres tonight: a cantata by Christoph Graupner, whose work is 

now being rediscovered, and a cantata by Wilhelm Friedemann Bach, Sebastian’s oldest son.   The 

Graupner cantata, “Weep, for judgement day is near” begins in darkness and anguish, with tonal 

intervals that were thought at the time to be harsh and ugly, and ends in light and confidence and 

harmony, underlining the general theme of our program.   

Friedemann Bach’s Cantata, “Blessed is He who Fears the Lord,” received its European premiere 

last year.  Forgotten and neglected, Friedemann’s work has languished in the shadow of his father.   

Possibly the most talented of Sebastian’s musical children, Friedemann combined the ability to 

write fugues as complex and rigorous as those of his father with a musical originality in the 

“galant” style that is imaginative and eloquent. 

 



Having emerged from darkness into light, we end our program with Sebastian Bach’s celebration 

of the divine art of singing, “Sing unto the Lord a New Song.”  Here the chorus celebrates the act 

of music-making itself by creating a shimmering curtain of sheer music.  Bach’s contrapuntal 

writing constantly shifts and changes shape as the Motet proceeds, until the listener gets lost in 

the very essence of musical tones.  A few minutes ago, I quoted Bach’s remark “with devotional 

music, God is always present in His grace.”  This idea reminds me of a concept from early modern 

aesthetic theory: “a grace beyond the reach of art.”  What this meant to the eighteenth century was 

that artistic skill, or craft, could only carry a writer or composer so far.  The work of the greatest 

artists could be inspired by a “grace” that freed them from the realm of mere technique and 

transported their work to a higher level.  I think Sebastian Bach has achieved that in this motet, 

for the complex fugal writing and choral harmony create a whole that is much greater, much more 

full of grace, than the sum of its many parts.    
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