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Edexcel AoS1: Bach’s Cantata 
‘Ein feste Burg’ BWV80

by Hanh Doan

TEACHING THE SET WORKS

Students will study Bach’s Cantata ‘Ein feste Burg’ in preparation for AS or A level. A previous Music Teacher 

resource (January 2017) gives a comprehensive overview of what’s required. It’s worth remembering, however, 

how each work may appear at both levels:

 � Section A: extracts from the Bach Cantata may appear in one of the three listening questions.

 � Section B: the ‘extended response’. In the first essay, students may be asked to draw links from ‘Ein feste 

Burg’ to a piece of unfamiliar music they will hear on the CD. In the second essay, students may choose to 

write about the musical elements, context and language of ‘Ein feste Burg’.

As well as including essential information, this resource will suggest strategies for approaching this set work, 

particularly since the work contextualises a Bach chorale and two-part counterpoint.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

In order to appreciate the context of ‘Ein feste Burg’, it’s essential that students develop a good knowledge 

and understanding of the religious landscape in Europe before and at the start of the 16th century, as well as 

understanding music’s place in religion in the period immediately prior to the Reformation.

How you go about delivering this will depend on your students and their prior knowledge. As the new 

specification has a focus on wider listening and understanding, it’s worth spending some time on ensuring the 

students gain background knowledge. I have given key points below, but further investigation beyond this will 

benefit the students no end.

The place of music in religion

In the centuries before the Reformation, music held a key place in worship. In the Middle Ages, plainchant 

(sung by priests) became a vehicle for bringing the text of the Latin liturgy to life. Over the course of time, 

harmony was added to this plainchant and, by the Renaissance period, the emergence of complex polyphonic 

textures had become evident in church music. Such was its complexity that trained choirs were required to 

sing this music.

Students could listen to (and even perform) some plainchant and Renaissance polyphony. It’s worth dipping 

into the Notre Dame School of Léonin and Pérotin before exposing the students to the music of Lassus and 

other composers from the Franco-Flemish polyphonic style.

The Reformation

MARTIN LUTHER

The moment that Martin Luther nailed his 95 Theses to the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg in 1517 

has been viewed as firing the starting gun for the Protestant Reformation, which irreversibly transformed the 

religious landscape of Europe.

As a priest and professor of theology, Luther came to reject many of the teachings and principles of the Roman 

Catholic Church, particularly its view on indulgences (the topic of his 95 Theses). When Luther refused to 
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denounce his own writings in 1521 at the Diet of Worms (an assembly of the Holy Roman Empire), he was 

excommunicated by the Pope and outlawed by Emperor Charles V. Luther was hidden by Elector Frederick III 

(‘the Wise’) of Saxony, and was installed in a secret location near Eisenach. It was during this time that Luther 

translated the New Testament into German, making it more accessible to congregations, which also had a 

lasting impact on the church and German society.

The subsequent reaction to Luther’s movement was varied both in terms of Protestant Reformers (Erasmus, 

Calvin, Zwingli) and composers. Each had their own view about Protestantism and the kind of church music 

they preferred. Over the course of the next 200 years, Lutheran music took new and adventurous paths. The 

addition of solo and instrumental passages contributed to the development of the oratorio. Heinrich Schütz 

and Dietrich Buxtehude experimented with large-scale choral settings of scriptural texts. The connection 

between Luther’s initial chorales and the works of JS Bach is an obvious one that students should understand.

JS Bach in Leipzig

Johann Sebastian Bach spent much of his life writing music primarily to fulfil the needs of his employers, be 

they sacred or secular. In 1723, Bach was appointed as Cantor of the Thomasschule at the Thomaskirche 

in Leipzig. As well as providing music for the Thomaskirche, the Thomasschule was also responsible for 

providing music for three other churches in the city: the Nikolaikirche, Neue Kirche and Peterskirche (the latter 

two to a much lesser extent).

Bach’s Leipzig was a flourishing commercial city with approximately 30,000 inhabitants. It boasted one of 

Europe’s oldest universities and was also noted as a centre for printing and publishing. Bach’s responsibilities 

included preparing music for daily church services (at the Thomaskirche and Nikolaikirche), as well as an 

extensive Sunday programme involving a main service (7am-12pm) as well as three additional short services. 

At the main service, the choir would sing a motet, a Lutheran Mass (Kyrie and Gloria only), hymns and a 

cantata (on alternate Sundays).

As Cantor, Bach would direct the first choir at the church whose turn it was to hear the cantata, while a deputy 

conductor would take the second choir in a simpler musical setting at the other church. The third and fourth 

choirs were made up of the poorest singers and sang simpler services at the other two churches.

The orchestra at Bach’s disposal (which accompanied the first choir) was recruited from the school and town, 

and also from the collegium musicum of the university (an extra-curricular society that performed contemporary 

music). Bach became its director in 1729 (Telemann had founded it in 1704) and the orchestra comprised 

between 18 and 24 players:

 � two flutes (when required)

 � two or three oboes

THE CHORALE

‘Next to the word of God, music deserves the highest praise.’ (Martin Luther in Preface to Georg Rhau’s 
Symphoniae iucundae, 1538.)

Luther appreciated the power of music, and saw it as a tool for breaking down barriers between clergy 
and ordinary people. He pioneered a new musical form, the chorale. Chorales were hymn tunes in the 
vernacular, and were verse compositions, set to simple tunes that resembled popular secular songs, 
and were designed to be sung by a congregation during services. Luther’s hymn writing was prolific, 
and over 4,000 Lutheran hymns were published by the end of the 16th century. It was through his 
chorale melodies and texts that Luther affirmed his Protestant ideas. In fact, ‘Ein feste Burg ist unser 
Gott’ went on to be a Protestant favourite for centuries to come.
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 � one or two bassoons

 � three trumpets

 � timpani

 � strings and continuo

EIN FESTE BURG IST UNSER GOTT, BWV 80

The exact date of composition of this cantata is unknown. Bach wrote the cantata in Leipzig for Reformation 

Day (31 October). ‘Ein feste Burg’ is a reworking of one of Bach’s earlier cantatas ‘Alles, was von Gott geboren’, 

which was composed in Weimar in 1715 or 1716 for the third Sunday in Lent.

Martin Luther’s 1529 hymn tune goes like this:

This hymn tune would have been very familiar to Bach’s congregations, and they would still have been able to 

recognise it even when Bach decorated it in the first movement.

It would be a good idea for students to familiarise themselves with the hymn tune by singing it as a class. 

Depending on what stage of the course you are at, you may consider setting basic cadence exercises or, later 

on in the course, asking students to harmonise the entire choral before studying it.

THE CANTATA

The sacred cantata held a prominent place in the Lutheran liturgy of Leipzig. The subject matter would 
often be linked to the content of the Gospel reading that came immediately before the cantata in the 
service. Very much like its predecessor, Schütz’s sacred concerto, a cantata would include choruses, 
solo arias and chorales.

The churches in Leipzig required 58 cantatas each year, as well as music for other significant church 
feasts (Good Friday, festivals, weddings, funerals, and an annual cantata for the installation of the 
city council). Between 1723 and 1729, Bach composed four complete annual cycles of cantatas, each 
with about 60 cantatas.

Over 200 of Bach’s cantatas have been preserved, some of which were new compositions for Leipzig, 
and others of which reused material from his earlier works. It is impossible to generalise about their 
character, but it can be said that in the early cantatas, Bach responded to the changing affections 
and images of the text with some true expression and intensity in his music. In contrast, his Leipzig 
cantatas seem less subjective in feeling and more regular in structure.

Though mainly sacred, Bach also composed a number of secular cantatas throughout his life. Some 
were for royalty, or for public or private occasions, while others had a plot line and were written in 
opera buffa style (eg Bach’s Coffee Cantata BWV 211).

‘Ein feste Burg’ is one of 52 chorale cantatas that Bach composed. He wrote approximately 40 of 
these in his role as Thomaskantor in Leipzig, which form the backbone of his chorale cantata cycle. 
A chorale cantata is a church cantata based on a Lutheran hymn (both in terms of text and melody). It 
is not certain when this version of the cantata was composed, but it is in the format of Bach’s second 
cantata cycle, in which all the cantatas are based a Lutheran hymn tune.
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The cantata consists of eight movements:

1. Chorus/Chorale fantasia: ‘Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott’*

2. Aria and duet (bass and soprano): ‘Alles was von Gott geboren’*

3. Recitative and arioso (bass): ‘Erwäge doch, Kind Gottes’

4. Aria (soprano): ‘Komm in mein Herzenhaus’

5. Chorale: ‘Und wenn die Welt voll Teufel wär’

6. Recitative and arioso (tenor): ‘So stehe den bei Christi blutgefärbten Fahne’

7. Duetto (alto, tenor): ‘Wie selig sind doch die, die Gott im Munder tragen’

8. Chorale: ‘Das Wort sie sollen lassen stahn’*
*denotes movements in the Edexcel specification.

When analysing a work, Edexcel has organised the elements as follows:

 � Organisation of pitch (melodically and harmonically)

 � Tonality

 � Structure (or form)

 � Sonority (timbres and use of instruments)

 � Texture

 � Tempo, metre and rhythm

 � Dynamics

The level of detail given for each element clearly depends on the movements themselves, but essential 

information and suggested listening will be covered for each movement.

Movement 1: ‘Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott’

This movement can be regarded as a chorale fantasia. This is a generally seen as a piece of music based on a 

chorale, with extended and elaborated melodies in a polyphonic texture, with the chorale melody appearing as 

the cantus firmus. Many of Bach’s chorale preludes in his Orgelbüchlein are also chorale fantasias for organ.

ORGANISATION OF PITCH: MELODY

The melodies in the first movement are mainly conjunct with occasional leaps, reflecting the original shape of 

Luther’s hymn tune. Luther’s congregations would have been able to sing these simple melodic lines. There 

are, however, many passages of melismatic writing, which reflect the fact that these cantatas were written for 

trained choirs.

The melodies are mainly diatonic with occasional chromatic movement, which can be heard in bar 86 in the 

soprano part and again bar 91 in the same part (see Harmony below for more context).

The melodies used are based on Martin Luther’s hymn tune. The opening phrase sung by the tenors is a 

decorated version of Luther’s opening phrase:

The voices enter imitatively (see Texture below), singing this phrase in either the tonic or the dominant. The 

second phrase of the hymn (‘ein gute Wehr und Waffen’) can be found in bar 9 in the soprano part, which 

evolves into an extended melodic phrase, typical of Bach’s writing:

A cantus firmus 
(meaning ‘fixed 
song’) is a pre-
existing melody, in 
this case, Luther’s 
hymn tune, on 
which a polyphonic 
composition is 
based.
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The third phrase (‘Der alte böse Feind’) begins in bar 60 in the bass part, and like the opening phrase, is 

imitated by the other voices as they enter fugally:

This pattern of elaborating and extending Luther’s hymn tune continues throughout the movement. The first 

appearance of each line is indicated below:

 � ‘mit Ernst ers itzt meint’ in the alto line in bar 72.

 � ‘groß Macht und viel List’ in the tenor line in bar 82.

 � ‘sein grausam Rüstung ist’ in the soprano line in the upbeat to bar 91.

 � ‘auf Erd ist nicht seinsgleichen’ in the tenor line in bar 100.

The congregations in Leipzig would have recognised all the corresponding phrases from ‘Ein feste Burg’.

The cantus firmus in this movement can be found in the oboe parts where each phrase of the hymn tune is 

played over the polyphonic texture. This cantus firmus begins in bar 12, and each phrase periodically enters 

throughout the movement. The cantus firmus can also be found in the basso continuo (violone and organo) 

two beats later than the oboes, each time they come in.

HARMONY

The harmony of this movement is diatonic and functional.

Links can be made here to preparation for the techniques paper. The Ic-V7-I cadence can be found in numerous 

places, including occasions when it is decorated by 4-3 suspensions. As well as this, when the texture is 

fuller, figured bass has been added. Teachers can connect figured bass to preparation for the counterpoint 

techniques exercise, and indeed make the link between chordal progressions and figured bass.

The chromatic harmonies found in bar 99 are an example of word-painting. The words ‘grausam Rüstung’ 

(‘cruel armour’) contain ascending and descending chromatic melodies, which briefly form diminished chords.

Bach’s writing is fluid, so that in this movement, he never clearly modulates to a key. Perfect cadences are only 

suggested (there is never a root-position cadence), and once he has arrived as close to a key as he will get, 

he immediately moves away from it (often by turning the chord into a secondary dominant and resolving it). 

The result is the long melodies for which he is admired, as well as the perfect balance of moving to a key while 

still maintaining a sense of constant motion.

TEXTURE

The texture of this movement is predominantly contrapuntal or polyphonic. The music is fugal and follows 

conventions of fugue writing. Each line (see Tonality and Structure) of Luther’s hymn is set fugally with entries, 

as can be demonstrated by the opening 12 bars:

Bars 1-3 The tenor enters with the subject in the tonic

Bars 3-6 The altos enter with the answer in the dominant, while the tenors continue their line 
with a countersubject 1 (which is also the second phrase of Luther’s hymn).

Bars 6-8 The sopranos enter with subject in the tonic, while the altos continue their line with 
countersubject 1 (transposed), and the tenors continue their line with countersubject 
2 (new material, loosely based on ideas from the subject and answers).

Bars 8-11 The basses enter with the answer in the dominant as the other voices continue with 
other countersubjects.

This typical opening evolves into some glorious polyphony, with the Bach juxtaposing the subjects, answers 

and countersubjects.

For each new line (see Tonality and Structure below), the voices enter fugally, but not always in the same order 

as the opening, and not on the same beats of the bar.

Listen to the final 
movement of 
Mendelssohn’s 
Symphony No. 5 
(Reformation) to 
hear a similar use 
of ‘Ein feste Burg’. 
The finale of Bach’s 
Christmas Oratorio 
uses the passion 
chorale in a similar 
manner, punctuating 
the texture of the 
movement.

It would be 
beneficial for 
students to spend 
some time ‘spotting’ 
these various 
melodies and their 
appearances in 
the movement, 
particularly at the 
start of each of the 
sections. Wider 
listening should 
include some 
of Bach’s Well-
Tempered Clavier.
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This polyphonic texture is framed by the cantus firmus in the oboes and the basso continuo to form a glorious 

chorale fantasia. There’s no denying Bach’s genius here!

TONALITY AND STRUCTURE

These are best described together. The structure of the movement is defined best by the treatment of the 

individual lines of the choral and where they begin. I offer an alternative approach from the Edexcel notes; 

neither is wrong, but are simply different ways of presenting the information.

Section/Line from ‘Ein feste Burg’ Keys and other related features

 y Bars 1-30
 y ‘Ein feste Burg ist unser Gott, ein gute 

Wehr und Waffen’
 y D major

 y The overall key of this section is D major.
 y There are brief passing moments through related 

keys.
 y The first phrase ends in bar 3 suggesting 

A major (due to the fugal entries – see Texture).
 y The music passes through G major 

(subdominant) between bars 10 and 12.
 y There is an imperfect cadence in bar 13.

 y A tonic pedal from bars 27-30 heralds the end of 
this section.

 y Bars 30-60
 y ‘Er hilft uns frei aus alter Not, die uns itzt 

hat betroffen’
 y D major

 y This is based on the same musical phrase as 
above: as in the hymn, it is repeated.

 y This section also remains largely in the tonic, 
passing briefly through related keys but never 
modulating.

 y Bars 60-72
 y ‘der alte Böse Feind’
 y A major, passing through related 

minor keys

 y This section begins in A major, but passes through 
B minor (supertonic minor of A major) at bar 65 
and F sharp minor (relative minor) in bars 67-68.

 y As soon as a melody suggests a perfect cadence 
(there is never a V-I bassline) in the new key, Bach 
is quick to naturalise any accidentals and, in the 
case of bar 68, make his way to the dominant key 
at bar 70.

 y Moving through minor keys also reflects the words, 
which translate as ‘the ancient wicked enemy’.

 y Bars 72-82
 y ‘mit Ernst ers itzt meint’
 y A major, passing through related minor 

keys

 y This section begins in A major and again passes 
through related minor keys:
 y F sharp minor at bar 73.
 y E minor at bar 76 (dominant minor).
 y B minor at bar 78.

 y The section closes with a return to A major.

 y Bars 82-90
 y ‘groß Macht und viel List’
 y A major, passing through related minor 

keys

 y A major opens this section. Like previous sections, 
the music passes through related minor keys.

 y Bars 90-100
 y ‘sein grausam Rüstung ist’
 y Unsettled tonality, finishing in F sharp 

minor

 y The melody here is chromatic (reflecting the text).
 y Between bars 91 and 96, the music swings 

between C sharp minor and F sharp minor, then 
passing through B minor, closing the section in 
F sharp minor.

 y Bars 100- end
 y ‘auf Erd ist nicht seinsgleichen.’
 y D major

 y This section opens in D major, passes through 
B minor in bar 101-102, then passes through 
A major (the dominant) in bars 104-106, ready for 
a return to the tonic in bars 107 to the end.

SONORITY

As well as the SATB choir, the accompanying orchestra is formed of a string section plus a cembalo, basso 

continuo (violone and organ) and three oboes. The string parts double their respective voice parts: violin I and 

soprano; violin II and alto; viola and tenor; cello and bass. The three oboes are in unison throughout, playing 

the cantus firmus. Bach exploits their piercing timbre, ensuring that the cantus firmus will cut through the 

polyphonic texture.

The chord 
progression I-viib-I 
in bar 70 is a good 
example of how 
Bach uses this 
cadence mid-
chorale.
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The other statement of the cantus firmus is made by the violone (the equivalent of today’s double bass) and 

the organ. The timbres of these two instruments combined with the low range ensure that like the oboes, this 

bass cantus firmus also cuts through the texture, leaving Bach’s congregations in no doubt about the origins 

of this cantata.

TEMPO, METRE AND RHYTHM

The movement is in 4/2. The music is driven forward by a constant crotchet and quaver movement throughout 

the parts. Ties in many of the subjects and countersubjects create rhythmic interest and push the music 

onwards, especially when juxtaposed with another vocal line where a tie is in a different place. The subjects 

and answers are fast and elaborated versions of ‘Ein feste Burg’, whereas the cantus firmus states the melodies 

in a slower and more stately fashion.

Movement 2: ‘Alles, was von Gott geboren’

Like the opening movement, this aria is also based on the ‘Ein feste Burg’ hymn tune by Martin Luther.

ORGANISATION OF PITCH: MELODY

The melodic material can be separated into the following:

 � Soprano and oboe (cantus firmus).

 � Bass melody (new material).

 � Violin and viola melody which punctuates the other two melodies.

The soprano and oboe sing and play a decorated version of the cantus firmus, but the melody is still clear to 

the listener. The oboe’s cantus firmus is more embellished than the soprano’s, but the outline of the melody 

remains clear. The text is set both melismatically and syllabically, and the melodies are mainly conjunct.

Word painting occurs in the soprano line in bars 37-39 (‘Fragst du, wer er ist?’), when the melody rises at the 

end of the phrase, as a question would do.

The demanding bass melody contains long melismatic melodies, the perfect opportunity for the singer to 

demonstrate his virtuosity. These melodies are interspersed with more syllabic phrases, which can be mainly 

found at the end of each phrase where the words are repeated. The shapes of the bass melodies are more 

varied than we have seen before. More leaps occur at the ends of phrases, and the phrase ‘Wer bei Christi 

Blut panier’ (bars 38-39) opens with tricky leaps.

The opening idiomatic violin and viola melody recurs frequently throughout the movement, either in the tonic key 

(D major) or closely related keys. This melody (reminiscent of Vivaldi’s string writing) combines the repeated 

notes and leaps that are a string player’s dream!

HARMONY

As in the opening movement, the harmony is diatonic and functional (see the penultimate row of Tonality and 

Structure above). Chords are mainly root position and in first inversion.

TEXTURE

The instrumental opening is a melody-dominated texture, in two parts. When the voices sing, the texture is 

highly contrapuntal.

TONALITY AND STRUCTURE

The opening instrumental passage has some ritornello-like tendencies, demonstrating Italian influences on 

Bach’s writing. While this theme does not behave like the ritornellos of the Brandenburg Concertos, using 

extracts of it to accompany the soloist was a typical feature of late Baroque music.

Separating the 
violoncello e 
cembalo and the 
violone e organo 
is unusual, and 
furthermore, in the 
recording used 
by Edexcel, a 
sackbut is added 
to the lowest line to 
give it even more 
resonance.

Listen to ‘Rejoice 
greatly’ from 
Handel’s Messiah 
to hear to a similarly 
virtuosic aria, with a 
similarly celebratory 
feel.

A ritornello 
(meaning ‘little 
return’) is a passage 
of music that 
recurs in related 
keys, played by 
an orchestra to 
punctuate solo 
passages.
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Section/Line Keys and other related features

 y Bars 1-8
 y Orchestral introduction 

(ritornello-like)

 y The movement opens in D major and remains there, apart 
from a brief passing through A major (dominant) in bar 4.

 y Bars 9-23
 y ‘Alles, was von Gott geboren, ist 

zum Siegen auserkoren’

 y This starts in D major, then modulates to or passes 
through the following keys:
 y bar 13: A major (modulation with a perfect cadence)
 y bar 14: E minor (passing through)
 y bar 23: closes in D major.

 y Bars 24-37
 y Repeat.

 y This is a repeat (with some variations) of bars 10-23.

 y Bars 37-60
 y ‘Wer bei Christi Blut panier, in der 

Taufe Treu geschworen, siegt im 
Geiste für und für.’

 y This sections starts in D major but frequently modulates or 
passes through the following keys:
 y bar 38: A major
 y Bar 46: B minor
 y bar 50: A major
 y bars 53-54: B minor
 y bars 59-60: F sharp minor.

 y Bars 60-69
 y ‘Alles, was von Gott geboren, ist 

zum Siegen auserkoren’

 y The music moves from F sharp minor back to D minor 
using functional harmony:
 y bar 60: F sharp minor
 y bar 61: B7 then E minor
 y bar 62: A major then D major.

 y Bars 69-76  y This is the orchestral music from the introduction.

SONORITY

The instrumentation is the same as the opening movement, without the violone and organ. This ensures that 

the solo voices can be heard clearly. The oboes’ role remains the same as the opening movement, their timbre 

cutting through the texture.

TEMPO, RHYTHM AND METRE

The aria’s pace is maintained by the moto perpetuo semiquaver movement, which begins in the upper 

strings. Semiquaver movement can be found in all voices, which drives the music forward. The tied notes and 

syncopations in the bass melody in particular create more rhythmic interest than in the opening movement.

Movement 8: ‘Das Wort sie sollen lassen stahn’

This chorale closes the cantata, and is a four-part harmonisation of ‘Ein feste Burg’. It is worth comparing 

this setting to chorales numbers 20 and 250 in Riemenschneider’s Harmonized Chorales. There are many 

similarities to both chorales. It would be in this closing chorale that Bach’s congregations would sing.

The analysis of this movement is relatively simple in comparison to the previous movements, but the key points 

here are these:

ORGANISATION OF PITCH: MELODY AND HARMONY

The melody (in the soprano line) is exactly the same as Luther’s original tune. The melody is set syllabically, a 

crotchet per syllable.

The harmony is diatonic and functional, with typical progressions found in all of Bach’s chorales. This is the 

perfect opportunity to put the techniques into context. Singing and playing through the chorales will help the 

students internalise the music and understand the cadences at AS level, and the whole chorale at A level.

TEXTURE

There is a four-part homophonic texture throughout, typical of a chorale.
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SONORITY

The four-part SATB choir is doubled by the orchestral accompaniment, with the three oboes being replaced by 

two oboes d’amore. The coming together of the choir and orchestra in a homophonic texture gives a resolute 

ending to the cantata as the performers and congregation proclaim their faith.

TEMPO, RHYTHM AND DYNAMICS

The movement is in 4/4. Unlike the presentation of the cantus firmus in the previous two movements, this 

movement (like the original) begins with an anacrusis. The phrases have a constant crotchet movement (easy 

for the congregation) with some quaver passing notes. Pauses at the cadences (typical of Bach’s chorales) at 

the end of each phrase stop the tempo.

Wider listening

Suggestions for some related listening have already been mentioned above, and in the anthology, excerpts 

from Handel’s Messiah and Ethel Smyth’s Mass in D are also mentioned. Familiarising themselves with a few 

more Leipzig cantatas would help students contextualise this work, for example ‘Wachet auf, ruft uns die 

Stimme’ BWV140 and ‘Christ lag in Todes Banden’ BWV4. Listening to Vivaldi’s Gloria would also give students 

an insight into the type of string writing found in the second movement, as well as providing a contrast of a 

religious choral work written some years earlier than ‘Ein feste Burg’ in a different tradition.


