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“1736. ST. THOMAE WITH BOTH ORGANS” 

A critical review of current views and some new hypotheses concern-

ing the chronology of Bach’s Matthew Passion during his lifetime 1 

 
 

The first version of Bach’s Matthäus-Passion (St Matthew Passion, MP) with one shared continuo 

part (BWV 244.1) was performed for the first time in 1727 in the Thomaskirche in Leipzig; a second 

performance of this version may have taken place in 1729. In 1736 the familiar revised version with 

two separate continuo parts (BWV 244.2) was premiered, again in the Thomaskirche. This version, 

with some additional parts, was performed again in 1742.  

 

The above facts and dates concerning the chronology and locations of Bach's performances of 

his MP have been widely accepted since Alfred Dürr edited the new NBA edition in 1974, 

along with its Kritischer Bericht, and Joshua Rifkin wrote his article about the chronology of 

the MP in 1975. 2 They can be found in virtually every Bach biography and book on the MP. 3 

The arguments that led to these insights, however, seldom or never took into account the 

spatial possibilities of the two main churches in Leipzig, de dispositions of both main organs, 

and of the differences between the two surviving versions of the score. This article will there-

fore revisit the above chronology and locations.  

                                           
1 I am grateful to Prof. Dr. Albert Clement (University College Roosevelt, Middelburg), Jos van Veld-

hoven and Marloes Biermans, former artistic director and artistic assistant of the Nederlandse Bach-

vereniging, for their helpful remarks. I also wish to thank Marc Cooper and Lida Wels for their assis-

tance in translating the text into English. 

Abbreviations: 

BWV = Bach Werke Verzeichnis, 3rd edition, Wiesbaden 2022; NBA = Neue Bach Ausgabe; KB = Kriti-

scher Bericht; BD = Bach-Dokumente; BDig = Bach-digital.de. 
2 A. Dürr, NBA II.5, Matthäus-Passion, Kassel 1974;  J. Rifkin, ‘The Chronology of Bach’s Saint Matthew 

Passion’, Musical Quarterly 61, 1975, p. 360-387. 
3 For instance: E. Chafe, “J. S. Bach's ‘St. Matthew Passion‘: Aspects of Planning, Structure, and Chro-

nology“, in Journal of the American Musicological Society 35/1, New York 1982, p. 49-114; H.-J. Schulze, 

‘Johann Sebastian Bachs Passionsvertonungen’, in J.S. Bach, Matthäus-Passion, Vorträge der Sommerakad-

emie J.S. Bach 1985, ed. U. Prinz, Kassel 1990., p. 24-49 at 34-38;  W. Kolneder, J.S. Bach, Wilhelmshaven 

1991, p. 182-284; E. Platen, Die Matthäus-Passion von Johann Sebastian Bach, Kassel 1991, p. 21-34; R.A. 

Leaver, ‘St Matthew Passion’, in J.S. Bach, Oxford Composer Companions Oxford 1999, p. 430-432; C. 

Wolff, Johann Sebastian Bach, The Learned Musician, Oxford 2000, p. 288, 295-303; M. Geck, Bach, Leben 

und Werk, Hamburg 2000, p. 176ff; P. Williams, J.S. Bach, Cambridge 2007, p. 197; D. Melamed, Hearing 

Bach’s Passions, New York 2005, p. 60; A. Oppermann, ‘Matthäus-Passion BWV 244’, in Das Bach-Hand-

buch, Band 3, Laaber 2009, p. 94-100; Andreas Glöckner, ’Johann Sebastian Bachs “Große Passion” – 

neue Überlegungen zu ihrer Vorgeschichte‘, Bach-Jahrbuch 107, 2021, p. 127-141. 



2 

 

The version of the Matthäus-Passion that was performed in 1727 or 1729  
 

Today it is believed that Bach first performed his MP the Thomaskirche in 1727 or perhaps 

1729, possibly even both years. 4  

The autograph score and parts of the early version (Frühfassung) are lost, but a copy 

of the score was preserved. In 2002 Peter Wollny discovered that the copyist was not Johann 

Christoph Altnickol or Johann Kirnberger, but Johann Christoph Farlau, who wrote the copy 

between 1751 and 1754 in Naumburg. At that time Farlau was a pupil of Altnickol, Bach’s 

student (1744-1747) and son-in-law. 5 In the NBA-series a complete annotated facsimile edi-

tion has been published, as well as an edition for practical use by Andreas Glöckner. 6 A sec-

ond preserved copy, but far from complete, was made by another Bach student, Johann Frie-

drich Agricola. 7 It is not absolutely certain, of course, that Farlau, Altnickol and Agricola did 

not change anything for their own performances, but the score was most likely copied from 

an original score by Bach himself. The Frühfassung (BWV 244.1, to be called ‘version 1’) and 

the well-known later version (BWV 244.2, ‘version 2’) are very similar, and the latter has all 

the characteristics of a revised version. Even if it comprises two continuo-parts (whereas ver-

sion 1 has only one shared part), the double-choir structure is the same in both versions. So it 

is widely accepted that Farlau’s score is really based on Bach’s own original score. 

But is this Frühfassung really the version that was performed in 1727 or 1729? Some 

writers, like Friedrich Smend, Alfred Dürr, Arthur Mendel and Andreas Glöckner have sug-

gested, that Bach initially wrote a version of his MP, which, perhaps with the exception of 

the Daughter of Zion / Faithful movements, was really written for one single vocal choir (with 

ripienists), one orchestra and one continuo-group. 8 This would be the most logical answer to 

questions such as why some choruses have a double-choir character only in the first bars, 

and also why the MP’s double-choir character was carried through so half-heartedly. If this 

hypothesis – which remains speculative – is correct, then this lost single-choir primal version 

must have been performed in 1727 or 1729. 9 Bach must have converted it into versions com-

                                           
4 However, a reapeated discussion regarding the arguments for year of the premiere is beyond the 

scope of this article. Burkhard Stauber argues in his recent study for 1729 as the year of the premiere.  

B, Stauber, ‘1727 oder 1729? Zur Entstehungsgeschichte der "Matthäuspassion" BWV 244 und der 

"Köthener Trauermusik" BWV 244a‘, Die Musikforschung 73, 2020, p. 235ff..  
5 P. Wollny, ‘Tennstädt, Leipzig, Naumburg, Halle – Neuerkenntnisse zur Bach-Überlieferung in Mit-

teldeutschland‘, BJ 2002, p. 29-60 at p. 36-47; A. Glöckner, KB zu NBA II-5b, Kassel 2004, p. 9. 
6 NBA II/5a (or BDig: BWV 244.1, D-B Am.B 6 and 7); NBA II-5b. 
7 Glöckner 2004, Preface; BDig: BWV 244.1, D-B Mus.ms. Bach P26, Faszikel 1 en 2. 
8 F. Smend, J.S. Bach, Kirchenkantaten II, Berlin 1947, 14; A. Dürr, “Zu den verschollenen Passionen 

Bachs“, BJ 1949/50, p. 81-99 at p. 96; A. Mendel, “Traces of the pre-history of Bach's St. John and St. 

Matthew Passions” in Festschrift Otto Erich Deutsch zum 80. Geburtstag, ed. W. Gerstenberg, Kassel 

1963), p. 43f.; Daniel R. Melamed, ’The Double Chorus in J. S. Bach’s St. Matthew Passion BWV 244’, 

Journal of the American Musicological Society 57, 2004, p. 3-50; Melamed 2005, p. 49-65; Glöckner 2004, p. 

32-34; ibid. 2021, p. 134-141. 
9 A reconstruction of this hypothetical primal version of the MP was provided by Rens Bijma and 

Pieter Dirksen, and performed in 2021 with eight singers and one orchestra conducted by Johannes 

Leertouwer. This performance was broadcast on the national Dutch classical radio station.  

www.rensbijma.nl/en/the-matthaus-passion. 

http://www.rensbijma.nl/en/the-matthaus-passion
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prising more double-choir movements in later years. If there was indeed only one instrumen-

tal group, then a repeat performance in the Nikolaikirche, with its smaller pupil’s loft (Schüler-

chor), is also a possibility, for instance in 1728, 1730 or 1735. 

 

The version that was performed in the Thomaskirche in 1736 
 

In order to get a better understanding of the 1736 performance ‘with both organs,’ first the 

construction of the pupils loft (Schülerchor) in the Thomaskirche should be perused. Arnold 

Schering already suggested in 1936 that the double-choir character of the MP had been in-

spired by the symmetrical construction of the music gallery in the Thomaskirche. 10 Herbert 

Stiehl’s 1984 article gives us an elaborate description of the Thomaskirche in Bach’s time. 11 The 

roof of the church was (and is) supported by two rows of tall columns. A large stone renais-

sance gallery (still existing) was built against the north, west and south walls of the church, 

‘one flight of stairs high’ (eine Treppe hoch), resting on stone pillars. In the middle section of 

the west gallery (between the columns), whose north-south distance was – and is – about 8 

metres, there was no second gallery (as Schering mistakenly supposed). The large organ was 

placed here against the west wall on stone pillars, resting on the stone gallery. Behind the 

back of the organist, above the stone gallery, there was the choir organ (Rückpositiv). To the 

left and to the right, presumably at the same height as the organist, were two small trans-

verse side-galleries (oriented east-west), resting on wood pillars. They reached from the gal-

lery balustrade into (presumably) the body of the main organ. The north side-gallery was 

meant for wind players (10 at the most), the south side-gallery for (not more than 10) string 

players. Probably there were seats for pupils under these side-galleries, as well as seats for 

teachers. This means that the pillars of organ and side-galleries must have been high enough, 

maybe some 2 metres. Both side-galleries and the rather large organ loft were accessible by 

stairs.  

The Schülerchor was situated on the lower stone gallery, between the balustrade, the 

two side-galleries and the choir organ. Apparently the continuo-group with conductor Bach 

at its harpsichord and the singers had their place here. The singers stood on steps immedi-

ately behind the balustrade, along which, in 1669, a total of four reading desks were 

mounted, each nearly 2 metres in length. 12 This position is laid down in the 1723 Thomass-

chule rules. 13 There are no known Bach-period images of the Schülerchor with its large organ. 

The author of this article has presented evidence for the positioning of musicians at Bach’s 

performances of his music in the Thomaskirche, based on the described construction of the 

Schülerchor. An impression of the positions of the musicians performing a heavy scored Can-

tata like the first in the Weihnachtsoratorium is offered in Fig. 1. 14 

 

                                           
10 A. Schering, Johann Sebastian Bachs Leipziger Kirchenmusik, Wiesbaden 1936, p. 173. 
11 H. Stiehl, 'Das Innere der Thomaskirche zur Amtszeit Johann  Sebastian Bachs‘, Beiträge zur Bachfor-

schung III, Leipzig 1984. 
12 Ibid.; Schering 1936, p. 154f. 
13 E.E Hochw. ’Caput XIII, Ordnung des Chori Musici bey dem Gottes-Dienst‘ (sub II, III and V), Raths 

der Stadt Leipzig Ordnung Der Schule zu S. Thomae, Leipzig 1723. 
14 Rens Bijma, Johann Sebastian Bach and his musicians in the two main churches in Leipzig, Chapters II (The 

Thomaskirche), and VIII (The positioning of the musicians), 2017/2021, www.rensbijma.nl/en, based on his 

PhD thesis, Johann Sebastian Bachs musici in de beide hoofdkerken in Leipzig (PhD thesis), Utrecht 2017. 

http://www.rensbijma.nl/en
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Fig. 1. Impression of a probable positioning of the musicians in the Thomaskirche during the perfor-

mance of a heavy scored Bach Cantata. Pen drawing by Cobi Brak, based on sketches by Rens Bijma, 

Margreet Bijma and Bartosz Animucki, from Rens Bijma, Johann Sebastian Bachs musici in de beide 

hoofdkerken in Leipzig (PhD thesis), Utrecht 2017, p. 158. 

 

 
Fig. 2. The east wall of the nave, with an impression of the small organ (before 1740) at the Schwalben-

nest. Painting by Hubert Katz, ca. 1880 with inserted picture of a small organ 

Christoph Wolff, Bach, The Learned Musician, 2000, p. 266. 
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At the east wall of the nave, high over the entrance to the altar choir, the relatively small 

‘Swallow-nest’ (Schwalbennest) organ stood on a rather small organ loft. It was used on high 

feast-days, evidently still in Bach’s time. At the outset of the 18th century this organ had fallen 

into a bad condition. In 1740 it was demolished, but in the meantime it had been repaired 

several times. At the site of this organ, chapels were built for the families of dignitaries. The 

distance between Schülerchor and Schwalbennest was about 30 metres. No 18th century images 

of the Schwalbennest with its small organ have come down to us. In Christoph Wolff's Bach 

biography there is a painting from ca. 1880 with a small organ drawn in (Fig. 2). 

 

 
Fig. 3. Version 1, score (transcript Farlau), opening chorus, page 1 

Deutsche Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - Preußischer Kulturbesitz D-B Am.B 6. 
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The opening chorus in Farlau’s copy of the Frühfassung shows from top to bottom: the wind 

instruments, the string instruments and the singers of choir 1; then the same staves for choir 

2, after which the bottom stave is meant for the shared continuo (Fig. 3). This leads to a per-

fect arrangement in the Thomaskirche. In both side-galleries the instrumentalists of each choir 

could be accommodated: 2 flutes, 2 oboes, 2 first violins, 2 second violins and 2 violas. These 

numbers are in accordance with those that Bach mentioned in his Entwurff (1730), and add 

up to the maximum of 10 instrumentalists per side gallery. 15 The lute (for the aria Komm 

süßes Kreuz) and the continuo group (harpsichord, violoncellos, violone(s), and possibly bas-

soon(s)), were to be found downstairs, on the stone gallery, in front of the Rückpositiv of the 

large organ. In this way the two instrumental choirs were spatially divided in a perfect man-

ner, and the shared continuo group had its place between them. The distance of about 6.5 

metres between both instrumental choirs was no obstacle for a peculiarity in the two arias 

with solo violin: in both arias the solo violin was played from the other choir (Fig. 4). 16 Proba-

bly the idea was to leave the accompaniment with 2 first violins intact.  

 

 
Fig. 4. Version 1, score (transcript Farlau), aria 39 (Erbarme dich), beginning. 

 

A growing number of writers and conductors believe that Joshua Rifkin and Andrew Parrott 

are right in assuming that the MP was performed with one vocal voice for each part (OVPP);  
17 so does the author of this study. 18 Presuming OVPP is right, the four singers in choir 1 

were probably standing at one side at the balustrade, and the four singers in choir 2 on the 

other side (as seen in Fig. 1).  

 Several writers, including Schering in 1936, made a connection between the score of 

the Frühfassung and the Schwalbennest. 19 In the score on page 8, where the chorale O Lamm 

Gottes unschuldig starts, an extra stave labelled Organo on top of the page is found for the first 

time (Fig. 5). A striking difference with version 2 is, that the large (continuo-) organ did not 

join in playing this chorale melody. Consequently it must have been played on the (high 

hanging) Schwalbennest organ. What other organ could have played this cantus firmus with 

sufficient sound intensity? A distance of 30 metres to the main body of performers was not 

really a drawback, because the melody was played rather slowly. Probably one or two sopra-

nos already joined in to sing the chorale from the Schwalbennest, because the lyrics of the first 

two lines are notated in the score (Fig. 5, as in all other chorales), and the text was included in 

                                           
15 J.S. Bach, „Entwurff einer wohlbestallten Kirchen Music“, BD I, 22, f. 2r.  
16 See score: NBA II/5a, part II, p. 8r, or BDig: BWV 244.1, D-B Am.B 7, p. 19. 
17 J. Rifkin, ‘Bach's Chorus: A Preliminary Report’, The Musical Times 123, 1982, p. 747ff.; A. Parrott, The 

Essential Bach Choir, Woodbridge 2000; Melamed 2005. 
18 Bijma 2017/2021, Chapter VI (The number of singers). 
19 Schering 1936, p. 180.  
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Picander’s libretto (fig. 6). As was to be expected, version 1 fits like a glove in the Thomaskir-

che.  

 

 
Fig. 5. Version 1, score, opening chorus page 8, incipit ‘O Lamm Gottes Unschuldig’. 

Deutsche Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - Preußischer Kulturbesitz D-B Am.B 6. 
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Fig. 6. Beginning of Picander's text of the MP, 

Ernst-Scherzhaffte und Satyrische Gedichte, Anderer Theil, Leipzig 1729. 

 

 

 
Fig. 7. List of Passion performances by sexton J.Chr. Rost (detail), Leipzig, 1738.  

From BD II, beside p. 192. 
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Returning to the 1736 performance: sexton Johann Christoph Rost of the Thomaskirche rec-

orded in which church the Passion music was performed for every year between 1721 (under 

Johann Kuhnau) and 1738. Only about 1736 he notated, alongside the name of the church, a 

striking detail (Fig. 7): 20  

 

1736. St. Thomae with both organs   

(1736. St. Thomae mit beyden Orgeln).  

 

This is a correct description of a performance of version 1, not of version 2, as Schering al-

ready remarked in 1936. 21 For Rost would not have written both organs if he meant the large 

organ + some small portable organ, that must have been used for the later version (see be-

low). Most likely he would have notated something like: with two organs (mit zwey Orgeln). 

After all, the Thomaskirche was equipped with two organs, and Rost knew them well of 

course. So the word both must have indicated these two organs. The use of the Schwalbennest-

organ must have been noteworthy for Rost. Dürr thinks that Rost was so unmusical that he 

did not realise that three organs were playing, but that seems speculation. Moreover, it 

would be strange that this third organ part - the only one - would be missing in the set of 

parts of version 2. 

Another indication for version 1 being performed between 1730 and 1740 (so not in 

1727 or 1729) can be found in the incomplete copy of the score by Agricola. It bears the par-

tially notated year of performance 173 – lacking the last digit. 22 Maybe Agricola only knew 

the approximate date. Furthermore, it will be shown in the text below that version 2 was 

most likely not intended for the Thomaskirche at all. 

  

                                           
20 BD II.180. 
21 Schering 1936, p. 180. 
22 Dürr 1985, p. 89-90; BDig: D-B Mus. ms. Bach P26, Faszikel 1, Title Page. 
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Fig. 8. Version 2, autograph score, opening chorus, page 1. 

Deutsche Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin - Preußischer Kulturbesitz D-B Mus. ms. Bach P 25. 
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The location of the first performance of version 2. 
 

An autograph score and the original parts of version 2 have been preserved. Dürr gives two 

possible answers to the question of why Bach made a version 2, evidently – as he argues – to 

replace version 1: the performance materials may have been edited many times, conse-

quently new amendments would render them illegible, or: maybe Bach did not have any 

performance materials at his disposal, because he had lent them out. 23 Other writers, like 

Konrad Küster, believe that Bach set up both choirs separately across a greater distance, to 

enhance the spatial effect. That is why it is sometimes supposed that Bach located the second 

choir at the Schwalbennest. 24 This, however, is highly unlikely because at the Schwalbennest 

gallery there would have been very little room to accommodate the complete body of musi-

cians of the second choir. Moreover, a distance of 30 metres between both choirs would have 

caused serious problems. Schering mentions problems that Bach’s predecessors Tobias Mi-

chael and Kuhnau encountered in the Thomaskirche at that distance with simple congrega-

tional singing. 25 

But there are other, more compelling arguments for Bach to revise his MP into a new version. 

A look at the first page of the score of version 2 (Fig. 8) shows that differences with the score 

of version 1 seem to be minor. 26 As in version 1, both choirs are notated one above the other: 

first the instrumental parts, then the vocal ones. But there are some major differences, here 

and elsewhere, and it is important to ask why Bach might have decided to make them. 

 

1. In version 2 of the score, at the bottom of the set of staves for each choir, there are 

separate continuo parts. But both continuo groups could not have been located under 

the side galleries with their seats for teachers and others; the arrangement in the 

Thomaskirche with one shared continuo part was a better one. Why then would Bach 

have wished to change that? Indeed, the only sensible reason seems to have been a 

greater distance between the choirs. But how? 

 

2. The solo violins in arias No. 39 and 42 are no longer assigned to the other choir (Fig. 

9). 27 What could have been the reason for this change? Did Bach want to create a 

greater distance between the two choirs, thus negating the "ideal arrangement" in the 

Thomaskirche? 

                                           
23 Dürr 1974, p. 113. 
24 K. Küster, Bach Handbuch (Kassel: Bärenreiter, 1999), p. 455. 
25 Schering 1936, p. 176. 
26 See score: BDig: BWV 244, D-B Mus. ms. Bach P25, mov. 1, p. 1 =  f. 1r. 
27 Ibid., mov. 39, p. 1 = f. 47r. 
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Fig. 9. Version 2, autograph score, aria 39 (‘Erbarme dich‘), beginning. 

 

3. The page with the first line of the chorale O Lamm Gottes unschuldig is different too. In 

version 2 there is no separate stave for Organo on top of the page. The melody of the 

chorale is now played by the right hand of both continuo organ players (fig. 10). 28 

Why would Bach have made this adjustment? The Schwalbennest organ was pulled 

down only in 1740, so it was still available when Bach performed version 2 for the 

first time (see below). 

 

4. In the organ part for choir 1 (not in the score) the chorale melody in the opening cho-

rus is labelled Rückposit: Sesquialtera (Fig. 11).29 Why did Bach write this, if he knew 

that the Rückpositiv of the main organ in the Thomaskirche did not possess a Sesquial-

tera stop? The organ’s disposition was published by Johann Jacob Vogel around 1710. 

A ‘Sesqui Altera’ stop was present ‘Im Oberwercke’ and ‘In der Brust’ since 1670, but not 

‘Im Rück-Positiv’. 30 In 1721 Johann Scheibe replaced only pipes for the Mixtur, and 

during Bach’s lifetime no new stops were added, the only adjustment being the rein-

forcement of the Pedal Posaunen Bass by Scheibe in 1730. It was only in 1757 that 

Christian Immanuel Schweinefleisch changed the disposition further. 31 The Rückposi-

tiv on the Schwalbennest organ did possess a Sesquialtera stop, but surely the first choir 

was not located there.  

  

                                           
28 N.B. The NBA-score is a bit treacherous in this respect. It has the Organo stave on top, as in version 

1, now called Soprano in ripieno. But the Soprano in ripieno stave is only to be found in the part(s), not in 

the autograph score of version 2. 
29 See part: BDig: BWV 244, D-B Mus. ms. Bach St110, Faszikel 1, Orgel Chor 1, p. 1. 
30 J.J. Vogel, Leipzigisches Chronicon, ca. 1710, p. 111. 
31 W. Schrammek, ‘Zur Geschichte der großen Orgel in der Thomaskirche zu Leipzig von 1601 bis 

1885‘, in Beiträge zur Bachforschung II, Leipzig 1982, p. 46-52; Chr. Wolff and M. Zepf, The Organs of J. S. 

Bach: A Handbook, Urbana 2012, p. 52-54. Philipp Spitta mistakenly included a Rückpositiv Sesquialtera 

stop in his disposition table, assuming that the replaced pipes for the Mixtur in 1721 included pipes for 

a Sesquialtera in the Rückpositiv. This must have been done, he declares, or else Bach could not have 

used such a stop in his MP. Ph. Spitta, Johann Sebastian Bach II, Leipzig 21916, p. 112-3, 769-70. 
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Fig. 10. Version 2, autograph score, opening chorus, page 7, incipit "O Lamm Gottes un-

schuldig". 
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Fig. 11. Version 2, organ part for choir 1, entry of the chorale ‘O Lamm Gottes Unschuldig’. 

 

The most likely answer to these questions is: Bach did not perform version 2 of his MP in the 

Thomaskirche at all, but in another church, where an optimal arrangement like the one in the 

Thomaskirche was impossible. Assuming that this church was also to be found in Leipzig, it 

must have been the Nikolaikirche, the only other location in Leipzig where Bach performed 

his Passions. Space was more limited in the Schülerchor of the Nikolaikirche than in the Thom-

askirche (fig. 12 and 13).32 A spatial separation of the two choirs, as in the Thomaskirche, was 

not possible here. The first choir could retain its place in the Schülerchor, but for the second 

choir (singers + instrumentalists) Bach had to look for an alternative location, which he prob-

ably found at some other gallery in the vicinity (maybe the upper south gallery, Fig. 13). So 

the decision for a greater distance between both choirs may have been unavoidable.  

 

 
Fig. 12. West wall of the Nikolaikirche. Watercolor by Carl Benjamin Schwarz, second half of the 18th 

century. Schülerchor top centre, main organ top left. Stadtarchiv Leipzig, RRA (F) Nr. 314. 

 

                                           
32 Bijma 2017/2021, Chapter III (The Nikolaikirche) and VIII (The positioning of the musicians). 
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Fig. 13. Ground plan of the west portal building at the height of the upper gallery. 

With Schülerchor, organ gallery and part of the upper south gallery 

Drawing by Johann Gottfried Döring, 1750, detail.  

Stadtarchiv Leipzig, Signatur RRA (F) Nr. 248. 

  

In 1985 Dürr already considered the Nikolaikirche as a possible location for the performance 

of the MP, but immediately pushed the thought away. 33 If each choir had 12 (or even 4!) 

singers, the ensemble of the two choirs, including instrumentalists, would certainly have 

                                           
33 Dürr 1985, p. 78. 
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been too large for the Schülerchor in the Nikolaikirche. Dürr did not think of locating the sec-

ond choir elsewhere. The greater distance between the two choirs in the Nikolaikirche might 

explain why the second choir needed its own continuo group, including its own (chest-) or-

gan and harpsichord, and also why both solo violins played their parts in their own choir. 

The surviving string parts show that in order to have sufficient accompanying first violins, 

Bach now had one of the second violinists play the part of the first violinists, leaving only 

one player for the second violin part (assuming he still used two second violins). The small 

organ in the Nikolaikirche had already been pulled down in 1693, so obviously it could not 

have played the chorale melody in the opening chorus. That is probably why it had to be 

played by the two continuo organs. The Sesquialtera of the Rückpositiv could be used for choir 

1: the large organ in the Nikolaikirche did possess such a stop indeed according to Vogel 

(1710) and Johann Andreas Silbermann (1741). 34 Recently, it has come to light that not only 

the Thomaskirche, but also the Nikolaikirche possessed a transportable positive organ, about 

which nothing else is known. It is likely that this was used in choir II of the MP. 35 There was 

only one part for the soprano in ripieno; this was probably sung from the main organ gallery. 

Why Bach moved his Great Passion to the Nikolaikirche is not known. A possible reason 

may have been that the work’s fame was so great after the 1736 performance in the Thom-

askirche that the superintendent and the church-goers in the Nikolaikirche liked to hear it in 

their own church. After all, both churches had their own church-goers, with lots of rented 

seats.  

 

The years of the known performances of version 2  

 

Because Dürr in his Kritischer Bericht assumed the MP must have been performed in the 

Thomaskirche, he considered only 1736 and 1738 as possible years of the first performance of 

version 2. 1736 was more obvious because of the remark by Rost about ‘both organs’, so Dürr 

concluded it must have been 1736. But, as we have seen above, because version 2 was proba-

bly written for the Nikolaikirche, it must have been performed in an odd-numbered year.  

The kind of paper on which the score of version 2 was written had been produced be-

tween 1737 and 1742. Bach also used this paper for a testimony in 1737. The kind of paper 

that was used for some of the parts was used in 1737 and 1738. 36 One of the writers of these 

parts, University student Bernhardt Dietrich Ludewig could have assisted from 1731 till 

1738. 37 Samuel Gottlob Heder was a Thomasschule pupil from 1729 till 1734; his involvement 

                                           
34 Vogel 1710, p. 97; J.A. Silbermann, 1741, in M. Schaefer, Das Silbermann-Archiv (Winterthur 1994), p. 

171f. 
35 Andres Glöckner, Dokumente zur Geschichte des Leipziger Thomaskantorats, Band II, IX/C 11, p. 244. In 

1752 a new positive organ was acquired which had replaced an older instrument. 
36 Dürr 1974, p. 56-7, 114; “Katalog der Wasserzeichen in Bachs Handschriften“, NBA IX.1, Textband 

(1985), #22, p. 38 (score), and #40, p. 47 (some parts). Most parts were written on a kind of paper that 

gives no clues (Ibid. #66, 59f.). 
37 “Die Kopisten Johann Sebastian Bachs“, NBA IX.3, Textband (2007), #208, p. 161f. 
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after these years has not been explained yet. 38 Another Thomasschule pupil, Friedrich Chris-

tian Samuel Mohrheim, might have been involved from 1733 till 1737. 39 Only 1737 fits the 

aforementioned facts perfectly, even better than 1736. 40 

Wouldn’t it have been strange for Bach to have performed his MP in two consecutive 

years? No, not really. The performances were in two different churches with a different audi-

ence. Besides, Bach had done the same already with his JP. In 1724 it was performed in the 

Nikolaikirche, and the following year in the Thomaskirche. In both instances the Passion was 

repeated in a revised version. Bach may have performed his 1st and 2nd version of his MP 

more than once, version 1 in the Thomaskirche and version 2 in the Nikolaikirche. Parts for ver-

sion 1 no longer exist, so they cannot be examined for traces of later performances.  

There is no certainty that he did not perform version 2 again if he used the same parts with-

out any adjustments. A possible repeat performance of version 2 in the Nikolaikirche after 

1737 must have taken place in an uneven year. If it is true that Bach performed a Brockes Pas-

sion by Telemann in 1739, and the 4th version of his JP in 1749, then 1741, 1743, 1745 and 1747 

remain as possibilities. 

One repeat performance of version 2 is certain. For this performance Bach used the 

same score and parts as in 1737, without essential changes, so it is to be expected that it took 

place in the Nikolaikirche. That is why the often mentioned year 1742 is probably not right. 41 

This repeat performance is certain, because Bach had written three additional parts: a harpsi-

chord part for the second choir, a viola da gamba part for the second choir, and one more part 

for the soprano in ripieno, not specified, but maybe also for the second choir. Perhaps Bach 

was not content with the sound of the small positive organ in 1737, and tried to reinforce it 

with these new parts. The answer to the question of when this version was performed must 

be derived from the three additional parts. The kind of paper gives no clues. 42 Bach himself 

wrote the viola da gamba part, and Georg Heinrich Noah (Anonymus Vm) the other two. Noah 

could have been involved in 1741 and early in 1743. 43 A restoration of sheets 1-13 of the score 

with pieces of paper dates from about the mid-1740s. 44 Of course it is not certain that this 

restoration was prior to a performance (Platen thinks Bach tried to secure his musical leg-

acy), 45 neither is it certain that it was associated with the aforementioned performance, but it 

                                           
38 Ibid. #126, p. 123. 
39 Ibid. #181, p. 147; Dürr 1974, p. 114. 
40 In his recent article Johann Sebastian Bach's "Große Passion", Andreas Glöckner supposes that a less 

complicated, possibly largely single-choir version of the MP was performed in 1727, the Frühfassung in 

1729, and the Spätfassung in 1736. He arrives at this chronology based in part on the assumption that 

version 2 must have been performed in 1736.  However, the arguments presented in this article lead to 

the conclusion that version 1 was probably performed in 1736. If so, a possibly single-choir primal ver-

sion may have sounded in 1727 or 1729. That Bach would have performed his MP both in 1727 and 

1729 is unlikely: as far as is known he never performed the same Passion twice in a row in the same 

church (in 1728 a Passion was performed in the Nikolaikirche). 
41 Dürr 1985, p. 91. 
42 “Katalog der Wasserzeichen in Bachs Handschriften“, NBA IX.1, Textband (1985), #65, p. 58.; Dürr 

1974, p. 57 
43 Dürr 1974, p. 57-59; Wollny 2002, p. 29-33; “Die Kopisten Johann Sebastian Bachs“, NBA IX.3, Text-

band (2007), #224, p. 167f. 
44 Dürr 1974, p. 17-8; A. Dürr, “Beobachtungen am Autograph der Matthäus-Passion“, BJ 1963/4, p. 47-

52 at p. 52; Y. Kobayashi, “Zur Chronologie der Spätwerke J.S. Bachs“, BJ 1988, p. 53. 
45 Platen 1991, p. 34. 
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sounds quite reasonable. If true, the performance must have taken place in 1743 or 1745. Both 

indications combined point to 1743 as the year of this repeat performance.  

 

 

Conclusions 

 

It is possible that the Frühfassung BWV 244.1 was performed in 1727 or 1729, but it could 

also have been a lost more simple, possibly essentially single-choir version.  

Probably in 1736 not the well-known Spätfassung BWV 244.2, but the Frühfassung was per-

formed in the Thomaskirche, perhaps for the first time. 

Bach probably wrote the later version not for the Thomaskirche, but for the Nikolaikirche, 

where a greater distance between the two choirs was inevitable, and which also necessitated 

two separate continuo parts. 

The most likely year of the first performance of version 2 is not 1736, but 1737. The most 

plausible year of the repeat performance with additional parts is not 1742, but 1743. Both 

performances took place in the Nikolaikirche. 

 

 

Rens Bijma, 2018-2022.  

Version 9 September 2022 


