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Instrumentation (first version)
Lituo I, II (see note)
Cornetto
Trombone I, II, III
SATB
This version was presumably performed
out of doors, e.g., at a graveside.
The later version adds strings, continuo,
and optional 3 
oboes and
bassoon
(presumably
doubling the
vocal lines).
See note
for more.
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NBA III/1; BC B23a/b
J. S. Bach labeled this work "motet," yet it 
is similar to the chorale fantasias that begin cantatas
of Bach's chorale cantata cycle.
Occasion: Perhaps a funeral or memorial service
Librettist: Martin Behm (1557–1622): 1610 chorale,
adapted from a 1608 setting with similar beginning. 
Although only the first stanza is given in the 
autograph score, a "dal segno" making suggests
multiple stanzas would have been sung.
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Fifteen stanzas of the chorale appear also  in Vopelius and Carl Gottlob Hofmann, eds., Das Privilegirte Vollständige Und Vermehrte Leipziger Gesangbuch: Darinnen Die Auserlesensten Lieder, Wie Solche In Hiesigen Und Andern Kirchen Gebräuchlich An Der Zahl 1015.... (Leipzig,1758), p. 81.

It is noteworthy that BWV 58/5 employs stanza 2 of the same chorale. For a discussion of that movement, see Martin Petzoldt, Bach-Kommentar 2:351.

The website for historically informed translations of Bach's cantata texts suggests stanzas 1, 2, 9, 12, and 15. The authors (Michael Marissen and Daniel R. Melamed) write, "Modern performances tend to present stanzas 1 and 12, or sometimes 1 and 2 along with one of the other stanzas we have provided above (we give the wordings of the Wagner Gesangbuch of 1697, which Bach owned)."  See https://bachcantatatexts.org/BWV118.htm, accessed 31 December 2025.
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●Prayer to Jesus in view of the brevity and sinfulness of life. 
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Translation: 
O Jesus Christ, light of my life,
my refuge, my comfort, my confidence,
on earth I am only a guest
and the burden of sin presses down heavily upon me.
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Biblical allusions include Jesus' words "I am the light of the world" (John 8:12), passages that refer to God as refuge and confidence (e.g., Psalm 94:22), Psalm 119:19: I am a sojourner on earth (Luther 1545: Ich bin ein Gast auf Erden), and Psalm 38:4: My iniquities have gone over my head; they weigh like a burden too heavy for me (Luther 1545: Denn meine Sünden gehen über mein Haupt, wie eine schwere Last sind sie mir zu schwer worden).
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Lituus
In his Musicalisches Lexicon… (Leipzig, 1732), Johann Gottfried Walther relied on Renaissance and Medieval definitions, defining Lituus as “ein Zincke. Ehemals hat es auch eine Schallmey; [it[em] tubam curvam [lat: ebenso gekrümmte Trompet[e], ein Heer=Horn bedeutet.”


Translation: A cornetto. Formerly it also signified a shawm or in Italian [i.e., Latin], a “tubam curvam,’  a HeerHorn [i.e., a curved military signal horn]. 

Karl Hochreither writes, “Incorrect is Schweitzer’s supposition that the “Litui” called for in the motet “O Jesu Christ, meins Lebens Licht” were Zinks [cornettos].  The instruments called for in BWV 118 are high horns. Although it remains unclear why Bach used the designation “Lituus” here (the only time ever), it is nevertheless evident he could not have meant the cornetto, which also appears in the score. (Why would there be a second designation for the same instrument in the same movement?) The notation and pitch inventory of these parts (which consists of natural tones only) prove they were intended for alto corno in B♭.” See Karl Hochreither, Performance Practice of the Vocal-Instrumental Works of Johann Sebastian Bach, translated by Melvin Unger (Lanham, Maryland: Scarecrow Press, 2002), p. 99. 
	Hochreiter cites in order:
Albert Schweitzer, J. S. Bach, vol. 2, trans. Ernest Newman (Boston: Bruce Humphries Pub., 1962), p. 371
Neue Bach Ausgabe III/1, 163–68 & 171–78; 
Hans Kunitz, Die Instrumentation. Ein Hand- und Lehrbuch. 13 vols. (Leipzig: Breit­kopf & Härtel, 1956–1977), pp. 446–47. 
Curt Sachs, “Die Litui in Bachs Motette ‘O Jesu Christ.’” Bach-Jahrbuch 18 (1921): 96–97.
Horace Fitzpatrick, The Horn and Horn-Playing and the Austro-Bohemian Tradition from 1680–1830. (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1970), 55–56. 
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Throbbing bass suggests a dirge...
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According to Martin Petzoldt (Bach-Kommentar 3:574) it was widely 
disseminated, with a Dresden hymnal printing two versions side by side: one version with 12 stanzas, the other with 15. (see note for more).
FP: 1736/37 (first autograph version),
1746/47 (second autograph version).
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Ulrich Leisinger offers a succinct summary of the two version with a discussion of performance issues arising from their differences. See Johann Sebastian Bach. The Sacred Vocal Music Complete Edition. Cantatas and Motets (Stuttgart: Carus Verlag, 2017), vol. 17, p. 194 (Ulrich Leisinger, translated by John Coombs). Because the “dal segno” at m. 90 implies “that this work should certainly not be restricted to the first verse,” Leisinger’s edition provides the complete text. All fifteen stanzas also appear in Vopelius and Carl Gottlob Hofmann, eds., Das Privilegirte Vollständige Und Vermehrte Leipziger Gesangbuch: Darinnen Die Auserlesensten Lieder, Wie Solche In Hiesigen Und Andern Kirchen Gebräuchlich An Der Zahl 1015.... (Leipzig,1758), p. 81.

Daniel Melamed notes that "the independent instrumental sections are unusual for a motet, but they are limited in their thematic material in the ritornello sections, and entirely subservient to the voices (limited to harmonic filler) otherwise. Bach apparently held a slightly expanded view of what a motet could be." See J. S. Bach. Oxford Composer Companions, ed. Malcolm Boyd (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), p. 333. 
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The trombone theme derives from the alto and tenor voices accompanying chorale line 2.
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Use of alla breve meter with brass playing largely colla parte
is characteristic of the traditionial motet style (stile antico).
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  Motet BWV
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Lituo I & II
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Last changed: 31 December 2025.
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Chorale Motet
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For stanzas 1, 2, 9, 12, and 15 with historically informed translations, see https://bachcantatatexts.org/BWV118.htm, accessed 31 December 2025.
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Line 1 alludes to Jesus' words, "I am the light of the world" (John 8:12). 
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Lines 1 & 2: The cantus firmus is accompanied in the lower 3 voices by imitative counterpoint derived from the chorale phrase. 
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In the choral sections, the instruments largely double the voices. 
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The litui fall silent for chorale line 1. 
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Line 2 alludes to biblical passages that refer to God as refuge and confidence (e.g., Psalm 94:22: The Lord has become my stronghold, and my God the rock of my refuge).

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
B-flat major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C(7)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F major

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
F7

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
(C7)

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C minor C pedal...

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
C minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
G minor

Microsoft Account
Typewritten Text
The litui accompany chorale line 2 (2 independent lines, see full score).
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Alto crosses above cantus firmus.
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Ascending diatonic fourth (for significance, see note).
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Diatonic Ascending Fourth
Bach appears to associate the ascending diatonic fourth with the offering of praise to God (perhaps like incense). Compare, for example the beginning of BWV 29/2 (“Wir danken dir”). Christoph Wolff notes that the opening motive of BWV 29/2 is “based on the identically chanted versicles of the Lutheran liturgy: [pastor:] ‘Benedicamus Domino’… [which was] the closing salutation at the end of every Sunday service in Leipzig.” See Bach’s Musical Universe (New York: W. W. Norton, 2020), 330. In BWV 147/5 the ascending diatonic fourth is harmonized as faux bourdon (Am-Bm-CM-DM-Gm) in the ritornello, associated with the text “Mein Heiland, erwähle die gläubende Seele, und siehe mit Augen der Gnade mich an! (My savior, choose this believing soul and look upon me with eyes of mercy!). In BWV 87/1, the ascending diatonic fourth is used for Jesus’ words to make requests to God in Jesus’ name.
	Not surprisingly, Bach used 29/2 for the “Gratias” and “Dona nobis” of the B-minor Mass. In the mass, the “Gratias” and “Dona nobis” movements are equidistant from the “Crucifixus,” which serves as the pivot point in a chiastic structure. There the descending chromatic fourth (the “lamento” ground bass) serves as organizational principle, while in the “Gratias” and “Dona nobis” movements (as in 29/2, their original model) the ascending diatonic fourth is central. For the significance of these two motives, see Melvin Unger, “Chiastic Reflection in the B-minor mass: Lament’s Paradoxical Mirror,” in Exploring Bach’s B-minor Mass, ed. Yo Tomita, Robin A. Leaver, and Jan Smaczny (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
	BWV 28/2 uses the ascending diatonic fourth (“Nun lob mein Seel”/”Sein Wohlthat thut”) as well as the ascending chromatic fourth (“Hat dir dein’ Sünd’ vergeben”), just as this inverted “lamento” figure occurs in the B-minor mass, immediately prior to the “Crucifixus” in the “Et incarnatus est” (see alto, mm. 43–45 on the words “et homo est”). BWV 156/3, a secco recitative, uses the ascending diatonic fourth in rising sequence for the final words (set as an arioso) “je länger hier, je später dort!” See 156/3, mm. 17–19.
	In BWV 129/1, the ascending fourth is used for praise of the Creator and in movement 2, Bach associates the descending diatonic fourth (treated sequentially) with God the Son, providing salvation (“Heil”).	
	Regarding Bach’s contrasting use of chromatic descent and diatonic ascent to symbolize the antithesis between the present world of suffering and the future one of glory, see See Alfred Dürr, The Cantatas of J. S. Bach, revised and translated by Richard Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 308; also Ahasver Fritsch, Kurtze und heilsame Betrachtungen / Sechs und Achtzig auserlesene Biblische Sprüche / an statt Andern Theils Der Biblischen Moral-Sprüche (Mühlhausen: Michael Kayser, 1702), 53–55. Cited and translated in Markus Rathey, “Two Unlikely Sisters: The “Cross” and the “Crosses” in BWV 12 and 69a, BACH, 38/1 (2007), 4. 
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Alto crosses above cantus firmus.
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Line 3 alludes to  Psalm 119:19: I am a sojourner on earth (Luther 1545: Ich bin ein Gast auf Erden).
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In lines 3 & 4 the cantus firmus is prepared by the lower 3 parts with imitative counterpoint (much longer for line 4) derived from the chorale phrase. 
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The litui fall silent for the first part of chorale line 3. 
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The fore-imitation for this chorale phrase is much longer, giving it considerably greater weight. 
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Line 4 alludes to Psalm 38:4: My iniquities have gone over my head; they weigh like a burden too heavy for me (Luther 1545: Meine Sünden gehen über mein Haupt, wie eine schwere Last sind sie mir zu schwer worden).
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The litui fall silent in the fore-imitation to chorale line 4, but then re-enter intermittently with the cantus firmus.
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Ascending chromatic fourth, signifying the building pressure of sin's burden. For more, see note.
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Ascending Chromatic Fourth/Descending Chromatic Fourth
Bach often used the descending chromatic fourth as the traditional symbol of lament (e.g., BWV 4/6, 12/2, the latter movement restyled for the “Crucifixus” in the B-minor Mass). He also used its inversion to symbolize Christ’s rescue. Thus the ascending chromatic tetrachord occurs in the B-minor Mass, just prior to the “Crucifixus” in the “Et incarnatus est” on the words “et homo est” (see alto, mm. 43–45). See also BWV 28/2 on “Hat dir dein’ Sünd’ vergeben” (“has forgiven thee thy sins”), BWV 43/9 on “zu helfen seinen Knechten” (“to help his servants”), 78/1 on “hast durch deinen bittern Tod” (“hast through  thy  bitter death”), 91/5 on “sein menschlich Wesen machet euch den Engels Herrlichkeit gleich” (“his human nature makes you equal to the angels in splendor”) BWV 99/3 “wenn dir der Kreuzeskelch so bitter schmeckt…obgleich die Süssigkeit verborgen steckt” (“when to you the cross’s cup tastes so bitter…although its sweetness lies hidden”), 96/6 on “den Sinn und all’ Begehren” (“our mind and all our desires [and thoughts be directed towards thee]”). In 112/3 pulsing continuo bass notes ascend the chromatic fourth for “He leads me on the right road of his commandments without ceasing (“ohn Ablaß”). However, in 90/1 the ascending chromatic fourth is used for “sündlichen Verächter” (suggesting that the measure of sinful scorners’ sin is rising to full measure as referenced in the text), and in BWV 113/4 it is used for “quält mich Zittern” (“trembling torments me”) and “[mein Herze] bräche” (“my heart would break”). In BWV 118 it is used for “drückt mich sehr der Sünden Last” (“the burden of sin presses down heavily upon me”). In 126/3, a chromatically ascending continuo line follows the statement about the threat of “false brethren.” In 183/1, Oboe I climbs chromatically to Jesus’ warning of coming persecution: “Sie werden euch in den Bann tun, es kömmt aber die Zeit, daß, wer euch tötet, wird meinen, er tue Gott einen Dienst daran.”
	For the significance of the descending chromatic fourth in relation to the ascending diatonic fourth, see Melvin Unger, “Chiastic Reflection in the B-minor mass: Lament’s Paradoxical Mirror,” in Exploring Bach’s B-minor Mass, ed. Yo Tomita, Robin A. Leaver, and Jan Smaczny (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013).
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Martin Petzoldt suggests that, by withholding the entrance of the litui until the cantus firmus is heard, Bach here modifies their symbolic significance (with their repeated notes) to represent and emphasize the burden of sin referenced in the text. See Bach-Kommentar 3:577.
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Ascending chromatic fourth in bass (see note above).
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Bach's "dal segno" marking suggests several stanzas of the chorale were sung.
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