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In his 1716 Visitation sermon, Neumeister identifies the key theological theme of the feast day as 
“a spiritual example for women” (Einen Geistlichen Frauenzimmer-Spiegel).62  
 Despite the dual focus in theological sources on the Magnificat and Mary as example, the 
Feast of Mary’s Visitation continued to be primarily focused on Mary’s words in the Magnificat. 
In addition to the focus on the Magnificat in theological sources such as published sermons and 
commentaries for the Feast of Mary’s Visitation, the Magnificat was also regularly present 
throughout the Lutheran church year. The Magnificat would, in fact, have been well known to 
regular congregants, as the text was sung in either Latin or German in every Vespers service. In 
Leipzig, for example, Vespers services were held about 100 days each year, with the Magnificat 
most often sung by the congregation in German in a simple harmonized psalm tone version; 
about 16 times a year, it was performed in a concerted Latin setting.63 The cantatas for the Feast 
of Mary’s Visitation, performed immediately after the chanting of the Gospel text that framed the 
Magnificat within the larger account of Mary in Luke 1, reminded congregants that these words 
were those of Mary from Luke’s Gospel, while also providing additional ways to think about this 
familiar Marian text. 
 
As I have sought to demonstrate through the discussion of the cantata texts for the three Marian 
feast days in the eighteenth-century Lutheran Church, significant Marian theology was 
communicated to congregants through church cantatas, especially those for Annunciation and 
Visitation. Far from downplaying or denigrating Mary, cantata librettists often highlighted and 
even praised Mary on these two feast days. And the Feast of the Visitation in particular provided 
a valuable context for congregants to think about Mary’s song, the Magnificat, which was sung 
in Vespers services throughout the year. 
 In closing, I’d like to broaden the question “How might Marian theology have been heard by 
Lutheran congregants through church music of the early eighteenth century?” to “How is 
theology presented differently in a cantata than in theological sources such as published sermons 
and commentaries?” 
 First, the theology communicated in a cantata was necessarily crystallized and partial. 
Working within a much smaller format than a published sermon or commentary forced poets to 
focus on a primary theme and make no attempt to offer comprehensive theological 
understandings. Such crystallization of theological themes likewise related to a shift in audience, 
as the cantata was aimed primarily at lay congregants, not only at pastors or theologians. 
 In addition, the cantata was a genre well suited for congregants to understand and absorb the 
theological messages, as the theology was not only crystallized, but also personalized. Whereas 
sermons tended to address congregants in the second person and speak of God in the third 
person, cantata texts were generally presented from the perspective of the congregant (the 
Christian believer). In the cantata, the Christian believer often speaks in the first person (“ich,” 
“I”), addressing God directly in second person (“du,” “you”), thus personalizing the exchange. 

																																																								
62 Neumeister, Erster Evangelischer Seegen in Hamburg, 895. 
63 See Mark A. Peters, “J. S. Bach’s Meine Seel’ erhebt den Herren (BWV 10) as Chorale Cantata and 

Magnificat Paraphrase,” Bach: Journal of the Riemenschneider Bach Institute 43 (2012): 29–64. 
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 The cantata’s mode of communication itself also reinforced theological themes. If 
congregants had purchased a libretto from which to read along during the cantata’s performance, 
their experience of the text would be both written and aural. Additionally, if congregants had 
purchased the cantata libretti, these volumes themselves may have served as a kind of devotional 
literature, something that might have been read at home either before or after a church service.64 
 Finally, the cantata communicated not through rhetorical argument, but rather through the 
aesthetics of poetry and music. The very beauty of the language and of the music added an 
aesthetic dimension to which I assume many congregants responded positively. The surviving 
musical settings we have for these texts—by composers including Johann Sebastian Bach, 
Christoph Graupner, Gottfried Heinrich Stölzel, and Georg Philipp Telemann—attest the rich 
musical tradition of cantata composition in early eighteenth-century Germany. These settings 
emphasize that Marian theology on the feasts of Purification, Annunciation, and Visitation was 
communicated through both poetic and musical beauty. 
 
 

 

 

																																																								
64 Published cantata cycles may have been used in a similar fashion as devotional books of poetry based on the 

church year, of which there are many examples in early eighteenth-century Lutheranism. See, for example, Caspar 
Anders, Gläubiger Christen Evangelische Hertzens-Lust, Zu dem Nahmen und Gedächtniß des HERRN Oder 
Geistliche Oden Uber alle Sonn- und Fest-Tage durchs ganze Jahr, Zu Unterhaltung öffentlicher und geheimer 
Andacht, Zn dem Tage des HERRN (Leipzig and Breslau: Michael Rohrlach, 1726); Gottfried Gottschling, Balsam 
aus Gilead, Vor die Mitgenossen am Trübsal, aus den Sonn- und Fest-Tags-Evangelien, in Herz-erquickenden 
ARIEN, gesammlet (Leipzig: Joh. Friedr. Gleditsch, 1720); and [Sophie Regina Gräf], Eines andächtigen 
Frauenzimmers S. R. G. Ihrem JESU im Glauben dargebrachte Liebes-Opffer, d. i. Poetische Applicationes derer 
Sonn- und Fest-täglichen Evangelien zu Ihrer eigenen Erbauung und Vergnügung Ihrer Seelen abgefasset, Und 
Ohne Dero Wissen zum Druck befördert von N. N. (Leipzig: Johann Christian Martini, 1715). 


