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When we do Cantata #192 I always chuckle about "der uns von Mutterleib und Kindesbeinen an". It's pretty pithy, and we all know that many translations of the German of sacred music (and secular texts too) are rather prissy. The closest English equivalent of "von Kindesbeinen an" is "when I was knee-high to a grasshopper", or maybe "just a little squirt". "Mutterleib" gets us into German medical terminology. Yes, "womb", but literally "mother-body". Not in the sense of "corpse" or even "human body", but "body" as "concrete / inanimate object". Related (by way of Latin and general Indo-European) to "matrix" (mater - ix), like the body / chunk of putty the dentist uses to make tooth impressions, casts, etc. For the same reasons the German word for "nut" (hardware item, not forest product) is also "Mutter" - but the plural is Muttern, not Mütter. Enough to drive a person nuts.

It gets pithier. The common German word for "placenta" is "Mutterkuchen" - yup, "mother-cake". But Latin "placenta" indeed means "little cake".

My Bachbeat article might also mention less sensational matters of interest to those who sing German without advanced (or any) knowledge of the language. Why the shuttling between Jesu and Jesum, or Christus / Christo / Christi / Christum? Why not only Herr but also Herre and, even in the singular, where one expects Herrn (accusative / dative / genitive) but finds instead Herren (usually the plural, as in modern German)?

And there's "jetzund" in 192 and other recent pieces. Caused some syllable-stress confusion in rehearsal, though that was straightened out without recourse to Germanic philology. It's not "jetzt und", rather just an older variant of "jetzt". Similar issues have to do with word order: the verb-last principle (in subordinate clauses) was not as strict back then; and there are also variant forms of tenses that would make a modern German teacher cringe (as in Es ist ein' Ros' entsprungen - not the title, but rather further down in the text, where Pretorious gets a D- on his German verb-chart quiz).

And so it goes. In my article I might point interested readers toward a real classic, Blackall's "Emergence of German as a Literary Language" (approx title), which goes far beyond that narrow topic and was so good that it was translated into German. As a tidbit I could offer a collection of pithy Martin Luther aphorisms that Bach also probably knew but, fortunately or un-, never set to music (except perhaps in unprinted texts). Here, without direct translation but with a slight blush, is this equivalent of our much more genteel "You can't make a silk purse out of a sow's ear":

Aus dem Arsch eines Esels kann man keine Trompete machen.

Perhaps a cantata-parody (Die Schnapps-Kantate) could be made here by others, the would-be Schickeles of our group, more talented than I.
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