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Abstract

This is an interdisciplinary attempt at a paradigmatic description of the spiritual dimension of
music which passed through several ages defined here as religious, theocratic, aesthetic,
mythical and ethical. The distinction between the ancient and medieval understanding of music
as constitutive of the universe (Plato), of divine inspiration or teleology (the Middle Ages) and
the modern secularization and aesthetic turn is generally agreed upon, whereas the exploration
of mythical symbolism as a reaction to the dry materialism of the post-industrial age or the
existence of an ethical finality in the music of postmodernity are working hypotheses of our
research paper. We are trying to identify an ethical finality in the heterogeneous picture of
eclectic New Age practices or minimalist and other vanguard experiments of the postwar

period.

Introduction

Writing on The Historical Typology of Sacred Music of the
Christian Tradition, Olga Zosim identifies three historical phases:
early, medieval and modern, depending on the perception of the
sacred and the elements that give it cohesion and inner integrity
(Zosim 2019: 135) However, If we are talking about the unity of
text, music, and ritual, this characterizes both the early and the late
Middle Ages, classified by Zosim as distinct categories. The via
artis, the aesthetic finality of music, becomes apparent only in the
fourteenth century, in Italy and France, when sacred polyphony is
adopted in liturgical compositions.

The morphology of musical genres from the Renaissance to
postmodernism, perceived as an uninterrupted and homogeneous
span of time by Zosim, includes too many radical breaks to allow
their coverage by a single concept. In addition, the autonomy of
music in relation to ritual, increasingly accentuated as we approach
our era, is not specific to the Christian tradition, but to sacred
music in general. Many postmodern composers take up archaic
forms of music, or Gregorian modes, or declare themselves to be
religious (with examples as diverse as Messiaen, Arvo Part, or
John Tavener). In fact, the vector of sacred music goes up to
classicism, when the forms obey canons that give them more of an
aesthetic function, becomes less conspicuous in the later half of the

19th century only to reappear in modernism — it is true, in a distinct
version, not religious, but universally spiritualist -, and it knows a
true resurrection in postmodernism, when the sacred is modulated
into ethos. Religious-aesthetic-mythical-ethical — these seem to be
the phases of the genesis and evolution of sacred music. One can
notice, for instance, that the oratorio, the vespers, the mass — its
specific genres - know a true resurrection in postmodernism. An
explanation of the phenomenon can be found in the excellent study
The Making of the New Spirituality: The Eclipse of the Western
Religious Tradition by James A. Herrick (2003). The “surprising
success of this new spirituality” is put to the door of “the interest in
guidance by spiritual entities. Today one reads of alien advisors,
Inner Friends, Higher Selves, supernatural teachers and spirit
helpers in a vast and popular spiritual literature.” (Herrick 2003:
274). The new gnosis of quantum physics offers an unexpected
support to ancient spiritualities acknowledged by founding figures,
such as Werner Heisenberg® (1958: 129) or Erwin Schrodinger?.

L« .. this most modern part of science touches very old

trends of thought” (Werner Heisenberg, Physics and

Philosophy,

http://www.naturalthinker.net/trl/texts/Heisenberg, Wer
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In fact, epistemological frames in the history of human thought
have always worked as a shaping factor in the arts.

The rigors of classical construction, the ideal of perfection and
harmony, were not far removed from the eighteenth-century deists'
representation of the universe as a perfect machine, illustrating the
wisdom of the Creator, but out of His power and continuing its
existence independently of a divine force.

In 1835, David Friedrich Strauss published The Life of Jesus,
highlighting inconsistencies that cast a shadow of doubt over the
veracity of the biblical events. German criticism of the Bible found
support in the natural sciences: according to recent geological
research, the Earth was much older than in the Bible. Charles Lyell
claimed that layers of fossils unrelated to each other indicate the
existence of discontinuity in evolution: the extinction of life and
the reappearance of other forms of life, that is, recurrent genesis
instead of the one biblical Creation. Theories about the evolution
of species had come up with the picture of a descent of man
different from that of celestial origin.

At the beginning of the 20th century and during the flourishing
period of modernism, also encouraged by the birth of quantum
physics, which deconstructed the notions of matter, of scientific
certainty, or the stable representation of the universe, now
vaporised into a so-called wave function of possible and emergent
states, the sacred re-entered the scene as a finality distinct from a
generic convention of the concert repertoire. It was a return to
spirituality as an end in itself.

l. Sacredness and Postmodernity. Historical Context
The Second Vatican Council (1962-1972) tried to reconcile the two
items in Chapter VI of Sacrosanctum Concilium, the Constitution
on the Sacred Liturgy, approved by bishops on December 4, 1962,
one of which concerned the ritual function (munus ministeriale ) of
sacred music to fulfill "the glorification of God and the
sanctification of the faithful”, while the other tried to open the
repertoire of sacred music to the lay community by encouraging
people's songs and their personal way of relating to divinity in the
absence of a mediating cleric - Mediator Dei (Sacrosanctum
Council 118, 119). According to the latter, people's own songs
should be encouraged and due importance should be given to their
music (SC 118, 119), among the performances of pop music being
a hymn composed by ... Pope Paul Il two decades later Late.

On March 5, 1967, the Sacred Congregation of Rites published a
document, Musica sacra, which clarified the role of the pastor and
the transcendental purpose of music. The definition of sacred
music was now expanded to include Gregorian chant as well as
sacred polyphony, redefining the very concept of sacred music:
"Music is 'sacred' in so far as it is composed for the celebration of

ner/Heisenberg,%20Werner%20-
%20Physics%20and%20philosophy.pdf (p.129)

2 “The Vedantic Vision “in My View of the World,
Translated from the German by Cecily Hastings
Cambridge University Press,1964, pp. 18-22

divine worship and possesses integrity of form"™ (MS 4 ) Such
music is used to give more graceful expression to prayer and to
bring about a closer union of hearts through the unification of
voices. Sacred music was less intended for soloists and choirs, now
becoming the property of the parish congregation, the mass of
believers. From here, the step towards emptying the notions of
good, faith, sin, etc. became imminent. and their resignification in
the secular sphere (victimization by an autarchic power,
discrimination, persecution, the fragility of human life on earth, the
human need for spiritual edification, etc.).

The problems born from epistemological mutations are much
deeper in postmodernity. Rev. Dr. lsaias Catorce, from the
Theological Seminary in Wilmore, Kentucky, posted on the
institution's website an article full of apprehensions regarding the
future of the evangelical Christian community, entitled "Post-
Modernism and Its Influence in the Church." What, for Eastern
Orthodoxy, sounds strange, for Protestantism and Western
Catholicism is true: the faith was supported by science, philosophy,
and communication practices. From the Bridgewater Treatises,
sponsored by the lord of that name, from the first half of the 17th
century to the lectures on the relationship between science and
religion by Pope Benedictus XVI (Joseph Aloisius Ratzinger),
attempts have been made to reconcile the biblical text with the
advances and the discoveries of science. Among the factors that,
according to Rev. Dr. Isaias Catorce (Catorce 2013: web), would
endanger the continuity of the faith, are:

1) The revolution in science, a perplexing theory of relativity.
Because matter is in constant motion, post-modernists argue that
we cannot arrive at rational, scientific facts.

2) The revolution in philosophy, which aims to dethrone and
overthrow traditional philosophy

3) The revolution in communication (born after 1950).

The shortcomings would be, therefore, epistemological relativism
or even agnosticism, the deconstruction of logocentric hierarchies,
of traditional metaphysics, the abandonment of discourse based on
analysis, logical explanation, binary and linear thinking, and the
technological explosion of informational civilization that has
created a culture of illusions, images, simulacra

Contrariwise, we know, along with Carl Rapp (Rapp 1998), that
the science of the 20th century encourages, through postformal
logic and post rationalist epistemology, a mental and affective
structure likely to stimulate mythical representation. The theory of
relativity abolished the concept of matter: mass can be
transformed into energy, information, spirit. The quantum universe
is reduced to particles with no precise, material identity.
Consciousness is infinite, it cannot be physically located or
reproduced. They are theories that reject vulgar materialism by
inviting metaphysical speculation. The explosion of spiritualist
movements is itself a proof of the reborn need for transcendence of
the immediacy of existence, and the musical language is the ideal
medium of reaching that goal.

l. Ethics and Sacredness. Francis Poulenc: Dialogues
des Carmélites or the Ethicalization of the Sacred

The totalitarian terror had provided icons of victimization since the

second decade of the century when Bolshevism was established in
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Russia, and in the 50s, it also engulfed Eastern Europe. Echoes in
literature, in the form of dystopian writings, were produced almost
simultaneously Such were We, by Yevgheny Zamyatin, followed
by Orwell's and Huxley's dystopic novels, and by Solzhenitsyn's
Gulag fiction.

In music, the subject is sometimes borrowed from an older era, but
which is seen as the origin and archetype of the religious
persecution embodied in the present century in the transformation
of churches into stables, the assassination of priests and nuns, or
their deportation to camps in Siberia.

The suppression of the right to free thought occurred for the first
time during the Reign of Terror installed four years after the
outbreak of the French Revolution, intended, ironically, to
guarantee liberty and fraternity. Dechristianization, Robespierre's
policy that sent much of the French Catholic clergy into exile,
reached its ultimate tragedy on July 17, 1794, when sixteen
Catholic nuns were guillotined at the Place du Trone in Paris. The
fact that only in 1931 did Gertrud von Le Fort approach the subject
in her short story ”The Last One on the Scaffold” is perhaps due to
the recent events in Russia during the Red Revolution redolent of
barbarism. The heroine alluded to in the title is Blanche de la

Force, a nun in Paris who escapes during the raid by Robespierre's
troops, but who manages to overcome her fear by accepting
martyrdom and joining the other nuns who march to the scaffold
singing the ”Salve Regina”. The novella inspired the screenplay of
a film (1947) by Raymond-Léopold Bruckberger, with dialogues
by Georges Bernanos, and the opera Dialogues des Carmélites
(1953-1956) in three acts by Francis Poulenc. The transcendental
drama is rewritten in the mundane register, the nuns replacing the
biblical characters. The abbess offers herself, like Jesus, to make
the other nuns swear that they will accept martyrdom in order to
attract divine grace to the church that had fallen under interdiction
while innocents were being guillotined by the thousands. They
were to going to die on the scaffold in order to redeem a tortured
people. The nuns are like a community of saints, who, as one of
them says, die for and in place of others.

The Parisian martyrs remain human beings, emotionally
vulnerable, lacking the sublime greatness of the Christic sacrifice,
felt by him as a victory. The fear motif (Fig. 1) appears as soon as
the nuns hear the verdict of death by guillotine pronounced by the
Revolutionary Tribunal (Act 3, Sc. 3):
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Fig. 1. Jean de. Slolliers, “Dialogues des Carmélites: Commentaire musical et litteraire.” L’ Avant-Scéne Opéra 52 (1983: 43—81)

If by myth or sacredness we used to understand totalizing
narratives, we need to adjust our definition when we come to post-
war minimalism which declares itself anti-materialist, anti-realist,
contrary to the commercial values of the consumer society,
pursuing, on the contrary, simplicity of faith and attachment to the
community of ordinary people, lacking the greatness of heroes or
martyrs.

l. Convergence of the Arts: Minimalism in Music,

Literature and Visual Arts

The formal analogies among the arts going under the heading of
minimalism include the reduction of language to a few repetitive
elements, whether we are talking about the spatial vagueness of
Cormac McCarthy or Jacques Kerouac, in books that situate the
protagonist on the road (on the road), suspended between unknown
origins and destinations. Descentred is Donald Judd's modular
painting (Fig. 2), whose language, reduced to a few basic

geometric elements, is an endlessly replicated idem. Finally, we
can observe that minimalist artists - painters, sculptors - are, in
general, also musicians, the convergence of the arts being thus
once again demonstrated. Poetry also tends towards plastic art, as
can be seen from the two poems by Richard Kostelanetz (Fig. 3),
where the dark background and bright letters are meant to suggest
the starry night sky.

Terry Riley is probably the first landmark of musical minimalism,
his piece entitled ”In C” (whether it be the C from code or C, the
musical note) (Fig. 4) conveying his attachment to a perpetual
beginning, the refusal of temporality, change, evolution. Even in
the religious sphere, he cultivates a syncretism of various faiths, as
is evident from an interview with Anil Prasad (Prasad 2014: web),
where Riley confesses:

A.P. Describe how the element of spirituality
influenced your time with him.
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T.R. He [Pandit Pran Nath, composer of ragas]
was much more religious in a traditional way
than I’ve ever been. He was more of a Sufi,
influenced by both Islam and Hinduism. He
would practice both. He would do his poojas in
the _afternoon _but .he_would also have a_Iot of ﬂ CJ‘ :\%D “(\7 (RQ DE\ Cc'Q
Sufi elements in his life. A lot of the music was J - S 27 ]_| Q)
Sufi ghazals. He would say “I’m a Hindu in the
morning and a Muslim at night.” There are
other examples of saints like Sai Baba in India
that no one could figure out in terms of
whether they were Hindu or Muslim, because
they knew both intimately. They would teach
their Muslim disciples about Islam and their
Hindu disciples about Hinduism. I think he was
more in that tradition.’

Fig. 3: Richard Kostelanetz — two poems

His mythic-to-political conversion can be seen in works such as
”Salome Dances for Peace”, where Riley tames a well-known
episode from gloomy paintings of the martyrdom of John the
Baptist (Fig. 5 ), and which debuts with "The Anthem of the Great
Spirit": a string quartet for the New Age.

Terry Riley - In C (1964)
Fig. 4. Terry Riley — In C (1964

= R —_—
Fig. 2: Donald Judd, Untitled, 1986

Fig. 5: Terry Riley: Salome Dances for Peace (Quartet 9)

I Canonization of the Junior Branch: Levelling down
of the Distinction Between High and Pop Art/.

What was meant by the theology of liturgical music in the 1990s?
Primarily the revival of Vatican policy, previously mentioned,
which encourages the expression of the faith of the whole
community, the genius and talent of different races and peoples.
The civil rights movement, post-war Viethamese immigration,
Cuban immigration, and Asian Pacific immigration values are
adopted as subjects of liturgical practices that seek to meet the
expectations of a multi-ethnic multicultural population.

One can also notice that the predilection for grandiose subjects, for
major episodes of the Bible (Genesis, Kings, Exodus...) gives way
to episodes with a great emotional charge. There is a real obsession
with the Last Words of the Savior on the Cross. The explanation is
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that here Jesus appears as a simple man, a moral center of the
biblical scenario, who takes care of the executioner, takes care that
his mother would not remain alone, entrusting her to a disciple,
who he is contented to know that he has fulfilled his mission. The
literature on this topic from the end of the last century and the
beginning of this one is impressive: Charles Tournemire: Sept
Chorals-Poémes pour les sept Paroles du Christ for organ (1935);
Knut Nystedt: "Jesu syv ord pé korset", Op. 47, oratorio for solo
and mixed choir The Seven Words from the Cross (1960); Alan
Ridout: The Seven Last Words for organ (1965); Tristan
Murail: Les Sept Paroles for orchestra, chorus, and electronics
(2010); Paul Carr: Seven Last Words from the Cross for soloist,
choir, and orchestra (2013) and many others. Robert Ignatius
Letellier (2017) is listing eight pieces of this title in the late 20™
century and nine in the 21% century.

Another episode which knows a descent from major genres to
miniatures is the prayer of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane,
which proves his power of sacrifice, submission to divinity, and
love for humanity. "Prayer for the Cup" (what was to be the cup in
which Joseph of Arimathea collected the blood from the crucified
body of Jesus,: the Holy Grail)) is the title of a piano composition
by the Ukrainian Oleksandr Shchetynsky inspired by verses 41-43
of Ch. 22 of the Gospel according to Luke:

41. And he withdrew from them about a stone’s throw, and knelt
down and prayed

42. saying, “Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me.
Nevertheless, not my will, but yours, be done.”

43. And there appeared to him an angel from heaven, strengthening
him.

Although the subject is thus reduced to three biblical lines, the
compositional technique is one of the most elaborate, intensely
meaningful, symbolic:

The thematism itself is deeply symbolic: "a horizontal” — a melodic
line — is a kind of monodic chant (albeit with a high
“concentration” of chromatisms); "a vertical” four-voice
consonances with long durations symbolize ringing quality. Both
monody and ringing quality are attributes of Orthodox worship;
they, as the only permissible "musical accompaniment” of the
Liturgy, are consciously chosen by the composer for his
composition. These two thematic elements interact, and, at the
same time, develop in parallel; each one is going through their own
sound transformation. Both in the melodic line and in the chord,
the idea of equality of sounds is realized, although it is not strict
dodecaphony, but rather atonality. An important role is played by
minor second combinations (the filling of the tonal distances with
them) in one voice, which can be called microchromatics. These
same combinations of minor seconds build verticals, only in the
form of minor ninths of 4, almost always adjacent, unrepeated
sounds. [...]. According to this development, on the one hand, the
form of the composition is built as double variations; on the other
hand, the presence of a reprise and a textured-contrasting middle
indicate a three-part quality. Thus, the complex vicissitudes of
thematic (intonation, texture) work in a piano composition embody

the full depth of the gospel scene, the level of generalized
symbolism of which is accurately reflected by means of
instrumental music, i.e. immanent, purely musical, without verbal
text*. (Rud 2021:70)

More examples of the canonization of pop music come from rock
opera, negro spirituals, folk music or even disco.

Conclusions

The typology of classical music progressing from religious,
teleological design to the formal revolution of the Ars Nova is
completed by a postromantic shift to mythology serving an
identitarian rather than transcendental quest (See Richard Wagner
as well as the East European national schools) which is abandoned
in the full bloom of modernism. With Darius Milhaud, George
Enescu, Ralph Vaughan Williams, or even Arnold Schonberg, the
Bible makes room for pagan African or Oriental mythological
structures which would become common after the War (Fabre
2005). Myth descends to an empty signifier that can take on any
symbolical charge. In mid-century and after the war biblical topoi
return but divested of their original doctrinal meaning. When they
are not reduced to mere props of political or ethical messages,
biblical figures and narratives are downscaled serving as tropes for
the common man’s condition and concerns. Significantly enough,
the emancipation of the congregation to makers of church music on
secular subjects has been encouraged by the church itself in an
attempt to bridge the once opposite spheres of religious and secular
practices.
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