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CAECILIA

IN SEARCH OF AN IDEAL (1)

T THE CLOSE OF HIS LITTLE
B book, Sacred Music, Alec Robertson
quotes a paragraph from an essay
of Robert Bridges. Mr. Robertson
believes that all sincere musicians
will nod assent to the wise words of
Sp—Nthe late Poet Laureate.

And if we consider and ask ourselves what
sort of music we should wish to hear on en-
tering a church, we should surely, in describ-
ing our ideal, say first of all that it must be
something different from what is heard else-
where; that it should be a sacred music, de-
voted to its purpose, a music whose peace
should still all passion, whose dignity should
strengthen our faith, whose unquestioned
beauty should find a home in our hearts, to
cheer us in life and death; a music worthy
of the fair temples in which we meet and of
the holy words of our liturgy; a music whose
expression of the mystery of things unseen
never allowed any trifling motive to ruffle the
sanctity of its reserve. What power for good
such a music would have!

The image of Bridges as music critic had never
presented itself to me before, and consequently
the surprise was the more. pleasant in finding that
he had such intimate convictions on the rather
specialized subject of church music. It is per-
haps doubtful whether Bridges was acquainted
with the Motu Proprio of Blessed Pius — and yet
one wonders if the spirit of that document has
ever been so lucidly and succinctly and persuasive-
ly expressed in English as in his words.

But between this ideal of sacred music as de-
lineated by Bridges and legislated for in the Motu
Proprio — between this ideal and its application
falls the shadow. For though one may have a
very high estimation of what ideal church music
is, it is quite another thing to say that this par-
ticular composition embodies that ideal.

Commissions have been set up in various parts
of the country to pass on what may be considered

suitable and worthy liturgical music. But one who
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by Francis J. Guentner, S.].

is sincerely interested in the Church’s attitude to-
wards this problem ought to have clear in his own
mind a few guiding principles by which he may

“make a valid personal judgment.

We in America, unconsciously perhaps, seem to
have accustomed ourselves to be satisfied with
what is patently second — and third-rate church
music. We are not so much interested in the ac-
tual beauty of what we sing as in the fact that
we are performing something that is considered
liturgically correct. In scouting around for suit-
able Mass music almost the last question we ask is
whether it is a work of beauty, worthy of the
temple of God. The first tests that a piece of mu-
sic must pass are: is it easy of performance? Is
the voice-range too demanding? Will the singers
like it? Will the congregation be pleased? If on
top of all this the music happens also to be beau-
tiful, well so much the better.

It is this attitude that has assured the installa-
tion and propagation of music that stems directly
(or indirectly) from last century’s German Cae-
cilian school. T trust that it is not unkind to point
out that countless compositions of this school are
uninspired, and in a measure, false, inasmuch as.
they show unmistakable signs of imitation, and
display an all too evident lack of original artistic
inspiration. Ome is always aware that thesc pieces
are made music.

It would be foolish to deny that in many, many
places the lack of skilled singers necessitates the
choice of music of the type just mentioned, and
according to the standards referred to above.
But nonetheless all of- us should hold up to our-
selves an ideal towards which we should wish and
hope to tend. If we find ourselves always satisfied
with the second best, it is doubtful whether the
vision of Blessed Pius will ever attain realization.

It seems only natural to posit for a prime requi-
site, as Bridges does, that music for church be a
different type of music from that which is heard
elsewhere. Upon entering church we hope to
leave behind the world and its trivialities and ne-

(Continued on Page 172)
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NEWLY PUBLISHED MUSIC OF
SAINT FRANCIS BORGIA, S. J.

Rev. Clement J. McNaspy, S.].

HE EMBARRASSING NAME
| “Borgia” commonly evokes images of
| intrigue, poison, unworthy ecclesias-
y tics, and violent death. For one of
N the Borgias, direct descendant of
Alexander VI, to be a canonized
4 saint and Jesuit General, is a start-
hng paradox of Divine Providence. Hardly less
surprising, perhaps, will be the fact that this same
St. Francis Borgia (1510-1572) was a musician
and composer of high competence, renowned
throughout a musical country during its most
musical century. A final freakish touch we note
is that his musical compositions have been al-
most lost, are no longer performed even in his na-
tive Spain, were only last year sung for the first
time in America, and are now being published
(though only in part) for the first time anywhere.

The publishers have kindly invited me, an edi-
tor and arranger of two of St. Francis’s composi-
tions, his Sanctus and Benedictus, to provide a
note on the Saint’s musical achievement. In our
possession are the two works here mentioned and
an unusual sequence of motets comprising an
Easter cantata. Everything else has been lost,
probably irretrievably so. The Sanctus and Bene-
dictus are from Borgia’s Mass for Four Voices, a
composition which, until the recent upheaval in
Spain, was sung in a number of chapels through-
out the country. The Mass had no Gloria or
Credo, being intended for Sundays in Advent and
Lent, more especially for Gaudete and Laetare
Sundays. There is satisfactory evidence of a con-
tinuous tradition in the college chapel at Gandia,
where the Mass was sung from the days of the
Saint until recently.

St. Francis’s style as shown in the Sanctus and
Benedictus is typical of the sixteenth century —
the classical polyphony so highly recommended by
the Church. A scholarly, yet fluid and sure use of

the customary contrapuntal devices may be noted
in both. The Sanctus, for example, opens with
alto and tenor voices moving in imitation, coun-
tered by soprano and bass in contrary motion,
again with imitation. Unlike polyphonic masses,
even the most admirably liturgical, St. Francis’
Sanctus is strictly respectful of the three-fold
“Holy, Holy, Holy.” The atmosphere created is
one of deep serenity and exaltation, appropriate
especially for this part of the Mass. Greater en-
ergy accumulates in the ‘“Pleni” passage, particu-
larly in the soaring urgency of the bass section.
With unusual restraint, the “Hosanna” is ac-
claimed only once. The Benedictus proves per-
haps even more gently appealing in its lucid can-
onic statement of a theme in step-wise motion by
each voice in turn, rising to a climactic “Hos-
anna.”

An equal voice arrangement, also being pub-
lished now, has been used by our seminary choir
on several festive occasions. The students have
adopted it as a general favorite and find it no less
inspiring than the best of Palestrina or Vittoria.
Ordinary male groups should find the Sanctus
and Benedictus manageable enough, and some-
what easier than most polyphony. Indeed, the
Benedictus may be recommended as a practicable
approach to the polyphonic style.

Another composition of St. Francis Borgia that
has proved quite adaptable to seminary choir
needs is rather more elaborate: a motet based en-
tirely on the cry “Alleluia,” for seven voices and
two choirs, in the Valencian and Venetian man-
ner. This jubilant work comes at the end of his
little Easter cantata, consisting of eight polyphonic
motets. A word of background. The Poor Clares
of Gandia for centuries enjoyed a privilege (ac-
corded by Alexander VI) of reserving the Blessed
Sacrament exposed through Holy Week on a

special altar, or “monumento.” To portray the
(Continued on Page 172)
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In Search of an ldeal (1)
(Continued from Page 170)

gotiations; we wish to enter the special sanctuary
of God with a mind and heart that can devote
themselves to prayer and love. Hence the music
that we hear or sing during these moments of
special closeness to the Divinity ought to have a
character that is suited to the spirit of church —
it ought to be different from music heard else-
where.

This point, though it may appear to belabor the
obvious, is quite essential; it has consequences that
may not appear on the surface, but actually have
a far-reaching significance. For if one should hold
that the character of such music need not be dif-
ferent from other music, he logically denies that
there is such a thing as specifically liturgical mu-
sic. '

As a principle, this distinction was not held by
the great majority of composers of the 18th and
19th centuries. By and large the church music of
the Baroque, Classical and Romantic periods dif-
fered not at all from contemporary opera, ora-
torio, or concert music. One listened to the music
just as if he were in a public concert hall. (And
doubtless that is why Haydn’s “Mass in Time of
War,” (Paukenmesse) has been so enthusiastical-
ly received in its recorded form.)

It would be invidious to start finding fault with
Bach, Haydn, and Mozart because of their un-
liturgical approach to the music for the Mass.
They were only interested in writing music that
could loosely be called “sacred.” And here we
must acknowledge their success. But we may also
point out that if we are looking for “a music
whose expression of the mystery of things unseen
never allowed any trifling motive to ruffle the
sanctity of its reserve,” we will rarely, if ever, find
it in masses of the eighteenth century masters
mentioned above.

The eighteenth and nineteenth century attitude
that we have just been describing was met with a
fairly influential challenge in the latter part of last
century, when the work of Solesmes and the Cae-
cilian leaders began to assume proportions; but it
still came as a definite shock to choirmasters and
choir-loft prima donnas when Blessed Pius or-
dered the disbanding of orchestras and the rein-
statement of chant. The Pope’s order was taken
as confirmatory proof that the Vatican was after
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all, characterized by an attitude peculiar to sac-
risties. But one wonders if history can point to
any other action, emanating from a sacristy, and
creating such bewilderment, scepticism, approval,
and criticism as did the Motu Proprio. Perhaps
it is no exaggeration to say that we still haven’t
recovered from the shock — but the discussion of
that must be left to some other time.

It is now almost fifty years since the appearance
of this famous document, and we have in large
measure gotten rid of operatic and much other
improper music. But how frequently we still re-
tain something of a nineteenth-century mentality
towards church music: we incline to think of it in
lines of entertainment rather than of prayer.

[ ]

Saint Francis Borgia, S.J.
(Continued from Page 171)

triumph and joy of Christ’s Resurrection, St.
Francis composed music for an ‘“auto sacramen-
tal,” to be sung during an Easter procession. At
five o’clock on Easter morning the procession left
the college for the monastery of St. Clare. Here,
at the door, a choir of angels asks: ‘“Quem
quaeritis?” The procession sings in response:
“Jesum Nazarenum.” “Non est hic,” reply the
angels. “Venite et videte locum . . .” Doors are
opened; the procession enters and approaches the
“monumento.”  Here three boys (the three
Marys) come in carrying jars of ointment and
singing: “Quis revolvit . . .7’ After some sym-
bolic activity, the Blessed Sacrament is discovered
and Mary Magdalene announces: ‘“‘Surrexit
Christus!” At this the two choirs in seven voices,
burst into the motet: “Alleluia!”

Several of these motets, particularly the “Non
est hic,” are in a style remarkably reminiscent of
Di Lasso’s two-part motets. It is known that St.
Francis frequently sent compositions to the great
Flemish master for criticism. A number of St.
Francis’ compositions are said to have been erro-
neously included under Di Lasso’s name. I have
not been able to verify this point. The answer may
lie in Di Lasso’s manuscripts. Another resem-
blance will occur to anyone who sings the ““Jesum
Nazarenum” — a notable likeness to the later
version of Vittoria’s “O Vos Omnes,” particular-
ly to the poignant “Si est dolor” passage. The
similarity is clearly beyond mere coincidence.

(Continued on Page 179)







































































































































