POPE ST. PIUS X AND THE REFORM OF SACRED MUSIC

INTRODUCTION


On November 22, 1903, Pope St. Pius X issued the Motu Proprio “Inter Sollicitudines” for the reform of church music.  The primary concern of Pius X, by his own words was “maintaining and promoting the decorum of the House of God.”
  The task of music reform has not been neglected throughout this past century.  
The late Pope John Paul II, in his Chirograph for the centenary of Pius X’s Motu Proprio, recalls the constant attention of his predecessors, not to mention the direction of the Second Vatican Council to “development in conformity with the requirements of liturgical reform and which will measure up to the liturgical and musical tradition of the Church.”
  John Paul II went so far as to challenge the Christian community to “purify worship from ugliness of style, from distasteful forms of expression, from uninspired musical texts which are not worthy of the great act that is being celebrated.”
  

This paper will look into the Pius X’s Motu Proprio of 1903, as well as seek to explore the circumstances that led to its being issued, and finally reflect on its meaning and effect on sacred music over the last 102 years.

WHAT IS A MOTU PROPRIO?


Before moving ahead, it only makes sense to determine what this document represents.  A Motu Proprio is a papal rescript, “the provisions of [which] were decided on by the pope personally, that is, not on the advice of the cardinals or others, but for reasons which he himself deemed sufficient.”
  The Latin terms that compose the phrase, motu proprio, come from the word motus which means movement, and proprio which means one’s own.  The phrase is usually rendered, ‘of his own accord,’ indicating as stated above that the decision was made solely by the pope himself.


Secondly, a Motu Proprio is a legal document, having the force of law.
  And Pius X’s document “on sacred music is, in fact, a summary of the prescriptions of the Church on the subject, and therefore, as he himself says, he means it to be ‘a juridical code of sacred music’”
.

PIUS X AND MUSIC


Pius X was not a stranger to music.  In fact, “his secretary, Merry del Val, recalls that he could read any score on sight”.
  For the pope, “[music] and singing were ...  forms of prayer and he wished them to be such for all.”
  Yet, “finding himself entangled in liturgical functions perverted by ...  vocal and instrumental profanations, [he] really suffered”.
  This was because “little by little profane music had crept in[to Church music] and ...  actually prevailed to the extent that nothing sacred remained but the words”.
  The simplicity of chant and beauty of choral pieces had been replaced by “theatrical arias, ballet music, romantic themes, popular airs, cavatinas, [and] melodramatic motets, [which were] accompanied by bass drums, kettle drums, wind instruments, string instruments, [and] augmented by pianos and all sorts of other instruments.”
  This resulted in an “invasion by the virtuoso mentality, [and] the vanity of technique”.
  As happened several hundred years before, “[the] dangers that had forced the Council of Trent to intervene [in Church music] were back again.  In similar fashion, Pope Pius X tried to remove the operatic element from the liturgy”.


The future Pope Pius X, Father Giuseppe Sarto desired to maintain a sense of liturgical decorum.  This goes all the way back to his first assignment after his ordination in 1858 as curate “at Tombolo, [where] he was preoccupied with the reform of Church music, [and] setting up scholae cantorum”.


When he became pastor in Solzano in 1867, he “entrusted the direction of Church music to capable musicians ...  with instructions not to have popular melodies or ballet music in church and not to use drums and percussion instruments, as was then the custom.”
  Despite protests, he “remained firm in defending the decorum of the church and its sacred functions”.
  Yet, he was not an extremist, for “while preferring Gregorian chant, he did not desire to ban other styles of music provided they were artistic and fitting.”
  It was not a question of the period or century when the music was written, but instead he upheld that there are “conditions required by religion, and a sane, correct artistic taste ...  applies to sacred music.”


While in Solzano, “he became acquainted with the now famous musician, Don Lorenzo Perosi”
  Through the assistance of Don Sarto, “Perosi took the first steps in the career which has led him up to the leadership of the Sistine Chapel choir.”
  Later, when Pius X was Cardinal Patriarch of Venice, “Don Perosi went to Regensburg in Germany and studied under Dr.  Haberl.  Then the Cardinal made him the musical director at St. Mark’s [Cathedral in Venice].”


As pope, “[he] willingly seconded the proposals of the illustrious musical critic, Camile Bellaigue, and other leading musicians for bringing back to former excellence the character of religious compositions.”
  Bellaigue relates his conversation with Pius X at an audience in October 1903,

We speak of Monsignor Perosi, whom he loves as a son.  The Pope tells me what the music was like in Venice when he went there ...  he had to change everything.  There were two executions of a Mass by Palestrina, directed by Perosi.  Success, the enthusiasm of the faithful.  The first time they were charmed; the second time they were enchanted.  ...  We shall have a fight on our hands, but we have had worse here in Rome.  He speaks of his dear Benedictines of Solesmes.

On another occasion, Bellaigue remembers that the pope told him “I want my people to pray in beauty.”
  True to his promise, “Pius X quickly issued notable documents on reform in Church music: [specifically] the Motu proprio of November 22, 1903”.

AMONG THE CARES OF THE PASTORAL OFFICE


The document itself consists of nine sections.  These cover (1) General Principles, (2) Different Kinds of Sacred Music, (3) Liturgical Text, (4) External Form of Sacred Compositions, (5) Singers, (6) Organ and Instruments, (7) Length of Liturgical Chant, (8) Principle Means, and (9) Conclusion.

GENERAL PRINCIPLES


In the general principles, it is first taken up that sacred music compliments the liturgy and participates in the scope of the liturgy.  That is, music is at the service of worship and not the other way around.  At the Council of Trent, “[it] was made a norm that liturgical music should be at the service of the Word; the use of instruments was substantially reduced; and the difference between secular and sacred music was clearly affirmed.”
  It would appear that over the years, popular musical forms and secular instruments had crept back into the sanctuary, and that Pius X was reaffirming what was already clearly stated at Trent.  
Next, the scope of the liturgy is addressed, and is twofold.  Primarily the scope of the liturgy is the glory of God, and secondarily it is the sanctification and edification of the people.  With this in mind, sacred music must “clothe with suitable melody the liturgical text proposed for the understanding of the faithful”.
  It should also “add greater efficacy to the text, in order that through it the faithful may be the more easily moved to devotion and better disposed for the reception of the fruits of grace belonging to the celebration of the most holy mysteries.”
  

Finally, three properties are stated as necessary for sacred music, which are: (1) sanctity, (2) goodness of form, and (3) universality.  
That is, sacred music must first of all be sacred – to the exclusion of the profane – “not only in itself, but in the manner in which it is presented by those who execute it.”
  Secondly, it must be true art.  Here, Pius X is not burdened with our twenty-first century handicap of accepting anything as art.  For Pius X, goodness of form is an absolute and not a relative quality.  The third and final property is that sacred music must “be universal in the sense that while every nation is permitted to admit into its ecclesiastical compositions those special forms which may be said to constitute its native music, still these forms must be subordinated in such a manner to the general characteristics of sacred music that nobody of any nation may receive an impression other than good on hearing them.”

DIFFERENT KINDS OF SACRED MUSIC


In regards to the above-mentioned properties, Pius X puts forth that “[these] qualities are to be found, in the highest degree, in Gregorian Chant,”
 and “in an excellent degree [in] Classic Polyphony, especially of the Roman School”.
  “Gregorian chant is the music of the Roman Rite because historically, it always has been.  Gregorian chant grew up as an integral part of the rite itself.”
  Palestrina was held up as an “outstanding representative”
 most likely because his compositions, while complex polyphony, are mostly based on Gregorian melodies and hymns.
  “In fact, it is hard to believe that anyone would mistake the music of Palestrina, for example, as being anything other than sacred music.”


Finally, regarding musical form, contemporary music is not discouraged, provided that it possesses “excellence, sobriety and gravity, ...  [and is] in no way unworthy of the liturgical functions.”
  It appears that here, that Pius X is concerned with allowing music based on theatrical or operatic styles.  While it would be laudable to base a contemporary piece on a more ancient hymn, what is being prohibited is the ‘parody mass’ – where a secular tune is used as the basis for a sacred musical composition.  
LITURGICAL TEXTS


The initial statement in this section emphasizes the proper place of Latin.  While the prohibition on the use of the vernacular has been superseded by post-Vatican II liturgical reforms, it is still necessary that approved texts be used in the vernacular.  And while the approved vernacular texts are permitted and even encouraged it is “always and everywhere permitted to celebrate Mass in Latin.”
  It is required that the texts be “without alteration or inversion of the words, without undue repetition, without breaking syllables, and always in a manner intelligible to the faithful”.

EXTERNAL FORM OF SACRED COMPOSITIONS


On the external form of sacred music, Pius X requires that the prayers of the mass “must preserve the unity of composition proper to the text.”
  Primarily this means that the sung parts, such as the Kyrie, Gloria, Gradual, Credo, Sanctus, Agnus Dei, retain a consistent musical style.  What is also being addressed was the practice in many 18th and 19th century masses of breaking up the Gloria into various parts corresponding to an opera.  So that the first section of the Gloria would be sung by a soprano, the second by a tenor, the next part would be a duet, and finally a chorus.  While musically interesting, this does not respect the integrity of the prayer itself.  The same idea is applied to hymns – preserving the integrity of the hymn by not changing the verses into different ‘movements.’


Psalms and antiphons are encouraged to be sung to chant, while the practice of mixing chant with simple polyphony known as ‘falsi bordoni’ is also permitted.  In Pius X’s time, the singing of psalms was strictly related to the Divine Office; whereas in the reformed liturgy the singing of a psalm in place of the Gradual has become the accepted practice.  The antiphons are to retain their simplicity and not be expanded into motets or more complex pieces.  This is because the psalms and antiphons of the Office were meant to be sung congregationally.

THE SINGERS

In the fifth section, Pius X “considers the choir, first admonishing us that the sacred music of the Church is primarily choral and that therefore solo passages should not predominate”
  This, of course, does not mean the “melodies proper to the celebrant at the altar and to the ministers, which must be always sung in Gregorian Chant, and without accompaniment of the organ”
  This has not changed in the post-conciliar liturgy – and in fact, it is more strict.  While at the time of Pius X, it was only required that silence be observed during the words of institution at the consecration, and the Sanctus was often sung up to that point, and the Benedictus sung after the consecration; it is now required that “there should be no other prayers or singing, and the organ or other musical instruments should be silent”
 during all prayers of the priest and especially the Eucharistic Prayer or Canon.  

Pius X then restates “the prohibition against women’s voices in the choir ...  [which] was finally definitively abrogated in Pius XII’s Encyclical Musicae Sacrae Disciplina (25 December, 1955)”.
  In regards to the singers, they should be “of known piety and probity of life ...  [and be] modest and devout ...  during the liturgical functions”

ORGAN AND INSTRUMENTS


In this section, Pius X allows the organ, and forbids pianos, and various percussion instruments.  “Subsequent official documents on the subject have been ...  less specific ...  [allowing] subjective interpretation as to the suitability of various instruments for the sacred liturgy”.
  Current legislation allows instruments that can be made suitable for sacred use to be utilized.
  And finally, bands are prohibited in churches, yet are allowed for processions so long as the music is not secular.  By bands, what is meant is the village bands which one can still see today in Italy which participate in seasonal processions; and consisting of brass and woodwind instruments, as well as bass and snare drums.

FINAL SECTIONS


In the final sections, Pius X addresses the length of the liturgical chants – requiring that they not be overly long.  And again stressing that “music is merely a part of the liturgy and its humble handmaid.”
  He then gives instructions on the formation of suitable schools for chant and sacred music as well as departments at seminaries, and exhorts that sacred music and its study be promoted at every level of the church.

REFLECTION


As someone who has both sung in contemporary and traditional music groups, I can say that the application of Pius X’s Motu Proprio would most likely come as a shock to the majority of church goers.  Additionally, current legislation allows the use of hymns and the vernacular, and there is little proscription on any style of music or instruments for use in the sacred liturgy.  In its day, the Motu Proprio was treated as liturgical law.  An article from 1941 titled ‘Moral Case for Discussion’ shows how this was treated in an earlier time.

Father X accuses himself of being lax in carrying out the regulations concerning Church Music.  He permits his choir to omit the Proper of the Mass at High Mass; he permits hymns to be sung in the vernacular during High Mass on Sundays and at Requiem Masses; he permits at weddings the playing of the wedding marches of Mendelsohn from “Midsummer Night’s Dream” and Wagner from “Lohengrin”.  He also permits hymns with liturgical words set to music from Operas or other profane sources.


The Father Confessor insists that the observance of the laws regarding Church Music are of strict obligation, binding in conscience.  He therefore refuses to give Father X absolution unless he promises to see that these laws are observed in the future.  …


Since Father X habitually violates each and every one of these regulations, the Father Confessor was correct in denying absolution.  Fr.  X has sinned gravely and has no purpose of amendment, hence is not disposed for absolution.  As a parish priest, he cannot be in good faith about such a serious matter; if he is ignorant, his ignorance is vincible and culpable, if not crass, supine or affected.

One can easily see the rigid legalism of the past in this article, however since that time our culture has been that freedom and license are confused.  Pope Benedict XVI has said,

Anyone who looks carefully will see that, even in our own time, important words of art, inspired by faith, have been produced and are being produced – in visual art as well as in music (and indeed literature).  Today, too, joy in the Lord and contact with his presence in the liturgy has an inexhaustible power of inspiration.  The artists who take this task upon themselves need not regard themselves as the rearguard of culture.  They are weary of the empty freedom from which they have emerged.  Humble submission to what goes before us releases authentic freedom and leads us to the true summit of our vocation as human beings.

What the Holy Father speaks of in this quote is perhaps most important for sacred music and worship – namely, that next to contact with the presence of the Lord, joy is perhaps the most important aspect of worship.  And authentic freedom can only be found in humility and submission to Christ in his Church.
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