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Abstract: Gregorian Chant remains still very popular and intriguing. Unfortunately, the knowledge of it is limited. At the same time many
people (especially the young ones) are looking for a spiritual experience. This proposal intends to put together these two facts. The musical
experience is here a base. Gregorian Chant is one of the main sources of Western contemporary music. Another, very crucial aspect of
Gregorian Chant which will be explored here, is the relationship between text and melody. Latin text refers to the very roots of Western
literary culture. Finally, human vocal capacities are at stake. Everyone has a need of personal expression. If truly respected, such expression
must touch our deepest and existential feelings and thoughts. Gregorian Chant in itself'is a vehicle of the deepest existential message.
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An introduction: a few remarks about meditation in context of music

editation is a spiritual experience with wide human and social ramifications. It has been

present in various cultures and religious tradition for many centuries. The same applies to music.
Originally, music accompanied various religious rituals, gradually becoming an independent branch of
art. Such is exactly the status of Gregorian Chant, the official liturgical music of the Catholic Church!
and, simultaneously, one of the main sources of modern Western Music. That is why this music has
been chosen for this reflection. Gregorian Chant will be treated here as a pattern of any music
discourse. The general observations and suggestions can be applied to any kind of music. In this sense
this presentation is a sample, or rather a first step towards perhaps more developed studies and
exercises.

Even if the idea of meditation seems to be generally understood, it would not be easy to find a clear
definition for it (Main 2012). We will start with a Gregorian antiphon. As a first step for meditation, a
good familiarity with this music would be assumed and required. We will get to know the various
levels of musical structure, of text and of its relationship to the melody. At the same time, reflection
and imagination will be applied to analyze and elaborate this data. In such a way, the Gregorian piece
will become a space where our thoughts and emotions will be able to move. Simultaneously, as though
through these movements of music, thoughts, emotions, and an introspection to our own mind will be
possible. Music, being a form of movement, provokes and corresponds to the inner movement which
takes place in our head and heart. The understanding of meditation proposed in this exercise has, as its
goal, possibly the widest insight into our thoughts and emotions. Music gives a chance to become
more aware of them.

Enter the space of Gregorian musical expression

To listen to the music, one needs to immerse oneself in it. Meditation with music requires even greater
involvement. Not only must the music be analyzed and understood but also deeply felt. Its message
must be received and perceived. It will not be possible otherwise to pass through various layers of
musical structure. Expression in music contains in the celebration of a single note, in interactions of
single notes and in the nuances of melodic line. All these aspects are marked and defined by the modal
structure. The mode gives energy and color (and so meaning) to individual notes and to the intervals.
The intervals and phrases work only in their context. Each of eight Gregorian modes has its expressive
ethos (Saulnier 1997, 19-21).

The importance and power of a single note

! The Vatican Council 1L, Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy ‘Sacrosanctum Consilium’, 6, 116, accessed June 28, 2014, (http: //
www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican council/documents/vat-ii_const 19631204 sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html)



The first, concrete step in our meditation is the experience of the single note. Each music begins from
a single note although, to be developed, it demands more. The most important is the first note of a
piece. It breaks the silence which anticipates and prepares for the music (Checka-Gotkowicz 2001, 29,
44). It opens the space of musical expression, introducing it, sometimes smoothly, sometimes roughly.
The first note can (and should) draw our attention. It opens our experience of listening to the music. It
gives an orientation for the musical discourse. A single and long sound of the sacred syllable “OM” is
very well known in the Buddhist tradition. It evokes the sacred reality and introduces us to a full
participation in it. To begin to sing, one needs to cross the threshold of shyness, shame and,
sometimes, prejudices (Nachmanovitch 1990, 78-87). The contact with a single note is marked by a
very significant aspect: we can contribute to the music, we can make it a part of our body, of our
expression. The first note can encourage us to go further and deeper in listening to the music. It is a
promise which should be fulfilled. The totality of music and its good continuation depend on the
quality of single notes.

a. The relationship between notes as the main vehicle of the expression

The real music comes into being between the single notes. It grows from the tension between them.
Various pitches, volumes, ways of articulation are a challenge. Music is based on a constant effort to
overcome this variety. This unceasing movement is the core of musical dynamism and brings music
very close to life. It is the art of continuance, the necessity of putting together things which naturally
are separated. The space between two notes (an interval) is characterized by the tension resulting from
the intention of connecting, in the best possible way, two notes (Lerdhal 2001, 142-173). This acoustic
space of an interval has its duration in time. Certainly it depends on the tempo of a piece. The most
natural and gentle way of switching between separated tones decides the beauty of music. The space
between each two tones means a free movement between the various parameters of tones. That is what
the micro-space of intervals does: through its activity and dynamism the development of melody is
possible (Ansermet, 491-500). This development is a direct tool of expression. Melodic “sweetness”,
“roughness”, “intensity”, “dryness”, “succulence” etc. is a result of the contribution of single intervals.
Every experience of freedom “inside” of an interval must be inserted in a wider context. A general
character of expression should never be forgotten. Otherwise the melody will be just a set of casual
movement which will not be able to transmit any message. Thus, a conscious musical expression is
possible thanks to a serious commitment on the most elementary level of making music.

The mysterious space of mode

The power and miracle of music consists in the fact that it is composed of a very limited number of
tones. It is very clear in Gregorian chant. Each composition is based on few notes of various pitches.
Put in order, from the lowest till the highest, these notes construct a scale. Gregorian music basically
uses eight different modes. The mode is a pattern of expression. It gathers one sort of musical gestures
and phrases which, applied to a Latin text, make a musical profile of the composition. The collocation
of semi-tones determines the sort of the most frequented intervals and their mutual relationships
(Cardine 2002, 8—13). The steps of a mode are like a puzzle. The piece is composed of them. Even if
the possibilities are limited, the exploration of them is very inspiring. The structure of intervals is a
result of historical development and changes in the most ancient layers of musical material (Turco
1996, 283-290). Similar pieces were classified together and, finally, in consequence of theoretical
thinking, the structure of the mode was worked out. So a mode is a musical gesture, a particular form
of musical structure. Our musical experience and intuition are the best preparation for an attentive
perception of them. First of all we must imagine (or even see) the mode as a set of seven successive
tones, distant one from another by one semitone or tone. One of these tones has a fundamental
meaning. It is the tone on which every piece ends. That is why it is called “finalis”. This tone gives a
sense of rest and conclusion to any melodic course. Another important tone is called “dominant”. Its
distance from “finalis” is different in various modes. “Dominant” marks the highest note that supports
the melody. The meslody is usually a “play” between these two tones. The character of relationship
between these tones marks the profile of the mode.

The basic steps towards a familiarity with the mode

The work with modes is more complicated than thaw with one or two tones. While it is difficult to
imagine at once the whole set of tones composing a mode, a work with musical notation is
recommended. Let us take one piece (Graduale Triplex 1979, 330):
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Figure 1: Introit Miserere

Source: Graduale Triplex, Abbaye Saint-Pierre de Solesmes, 1979

How to decode this notation? The most important is the pitch. It is indicated by the position of squared
notes (neums). Let put them together, from the lowest to the highest one:

What is needed now are the positions of semitones. They can be determined by the sign which is at the
very beginning of the stave — the clef, which gives the ‘key’. In this case the key is “C” which means
that on the line it surrounds (here, the third line) we always have the note “C” (DO). From this fact the
position of semitones can be easily determined — given the knowledge of a general structure of
musical diatonic scale: c—d—-e—-f—g—a—b—(c) - .... The semitones are between ¢ and b and
between e and f.

Explore the text

The full meaning and beauty of Gregorian chant can only be revealed when the text is taken into
consideration. Mostly, the melodies are composed as a musical comment on the text. Even if, as it was
said before, they can be perceived independently, their complete message is clear only with the text.
The text is in Latin. It may be an obstacle. Today, however, we have so many tools for translation. The
text comes mainly from the psalms, which makes its translation easier and more accessible.

The meaning and ‘taste’ of singular words



The meaning of text results from the meaning of particular words. If the language is not modern, this
meaning may not be so emotionally pregnant but, on the other hands, it may open wider historical or
even philosophical perspectives. It is also a very good starting point for a meditation. The effort to
grasp the meaning of a word through translation may refresh our experience of language. Usually the
words are too obvious for us. We use them mechanically. In such a way their meaning can be become
stereotyped, banal or weakened. Let us try to refresh our experience with the words through this
Gregorian composition. Let us take the first phrase: Miserere mihi Domine quoniam ad te clamavi tota
die... The English translation says: Be merciful to me, O Lord, for I cry to You all day long (Psalm 86,
3.5; New King James Version)

The dynamism of the text

It is clear that music in itself is very dynamic. Its expression is a derivative from this dynamism
contained both in single notes as well as in the connections between them and in the phrases. In the
text itself, there is another dynamism corresponding to this dynamism of music. This dynamism of text
results, first of all, from a constant interaction of various levels of sense present in the text (Berger
2010, 11-20). Another aspect of this dynamism is related to the personal association the text can cause.
In both cases an involvement from the side of listener (or performer) is necessary (Bonfeld 2006,
91-100). A good understanding of the text is of key importance. Certainly, if its wider, mainly Biblical,
context is known, a text acquires a new dimension. So, starting from single words and simple phrases
in an analysis of the text of a Gregorian composition, one should arrive at higher levels of its meaning.
Each text has its unique character. This means that it must be treated individually. Instead of
proposing some general rules for the interpretation of any text, let us take one example. The whole text
of the antiphon we have already mentioned above is as follows: Be merciful to me, O Lord, for I cry to
You all day long. For You, Lord, are good, and ready to forgive, and abundant in mercy to all those
who call upon You. (Psalm 86, 3.5; New King James Version).

To see fully the dynamism of a text one must identify its basic themes and their reciprocal relations.
By ‘theme’ we understand an idea, a notion, a field of meaning. Usually the themes can be associated
with the nouns used in the phrase. Quite often the nouns can be accompanied by adjectives that make
such themes more expressive and full of character. In the case of our text the main themes are: “Lord”,
“I”, “all day long”, “mercy”, “those who call upon (the) Lord”. The whole action and dynamism of the
text takes place “between” these themes. They are connected by the verbs. The contrast between the
nouns and character of verbs are the basic factors of dynamism of a text. These two factors determine
the relationship between the nouns. So, in the first phrase we have “Lord” who is asked by the subject
“I” for mercy. The subject (psalmist) is far lower than God. At the same time he trusts Him immensely.
The request (or rather prayer) of the psalmist is very intense (it lasts all day long). He is aware of
God’s attributes such as goodness, readiness to forgive, abundance of mercy. Their number seems to
overwhelm the psalmist’s features. This obvious disproportion puts their relationship very clearly. The
only thing to be done is to develop and deepen all its consequences. These are given by the verbs. The
most meaningful is that of “cry” but we have a reference to history, too. The second part of the text
mentions the people who were calling upon Lord in the past. The hope and the possible action of God
is extended towards history.

The play of associations

No text can ever be interpreted in abstraction from personal experience. Any text is a registration of
human experience. Emotions, reflections are included as much as details of everyday life or the
testimonies of history. Each text lives thanks to its interpretations (Pound 2010, 63). They, however,
are not possible unless concrete human experience and sensitivity are at stake. So, our text, its themes
and relations which connect them, can be taken as a point of departure for further associations and
existential reflections. The associations, hitherto referring to single words, now can be fully seen in the
wider context of phrases. This interference of associations is always highly individualized. But only so
it opens very relevant paths of meditation.

Certainly, the first circle of association will be related to God. It will express our approach to religion.
Our religious experience, everything in our life that refers to this experience may play an important
role here. Sometimes one small detail may become crucial. The religious experience deals with our
faith in God. If it is our experience, we can identify better with the text. If one does not believe in God,
the content of the text will remain exterior for him/her. In such case everything described by the



psalmist will regarded as a sort of literary metaphor or even fiction. It does not mean that the analyzed
content cannot be taken as a symbol, or vehicle of presenting or as an understanding of some
significant experiences. In our case it is misery. Even taken out of e religious context it remains very
valid. There are so many deplorable situations both in our lives and in the world. Our text may help us
to be closer to them. The cry for mercy expresses perplexity and helplessness. It is a sign of a higher
appeal. Our forces or possibilities are not sufficient. The situation of crying “all the day long” deepens
the impression the text leaves. The perplexity is not an instantaneous situation. It tends to be
permanent, involving painfully humans emotions and time. In this image all those situations when we,
in perplexity, tried to intervene to change our destiny, are recorded and somehow commented. It is a
recording of all our sad days, weeks or even months. The lack of religious perspective made this
experience even more bitter. The next phrase, praising God’s nature expresses the universal desire and
expectation for positive values. Even those who do not believe in God are convinced that goodness,
kindness and mercy shall finally prevail. This feeling is even more intense when our life is full of
suffering and obstacles. In such cases all our positive thoughts and aspirations are essential. Quite
often they maintain our sense of life. This is one of the biggest challenges of human life —
independently of the professed religious belief. A higher instance, an order which exceeds the earthly
one, seems to be at least postulated here. Whatever one understands under such notions as “goodness”,
“mercy”, “forgiveness”, these can become the issue of our associations. We may think of people who
love us, the persons to which we due a lot, of great examples of ethical behavior, of moral authorities
which helped us to live better and to maintain the conviction that the life has sense.

The involvement of imagination

Still remaining on the level of literary text of our antiphon, let us resume the reflection of the
preceding paragraphs. The text, first understood, can open us to plenty of various associations. It is
able to penetrate our life, to provoke emotions and reflection, finally, perhaps to touch the most
intimate and crucial points of our being. This process cannot be forced but it always remains possible.
The more it happens in the process of our reception of the text, the more profound and beautiful our
esthetical experience will be. At this moment the role of meditation is irreplaceable. It creates a free
and protected space for the circulation of associations, thoughts and emotions. It integrates and
clarifies them. So, a new quality may emerge — a new look, a new experience, which can transform our
life.

Experience the beauty of a synthesis

Now, having analyzed the notes and their relationships as well as the text, we are ready to perceive
fully the aesthetic message of Gregorian chant. It is also a condition for its spiritual validity (Baron
1997, XXIV-XLIX). This stage of perception presumes a synthesis. The single notes and the rapports
between them are to be integrated and seen as a whole. So we will arrive at the idea and reality of
melody. Only in this context can the text, seen as a whole, be read and interpreted through melody.
Certainly, such analysis and meditation assume sensitivity and a basic knowledge of musical and
textual material. The reflections and exercises we did so far were intended to be the best introduction
to this the most refined and final step of our presentation

The structure of the melody

The melody is a sequence of notes. The variety of their pitch and lengths creates an irreplaceable
shape of melodic line, which reaches our ears and, then, is interpreted by our mind. The most
important thing here is the type of movement, but also the modal context. The melodic movement is
conditioned by the structure of the mode. Some motives are preferred, others rather excluded. Also the
character of the movement depends on the mode. The melodic range can be wide and broad or limited
and restricted. Each melody is a narration. It is like a story: it begins, continues (reaching a
culmination) and, slowly or more rapidly, calms down. Usually, the melody is divided into various
sections. It is in a constant development. It transmits energy. In the case of Gregorian chant this energy
route is basically connected with the dialectical relationship of final and dominant. Whenever melody
reaches the level of dominant, it becomes active, powerful. When it comes down to the level of finalis,
it loses its impetus. Another factor for melodic energy are the semitones. Their presence in the melodic
line makes the expression very vivid and active. Thus, the melody executes a message. It is an



energetic event, a movement, the intensity of which requires a hermeneutical interpretation. Certainly,
its message goes beyond the words and the emotions it brings are very meaningful. The melody
expresses a lot from our existential and human condition. Sometimes it may be regarded as a
metaphor; sometimes as a symbol. Despite its seemingly abstract and metaphysical character, it is
rooted in very concrete circumstances. Acoustically, one can identify and define some of its
parameters: the lowest and the highest pitch, the distance between them, the average pitch, a sort of
development, its intensity and density, the typology of its sections. The melodic stream of sounds is
measurable. It can be depicted graphically as well as interpreted in words. Each description, however,
will be an attempt at grasping what is unspoken, an exercise of defining things which defy any
definition. The melody must remain a challenge. It is a mediation between human everyday existence
and spirituality. It is a language in which we can try to narrate the most elementary, although quite
often not very obvious, things. The melody has its form, a unique shape which delights and fascinates.
Here lies the secret of its beauty: a mystery of an unusual moment, of particular associations in which
we can recognize some of our most intimate experiences. Melody has a power of recalling the most
important past, making it actual and relevant both for the present and for the future. Even if it works
through tangible structures, melody is always something more than a merely technical or acoustical
constellation of sounds. It has always been situated between craft and art, between aesthetics and
mysticism. Difficult to define, it unceasingly requires a description. So often sensual, it refers to the
most sublime spheres of human activity. Coherent in its uniqueness, it is called to integrate
contradictions. Melody remains the best school of synthesis and right measure of harmony and
balance. It is an art of being together and, at the same time, the best way to leave earth for heaven.

The interaction between melody and text

Each text refers beyond itself. It is particularly true in reference to liturgy. If music is a privileged form
of aesthetical transcendence, no wonder that it will be a natural ally of text. Gregorian chant is the best
example of such fruitful and mysterious interaction. As it was told before, both melody and text are
based on rules. In the case of melody it is modality. In case of the text: grammar and syntax. These
rules are to be respected but they are also tools. Moreover, both melody and text refer to wider
contexts. Hearing a piece of music we can record or recognize other pieces or styles. The words in a
text carry their meaning, which is independent on the text. By that means there many possibilities of
specific and individual expression coming either from text or from music. This expression is perceived
by each listener personally. It does not, however, work separately. Yes, we can perceive the text
without melody and melody without text (as has been done above). But the real and most appealing
expression comes from the interaction between melody and text. We can truly enjoy it only by being
thoroughly familiar with both text and melody. To perceive this interaction means to read the text and
the melody together. It means that they are interpreted one by another. To do so we need to identify
some basic categories. In text they will be referred to the “main themes” of the text: the nouns, their
character, relationships described by verbs. In melody it will be the matter of two central notes (final
and dominant), their relationship and a sort of movement between them (its intensity and character
depending on semitones). The interaction we are dealing with is created by the parallelism (or affinity)
between the most energetic points in melody and text. If we see text and melody as two flows of
energy, they can go together on differently. Since the both contribute to one piece, a tension arises.
Music is expected to render tensions in text. It may do so, however, in various ways: immediately and
faithfully, with a delay, or just ignoring it. In practice it means the highest pitches or the most intense
movement. It works the best on a large scale. The textual discourse contains various energetic “peaks”.
Various words (“themes”) appear there in a proper order. The same happens with music: it goes up
and down — like waves or spirals. Usually, one piece has one culmination. So, its profile of expression
is a matter of choice. Some themes are emphasized by melody, others are ignored. This is very clear
from the composition itself.

If we recall our antiphon, in the text itself various themes appear. In the first phrase, it is as follows: |
(mihi), the Lord (Domine), to call upon (clamavi), all day long (tota die). The highest note appears on
the word Domine. The highest intensity of melodic movement (which can be measured by the average
number of single notes attributed to one syllable) occurs on the phrase tota die. To make the
expression more intriguing we must add that also some other words (“themes”) are underlined by a
special melodic movement - for instance miserere and clamavi. It is an appeal to the listener: in this
text there are various important words. They must be noticed and analyzed. Finally, finding the word



emphasized the most, we can read and interpret it in the full context of other words. In the same way
one can look at the next phrases of the antiphon.

The first steps of personal reception: the emotions

The interaction between text and melody is quite objectively seen in the musical notation. For a
listener, however, it provides various places and moments which can evoke different emotions. These
emotions can firstly be caused by such or such fragment of the text — or by a concrete melodic motive.
If one follows the interaction between text and melody, many points that will require a reaction, will
arise: why is this word emphasized by the melody? Why is this word just ignored? The deeper our
knowledge of text and melody is, the more questions (or even doubts) may arrive. It activates thoughts
in our mind, certainly with evident and strong reference to our personal sensitivity and experience.

The final steps of personal reception: finding my stories in the music

As it has already been mentioned before, our final reception of music depends on our personal
experience as well as on our emotional susceptibility. The history of art shows how important our
personal background is. Any contact with art can help us to understand our life better. That is why one
should not hesitate to follow sometimes the strangest associations which appear in our mind. This is
the way in which we have chance better to approach the truth about ourselves and about art. Till now,
our exercises concentrated rather on details. That is true: a detail (from melody or text) can
successfully stimulate our imagination. Each musical composition, however, is something more than a
mere detail: it is a story. Each text (which is inevitable for each piece of Gregorian music) narrates a
story — with protagonists, their relationships, a development and conclusion. Putting together text and
melody, Gregorian chant has a particular privilege of telling very multidimensional and rich stories.
This is the last, the most elaborated level of meditation we propose: to find in the composition we
analyze a metaphor of some aspects of our life. Our life is a story composed of many various stories.
The energetic configuration of text and melody may suggest an analogy to some events in our life.
Whether it is so or not, the answer will always have the most intimate and personal character.

The conclusion of this reflection might have various forms. The one which seems the most suitable
would emphasize the nature of this text: it is an attempt to construct a bridge between art and spiritual
life. Even if Gregorian Chant is a religious art, it is also in danger of being taken out of its original
context — like most art which more and more loses its spiritual roots in becoming more commercial
and professional. The intention of re-linking art with spirituality is, perhaps, one of the last chances of
making it socially relevant.
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