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*W"" Tim Sharp, editor <sharp@rhodes.edu>

Gregorian Chant in Worship Today: An Interview with Dom Daniel Saulnier

by
Norah Duncan IV

Editor's Note: Dom Daniel Saulnier, ship to music in modern times is very the monastery, Dom Prosper Gueranger,
OSB, is a Benedictine monk and intellectual and very conventional. We wanted to restore the liturgies of antiq

Director of Musical Paleography and have theory and we have the notation, uity, the liturgies of the Fathers of the

Gregorian Studies at Abbaye Saint- In the Middle Ages, before the invention Church, and their songs-their chant. So,

Pierre de Solesmes, France. The of the notation, all was more intuitive, he began a collection of manuscripts or

following interview took place in June more spontaneous. It is quite fascinating photographs of manuscripts of Gregorian

2003 at the conclusion of the Second to study the relationship between the mu- chant from the main libraries of Europe,

Annual Gregorian Institute of Detroit. sician and the music that was produced. and with the comparisons between vari

ous manuscripts, he began to reconstitute
Duncan: Would you discuss the history the early medieval melodies of Gregorian

Duncan: As the one in charge of the of the study of Gregorian chant at the chant.

investigation of Gregorian chant at the monastery of Solesmes? Research into Gregorian chant received

Abbey of Solesmes, what is the focus of additional impetus through the liturgical
your research? Saulnier: The Benedictine life of monas- movement began by Pope Pius X at the

tery of Solesmes was restored in the beginning of the 20th century. He pro
Saulnier: Much of my research has been middle of the nineteenth century after mulgated in the beginning of his

about modality in the Gregorian modes, the French Revolution. The restorer of pontificacy a motu proprio on sacred mu

because they are an essential musical lan

guage of chant which was lost during the

centuries. In modern music, we have per

haps two modes. In Gregorian chant, we

have many modes, officially eight, but in

practice much more.

I am also researching the origins of

notation, studying its beginnings in the

Middle Ages, between the tenth and

twelveth centuries. It was during this time

period that people began to write down

the melodies and created a notation of

music which had not existed before.
The study of medieval music notation

is very interesting because our relation

Norah Duncan IV is the associate
director of choral activities and

divisional director of organ/church
music studies at Wayne State

University, and a director of music at

the Cathedral of the Most Blessed
Sacrament in Detroit, Michigan.

Dom Daniel Saulnier with Gregorian Chant Institute participants
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sic in 1903. The result was an increased which was indigenous or native to cer- Lutheran reformed churches also use

interest in Gregorian chant in the church tain regions. In your travels and in your Gregorian chant. I was invited to Iceland

and around the world. So, we are in- studies, have you noticed any renewed in 2002 by the National Church of Ice

volved in these studies, and we are spe- interest in Gregorian chant today?
land to teach Gregorian chant because

cialists. Each decade we produce a they never lost it. They translated the

specialist in Gregorian chant. In 2003 we Saulnier: Yes. There is a renewed interest language but preserved the melodies,

celebrate the centenary of that motu prop- in Gregorian chant which comes first from Also, Gregorian chant is very interest

no. musicians. It was in the 1970s in France ing to people who are, as we say, "in the

when Gregorian chant was taken away way> that is, those who are searching for

Duncan: Shortly after the Second Vatican from the churches. However, in later years, the truth. People are turning to chant

Council, musicians and liturgists moved musicians gained a renewed interest in it. because of its association with that which

away from Gregorian chant to music Last year I became aware that some of the 's spiritual and the spiritual message.
If you were to read both the motu

proprio of Pius X and the Sacrosanctum
Concilium, you see the words "active par
ticipation" of the faithful in the liturgy.
So we must not regard these two docu

ments in opposition with each other. By
comparison, we can see more deeply what

is the intention of the church. The inten
tion of the church is that the faithful have

deep, active musical and vocal participa
tion in the liturgy. This means that there
is a place for Gregorian chant. And yes,
there is a place for indigenous music.

Duncan: How does one respond to the
idea that Gregorian chant is pre-Vatican

II, that it is "old fashioned," and that
the language makes it almost impossible
to encourage active participation?

Saulnier: This is a terrible ambiguity we
have, more so in Europe than in the
United States. To those who do not want

Gregorian chant because it is pre-Vatican

II, we may ask, "Why don't you translate
AdonaP." "Why don't you translate

Amen?" "Why don't you translate Alle

luia?." "Why do you keep these old words

from the Jewish tradition?" In Gregorian
chant there is a treasure. This musical

product of the church looks and sounds

like a treasure. We must preserve it like
we must preserve polyphony and like we

must preserve the masterworks all the
time.

So there is a first place, and a "pride of

place" for Gregorian chant, which means

that first by singing Gregorian chant in
Latin we have to sing all together—that

is, all the churches in the entire world.

We can sing together our Credo and our

Pater Noster. This is a tremendous sign of

the unity and the universality of the
church. The church from Vatican II never

changed these words. People must have

the possibility of singing the Ordinary in

Gregorian chant.
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Secondly, we know that with liturgical tion. That is the life of the church.) Now

music, all of the people do not sing all of at the beginning of the new millennium,

the time. When we perform a motet of a new century, we are at the beginning of

Palestrina at communion we understand a new time for composers. The musicians

that all the assembly does not sing. We of the church and the laypeople have huge
find that normal. So, for Gregorian chant, work to do in music. The tradition in the
it is the same. Some chants are for all of church is that the pastors, bishops, popes
the faithful, some chants are for soloists, ordained ministries-do not involve them
and some chants are for a choir. selves in music. Generally, they are not

musically competent. But pastors give this

Duncan: How do we get beyond the responsibility to those who are musically
concern of the issue of language—of competent. Generally speaking, this is per
people understanding the language of fectly suitable for the layman. So I believe

Latin chant? that in the Gregorian chant revival we

will begin to see that it will be the work of

Saulnier: In terms of the words of the the layman,
text of the message for the Ordinary pieces
which come back again each week, we Duncan: Do you believe that Gregorian
can understand everything through the chant and contemporary expressions of

translations. For some pieces such as the music in worship may coexist today?
motets of Palestrina, we must give trans
lations of what people are hearing. In this Saulnier: Yes, I am sure that they can.

way, they can join their intentions to the The Holy Father in his text or discourse

prayer. For me, this is required nowa- expressed this idea for me in a fantastic

days, because people need this. But in the way when he talked about world peace,
same time we must say that music is a On January 1, 2001, he said that the

language of what we cannot say with world now is so diverse, that so many
words. So music is described by what cultures are coexisting, and that the time

Pope John Paul II told us two years ago, has come to live together and to under

that the beauty is in the epiphany of the stand the cultures of the others—to ap

mystery. In a mystery, the problem is that preciate and to collaborate. We keep our

we do not understand all. cultures, but we appreciate the others,
and by this mutual knowledge, we begin

Duncan: Where do you see us going to build peace. This is the same in music,
now with Gregorian chant in the lit- Gregorianists must be open to the new

urgy? composers. But modern composers must
deal with the treasure of Gregorian chant.

Saulnier: I think that the fights and the And yes, the church is catholic, which

wars which followed Vatican II are now means diverse,
over. (We see that the Council of Trent
was followed also by fifty years of opposi- -CI
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