H. WENDELL HOWARD

Silence, Solitariness,
and Gregorian Chant

TaE coLp BRILLIANCE of a waxing moon was all that illuminated the
night’s various hues of black, smudged at points with hints of blue
and green. Under that canopy 1,200 acres of fields and hills em-
braced by woods were enfolded in a peacefulness that only such rural
isolation can foster. At one edge of that natural endowment rested a
low-lying building that any “outside” wayfarer could readily sense is
the center of simple comfort, though certainly not what that same
outsider would call simple ease. It is the main building of the Abbey
of the Genesee, home to thirty Trappist monks who like their con-
freres elsewhere have committed themselves to a life of silence—
silence that St. John of the Cross called “God’s first language.” On
the night here recalled, the small handful of visitors—I being one of
six—instinctively surrendered to the hush as we arrived to be tacitly
participating witnesses at the monks’ singing of Compline.

Even anot-fully-attentive reader of this recounting has to be aware
of the seeming contradictions it contains: isolation and accessibility
to visitors; silence and singing; participants and witnesses. To recon-
cile such supposed distinctions, however, we must introduce another
set of competing concepts, this-world and a-world-apart, and look at

selective historical contexts that can aid our understanding. The es-

LOGOS 19:4 FALL 2016



48

LOGOS

sential intermingling of these various elements precludes a singular
linear examination of each one, so we shall shift our attention from
one to the other as the need for clarity demands details of enlighten-
ment from whichever aspect offers illustration.

The historic fact of monastic isolation in the Western Church is
probably best represented by Carthusian life in the Charterhouse
nestled in the upper reaches of the French Alps at La Grande Char-
treuse. In that massif in 1048 the German monk St. Bruno with six
companions founded the monastery just north of Grenoble that over
the centuries has become the principal seat of the Carthusians. Sev-
eral times the monastery was destroyed but it was always rebuilt. The
present Charterhouse at that legendary location dates largely from
the seventeenth century and is an enclosure that differs markedly
from a Benedictine Abbey. (I will make clear the significance of the
Benedictine comparison in just a bit.) The architectural uniqueness
just referred to is the result of the central premise of Carthusian life,
a nearly complete eremitical existence that cultivates largely unbro-
ken contemplation. Such a life of voluntary seclusion is the com-
monplace of asceticism, that is, the person isolates himself until he
is for all intents a hermit, thus the term eremitical. The monastic life
featuring seclusion in common, not individually, is designated ceno-
bitic, the Benedictine model. So at La Grande Chartreuse where the
chief function is to approach as nearly as possible total contempla-
tion, each monk has a private cell and personal garden and scarcely
meets others. That individual existence is also conducted in com-
plete silence, save for those moments when the monks speak to one
another during their weekly chapter and on their weekly walks. A
select number of Carthusians, principally drawn from the lay broth-
ers, interact with a segment of the unenclosed world to sell the
world-famous Chartreuse liqueur that the Order created to be their
primary source of revenue for physical existence. “After centuries of
production that liqueur—Green Chartreuse, about 57% alcohol and
the sweeter yellow variety with about 43% alcohol—still is crafted

from a secret recipe and is labeled Liqueur des Peres Chartreuse.”!
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Even though most of us are anchored to a work-a-day existence
with a familiar, obligatory, and frequently all-controlling schedule,
it is still not easy to grasp the restraint of the Carthusian ritual of
Night Office, nearly as striking as the habits of silence and isolation.
Every night the monks of the Grande Chartreuse leave their cells at
12:15 a.m. to assemble in the next-to-totally dark church to sing
psalms, intone orations and lectures, and wait in deep silence for a
period that can extend for as long as three and a half hours. Later we
shall return to the Night Office.

Five centuries before St. Bruno founded the Carthusians at La
Grande Chartreuse an Italian monk, Benedict of Nursia, disengaged
himself from studies in Rome to live as a hermit for three years at
Subiaco. His profound holiness early merited him the designation
Saint and moved him to establish the first truly Benedictine monas-
tery at Monte Cassino. There he formalized his experience and in-
tense devotion in the Rule of St. Benedict, which quickly became and
still is the chief rule for the vast majority of Western monasticism
except for a few orders, most notably the Carthusians. That Latin
Rule, with a Prologue and seventy-three chapters, is personal, origi-
nal, and characterized throughout by great common sense. The abbey
was conceived as a Christian family living in common and headed by
an abbot. The monks, who promised to live in the house until death,
devoted their lives to worship and manual labor, making the abbey
during the expansion of Christendom in the Middle Ages an outpost
of Latin culture—especially Western agricultural practices—and
Christian religion. The greatest of the early Benedictines was Pope St.
Gregory I whose two greatest achievements were the enforcement
of papal supremacy and the establishment of the temporal position
of the pope. Most commonly, however, his name is affixed to plain-
song as he was the one who recodified the liturgy and reorganized the
schola cantorum, a definite group of singers and teachers dedicated to
the training of boys and men as church musicians. It was Gregory, in
all likelihood, who compiled the Roman antiphonary and who pos-

sibly contributed some compositions to the collection of liturgical
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music. The Benedictines were also a major force in the preservation of
books. The Benedictines saw all of these endeavors as contributing to
their classic goal of the spiritual perfection of their members through
moderation rather than through austerity.

In 1098, fifty years after the establishing of the Carthusian Char-
terhouse, the Benedictines in response to extreme Carthusian asceti-
cism on one hand and in reaction against the pomp and worldliness
of the Cluniac Order on the other—the Cluniacs being a group that
had set themselves apart from traditional Benedictine practice with
an autocratic organization centered in the Abbey of Cluny—founded
the order of Cistercians in an effort to reinstate the life of the first
Benedictines at Monte Cassino.

Even as these reforms were being instituted there were some
monks who felt the reformers themselves required reform. After
several hundred years of waxing and waning observance of the Cis-
tercian Rule, a monastery of Cistercians at La Trappe, France, re-
formed themselves in 1664 with the intent of restoring the primitive
Benedictine life practiced by the early Cistercians. This group and
other monasteries who followed their lead quickly became known as
Trappists, though they remained officially Cistercians for three cen-
turies until forming a new order called the Cistercians of the Strict
Observance in 1892. In truth Trappist practices were more austere
than those of Benedict and Bernard of Clairvaux, who was a Cister-
cian, a doctor of the Church, the author of a great body of sermons,
letters and treatises, and a strong influential voice opposing the laxity
of the Cluniacs. In the United States in our own time the Trappist
monastic order is without doubt best known—when it is known at
all-—because of the degree of popularity accorded Thomas Merton
(Fr. Louis) and his autobiographical works The Seven Storey Mountain
and The Waters of Siloe.

Here, with assistance from Fr. Louis, let us reintroduce the topic
of monastic routine and then make an effort to capture the indis-
pensable function of Gregorian chant in that routine. In The Waters of

Siloe Merton takes issue with a statement in the old Spiritual Direc-
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tory of the Trappists that says: “All the exercises of the contemplative
life combine to make ours an essentially penitential order.”” His ob-
jection is that that remark puts the cart before the horse—Merton’s
own usage—for, he goes on to argue, the indisputable point is that
penance rightly engaged is a path to contemplation, not the reverse.
The danger in viewing contemplation as a path to penance is that
one may fall into the trap of measuring contemplation by the clock,
of convincing oneself that if he spends a certain number of hours
in some kind of formal prayers he is being contemplative. Thus, Fr.
Louis continues, if one were to judge by the words just quoted above
the more that prayer exhausted you the more truly could that prayer
be called contemplative.’

Admittedly, the daily life of a Cistercian monk—or any monk—
is divided into prescribed time periods, so that the segmentation that
results has at least the potential to elevate structure above substance,
and, to help our understanding of that fact, Merton presents the
Trappist’s daily schedule in the introductory pages to The Waters of
Siloe. In turn, we in our own brief prelude to that schedule define
some specific terms that may not be in the layman’s ordinary vocabu-
lary in the hope of providing clarity and enhanced comprehension.

Anyone perusing the daily schedule is instantly aware that central
to every twenty-four hours, because formative, are the seven canoni-
cal hours: Matins with Lauds, Prime, Tierce, Sext, Nones, Vespers,
and Compline. Matins with Lauds is the first section of the Divine
Office, the canonical hour chanted soon after midnight that consti-
tutes the Night Office that we have already mentioned. Prime, the
name referring to “the first hour,” is meant to be chanted about dawn
to begin what is called the “Day Hours.” Tierce, the designation obvi-
ously being “the third” and indicating the third hour of the canonical
day that ends at 9:00 a.m. (some discussants use the word to mean
the section of the day from 9:00 a.m. to noon), is a canonical hour
that holds a lesser position in the overall canonical scheme and thus
is sometimes called “the undersong” Sext is a name that is confus-

ing as a name because it originally noted the sixth hour of the day,
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noonday, but the canonical hour that belonged there at some point
was shifted to become the third of the “Day Hours” without chang-
ing its designation. It now sits as another lesser hour with Tierce.
Originally Nones, canonical hour number five, was chanted at mid-
day, then about 1700 was repositioned to early afternoon and at last
was transposed to its present spot before dinner. Vespers is the most
important of the “Day Hours” and is chanted toward evening, (Its
name is taken from the Latin “vespera,” meaning evening.) Finally
Compline is the last prayer of the day and closes the liturgical office.
Its content shows that it is to be prayed just before retiring for the
night. Historically Compline has two parts and as we later examine
plainsong and its function I will say more about those parts.* All of
this and more—in part what Fr. Louis calls the “Little Offices™—is

accommodated in the daily schedule.

WINTER

A.M.

2:00—2:30 Rise, go to choir, recite Matins and Lauds of our Lady’s
Office.

2:30-3:00 Meditation.

3:00—4:00 Night Office.

4:00—§:30 (Thereabout) Priests say their private masses; others go to
communion; remaining time for reading and private prayer.

5:30—6:30 Prime. Followed by Chapter. After Chapter in winter a
very light breakfast may be taken by those who elect not to
fast until dinner.

6:30—7:4% Reading, study, or private prayer.

7:45—9:00 Tierce, High Mass, Sext.

9:00—10:45  Work (Students have class or study).

10:45—11:00 Reading or prayer.

11:00—11:30 None.

P.M.

11:30—12:15 Dinner.

12:1§—1:30 Reading, private prayer.

1:30-3:30 Work.
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3:30—4:30 Reading or private prayer.

4:30—§:1§ Vespers.

5i15—5:30 Meditation.

5:30—5:40 Collation (light refreshment).

5:40-6:10 Reading, prayer.

6:10—7:00 Compline—begins with about 1o minutes of public read-
ing, Salve Regina, examination of conscience.

7:00 All go to bed.

The summer schedule has some variations dictated by increased day-
light hours and increased work occasioned by the natural agricultural
growing season, but in essence it is the same as the winter schedule.’

The monastic life encased in this schedule is directed to achieving
an all-encompassing state of mystical awareness of God’s presence,
the single purpose of the contemplation I have spoken of throughout
this discussion, simplex intuitus veritatis (simple intuition of the truth).
In that regard the mind of the monk is “content to rest in a reflective
gaze,” Merton says, “without specific acts of reasoning,” and basic
to that gaze I suggest is the repeated chanting of plainsong. The very
nature of Gregorian chant makes it the perfect means of inner reflec-
tion on the outer ritual and that no doubt is why a general initial reac-
tion to it as a musical form stresses what it does not have rather than
what it has. The seeming sparseness of chant is so exposed because of
the absence of supportive harmony or accompaniment along with a
progressing rhythmic musical line with no clearly defined time val-
ues and no regular accents, a movement that refuses to fit into any
meter. Frequently phrases do not cadence on expected notes while
at other times there seems to be no cadence at all, that is, there is no
major stopping point. Neither is there parallelism, contrast, climax,
motives, themes, or phrasal balance, all components repeatedly held
up for evaluation, in standard musical criticism.

What Gregorian chant is is a melody directly bearing meaning
from composer to listener with a style that in essence was deter-

mined not by words but by its role in the service, with service re-
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quiring a broader definition than modern usage generally affords it.
The melodic line, though at times it seems to turn strangely, has
contours created by conjunct motion—there are almost never large
skips from one tone to another—contours that are gentle and sooth-
ing, contours that make us recall Boethius’s remark that “nothing is
more characteristic of human nature than to be soothed by sweet
modes.” Gregorian chant does not attempt to thrill our senses or
entangle our emotions, so in that sense it has an objective quality.
Thus plain chant is not a “tune” whose express qualities include being
simple, being easily singable, and having a catchy melody.

If Gregorian chant is not a “tune” it is indisputably song, and
some of what can be said about song generally can apply meaning-
fully to plainsong, In the first instance human beings sing when words
alone are not enough. I have always read St. Paul’s admonition to the
Ephesians, “Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual
songs, singing and making music in your heart to the Lord” (5:19),
as indicative of that fact. Song achieves levels of purport (in this in-
stance praise) beyond the merely stated word. In an excellent article
in Harper’s Magazine titled “Some Notes on Song: The Rhythms of
Listening,” John Berger makes one pithy observation after another
about song, and with the context I have established thus far I shall
present several of them without spelling out their application to li-
turgical chant, asking only that the reader her or himself actively
listen to Berger with one ear and to songs from the Divine Office
with the other. He says:

A song fills the present, while it hopes to reach a listening
ear in some future somewhere. It leans forward, farther and
farther. . . . In every song there is distance. The song is not
distant, but distance is one of its ingredients. . . . All songs are
at least implicitly about journeys . . . songs refer to aftermaths
and returns, welcomes and farewells . . . songs are sung to an
absence . . . A performer is possessed, inhabited, by a force or
compulsion coming from outside her or his own self . . . to

raise (the song’s) contours above the precise present. . . . The
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essence of songs is neither vocal nor cerebral but organic. We

follow songs in order to be enclosed.”

Each of these remarks—and Berger makes countless others equally
worthwhile—is a distillation of some aspect of plainsong that could
be developed at length but when taken together as they stand make
clear that liturgical chant in the end is far from plain.

Yes, it is plain in that at any moment only a single note is heard
or that over several moments a single melody line is created though
over time more than 3,000 of those lines were composed—or that
it casily passes as an unsophisticated musical form from the unso-
phisticated medieval age. Putting aside biases and a haughty sense
of superiority, however, one has to realize that chant was an activity
of a people as real to themselves as we are to ourselves, a people
as subject to their cravings of mind and heart and body as present-
day persons are, and a people whose music had roots that reached
deep into the spiritual life of “the folk.” Consequently, persons in
the Middle Ages did not categorize sacred music as a thing divorced
from everyday experience. That is why Dante in the Divine Comedy,
for example, makes frequent mention of specific chants because he
knows they are familiar to his readers. For Dante and the “public” of
the Middle Ages, for monks and for ourselves, plainsong, as someone
said, related and relates to “Everyman rather than ‘Me.”” It privileges
commonality over singular self-expression. It offers the consolation
of company in a broken world. Thus Berger’s remarks and insights
when applied to plainsong are revelatory of its genius and argues vig-
orously against musicologist Theodore M. Finney’s conclusion that
Gregorian chant will never have a satisfying usefulness to us in the
present.

In conjunction with all this is the mode of delivering the chant.
We do not say performance because that term has gathered to itself
a collection of connotations that we cannot properly evoke here. The
singer of songs in artistic performance, whom we traditionally refer

to as a classical singer, for example, uses vibrato 7o percent of the

55



56

LOGOS

time to create an effect. The folk singer reduces vibrato to a frequen-
cy of 6 percent to 10 percent. The intoners of chant, on the other
hand, are heedless of any such auditory effects used as ends in them-
selves for their chants are prayers never directed toward a physical
audience. Chants are themselves the effect so it matters not at all
if there is an audience. On occasions when there might be an audi-
ence—the group of six on a winter’s night attending Compline at
the Abbey of the Genesee introduced in the opening of this article—
the intoned chants dissolve the border between monks and audience,
making clear why we said initially that as visitors who entered a si-
lence that enveloped the ear like an invisible shield we became both
witnesses and participants.

In a world of silence in which the Gregorian chant that has trav-
cled to us from other times and is akin in some ways to speaking in
tongues and is a mode of expression that makes interpersonal com-
munication minimalist while beautiful, its rendering is less fixed than
one might think. The long oral tradition of transmitting chants was
followed in time by the use of written neumes, that is a set of signs
resembling acute or grave accent marks placed above words to sug-
gest tonal direction. They were probably not a great deal more than
aids to memory and it is doubtful that they enabled any musician to
read a melody that was new to him. After a time, that rudimentary
development was succeeded by modern Gregorian notation charac-
terized by a four-line staff with single and clustered shaped notes that
appropriated to themselves the already existing term neumes, even
though they were a far remove from the first incarnation of marks
that were a kind of derivative from grammatical diacritical symbols
and chorus leaders’ chironomy (hand gestures to indicate visibly var-
ious kinds of change in the melodic line). None of these forms had
or has a way to indicate the length of note duration, so for monks to
achieve the apparently easeful unison an outsider hears at Compline
is a matter of an assured interpretation by a chorus leader who has
worked out many unknowns. Through all this there were almost cer-

tainly as many methods of singing as there were teachers of singing.
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Beyond question some teachers of singing were more charismatic
than others, a fact that caused Merton on one occasion to proclaim
less than salubrious hours of chant rehearsal as a time of penance.
Professor Grout in A History of Western Music presents a present-day
transcription of the “Salve Regina” from the Liber Usualis, written in
modern Gregorian notation, merely to put it in his readers’ grasp.
There is no suggestion that such a transcription is used in monastic
orders, so a degree of idiosyncratic interpretation is still significantly
in play, an achievement the casual listener with no comparative ren-
derings in hand could identify.

Even though the earlier point that the style of plainsong is de-
termined not by text but by its role in the service is sound, it is still
true that text influences the rendering. Using Compline to reinforce
these observations we look first at the traditional two-part structure
of the Office. Part-one Merton reduces to ten minutes in his out-
lined schedule. This preliminary part is a period of public spiritual
reading and confession of faults. The second much longer part is
predicated on the basic structure of the hours. First there is the
chanting of three Psalms, the same Psalms every day as St. Benedict
prescribed: Psalm 4, which concludes: “I will lie down and sleep in
peace, for you alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safety”; Psalm 9o
that includes the line: “Satisfy us in the morning with your unfail-
ing love”; and Psalm 133 that begins: “How good and pleasant it is
when brothers live together in unity,” each particularly fitting for
the last prayers of the day in a monastery. Those Psalms are followed
by the singing of a hymn, the chanting of a lesson and responsory (a
passage from Scripture), the chanting of the canticle of Simeon (Lk
2:29: “Lord, now let your servant depart in peace, according to thy
word”), and before the final blessing the singing of a votive antiphon
of the Blessed Virgin Mary.® Grout notes that there are four such an-
tiphons: Alma Redemptoris Mater (“Sweet Mother of the Redeemer”)
to be sung from Advent to February 1; Ave Regina Caelorum (“Hail,
Queen of the Heavens”) for February 2 to Wednesday of Holy Week;

Regina Caeli Laetare (“Rejoice, Queen of Heaven”) from Easter to
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Trinity Sunday; and Salve Regina (“Hail, O Queen”) from Trinity to
Advent.” In liner notes written by Fr. Louis for a long-playing re-
cord of Gregorian chant released by Columbia Masterworks that
concludes with Salve Regina, he says that that antiphon, which rises
above all the rest because of its solidity and sublime grace, “has been
sung every night in the Cistercian Order since the middle of the thir-
teenth century.”" Perhaps the difference between Grout’s account
of the four Marian antiphons being sung at distinct times in the li-
turgical year and Fr. Louis’s steadfast assurance that Salve Regina is
the only Marian antiphon to be sung every night for seven centuries
is explained by Grout’s talking of Benedictines and Fr. Louis talking
of Cistercians. Furthermore, perhaps that difference in the ritual
use of Gregorian chant from one monastic order to another, a vari-
ance that would be the Order’s choice not the individual’s, fosters a
frame of mind that suggests to chorus leaders that they can exercise
individual musical interpretations of the great store of chants as one
more approach to veritas. At the end of all this, however, what mat-
ters is the experience the singer has while rendering the chant and
the experience the chant provides a participating listener while it is
being rendered.

Because monasteries are few and the numbers of participating
listeners at the abbeys are modest at best, I call to attention two
distinct efforts that have been made to increase the availability of
Gregorian chant and the accessibility of a contemplative experience
for a general audience. The first instance is the proliferation of the
dissemination of religious CDs released by religious houses. In my
view, the most noteworthy is the Columbia Masterworks record-
ing already mentioned, Laudate Dominum (ML 4394), a two-sided
long-playing record of Gregorian chant intoned by the two hundred
seventy consecrated monks and lay brothers of the Abbey of Geth-
semani, Kentucky, with sleeve commentary by Thomas Merton (Fr.
Louis). The selections on side one are taken from the Graduale and
Antiphonary and, as Fr. Louis says, represent “the finer, more ancient

and more profound spirit of contemplation with which the monas-
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tic community celebrates the great mysteries of the Liturgy.” The
group of chants on side two is taken from the LaudesVespertinae, sung
at Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament, and is generally “lighter and
more tender,” again using Fr. Louis’s evaluation. Without question a
recording does not produce an intensity equivalent to that arising
from the coming together and sharing that a live physical experience
provides but it is still there in the heart of the exchange that does
take place. Sadly in this instance long-playing records have largely
receded into a technological past, placing Laudate Dominum on an en-
dangered species list. There are, however, some few copies available
for purchase online and others are held in archives, libraries, and like
collections for listening, The effort required to acquire this vinyl re-
cording—not transferred to compact disc according to the sources I
have checked—will be rewarded with a wonderful spiritual renewal,
for as one listens to the monks’ chanting, he or she is directed else-
where only to find that as he or she is enveloped by plainsong’s ten-
derness and dignity, the elsewhere has come to him or her.

The second effort to provide the general public a contemplative
experience through Gregorian chant is a spate of movies and docu-
mentaries about contemplative and monastic life. Again, in my view,
one of the most noteworthy is the Carthusians at La Grande Char-
treuse via a DVD set of two discs titled “Into Great Silence.” In 1984
Philip Groning, a German filmmaker, proposed to the Carthusian
monks the making of a film about life as it is lived in their Enclosure.
Their response was that “it is too early, (‘In ten, thirteen years may-
be’) ”Then in the year 2000, sixteen years after the initial proposal,
the monastery agreed that Groning alone, without crew, could create
a “cinematic meditation.” Their only restrictions were that no artifi-
cial light would be used, no additional music would be included, and
no commentaries would be added. For nearly six months Gréning
lived in the monastery, taking part in the Carthusians’ daily routine
and on the side making a film whose intent, as Gréning says in one
of the three essays that accompany the packaged discs, was “to create

the monastery itself for 162 minutes inside the viewer. To make a
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film that is an experience . . . [that] shows the changing of time, sca-
sons and the oft-repeated elements of the day, of the prayer. Faces. A
very physical world (a cut apple, meals brought to the cells, a broken
field). And again, the monks praying as a choir. Both are very present
in the Grand Chartreuse: the physical world and the turning away
from that world.”" It is, however, that praying as a choir in the Night
Office that is the most spiritually captivating segment for the viewer.
For fifty-three minutes one is submerged in the singing of plainsong,
the intoning of Scripture, with photographed pages of Latin texts
and melodic neumes whose rhythms are accompanied by rhythms of
flickering candle flames. The participating witness dwells at the core
of Carthusian life and spirituality for a span that Gréning character-
izes as “existence in the face of God.” As this video immerses the
viewer in contemplation amidst the hush of monastic life it becomes
arare, transformative experience providing “an ever-new view upon
the same . . . insight through repetition.”

Here I have set down in brief some details of the enclosed life of
the relatively few who have dedicated themselves specifically to de-
fining and completing the self by turning inward rather than looking
outward. I have suggested that despite a truth of human nature that
says we can ponder life’s mysteries for only so long before we lose
interest and move along to something else that there are ways—un-
interrupted times of nesting among the recorded sounds of Grego-
rian chant, for example—to learn what we need to know from the
positive gestures of silence and solitude. I have intended to say that in
a world that grows increasingly at a loss for understanding, a world
that values the fast and transparent and easy above all else, a world
that is bent on chaos, just a regularly planned single hour to cultivate
a special relationship with the great Alone can integrate mystery into
our daily existence and help us lead lives that are as deep as they are
wide. I have tried to point out a direction to counter life’s miseries
that Blaise Pascal has said derive from not being able to sit in a quiet
room alone. Gregorian chant helps us appreciate what lasts and mat-

ters in our culture of the immediate.
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