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Liturgy, Orality, and Passion Devotion: Italian Traditions Then and Now

This paper comes from the epilogue to a long study of music for the rituals of Holy Week in early modern Catholic Europe (1550-1750).  Because of the survival—often re-creation (Reily 2006)—today of rituals around the Week, the question of modern (documented after 1945) practice of Latin-texted music in oral tradition unavoidably comes into contact with the extensive historical evidence for such music, which found expression both in extraliturgical traditions (processions) as well as the formal Divine Office and Mass during the Week. 


In a wider sense, the memorized or improvised singing of psalms, Passion hymns, Responsories, or Lamentations finds parallels, and perhaps precedent, in the sonic world of early modern Europe. This is true both for the monophonic as well as the polyphonic social projection of such texts, as the pioneering work of Ignazio Macchiarella on the falsobordone (Macchiarella 1995) has pointed up. In an even wider way, the Holy Week repertory partakes of issues of orality in early modern Europe, and its relation with the popular expression of the sacred.


In order to focus the discussion, it is helpful to concentrate on one set of items from the Holy Week Office that are found sparingly in oral tradition as recorded after 1945: the Lamentations and Responsories, historically sung in church on the afternoons of Wednesday through Friday of the Week (technically part of the so-called “Tenebrae” Office of Matins and Lauds combined.)   Ritually, these were linked to the recitation/singing of Ps. 50, Miserere mei Deus (in the same liturgical service of Matins/Lauds), in moments of performance that combined allegorical Passion re-creation with personal/collective penance.  These Office texts, however, were often heuristically more difficult for non-clerical communities because of their lack of direct relation to the Passion events (a feature of both items for Mass and the paraliturgical activity) and hence their need to be interpreted allegorically.  In terms of geographical range, this essay concentrates on both the historical and (mid-20th-century) ethnographic evidence for Holy Week in Italy (including Corsica). 

1.Historical issues


In early modern Italy (here 1550-1700), Holy Week was characterized by a range of behaviors (Bernardi 1991). Especially on the liturgical last three days of the Week (the “Triduum”), there were the formal items of the Latin-language liturgy: the chanting and/or polyphony of the Passion accounts at Mass, and the items of the Divine Office: psalms (including the Miserere), readings from Lamentations (taken from Jeremiah’s book), Responsories that followed these and other readings, and a “canticle” taken from the Gospels.  Technically, all these were reserved to be recited by the clergy and nuns, but in reality given over to polyphonic specialists whenever possible.  And the liturgy was often a moment of public participation.  On the other, there were the numerous social enactments, involving all or part of a given community: processions, tableaux vivants, “stagings” of scenes, from the Passion narrative (Mt. Olivet, Calvary, the Tomb), laments for the Dead Christ, and public theater.  

Mass was often done in the morning of the three final days (Wed-Fri), while the Office was moved up from its normal place (2 A.M.) to about 4-5 P.M. of the preceding day, and performed in a ceremony that featured the extinguishing of candles in a church as the outside light faded (so-called “Tenebrae”; see MacGregor 1992)—essentially a social extinguishing of light marked by very specific music. Outside the formal liturgy, processions—which could feature texts from the Mass or Office, as well as vernacular pieces—could happen on mornings or especially in the dark of the early modern city (O’Regan 1994; Kendrick 2002).  Other enactments not part of Mass or the Hours normally contained some music, although the specifics are hard to track. In the mid-1950s, the Office per se for these days was moved back to the middle of the night by Rome, although this seems not to have affected the actual ritual use of its texts elsewhere in the Week. 


As the actual narration of the week’s events, the four Passions and the re-enactment of the Crucifixion in Friday’s Adoration of the Cross ceremony had clear and universal meaning for any given community.  Normally, most of any given Passion (especially the narration, in the voice of the Evangelist) was chanted to a simple tone; in places that could afford or practice polyphony, the words of the characters could be projected in more complex music.  Beyond the Passions, of particular charge were the items from the Eucharistic procession and Adoration of the Cross ceremonies on Friday afternoon, e.g. the hymn Vexilla regis from the former and—in a much more ugly way—the Reproaches of Christ, the Improperia (“Popule meus”) from the latter (cf. HaCohen 2011).

By far the most musically complex items were, or could be, the Office pieces.  In chant—the most basic musical experience universally—the Lamentations readings were given their own, special, recitation formula (henceforth “tone”).  The words included a paratextual title (“Incipit” or “De” “lamentatio(ne) Jeremiae Prophetae”), plus the Latin Bible’s traditional retention of the acrostic letters to be found in the original Hebrew at the beginning of every verse in Jeremiah’s book (except ch. 5).  For these verses, around 1550, there were clearly a number of different tones, some more musically complex than the one to be discussed presently, depending on the traditions of a given city/diocese/court or religious order. Some can be traced, or were newly composed, as late as 1800.  

The one most familiar—and evidently the only one represented in the mid-20th-century ethnographic materials—is a simple monotone beginning on F and reciting on A (with an intermediate break halfway through the verse, and a slightly embellished cadence back on F), repeated for every verse of the readings. This tone was made more common by the attempt in 1587 of the Roman liturgist Giovanni Guidetti (1532-92) to offer a complete book of chant for the whole Week, from Palm Sunday to Easter (his Cantus ecclesiasticus officii maioris hebdomadae), which included only the F-A tone for all its readings.  Never officially approved by any post-Tridentine body in Rome, the publication contained a preface featuring Guidetti’s claim that the chants had been performed in the presence of Pope Sixtus V.  Evidently this was a move to market his publication to poorer or rural institutions that could not afford the luxury of hiring singers of polyphony for the services, but wanted “Roman” tones.  Here’s a modern recording of the tone (Ex. 1) for the first reading on Wednesday:


In contrast, the chant for the Responsories that followed the readings was far more melismatic and featured internal repetitions.  Here’s an example (Ex. 2). Notably, the melodic content of Responsories across Italy was far more stable than that of the Lamentations formula.

In places that had the resources for polyphonic singing, both Lamentations and Responsories seem at first to have been sung largely in improvised polyphony, up to the 1550s, with a flood of printed editions (and some manuscripts) attempting to canonize a written repertory in the second half of the century.  Of other texts in the Office, the formulae for the psalms—including the Miserere—were even simpler, but, as Macchiarella has shown in a pioneering study combining history with ethnography, often were projected by the improvised polyphonic technique known as falsobordone (Macchiarella 1995)  Ps. 50 could be sung to a simple tone (it was sung twice in the same Office) but also to complex polyphony improvised or written.


This paper is not concerned with the complex or notated music for these services, except to note that, from about 1650 to the Cecilian movement after 1880, it followed the stylistic norms of other kinds of liturgical music (thus early 19th-century music for the Office sounds rather operatic). Rather—and without any sense of evolutionary teleology—I’d like to examine some parallels between the modern ethnographic materials and the historical evidence, especially for the Mass and Office texts, no matter where they might be sung ritually in modern practice.

2.Looking at the Italian ethnographic evidence


In several parts of the modern Catholic world—Andalucia, Ouro Preto, the Philippines (esp. Pampanga), Sardinia, and Sicily—the last days of Holy Week are moments of community self-identification, collective penance, and (increasingly) cultural tourism. Any attempt to read the current rituals in terms of “national” tradition needs to be aware of the specificities: in Italy, a “national” consciousness took until the mid-20th century to develop, despite the nominal unification of the country in 1859-1870, and what, historically, might have unified a Triduum celebration in, say, Istria and central (highland) Sardinia up until recently would have been only the framework of Catholic liturgy, the recreated events of the Passion, and the use of two branches of Italic Romance languages in the vernacular items.


Still, in Sicily (Macchiarella 1986 etc.) and Sardinia (Lortat-Jacob 1996 and 2005), the confraternity-organized improvised polyphony, sung by groups of men (only), on schematic formulae has been one of the sonic markers of the Week, and has thus taken on a symbolic role of identification to the outside world.  This has been helped by the rise of the Sardinian ensembles, at least, to a respectable spot in the “world music” scene (Macchiarella 2009).  In terms of the Office items, this is somewhat ironic, as the liturgical basis (chant) for both Lamentations and Responsories was, at least in liturgical context in these poor and isolated places, historically largely monophonic, simple or florid as the case might be.  As Macchiarella pointed out some two decades ago, one bridge that links chant to polyvocality is the use of falsobordone, especially for the psalms and Miserere, a practice whose written reflections in the Triduum repertory can be traced (on the Italian mainland) as far back as the mid 16th-century if not earlier. 


Any genre-based approach runs the risk of flattening local cultural differences, and this discussion of the ethnographic evidence attempts to be aware of this.  In terms of recorded oral tradition, the Lamentations and Responsories have a modest if respectable place in the Calabrian, Sicilian, and Sardinian materials, although the sheer spread and duplication of the Miserere far outweigh them.  A non-Office item, the Stabat Mater, liturgically used only outside Holy Week, obviously also channels personalized/Marian Passion devotion, and the evidence for its use in the Week is also widespread and almost hegemonic.   


The presence of the Office items in recordings is also dependent on the patterns of collection. As Tullia Magrini (Magrini 2000) noted, research on Italian traditional music before 1945 was largely interested in texts (and, to some degree, the melodies of vernacular song, especially in northern Italy). Thus the first wave of recording was due in the postwar years to Diego Carpitella (with a repertory-canonizing stay of Alan Lomax in the early 1950s), Ernesto de Martino (1908-65), and Giorgio Nataletti (1907-72).  Some of this was oriented to work songs or ballads (Carpitella/Lomax) or secular laments (for the dead; de Martino 1957).   A wider (and technically more advanced) interest in sacred repertories as part of community life became evident slightly later (Roberto Leydi), and this began to include Latin-texted songs taken from the liturgy on various feasts across Italy, largely recorded in the 70s and early 80s by Piero Arcangeli, Renato Morelli, Pietro Sassu, and Macchiarella.  This was collected in the 1987 recording anthology with extensive notes, Canti liturgici di tradizione orale (Arcangeli et al. 1987) with greater emphasis on the Italian mainland (as opposed to  than southern Italy and the islands), and the first collection of locally-based papers was also published around this time.  Finally, the first close ethnographic studies of Holy Week music in given island communities date to the mid-80s (Macchiarella and Lortat-Jacob) and, given the presence of/interest in polyvocality in Holy Week practices noted above, have continued through to the present.

3.The Office and its presence


In post-war Italy, the pressures of secularization and the abolition of Latin liturgy (preceded by the move of the Office back to the night) resulted in making Latin-texted Holy Week music as a kind of “submerged history”, even in those places where it still can be found or—more likely and centrally—has been recreated locally on the basis of a mixture of memory, tradition, and other (recorded) examples.  A first look at the materials collected by de Martino et al. c. 1950 shows that the category of “lamentations”, even restricted to Holy Week, included a far wider swath of texts, music, and ritual contexts than simply “Latin-texted verses from Jeremiah sung at some point during the Triduum”.  They include complaints of Mary, vernacular songs over the Dead Christ, and the like. Among the roughly 40 items called “Lamento” in a context of Holy Week, recorded on these campaigns and now preserved in the Ethnomusicology Archive of the Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia, only three—a polyphonic piece from Bordigiadas (Sardinia) and two from the Island of Elba, all recorded by Nataletti—use Latin texts, while there are many vernacular laments for the Passion. On Nataletti’s spring 1950 trip to Sardinia, which resulted in 135 recordings, there was a single polyphonic Lamentation (Ex. 3) along with four (each) Misereres and Stabats.


Two of the pieces collected in the next generation show the great difference possible in Lessons. A version (1969; in Arcangeli et al. 1987) offered by the retired sacristan of the (until 1945) Italian-language church of Barbana in eastern Istria (then Yugoslavia, now Croatia) essentially offers the standard chant version, although at the repetition of the refrain the singer switches into Croatian (!) from Latin (ex. 4).  On the other hand, the version sung by a member of the (musically still active) arch-confraternity of the Holy Crucifix in Sessa Arunca (near Naples) in 1983 is accompanied by harmonium, starts like the chant formula, but ends in a 19th-century operatic flourish (ex. 5).  The Holy Week practice of this confraternity (which has been entrepreneurial enough to purchase the Internet domain settimanasanta.com [!]) recreates the entire service of Tenebrae, with its lights going out, items from Lauds, and not least the Miserere, all sung by confraternity members. Here, the Office is a public event, but performed by the confraternity members in the presence of a priest, with Jeremiah’s words given to a soloist, and polyphonic formulae for other items of the Office.


As noted, in the polyphonic repertories of central Sicily and Sardinia, the emphasis on the Miserere is unavoidable.  The plethora of Miserere formulae in the repertory of the tenores in the Sardinian town of Castelsardo—some four of them, sung on various days of the Week and in procession during the Triduum—has been extensively analyzed (Lortat-Jacob 1995).  In other sites, for all the variety of song in Holy Week—e.g. in the Sicilian hill town of Montedoro—there seems to be little recreation (or tradition) of the entire liturgical rite (Macchiarella 1986).  

However, the use of Triduum texts is interesting: in Castelsardo, the opening of a Responsory for liturgical Thursday (sung in practice on Wednesday afternoon), Eram quasi agnus is sung polyphonically, not during an afternoon procession or service, but quite widely throughout the year at the Offertory or the Agnus Dei of Mass.  Here the link seems to be textual, as the “lamb” of the Responsory was transferred at some point to either the Host (Offertory) or to the singing of the “Lamb of God” as preparation for Communion at Mass.  In either case, it would be hard to find a relation between the polyphonic realization of the text in Castelsardo and the widespread chant tradition of the Responsory (ex. 6).  In Montedoro, a single polyvalent verse—“O vos omnes”—used variously as a Lamentations verse, the beginning of a Responsory, and as an antiphon, forms part of the polyphonic repertory of the Week, although again its formula seems to have little to do with any chant model (ex. 7).
4.Back to the past


Looking at the whole modern ethnography of Holy Week in connection to the historical evidence, a number of issues stand out.  First is participation and gender.  All the examples in oral tradition feature exclusively male singers performing the polyphonic Triduum repertory.  Historically, this was a contested issue: there are various prohibitions, in 16th-century Italy, of nuns’ singing the Holy Week Office.  But by the 17th century, there is clear evidence (in various curial complaints to Rome) that they did so, in Naples, Rome, and Parma.  By the next century, this seems to have spread to female monasteries across southern Italy, and even in the Venetian ospedali familiar from Vivaldi there were pieces for the Week. Some of the exclusion of women from the oral repertories has to do with traditionalism in the towns of southern Italy and the islands, but clearly there is more to get at here. 


A second is the social production of the musical Week. Again, across southern Italy, confraternities are the singers and sponsors of the polyphony (as they are for other feasts and liturgies), and this contrasts with some of the early modern evidence, where confraternities paid professional singers of one kind or another.  When this transition happened is probably not recoverable from the historical record, but it remains striking.


In addition, there is the issue of the texts’ sacrality in musical delivery.  One of the recurrent features in early modern discussions of Holy Week music is the special, almost hermetic, nature of at least the readings from Jeremiah, and its implications for musical projection.  Yet there seems to be no social differentiation of these pieces in oral traditions, at least according to the ethnographies of Lortat-Jacob and Macchiarella.  Either sacrality has changed over time, or perhaps the communities performing polyphony have had differing ideas of the special status of the Office texts.


Another suggestive link to history is offered by the texts chosen. As noted, the overwhelming preponderance of Latin-texted (or –derived) song is around the Miserere and the Stabat Mater, especially in the polyphonic island music.  Historically, in the composed repertory, the move to settings of these texts (as opposed to Lamentations) took place in the first moment of “rational” piety around 1700, as the allegory of the Lamentations and Responsories began to wane, and the first-person penance of the psalm, together with the “pathetic” contemplation of the Virgin, took over.  This emphasis on the Miserere continued through to the 19th century, and perhaps the rough coicidence suggests a moment sometime between 1700 and 1850 where these items became “canonical” in traditional repertories.  Similarly, Macchiarella has been able to trace some ethnographic evidence for falsobordone to the 19th century, in a parallel to his historical documentation of the technique, especially for the Miserere, over the 16th/17th centuries.


Finally, today the practice is alive through communities’ choice.  Recent fieldwork in Corsica has testified to confraternity members’ performance of an Office, still largely in Latin, with a hearse, psalms and Lamentations verses (Macchiarella et al. 2011).  In Speloncato, a solo intonation of the verses from Jeremiah is generally followed by three-part polyphony; the singers emphasize local traditions and even their study of a canticle sung in the Tenebrae Office (Benedictus Dominus Deus Israel) recorded in previous fieldwork as their musical inspiration.  In Calvi, some of the verse intonations use microtones, and the singers report special affect at singing the Hebrew letters according to a polyphonic formula.  In Bonifacio, there seems to have been a tradition of the entire Office, complete with Tenebrae, on several days over the Triduum. Overall, as Macchiarella puts it, “Rather than a series of pieces understood as ‘discrete musical objects’, the Office is a mechanism to sing texts on the basis of recognizing a few musical schemas and the performance situation”.  Even recently in Minas Gerais, Triduum Office traditions have been partially revived and partially reshaped by confraternity members.  Among other works, they perform composed late 18th-century pieces from the region such as Manuel Dias de Oliviera’s Miserere with orchestra. Perhaps the suggestiveness of historical continuity in Latin-texted music in Holy Week is also a reminder that tradition is always shaped by the choices of a community, on the basis of a shifting perception of the past.


As interactive/dialogic ethnography has begun to be used, at least for the Holy Week repertory in Sardinia and Corsica, the final word should be given to the singers themselves.  The a cuncordu male vocal quartet of Santu Lussurgiu (Sardinia) largely do not comment on the origin or previous use of the Holy Week items they sing as part of confraternity practice (Macchiarella 2008).  On the other hand, at least some Corsican singers do note some kind of historical presence for their practice of Office items.  On the mainland, in Sessa Arunca, the entire ritual has been recreated (and made into a tourist attraction for this economically depressed part of Campania) in such a way as to indicate “fidelity” to the historical record, but in a totally different context compared to its historical fields of meaning.  Clearly the re-use of tradition takes on enormously different forms, depending not least on the different kinds of economy (tourist vs. local prestige) in which Office items continue, or are revived.
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