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I have set out as the aim of my thesis to determinate the secularization of early Baroque 

church music from the point of view of the Catholic Church. 

 

At first sight, it might seem quite simple to delineate the concept of secularization: 

if we are able to determine the properties of the church music elements up the 

Renaissance era, than we can identify all the elements beyond this set as secular 

components. Despite this simplicity, however, we face a complexity of issues: is it 

possible at all to draw any boundaries in order to distinguish the components of secular 

music from those of religious music? If, from beginning of the Middle Ages, the presence 

of cantus firmus is clearly a feature of sacred music, then the polyphonic a cappella 

motet without cantus firmus and based on biblical text could be considered as secular 

music? And if the a cappella is sacred, then is singing with instrumental accompaniment 

secular? Our answer is clearly no, and we know of course that both the sacred and secular 

types include music with instrumental accompaniment and purely vocal music, already 

from the early Baroque era. But this does not get us closer to the truth, but increasingly 

farther away from it. Perhaps, sharper features can be observed, if we reverse the 

question, namely: if we know what makes secular music secular, we can draw sharper 

boundaries. For a dance tune or a melody saturated with an affect are not allowed in 

liturgical music. 

 

The examination of the historical periods is not insignificant either: what in the 

eyes of the church was far from the spirit of the Renaissance became accepted in our 

days, such as Monteverdi’s Vespro. Thus, one must deal with the historical background 

of a given period, in this case of the early Baroque: the Reformation, and the answer 

given to it by the Catholic Church, the Counter-Reformation. Of course, I will examine 

the musical decrees of the Council of Trent, given that without doing so, we would not 

get a complete picture of the Church’s position about the liturgical music to be followed. 
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In addition to the early Baroque, the Romantic virtuosity, or even the trends of 

21
st
-century popular music could be equally interesting in terms of secularization of the 

sacred music. It is well known that already in the Ars Antiqua we find sacred 

compositions containing secular tunes. However, I chose the early Baroque period, 

because it was then that a first major change occurred in church music with the 

appearance of the new stylistic features of Baroque music and of the theatrical elements. 

(Perhaps, my method of examination could also be extended to the subsequent historical 

periods.) When using the concept of “Church,” I mean the Catholic Church, and I study 

primarily the music of Catholic Church centred in the Vatican.  

 

Since the subject is very diverging, I looked for an “untouchable” text through 

which I could present clearly and distinctly the infiltration of secular elements. The 

Magnificat – as part of the Vespers (the Evening Prayer of the Divine Office) – was an 

important part of church music already from the outsets. This movement was among the 

first ones to acquire a polyphonic setting and its popularity can be observed today as well. 

 

The last and most important question is how the liturgical medium of ours days 

can profit from the results of my essay. The Catholic Church protected and protects 

“sacred music from everything which could reduce its dignity, because it takes part in 

such a significant task as the worship of God.”
1
 To achieve this, decrees were to provide 

protection at the time. The legislators of the Council of Trent themselves protected the 

liturgy in this spirit, and numerous papal encyclicals have since appeared about church 

music. However, we know of less and less similar measures taken nowadays. Following 

the homily of 1980 signed by Pope John Paul II., the Hungarian Bishops’ Conference 

issued a circular liturgical letter in 2004, a part of which dealing with this subject matter. 

 

In my opinion, since the Second Vatican Council we witness, in many cases, 

similar changes to those of the early Baroque era – certainly, the transformation from the 

17
th

 century is no longer regarded as a negative development today. So, it is conceivable 

                                                 
1 Pope Pius XII: Musica Sacrae. Encyclical letter on sacred music, 25 December 1955. Available online 

under: http://www.depositum.hu/tanitas.html 
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that, a century from now, today’s changes will be evaluated by the historiography as 

advantages. One thing is sure, namely that “the Church has the duty to insist that this 

remains within the appropriate boundaries of art, and it must prevent that during its 

authentic development anything profane and foreign of the worship of God gains access 

into sacred music and spoil it.”
2
 

 

The paper is organized as follows: after the presentation of the musical decrees of 

the Council of Trent, and the genre of the Magnificat, I interpret the stylistic features of 

the prima pratica and the seconda pratica. These are the introductory chapters, which 

prepare the main sections of the paper.  

 

The dissertation proper examines the problem of secularization, which 

encompasses two large areas.  

 

The first chapter, entitled “Stylistic features of the early Baroque church music,” 

seeks to assess through the tiniest musical elements the establishment of the musical 

means promoting secularisation. To this end, I study the already existing musical means 

at first: the way in which these means can be found in certain compositions from the late 

Renaissance and the early Baroque era.  

 

After examining the cantus firmus, the imitation, the homophonic and polyphonic 

writings, as well as the topic of consonance and dissonance, I arrive to this conclusion: 

the gradual disappearance of the cantus firmus i.e. of the Gregorian chant is clearly a 

phenomenon of the secularization given that the church insisted on preserving the ancient 

monophonic material. This fact is closely intertwined with the changes of the particular 

writings: in the works where the cantus firmus can still be found in the bud, but the break 

away from the roots had already begun, we find a considerable amount of imitation. By 

the Renaissance composers, such as Palestrina and Lassus, the Gregorian psalm tones are 

given and the imitation is only reflected in the theme heads. The homophonic and 

polyphonic writing reflect in a similar way the musical background of the prima pratica 

                                                 
2 Pope Pius XII: Musica Sacrae. op. cit. 
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and the seconda pratica. The Renaissance was the heyday of the polyphonic 

sophistication, so that in the compositions in which homophonic blocks appeared, the 

effect of the new era (i.e. of the Baroque) is noticeable. This phenomenon is also 

associated with the loosening application and the disappearance of the cantus firmus. The 

dissonant and consonant intervals contributed the least of all to the secularization, 

because the fourth interval, which was considered then a dissonance, was only used by 

the composers in the cadences. However, the masters of the prima pratica already used 

sevenths, seconds, and ninths, which are detectably the elements of the seconda pratica. 

Consequently, the transformation of the elements of musical expression already accepted 

and used throughout the prima pratica period contributed to the creation of the seconda 

pratica, imbued with affects.  

 

In the next section I examine the new elements which were yet not present in the 

Renaissance era, the golden age of vocal polyphony approved by the Church. The novelty 

brought by the basso continuo, the concertante principle, and the monody can 

unequivocally be interpreted as an ingredient of secularization, and – similarly to the 

already existing musical means of expression discussed in the previous section – are also 

inseparable and closely linked. In addition, the appearance of monody, the increasing 

interest towards the Greek tradition supplies the text with a significant emotional 

emphasis, thus distracting the audience’s attention from the liturgy – and this 

phenomenon also reinforces the secular approach. Of course, these elements of new 

music are only found by the Baroque masters, and among them especially by those who 

followed the spirit of the seconda pratica.  

 

Going further, I study the transformation of the relationship between text and 

music. During the analysis of affects and figures – similarly to the findings in the 

previous two chapters – I point out that the unity of affects and figures is indissoluble, 

and that these elements, demonstrably, contributed to the secularization of church music. 

I also deal with the issue of intensified sensuality, rejected by the Church, which 

detectable in Monteverdi’s Vespro.  
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The transformation of the old elements, the creation of a new style, and the 

changes in the relationship between text and music equally contributed to the 

secularization. The imitation, the intertwined notions of consonance and dissonance, the 

concept of monody as well as the figures and affects can be traced back to the ancient 

Greek musical theory and practice. The cantus firmus, the basso continuo, and the 

concertante principle, however, emerged later. This fact confirms the later interpretation 

by E. T. A. Hoffmann, elaborated through the analysis of the ancient tradition: according 

to this interpretation, many similarities can be observed between the ancient musical 

elements and the baroque musical elements.  

 

The above-mentioned musical phenomena themselves are authentic as such and 

scientifically support the process of secularization up to the early Baroque era of church 

music. In the other large part of my thesis, I present hermeneutical models that are based 

on different relevant contexts. My aim in this respect is to assess also in other historical 

periods the way certain music theoreticians and church dignitaries, in this case: Cardinal 

Joseph Ratzinger, think of this subject matter. My choice fell at first on Johannes de 

Grocheio, one of the major theoreticians of medieval music theory according to whom, 

interestingly enough, church music was rooted in folk and composed music. When 

analysing the text, I arrive to the conclusion that the author’s model does not reflect the 

reality, it is not realistic. However, a relevant part of my study was to determine the tonus 

based on which Grocheio ruled out from the church music every melody that cannot be 

classified into one of the eight Gregorian tones. So I will give an idea about which of the 

compositions I examined can be considered to belong to church music, according to the 

perspective of Grocheio.  

 

Taking the dogmatic theology as a starting point and joining it up with 

philosophical systems of ideas, I created myself a hypothetical model of hermeneutics 

about the secularization of the early Baroque church music. I also relate to the ideas of 

E.T.A. Hoffmann exposed in his study on Régi és új egyházzene [Old and New Church 

Music]. In its interpretation, I also relied on Carl Dahlhaus’s writing, entitled Az abszolút 

zene eszméje [The Idea of Absolute Music]. The conclusions of both systems are unique 



8 

 

and straightforward: the problematics of the Baroque era is best shown by the 

combination of the ancient traditions with Christianity; further, the conclusions reflect the 

interchangeability of the terminology which can also lead to the opening of new fields of 

thought.  

 

A significant ecclesiastical reasoner of our age, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, wrote 

still before his pontificate a comprehensive work on the Liturgy where he also addressed 

issues of the sacred music. This is the last large section of my thesis, containing a 

historical summary of liturgical music, regarded from the point of view of the 

secularization. The Cardinal presents four major regressive historical periods that 

affected the liturgy in terms of music.  

 

According to Ratzinger, a process based on the cult of the individual, to the 

detriment of God, and the idea of the love-based community started in the Middle Ages 

to. This process of individualisation was stopped for a while by the decrees of the 

Council of Trent, however, through the Baroque and the Classical period up to the 

virtuoso era of the Romanticism, the proliferation of subjectivity appeared anew. The 

preservation of liturgical music was also facilitated by the papal decrees which sought to 

bring to a halt the infiltration of theatrical elements into the domain of the Musica Sacra. 

The self-contained solutions were never to reconcile with the Church’s understanding, 

however, these solutions changed from period to period. The Church needs to become 

culturally universal, and in the same time to maintain its Christian identity. The 

protection of the liturgical medium is the basic element of the Christian identity. 

Consequently, if this environment tends to move in the negative direction, it must be 

removed and make sure it does not persist.  

 

The reception of each period given is influenced by particular ways of thinking. 

The Magnificat-compositions discussed in my thesis have become accepted in today’s 

liturgical medium, we do not consider them as being secularized. Nowadays, we fight 

pop music and further trends of light music, and the key question is whether these 

phenomena can be integrated to a certain degree into the sacred music. They can be 
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justified, if their texts belong to the given feast and the proper liturgical section, if their 

music has high standards, praising God and is focused on the liturgy. As Ratzinger also 

writes in his book entitled A liturgia szelleme [The Spirit of the Liturgy], the Church 

needs universality, development, but only up to the point where the essence, the worship 

of God is not fading away.  

 

While I was writing my dissertation, the following question occurred to me: did I 

actually choose the ideal genre of church music for my musical analyses? It was then that 

I found the encyclical letter of Pope John Paul II. on sacred music, which dispelled all my 

doubts. The Pope brings the Virgin Mary, the author of Magnificat, as the example for 

the praise of God in the liturgical music.
3
  

 

Finally, I wish to quote this sentence: “Let your example and your ideal be in this 

respect [concerning the sacred music and singing in the service of God’s praising and the 

sanctification of the faithful) the Virgin Mary who praised the wonders of God in the 

Magnificat and whose achievement is second to none in human history.”
4
  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 Pope John Paul II.: A „szent zene” jelentősége. [The significance of “sacred music”] 21 September 1980. 

in.: László Balogh, Miksa Bánhegyi, György Béres, Miklós Földvári, Csaba Kontreczky, Zoltán Rihmer, 

Attila Stanco, Imre Tarnai, László Tardy, Valéria Varga, László Varga: Documenta Musicae Sacrae. Vác: 

MALEZI, 2005: page 216. 

4 Documenta Musicae Sacrae op. cit., page 20. 


