f
;

CHAPTER §

Libidinous Theology

as children, they knew nothing of congregational singing. I persisted in

trying; they persisted in sitting with buttoned-up mouths, glowering at

this Protestant abomination. But except for being saddled with that sin-
gularly futile task, I was left more of less to my own devices, I learned on

the job how to play the organ, and I played my exuberant postludes to a
sanctuary that emptied as soon as the priest uttered the long-awaited “Go
in peace.” I never got the slightest indication that anyone even noticed.

- Until the day 1 took it upon myself to sing Monteverdi’s solo setting
of “Salve Regina” during mass. I had scarcely finished the first page
When two priests came stampeding up the back stairs to the organ loft.
“Stop this immediately!” cried one. Still playing some semblance of an
accompaniment a5 | spoke, I explained that this piece had been com-
Posed for San Marco in Venice. Said the priest, “I don’t care if it was
Written by the pope himself. You will cease this instant!” :

Needless to say, this priest had had no training in music semiotics,
gnd he could pot have named a seventeenth-century composer if his
life hag depended upon it. Yet the gestures of this solo motet (aided,

10 doubt, |y, Somewhat heavy breathing on the part of the singer)
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130 | Divine Love

nicated so unambiguously as to cause a minor scanda], A fey
u
comm anaged to provoke charges of blasphemy fropm a nuy

when I presented at an academic Confirencj a licture/delmonstratiorl of
Frescobaldi’s “Maddalena allf.i CTOC_C- And a class S.CSSlOl.’l on Schijty
“Anima mea liquefacta est,” in Wh{Ch two male volces simulate |oye.
making, produced a memor.able eplsode‘of homop'hobl'c Panic on the
part of several students. (I discuss both pieces later in this chapter.)
Such flare-ups eventually led me to develop a graduate seming, titled
“Divine Love in Seventeenth-Century Music.” By then, the publications of
historian Michel de Certeau, Jewish theologian Moshe Idel, literary critjc
Richard Rambuss, and musicologist Robert Kendrick had done 5 great
deal to legitimate work in this area.! Armed with theological and histor;.
cal research, I no longer seem to be personally responsible for dragging
sex into the study of religious music. At least five of my former students
have now written on such topics, two of them by extrapolating what they
had learned from baroque manifestations of the sacred erotic to help them
understand elements of contemporary jazz, gospel, and popular musics.?
Most of the compositions discussed in the previous chapters emerged
from secular venues: the aristocratic courts of Northern Italy and the
burgeoning commercial hub of Venice. Within contexts that explicitly
nurtured expressions of individual virtuosity and libertinism, the expan-
sionist procedures and erotic imagery we have been tracing make good
rhetorical sense. But we usually think of the sacred sphere in very differ
ent terms, as a place in which self-effacing devotion and faith in tradi
tional orthodoxies always hold sway. Yet the devices then revolutioniz
ing music at court were at the same moment invading the church.
Many of the pieces examined in this book and in its prequel, Moddl
SubieCti”itieS» may sound to our twenty-first-century ears as if they
unfold in an arbitrary fashion. | hope, however, that I have made the
logics undergirding most of them relatively clear. For the most P an:
these compositions do not intend to sound obscure, and “_"t,h;n tBy
Proper grammatical framework they become entirely intelllg{beel')ro_
z:(ril;zzt’f:)hro:}f examined in this C‘hapter strive to bypass norril(ljaeﬂ"y defi-
.0 n e structures of feeling they seek to capture €S 2 blend
b th sy O he rdinay. They all depend 7 o
of sefarenpe Vsilr.ltﬁal and erotic—a stark v1olat10ﬂ5’ l?eusexual to opPY”
site ends of at ) 1c te.nds.to relegate the sacred and t
A ¢ eXperiential spectrum. or, will have
nyone fam ar with seventeenth-century culture, howe"™ he fuid

Witnes . . . itse
sed this blend\@an)’ times before. It manifests 1tS
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century rationalists branded their predecessors wi
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verse of Richard Crashaw, the masochistjc hol
and the ecstatic statuary of Bernini.3 We hq
fevered expressive vocabulary introduced by the concerto delle donne in
Ferrara made its way into the church (see the discussion of Monteverdj’s
“Duo seraphim” in chapter 3), and the erotic dimensions of this vocaby-

lary become even more explicit in the pieces by Frescobaldi and Schiity
examined below.

It was because of such egregious violations of

Y sonnets of John Donne,
ve already seen that the

taste that eighteenth-

th the pejorative term
“baroque.” But “baroque” has long since been reified as a technical

term: in music history, it commonly not only refers to the early seven-
teenth century but also embraces the first half of the eighteenth. Indeed,
because Handel and J.S. Bach are by far the most familiar “baroque”
composers, many musicians assume that the word refers to the 1700s—
the period most cultural historians would regard as the Age of Reason.

In contrast to this dubious use of “baroque” as a bland, mostly mean-
ingless period label, Fernand Braudel’s magisterial study The Mediterra-
nean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II shocks read-
ers into remembering the precise context within which this potentially
objectionable strain of art developed: “The Baroque conveniently des-
ignates the civilization of the Christian Mediterranean: wherever we
find the Baroque we can recognize the mark of Mediterranean culture.
The Baroque drew its strength both from the huge spiritual force of the
Holy Roman Empire and from the huge temporal force of the Spanish
Empire. With the Baroque a new light began to shine; . . . new and more
lurid colors now bathed the landscapes of western Europe.”

Braudel identifies this mode of cultural expression with the defiant
feassertion of Catholicism in the face of its would-be reformers a.nd
with the militant agendas of the Jesuits; indeed, he suggests replacing
“baroque” with the label “Jesuit” to designate such art (831). And far
fom apologizing for the art’s excesses, he explains its purposes:

Baroque art, then, often smacks of propaganda. Art was a powerful mieatls Zf
combat and instruction; a means of stating, through the power O_f the imag -
the Immaculate Holiness of the Mother of God, the efﬁcgleous mteer:n:IllC::e
O! the saints, the reality and power of the Eucharistic sacrlﬁ_ce, the Emm e
of St. p eter, a means of arguing from the visions and ecstasies of the sa1sed.
Patientl}’ compiled and transmitted, identical iconogr aphmal ;herrz;:icrg: ath
and re-crogged Europe. If the Baroque exaggerates, if it is attractec by -
— s“ffefing, by martyrs depicted with unsparing reghsm, if it iecmfsthe

ave abandoned jtself to a pessimistic view, to the Spanish desergario 0

L ied wi
*eVenteenth century, it is because this is an art which is preoccup






