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“Credo” - What did great composers believe in?

Most people want to believe in something - and in fact they do

Music can help with that: We all hear the same physical laws of acoustic vibrations. But at the same time everyone hears the music very differently - depending on the physiological receptivity, depending on imagination and empathy. 
Obviously, it is related to a person's mental attitude, his or her individual experience and social situation, how he or she hears music. The musical experience depends on three parameters: composing, playing and receiving.
Music is a very powerful means and can help trigger the extremes of different unrestrained human emotions, from inciting love to agitating for war. 
From the 16th century it became customary to use marching music in order to have soldiers march in lockstep, as if in a trance. Military musical instruments, especially the marching drum (snare-drum), but also other drums, were used to play the speed of the march and synchronise the soldiers’ heartbeat with that monotonous, repetitive rhythm. The effect was that soldiers were literally automated. Piccolos, flutes and bagpipes were used to play the melodies because of their piercing, shrill tones. This should support the morale and solidarity of the soldiers when they went to battle.
Music can also have a profoundly peacemaking, indeed reconciling character; it becomes a uniting language without barriers. It was not by chance that the European Council declared Beethoven’s setting of Schillers “Ode an die Freude” their anthem in 1972, which was then accepted by the member-states of the European Union as the official anthem in 1985.  Confidence that there may still be something else in this world than money, power and greed, can be strengthened by the transcendental experience of witnessing music live, together with others.

After the death of Bach and Händel in the mid-18th century, an epochal shift in paradigm took place in music: secular modernity. Both the geniuses of classical music (with Mozart Haydn and Beethoven) and romanticism (Weber, Schubert and Schumann) have not simply derived their motivation and inspiration from the Christian faith. They composed inspired by human feelings and personal experience, increasingly including nature. 
It is undeniable that a process of individualization and humanization of music can be observed and thus also a process of secularization. This process is supported by the bourgeois revolution, whose grand representative is Beethoven. In the second half of the 19th century, it reached its peak with Brahms and Wagner. What these composers write is, in spite of occasional borrowings from religion, generally an autonomous music, that is, an art that is completely emancipated from traditional Christian church faith, belief in Christ, belief in God. 


Johann Strauß jun. was a rigorous non-dancer, yet he created the most beautiful waltzes.
Richard Strauss did not have to have his head cut off or kill his mother in order to genially put "Salome" and "Elektra" into music.

So could someone who excels in his craft succeed as an ecclesiastic musician - for example at the archiepiscopal court in Salzburg - without being a believer? Would Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756 – 1791), the Masonic-enlightened, anticlerical Catholic have had to believe in the Incarnation of God, since he put the "Et incarnatus est" particularly intimately into music?
In how far the active Mason Mozart really was ‘believing’ can hardly be told by his epistolary utterances within letters to his father. These phrases tend to have that notion of anticipatory obedience, just as many other passages on other themes when addressed to his Papa. Mozart felt so choked by his post at the Archbishop’s in Salzburg that he left for the capital Vienna, where an insecure future awaited him.
The "Agnus Dei" of the so-called Coronation Mass of 1779 became, six years later, the touching reflection of inner turmoil as the Contessa’s aria "Dove sono" in "Figaro".
We already find such borrowings in Bach - but only in the opposite direction. Music may mutate from worldly homage to a praise of God; a "downgrading" would then have been improper and was still unusual in Mozart’s time. 

Johann Sebastian Bach (1685 – 1750), the believing Lutheran who wrote so many beautiful cantatas had to accept the accusation of the Leipzig Council that his music was "too operatic", and yet today we think of his creations as being the product of genuine faith.
There exist not many examples of self-testimony but those that we have are proof of Bach’s conviction that he must write music for two purposes only: In God’s honor and for the recreation of the mind (soul).
German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, one of the harshest critics of Christian beliefs (and science, arts, etc.) wrote, deeply moved by a performance of Bach’s "St. Matthew Passion": "Those who have completely abandoned their Christianity, truely experience it here as if it were a gospel." 

Ludwig van Beethoven struggled so long to find the unique form of his "Missa solemnis" - and like Verdi sounds questioningly skeptical when it comes to the final Begging for Peace in the "Agnus Dei", maybe therein confessing a faith that is far from the church.  Beethoven, the baptised Catholic was no churchgoer and opposed to all institutionalised forms of devoutness. He even had a tendency to make fun of Catholic customs in his letters to friends and relatives. He definitely was interested in spirituality and read quite a few books on religion and scripture, not making a stop at the Natural Religions or Beliefs in the Far-East. One of Beethoven’s favorite books was the 1811 release of Protestant theologist  Christoph Christian Sturm: “Betrachtungen über die Werke Gottes im Reiche der Natur”.
In Beethoven’s understanding “Jesus was nothing but a crucified Jew” – which made him all the more a hero in his eyes: “Socrates and Jesus were my models.”

The rule to the exception, so to say, was Anton Bruckner (1824 – 1896), whose secular work cannot deny a constant ecclesiastical component - even though he does use Wagner's passionate-earthly Tristan-harmonies in his ninth symphony, dedicated to his "Dear God". Bruckner was a naturally naïve believer, his devout love for God enabling him to accept the written word more or less literally.
Bruckner's Mass, with Bach's Mass in B Minor, Beethoven's Missa Solemnis and Mozart's Requiem, are among the most ingenious creations of sacred music and still the four composers had very differing attitudes towards church and religion.



Franz Schubert (1797 – 1828), son of a schoolmaster, received his first organ-lessons at the age of seven and became a student of the Imperial seminary as choirboy in 1808.
Later he set a mark of spiritual self-determination: In all his settings of the Mass Ordinarium, the passage "Et unam sanctam catholicam ecclesiam" is missing.  - A romantic anticipation of the current slogan "We are Church International"?

Giuseppe Verdi and religion - this is a difficult chapter and raises the question about compatibility of virtue and actual disbelief. The great opera composer,  creator of the most passionate of Requiems, did not care much for the church. For his funeral, he forbade the presence of clergy. His long-time companion and later wife Giuseppina Strepponi described his attitude with the words: "I would not exactly say: 'Atheist', but certainly not a convinced believer."
Nevertheless, Verdi practiced what Christians call charity and was a respected benefactor. He supported workers and farmers in need; he financed education for poor children. He donated the "Casa di Riposo", an old people's home for singers and other musicians in Milan, where we also find his tomb. Verdi also operated a hospital set up at his expense - where priests were allowed access for valid reasons only.
From today's point of view, this probably does not make many people frown. In Verdi's time many doubted that virtue and unbelief were compatible. Giuseppina Strepponi, with her husband's shining example in mind, gave the right answer: "Some people need faith in God for their virtue. Others who abide by the highest moral standards are happier when they believe in nothing. "
How certain, how confident the tremendous orchestral strikes in Verdi's great "Credo", in which, of course, there rules the "Dio crudel," the cruel god, in charge of life the end of which is "death and nothingness": This "Credo of Jago" from "Otello" is one of the strongest musical incantations of nihilism; Side by side with the hellish journey of Mozart's "Don Giovanni". Mockers say that these two opera masters have never been more convincing than in these existential manifestations of the darkest sides of the soul.

Antonio Vivaldi (1678-1741) took minor orders at the age of fifteen and became a priest at twenty-five, the schooling then being rather a vocational training than theological studies.
Vivaldi worked as a priest in Venice for a year and a half, taught at an orphanage for whose orchestra he wrote many concertos. These activities made him and the orchestra well known, various concert-tours followed.
With his newly developed fame, Vivaldi gave up his post and became a sought after opera-composer and Artistic Director. Being the author of more than five hundred concertos for one or more soloists, he definitely holds the “world-record” of productivity in that field. Interestingly he never wrote a single sacred work.

The young Charles Gounod (1818 – 1893) after having studied music at the Paris Conservatory earned his living as organist and chapel master, studying theology and wishing to become a priest. He lived at a Carmelite monastery for a time and even wore a Soutane, having himself (falsely) addressed as “Abbé”, before deciding otherwise, getting married and becoming one of the most famous French opera-composers in the second half of the 19th century. He remained a devout Christian all his life, his marvellously sentimental Oratories contributing to his wealth.

Franz Liszt (1811 – 1886), the Austrian child prodigy lost his father at age fifteen while on concert-tour to England and fell into a great depression, stranded alone and not too successful in Paris. He seldom left home and started reading religious books rather obsessively. He was most taken by Abbé Félicité de Lamennais‘ Paroles d’un croyant  and travelled to Bretagne and England to discuss theological matters with the author. At that time he was seriously thinking of becoming a priest. Life then took a different turn for Liszt. He became one of the most desired celebrities and found himself lost in various romantic entanglements, the most serious of which led to a ten-year on-and-off-relationship with a married French noblewoman, Marie d’Agoult, mother of his three children. After the final break-up Liszt fought for custody which he was granted. The children were brought up by his mother in Paris.
All his life Liszt was known for his readiness to help both financially and by writing thousands of letters of recommendation and reassuring correspondence. Be it a fellow-composer in need, a whole city drowning by an epic flood (Budapest in 1838), or a sponsor needed for a monument in honor of a celebrated personality, Liszt would always help.
The fascination for religion never ceased to exist in Liszt’s life, he and his partner in life since 1848, the princess Caroline de Sayn-Wittgenstein tried all they could to get her previously divorced marriage annulled and, granted this favor by the pope in 1861, travelled to Rome to get married. Unfortunately some relatives of the princess found out and intervened. Deeply sorrowed by the thwarting of finally getting their relationship legitimized, she started studying theology in Rome and writing books, her main oeuvre consisting of 24 volumes titled Des causes intérieures de la faiblesse extérieure de l'Église and Liszt withdrew to various monasteries, taking minor orders in 1865, becoming an Abbé and never after seen in anything but a cassock.


It is difficult to give a summary of such diverse findings, which are only a minimal selection due to restrictions of writing-space!
Since composers in former times were schooled extensively in various fields covering philosophy, the arts and science, it is not surprising, that they, whose vocation it is to create, to search for and find new sounds, new constellations of harmony and dissonance, new concepts of musical form, were also very open towards all contemporary currents in every other field. Their comprehensive education made almost all of them doubters when confronted with what cannot be proven, but their handling of these doubts was highly individual and not to be compared with each other.
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