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PREFACE

The shaping of Catholic communities in China from the time of Matteo
Ricei onwards remains a fascinating chapter of intercultural history. On the
whole, the first period, from the end of the sixteenth century till the middle of
the eighteenth century, has been studied much more than the following peri-
ods. This can be easily understood: first, the challenges raised by the entry
of Christianity into the Chinese psyche and society were of an unprecedented
nature, much different from the ones that had accompanied the acculturation
of Buddhism; second, the missionary figures of that time are still seen as the
ones of “giants” , introducing Western sciences and techniques besides new
religious beliefs; and, finally, the cultural and political conditions of the
times were allowing for an equal and intense dialogue between Chinese litera-
ti, some of them were Christian converts, and the missionaries, which makes
this period a magnet for the study of East — West intellectual history. In the
past twenty years or so, researches on this period have been stressing two
points of importance; (a) Chinese Catholic communities were not passive re-
cipients of the new message, they were rather active agents of their own histo-
ry, interpreting the teachings that were given to them and incarnating it
through a creative transformation of their social structures;(b) the cultural
and religious encounter that was happening was expressed in a privileged way

through rituals, such as funerals. Chinese customs and Christian liturgy were

(1 See for instance Eugenio Menegon ,Ancestors, Virgins and Friars, Christianity as a Local Reli-

gion in Late Imperial China ,Cambridge : Harvard University Asia Center, 2009.
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thus intertwined into a new ritual fabric. ¥ From this time onwards, music has
been an element of the ritual creativity displayed by Chinese Christianity.

The history that extends from 1842 till 1949 and the one of the contem-
porary period have benefited from less intense scholarly attention. However,
the situation might be changing, and rapidly. In the last five years or so, sev-
eral groundbreaking studies have been opening up new perspectives on mod-
ern and contemporary Chinese Catholicism. Writings on 19" - 21" centuries
Chinese Catholics benefit from the breakthrough operated through the study of
earlier periods. Even if the political conditions were utterly different, Chinese
Catholics were shaping new communal ways of living ( exemplified though the
indigenization of the “consecrated virgins” model?) , and they were crafting
common stories through which their identities, sufferings and hopes were ex-
pressed®. Music and other art forms were part of this communal inventive-
ness, and are still so today®.

The book of Nan hongyan is part of this renewal of perspectives on Chi-
nese Catholicism. By putting music at the center of her study, the author has
chosen to focus on a liturgical medium of utmost importance for the communi-
ties considered. When it comes to Protestant communities, the centrality of
music is well known: Luther has made music the privileged response of hu-
mankind to God’ s Word and grace. The Catholic ‘s musical theology is prob-
ably more complex than the Lutheran one, which does not mean that it is sec-
ondary. In the course of history, Guillaume de Machaut, Palestrina,
Monteverdi, Mozart or Bruckner testify to specifically Catholic sensitivities as

to the role of music in the liturgy and as to the way music expresses the com-

(D See Nicolas Standaert, The Interweaving of Rituals, Seattle : University of Washington Press,
2008.

@ EAROCEERRE b E X EH T L5 b EF SR 0k i 2013 FERE

3 See Harrison Henrietta, The Missionary’ s Curse, and Other Tales from a Chinese Catholic Vil-
lage, Berkeley, University of California Press, 2013.

@ On Catholic art, see Clarke Jeremy, The Virgin Mary and Catholic Identities in Chinese Histo-
ry, Hong Kong:Hong Kong University Press, 2013.
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munity’ s and the individual’ s religious yearnings. It is true that Catholicism
gives more importance than Protestantism to the importance of “seeing” , and
this accounts for a very different way of conceiving and decorating church
building. But the importance given to the eye does not undermine the one
granted to the ear. Besides, the primacy given to music is due to the fact that
the whole community is potentially called to participate in musical perform-
ances, which is not the case with other artistic expressions.

The Author gives us a fascinating account of the way Catholic music was
introduced, developed and transformed in the region she considers. She does
so from its beginnings till today, offering a historical perspective that helps the
reader to fully make sense of the changes that have been and are still taking
place. The cases — studies she offers are rich and subtle, as they differentiate
among different settings, liturgical or not, introducing music asa lived per-
formance that is appropriated by a community that gives it an expression and a
meaning that can never be fully reduplicated. She also analyses in detail the
weaving of different traditions into a common repertoire. Her research is obvi-
ously of utmost importance for musicologists. Beyond this, its interdisciplinary
aspect makes it most precious for the historian of religion, the anthropologist
focusing on local communities of the Jiangnan region, and even for a general
understanding of the way religious communities, in today’s China, contribute
in the creation of a shared culture and ethos.

I do not need here to repeat the conclusion of the author. The reader will
find much profit in reading her detailed analyses. 1 just would like to add a
few points, which comes from my own observations of Catholic communities in
Shanghai, Taiwan and Sichuan. The first one is that the musical style of these
communities is extremely diverse and far from being stabilized. There is an
astonishing diversity from one community to another in terms of repertory and
quality of execution. Some parishes decidedly prefer Chinese — style music,
others rely on traditional canticles inspired from Western nineteenth — century
music, others are inspired by Taize — style Prayer and other contemporary glo-

balized liturgical expressions - and many of them happily mix together these
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various expressions. Especially in Taiwan, Chinese — style musical scores are
also very diverse, with competing composers who sometimes see their audi-
ence mostly limited to one or two local communities. So, there are lots of*“ ex-
periments” going on, without clear indication as to possible general direction.

Second observation: this diversity of styles translates the one of the pari-
shes considered. Even in Shanghai, the variety of parishes’ traditions is as-
tounding. Parishes in downtown Puxi and ones anchored in the rural tradition
of Pudong ( who had also Catholic communities from the 17 century on-
wards) do not share the same aesthetic and liturgical criteria. The case is of-
ten even more complex: in many parishes ( starting from Pudong) believers
with strong local anchorage mix up with Chinese coming from other provinces
and even with overseas Chinese or expatriates. The necessary accommodation
between different populations explains also for the variety of musical styles
within a given parish.

In several downtown parishes of Shanghai there is now a return to Latin
singing. This also means that the choir has the preeminence, and the assem-
bly does not sing much. The mass may become like a concert. 1 personally
feel it very regrettable. 1 think that true Catholic spirit is one of liturgical in-
ventiveness and accommodation. Gregorian music (and more generally music
sung in Latin) is of much beauty, but makes sense within a given context.
This is a false understanding of “sacredness” to consider Latin as being a
more “sacred” language, as some faithful do. Sacredness lies within the in-
ner fervor of the community, who needs to translate its faith experience
through art forms that reflect is sensitivity and culture. No language or musi-
cal form is sacred as such. It is how it is internalized and expressed by a com-
munity that makes it become truly “sacred.”

Another remark 1 would like to make is that “acculturation” does not
take place only in musical forms per se (language and musical style) but in
the way it is interpreted by a community. I remember listening in a Chengdu
church to old women singing with conviction a song written by a French com-

poser probably between 1920 and 1950. The way they were appropriating the
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song was making it as “Chinese” as you could imagine. The song was some-
how transfigured , recreated through their way of chanting it. And when you
hear in some Pudong churches litanies sung before and after mass in the
Chuansha dialect you do not ask yourself from which culture the melody comes
from. The music obviously belongs to this community, since people are so
used to singing it, since they have invested so much meaning and historical
experience into it.

As can be seen, debates generated by this book are not merely theoreti-
cal. The way Chinese Catholics reflect on the music they use, the emotional
investment they put into it, the creativity they will display, the tolerance they
will show for a greater diversity of style, all these factors will impact the
growth of the Church as well as the way Catholics relate to other Christian de-
nominations and to society at large. Musical creation does not go through ab-
stract elaboration. Creating and interpreting music is a process anchored into
individual and communal spiritual experience. The spiritual growth and open-
ness of a religious community eventually determine the beauty of its worship

and musical performance.

[ #% ] 429 7% ( Benoit VERMANDER)
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