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Liturgy, sound and acoustics: Why a church is not a concert hall

- Many have studied what is meant by -~

- good acoustics in concert halls and |
- auditoria, but the same has not hap-
pened in churches. We need to con-_'_
sider churches as buildings with spe-
cial acoustical demands and charac- |
teristics. In the act of worship, sound |
 has greafer zmpacr than any other

factor.

- For the Western and European cuk
tures, religious buildings and places of |
worsthusua!!ymean churches. Nearly |

_all existing forms of churches have

evolved from the circle, the oblong or

- the Latin or Greek cross. The design of

 churches was affected by goals other
than the acoustic one, such as the

_different functions of the church, its

traditions and rituals and the search
_for architectural beauty. The British |
architect Sir Christopher Wren (1632-
- 1723) wrote, regarding a programn for |
50 new churches in London, that the
“average parish church preacher could |
not expect to be intelligible farther
than about 50 feet (15m) to his front, |
30 feet ( 9m) to either side and 20 feet:_ .
(6m) to his back. Since the late 19th |
century, some people have been con-
cemned about this subject; and some
- elementary research studies were un-
~ dertaken. Many early studies (1870-
1930) gave some simple guidelines
- about acoustics in churches for spe-
 cific religions, including Methodist,
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".-:Epzscopal or Euangeltcal (Brabham

I 928, Patterson 1875).

The interaction and coextstence of :

‘music and speech in churches and the
different location and type of sound
sources involved gives acoustics in

 churches a particular position in the |
 field of architectural acoustics. “The |
conventional approach to the design
of places of worship has been to

‘recognize that both music and speech
with their divergent acoustical needs
must take place in the room because
liturgy involves both” (Sovik 1973,
90). As Mills states, “conditions which
are most suitable for preaching are not
necessarily good for music; the long
_reverberation in a lofty Gothic church
is unsatisfactory for preaching pur-

poses but is excellent for choral mu-

sic.” (Mills 1956, 61).

Music and speech‘ in churches

- Today Roman Catholic churches fol- -
low the edicts of the Second Vatican

Council (Vatican II), but in the previ-

ous 20 centuries, different rules ex-

isted. In 1965, Vatican li iniroduced
important alterations in the liturgy
- and worship services that can have

strong implications on the acoustical

‘environment in which they are per-
formed. The edicts stated thal ser-
mons should be presented in the ver-

nacular to congregations, and music
that people can sing should occur in

the service. These changes imply a

1 new need for smmb!e acousﬂcal con«'
ditions in the churches.

 This was not the first time inthe Icmg
h!SIOTy of the Catholic church that the
speech and music of the liturgy 1 ander—
went noteworthy transformations; it
may not have been the most important
one. Until the 4th century, the official
language of the church was Greek
From the 4th centmy until the Vatican
I, Latin was ifs official language.
Throughout most of the history of the
Catholic church there was not an enm-
phasis on understanding what was
said during services. Therefore, suir-
able acoustical conditions were not
needed for that task. .

There were even more changes in
the music included in worship services
over time. Music was very tmportant
at the birth of Christianity. St. Paul
wrote: “Speak to yourselves in psalms
and hymns and spiritual songs, sing
and make melody in your heart to the

Lord” (Ephesians 5:19). It followed

the tradmon of life and worship in
Israel where music was central: “Let
us sing unto the Lord: let us make a
]oyfu! noise to the rack of our salvation
... sing unto the Lord a new song”
(Psalms 951, .96 1). The Bible men-
tions the use of rumpets, cymbals and
other instruments. :
Then, in the 4th century, the nature of

- music in the church was cha:nged bya

ban agamst the liturgical use of instr-
S:debar continues on page 69






