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INCLINE YOUR EAR

Music: A Language Of Its Own

Olga Meerson

In what way is music a language, if it 
cannot be translated to other languag-
es? After all, every attempt to para-
phrase music or our impressions from 
it seems to make its beauty and the 
uniqueness of its effect on us collapse 
and fall flat. Such is the case with po-
etry as well. A work of art is not para-
phrasable, yet one constantly feels an 
urge to paraphrase it, to talk about it in 
order to enter a dialogue with it, and to 
convey one’s own impressions from it. 
I have known this paradox firsthand 
as a translator and a student of transla-
tions—fictive, poetic, and, last but not 
least, biblical. Translation makes an old 
Soviet dissidents’ toast sound partic-
ularly relevant: “To the success of our 
hopeless cause!” Amen.

Music adds another dimension to the 
problem. It affects us throughout means 
other than words, but it triggers the 
same kinds of associations as language. 
As a former musician, I have been 
haunted by the question of how these 
associations speak to us for my whole 
adult life. 

What, then, is music’s basic unit of 
meaning? Perhaps a quotation. This is 
very similar to language, namely, to lit-
erary intertexts such as epigraphs. They 
quote from other works or snatches of 
conversations, factual or imagined, 
but each with its own original context. 
Then their context is reassigned. As a 
result, the new context begins to clash 

with the original one, generating ad-
ditional layers of meaning. Even sim-
pler than epigraphs are shorter units of 
context-shift with quotes. For example: 
“‘Do not judge lest ye be judged,’ as my 
friend X (a notorious gossip) says.” This 
sentence immediately raises the dis-
crepancy between the original author-
ity behind the quote—that of the Son of 
God himself—and the new, unworthy 
one. Hence the irony. Thus meanings 
are born out of shifting and clashing 
contexts, relying on the addressee’s 
knowledge of both the original and the 
new context. 

In music, however, the original quot-
ed material may not be equipped with 
words. My favorite example is Mo-
zart’s self-quotation at the end of Don 
Giovanni, during the scene of the omi-
nous feast where Don Giovanni wel-
comes the Statue who is about to drag 
him to hell. Mozart, it seems, still wants 
to save him, and gives him a final warn-
ing by alluding to a threat made to an-
other skirt-chaser. This warning comes 
in the form of a brief, wordless musical 
quotation of the aria “Non più andrai” 
from The Marriage of Figaro, which had 
premiered the year before Don Giovan-
ni. In the original text of that aria, Figa-
ro tells the affectionate Cherubino:

Non più andrai, farfallone amoroso,
notte e giorno d’intorno girando;
delle belle turbando il riposo,
Narcisetto, Adoncino d’amor.
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You shall go no more, lustful but-
terfly,
Day and night flitting to and fro;
Disturbing ladies in their sleep
Little Narcissus, Adonis of love.

The conclusion to the aria appears to 
entice Cherubino with military glory, 
while actually threatening him with 
the imminent military draft. This peril 
is still a very mild version of the threat 
of imminent hell in Don Giovanni. If we 
agree that the army is not yet a sure 
way to perdition, Mozart’s message is 
that he is trying to save Don Giovanni 
at all costs, seizing every chance, how-
ever slim, even when the threat of hell is 
imminent. Some may argue, however, 
that the two things, the army and hell, 
are now and perhaps have always been 
uncannily comparable. In that case, Mo-
zart’s allusion in Don Giovanni to Figa-
ro’s address to Cherubino in his earlier 
opera can be regarded as a euphemism, 
just as the army can be regarded as a eu-
phemism for hell. The message of Mo-
zart’s self-quotation is therefore two-
fold: it is metaphysically moralistic, yet 
also politically anti-militarist.

The same effect is achieved by Fyodor 
Dostoevsky in his putatively blasphe-
mous reassignments of biblical quota-
tions to profane contexts. An example 
occurs in Demons, when Varvara Petrov-
na Stavrogina’s grudges against Stepan 
Verkhovensky are described as some-
thing “she would treasure in her heart” 
(слагала в сердце своем)—in the same 
way, apparently, as the Mother of God 
would treasure her son’s words in her 
heart. The similarity of the wording 
only underscores the striking contrast 
between the petty and vain Varvara 
and the meek and lovingly attentive 
Mother of God. There are many sim-
ilar examples in Dostoevsky, which I 
have extensively discussed elsewhere. 
These allusions are made by invoking 
recognizable phrasing—not always ver-

bal quotes but, in some cases, syntactic 
and morphological calques. This latter 
kind of association trigger works simi-
larly to music: the shape of the phrase 
remains and can be recognized even 
as the actual lexical content changes.1 

Back to the nonverbal allusions, howev-
er. For the purposes of the problem at 
hand, it matters that, in the finale of Don 
Giovanni, the music of the aria is purely 
instrumental, played by woodwind mu-
sicians invited to the feast and thus ap-
pearing wordlessly onstage. One could 
cite many other instances of nonverbal 
musical quotations. Ludwig van Bee-
thoven, for example, quoted a melodic 
figure from the finale of Mozart’s Fifth 
Violin Concerto in the finale of his own 
Seventh Symphony. Mozart’s theme is 
light and playful, but in Beethoven’s 
Symphony it becomes fully Dionysian: 
playfulness becomes dangerous, per-
haps potentially lethal.

Similarly and even more interestingly, 
Alfred Schnittke’s Gogol Suite includes 
quotations from Mozart’s overture to 
The Magic Flute—chromaticized, tonally 
disbalanced, deconstructed, fragment-
ed, and reassembled in a heart-break-
ing way, but always recognizable as 
derived from Mozart—as well as from 
Tchaikovsky’s near-pop classic pas de 
deux from Swan Lake—in contrast, delib-
erately more archaic than Tchaikovsky’s 
own modes of expression, with a harp-
sichord playing the theme in the style 
of, say, Carl Philipp Emanuel Bach. The 
stronger and more recognizable the al-
lusions, the more striking and deliber-
ate their reuse or recycling in the new 
context, as exemplified by Schnittke’s 
take on dualism (both The Magic Flute 
and Swan Lake have dualist, near-Man-
ichean, plots and character conflicts) 
in the uncannily grotesque modernity 
of his own historical context. Similar 
principles apply to Schnittke’s Caden-
za to the Beethoven Violin Concerto, 

1 See, for example, 
Olga Meerson, 
Dostoevsky’s Taboos 
(Dresden: Dresden 
University Press, 
1998), 205.
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which contains many allusions not just 
to various works by Beethoven but also 
to Johannes Brahms and Dmitri Shosta-
kovich. Though a champion of quota-
tion and self-quotation, Schnittke was 
hardly unique among composers who 
entered into bickering polemics and im-
passioned dialogues with one another 
and with their listeners and performers. 

What might be the theological relevance 
of music as language, especially in the 
context of the Orthodox Church, where 
music and text are closely linked? The 
short answer is that once a particular 
melody or tone becomes associated 
with a particular text, all instances of the 
same chant inherit those textual associ-
ations. Thus the Obikhod tone six mel-
ody—a simplified Kievan chant—may 
be associated in the minds of the faith-
ful with the post-gospel hymn of the 
resurrection (“Having beheld the resur-
rection of Christ, let us worship the holy 
Lord Jesus…”), or with the Paschal pro-
cessional stikheron (“Thy resurrection, 
O Christ our Savior, the angels in heav-
en sing…”). This may be the case even 
in a fully English-language OCA or 
ROCOR parish, provided they use Rus-
sian arrangements—which quite often, 
they do, given the history of their con-
version to Orthodoxy and the ensuing 
liturgical heritage. These associations of 
the same text with different chants will, 
of course, be different for a Greek or an 
Antiochian ear. In each case, they create 
certain clusters of associations, usually 
as nation-specific as the relevant chants 
used in a given parish. 

My hymn associations are fully Rus-
sian, no matter what language I am 
singing in. The advantage of these na-
tion-specific associations is that, para-
doxically, they may create a possibility 
for multi-lingual services that are fully 
relevant and comprehensible to pa-
rishioners of different linguistic back-
grounds. Thus when we repeat refrain 

verses to a prokeimenon, or to the hymn 
“God is With Us” (based on the proph-
ecy of Isaiah), we all know what is sung 
even if the languages keep switching or 
alternating. These sets of what the Or-
thodox call the octoechos or glasy—the 
eight tones—are heard by the faithful as 
something like theme songs. Listeners 
mentally supply the texts based on the 
place of the hymn in the service or its 
associations. Eventually, through the li-
turgical experience of sharing the same 
parish with the same musical practic-
es, these theme songs make what were 
originally nation-specific references 
international, available to people using 
different languages. 

A theme song, as we know, is able to 
be wordless. Orthodox hymn melodies 
have thus been used by some compos-
ers of instrumental music who were 
steeped in a national tradition in order 
to universalize that culture’s system 
of references. The most interesting ex-
ample is Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov’s 
Russian Easter Festival Overture, as it is 
known in English. In Russian, the same 
work is known as the Bright Feast—that 
is, Paschal—Overture. The difference 
in titles is telling. For a Russian ear, it 
is quite evident that the themes from 
this symphonic work refer to various 
important hymns in the Orthodox Pas-
chal service, each with its message: first, 
the theme song of Psalm 68, “Let God 
Arise,” and eventually, after the music 
has undergone a spiritual battle of frag-
mentation, chromatization, and disso-
nance, the immediately and uniquely 
recognizable melody of the Paschal 
troparion: “Christ is risen from the 
dead, trampling down death by death 
and upon those in the tombs bestowing 
life.” 

Thus for the Russian ear. What about 
people not sharing the Russian liturgi-
cal tradition, however? In 1979, when 
I was a student at Mannes College of 
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Music in NYC, our student orches-
tra played this overture. What was 
Russia to these excellent young mu-
sicians? What were they to Russia? 
By then, I had already been a priest’s 
wife for a little over a year, responsi-
ble for directing my husband’s parish 
choir, which was bilingual but—like, 
say, the choir at St Vladimir’s Semi-
nary—used mostly Russian chants. In 
the Mannes orchestra, our trombonist 
was rehearsing his part, which was ac-
tually the melody of “Let God Arise.” 
(Later, in 1981, when my husband 
needed a theme song for his religious 
broadcasts on Radio Liberty, I picked 
that one for him, and he was very 
glad.) The trombone player had no 
clue what words were associated with 
that theme. When I told him, he said 
that that information made quite a dif-
ference. Like Russians, he became an 
insider to Rimsky-Korsakov’s secret 

code, so to speak. Hence the differ-
ence in the overture’s title in Russian 
and in English. For a Russian, the pro-
gram of this work is not nation-specif-
ic, and neither is its title, the Paschal 
Overture. For an outsider, however, 
it is markedly Russian to the point of 
exoticism, referencing Russian liturgi-
cal theme songs, or, if you will, buzz 
melodies. Rimsky-Korsakov’s sym-
phonic work has neither words nor a 
choir, yet he manages to share these 
Russian Orthodox church melodies 
with the whole world, so that, precise-
ly because they are devoid of words, 
they make the association between 
Pascha and this music more, not less, 
universal. 

His is a perfect example of how mu-
sic, a universal language, turns the 
nation-specific into the universal. It 
is the Esperanto of pan-human asso-

Obikhod chant for 
the opening of the 
Paschal stikhera.
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ciative triggers. This ability to turn 
local and specific national referenc-
es into something universally rel-
evant works for all art forms—mu-
sic, architecture, and everything in 
between. Rimsky-Korsakov’s effort 
bears comparison with a much ear-
lier one: that of the fifteenth-century 
northern Italian architect Aristotele 
Fioravanti, who planted the Ghibel-
line style of Tuscany and the Veneto 
in, and as, the heart of Muscovy—
the Moscow Kremlin. This is what 
Dostoevsky—another Russian who 
was relevant far beyond his national 
tradition—called “universal respon-
siveness” and attributed especially 
to Alexander Pushkin. 

Like the arts, church too can cherish 
the nation-specific while universal-
izing it by letting people share as-
sociative triggers. Rimsky-Korsakov 
translated a cappella Russian Ortho-
dox liturgical chants into the idiom 
of wordless symphonic music, and 
thereby made the reference system 
of these melodies available to the 
minds and hearts of people very far 
removed from Russia. Art always 
finds ways to cherish the local yet 
to make it relevant for the whole 
world. In the same way, the Church 
makes the whole world the New Is-
rael, overcoming ethnophyletism 
without negating the multitude of 
national traditions. 

Nikolai Rimsky-Kor-
sakov, Russian Easter 
Festival Overture, 
opus 36 (1888; 
Leipzig: M. P. Be-
laïeff, 1890).


