
Messe solennelle de Sainte Cécile – Charles Gounod (1818-1893) 

 

St. Cecilia was made the patron saint of the Academy of Music in 

Rome by papal decree in 1585.  The rationale for such an elevation, 

however, was apparently based on embellished narratives of her life 

and death and by an error in translation. There is no evidence of tribute 

being paid to Cecilia until the fourth century when a church was 

named after her. Her feast was first celebrated in 545. 

 

A fourth century pious romance gave this story: Cecilia, a young 

noblewoman devoted to God, was betrothed to a young man named 

Valerian. On their wedding night, Cecilia persuaded Valerian to spare 

her virginity, convert and be baptized.  Valerian and his brother set 

about the task of burying the Christians slain by the Romans, but were 

arrested and put to death. Cecilia continued to preach and convert souls 

to the faith but was herself arrested and condemned to death by 

suffocation in her own steam bath. She remained unharmed, and an executioner was then 

summoned to behead her. Despite being struck three times, Cecilia lived on for three days during 

which she continued to preach to the assembled crowds.  So although most musical settings 

dedicated to St. Cecilia tend to be celebratory in nature her life story is rather gruesome! 

 

The association of St. Cecilia with music dates back to fourteenth- century artworks in which she 

is depicted playing an organ.  This representation was based on a poem which described that 

while musicians played at her wedding she sang in her heart to God only.  The latin “cantantibus 

organis” was apparently interpreted to mean Cecilia was the organist.  

 

 Messe solennelle de Sainte Cécile was composed by Charles 

Gounod in 1855.  Gounod, one of the leading French composers 

of his time, is known today mostly for his operas Faust and 

Romeo and Juliet and, of course, his Ave Maria.  His first 

significant success, however, was in sacred music and he wrote 

over fifteen settings of the Mass, six oratorios, two Requiems 

and many smaller liturgical works.  Messe solennelle firmly 

established Gounod as the leading sacred music composer of his 

time.  Today the Sanctus is a standard part of the repertoire of 

many church choirs and the solo is a favorite of tenors 

everywhere. 

 

The Mass combines Gounod’s operatic lyricism with his sense of 

piety and moderation.  The orchestration is lush and full, calling 

for six harps, four bassoons, strings and organ as part of a large orchestra.  However, since he 

intended the work for both stage and church he also prepared an organ score accompaniment 

which the Mastersingers present in this performance.  The work is largely homophonic but 

utilizes Romantic harmonies with more classical structures.  He exquisitely melds lyrical phrases 

with motivic references to Gregorian chant. 

 

Camille Saint-Saëns attended the premiere and wrote: 

“The appearance of the Messe Sainte-Cécile caused a kind of shock. This simplicity, this 

grandeur, this serene light which rose before the musical world like a breaking dawn, troubled 

people enormously . . . at first one was dazzled, then charmed, then conquered.” 

  

 


