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Bulgarian Church Music – The Mission of Dobri 
Hristov

Svetlana Kujumdzieva

The creative activity of the great Bulgarian composer, performer and 
researcher Dobri Hristov reveals his deep interest in the field of church 
music – the type of music that is not only closely related to liturgical practice, 
but also represents a significant part of the entire Bulgarian musical culture, 
capable of both expressing and fostering patriotic and artistic ideals. Dobri 
Hristov assigned to this music great tasks – to achieve high artistic value and 
to radiate a strong national character. These are also tasks that influence the 
professional training and skills of any composer, as well as the Bulgarian 
musical and historical heritage. The question “What is our true national 
church singing, and on what basis will our new artistic singing be built so 
as to correspond to the contemporary state of musical art?“ was of interest 
to Dobri Hristov throughout his endeavours in the field of church music. 
He was among the first to present the history of old Bulgarian music. His 
liturgical works, and especially his two liturgies, bring into focus the trends 
he defended in the country’s musical and cultural life. It is emphasised 
that they are an expression of his aspiration to reform church music in the 
country, to redirect it towards polyphonic practice, and to create music with 
a distinct national character according to contemporary musical thinking. 
At the same time, they also fulfil the author’s longing to create, as he says, 
“a new national body of church-singing literature with which our church 
was renowned in the distant past, both at home and abroad.” His First 
Liturgy was composed for the consecration of the Patriarchal Cathedral 
of St. Alexander Nevsky in Sofia in 1924. It is the most significant and 
representative a cappella work in the Bulgarian choir literature of the first 
half of the 20th century. It is notable for its compositional artistry, its richness 
of melodic invention and religious emotion. The Liturgy holds a prominent 
place among the finest masterpieces in the field of European Orthodox 
music, such as the liturgical works of Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, Sergey 
Rachmaninoff, and Aleksandr Grechaninov. However, the generation of 
composers after World War I was fully oriented toward modern secular 
European music. For this generation, Bulgarian church music attracted 
little interest and was not considered a priority.
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и утвърждаване у нас на новата западноевропейска музикална гра-
мотност и образованост, за формиране на вкус и критерии към  нея. 
То участва и в процеса на осмисляне на новата българска музика 
като духовно-художествена област, способна да внушава и изразява 
различни чувства и настроения, да се оцени като изкуство. В същото 
време това творчество е израз на стремежа за реформиране на цър-
ковната музика в страната, за пренасочването ѝ към многогласната 
практика, за създаване на музика с ярък национален характер спо-
ред съвременните разбирания на времето. Връх в него безспорно са 
литургиите на Добри Христов. Връх, но в залеза на литургическата 
традиция в България, която през 30-те години на ХХ век „слиза“ от 
историческата сцена13, постепенно се затваря в църквите и се връща 
към първоначалното си предназначение – да обслужва църковния 
ритуал. В определен исторически период обаче литургичните про-
изведения на Добри Христов и специално двете му литургии пред-
ставят съществен дял от формиращата се нова българска музикална 
култура и на практика осъществяват копнежа на автора към създа-
ване на „нова родна църковнопевческа литература, с каквато в да-
лечното ни минало се е славела родната ни църква у нас и вън от 
границите“ [Христов / Hristov, 1934].
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