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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 thatis 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 20" 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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