seven last words of christ dubois

Seven Last Words of Christ Dubois is a powerful oratorio composed by the French
composer Charles Gounod in 1855, which has become a staple in the classical music
repertoire. The piece reflects on the final statements of Jesus Christ as he hung on the
cross, drawing on the profound emotional and spiritual implications of these words. Not
only does this work capture the essence of Christ’s suffering, but it also serves as a
reflection on themes of redemption, sacrifice, and salvation. In this article, we will delve
into the background of this remarkable composition, its structure, themes, and the
enduring impact it has had on both music and religious thought.

Background of the Composition

The Historical Context

The oratorio "Seven Last Words of Christ" was composed at a time when Europe was
experiencing significant social, political, and religious upheaval. The mid-19th century was
marked by the rise of Romanticism, which emphasized emotion and individual expression in
art and literature. This environment likely influenced Gounod’s decision to explore profound
spiritual themes through music.

Charles Gounod: A Brief Biography

Charles Gounod (1818-1893) was a prominent figure in the French music scene, best known
for his operas, particularly "Faust" and "Romeo et Juliette." His musical style was
characterized by lyrical melodies and rich harmonies, often blending elements of opera with
symphonic music. Gounod was deeply influenced by his Catholic faith, which played a
crucial role in his compositional choices and thematic explorations.

Inspiration for the Work

The "Seven Last Words of Christ" is inspired by the biblical accounts of Jesus' final
utterances as recorded in the Gospels. These words encapsulate the suffering and
humanity of Christ during his crucifixion, making them a profound subject for musical
interpretation. Gounod’s work is intended to evoke a deep emotional response, inviting
listeners to reflect on the significance of these last words.

Structure of the Oratorio



Overview of the Composition

The oratorio consists of seven movements, each corresponding to one of Christ's last
words. Gounod’s composition employs a blend of choral, orchestral, and solo vocal
elements, creating an immersive and poignant experience for the audience. The seven
movements are as follows:

1. Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do. (Luke 23:34)
2. Today shalt thou be with me in paradise. (Luke 23:43)

3. Woman, behold thy son! Behold thy mother! (John 19:26-27)

. My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me? (Matthew 27:46)

5. I thirst. (John 19:28)

6. It is finished. (John 19:30)

7. Father, into thy hands | commend my spirit. (Luke 23:46)

N

Musical Elements

Gounod’s oratorio incorporates various musical elements that enhance the emotional depth
of the text:

- Choral Writing: The choral sections are rich and harmonious, often echoing the sentiments
of the text. The choir serves as a collective voice, reflecting the communal aspect of faith
and mourning.

- Instrumentation: The orchestration is carefully crafted to underscore the emotional weight
of each movement. Strings, woodwinds, and brass create a lush soundscape that
complements the vocal lines.

- Solo Vocal Lines: Gounod utilizes soloists to convey personal and intimate expressions of
faith, allowing for a more direct connection to the emotional gravity of each last word.

Thematic Exploration

Redemption and Forgiveness

One of the central themes of the "Seven Last Words of Christ" is the notion of redemption.
The first movement, “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do,” highlights the
theme of forgiveness. This profound statement emphasizes Christ's compassion even in the
face of suffering, inviting listeners to reflect on the transformative power of forgiveness in
their own lives.

Hope and Salvation

The second movement, “Today shalt thou be with me in paradise,” speaks to the hope and
promise of salvation. This statement, directed toward one of the criminals crucified
alongside Jesus, conveys the message that redemption is available even in the final
moments of life. It serves as a reminder of the grace inherent in faith.



Human Connection and Family

In the third movement, “Woman, behold thy son! Behold thy mother!”, Gounod explores
the theme of human connection and familial love. Through this poignant declaration, Jesus
entrusts the care of his mother to his beloved disciple, reinforcing the importance of
community and support during times of grief.

Despair and Abandonment

The fourth movement, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”, is perhaps the most
emotionally charged. Here, Gounod captures the essence of despair and abandonment that
accompanies suffering. This cry of anguish resonates deeply with listeners, as it reflects a
universal human experience of doubt and pain.

Suffering and Thirst

In the fifth movement, “I thirst,” Gounod underscores the physical suffering of Christ. This
simple yet profound statement evokes empathy, reminding us of the very human aspects of
Christ’s crucifixion. It serves as a reminder of the sacrifices made for the sake of humanity.

Completion and Fulfillment

The sixth movement, “It is finished,” marks a turning point in the narrative. This declaration
signifies the completion of Christ’s earthly mission and the fulfillment of prophetic scripture.
Gounod's music here conveys a sense of peace and resolution, inviting listeners to reflect
on the significance of Christ’s sacrifice.

Commendation and Trust

Finally, in the seventh movement, “Father, into thy hands | commend my spirit,” Gounod
encapsulates the theme of trust in God. This final statement reflects Christ’s unwavering
faith, even in death. The music builds to a climactic resolution, evoking a sense of hope and
assurance that transcends the pain of the crucifixion.

Impact and Legacy

Musical Influence

The "Seven Last Words of Christ" has had a lasting impact on the world of classical music. It
has inspired numerous performances and recordings, and its emotional depth continues to
resonate with audiences around the globe. Many choirs and orchestras include this work in
their repertoires, especially during Holy Week and Easter celebrations.



Religious Significance

Beyond its musical merit, Gounod’s oratorio holds significant religious importance. It serves
as a tool for reflection and meditation, inviting congregations to contemplate the profound
messages contained within Christ's last words. The work has the potential to deepen one's
faith and understanding of the Christian narrative.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the "Seven Last Words of Christ" by Charles Gounod stands as a magnificent
testament to the power of music to convey deep spiritual truths. Through its rich structure
and profound themes, the oratorio invites listeners to engage with the complexities of faith,
suffering, and redemption. Gounod's masterful composition continues to inspire and touch
hearts, ensuring its place in both the musical and religious landscape for generations to
come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the Seven Last Words of Christ as presented
by Dubois?
The Seven Last Words of Christ, as set by Dubois, are a musical composition that reflects on

the final statements of Jesus on the cross, traditionally focusing on themes of forgiveness,
salvation, and fulfillment.

What is the significance of Dubois' setting of the Seven
Last Words?

Dubois' setting is significant because it captures the emotional depth and theological
importance of Christ's final words, enhancing the liturgical experience during Holy Week
and providing a meditative reflection for the audience.

How does Dubois' composition differ from other
interpretations of the Seven Last Words?

Dubois' composition is notable for its orchestral richness and choral harmonies, offering a
unique blend of classical music styles that differ from other interpretations, which may be
more straightforward or minimalist.

In what context is Dubois' Seven Last Words typically
performed?

Dubois' Seven Last Words is typically performed during Lent and Holy Week, especially in
Good Friday services, as a way to reflect on the passion of Christ and the meaning of his
sacrifice.



Who was the composer Dubois, and what is his musical
background?

Camille Saint-Saéns Dubois was a French composer born in the 19th century, known for his
contributions to choral and orchestral music, blending Romantic and liturgical styles in his
works.

What instrumentation is used in Dubois' Seven Last
Words?

Dubois' Seven Last Words typically features a chamber orchestra, including strings,
woodwinds, brass, and percussion, alongside a mixed choir to create a rich and evocative
soundscape.

How do the Seven Last Words of Christ influence
modern worship practices?

The Seven Last Words of Christ influence modern worship practices by providing a
framework for reflection and meditation during Holy Week, often inspiring contemporary
adaptations and new compositions for congregational use.

Are there any notable performances or recordings of
Dubois' Seven Last Words?

Yes, there are several notable performances and recordings of Dubois' Seven Last Words,
including those by renowned choral ensembles and orchestras, which showcase its
emotional depth and musical complexity.
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