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Why is spirituality so closely linked to music and song? Composer Philip Glass has 
said of the chant of Buddhist monks that it is ‘a tradition where the musical and spiritual 
inheritances of the community are really identical’ (Schaefer 14). One might go even further 
and say, with the Rilke of the Sonnets to Orpheus, that ‘Singing is Being’. With contemporary 
advances in the neurosciences, the growing scientific and medical interest in music therapy, 
and the acknowledgement of the role of music and song in many spiritualities and faith 
expressions, as well as ways in which religious allusions and references can be harnessed to 
otherwise secular forms of art, it would seem timely to interrogate such phenomena from 
various scientific and humanistic perspectives and theoretical standpoints. Can non-spiritual 
music and song be considered as granting access to spirituality, as a valid form of 
knock-knock-knocking on heaven’s door, and what kind of ‘heaven’ would that be? François 
Marxer (cf Christus 2009 311-318), for example, offers a ‘spiritual reading’ of Alban Berg’s 
Concerto for Violin. Conversely, purportedly spiritual or religious music and song can of 
course be treated as cultural, anthropological or musicological artefacts. It should be added 
that terms like ‘salvation’ (Adorno 7; Turner passim) and ‘redemption’ (Adorno 20) are used 
in music criticism, whether the music itself be explicitly spiritual or otherwise. What exactly 
makes some songs but not others ‘redemption songs’? 

In a (Western) society marked by a profoundly secular perspective, by which much art 
and architecture is created without a spiritual conception, music retains a strong sense of 
connection with the spiritual or the sacred, whether it be on the part of the composer, the 
musician, or the listener. British musician Jacob Collier (2024) articulates his idea of 
spirituality as precisely that: connection ‘with something massive’, within and without 
himself, with others and with the world, with music but also in other areas. From a technical 
or musicological standpoint, can certain keys, scales, chords, notes, rhythms, or musical 
instruments, be considered as more spiritual than others, that is, more of a stairway to heaven 
than others? And, on a less solemn note, the spirituality of music and song can (even) be an 
irreverent space, one which allows the carnivalesque, the chaotic, the playful and whimsical, 
the spontaneous and the improvisatory to deploy itself (cf Boyce-Tillman 194).   

True music, true singing, has to do with self-surrender, self-abandon, rather than 
self-expression. It is ultimately not an expression of anything: rather, it is being, or life, itself. 
‘True singing is a different breath./A breath around nothing. A breeze in God. A wind.’ 
(Rilke, Sonnets to Orpheus). 
 
The organisers would love to welcome researchers, musicians, and people who are both 
researchers and musicians. Contributions may take the form of traditional academic papers, 
musical performances, creative criticism, or blendings of these approaches. With no pretence 
to exhaustiveness, and along with the above remarks, presentations might focus on: 
 



-​ The phenomenology of spiritual experience linked either to composing music, 
listening to music, alone or as audience member, or to the playing of music (for 
example, musicians’ accounts of spiritual experiences they may have had while 
performing) 

-​ Questions of intention and reception: if the intention behind a work is spiritual, how 
far is it received as such – how far should it be received as such – by an auditor or an 
audience? 

-​ Monastic singing, including Buddhist and Christian, as an intrinsic part of spiritual life 
-​ Sacred choral music in different ecclesial traditions and communities 
-​ Spirituals – the religious songs of black people in America, but also white spirituals; 

and musical compositions based on spirituals such as those of R. Nathaniel Dett 
(1882–1943) 

-​ The nature of religious poetry inspired by music and musicians, a prime example 
being G. M. Hopkins’s ‘Henry Purcell’ 

-​ Musical settings of sacred texts and religious poetry 
-​ The phenomenon of American Christian rock music (Lauren Daigle, Matt Maher, Rich 

Mullins), and the question of cross-over into mainstream genres and reception 
-​ Music associated, rightly or wrongly, with so-called ‘New Age’ spirituality (cf 

Einaudi’s ‘Divenire’) 
-​ Music and song as an experience of time, timeless and eternity, or of ‘infinite space’ 
-​ Music, song, faith and doubt, religious or otherwise 
-​ Possible anti-spirituality in certain pieces or types of music (e.g. some kinds of heavy 

metal) 
-​ Spiritual interpretations of non-spiritual works 
-​ The role of silence in music and spirituality (e.g. John Cage’s 4’ 33’’) 
-​ Music as ritual or liturgical action (not merely as accompaniment to worship but as a 

spiritual act in itself) 
-​ Spirituality and digital music 
-​ Spiritual longing in secular music 
-​ The spiritual dimensions of improvisation, especially in jazz, gospel, or spontaneous 

worship music 
-​ etc. 

 
Please send 150-word proposals for 20-minute presentations in English, accompanied by a 
brief biobiblio, to Raffaella Antinucci raffaella.antinucci@uniparthenope.it and Adrian Grafe 
adrian.grafe@univ-artois.fr by April 30th 2026. Notification of acceptance by May 10th 2026. 
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