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It happened while I was doing the dishes. 

  

It happened because of an odd thing that has come with aging, in a long parade of 

odd things. The music I listen to has gotten older. Music is important in my life, as 

it is for most people. In recent years I have become increasingly attracted to music 

of the Renaissance. In my neck of the world, its fan base is incredibly small. Many 

of my friends regard it as a harmless but unlistenable personality defect. 

 

Almost all of the music I am passionate about – from the late 1400s to early 1600s 

– comes from a time of fatalism and poverty, of plague and Inquisition, of common 

childhood mortality, of dangerous medicine. Aging opened me up to what I think is 

the purpose of this music: it’s a drug for the soul, always ethereal, occasionally 

ecstatic. The polyphony beckons full engagement. And sometimes the music 

becomes personal, digging deep into my psyche and soul. 

 

It happened as I listened to the motet, Versa est in luctum, from a mass for the dead 

composed by a Spanish priest during the Inquisition. His name was Tomás Luis de 

Victoria, and he composed some of the most emotionally powerful music I have 

heard. I had no idea music like this was being written long before Mahler and the 

Righteous Brothers. 

 

The motet has a hook in it, a slowly pulsating wail about halfway through the four-

minute work. As it floats above the mourners, the wail is intensified by its restraint. 

 

It happened even though I had heard the piece a dozen times. As I stood there 

washing the dishes, the wail came, and I fell to the floor sobbing nearly to 

suffocation, my body heaving. I had been overcome by the strongest feeling of 

grief I have ever experienced. I was grieving for everyone I have ever loved who is 

gone. It was the first time I had openly, passionately grieved for my mother, whose 

death affected me the most. And I grieved for many friends – too many – among 

the departed. And I grieved for my father, which was a long time coming. 
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“Versa est in luctum cithara mea…. My harp is turned to mourning, and my music 

into the voice of those that weep.” 

 

It has become a reminder to love more those who remain. 

 

 

 

 

Editor’s Note 

This essay was originally published in the anthology Stories of Music, Volume 1, 

Timbre Press, 2015, edited by Holly E. Tripp. 
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