
 
153 

The Singing of Psalms in the Middle Ages1 
 

Anne Bagnall Yardley2 

ayardley@drew.edu  

 
Abstraksi 

 
Raja Daud dengan harpanya merupakan ikon musik Kekristenan yang paling dikenal di sepanjang abad. 
Ikon ini menggambarkan tentang signifikansi menyanyikan Mazmur dalam tradisi Kekristenan. Namun 
bertolakbelakang dengan penggambaran instrumen musik dan referensinya terhadap instrumen musik 
lainnya dalam Mazmur, kita mengalami kesulitan dalam memperoleh informasi yang akurat tentang 
bagaimana Mazmur dinyanyikan di gereja pada millennium pertama. Dalam artikel ini, penulis berharap 
dapat menguraikan secara singkat apa yang telah ditemukan oleh para ahli tentang bernyanyi Mazmur pada 
abad-abad permulaan, serta mengeksplorasi lebih jauh praktik bernyanyi Mazmur pada akhir abad 
Pertengahan. Dalam konteks pekerjaan yang dilakukan para musisi gereja, penulis ingin untuk mendekati 
materi ini mengajukan beberapa pertanyaan, yaitu: peranan apa yang dimainkan oleh Mazmur dalam 
kehidupan spiritual umat pada abad Pertengahan? Aspek musik apa saja yang memberi kontribusi terhadap 
pengalaman spiritual umat? Apa yang dapat kita pelajari dari pengalaman gereja pada abad Pertengahan 
sehingga memperbaharui cara bernyanyi Mazmur umat pada masa kini? 
 

Abstract 
 

King David with his harp is the most common icon for Christian music throughout the centuries reflecting 
the importance of psalm singing within the Christian tradition. Yet despite the depiction of a musical 
instrument and references to musical instruments throughout the psalms, it is quite difficult to get accurate 
information about the actual performance of the psalms in the first millennium of the church. In this article, I 
hope to sketch out some of what scholars have discovered about psalm singing in the early middle ages and 
to explore in greater depth the practices of psalmody in the later middle ages. In the context of the work of 
church musicians, I want to approach this material asking a few questions: What role did psalms play in the 
spiritual lives of people in the middle ages? What aspects of the music contributed to their spiritual 
experience? What can we learn from the experience of the medieval church that might help us renew psalm 
singing in our churches today?  
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Psalm Singing in the First Millennium 

 Scholars have been frustrated by their inability to trace real connections between 

Jewish and Christian music in the first century of the Common Era.3 While it would seem 

safe to assume that Jewish Christians brought musical practices with them, there really is 

very little direct evidence of musical performances in worship at this time period. We do of 

                                                            
 1 This article was originally prepared for presentation at the Simposium  Mazmur sponsored by 
Yamuger January 19-21, 2012 and the Seminar Internasional Musik Gereja hosted by Satya Wacana 
Christian University on January 24, 2012. 
 2 Associate Dean and Associate Professor of Music at Drew Theological Seminary, USA 
 3 See for example J.A. Smith, “First-Century Christian Singing and Its Relationship to 
Contemporary Jewish Religious Song,” Music & Letters, Vol. 75, No. 1 (Feb., 1994), pp. 1-15. For a detailed 
discussion of the entire first millennium see the lengthy volume by Christopher Page, The Christian West and 
Its Singers: The First Thousand Years, Yale University Press, 2010. 
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course have the biblical passages such as that in Colossians 3:16 – “Let the word of Christ 

dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; and with gratitude in 

your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God.” (NRSV) While we in the 21st 

century make distinctions between psalms and hymns for example, scholars believe that 

the Greek terms are used interchangeably and do not refer to distinct repertoires. Thus it is 

difficult to know precisely what Paul is exhorting the early church to sing.  

 By the 4th century we do have information available that provides a somewhat 

clearer picture of Christian worship and the role of music in that worship. There are two 

different strands that clearly contributed to the development of psalm singing in this 

period:  The known practices of desert monastics in Egypt and the development of so-

called cathedral liturgy in the urban areas. One of the clearest depictions of worship 

practices comes from Egeria, a Spanish nun, who visited Jerusalem around 400 C.E. After 

a detailed description of worship she writes:  
 

But among all these details this is very plain, that suitable psalms or antiphons are always sung; those 

at night, those in the morning, and those through the day, whether at the sixth hour or ninth hour or at 

vespers, being always suitable and intelligible as pertaining to the matter at hand.4 

 

From her description it is clear that lay people as well as monastics and clergy participated 

in singing. Scholars believe that by 400 the two strands mentioned above had already come 

together in the formation of the Christian liturgy.5 The practice of singing several psalms in 

succession in numerical order came from the desert monastics. The choice of specific 

psalms appropriate to morning or evening came from the cathedral liturgies. Several 

writers of the late 4th century talk about the psalms at great length including Basil, John 

Chrysostom and Ambrose. John Chrysostom writes, “For nothing so arouses the soul, 

gives it wing, sets it free from the earth, releases it from the prison of the body, teaches it 

to love wisdom and to condemn all the things of this life, as concordant melody and sacred 

song composed in rhythm.”6 The writers, whether they are enthusiastic about music or 

concerned about its power, all indicate that psalm singing of the time was an emotional 

experience for singers and listeners. Even with all of the descriptions that we have, 

                                                            
 4 As cited in Pierro Weiss and Richard Taruskin, Music in the Western World: A History in 
Documents, Schirmer Books, 1984, p.23. 
 5 See for example James W. McKinnon, “Desert Monasticism and the Later Fourth-Century 
Psalmodic Movement,” Music & Letters, Vol. 75, No. 4 (Nov., 1994), pp. 505-521. 
 6 As cited in James W. McKinnon, p. 516. 
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however, we do not have any way of reconstructing the actual sound of these psalms.  For 

our purposes it is important to note that people gathered together to sing psalms, that this 

singing was an important part of their corporate spiritual life, and that the music itself – 

beyond the text – was a critical aspect of the experience.  

 St. Basil the Great’s Homily on Psalm 1 spells this out very clearly:  
 

A psalm forms friendships, unites those separated, conciliates those at enmity. Who, indeed, can still 

consider him an enemy with whom he has uttered the same prayer to God? So that psalmody, bringing 

about choral singing, a bond, as it were, toward unity, and joining the people into a harmonious union 

of one choir, produces also the greatest of blessings, charity.7 

 

 I love this vision of the importance of singing together and its possibilities for 

forming bonds. However, I am also a practicing church musician and know that the 

members of my church choir still manage to disagree even after singing wonderful psalms 

and anthems together!  

 One final mention from the late 4th century comes again from St. John Chrysostom. 

He writes to describe the importance of the psalms: 
 

In church when vigils are observed David is first, middle, and last. At the singing of the morning 

canticles David is first, middle, and last. At funerals and burials of the dead again David is first, 

middle, and last. O wondrous thing! Many who have no knowledge of letters at all nonetheless know 

all of David and can recite him from beginning to end. And not only in the cities and in the churches, 

in all seasons and for ages past, has David illuminated all our lives, but also in the fields and in the 

wilderness. In monasteries, in the chorus of the holy angelic host, David is first, middle, and last. And 

in convents, where virgins gather to imitate Mary, David is first, middle and last.8 

 

Here we are back to David as the iconic composer and we begin to grasp the pervasiveness 

of the psalms in the early church.  

 During the 4th – 6th centuries a number of “rules” began to appear to govern 

monastics living together in community. The rule written by Benedict of Nursia (c.480-

547) became the most popular rule and set the worship patterns for monastic communities 

throughout the middle ages and beyond. In Chapter 18 of the rule, Benedict sets out the 

pattern for singing all 150 psalms each week. He writes: 

                                                            
 7 Weiss and Taruskin, p. 26. 
 8 Weiss and Taruskin, p. 26-27. 
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For monks who in a week’s time say less than the full psalter with the customary canticles betray 

extreme indolence and lack of devotion in their service. We read, after all, that our holy Fathers, 

energetic as they were, did all this in a single day. Let us hope that we, lukewarm as we are, can 

achieve it in a whole week. 

 

 The rule, followed by the vast majority of monastic houses, solidified the 

importance of the psalms in western Christian worship and guaranteed that they would 

maintain an important place in the development of music. Even monastics who followed 

other rules usually maintained a very similar liturgical distribution of the psalms.  

 Although this and other evidence provide us with some knowledge of when psalms 

were sung, we still do not know reliably how they were sung. Scholars believe that prior to 

the late 8th century much of monastic psalmody was sung by individual soloists rather than 

collectively.9 In some cases apparently the nuns and monks would take turns singing a 

psalm going in order from most senior to least senior. Each monk or nun was expected to 

take a turn and the other monks and nuns were expected to meditate on the psalm as it was 

sung.  

 Two contemporary chant groups – Dialogus  and Sequentia have joined forces in 

an attempt to recreate some of the chant as it might have existed before it became more 

regularized under Charlemagne as “Gregorian” Chant. On this recording from their CD 

entitled “Chant Wars” they present Psalm 126 as solo psalmody as it might have been 

performed in Rome.10 I can imagine sitting in church and meditating on the psalm text as I 

hear a soloist sing this.  

 Somewhere around the end of the 8th century, choral recitation of the psalms began 

to replace the solo performance. As Joseph Dyer points out, this shift had profound 

implications for musical practices. He writes: 

  
The simultaneous singing of the psalm verses by a large group of untrained singers demanded the 

development of some general principles that could be followed by the entire choir. Instead of the 

liberty allowed a solo psalmist in the choice of formula and text adaptation, there was now urgent 

need for general agreement on the ways all 150 psalms could be sung chorally and linked with a 

                                                            
 9 See Joseph Dyer, “The Singing of Psalms in the Early-Medieval Office,” Speculum, Vol. 64, No. 3 
(Jul., 1989), pp. 535-578. 
 10 Chant Wars, Sequentia and Dialogos. 
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changing repertoire of antiphons. The entire choir would have to select the same cadence formulae 

from the many possibilities available. Standardization and discipline became high priorities.11 

 

 Not surprisingly, this change appears about the time that music notation is 

beginning to develop. Some of the impetus for developing notation was undoubtedly from 

the efforts to standardize the liturgy under the leadership of Charlemagne (c. 742-814). 

Since the change from solo to choral singing appears to pre-date the development of 

notation, it may well have been another important factor in pushing that process.   

 The creation of a music notation system marks an important watershed in the study 

of music. This development is perhaps the greatest contribution of western music to the 

world. It allows us the opportunity to study music from the past because it was written 

down. It also creates a sense of historical artifacts.   

 In the earliest notated manuscripts, the symbols are “heighted” showing relative 

pitch by whether they move up or down. It is not possible for scholars to reconstruct this 

early notation precisely, but the contours of the chant can be compared with later notated 

versions. 

 One of the disadvantages of musical notation is that it often tends to encourage a 

certain rigidity as the way a piece is written down becomes the “right” way to sing it. 

Musical cultures that are transmitted orally often retain more flexibility in transmission and 

performance although certainly many oral traditions insist on an exact reproduction of 

sound from teacher to student. In any event, the advent of notation in western music means 

that by the 11th and 12th century we can actually gain a sense of what psalm singing 

sounded like.  

 

The Recitation of Psalmody 

 The monks of Solesmes set out in the late 19th century to recover the chant 

tradition. They collated numerous medieval manuscripts. They created books for people to 

sing from.  No group has had as much influence on how chant was performed during most 

of the 20th century as the Solesmes monks. In listening to a chanted psalm, you can hear 

the difference between the more melodious antiphon and the actual recitation of the psalm. 

Antiphons are short chants that precede and follow the psalm. They developed in the early 

church liturgy to emphasize either a particular verse of the psalm or to tie the psalm to a 

                                                            
 11 Dyer, p. 546-7. 



JURNAL MUSIK  VOL. 2. NO. 3   JULI 2011 

 
158 

specific liturgical occasion. Their text is often taken from the psalm itself. In this way one 

particular line is set apart and emphasized. The recitation of the psalm itself is 

predominately on one note known as the recitation tone. There is a melodic inflection in 

the middle of the line and one at the end of the line.  These inflections follow the accentual 

pattern of the text. The focus in psalmody is on the text. The liner notes from a CD of the 

Solesmes monks offers this tribute to the power of Gregorian psalmody:  

 
These two cadences, which in themselves provide all the necessary variety, represent the only 

specifically musical element in psalmody; aside from this, there is only the text, which brings into 

play the factors of Latin accentuation. Psalmody is thus characterized by extreme sobriety but at the 

same time it has a perfect refinement which admirably enhances prayerful meditation on the inspired 

texts. Considered alone, the well balanced formulas of the psalm tones would be sufficient proof of 

the high artistic value of the entire Gregorian repertory. And, because of their rhythmic and modal 

flexibility and the intimate relations of their musical structure to the accentuation of the Latin text, the 

Gregorian psalm tones will always remain the accomplished and unequalled model for all types of 

psalmody.12 

 

 While many Protestants would certainly disagree with this assessment, it is worth 

noting some of the strengths of the plainchant tradition. The poetry of the psalms is not 

metrically regular. Thus verses can be very short or very long. The plainchant tradition 

allows for this flexibility through the recitation tone which lasts as long as necessary to fit 

in all the syllables. The repetition on one tone keeps the music from becoming the focus of 

the singing and keeps the mind on the text.  

 We turn now to look at how the nuns and monks of the middle ages sang all 150 

psalms each week. In addition to the daily mass, there were eight services sung each day in 

keeping with the biblical injunction that God’s praise should be constantly on our lips. The 

daily office included  

• Matins  –  2:00am [8th hour of the night] 

• Lauds   –  5:30am [daybreak] 

• Prime   –  6:00am 

• Terce   –  9:00am 

• Sext   –  Noon  

• None   –  3:00pm 

                                                            
 12 CD liner notes Vespers and Compline, The Monastic Choir of St. Peter’s Abbey, Solesmes. 
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• Vespers  –  5:30 [before dark] 

• Compline  –  before retiring 

 Matins was by far the most complex and longest of these services. While there are 

differences between its structure in the cathedrals and “secular” establishments and those 

in monasteries, either 9 or 12 psalms were sung daily at this service. Each of these psalms 

has its own antiphon. Matins also included readings from scripture, from the patristic or 

hagiographical literature, and from homilies on the gospels. The readings were followed by 

sung responsory chants which often included psalm verses as part of the text.  

 Each of the other offices also included psalms – 5 each at Lauds and Vespers and 3 

each at the other “lesser” hours.  At the lesser hours there was just one antiphon that 

preceded the group of psalms and was repeated at its end. For Lauds, Vespers, and Matins 

each psalm had its own antiphon that was sung before and after the psalm.  The antiphons 

varied according to the liturgical season or occasion but the psalms themselves stayed 

constant.13 However, since the particular reciting tone for each psalm depends on the 

antiphon, the musical recitation of the psalm changes frequently.   

 The performance choices of the Solesmes monks are not the only ones available to 

us in the 21st century. If you listen, for example to a performance by the musicians of the 

Early Music Institute of Psalm 92 with an antiphon in honor of St. Ursula you will hear 

something very different.14 It is sung by women’s voices and the psalm chant and the 

alternate sides of the choir hold their last note as the other voices enter with the next psalm 

verse. Many people associate medieval music with the sound of unaccompanied men’s 

voices. Communities of nuns also sang chant following the same liturgical year and the 

same Benedictine rule. The antiphons on this recording were composed by a 12th century 

German nun, Hildegard of Bingen, who left over eighty liturgical compositions.  

 

The Church Modes and Psalmody 

 The music of medieval chant is organized around 8 melodic modes. Pitch was 

relative during the middle ages but the theoretical understanding of the modes has them 

each start on a different pitch. These are scales that have different interval patterns which 

are formed by starting on different notes and using no sharps or flats.   
                                                            
 13 Readers who want more detailed information can consult John Harper, the Forms and Orders of 
Western Liturgy from the Tenth to the Eighteenth Century: A Historical Introduction and Guide for Students 
and Musicians (1991). In the appendices of this volume Harper sets out the exact sequence of psalms. 
 14 As cited from Donald J. Grout and Claude Palisca, A History of Western Music, 4th edition (New 
York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1988), p. 76. 
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Musical Example: The Medieval Church Modes 

C= do  

Dorian :   2   3   4   5   6   7   1  2  final = 2; tenor = 6 

Hypodorian :   6  7   1   2   3   4   5   6  final = 2; tenor = 4 

Phrygian :   3   4   5   6   7   1   2   3   final = 3; tenor = 1 

Hypophrygian :   7  1  2  3   4   5   6   7   final = 3; tenor = 6 

Lydian :   4   5   6   7   1   2   3   4   final = 4; tenor = 1 

Hypolydian :   1   2   3   4   5   6   7   1   final = 4; tenor = 6 

Mixolydian :   5   6   7   1   2   3   4   5   final = 5; tenor = 2 

Hypomixolydian :  2   3   4   5   6   7   1   2  final = 5; tenor = 1 

 Each of these modes has a psalm tone or multiple psalm tones associated with it. 

The psalm tone uses the tenor as the reciting note and the final as the ending note.  

 So, for example, a psalm in 8th mode may be sung to this tone.  

Psalm Tone – 8th mode  

C= do 

5  6  1  1   1  1   1  2  1  *  1  1  1  1  1  7 1  6  5 

 The main part of the text is sung on 1 and the endings make us of the inflections 

indicated. The first two notes are only used to start the psalm and not on succeeding verses 

which start right off on the tenor.  

 Part of the complexity of psalm tones is that there are different endings in order to 

lead back smoothly into the repeat of the antiphon so psalm singing in the Middle Ages 

required that the performers knew the correct antiphon for the liturgical occasion and then 

chose the right psalm tone to go with that. 

 

Psalms in the Educational Life of the Middle Ages 

 Memorizing the psalms in Latin was one of the first thing medieval school children 

learned to do. As summarized by William M. Green, Hugo of St. Victor, writing around 

1130, offers advice on memorization: 

  
The treasures of wisdom, it is said, must be properly classified and stored in the compartments of the 

mind, just as a money changer separates the coins in his till. Data may be arranged by number, place 

and time. Numbers are visualized in a line, with the proper data attached to each. For example, in 

memorizing the one hundred fifty Psalms, the opening words of each are associated with the proper 
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number. According to “place,” one fixes in the mind images of the pages of a book, together with such 

details as the color and shapes of the letters, and the place where the book was read.15 

 

 If you were memorizing Psalm 1and looking at a medieval psalter, you could 

visualize David and his harp along with the first line “Beatus vir qui non abiit in consilio 

impiorum.” You could see the little illustrations at the end of each verse. You could picture 

in your mind the beginning of Psalm 2 with a smaller illuminated letter at the bottom of the 

page. You would also have in your ear the sounds of reading the psalm aloud.  

 In American culture today it seems almost unbelievable that anyone would 

memorize all 150 psalms. In Indonesian culture, however, I believe it seems a bit more 

possible since many children here memorize the Qu’ran.  In the medieval period, the 

psalms were then used as a primary tool for teaching grammar to young people.  So we can 

expect that most nuns and monks as well as a great many lay people could recite the 

psalms from memory. The many extant psalters, some with wonderful illustrations, testify 

to the role of the written word in helping this process.  

 Many medieval psalters also included prayers, the office of the dead, and other 

devotional material. There are records of psalters being given to children to learn from, to 

couples as a wedding present, and as gifts from one person to another.  Reading in the 

middle ages involved reading aloud quietly rather than reading silently so as young people 

read the psalms they would have been repeating them aloud. As many of us here can 

pronounce and sing Latin but not translate it, so in the middle ages there were people who 

had the skills to “read and sing” but had not moved much beyond that in their education.  

 By the 14th century, many lay people of the wealthier classes had acquired a Book 

of Hours. This volume featured the offices in honor of the Virgin Mary including all of the 

psalms to be recited. Sometimes they were bound together with a psalter. Almost always 

they included some other devotional material. In some small number of cases, the books of 

hours included musical notation for some items. This appearance of music raises an 

interesting question about the possible musical recitation of the psalms by lay people at 

home.  

 Commentaries on the psalms also formed an important part of devotional reading in 

the middle ages. Verses in the psalms were interpreted as foreshadowing Christian events 

and as offering instruction on how to live one’s life.  So medieval Christians not only sang 
                                                            
 15 William M. Green, “Hugo of St. Victor: De Tribus Maximis Circumstantiis Gestorum” Speculum, 
18:4 (October, 1943), pp. 484-493. 
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the psalms, they also contemplated them in a practice known as “lectio divina” – a 

meditative way of listening to scripture very carefully and praying with it. So part of the 

spiritual practice of monastics and, to a lesser extent, many lay people, was not only 

chanting the psalms but also praying over them.  Here for example is a short section of the 

commentary on Psalm 1 written by the 13th century Dominican theologian Thomas 

Aquinas:  

 
This psalm stands out distinctly from all the rest of the work: for it does not have a title, but it is, as it 

were, the title of the entire work. But David also composed the Psalms by the mode of one who is 

praying, which does not hold to one mode, but is varied according to the diverse feelings and 

movements of the one who prays. Thus this first psalm expresses the feeling of a man who is lifting 

his eyes to the entire state of the world and considering how some do well, while others fail. And 

Christ is the first among the blessed ones; Adam the first among the evil ones. But it should be noted, 

that in one all come together, and in two they differ. They agree in happiness, which all seek; they 

differ in the way to happiness, and in the outcome, because some reach it, and others do not. Thus this 

psalm is divided in two parts. In the first part is described the way of all to happiness. In the second 

part is described the outcome, where it says, And he shall be like a tree which is planted near the 

running waters etc.16 

 Note that Aquinas introduces Christ as the prototype of the good man and Adam as 

the prototype of the evil man and then goes on to suggest that our decisions may lead to 

happiness or to unhappiness/sinfulness. This is just the opening of his commentary which 

goes on to consider individual phrases of the psalm and to bring to bear his own 

commentary and passages from the New Testament. In this way the psalms become not 

just the poetry of the Jewish people but also appropriated to a Christian understanding.  

 Now I would like to turn back to the three questions that I raised at the beginning of 

this article: What role did psalms play in the spiritual lives of people in the middle ages? 

What aspects of the music contributed to their spiritual experience? What can we learn 

from the experience of the medieval church that might help us renew psalm singing in our 

churches today?  

 

Psalms and Spirituality 

 I believe that it is very hard for us to over-estimate the importance of psalms to 

people in the middle ages. As I have indicated, for nuns and monks they were the absolute 

                                                            
 16 Taken from http://dhspriory.org/thomas/PsalmsAquinas/ThoPs1.htm accessed November 11, 
2011. 
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bedrock of their entire liturgy. They were memorized at an early age and all 150 psalms 

were chanted weekly. Verses from the psalms served as the texts for many other portions 

of the liturgy as well. Commentaries on the psalms formed the basis for much devotional 

reading. The techniques for memorizing the psalms connected the number of the psalm 

with the opening line of the psalm so that people could run through an index in their mind 

to find the right psalm.  

 For lay people the psalms were also extremely important. Literate lay people also 

learned psalms as children. Up until the 14th century, psalters were the basic devotional 

book owned by wealthier members of society. In the 14th and 15th centuries, the medieval 

Book of Hours became the lay devotional book. It also includes many psalms as the 

recitation of the Hours of the Virgin includes the recitation of several psalms daily. Lay 

people often recited the Office of the Dead for their loved ones as well, another liturgical 

observance that includes several psalms.  

Grover Zinn, in his introduction to The Place of the Psalms in the Intellectual Culture of 

the Middle Ages writes: 
 

Whatever the literary/religious origins of the Psalms, for medieval men and women the Psalms were 

divinely inspired songs written by King David. The Psalms not only reflected the joy and sadness of 

David’s own life, with its oscillations between conquest, sickness, betrayal, divine intervention, 

despair, infidelity, joy, and steadfastness, the Psalms were also seen as a true compendium of 

Christian theology, words and praise for the Triune God, a sure guide for an upright life, and a vast 

collection of poetic texts that could become one’s own personal words of prayer in all seasons and 

conditions of the human pilgrimage through this life.17 

 

 The psalms, in essence, served as the memorized prayers of the period. In this way 

they were available to laity, clergy and monastics at any hour of the day or night. In many 

cases people may well have memorized the Latin and had a general sense of what the 

psalm meant but not have been able to translate it precisely. So the very sound of Latin 

itself became part of the prayer experience.  

 

The Role of Music in Psalm-Singing 

 As we move to discuss the role of music in psalm-singing, I would invite you to 

find a recording of psalm singing. As you listen, I invite you to ask yourself what effect the 
                                                            
 17 Nancy Van Deusen, ed. The Place of the Psalms in the Intellectual Culture of the Middle Ages, 
(Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 1999), p.p. xi-xii. 
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music has on you? You might find it soothing or irritating. Maybe it enhances the meaning 

of the psalm for you and maybe it detracts from your meditation.  

 I listen to this with the ears of a person raised on the western classical music 

tradition. Thus I hear the music with a different set of ears than someone in medieval 

Europe . You listen with your own musical traditions.  Some of the things that I hear that 

makes the musical recitation of the psalm spiritually alive for me are:  

• A comforting sense of repetition 

• A sense of the poetic configuration of the psalms into verses 

• Silence in the middle of each verse offering a sense of spaciousness  

• The sound of the Latin text  

• Simplicity – just one melody with no instrumental sounds or percussion  

 For me this musical style is different from many other styles that I listen to and 

certainly from the music that surrounds me in shopping malls and on the radio. In that 

sense it sets it apart as a sacred style.  

 For the psalm singer, the experience involves more.  Singing the psalms in a group 

requires careful listening and experience of working together so that the singing can truly 

be in unison. Since there is no regular metrical beat this is challenging. The singers also 

breathe together which helps to build a sense of unity. And the singer has to concentrate on 

the contour of the text in order to change notes at the right time. Although chant tones are 

simple musically, they require a lot of attentiveness in order sing them well. They do not, 

however, require extensive vocal training or a wide vocal range.  

 

Relevance for Churches Today 

 What lessons can we learn that might be relevant to church life in the 21st century? 

Since you are the experts on your own churches, I can only make some suggestions of 

things you might consider. Only you and your church community can think carefully about 

the potential value of psalm singing. I would like to propose a few things we might learn 

from the Middle Ages.  

 If psalm singing is to be important in our congregations, the psalms themselves 

need to play an important part in the worship service. How does each of our congregations 

view the psalms. For the medieval lay person the texts were internalized at an early age. 

People were expected to grow in their knowledge and understanding as they grew older. 

Perhaps we could start by focusing on a few psalms and encouraging people to “pray” the 
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psalms – to really spend time in personal meditation – and to memorize some psalms. 

From that base we could begin to teach them to sing those few psalms.  

 Musically, I think it is important that each congregation think about what music 

might be most effective in bringing the importance of psalmody into the worship and 

theology of the individual congregation. Are there melodic patterns that are embedded in 

the ears of most Indonesians that could serve as a fundamental “psalm tone”? The 

medieval ear was familiar with the basic scale patterns used in medieval psalmody.  Could 

the psalms be sung in Indonesian to a repetitious tone? Would there be a way that the 

sounds of the gongs could be used to mark spaces in the chanting of psalms? Or would that 

sound be too connected to other forms of music to be useful?  

 These are the types of questions that musicians need to ask in order to bring some 

of the benefits of medieval psalmody to the contemporary church. I hope that you will 

explore them fully.  
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