
AN INTRODUCTION TO GREGORIAN CHANT

by Dom Benedict Hardy OSB

This essay first appeared as a series of articles in “The Chapter” - a Magazine for Benedictine
Oblates, Spring - Winter 1997. It was produced as a Pluscarden Pamphlet in 1998. Stocks of this
pamphlet are now exhausted.

PART 1

History & Development

“Gregorian” Chant is so named after St. Gregory the Great, who was Pope from 590 - 604.
A mediaeval desire to underpin the authority of this version of Latin liturgical chant - as
opposed, for example, to the slightly differing interpretations of other traditions1 - led to the
legend of its miraculous origin.

“The most holy Gregory was pouring out his prayers to the Lord, asking that
He grant him from on high the gift of music and singing, when the Holy Spirit
descended upon him in the form of a dove. The Spirit lit up his heart, and
immediately he began to sing. This is what he sang: ‘To thee have I lifted up my
soul...’”

This text is set to music - Gregorian, naturally - and designed to precede the Introit for the
first Sunday of Advent: “Ad te levavi” (8th mode) 2. Traditionally, it was sung by monastic
Choirs in "statio", or the assembly place in the cloister, before the entrance procession moved
off. 

Of course, no historian today would accept that St. Gregory personally invented
Gregorian Chant. Many of the pieces in the repertoire were undoubtedly composed long after
his death. But it is also true that he inherited and promoted a tradition that was old long

1Independent traditions of Latin liturgical Chant that survive are the Ambrosian or Milanese, 
Gallican, Old Roman, Mozarabic and Beneventan. Fundamental similarities, of course, unite all these schools of 
Chant.

2It can be heard on the 1996 Downside Abbey recording - "The Abbey"
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before his birth. So the story of the origins of the Chant is much more complex than our
legend would suggest. 

How old is Gregorian Chant? No simple answer can be given to this question. Its most
ancient musical influences are pre-Christian: notably from ancient Greece and from ancient
Israel. Christian liturgy, of course, derives from Jewish models, and it is natural that Jewish
music should have been borrowed and adapted also. One example of a Gregorian tone which
certainly has Jewish origins is the "tonus peregrinus" used for Psalm 113, "In exitu Israel", at
Monday Vespers in the monastic Office 3.

It is pleasant to imagine that at least some chants familiar to us, such as the very simple
"Kyrie eleison" of Mass XVIII, might also have been familiar to St. Paul. But we cannot know
exactly when any such piece was first composed and performed. The fact of the matter is, no
attempt at writing music down was made before the end of the 9th century. Its transmission,
whether for Jewish, Latin, Greek, Syrian, Armenian or Coptic liturgies, was exclusively oral. 

It is of course the liturgy in the Latin language that concerns us here.

Gregorian Chant was born and developed out of the Latin liturgy. That is, the Latin
words come first, and the music grows, as if naturally, out of their characteristic sound and
structure 4. So the Chant as we know it can only have begun its proper development after
Latin had been introduced as a liturgical language. It may come as a surprise to many to
learn that the Eucharist was celebrated in Rome exclusively in Christian or Koine Greek, at
least until the mid 4th century. Our retention of the Greek "Kyrie eleison" is a survival of this
usage. The beginnings of Gregorian Chant proper must then be dated to the time when Latin
came to replace Greek in the liturgies of the West.

Greek or Byzantine liturgical antecedents provide our second obvious source of
Gregorian Chant. The tones still used for the prayers of the Mass, such as the sung preface,
probably the oldest chants of the Latin rite, are dependant to a large extent on their Greek
predecessors. They may well have their roots as far as back as the 2nd century, or even earlier.

One clear influence the Greek models had in the development of the Latin Chant is found
in the system of "modes". These were worked out by the ancient Greeks, and expounded by
Pythagoras. They differ from the system of major and minor scales, and of the various
different keys, on which post- Renaissance Western music is based. There are 8 different
standard modes. The modes variously prescribe the arrangement of tone and semi-tone
intervals within the scale. Any piece set in that mode must conform to this arrangement 5.

3The link between pre-Christian Jewish music and the Latin Chant has been convincingly 
demonstrated by E. Werner in his book The Sacred Bridge: The Interdependence of Liturgy and Music in Synagogue 
and Church during the first Millennium; Dennis Dobson, London, 1959

4This is the reason why attempts to retain Gregorian melodies but with English words are often so 
unsatisfactory. Yet with the introduction of vernacular liturgy after Vatican II (1962-5), many monastic 
communities chose to do just that. Others more boldly adopted a purely English musical idiom for an English 
liturgy, regretfully accepting in consequence the loss of their matchless Gregorian inheritance. A few 
communities, such as Pluscarden, supported by frequent appeals from the Pope, chose to retain the Latin 
language, and its chant, while faithfully enacting all post-Conciliar liturgical reforms.

5It may be helpful to picture the keyboard of a piano, and to trace out how the tone and semi-tone 
intervals within a major scale are placed. In the scale of C, only the white notes are played. The 8 modes exactly 
follow this arrangement: only none of them would start or finish on C. So keeping, for ease of explanation, to 
the white notes only, the 1st & 2nd modes would start on D; the 3rd & 4th on E, the 5th and 6th on F, and the 7th
and 8th on G.
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It is hard to be sure which came first, the theory, or the practice. Probably the earliest
pieces were produced independently of any conscious adherence to rules of composition.
Later on, various treatises were written to guide composers and performers alike. The most
authoritative theorist of music, relied on throughout the middle ages, was St. Benedict's
contemporary, the philosopher and statesman Boethius (c. 480-524 A.D.). 

No-one disputes that St. Gregory the Great did have an important role to play in the
history of the Chant. He vigorously promoted it, particularly by entrusting the music of the
great Churches to trained “scholae cantorum”. He is also credited with organising the liturgy
and its musical repertoire. His initiatives might be said to have inaugurated the “Golden
Age” of Gregorian Chant: that is, the five or so centuries after his time. These were the
“Benedictine centuries”, when the light of faith and learning was kept alive above all in the
monasteries. Then, as now, it was the monks who were regarded as the special custodians
and privileged interpreters of the Chant.

How much of what we know as Gregorian Chant would St. Gregory - or, come to that, St.
Benedict (480-550) - have recognised? We will probably never know for certain. Doubtless
many of the more elaborate pieces, such as the Graduals or long responsories of the Office,
were worked out somewhat later. But some of our Introit or Communion chants could easily
go back, virtually as they stand, as far as the 6th century.

A very remarkable insight into the oral tradition of the Chant is offered by our own St.
Bede (c.673-735). In his Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation (Bk IV ch XVIII), he tells how
the arch-cantor of St. Peter's in Rome, himself a monk, came to teach the proper manner of
chant to the monks of Wearmouth. The year was 680, and among the monastic community
was the youthful Bede himself. Precentors of other monasteries came to receive the same
instruction, in order to be able to teach it in their turn. Chant in the proper, Roman manner is
intimately connected, for St. Bede, with unity of doctrine and Church discipline. St. Bede
made an exact equation, in Chant as in all other matters, between "authentic" and "Roman".
And clearly the Pope of the time also felt that the manner of singing the Mass and office in
Northumbrian monasteries was a matter worthy of his personal attention. 

St. Bede's Romanising instincts were shared on the continent, in the Empire of the Franks.
The liturgy of Rome was imported into the Empire by Imperial decree in 750. Charlemagne
(742-814) vigorously continued the policy of establishing political cohesion through
uniformity of Church doctrine and life. With Imperial approval, Gregorian Chant flourished
in the Carolingian monasteries in the highest degree. This was the period of greatest
creativity in its history. And all the while, let it be recalled, singers were expected to know the
music entirely by heart.

Was the first attempt at writing music down an indication that the pure oral tradition was
dying? Or a concession to weakness of memory in face of such an enormous repertoire? Or an
attempt to nip variations in the bud, and re-establish unity? We do not know. The earliest
musical manuscripts, written towards the end of the 9th century, are from the great
monastery of St. Gall in Switzerland. Various other systems of musical signs were developed
thereafter in other musical centres, of which those from Laon in France are the most
important.

By modern standards, all these first manuscripts are frustratingly imprecise. They contain
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no indication of pitch. There is no stave. Instead, signs are written above the words to be
sung, indicating clusters of notes, or “neums”, whose shape the singers would recognise.
Often these signs carry very precise indications of nuance in delivery. A sign might indicate,
for example, “higher note followed by lower note”, perhaps also “sung rather lightly” - but
without saying whether the interval is a semi- tone or a fifth, or what degrees of the scale are
concerned. The notation was thus no more than an aide-memoire for the cantors, who would
still have needed to know the piece by heart 6.

Comparison of these early manuscripts shows an astonishing fundamental uniformity in
the way the chant was rendered. The “authentic” repertoire became fixed at an early stage,
and the same pieces would have been sung, at the same times, throughout the Latin Church:
from Iceland to Sicily, and from Poland to Portugal. 

There was also, of course, some local variation. It could be manifested above all in
“tropes”. These pieces were composed to amplify and embellish the standard chants known
to all. They were usually very elaborate; sometimes requiring almost a virtuoso performer.
Gifted precentors probably were able to improvise tropes almost spontaneously; later on,
collections of the best tropes were made and written down. From the 13th century they
gradually went out of use. They must have made the liturgy prodigiously long. 

Variation also crept in during the later middle ages, as the new religious orders
developed their own chant traditions. Some of these are preserved even today. For example,
in a well known piece such as the solemn Salve Regina, Dominicans, Cistercians or
Cathusians will each sing a few notes here and there slightly different, according to their own
tradition.

The four line stave we use today emerged in the 11th century, and had become
universally established by the end of the 12th century. But from the 14th century onwards,
the chant entered on a long period of decline. Wonderful Hymns and Sequences were
composed in the later middle ages, but the natural sympathy of monks with the forms of the
chant seems to have become ever more attenuated. With the Renaissance came the preference
for polyphony in Church music. Gregorian Chant came to be thought of as “plain” chant -
and to be performed plainly, as if a poor second best, without a thought for the wonderful
flexibility and suppleness which is one of its chief characteristics. Melodies were mutilated, to
fit them better to prevailing tastes; new ones were composed in defiance of all the classical
norms 7(7).

What might be called a second “Golden Age” of the Chant opened in the mid-19th
century, and lasted until 1964. It began with the restoration of the monastery of Solesmes,
under Dom Prosper Gueranger (1805-75). The Solesmes monks undertook serious scholarly
work on chant manuscripts: this work continues today. The editions they produced were
officially approved by Church authorities, and their message spread very widely. They
regarded Gregorian Chant as the only authentic music of the Roman liturgy; a perfect vehicle
for prayer, and for the active participation of the people. In 1903, Pope St. Pius X issued a

6Solesmes today publish editions of the Chant books, notably the 1979 Graduale Triplex, which print
the familiar four line stave, together with hand written reproductions of these early signs from the manuscripts 
of St. Gall or of Einsiedeln and of Laon. The recent decipherment of these signs has immeasurably added to our 
understanding of the Chant.

7To this “decadent” phase of the Chant belong the well known “Missa de Angelis” and “Credo III”;
which, ironically, are almost the only examples of chant one might expect to encounter today within a Catholic 
parish liturgy.
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“Motu Proprio” on Gregorian Chant, as one of the first acts of his Pontificate. As a result of
this, throughout the Catholic Church, even at the humblest Parish level, Gregorian Chant
enjoyed absolute precedence over all other forms of music. All seminarians had to study it;
everywhere, Choirs able to sing it were strongly encouraged and supported 8(8).

The Second Vatican Council (1962-5) quoted St. Pius X, in speaking of the “immeasurable
value” of Gregorian Chant, which it re-affirmed to be “proper to the Roman liturgy” (SC 112,
116). Thus the Gregorian Chant came to be supported by the ultimate authority of an
Ecumenical Council. Yet the effect of the Council's liturgical reforms was that the Chant, and
the Latin language, virtually disappeared, almost at a stroke, from the Catholic liturgy. Pope
Paul VI frequently appealed for their retention, especially in monasteries, and other clerical
institutes bound to Choir 9. But the tide of fashion was against him. The Chant did survive in
the Church, but in few and scattered places. It became rare indeed to hear any Episcopal
voices raised in its support. 

As a somewhat bizarre footnote to this story of the history and development of Gregorian
Chant, we must end by noting its commercial success in the 1990's. Millions of people, and
especially young people, have been buying tape and CD recordings of the Chant. Many
monasteries have responded by publishing new recordings. So, contrary to every expectation,
the Chant is back in fashion. Sometimes, it must be admitted, this is rather ambiguous, since
many CD purchasers have no interest in Catholic liturgy, or Christianity, particularly; they
just like the spiritual “vibes”. 

But St. Paul did not mind with what intentions the Gospel might be preached, so long as
it is preached (Phil 1:18). So perhaps we may be permitted to rejoice that New Age interest,
coupled with new recording technology, has brought Gregorian Chant back into the
limelight. It may help Catholics to become aware that they have a tradition of liturgical music
that is unsurpassed in richness and beauty. Despite the vagaries of history, this music has
been found effectively to nourish piety, and to express the movement of the heart in prayer,
for a millennium, at the very least. No longer dependent for survival on oral tradition, or on
imperial or papal intervention, it will surely continue to hold an honoured place in ecclesial
and monastic worship in the third millennium of the Christian era. 

*

PART 2

A LISTENING GUIDE

Gregorian Chant is certainly worth listening to, even if there is little or no understanding
of what is being sung. The music itself conveys a sense of profound spirituality. It speaks of
peace, of purity. It seems gently to draw the listener away from the frenetic demands of
modern life and into a different realm: the realm of prayer, where God is to be found. 

8Solesmes has expanded into a world-wide Congregation of Benedictine monasteries of both 
monks and nuns. To this day, these monasteries remain outstanding practioners of Gregorian Chant, in full 
fidelity to Church authority. The Mother House continues to publish editions of all books needed for the 
Gregorian liturgy. Pluscarden, though not a member of this Congregation, relies heavily on its services in this 
respect.

9 cf. esp. Sacrificium laudis, 15 Aug 1966, in which the Pope commands members of such institutes 
to make whatever effort is necessary to keep the Latin Chant in full vigour, all the more so now that parish 
churches could be expected to use it much less than before.
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But some guidance is generally needed for listening to Gregorian Chant: suggesting what
to listen for; how to listen “wisely”. In much the same way, by comparison, a newcomer to
the Grand Opera would need help, at first, in order to understand the music being listened
to. 

In fact, a comparison between Grand Opera and the Chant can be very useful. It is true
that the Opera would seem at first to contrast with the Chant in almost every conceivable
respect. Its business, as often as not, is with tangled love affairs, passion, seduction, and
revenge. We think of the Chant as essentially tranquil; avoiding every extreme; performed by
monks or nuns in their Choir stalls; directed to God: the very antithesis, surely, of the impact
sought by the Opera, with its dancers, Chorus, orchestra, star singers, glittering stage effects,
and paying audience. 

Yet between Chant and Opera there are striking similarities. Both Chant and Opera work
by taking a few deeply felt words, which ordinary speech would utter in a brief moment, and
drawing them out with melody, enhancing their meaning through the beauty of music. Both
create a set of conventions, whereby it is accepted that the spoken word should be elevated in
song.

Like the Opera, though in a very different way, the Chant can convey every human
emotion: from exultant joy to bitter grief; sorrow, hope, desperation, anguish, happiness,
triumph, love, wonder. The Chant too can tell a story, and even portray dramatic dialogue.
How could it be regarded as “plain”, in a dull, sombre, puritanical sense? As if to underline
its richness and beauty, the point, the Chant has traditionally been performed by Cantors
adorned, on more solemn occasions, in gorgeously coloured vestments. 

Like the Chant, Grand Opera can be pleasant to listen to, even without understanding.
We know where we are, because the genre is instantly recognizable. We can enjoy the sheer
sound of the music, and even sense something of the atmosphere of the performance. But
how much more profit and enjoyment is to be derived if we know what the music is about! 

The first hurdle to be overcome is the language. Obviously, to begin to understand the
singing, we need to know what the words mean. Then the more we know about the setting
for these words the better. What is the plot - comedy or tragedy? Which character is singing,
about what, to whom, and at what point?  When was the Opera written, and by whom? How
does the composer achieve the effects he desires here? At what stage of his development was
this written? How do these words and this music complement each other? How does this
particular performance interpret the composer's work?

And so with Gregorian Chant. First of all: what do the words mean? Then: what type of
piece is this? What is its context? How do melody and words interact? What mode is it? Do
we know anything of its provenance? What particularly interesting features ought we to
notice? How does this particular performance interpret the piece?

Such knowledge can help us to progress beyond a first reaction of “that sounds nice” to a
true appreciation of the music. And in the case of Gregorian Chant, this should enable the
music to do for us what it is meant to do: to nourish our soul - to lead us into prayer.

It is a great help when commercial recordings of the Chant come complete with
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explanatory notes. Ideally, these will set out complete texts with side-by-side translations.
Better still, the pieces may be written out with Gregorian notation for the listener to follow.
Best of all, a commentary on each piece may also be supplied. Failing such accompanying
literature, the avid listener need not despair. The standard Gregorian repertoire is all still in
print, published by Solesmes. Any Solesmes book may be obtained through Pluscarden
Abbey, Elgin.

The context and genre of a piece

Every piece of Gregorian Music is designed for a particular setting in liturgical worship.
So just as Opera buffs tend to dislike recordings of “Greatest Opera Hits”, lovers of the Chant
need to be aware that a piece ripped out of its context easily loses much of its essential
meaning. To understand the piece we are listening to, we need to know what function it has
in the liturgy.

Broadly speaking, the liturgy means either the Mass or the Divine Office. Each of these
consists of a complexity of many parts, having their own particular characteristics: we could
even say that each part generates its own genre. It will be helpful, then, to start by briefly
discussing each of these “genres” in turn.

Chants at Mass

Chants for the Mass are divided into the “ordinary” and the “proper”. 

A: The “Ordinary”

The “ordinary” chants are the Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus and Agnus Dei: unvarying
texts, but set to a rich variety of music. I will assume that the reader knows what place each
of these has in the Eucharistic liturgy. There is now a standard sequence of 18 ordinaries, to
which Solesmes add various extra pieces in an appendix. A special ordinary is assigned for
Eastertide, one for Lent and Advent, one for feasts of the Apostles, two for Our Lady, one for
ordinary Sundays of the Year and so on. In the middle ages these arrangements would
doubtless have been rather more fluid. The Graduale Romanum indicates an approximate date
for each individual piece given in the ordinary. This date refers to the earliest known
manuscript, rather than to the composer. So if “tenth century” is given, we know that the
melody is at least this old: but it may well be much more ancient, since no musical
manuscripts exist before this date.

The custom of singing a 9-fold “Kyrie eleison” at the beginning of Mass is attributed to St.
Gregory the Great himself. The Missal of Pope Paul VI reduces the number of invocations to
6. Where there is a 9-fold melody, however, it remains legitimate to sing the piece in full.

A “Kyrie” can be stark and austere, or, more frequently, it can be florid and highly
developed. The simplicity of the text lends itself to lengthy melismas: often these have
outstanding beauty 10. Each “Kyrie” is commonly known by a Latin title: “Orbis factor”, “Lux
et origo”, “Cum iubilo” etc. These titles are derived from the first words of tropes, or musical
meditations which were composed as later elaborations of the standard chant. The wonderful
trope on Kyrie II, “Kyrie fons bonitatis”, is printed as number 67 in the Solesmes Cantus

10“Melisma” is the word given to a long sequence of notes, all adorning a single vowel sound.
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Selecti 11. Kyrie VII, “Kyrie Rex splendens”, is said to have been written by St. Dunstan (909-
88), Archbishop of Canterbury.

I pass over here the Gloria, Sanctus and Agnus Dei, though each has its own glories. We
should mention, however, that the Credo had originally only one musical setting, the “tonus
authenticus”, Credo I. It is interesting to note that this works musically without the word
“filioque”, which was only introduced in Rome in 1014. Even now, the repertoire of
Gregorian Credo Chants is relatively small.

B: The “Proper”

The “proper” chants of the Mass are set to texts which vary according to the Sunday or
feast being celebrated: they are the Introit, Gradual, Alleluia (or Tract in Lent), Offertory and
Communion. Sometimes a Processional or Sequence might be added 12.

The Introit chants are nearly always worthy of special note. They set the tone, as it were,
for the whole celebration. Hence Sundays were sometimes known by the first word of the
Introit: “Gaudete Sunday”, “Laetare Sunday”, “Quasimodo Sunday” etc. Our Introit Chants
were originally the Antiphon repeated between verses of the Psalm which was sung during
the very lengthy entrance processions in the Roman Basilicas. Often musically very
interesting, they tend nevertheless to be not difficult to sing. Occasionally they will set a New
Testament text, but the overwhelming majority of texts are taken from the Old Testament,
and usually from the book of Psalms.

The Gradual is properly a “responsorial Psalm”. This does not, properly speaking, mean a
Psalm with a refrain, but a Psalm text sung as a response to the Scripture reading of the Mass.
Typically, the Gradual consists of a verse, sung by the whole Choir, followed by a second
verse, often higher in pitch and more complex, sung by a Schola, or small group of soloists.
Gradual melodies do not accompany any liturgical action. Their only function, then, is to
express the community's meditation on the Word of God. So Graduals tend to be the chants
allowed most free scope to expand their wings, and soar. 

The Alleluia Chant precedes the Gospel. The fundamental melody is stated in the word
Alleluia, sung by all, and then developed in the verse, sung by a Schola. All then repeat the
Alleluia refrain. Again, the verse is very frequently a text from the Psalms. Some standard
Alleluia melodies are undoubtedly Byzantine in origin, and therefore presumably more
ancient than the verse which elaborates their theme.

The Tract substitutes for the Alleluia during lent. The melodies are always either 2nd or
8th mode, relying heavily on frequently repeated stock sequences. The Tracts for the first
Sunday of Lent and Palm Sunday each take some 20 minutes to sing through.

Like the Introit, the Offertory Chant was originally an Antiphon repeated between Psalm
verses, designed to accompany a lengthy procession. Offertory Chants usually need to be

11The trouble with troped Kyries is that each note came to be sung as if of equal value - the value of
one syllable. But such rigidity was very far from the original character of the melisma.

12We may divide the music designed for soloists - Graduals, Alleluias and Tracts - from music 
intended to be sung by all - Introits, Offertories and Communions. The earliest musical manuscript, the 
Cantatorium from St. Gall, dated about the year 900, only gives the pieces for soloists.
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sung rather sedately. We are at the mid-point of the Mass, and preparing for the climax, so
musical fire-works are rarely offered here.

The Communion Chant was also originally an Antiphon designed to accompany Psalm
verses. Communion Chants are typically the shortest of the proper chants of the Mass. They
use New Testament texts quite frequently, linking the Bread of the Eucharist with the Bread of
the Word with which the Mass began. When general reception of Communion became a
rarity, the Psalm verses were dropped, and only the Antiphon survived. Today the
Communion Chant could appropriately be sung again in its original form 13.

Sequences are sung before the Gospel on more solemn occasions. As a genre they belong
to the later middle ages, so that we often know their authors: Lauda Sion by St. Thomas
Aquinas; Dies Irae by Thomas of Celano; Veni Sancte Spiritus by Stephen Langton; Victimae
Paschali by Wipo etc. The composition of both words and music for sequences often displays
great technical brilliance. Usually they are designed in groups of 2 verses, and with only one
note to each Latin syllable. Soloists state a melody which is repeated by the Choir in the
alternate verses; a related but different melody then follows for the next pair of verses. Often
the pitch range of Sequences is very wide, and the musical skill they require considerable.

Chants for the Office

Much of the Divine Office consists of sung Psalmody. Psalmody is certainly not to be
despised as an expression of Gregorian Chant. Constant repetition of the same musical
formula might seem to suggest monotony and boredom: but experience shows that it is not
so. Part of the genius of the Chant is that it can stand continual use - through the Office, and
through the days, weeks, years and centuries - without growing stale and wearisome. Indeed,
the chanted psalmody seems to have a power in it, making one wish it could just keep going
on and on. And it is not difficult. It is designed, after all, to facilitate the public and united
worship of God by a number of people of varying musical ability. So the chanted Psalms are
not the purple passages of Gregorian Chant, but they are its bread and butter, and they very
well capture something of its essence 14.

It should not be thought, of course, that there is no variety at all in chanted Psalmody. On
the contrary. The psalm-s are set to the 8 standard modes, plus several “irregular” tones.
There is also a variety of verse endings available within particular modes. The result is that
the Antiphonale Monasticum lists a choice of at least 45 different tones for the singing of
Psalms.

Choice of tone for any Psalm is dictated by its accompanying Antiphon. Usually these are
simply a Psalm verse set to music, but texts from the New Testament are also set, and where
appropriate, texts from other sources also. The common practice now is to sing the Antiphon
only twice, at the beginning and end of the Psalm or Canticle, but originally, and clearly in St.
Benedict's time, they would have been more frequently repeated. The Antiphon for Psalm 94,
the Invitatory of Matins, is still commonly repeated between each verse. Sets of proper

13An example of a complete set of Ordinary and Proper chants for the Mass may be found on 
Pluscarden's 1998 recording: A Liturgy for St. Columba

14An example of Psalmody in the Divine Office, with Antiphons, Hymn, responsory and collect 
may be found in the 1996 tape/CD produced by Pluscarden Abbey: Lauds of the Transfiguration and Sunday 
Compline.
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Antiphons are provided for all the great feasts of the year, while the lesser feasts draw on a
stock of common Antiphons. The Antiphons for the Gospel Canticles, (i.e. the Benedictus at
Lauds and the Magnificat at Vespers), tend to be more lengthy and solemn: often they will be
a text from the Gospel reading for the day. 

A different type of Chant featuring in every monastic Office is the Hymn. The Latin
Hymn is unusual in Gregorian liturgy, in that the text is a free poetic composition, and
therefore we very frequently know the name of the author. St. Ambrose (339-397) is regarded
as the Father of Latin Hymnody. 4 times in the Holy Rule St. Benedict simply uses the word
“Ambrosianum” in place of “Hymnus” (HR 9, 12, 13, 17). Several of St. Ambrose's Hymns are
still in common use.  Many other Hymn writers are worthy of note; to mention here just a
few: Prudentius (348-410), Venantius Fortunatus (530-610), St. Gregory the Great (540-604), St.
Fulbert of Chartres (960-1028), St. Peter Damian (1007-1172), Peter Abelard (1079- 1142). New
Gregorian Hymns have been composed throughout the centuries, particularly in response to
new liturgical feasts; and they continue to be produced today.

St. Benedict mentions that if the brethren get up late (quod absit!), the Responsories of Vigils
will have to be shortened (HR 11). Responsories punctuate readings in the Divine Office,
ensuring active participation, as well as passive listening. 12 responsories are sung in the
monastic Office on a Sunday or feast, and the music assigned to them seems always to have
been extremely florid. Only communities possessing both singers and stamina in plenty
could manage them all in full. Probably today most communities, apart from the Carthusians
of course, simplify their music. Sometimes, pieces of outstanding merit might be preserved as
chants for Benediction, such as the well known “Homo quidam fecit coenam magnam” 15.
The rather lugubrious Responsory for Septuagesima, “Media vita in morte sumus” 16 was so
much loved  that it came to be used, throughout the middle ages, as a solemn prayer in time
of calamity, credited with possessing miraculous powers.

At Lauds and Vespers, the responsories are simple and short, and with more or less
unvarying melody. But for this writer at least, they are almost the high point of the Divine
Office. They mark, as it were, a pause in proceedings, following the brief word of scripture
that has just been intoned. A simple text, such as “Surrexit Dominus vere”, or “Ave Maria
gratia plena” is passed several times between Cantor and Choir. Here seems to be the place
where the “intentio cordis” (HR 52) recommended for prayer is most easily focussed, in the
utmost simplicity; and the musical effect seems for that reason to be most particularly
beautiful.

  These, then, are the main types or “genres” of Chant in the liturgy. But the list is far from
exhaustive. There are, for example, many very beautiful tones for readings and prayers. And,
despite what was said above as a general rule, there do exist Chants which have their place
outside the liturgy, properly so called. Devotions to the Blessed Sacrament, to the Sacred
Heart, to Our Lady and to the Saints are all supplied with a rich variety of Gregorian music.
The “Salve Regina” must be one of the best known and loved of all Gregorian chants, yet its
use is, strictly speaking, extra-liturgical 17.

15Printed in Cantus selecti n. 27; melody by Abbot Ainard, 11th century.
16Printed in Cantus selecti n. 42. This Responsory features on the famous 1993 recording by the 

monks of Silos, Canto Gregoriano, Vol 1.
17It is usually sung, tacked on, as it were, to the end of Vespers or Compline. Other examples of 

extra-liturgical chants, worthy of note, are the Christmas Martyrology, the Epiphany announcement of movable 
feasts, and the “Christus vincit” prayer for a new Pope.
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The Modes

The particular “flavour” of any piece of Gregorian Chant will be determined to a large
extent by its mode. So it is good to know the mode of the piece one is listening to, and be able
to recognize some of its characteristics. There is Latin jingle which describes the effects of the
various modes: 

Omnibus est primus,
Sed alter est tristibus aptus.
Tertius iratus,
Quartus dulcedine blandus.
Quintum da laetis;
Sextum pietate probatis.
Septimus est iuvenum,
Sed postremus, sapientum.

Which might be rendered: “The first for everyone and everything; but the second is best
for the sad. The third mode is angry; the fourth sweet and soothing. Give the fifth to the
joyful; keep the sixth for those whose loving devotion is proven. The seventh is for the
youthful, but the last, for the wise.”

Some of this may be taken with a certain pinch of salt; certainly, such characteristics are
far from rigidly defined. The fourth mode, for example, often sounds quite austere. The
Gradual for Easter Day, on the other hand, “Haec dies quam fecit Dominus”, is a typical
second mode melody: but it is used to express exuberant, overflowing happiness. So the
modes can be used with varying effect. Nevertheless, each follows quite regular patterns of
composition, and is recognisable to both eye and ear, even if the musical feeling it conveys is
hard to pin down in words. To express a personal preference: the first mode is the longest
wearing for psalmody; the third and seventh the most interesting for melismatic chant, as
well as the most alien to the modern Westerner's ear.

Words and music

The music of Gregorian Chant exists to serve the words that are sung, and not vice versa.
Sometimes, then, the music very obviously imitates the sense with tone painting. Melody can
easily express a general sense of jubilation, or peace, or solemnity, or anguish; but also, for
example, pitch can gradually rise on a text like “Let my prayer go up like incense in your
sight”; or it can imitate “Heaven and earth” with soaring and dropping pitch. In the passion
narrative, all the words of Christ are pitched low, expressing something of their gravity and
dignity; while the cries of the Crowd, or other speakers in the drama, are set high enough to
have an almost hysterical ring. Such use of melody can be much more subtle than this. It can
also be interpretative. A composer can draw the listener to share his own mood, as he
meditated on a text in a particular way. So for example: Week 19 of the year has the same
Psalm verse for both Introit and Gradual 18. The Introit is seventh mode, and seems to express
violent emotion. The prayer is full of apprehension, and the request for help to God is made

18Ps 73:20 & 19: “Respice Domine in testamentum tuum...”: “Look, O Lord, on your Covenant, and 
do not forever abandon the lives of your poor; Arise O Lord, and judge your cause...”
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with clamourous urgency. The Gradual, by contrast, is fifth mode; the sun has broken out,
and the melody is full of joy. It is as if the one praying believes that a favourable answer to
the words of his petition has already been guaranteed.

Sometimes, too, melody can seem to belie the sense of the words. A good example of this
is the Easter Day Introit: “Resurrexi, et adhuc tecum sum, Alleluia” 19. The whole piece
scarcely ventures outside the range of its dominating motif, which is a constant exchange,
over the minor third interval, between the notes RE-FA. Where then is Resurrection joy? In
fact it is there alright, but restrained, like the gentle hum of the nuclear reactor. This piece is a
work of supreme genius, and beauty. The very understatement of the music serves to allow
the astonishing mystery of the Resurrection to sink in with the utmost force.

Doubtless, this standard of perfect interaction between words and music is not always
maintained. In fact, Gregorian Chant has a wide range of stock sequences. Many different
texts may thus be forced into the Procustean bed of a standard melody. With early pieces, this
often works astonishingly well 20. But sometimes, in later adaptations, the results are not
entirely felicitous. Perhaps a long melisma might be sung on a word like “et” (“and”),
because this now occupies the place of what in the original text was a key word, which the
composer had wanted to bring out. Perhaps a strong musical cadence originally marked a
colon or full stop, but now simply breaks the sense of the new sentence in mid-flow. Perhaps
the new text has a phrase or two too many, so a melodic sequence is simply repeated to
accommodate the extra words. In such cases, obviously, there is no point in looking for
perfect harmonization between words and music.

How to know whether a text is original or not? Failing explanatory notes accompanying a
recording, or found in a learned text book, the Graduale Triplex supplies references by each
piece, which enable one to ascertain the date of the earliest manuscript, or identify the
original piece being adapted. Generally, the music for new liturgical feasts may be suspected
of being second hand. Thus the melodies for the Gradual and Alleluia of Corpus Christi,
which was only introduced in 1264, are borrowed from elsewhere. Some very modern feasts,
like the Patronage of St. Joseph (1870, becoming St. Joseph the worker in 1955) had new
chants written for them by Dom Joseph Pothier of Solesmes (1835-1923). But most others, like
the Sacred Heart (1856) or Christ the King (1925), have simply made do by borrowing and
adapting.

Modern interpretation

How Gregorian Chant is sung today differs enormously in both practice and theory.

In practice: no two monastic Choirs sound the same, because of the mix of voices they
have, because of the traditions they have built up, because of the personality and tastes of the
Choir Master. Nationality is very significant here: the Spanish, French, English and Germans

19A wonderful “accommodation” of words from Ps 138:18 (vulgate): “I have arisen, and I am still 
with you...” and then verse 1: “O Lord you have tried me and known me; you have known my setting down, 
and my resurrection.”

20For example: in the Holy Week Gradual from Phil 2:8-9, “Christus factus est pro nobis”, the music
slowly and solemnly descends, reaching a bottom point on the word “crucis” - “the death of the cross”. Then it 
soars up in triumph for “therefore God exalted him...” The whole piece well repays detailed analysis: yet the 
melody is not original to the words. Since it exists in the earliest manuscripts, the adaptation must have been 
made before 900. It may be heard on volume 1 of the Silos recording Canto Gregoriano.
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make different, and distinctive noises! Similarly, a recording employing a small number of
professional lay singers will sound very different from a recording of a large monastic Choir.
Not that the latter need lack finesse and control. Some of the best recordings available are
from monasteries with perhaps 80 monks, singing perfectly together, and able to interpret
each neum, or cluster of notes, with extraordinary sensitivity. This can be achieved when the
Choir Master has acquired the art of chironomy, whereby he is able to indicate by movements
of the hand exactly what nuance he wants for each note. In such a case, of course, the Choir
needs to know the piece virtually off by heart.

In theory: interpretation of the Chant differs significantly because of different schools of
thought. What is the “authentic” way to sing? Should we simply follow Solesmes in all
things? A small community with limited resources will doubtless be content to do so. But
critics would argue that Solesmes have been deeply influenced, of course, by 19th century
French Romanticism. And although Solesmes gained official approval from Rome, they have
never been alone in the field. The German Congregation of Beuron (re- founded 1863), for
example, has always maintained its own, equally respectable, and different, theory of
interpretation and style 21.

Nowadays work on Gregorian Chant is more likely to be done in secular University
Music departments than in monasteries. Attempts to reconstruct what scholars think the
Chant would have sounded like, say, in 10th century Winchester, or 7th century Rome,
produces sounds that will surprise those used to the Solesmes style. Pronunciation of the
Latin, for one thing, will be different. And the Chant will sound less smooth, more Oriental.

Probably no-one today would try to assert that there is one “correct” way to interpret the
Chant. Who, after all, is to define the standard? What should be imitated; and why should it
be imitated? A modern monk may well feel he wants to pray as his forebears have done, and
to enter into the living musical tradition he has inherited. But this is different from the
antiquarian's concern to reconstruct exactly the singing styles of a bygone age. Perhaps a
monk may be tempted impatiently to dismiss this as beyond his immediate concern.

The Organ

Finally, what about organ accompaniment?

Time and again, through the centuries, and also today, voices have been raised urging the
suppression of the organ. 

Musical purists insist that the very idea of harmony is alien to the Chant. To add what is
essentially a Classical or Romantic musical background must corrupt the pure, one-
dimensional line of the Gregorian melody. 

Monastic purists urge that the organ softens the requisite lenten quality that should
characterise all monastic liturgy. To this day, Carthusian monasteries sing without any

21A major difference in interpretation has centred on the value of a note. Solesmes has traditionally 
stood for an “equalist” interpretation - each note has more or less the same value. This was vigorously opposed 
in the 1950's by J. Vollaerts. According to his “proportionalist” theory, notes are either long or short, in a ratio of 
2:1: effectively, crotchets or quavers. Today, very few would uphold this theory. Dom Cardine of Solesmes (1905-
1988) has now proved that the Latin syllable is the measure of length of a note, which may be augmented or 
diminished, according to indications in the early manuscripts.
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musical accompaniment at all, ever, for this reason.

And there are theological objections too. Erik Peterson (1890-1960) insists that the singing
of monks must always consciously participate in the angels' song of praise. He writes:

“If those who resemble angels do not sing a polyphonic song, this arises from the angelic
order itself, for the angels all sing with 'one voice'. Moreover, because the worship which is
offered to God in heaven makes no use of mechanical instrument but only the voice of angels,
so in the singing of monks, accompaniment by musical instruments is excluded. It is well
known how the early Church resolutely prohibited the use of all instruments in the worship
of God, although Jewish Temple worship had made use of a whole set of musical
instruments....The apostles have left the earthly Jerusalem with its Temple music behind
them, and have drawn near to the heavenly Jerusalem, where there are no instruments of any
kind at all, but where the being of angels has become the only organ to swell the praise of
God. As St. Augustine says: 'You are now the trumpet, the psaltery, the harp, the lyre, the
organ and the well tuned cymbals...'”

But on the other hand...the organ can be a great help in supporting the Chant, and
especially in maintaining the pitch. And, when played sensitively, it does seem to have
something positive to contribute. The reader will decide for himself whether accompanied or
unaccompanied Chant is to be preferred. What is certain is that the organ has established
such a strong place for itself within the Benedictine tradition, that a monastery without one is
now scarcely conceivable. 
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