
here takes place in the lower voice, where a series of eighth notes are divided into tonal sets of
three before the singers end the first section in an octave, as if to test the pitch. The lower voice
begins again, this time up a sixth and the upper voice enters a third above. Some difficult pas-
sages follow until rhythmic unity is achieved on the third apart but on different words. Another
settling down takes place before the final section, and here we have breath and rhythm training
before a unison ending. 

A duet like “Fulgebunt” can be sung fast or slow but whichever one chooses, the singers
must be prepared for the last section, which in this case is the most challenging. Singers can
spend hours working through lines that chase each other around and about and back again. The
same is true of a spectacular little motet written to celebrate Mary: “Sicut rosa,” with a structure
that seems to replicate the full flowering of a sweet rose. 

The best way to approach these is to find the pitches without the aid of instruments. This
way the singers become accustomed to finding pitches within rather than outside of themselves.
For this reason, these are ideally sung with two people, not two sections, when the challenge is
the greatest but also the potential for learning is at its most intense. 

If two singers end up mastering 6 to 8 of these in the course of months, it is not a stretch to
say that they will have overcome many of the difficulties that confront singers who are encoun-
tering polyphonic music for the first time. They will begin to feel the required inner pulse of the
music, to hear pitch without the aid of instruments, and to develop the confidence to enter with-
out the aid of an external cue.

If nothing else, these pieces help singers overcome a sense of shyness about pitch and rhythm,
and familiarize singers with the style and approach of the golden age. They reduce polyphony to
its very essence in a way that makes it comprehensible and approachable by amateurs. They also
provide compelling evidence that Orlando Lasso was a friend to singers, then and now.

Proprium Missae: Unity, Variety,
and Rupture in the Roman Rite
by László Dobszay

any criticisms of the post-conciliar liturgy touch upon the theological impli-
cations of the Ordo Missae, but such criticisms are frequently rather question-
able. In fact, however, the chief difficulty concerns the liturgy as liturgy, and
so those problems remain even if the new Order of Mass is theologically
faultless. 

The Roman Rite is more than the Ordo Missae. And though the Roman
rite is historically linked to the Latin tongue, that Rite itself is more than the
language of the liturgy. Recall the fact that the Eastern liturgies were trans-

lated repeatedly, whilst the rites themselves changed much less frequently over the centuries
than did the Roman rite! 

Also included in the Roman Rite are the many texts of the Proprium Missae. In addition,
the Roman Rite is the order of the pericopes, the collection of prayers and orations and their
distribution, the structure of the Divine Office (today in ruins), and the texts for celebrating the
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sacraments. Furthermore, the Roman Rite is also the Mass antiphoner (graduale) and the office
Antiphoner (Antiphonale). (I wish to stress this last aspect too, since lovers of the traditional
liturgy are almost always silent about the recent destruction of the office, which after all ought
to be an integral, indeed an eminent part of the liturgy, without which there can be scarcely any
liturgical education, any liturgical life, any liturgical renewal, any pastoral-liturgical activity. 

Today, however, I shall confine my remarks to the chants of the proprium, to their special
features, and to some general conclusions. But we must begin with a brief historical survey of
the Mass chants before we arrive at the conclusions, some of which will exceed the narrow lim-
its of the assigned topic. 

I invite your attention to the tables at the end of this article which list a few selected days
and their proper Mass chants from sources of varying dates. The “equals” sign in the table ( = )
means that the given item is identical with the corresponding piece in the so-called Tridentine
rite as indicated at the beginning of each line. Pieces which differ are marked with only a refer-
ence letter; the full text can be read in the footnote. A question mark ( ? ) means the source offers
no clear assignment. The first column following the incipit quotes the antiphoner of the Old
Lateran (Roman) Use, followed by the most ancient (and some later) Gregorian Mass antiphon-
ers. The last column points to the Ordo cantus Missae and the Missal of Paul VI. The letter-codes
identifying the various sources are explained above the table. The Graduale simplex was not taken
into consideration because its chants are basically different from this system. 

What can we see in the table at the end of this article? 
1. First, the continuity of the Roman Mass chant tradition from the earliest sources up to the

twentieth century emerges very clearly from these data. The Old Roman source testifies that the
chants sung at Rome before the rite was transmitted to the Franks, was identical to that found in
the Tridentine Mass. It is surely possible to trace this tradition back at least into the 7th century,
which is only a terminus post quem non. The identical nature of the two is convincing not only with
respect to quantity but also in quality, since it covers all the cardinal points of the liturgy. And the
differences confirm this essential sameness, whilst only adding nuances to the picture. 

Namely: 
2. In the offertories we observe the presence or absence of the verses, which in spite of their

rich significance unfortunately disappeared from the Roman liturgy during the XIIth and XIIIth
centuries, approximately. A genuine reform should have exerted itself to restore them. Some of
the ancient sources also included a so-called “versus ad repetendum” to the introit and com-
munion psalm, which wonderfully illuminate the selection of that psalm on the given day. In
other cases the difference results from omission of a verse in some Alleluias. Double verses occa-
sionally appear in the ancient Roman liturgy which was simplified in the curial rite and conse-
quently in the Tridentine Missal as well. Thus, for instance, the amputation of the verse
“Epulemur” from the Easter Sunday Alleluia seriously mutilated the full meaning of the chant. 

3. Some of the items in the table are in boldface, meaning that one or more sources differ
considerably from the Missal of St. Pius V. It will be instructive to examine them more closely.
Though in the recent reform the interlectionary chants remained the only obligatory Mass
chants, we can see that the tradition is not uniform at precisely these points. In the various indi-
vidual usages the selection of the Alleluia is anything but arbitrary, but the Roman Rite as a
whole is not quite uniform in this respect. As some of the ancient liturgical books put it:
“Alleluia quale volueris,” which, of course does not mean that these items were left to the cre-
ative will of individuals, but rather permitted the worshipping community to select the chant
from an already established collection. Closer inspection of these cases reveals, for example, that
the Old Roman rite used only two Alleluias for all of Advent, alternating from week to week.
The Gregorian sources place these two Alleluias on the first and third Sundays (reversing the



order of the Old Roman rite) and added new pieces for the second and fourth Sundays. And it
is precisely on these two Sundays that we can discern ambiguity between the sources. 

Furthermore, the Old Roman rite had a limited set of Alleluias (Dominus regnavit, Adorabo ad
templum, Venite exsultemus, etc.) which were used both on great solemnities and on ordinary
Sundays. The Gregorian sources assigned these few Old Roman Alleluias to the feasts, and created
a series of new Alleluias for the period per annum, arranged in an orderly linear sequence. Owing
to some differences at the beginning and end of this series, and also because of a few insertions, the
individual chants may shift position by a week or two depending upon the consuetudo of the par-
ticular local usage. (See the two examples at the end of the table.) There are a few differences also
in the case of the other interlectionary chant, in the graduals of the Sundays after Pentecost.

4. The difference between the Old Roman and the Gregorian sources on the Fourth Sunday
of Advent has another cause. In the Old Roman rite, because of the long vigil service on Ember
Saturday, this day was specified “Dominica vacat.” When the custom of the lengthy vigil on this
day died out, it was necessary to compose a proper for the Sunday which had become “free,”
and so one was assembled from the chants of other days. In some communities the Mass of the
Ember Wednesday was repeated on the following Sunday, and this is how the Rorate became
the introit of the Fourth Sunday of Advent. In transalpine regions, however, a new chant was
provided for that day, and thus one of the most beautiful pieces was created: the introit Memento
nostri (whose melody is new, though the text was chosen on the basis of a traditional interpre-
tation which dates back to St. Augustine). 

To summarize: the repertory and distribution of the proper chants per anni circulum—what
we may call chant pericopes—is an integral part of the Roman rite. The system as a whole was
common throughout the universal Roman rite, accepted everywhere and at every epoch from the
earliest documented beginnings until the final decades—even if some few pieces were fixed in
their place by the tradition of a local church institution such as a diocese or a religious order. 

In other words, the chant was not merely an accompaniment but an important component
of the liturgy, indeed, of the daily liturgy. The chants had their function in delivering the con-
tents of the liturgy. In other words: to the liturgy of a given day there belong the chant texts, no
less than the prayers and lections, and therefore omission of the daily chanted texts mutilates
and truncates the message of the liturgy. 

This statement, however, calls for refinement. Many 20th century commentators on the
liturgy often tended to analyze all the items of a given Mass as transmitting a homogeneous
intellectual message. Thus they would explain how an introit fits with the Gospel of the day,
how the gradual is linked to the epistle, and so forth. As the years went by, such endeavors
appeared false and harmful. They are false, because the cycle of the individual liturgical genres
was composed separately over the course of the year, and the fixed series of texts often shifted
away from one another. And the attempts are harmful because this approach inspired the litur-
gical tinkers and preachers to construct rational “themes” for each day, simply regarding the
Mass, (in good Enlightenment fashion) as an illustration of catechetical or moral lessons. 

Since the traditional liturgy did not fulfill such expectations, the “experts” arrogated the
right to fabricate a new liturgy which was more “consistent” in this respect. A striking example
of such untraditional, contrived harmonization in the Neo-Roman rite is the three-year system
of responsorial psalms. The false interpretation holds that lection and psalm together form some
sort of a dialogue: first God speaks to man and then man replies to God according to the ideas
or “trends” elicited by the lection. The truth of the matter is simply that in each of its genres, the
liturgy is a “dialogue”: all of the moments are God’s gift to the church, and they all include
simultaneously the response of the church. God teaches also in the gradual chant; and the
church hearkens also to the lection in a continuous reflexivity and with a prayerful spirit.
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II

But, really: how can one say that the proper chants are “part” of the daily liturgy? What does it
mean to claim that those proprium chants are a decisive element of the Roman rite which can-
not be omitted? There are three dimensions or principles which justify the thesis.

1. It is a peculiarity of the Ritus Romanus that most of its chants have texts taken from Holy
Writ. Though to us this seems self-evident, the liturgical usage of the Eastern Church makes it
clear that this is a special characteristic of the church in the West, and of Rome in particular. This
practice became possible because the apostles interpreted not only the words of the Lord in the
Gospels, but also the entire Scriptures including the Psalter, and this interpretatio Christiana was
enriched by the theological reflexion of the Church Fathers during the succeeding centuries.
Many of the faithful became familiar with the biblical commentaries of Origen, Augustine,
Ambrose or John Chrysostom. But this type of interpretation really became the common prop-
erty of the church in and through the liturgy. 

The church as a living community comprehended the Bible when it was prayed in chant day
by day. It was this understanding of the Sacred Page which inspired the church to sing a given
passage, but at the same time the adoption of that passage clarified the meaning of it. Thus, for
instance, Psalm 2 and the solemnity of Christmas mutually interpret each other. 

2. The Christological reading of the Bible in general has become more accurate and refined by
dint of theological reflection when many verses of Scripture were linked with specific mysteries
and consequently with specific liturgical occasions. It was not at all as though someone searched
out an appropriate text to be sung on a given Advent Sunday. Prior to being chosen, the particu-
lar Biblical locus was already associated with the mystery of the specifically distinct seasons. In this
case, “season” seems more important than individual “day.” Psalms 24, 79, and 84 recur again and
again in the Masses and offices of Advent; therefore they should not be understood chiefly in the
context of the day (and its other chants and lections), but rather in the larger framework of general
Advent references. And then it becomes clear why Excita or Ostende (which recur at so many
points of the Advent office) are entirely appropriate texts to serve as an Alleluia verse, even
though they are assigned differently to Sundays in the Old Roman and Gregorian systems. 

Permit me to illustrate the relationship between the patristic interpretation and the liturgi-
cal use by one cogent example, the introit of Easter Sunday. 

Many a man of our time is perhaps unmoved by the enigmatic psalm verse of this introit:
Resurrexi, et adhuc tecum sum. Perhaps he would be more easily stirred by the triumphal sounds
of a late mediaeval cantio or a Lutheran chorale that begins: “Christ ist erstanden . . . des sollen
wir alle froh sein!” But instead, let us consider St. Augustine’s Explanation of Psalm 138. It is dif-
ficult to summarize this text in a few sentences, but I can at least hint at its Paschal meaning. 

Augustine’s sermon begins with an admonition to search out in the words of the Prophet
the same truth proclaimed in the Gospel, since the sacrificium vespertinum of Christ on the cross
rent the curtain of the Temple, revealing its secrets. In Psalm 138 Christ addresses the Father as
his “Lord” because here he speaks to the Father as someone less: “which being in the shape of
God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God: and took on him the shape of a servant” (Phil
2:6). It is this Christ who says to the Father: “I arise, and am still with thee.” And further: “Thou
hast searched me out, and known me”—not as though the Father had not known him before,
but because the Father’s knowledge is powerfully active: it makes what he knows. “Thou know-
est my down-sitting, and mine up-rising.” When a man takes a seat, he lowers himself, “humil-
iates” himself. The Saviour “sat down” in his sacred Passion and “rose up” on Easter morning
because the Father “has laid his hand” upon Christ. 
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When Christ, the new Adam lay down and slept (Ps 3:5) there emerged from his side (ex
corde scisso) the new Eve, the church (nascitur Ecclesia) and they become two in one flesh.
Consequently the “sitting down and rising up” of the Head is also the Passion and Resurrection
of the Body. Thus the Head and the Body say together to the Father, “I arose, and am still with
thee: thou hast laid thine hand upon me: thy knowledge is become wonderful.” 

And so we see that the Easter introit not only announces Christ’s Resurrection (“Christ ist
erstanden”), but also joins together the voice of the Risen One with the voice of the church.
Together they speak to the Father in that unparalleled intimacy in which only the Son of Man
might address the Father by means of his divinity. 

When the church achieved the deeper understanding of the full mystery of Holy Scripture,
when the “secrets of the Temple” had been revealed, then also the mouth of the church could

open to chant praise to God with the appropriate words at the
right time, proclaiming but also addressing him. Hence it
belongs to the integrity of worship, to the fullness of the cult,
to include at the apposite points of liturgical time the chanting
of appropriate, well-understood texts. 

3. From the foregoing observations one might, of course,
conclude that it would suffice to present a list or collection of
biblical texts along with a scheme for distributing them over
the appropriate seasons of the year. Close study of these chants
has documented the fact that there was a historical period in
which the church contented herself with seasonal collections,
which is to say, with the principle of “sets.” This means that
the festal periods had their own proprium chant repertories,
whilst during “ordinary” time (tempus per annum) the singers
worked their way through a store of selected chants arranged
in numerical order. 

Traces of this “set principle” can still be found in the pre-
1970 missals, the Lenten communions for example, or the fact
that the introits, Alleluias and offertories of the first sixteen
Sundays after Pentecost follow each other in successive numer-

ical order of the psalms. Even clearer is the arrangement in the Ambrosian Mass Antiphoner
where even today, “ordinary” time is provided for by a 12-item set of propria dominicalia.

However, one more dimension of the proprium chants remains to be considered: it is the
psychological one. As early as the 6th–7th centuries the church found it appropriate and desir-
able to distribute the sets of chants which had been collected, assigning them to the individual
days of the year. In fact, there is a scholar who defends the supposition that this arrangement
and distribution of the proper chants was the real beginning of the linear arrangement of the
church year itself. 

In any case, a similar phenomenon can be observed when we study the other components
of the Mass. For instance, analysis of the sermons of St. Gregory the Great reveals that in his time
each day had a fixed gospel, in the majority of cases identical to those we know from our prec-
onciliar missals. The transition from the principle of “sets” to the principle of proprium chants
in the strict sense, brought great benefits. Among them were the cessation of an improvisatory
style of liturgical chanting; introduction of a quiet and peaceful order into the liturgical celebra-
tion; formation of a barrier against arbitrariness; effective promotion of unity at the precise
moment when the liturgy of Rome became the liturgy of half a continent; opportunity for singers
and ministers to prepare themselves both technically and spiritually for the liturgy of the day
because they could repeat at regular intervals the same chants on the same day every year. 
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And so, as the annual sequence of orations and lections became fixed in the Sacramentary and
the Lectionary, there arose also a bond of association amongst all the items prayed and chanted on
a particular day. But that does not contradict what has just been explained, because this bond or
link is not a premeditated, speculatively calculated coordination of the proprium chants, but rather
a bond whose nature is spiritual and emotional. One became accustomed to, and grew to like, the
fact that in the Mass whose gospel recounts the miraculous raising of the widow’s son of Naim,
the introit Protector noster is regularly chanted. Here, there is something more than mere routine:
the fixed constellation produced a great many spiritual and psychological fruits. 

In the mature form of the Roman rite, the order of proprium chants is the result of three prin-
ciples or factors completed by a fourth, a musical principle. The first factor is the tradition of the
interpretatio Christiana; second is its manifestation in the principle of sets; the third factor is the
transformation of the repertory into a cycle per anni circulum. And the fourth musical component
may be termed the principle of genre, the fixation of musical expression linked to individual
liturgical moments and types of events. This principle of Gregorian musical forms explains why
an introit cannot be replaced by a gradual and vice versa, even if their texts be identical. 

And what of the changes which followed the last Ecumenical Council? How are they related
to the continuous tradition of the proprium chants in the Roman rite? How did they affect it?
Very little, at first sight; scarcely more than the non-essential changes wrought during earlier
centuries. The new Ordo Cantus Missae, which determined the order of Mass chants as well as its
implementation in the new Graduale Romanum of 1974, is similar to the Ordo Antiquus in many
places, in spite of the re-location of a good many chants as a consequence of changes in the
church calendar. The influence of the new three-year cycle of lections upon the arrangement of
the chants led to the predominance of what we have seen to be a false concept (namely the idea
of complete coordination within each daily liturgy) over the traditional order. 

And the changes in the new Missale Romanum are even more numerous. Although the texts
of the gradual also appear in the missal over a great part of the year, there are two conspicuous
differences. 

The first difference is the remarkable number of instances where the assignment in the
missal differs from that in the Ordo Cantus Missae. Up until now, the antiphoner fixed the text
and melody of the chant, and the missal quoted the texts from the choir book, after the fashion
of a libretto or “text”-book. This is the first time in the long history of the Ritus Romanus that
choir book and altar missal do not overlap or coincide. The separation of the two Mass books is
not (yet) as lethal as it is in the case of the Divine Office, but it tends in that direction. 

The second novelty is the selection of new texts for the introits and communions of some
Masses. New texts also emerged, of course, in past centuries, chiefly for new feasts instituted
over the years. But here, old and traditional Mass texts have been replaced, thereby changing the
contents of the liturgy at “cardinal” points.1

Two other radical innovations should be mentioned. The offertory has been eliminated from
the new missal, and the interlectionary chants transferred into the lectionary where a new three-
year system, with totally new texts to be chanted, has been constructed, thereby causing many
problems which unfortunately I cannot discuss at this time. 

Another choir book published after the last Council under the title of Graduale simplex and
purporting to follow the intentions of the Sacred Synod (Sacrosanctum Concilium no. 117)
attempted to adapt the principle of sets to modern times—but in doing so, completely severed
all ties to the centuries-old Mass antiphoner. 
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The real subversion, however, was not found in these publications, but in three seemingly
innocent little words of the General Instruction to the Roman Missal. In my recent book I called
those words “the anthrax in the envelope.” In addition to chanting the proprium texts from the
Graduale Romanum or the Graduale simplex, today, according to the GIRM paragraphs 48, 74, and
87 one may substitute alius cantus congruus or aptus. Since the plain fact is that today, ninety-nine
of every one hundred Masses throughout the world are celebrated without the participation of
a schola capable of chanting the Roman Gradual, and since the Simple Gradual has practically
nowhere been effectively introduced, alius cantus aptus has prevailed over the proper chants of
the Roman Mass. 

There is no norm regulating or specifying what should be regarded as congruus or aptus, and
consequently the Roman proprium chants fell victim to the “reform.” This means in plain terms
that the church today has nothing to say through the chant in the Mass: that the chant effectively
has no part at all in forming the liturgy and delivering its message. In other words, the proper
chants ceased to be part of the liturgy after the Council. Today, the majestic phrases of the Liturgy
Constitution sound almost ironic: “. . . as sacred melody united to the words, it forms a necessary
or integral part of the solemn liturgy” . . . ”sacred music increases in holiness to the degree that it is
intimately linked with liturgical action” . . . ”this sacred Council, keeping to the norms and precepts
of ecclesiastical tradition and discipline.” . . . “The treasury of sacred music is to be preserved and
fostered with very great care.” “The Church acknowledges Gregorian chant as proper to the Roman
liturgy: therefore, other things being equal, it should be given pride of place in liturgical services.” 

If anything, even less valid today are the warnings of the celebrated Motu proprio of St. Pius
X : “Nothing then should be allowed in the sacred precincts that could disturb or lessen the piety
and devotion of the faithful, . . . nothing especially that could offend against the dignity and
holiness of the sacred rites, and that would therefore be unworthy of the house of prayer, or of
the majesty of Almighty God. . . . Since the text to be sung and the order in which it is to be sung
are already determined for every liturgical service, it is not lawful to change either the words or
their order, nor to substitute another text, nor to leave anything out, either entirely or in part”
(Motu proprio Intro; II/8). 

Chant ceased to be pars integrans of the liturgy. And the grievous damage is not repaired if
alius cantus congruus is to become a juridically accepted part of the liturgy. Those three short
words opened the pathway for the many kinds of canciunculae, pious but liturgically inappro-
priate “volkish” songs, as well as light music and pop tunes, poems foreign to the church’s tex-
tual tradition. One may criticize the 1974 Graduale Romanum, but the catastrophe was the
General Instruction to the Roman Missal (and of course the Instruction “Musicam Sacram.” no.
32) since they opened the floodgates—to ground zero. 

What motivated such laxity (for want of a more drastic word)? No doubt there were motives
whose mention would be indecent, of which one must be ashamed. But one should also suppose
a kind of good will, as is the case with the “reform” as a whole. One may surmise that there were
two basic aspirations, more or less correct, which led to the concession of alius cantus aptus. 

First, in the great majority of parish churches there is no qualified cantor or group of singers
who could perform the chants of the Roman Gradual (or even the Simple Gradual) in its
entirety, week after week, Mass by Mass. What then is to happen in the great number of Masses
celebrated in spite of the lack of such cantors? One of the great temptations of our own day is
that lovers of the liturgy and its musica sacra attend the Mass with the best music they can find,
and ignore all the others. And so the liturgy has frequently been fractured and split into a “high”
church music and “low” church music. 

And second, there was the fateful call to extend “actual participation” to the chant, includ-
ing the proper chants. It is dashing, but supremely witless to lift our eyes to the heavens and
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invoke the sonorous phrases about musica sacra whilst offering no proposals for satisfying the
every-day needs of those thousands of daily Masses, no satisfaction for the rightful desires of the
faithful at prayer. 

In order to propose a suitable course of action, an accurate diagnosis is required, an under-
standing of how we arrived at the present state of affairs. In other words, we cannot avoid a brief
summary of the historical process. 

III

In the earliest centuries the proper chants of the Mass consisted of but two pieces: the
Interlectionary chant(s) and the communio, both performed by the psaltes, the trained solo
singer. The role of the congregation was to join in the responses, the ordinary as a special kind
of response, and the repeated refrains of the responsorial psalmody. On the basis of the ancient
reports and descriptions, confirmed by the surviving practice of the Eastern Church, we can con-
clude that in the earliest times the true field of participatio actuosa externa for the layfolk, was the
Divine Office. 

This situation changed in a fundamental way when the scholae were founded. In the very
beginning, these were little more than a gathering, a “workshop” of the psalm-singers which
made possible their occasional singing as a group. We do not know when and where such gath-
erings of singers emerged, but it was surely no earlier than the late 4th or early 5th century, and
then only in some of the larger churches. Today it is generally believed that as a regular institu-
tion, the Roman schola was founded in the 6th or 7th century. 

One should not imagine that there was a schola in every parish church: at first, only two or
three papal basilicas possessed the infrastructure and the financial resources required for the sup-
port of such an active ordinary institution. In the parish churches at Rome, the so-called tituli,
musical practice remained in the hands of the precentors. The papal schola, as a body of selected
young people who lived the vita communis and learned the liturgy and its chant as a vocation,
flourished amidst exceptionally favorable conditions which made it possible to develop a new
and more demanding style of Mass proprium chants. Although melismatic chanting, too, had
flourished earlier (one thinks of the improvised tract or communio of the solo singers), yet it was
the individuality of the tunes which demanded such great skill and diligence. 

The new pieces were not mere adaptations of standard musical models; in the new situation
each text had its own tune, and mastery of these involved an enormous task for the memory,
particularly in an age when notation had not yet developed. These singers did not chant only
once a month, and they could not decide for themselves which items of the Mass would be per-
formed on a given day. They were required to sing by heart each of the four or five proprium
chants of the particular Mass, and even a new piece week after week—or even every day, as for
instance in Lent. 

It is not surprising that those who from early childhood grow up in such a school, later
choose the service of the liturgy as their life-long vocation. And in this sense it may be said that
the chanting at Mass in the Roman basilicas was of a “clerical” nature from the 6th or 7th cen-
tury onward. The only way to transmit these chants to a wider environment was through the
visits of the papal schola to the various parish churches, where they would chant the entire
liturgy on the stational days. Otherwise, the precentor or psaltes remained the chief executant of
the chant in the many local churches. 

It was the evangelizing efforts of the missionaries from the 7th century onwards which
spread the liturgy of Rome throughout the European continent. In the monasteries and cathe-
drals the abbots and bishops imitated Rome by establishing their own scholae which trained
professional singing masters and a cadre of good singers. The prelates did not fail to urge the
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entire liturgical community to join in chanting at least some pieces. The best institution to imple-
ment this ideal, of course, was the cathedral or monastic school, where the lads could be system-

atically prepared to
chant the liturgy. 

The typical liturgi-
cal choir consisted of
priests, young men
and boys, up to an
hundred or more in
the cathedrals, twenty
or thirty in the cities,
or only two or three in
the smaller town or
village churches. All
the singers together, or

in smaller groups, performed the obligatory chants of each day, and this took three or four hours
of the day, in addition to an hour or two of preparation. Maintaining such a system on a level
which assured its functioning, required stable institutions, with great material and intellectual
background. Which is to say, that large estates, endowments and strict regulations assured the
regularity of liturgical singing in each ecclesiastical centre, over decades and centuries. 

In their turn, these institutions promoted further development of musica sacra over many
years during which Gregorian chants were embellished or completed with polyphony, and later
supplanted by polyphonic masterworks. Since the liturgy regulated the texts, such pieces
remained lawful even if the texts were not delivered on their Gregorian tunes. During this
period of history, congregational participation was at a minimum, if it existed at all.

In the middle of the 16th century this vibrant liturgical life came to an abrupt end. The col-
lapse of the institutions in the Protestant revolution, lack of material resources (or their re-direc-
tion to new purposes), the radical change in the educational system, widespread seculariza-
tion—all these factors converged to destroy the basis of regular liturgical chanting. Actual litur-
gical praxis was sharply divided: in some wealthier churches groups of professional musicians
graced the High Mass with exquisite art music (often of a character increasingly alien to wor-
ship), and also the cantus gregorianus became the domain of experts. On the other side of the
great divide, in a great majority of Masses the text of the liturgical chant became a prayer read
by the celebrant: silence in the sanctuary became the norm. The few monasteries and religious
houses which preserved in practice a remnant of the regular proprium chants were but small
and insignificant islets in the great stream of the church’s life.

Permit me to summarize the situation in a more pointed fashion. The cantilena Romana had
developed and grown into an enormous liturgical and spiritual treasury. But that treasure was
not shared in equal degrees by the entire church. As a sung reality it resonated in the praxis of
some monasteries and cathedrals and their scholae, though the mediaeval institutions like the
system of schools (with their strong staff and reliable financial support) had made a good
beginning on the process of making chant the possession of all the faithful. But after the 16th
century, liturgical chant became a hortus conclusus for congregations as well as choirs in most
churches, for it remained present in the Mass only as a prayer, surrounded by other texts and
covered over by non-liturgical music. 

During the course of the last century, as a growing number of layfolk achieved a relatively
higher educational and cultural level, there emerged a new opportunity for improving the sta-
tus quo. Fostering literacy, comprehension and music-making would have greatly aided endeav-
ors to transform a great number of the communities into some type of liturgical bodies. 
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Which is to say, the mediaeval “liturgical choir” could have been broadened and enlarged
so as to include the educated layfolk and eventually, by gradual steps, the full congregation.1 To
achieve that, the common elements of church life such as catechesis, preaching, singing classes
in the church-run schools, activity of the choirs and indeed most institutional aspects of church
life should have been adapted to the great purpose. 

It would have required a definite focus for pastoral activity, the training and employment of
suitable leaders, promulgation of diocesan statutes and the establishment of apposite founda-
tions and endowments in order to elevate the regular chanting of the Divine Liturgy from the
level of short-lived individual initiatives to its rightful place as pars integrans of a flourishing reli-
gious life—which, I may add, also includes involving popular participation in the Divine Office.

For a great many Roman Catholics, highly profitable “participation aids” such as
“missalettes” have become an intermediary transmitting the message of at least the text of many
proprium chants. Because of the (false!) isolation into which Latin has been forced, however, the
texts of the proprium chants lacked their directness and immediacy of contact. No “missalette”
can compensate for the loss of the chanted proprium. Though the text as the voice of the praying
church was precious for many people, the church as it really exists was only listening indirectly
to this voice. The proper chants of the Mass can communicate the full value of their message
only as chanted texts; the read or recited propers have a diminished function in the liturgy. That
is to say, in practice the proper chants have de facto been dropped out of the liturgy, even before
they were abolished, in reality, after the last Council. 

It was precisely in this situation that the “reforms” of the Second Vatican Council appeared.
Well-founded criticism of the Novus Ordo Missae and the new orientation which results, depend
upon a view or approach which adheres to the tradition but at the same time is not blind in one
eye to the desires which the Novus Ordo ardently sought but could not achieve. The myopic
engineers of the “reform” over-simplified the problem: “Why bother about the tradition of the
Roman Church if we can let the people sing what they want, and can?” For them, that was the
beginning of “inculturation.” But is it still possible to correct that aberrant idea? 

IV

One possibility would be simply to allow the present state of affairs to continue, which is to
say: organize magnificent Gregorian days, courses, and conventions; solemn Masses with majes-
tic chant performed by professional singers—and then to extend pious wishes with a blessing
for all the other churches and all of their Masses. 

But is it even possible to resolve the contradiction between preserving the inherited Roman
repertory and obstacles of its regular use? Finding a resolution requires that we think over the
situation carefully and formulate purposeful provisions leading to a true liturgical reform, one
which extends also to the field of chant and includes both the musical material and the institu-
tional background. Temporal constraints permit me to discuss only the first aspect, and I would
like to do so in five theses. 

Thesis 1 = The formula alius cantus aptus as a substitution for the Roman Gradual or the
Simple Gradual must be abolished.

Thesis 2 = The highest degree of vocal participation in the Mass proper is of course chant-
ing the full proprium in its Gregorian tunes. One could accept certain minor corrections and
alternative options to the Missal of Trent, for instance the restitution of the offertory and
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communio verses; the use of double introit Rorate and Memento for the Fourth Sunday of
Advent, etc.

The Missale must contain the same text printed in the choir books. Official authoritative
instructions should be issued, to regulate matters such as these: where and when is the chant-
ing of the full proper obligatory? what kind of simpler forms are permitted? when and where?
how can and should individual churches provide a psaltes/cantor or a schola for the parish
Masses? how can it be guaranteed that the faithful actually receive the message of the proper
chants through authentic translations? what tools or aids can be offered to the clergy in order to
insure an obligatory systematic introduction to the understanding of these texts in the frame-
work of local catechesis, preaching, and spiritual reading? 

Thesis 3 = Although the most splendid sonic vesture of the proper texts is contained in the
Graduale Romanum which “should be given pride of place in liturgical services,” it is also in con-
formity with church tradition that those texts may also resound in other worthy settings such as
the polyphonic elaboration of the texts, or alternatim compositions combining polyphony with
Gregorian chant. On the other hand, collections of less difficult musical settings can also be
approved which enable choirs with less training (or even the entire congregation) to chant the
canonical texts, i.e. the texts contained in the graduale and not some other substitute. 

The best of these will be settings which adapt melodic models to different texts (like the
ancient antiphons of the Roman Office) so as to render the liturgical chant more widely accessi-
ble. And on occasion the chanting of antiphons might even be simplified somewhat by introduc-
ing some less accentuated motives in the text into the verses. The question of liturgical and
musical norms must be relegated to another forum. 

Thesis 4 = To churches or for Masses which are less well provided with good chanters, or
are just beginning the process of introducing liturgical chant, permission might be given to
return to the old “set principle,” which is to say using a collection of set pieces for an entire sea-
son, analogous to the Simple Gradual but based upon the traditional gradual. In such cases the
celebrant, the ministers, and/or the congregation should, after chanting that “set” piece, pray
the introit (or offertory, etc.) proper to the day. 

In an “emergency situation” like that, the introit Ad te levavi, for instance, could be sung
throughout Advent, followed by recitation of the proper introit of the day. I would call this form
a “regulated use of sets” because it allows the necessary freedom to the local community with-
out sacrificing the liturgical canon. 

Thesis 5 = The “regulated use of sets” is a step above the lowest level which could be
adopted chiefly in weekday Masses or at Masses with a small congregation. It involves congre-
gational recitation of the antiphons, with the verse read out by a lector or server (facing the altar
and not the congregation). If these texts were recited recto tono on one pitch (or even with a soft
organ accompaniment), worshippers might be reminded that the text is properly a chant.
Indeed, before or after the text of (for example) the introit, a well known hymn which is appro-
priate to the liturgical day could also be sung. But the catalogue of hymns allowed for the use
of a specific type of community should be accurately fixed and officially approved.

I have eschewed a comprehensive discussion of the “language problem.” In my opinion, if
the vernacular is useful anywhere, it is precisely for the proprium chants (cf. Sacrosanctum con-
cilium 36.2). However, this option should, I believe, be combined with the rules governing a reg-
ular (and suggested) use of the Latin tongue. 

For such complementary use of the mother tongue I propose four tools. 1) Specified types
of churches are obliged to celebrate the Mass, according to a fixed schedule, with Latin propers.
2) Latin and vernacular in combination, e.g. the soloist/cantor chants the Latin Gregorian
melody of the introit at the beginning of the Mass, after which the congregation repeats it in
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their mother tongue on a simple tune, as a “sung translation,” so to speak. 3) A third possibility
is to follow a custom used already in the “Tridentine” rite: the congregation or a small schola
sings the proper chant in the vernacular whilst the priest as the “mouthpiece” of the church
prays the required Latin text. 4) The fourth tool is the use of bilingual choir books or notated
Missals, thus permitting the faithful to see the original Latin (read by the celebrant) whilst the
same text is chanted in the vernacular. 

Restraints of time do not permit me to discuss at this point the musical style of vernacular
proprium chants. What is of primary importance, either in reciting or chanting, is to use a wor-
thy translation which renders the meaning quite precisely whilst preserving the traditional bib-
lical-liturgical style of the particular native tongue. The best way of doing this would be a slight
and tactful modernization of the old translations. I never cease to wonder why it has not
occurred to post-conciliar English-speaking Catholics to use the Anglican-use gradual with the
English versions of the chants.2

A differentiated praxis such as I have just outlined, would ensure preservation of the full
Roman chant repertory whilst also permitting those chants to resound even in the poorest and
simplest circumstances. Each level uses the same texts; the same thoughts are pronounced, but
differently, depending upon the local circumstances. These forms resemble an ascending stair-
case: those who stand on the lowest step and are still unable to climb higher, celebrate the same
liturgy as those standing higher—and they can see before their eyes (and ears!) the steps to
which their community can rise. 

To adapt the well-known saying of St. Pius X: they are not singing something during the
Mass, but singing the Mass itself. It would be mistaken to regard this gradation as a degradation
of the full Latin Gregorian proprium chanted by the schola! Let the classic chant remain in its
majestic state; but let us consider also the ordinary Masses in parish churches today—and appre-
ciate the opportunity for improvement offered by these “tools.”

Permit me to offer a concluding observation. I fear that my suggestions may have set off a
two-front war. For the partisans of the Novus Ordo, my adherence to the tradition might be
cause for reproach; and for the friends of the Tridentine movement the practical measures I have
suggested, may seem too opportunistic. I think, though, that the “Tridentine” rite will remain a
source of joy only for a few, and hence have little impact upon the general usage of the church
because of this isolated position—unless we recognise that whilst maintaining its identity, the
traditional Roman rite could—and did!—live, change, and develop over the centuries. 

The question is: what does this “change” mean ? If it is not to demolish the Roman rite but
to make it more vigorous and alive, then the change is justified not only by the Liturgy
Constitution of the last Vatican Council, but by the tradition itself. “Remain the same, by the
force of change!”—that should have been the true motive of the post-conciliar “reform.” What
I am calling for is not a compromise or an admixture of novus and antiquus, but rather a way
to surmount their conflict. We must return to the rite of 1962, not in order to call a halt at that
point, but in order to locate the true reform of which we have been cheated. 

In this respect, I think that what has been said about the chant might offer a model for
restoration of other elements of the Roman liturgy such as the lections, the sacramentary, the
office, the kalendar, etc. I consider this to be the best and most accurate meaning of the formula:
reform of the reform.  
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