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Preliminary Comment 

  

The works to be considered are drawn from the Liber Usualis, or Antiphonale Monasticum, or as 

plainsong found in Hymns Ancient and Modern/English Hymnal, and there from English sources. 

They all use Latin texts I am familiar with and this was the reason for their selection. All else is 

fortuitous. 

  

Mode 1 - Dorian 

Gradual- Ecce quam bonum   V. Sicut unguentum LU p1071 

Introit - Justus ut palma     LU p1204   

Hymn - O lux beata       AM p163  

Mode 3 - Phrygian 

Gradual -Benedicite Domn V. Benedic anima mea LU p1654 

Introit- Ecce virgo concipiet    LU p1683 

Hymn- Te lucis ante terminum    LU p966   

Mode 5 - Lydian 

Gradual- Justorum animae V. Visi sunt  LU p1547 

Introit- Omnes gentes      LU p1009  

Hymn - Nocte surgentes     AMR10  

Mode 7 - Mixolydian  

Gradual- Liberasti nos   V. In Deo laudabimur LU p1075 

Introit- Puer natus est     LU p408  

Hymn- O lux beata         AM p163  & AMR 15 

 

The first part of the essay will consider the following aspects: 

  

Text source and shape/fit to melody - word painting 

Beginnings, middles ends of phrases - melismas 

Centonisation - reused material, variation 

Cadential behaviour 

Performance issues - breathing, solo/choir, recitations, memory, liturgical use 

The relationship of material within the genres of that mode as exemplified 

 

The second part of the essay will consider: 

 

Characteristics of hymns in various modes, and likewise Introits and Graduals. 

Issues of orality, liturgy. 

 

The essay will explore common and contrasting features.  The Graduals exemplify the elaborate 

melismatic style, the Introits, a simpler psalmic style with a modicum of melisma, and the Hymns 



exemplify simple neumatic writing. They are grouped according to Mode so that common features will 

be more apparent. 

 

Dorian Mode examples 

 
 

 
 

 

 



2 

 

The Gradual, Ecce quam bonum V. Sicut ungentum, (D Mode examples) is set for Mass for the 22
nd

 

Sunday after Pentecost according to the Liber Usualis, and uses text from one of the shortest psalms, 

Psalm 132(133) vv 1 and 2. (Behold how good a thing it is brethren, to dwell together in unity. It is 

like the oil on Aaronôs head which runs down his beard), and this text has not been altered as have 

some later examples in this essay. The psalm will surely have been loaded with extra meaning for 

those living in religious community, and will therefore have been sung and listened to with added 

awareness. The steadily dribbling down melody may even have been a naïve monkish joke, akin to 

doodles on parchment or witty uncials, coupled as it is with this psalm.(perhaps over-interpretation but 

few works will have the association with such apt text). And it will not have escaped monastic singers. 

 

The Gradual belongs in the first section of the Mass, the ministry of the Word, and is usually a Psalm 

verse reflection on the Old Testament reading bringing a Christian angle on this, and as the psalm is 

also an Old Testament work, this can require a ñChristianisingò antiphon. The Gradual and the 

Alleluia with antiphon following is sung just before the Gospel is to be read in procession from the 

chancel steps or the nave. The work is designed to be in ternary form, with a repeat of the Respond 

after the Verse.  However, due possibly to a history of clergy not wanting to prolong the Mass, the 

repeat fell into disuse. The choir sings the Respond, and the Verse, a little more involved and higher, is 

sung by the cantor. The choir may join the solo part near its end as a conclusion.  

 

All of this, until modern printed music, was sung from memory in a purely oral tradition, and much 

scholarly thought has been given to the issue of how this was achieved and transmitted over centuries 

and continents with such a vast repertoire. I will approach this discussion with Hucke (1) in mind, who 

has discussed some works considering the oral tradition, noting the similarity of melodies, and their 

principles of composition, which he says first requires division of the text into units defined by sense, 

so that melodic units correspond to these.  

 

The Respond of Ecce quam bonum, in the Authentic Dorian Mode, begins on d and takes an 

immediate leap up of a 5
th
 to the dominant a, and this leap could be considered a motto, to be used 

again. The first word, Ecce (behold), becomes a modest gathering melisma, to cadence on a, where I 

have also added on the score a breath/pause (comma) to be followed by the second short phrase quam 

bonum to cadence on f, again with a short embellishment to underline the meaning of ógoodô. These 

two short statements instead of one longer first phrase, are then followed by a longer middle phrase 

which begins on f and for a while anchored stepwise about g moves up to cô and develops a melisma 

on the last syllable of habitare, (to live together) anchored about cô almost as a tenor, rising to dô and 

back to cadence on a, fratres (brothers), follows with a stepwise contour of its own (dotted box), 

which I have separated as an interpolated address to the brotherhood. The last phrase of the Respond 

begins on f and rises quickly to cô and a lengthy final melisma underscoring óunityô to close on d the 

final. This last phrase is the first of several to outline a steady downward line c ï b flat - a ï g. to 

become illustrative of meaning ï oil flowing down, till the melisma merges with a cadential figure 

(open box) about ,f, falling to d. These outline notes would be useful focal points in teaching the 

detailed melisma orally / aurally to choir singers.  So, there is an overall arc to the melody, d to dô and 

back.  I also note a preponderance of d,f,a,c in various uses: d-a the motto opening, f-a beginning a 

phrase, a-f or f-d falling at a cadence. The Verse contains three long sense phrases broken for breath, 

and begins on d with a motto leap to a, adapted to the text, a suggestion of a-c alternation and 

thereafter a long melisma specifically on óoilô, working the final syllable ótumô.  

________________________________________________________________________________ 
(1) Hucke, H.  ñToward a new view of Gregorian Chantô JAMS  33 (1980)  p452  

 

       



3. 

 

There is an intermediate cadence f-d, for a breath, reminiscent of the end cadence figure of the 

Respond, and the melisma continues using a figure Cdf (boxed) and the outline (dotted box) first used 

for fratres, to pause for breath and a cadence on a. The melody proceeds with reiterative a-c typical of 

Graduals, (ellipsed) until the phrase end te of capite, cadencing on f, and a breath. The last phrase is 

longer still, starting with a 4
th
 leap a-dô on quod, (maybe a variant of the motto) and then to top eô in 

order to descend at length through Aaronôs beard. This melisma involves a moment of reiterative a-c 

then draws on and extends material in that ending the Respond: the figuring about b flat, (open box) 

and the cadential figure. From barbam, the melody is anchored about f to cadence on d. This could 

have been the end, but a further melismatic phrase occurs, barbam Aaron, extending the d-f-a as 

anchored notes taking the line down to A and back to final d, is composed of reiterative writing and 

references to earlier cadential figures (open boxes). 

 

This reiterative writing is significant in the Introit example in D Mode. The Introit is necessarily a 

much shorter work, placed at the outset of the Mass, covering the entry of the celebrant, who will 

probably cense the altar during its singing. It serves as a call to order, and leads on to the recitation of 

a relevant psalm verse. So, it bears a certain amount in common with other recitation genres ï 

simplicity, modest range. The Introit, Justus et palma, is set for the Common Mass of a Confessor ï 

not a Bishop, and uses text from Psalm 91(92) v 13. (The righteous flourish like a palm tree and 

multiply like a cedar of Lebanon which is planted in the house of the Lord, in the courts of our God.) 

The Latin used is a little bit short on verbs ï (2) plantatus est, and florebunt are missing. In this work f  

becomes a tenor for recitation almost all the way through, the melody rarely moving other than 

stepwise in a limited range  C-c But for the sole top c, the range is really a 5
th, 

 no higher than a the 

dominant, and we see again the d-f movement, the motive C-d-f (boxed) the final approached from the 

C an auxiliary just outside the authentic range, a passage of reiterative a-c in the middle phrase, and a 

final cadential figure akin to those in the Gradual (open box). The melodic fragment for florebit 

(dotted box) is also very like that for fratres of the Gradual, again making a point over the meaning.  

Since there are some fairly long phrases in this, I would add a breath after Justus, so the rest of the 

phrase will last until the end of the line with the verb. Thereafter phrases and cadences end on g, f and 

the final d. 

 

The third work, the hymn O Lux beata Trinitas (in hieme - winter version) is typical of an Ambrosian 

hymn ï 8.8.8.8. ï four lines of eight feet. Whereas the former works are based upon Biblical texts, the 

hymn is a metrical strophic work of Greek origin, freely composed poetry on a religious subject, in 

this case adoration of the Trinity. It is set in the Antiphonale Monasticum for Saturday vespers in  

winter. Like the former works, the text drives the music, now regulated by a metrical design, and 

calling for simple neumatic writing. Unlike other settings of these words, this version has four 

different musical phrases, A B C D. cadencing respectively on d, a, C and d. Three of the phrases 

begin on the dominant a. It is almost all stepwise movement, with an occasional 3
rd

. (a-f-d) and 

sometimes two or three notes per syllable. It runs the full range of D mode. 

 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 
(2)  The Vulgate/Gallican Psalter has óplantatiô. While the Latin in the music may be drawn from Old Latin sources which 

remained in circulation until the 13
th
 century, it is possible these words were omitted for purely musical reasons.  The sense 

was probably apparent to the religious community long familiar with psalms.     
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