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1. 

AN EXPLORATION OF PLAINSONG HYMNODY IN THE DIVINE OFFICES OF 

THE WEEKS OF THREE MAJOR FESTIVALS  

 

The periods under consideration are Advent IV to Christmas Day, Palm Sunday to Easter Day, and 

Pentecost to Trinity and Corpus Christi.  The modern sources of the hymns are the Antiphonale 

Monasticum and Liber Usualis, so this first exercise has a focus on what has remained in use in the 

modern church, up to Vatican II. 

Part I of this essay examines the characteristics of the various office hymn chants for these feasts.  

Part II explores the more significant and numerous of the earlier versions of these chants as they appear 

in Stªbleinôs Monumenta Monodica Medii Ævi  and contrasts these with the Antiphonale Monasticum 

version with further analysis with a view to highlighting common elements and gains or losses in 

transmission, and perhaps a sense of date of the work. 

Part III  is a summation of findings. 

________________________________________________ 

Part I  

Hymnody is a freely creative impulse in the Churchôs liturgical worship. From the earliest times, when 

Christians would meet in overnight vigils prior to marking a feast day with eucharist, that vigil would 

include much psalm singing and also Psalmi idiodici, the term used for versified newly composed 

poetry set to song, that tells of and reinforces understanding of the celebrated event, ever educational.   

Greek metrical poetry was the early model for the hymn form.  Each rhyming strophe of a certain 

number of ófeetô, was sung to the same melody. Revd Matthew Britt OSB has detailed the complexity 

of these metres, but so far and disappointingly in this essay only simple Ambrosian or Iambic Dimetre 

has been noted, (8.8.8.8) along with 87.87.87, St Ambrose being one of the early masters of the poetic 

form along with St Hilary.
1
 And the essay will not be considering the later developments of sequences 

where presumably the more sophisticated forms apply. Because of the early association with the vigils, 

the precursors of the Office hours, the hymn belongs in the Divine Office rather than the Mass, though 

the Liber Usualis includes some which relate to non-mass occasions. 

The first period considered is Advent IV to Christmas day. This may not be as fruitful as the week 

following as this week can be a very short one. Indeed, Advent IV can be Christmas Eve and the days 

just following Christmas Day are a blunt reminder of the harsh reality of this world into which the  

                                                           
1
 http://www.cathcorn.org/hotbam/  The Hymns of the Breviary and Missal. Edited with Introduction and Notes by Rev. 

Mat thew Britt, O.S.B. St. Martinôs Abbey, Lacey, Washington New York 1922. The meters given below illustrate the 
common quantitative forms of the various meters employed in the composition of Latin hymns.  

Iambic Dimeter Te lucis ante terminum, /Before the ending of the day, Iambic Trimeter  Decora lux aeternitatis auream. /The 

beauteous light of Godôs eternal majesty,  Trochaic Dimeter Dies irae, dies illa, / Day of wrath, that day whose knelling, 

Trochaic Dimeter Catalectic Veni Sancte Spiritus,/ Holy Spirit, Lord of light, Trochaic Dimeter Brachycatalectic Ave 

maris stella / Ave, Star of Ocean, Trochaic Tetrameter Catalectic Pange, lingua, gloriosi lauream certaminis / Sing, my 

tongue, the glorious battle, The Asclepiadic Strophe Sanctorum meritis inclyta gaudia / Lo! the Angelic Bread feedeth the 
sons of men, The Sapphic Strophe Ecce jam noctis tenuatur umbra, / Lo! the dim shadows of the night are waning; 

 

http://www.stmartin.edu/abbey/


2. 

Christ child was born ï the stoning of Stephen the first martyr, the slaughter of the Innocents, and the 

Circumcision. Palm Sunday to Easter Day clearly offer riches, and Pentecost I have already extended to 

include Corpus Christi, a new festival in the later Middle Ages.  The Ferial Office was also explored 

when this comes into play in the selected periods and the works did not seem to offer much apart from 

the wide variety of melodies used to render well worn texts in the daily round, and I felt this was 

material for a separate study. 

Advent IV  to Christmas 

A thrilling voice by Jordan rings, 

rebuking guilt and darksome things: 

vain dreams of sin and visions fly; 

Christ in His might shines forth on high.  

The hymn, Vox clara  in translation, óHark a thrilling voice is soundingô, is set for Lauds during Advent, 

and is a hymn about John the Baptistôs foretelling the coming of the saviour.  Conditor alme (182) 

(Creator of the starry night) is set for Vespers.  

 

 

 

Vox clara is the simplest of melodies with largely stepwise movement, firmly set about D, with three 

cadences thereon, note for note neumatic style, and a modest range of a sixth down to G / ũ below the 

lower dominant. The first phrase is a typical shape of a mode 2 intonation in antiphons or psalms. The 

second and third phrases have a suggestion of an inverted and retrograde relationship, (curved arrows) 

while the last phrase simply repeats the opening. The third phrase again is notably low in its register 

which is unusual as this is usually the highest. None of the other hymn chants in this exploration we will 

find will operate in this register. This hymn features again in Lauds of the vigil of the Nativity. 

Conditor alme is in the Phrygian mode (E) and while beginning on E, spells out a triadic figure E-C-E-g 

to cadence on g first of all. The second cadence is on E, the third on c and the final on E. Apart from the 

triadic movement, the melody is again stepwise neumatic, with a modest range c-a, the lower part of the 

scale. Unlike Vox clara, there is not such a clear ABCA format, but the melody is unified by changing 

note figures about g (ellipses) which seems to be a strong focal point, and a stepwise scale figure (lined 

brackets). 
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First Vespers of the Nativity sung on Christmas Eve, contains the hymn Christe redemptor. This is 

followed at Compline by Te Lucis in the version below. 

 

Christe redemptor is the most elaborate hymn melody so far, which is not surprising, heading into a 

major feast day. Set in the authentic dorian mode, with a range of an octave C-c, the D is frequently 

approached from the C below, or involves this note as a lower auxiliary. Notes of anticipation feature in 

all but the second cadence, and there are cases of liquescent neumes, clivis, podatus, even a scandicus 

with quilisma (marked as small open note).The second phrase, B, spans an octave, stepping through a 

triad C-E-g to the dominant a, and from thence to top c the climax, approached with the quilisma over 

the semitone step, to later cadence on a. (dominant circled). The third phrase begins on a and descends 

a 7th to cadence temporarily on the supertonic E. This leads to a restatement of the opening phrase as 

conclusion. So a structure of ABCA is evident. The expectation is that something new and interesting 

must happen in the third phrase. In this case, the chant falls from b to C, whereas all the other phrases 

rise from C in an arc to the cadence point. 

Compline the same night has a similarly modestly elaborated melody for Te lucis ante terminum as for 

Christe redemptor, unlike the plain fare for Christmas night. While it remains stepwise melodically 

apart from an occasional 3
rd
 there are podatus, clivis, scandicus with quilisma, and torculus. It has a 

tightly shaped melody which could be ABAB, given the repeated material (rectangular box), and ranges 

a 7
th
 from its highest point in the second phrase. All the cadences are approached by notes of 

anticipation. 

 

 

Lauds on Christmas morning calls for A solis ortus cardine, 
2
 

From the lands that see the sun arise 

¢ƻ ŜŀǊǘƘΩǎ ǊŜƳƻǘŜǎǘ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΣ 

The Virgin-born to-day we sing, 

The Son of Mary, Christ the King.... 
                                                           
2 McDougall, Alan G, 1916 ñPangeLinguaò Breviary of Hymns of Old Uses London. Translations, where they 

have not been readily available from Hymns Ancient and Modern or the English Hymnal, have been taken from 

McDougallôs book courtesy of Harvard Divinity School and Google Books. 

 



4. 

 

As one would expect on such a morning, this is an embellished melody, but short of melismatic. Like 

Christe redemptor it is also in the authentic form of the mode, and has a wider range than the others ï 

an octave, D-d, this D being the approach to E  (marked with a heavy line.) This authentic form must 

bring a certain festive brilliance to the chant. The melody rises steadily with mounting tension, through 

the first two phrases to top d, (white arrowed) to continue awhile on c, and thereafter falls back to 

bottom E. As with Introits on E mode where the E-G-a-c intonation applies, the top c operates as an 

intonation or tenor (ellipses) supplanting the b as effective dominant. The melody contains two 

quilismas (E-F) within scandicus, and also porrectus and torculus, a swell as clivis and podatus, making 

it well ornamented. As with the previous Te Lucis, e cadences are approached with notes of 

anticipation. 

 

 

The simple setting of Te lucis for Christmas compline is intriguing. It is as if the festivities of the day 

and the preceding night have taken all the energy, and now itôs time for bed ï as soon as possible. It is a 

plagal Dorian melody, not much more than an intonation, with a range of but a 6
th
 and seems all they 

can manage. But this is one of the most well known versions of the melody, and an easy sing. The 

melody is unified by the triplet figuring marked with open brackets, about the D, g, and a, and has a 

strong pull to a the dominant as final. 

 

Hymns for Palm Sunday to Easter Day. 
 

The office hymn for Lauds on Palm Sunday, and for the rest of Holy Week to Wednesday, is Lustra sex. 

This has occasioned some foraging for translations, and revealed the extent to which the old hymn text 

by Bishop Fortunatus (530-609), rather than the better known later Eucharistic version by Aquinas, is 

used liturgically in parts throughout this week ï and the confusion this causes in cyberspace even in 

Catholic sites. It turns out to be but a verse from Fortunatusô Pange lingua with a particular liturgical 

application, as happens with this hymn. Lustra sex, and Lustris sex are variants  in different sources. 

However, the Liber Usualis has Lustra, while the Antiphonale Monasticum does not include this verse. 

 

 



5. 

 

Lustra sex qui iam peracta 

Tempus implens corporis 

Se volente, natus ad hoc 

Passioni deditus 

Agnus in crucis levatur 

Immolandus stipite. 

Thus did Christ to perfect manhood 

In our mortal flesh attain:  

Then of His free choice He goeth 

To a death of bitter pain 

And as a lamb upon the altar of the cross 

For us is slain. 
 

 

The chant has a wide ranging melody of a 10
th
, from C below the D final, to e above. It has a 

clear structure ABCDCD. It is modestly embellished with flowing clivis and podatus 

throughout, and the repeated last half contains three torculus. Movement is stepwise with the 

not infrequent step of a third, as between D-F, a-c, (dotted lines) giving prominence to the final 

D, and the upper c, and again the E-G/G-E confer an importance to the intervening F. Likewise 

b-g/g-b suggests the nearby a has some importance as dominant.  The melody progresses 

steadily upward to the topmost e (triangled) early in the second phrase. (B) At this point the 

melody becomes unusually angular, leaping down a 5
th
 to the dominant a, and stepping further, 

then to leap back a 4
th 

 to c and cadencing on a, dominant.  In the 3
rd

 phrase (C), the melody 

arcs from a through an octave c-C to cadence on E. In phrase D there is also an angular leap of 

a 5
th
 (D-a dotted lines), to return with the interval. This leap is strongly confirming the final as 

D and is typical of D mode melodies. The whole melody moves from the initial D, to be 

anchored about A, with some reiterated Côs, cadencing there on a  in the second phrase, and 

only moving back to D later in the third phrase. Cadences are approached by step, often with a 

note of anticipation (ellipses) or decoration, 1-2-1. 

At some point on Palm Sunday after Lauds, in addition to Mass, the community would be 

involved in the first of other ceremonies beginning the drama of Holy Week. This would be the 

Palm Sunday Procession, perhaps in the streets nearby and involving the public and/or laity and 

especially children. Hymnody has a place in these events. Central to the Palm Sunday 

procession is Gloria laus. (All glory laud and honour). The text for this is by Bishop 

Theodulph (d.821) and has a recurring refrain for congregation with verses for choir, as they 

dramatise the story of the Entry into Jerusalem, and this text continues today even in the most 

protestant of services using a tune named after Theodulph. 

The refrain, which begins and ends the work, is intriguing to me for its foreshadowing of 

modern harmony. It is built almost entirely upon the triad of D minor, (marked with ^s) 

securely in the authentic D mode, but limited to the first five notes. This, when following the 

choir Verses, which are centred about A, gives an impression of  I-V-I  of tonal writing. Of 

course the refrain for congregation would necessarily need to be simple in structure, be of 

limited range, readily remembered, and must beg for the verse to follow, and the verse must  
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call for the refrain. It proceeds as stepwise neumatic writing, with the occasional 3
rd

, between 

a-c, F-a, or g-E about F. And on two occasions within the melody there is a cadence on F. 

(small black arrows) Notation includes clivis and podatus, and even a liquescent c, and  

climacus and two distropha. 

 

 

The verse of Gloria laus, above bears some resemblance to introits, in that the melody becomes 

anchored for a time around an upper reciting note c, (rectangles), with the g-a-c motive at the 

outset of B (block arrow). There is a formal structure to the melody, ABAB, and it is rather 

more embellished than the congregational refrain, with clivis and podatus, plus a quilisma set 

in the b-c interval. It is firmly anchored overall about the dominant a, (even possibly a hint of 

dominant 7
th  

 G included) with the A phrase beginning on that note, and the B phrase 

cadencing on it. And then the return to the Gloria laus refrain brings back the final D. 

 

At Vespers on Palm Sunday Vexilla regis is the office hymn. This is another hymn text from 

Fortunatus. According to David Hiley the poem by Fortunatus used in this hymn was composed 

for Queen Radegunda of the Convent of the Holy Cross in Poitiers, who was indeed fortunate 

to have been given a fragment of the True Cross by the Emperor Justinian. 
3
 

 
Vexilla regis proderunt,  

Fulget Crucis mysterium 

Quo carrne carnis conditor 

Suspensus est patibulo..... 

The royal banners forward go, 

The cross shines forth in mystic glow, 

Where he in flesh, our flesh who made 

Our sentence bore, our ransom paid..... 

 

 

 

                                                           
3
    Hiley, David  1997. Western Plainchant, A Handbook. Oxford  p144. 
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This chant is the most embellished so far, and is the first to feature a b flat. The presence of 

many nearby F s (boxed) in the melody will have required this modification to avoid the 

tritone. There are numerous examples of the clivis and podatus, climacus, torculus, and in the 

final phrase a compound neume, scandicus subbipunctis, which also contains a quilisma and b 

flat, fortuitously marking the word ósuspensusô in the first verse. This time the quilisma covers 

the semitone step a-b flat.  While the chant progresses mainly by step, in B and C phrases the 

triad of D-F-a becomes anchor points or is spelt out directly ( ^s). Three of the cadences are on 

D and all are approached by step. The two cadences ending the B phrase contain a cadential 

figuring E-F-D-C-C-D.  While set in the authentic mode, there is only a minor seventh in 

range. 

After Wednesday of Holy Week hymnody in the office is suspended while attention is paid to 

the liturgies of the Triduum ï Holy Thursday (Pedalavium, Institution of the Eucharist, 

Reserved Sacrament, Stripping the Altar), Good Friday (Veneration the Cross and Deposition), 

then Holy Saturday (Vigil). These services have been a genesis point for detailed liturgical 

drama within and without the communities.  

Parts of the two versions of Pange Lingua are well used at these times. While the Holy 

Thursday ceremonies focus about the Mass (so the hymn has no place), Thomas Aquinasô later 

version of Pange Lingua with its clear Eucharistic reference, is used for the Reservation of the 

Sacrament. And there is a new more easily remembered chant for this text. And maybe this fact 

has led to the confusion mentioned earlier. There are two differing sets of words with similar 

sentiments, two melodies, and one (that by Aquinas) has two modalities. Pange 

lingua...certaminis refers to the text by Fortunatus, and Pange lingua.... corporis refers to that 

by Aquinas. The hymn was well used all over Europe according to David Hiley, with other 

melodies as well.
4
 

Pange lingua.... corporis 

 
For the second time in this selection there is a resemblance to the Introit genre. The chant of this Pange 

lingua begins on E the final, and thereafter seems at pains to avoid that note until the end. Or if E 

occurs, g toggles with it. (square brackets) The g above it holds greater sway (circled), bearing most of 

the cadences, and there is again the g-a-c figure (block arrows) which settles on a reciting top 

c,(rectangle), that note a stronger pull than the b, the actual dominant. Two cadences out of the six 

phrases are not approached by step. That on c in the first phrase has a step up of a 3
rd
, and in the fourth 

phrase there is a drop of a 5
th
  to cadence a-D. 

On Good Friday Pange Lingua..... certaminis is sung during the Veneration of the Cross using the older 

Fortunatus version, and making a refrain of the Crux fidelis verse between each of the ten verses. 

                                                           
4
 Hiley, David 1997, Western Plainchant, A Handbook Oxford  p144 
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This work is firmly in the D mode with cadences on g, a, E and D. This is the same melody as for 

Lustra sex above 

At Lauds on Easter morning there is a strange simplicity. Certainly at the preceding Easter Vigil, where 

psalmody has been important, and the wonderful Exsultet is sung by a deacon, there has been a rich 

service and Mass and no place for hymnody. Lauds then has the hymn Aurora lucis, suddenly in the 

plagal mixolydian mode. All of the works considered so far for major feasts have either been in D or E 

mode. Does this G mode consciously or unconsciously, signify something unusual on Easter morning? 

Aurora lucis rutilat 

Caelum laudibus intonat 

Mundus exsultans jubilant 

Gemens infernus ululate.  (Haec dies..) 

Lights glittering morn bedecks the sky 

Heaven thunders forth its victory 

The glad earth shouts her triumph high 

And groaning hell make sits reply....(Alleluia) 

 

 
Like Compline on Christmas Day, this office hymn seems to have a surreal simplicity. The chant is 

confined to an interval of a 5
th
, the upper range of the plagal version, and is almost entirely neumatic 

and stepwise. It maintains a unity through inverting motives (ellipses and rectangles) and simple 

scalewise lines (heavy lines). The topmost note in the second phrase bears the only decoration ï a 

quilisma within a compound neume, a scandicus subbipunctis. 

At Vespers on Easter Day the hymn is Ad coenam agni  

 
Ad coenam Agni providi 

Et stolis albis candidi 

Post transitum maris Rubri 

Christo canamus Principi. 

The Lambs high banquet we await 

In snow white robes of royal state 

And now, the Red Seas channel past 

To Christ our Prince we sing at last.... 
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Again we find the plagal mixolydian mode is used, but this time the melody ranges through a 

9
th
 about the final G. Cadences are twice on a, then D and G and are all approached by 

downward step and no elaboration. Once more there are stylistic traits of the Introit ï the g-a-c  

motive, and the anchoring about the upper c as a recitation (^s ). However, compared to many 

of the previous chants, there are quite a few wider intervals. The 3
rd

  is common in every 

phrase (such a-c, E-g toggling), but also the 4
th
 and 5

th
 feature. The first leap of a 4

th
 g-c 

(double arrow) throws these notes into relief and convinces one of a G modality early.  The 

second leap, up a 5
th
, again suggests G as final. This G mode may give a sense of freedom or 

exultation. There seems no discernable formal structure, but for the effect of the clivis and 

podatus movement. 

  

Pentecost 

The Office Hymn for Vespers I for Pentecost, sung the evening before, is Veni creator spiritus and is 

the traditional hymn for Pentecost (text loosely translated below)  And this can be confused with 

Stephen Langtonôs later sequence  Veni Sancte Spiritus. 

 
Veni creator spiritus  

Mentes tuorum visita 

Imple superna gratia 

Quae tu creasti pectora.. 

Come Holy Ghost our souls inspire 

And lighten with celestial fire 

Thou the anointing Spirit art 

Who dost thy sevenfold gifts impart.. 

 

 

 
Interestingly, this melody is again in the plagal G mode, first heard on Easter morning. Apart 

from an occasional F abutting a G, and a top e, its range is mainly limited to G-d. At first it 

progresses in stepwise fashion about G, but opens up with a leap of a 4
th
 (square brackets) from 

G thus strengthening the final as G, to become well ventilated with falling 4ths and 5ths all 

falling on G. The 3
rd

 steps are mainly either a-c avoiding b and supporting c, or a-F suggesting 

g.  Movement is aided by numerous clivis and podatus. There is no apparent formal structure, 

but the chant rises in the first phrase to cadence on c, thence to cadence on d in the second 

phrase, then it works its way back through smaller phrases to G final via a cadence on c.  While  

 


