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Unlike a good portion of the music he composed (but did not 
complete) during his sabbatical, Chichester Psalms is firmly 
rooted in tonality. Bernstein commented during a 1977 press 
conference, “I spent almost the whole year writing 12-tone music 
and even more experimental stuff. I was happy that all these 
new sounds were coming out: but after about six months of work 
I threw it all away. It just wasn’t my music; it wasn’t honest. The 
end result was the Chichester Psalms which is the most accessible, 
B-flat majorish tonal piece I’ve ever written.” 

Chichester Psalms juxtaposes vocal part writing most commonly 
associated with church music (including homophony and 
imitation) with the Judaic liturgical tradition. Bernstein 
specifically called for the text to be sung in Hebrew (there is not 
even an English translation in the score), using the melodic and 
rhythmic contours of the Hebrew language to dictate mood and 
melodic character. By combining the Hebrew with Christian 
choral tradition, Bernstein was implicitly issuing a plea for peace 
in Israel during a turbulent time in the young country’s history. 
Each of the three movements of Chichester Psalms contains 
one complete Psalm plus excerpts from another paired Psalm. 
Musically, Bernstein achieved Dr. Hussey’s wish for the music 
to remain true to the composer’s own personal style. The piece 
is jazzy and contemporary, yet accessible. In a letter to Hussey, 
Bernstein characterized it as “popular in feeling,” with “an old-
fashioned sweetness along with its more violent moments.”

Although Bernstein’s initial version was for full orchestra, 
the composer also created a adaptation for organ, harp, and 
percussion, which is the version we will present this morning.

The first movement begins with a triumphal introductory phrase 
with text from Psalm 108 (“Awake, psaltery and harp!”) that 
draws on the interval of a minor seventh (a significant musical 
motive that returns in the final movement, engendering a cyclical 
form). This dramatic introduction prompts a vigorous and bright, 
scherzo-like dance in 7/4 meter of Psalm 100 (“Make a joyful 
noise unto the Lord”). The number seven is an important number 
in Gematria (Hebrew numerology) and features prominently in 
the composition of the Chichester Psalms, both in the rhythmic 
structure and the harmonic/melodic language of the music.

A gentle and lyrical setting of Psalm 23 (“The Lord is my 
shepherd”) opens the second movement, featuring a countertenor 
soloist (eventually joined by soprano and alto voices) with harp 
accompaniment, a musical evocation of King David, the shepherd-
psalmist.

The bitter expression and agitated music of Psalm 2 (“Why do 
the nations rage”) interrupts this tranquility. At this, the most 
dramatic moment of the composition, the setting prominently 
features music cut from West Side Story. Though the upper voices 
return with the soloist’s song of faith, the tension of suppressed 
violence lingers throughout the rest of the movement.

The third and final movement is the longest of the piece; 
its opening section features a more dissonant and rigorous 
compositional style than the others. With a fiery and elegiac 
introduction played by the organ, the music recalls the 
minor seventh motive from the first movement. In a moment 

of consolation, the chaos is abruptly hushed for a simple, 
unsentimental presentation of Psalm 131 (“Lord, Lord, my heart is 
not haughty”), a rocking lullaby in 10/4. 

Psalm 133 (“Behold how good”) comprises the coda material, 
predominantly in the style of a Lutheran chorale. It is significant 
for being the only moment in the entire composition for a cappella 
chorus, without instrumental accompaniment. Constructed from 
the work’s opening musical motive, the music and text combine in 
a visionary plea for reconciliation and unity throughout the world 
before concluding in a final Amen.

Chichester Psalms is tuneful, tonal and contemporary, featuring 
modal melodies and unusual meters. Through its use of motivic 
repetition, there is the sense of a hallowed rite. From the time of its 
sold-out world premiere at New York's Philharmonic Hall on July 
15, 1965 conducted by the composer himself, it was apparent that 
Bernstein had created a magically unique blend of Biblical Hebrew 
verse and Christian choral tradition: a musical depiction of the 
composer’s hope for brotherhood and peace.

   ~ Mark David Buckles and LeonardBernstein.com
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Texts & Translations

I. Psalm 108:2 & Psalm 100

Psalm 108:2

Psalm 100

II. Psalm 23 & Psalm 2:1-4 III. Psalm 131 & Psalm 133:1

Psalm 131

Psalm 133:1

Notes on Chichester Psalms

In 1965, Leonard Bernstein took a sabbatical from his post as Music 
Director of the New York Philharmonic. Freed from the time-
consuming obligations of conducting and studying scores, he could 
now turn his attention to composition. Reverend Walter Hussey, Dean 
of the Cathedral of Chichester in Sussex, England, had requested 
a piece for the Cathedral’s 1965 music festival. Dr. Hussey was a 
noted champion of the arts, having commissioned works by visual 
artists, poets, and composers. Among these: an altarpiece painted 
by Graham Sutherland, stained glass windows by Marc Chagall, a 
sculpture depicting the Madonna and child by Henry Moore, a litany 
and anthem by W.H. Auden, and perhaps most notably, the cantata 
Rejoice in the Lamb by Benjamin Britten. 

Bernstein responded with a “suite of Psalms, or selected verses from 
Psalms,” under the working title, Psalms of Youth (Bernstein changed 
the title because it misleadingly suggested that the piece was easy to 
perform). Hussey was hoping that Bernstein would feel unrestrained 
for composing in a more popular vein despite the sacred nature of 
the assignment. Hussey wrote, “Many of us would be very delighted if 
there was a hint of West Side Story about the music.”

Bernstein composed Chichester Psalms amid a busy schedule, 
completing his first work since the Third Symphony, Kaddish, in 
1963, written in memory of President Kennedy. Both pieces combine 
choruses singing Hebrew text with orchestral forces, but where 
Kaddish is a statement of profound anguish and despair, Chichester 
Psalms is hopeful and life-affirming.

רָוּע הַ ,ה נֵ בֶּ וְ ל ;רוֹנּכִ
רָיעִאָ שָ ה ּׁ .רחַ

Urah, hanevel, v'chinor!
A-irah shahar

Awake, psaltery and harp:
I will rouse the dawn!

וָהילַ וּעירִהָ כָ ,ה .ץרֶאָהָ־לּ
אֶ וּדבְעִ וָהיְ־ת בְ ה חָמְׂשִּ ;ה

פָלְ וּאּבֹ נָ בִ ,וי רְּ נָ נָ .ה
דְ כִ --וּעּ וָהיְ יּ אֱ אוּה ,ה :םיהִלֹ

 (וֹלוְ) אלו ,וּנׂשָעָ־אוּה
אֲ נַ --וּנחְ

ֹצוְ ,וֹמּעַ .וֹתיעִרְמַ ןא
רָעָשְׁ וּאּבֹ בְ ,וי --הדָוֹתּ

חֲ ֹרצֵ תָ בִ וי לָהִתְּ ;הּ
בָ ,וֹל־וּדוֹה .וֹמשְׁ וּכרְּ

כִ וָהיְ בוֹט־יּ ;וֹדּסְחַ םלָוֹעלְ ,ה
וְ ֹד־דעַ ֹדוָ רּ אֱ ,ר נָוּמ .וֹת

Hari'u l'Adonai  
   kol ha'arets.
Iv'du et Adonai b'simha
Bo'u l'fanav bir'nanah.
D'u ki Adonai  
   Hu Elohim.
Hu asanu v'lo anahnu.
Amo v'tson mar'ito.
Bo'u sh'arav b'todah,
Hatseirotav bit'hilah,
Hodu lo, bar'chu sh'mo.
Ki tov Adonai, l'olam ḥ   
   has'do,
V'ad dor vador 
   emunato.

Make a joyful noise     
   unto the Lord all  
   ye lands.
Serve the Lord  
   with gladness.
Come before his 
   presence with singing.
Know that the Lord,  
   he is G*d.
He made us,  
   and we are his.
We are his people 
   and the sheep  
   of his pasture.
Come unto his gates 
   with thanksgiving
And into his court  
   with praise.
Be thankful unto him  
   and bless his name.
the Lord is good,  
   his mercy everlasting,
And his truth endureth    
   to all generations.

והיְ .רָסְחֶא אלֹ ,יעִרֹ הָ
ֶד תוֹאְנִּב ֶׁשּ ִבְרַי ,א ;יִנֵציּ
ניְ תוֹחֻנְמ יֵמ-לעַ .יִנֵלֲהַ

נ ;בֵבוֹשׁיְ ישְִׁפַ
ַי ַמְב יִנֵחְנ ְגעְ ,קֶדֶצ־יֵלּ

ַמלְ .וֹמשְׁ ןעַ

 

ג ַ ִכ םּ ךֵלֵא־יּ ְ
גְּב וָמלְַצ איֵ ,תֶ

--עָר אָריִא־אלֹ
ִכ ָתאַ־יּ ָמעִ הּ ;ידִּ

ךֶּתְנעַשְִׁמוָּ ךטְְבשִׁ ָ ,
ָמֵה ניְ הּ .יִנֻמֲחַ

ָמָל ;םיִוֹג וּשְׁגָר ,הּ
ִמֻאלְוּ .קיִר־וּגְּהֶי ,םיּ

ַיְתיִ רֶא־יֵכלְַמ ,וּבּצְ --ץֶ
:דַחָי־וּדסְוֹנ םיִנזְוֹרְו

והיְ־לעַ .וֹחישְִׁמ־לעְַו ,הָ
נְנ ְתַ ;וֹמיֵתוֹרסְוֹמ־תֶא ,הקָּ
נְו ֶמִמ הָכילִשְַׁ .וֹמיֵתבֹעֲ וּנּּ

ַב בשֵׁוֹי ָשּ ּׁ םיִַמ

 
 

 
 
 

חׂשְיִ נֹדֲא :קָ  ,יָ
.וֹמָל־געַלְיִ

ַת ָפלְְ ךרֹעֲּ נ ֻׁש ,יַ --ןָחלְ
רְרֹצ דֶגֶנ ;יָ

דִ ַשּ ּׁ תְנ ָ בּ  ֶשַ ּׁ ,ישִׁארֹ ןֶמ
וְר יסִוֹכּ .הָיָ

ו בוֹט ,ְךאַ דֶסֶחָ
דְְריִ ָכ --יִנוּפּ ָיַח יֵמיְ־לּ ;יּ

ַׁשְו ִתְב בְּב יּ והיְ־תיֵ ,הָ
םיִמָיְ ךֶרֹאלְ

Psalm 23
Countertenor "David" and 
Choir sopranos and altos

Adonai ro-i, lo ehsar.
Bin'ot deshe yarbitseini,
Al mei m'nuhot   
   y'nahaleini,
Naf'shi y'shovev,
Yan'ḥheini b'ma'aglei  
   tsedek,
L'ma'an sh'mo.
 

Choir sopranos  
and altos
Gam ki eilech
B'gei tsalmavet,
Lo ira ra,
Ki Atah imadi.
Shiv't'cha umishan'techa
Hemah y'nahamuni.

Psalm 2:1-4
Choir tenors and basses

Lamah rag'shu goyim
Ul'umim yeh'gu rik?
Yit'yats'vu malchei erets,
V'roznim nos'du yahad
Al Adonai v'al m'shiho.
N'natkah et  
   mos'roteimo,
V'nashlichah mimenu  
   avoteimo.
Yoshev bashamayim
Yis'hak, Adonai
Yil'ag lamo!

Psalm 23
Choir sopranos and altos

Ta'aroch l'fanai shulhan
Neged tsor'rai
Dishanta vashemen  
   roshi
Cosi r'vayah.
 

Countertenor solo
Ach tov vahesed
Yird'funi kol y'mei hayai
V'shav'ti b'veit Adonai
L'orech yamim.

The Lord  
   is my shepherd,  
   I shall not want.
He maketh me to lie down  
   in green pastures,
He leadeth me  
   beside the still waters,
He restoreth my soul,
He leadeth me in the   
   paths of righteousness,
For his name's sake.
 
Yea, though I walk
Through the valley  
   of the shadow of death,
I will fear no evil,
For Thou art with me.
Thy rod and thy staff
They comfort me.

 
 
Why do  
   the nations rage,
And the people  
   imagine a vain thing?
The kings of the earth  
   set themselves,
And the rulers  
   take counsel together
Against the Lord and  
   against his anointed.
Saying, let us break  
   their bands asunder,
And cast away  
   their cords from us.
He that sitteth  
   in the heavens
Shall laugh, and the Lord
Shall have them in derision!

 
 
Thou preparest a table  
   before me
In the presence  
   of my enemies,
Thou anointest my head  
   with oil,
My cup runneth over.

Surely goodness  
   and mercy
Shall follow me all the  
   days of my life,
And I will dwell in the  
   house of the Lord
Forever.

והיְ ,הָ
ג־אלֹ בָ ִבלִ הַּ --יּ
ניעֵ וּמָר־אלְֹו ;יַ
ִתְכַּלִה־אלְֹו ,יּ
תוֹאָלְפִנְבוּ תוֹלֹדְגִּב
ֶמִמ ִנּ .יּ
ִושִׁ אלֹ־םִא ,יִתיּ
ִתְמַמוֹדְו --יּ
גְּכ :ישְִׁפַנ ;וֹמִּא יֵלעֲ ,לֻמָ
גַּכ ָ נ יַלעָ לֻמּ .ישְִׁפַ
רׂשְיִ לֵחַי והיְ־לֶא ,לֵאָ --הָ
ֵמ ָתעַ .םָלוֹע־דעְַו ,הּ

Adonai, Adonai,
Lo gavah libi,
V'lo ramu einai,
V'lo hilachti
Big'dolot uv'niflaot
Mimeni.
Im lo shiviti
V'domam'ti,
Naf'shi k'gamul  
   alei imo,
Kagamul alai naf'shi.
Yaḥel Yis'rael el Adonai
Me'atah v'ad olam.

Lord, Lord,
My heart is not haughty,
Nor mine eyes lofty,
Neither do I  
   exercise myself
In great matters  
   or in things
Too wonderful for me  
   to understand.
Surely I have calmed
And quieted myself,
As a child that is weaned  
   of their mother,
My soul is even  
   as a weaned child.
Let Israel hope  
   in the Lord
From henceforth  
   and forever.

נִה  ֵ ,בוֹטּ־הַמ הּ
נ־הַמוּ ָ --םיעִּ
ֶׁש ב םיִחאַ תֶ

ג ַ י־םּ .דַחָ

Hineh mah tov,
Umah na'im,
Shevet ahim
Gam yahad

Behold how good,
And how pleasant it is,
For brethren to dwell
Together in unity.

continued on back


