The Genevan Psalter

History and Purpose

Followers of the one true and living God have alsvayng the Biblical Psalms, since those Psalms fivete
penned. After God sent to earth His Son, the neansJof Nazareth, those who recognized and wordlipa as
Lord have continued to love the Book of Psalms.isTians have read and studied these Psalms, alithghe rest
of Scripture, but they have also sung them, aviddals, as families, and as congregations. Scmwe Bven
taught that, in certain contexts, Christians ougtging nothing else.

For over a thousand years following Jesus’ time,dtactice of singing Psalms in the public assembly
continued. But during that time, in many placeslm-singing was gradually removed from the congtieg and
given to an appointed choir. It was also removedhfthe language of the congregation, as the Psabrmes sung
in Latin. And it was removed from the musical ii@f the congregation, what we would today cak folusic,
and sung as plainsong, which we call Gregoriantchan

During this same time, many Christians dissentedhfthese and other practices which they believae wet
from the Word of God. By the 15th century, manyhase Christians began to be united, to speakvaitel
widely, and to increase in number. Around 145@edn Geneva were persuaded that the singing af Lat
Plainchant Psalms by a trained choir had no platied public assembly of disciples. It was themefo
discontinued.

When John Calvin was called to Geneva around 152%as convicted that the congregation ought to be
singing the Psalms in their own language and iim thven idiom. He therefore commissioned a locahposer,
Louis Bourgeois, to begin writing tunes in a comggonal style for the public singing of Psalmsalvin himself
began translating the Psalms into French metet tioefse tunes.

Later Calvin learned of a poet who was already gltinis. This poet, Clement Marot (who was never a
Christian and certainly not a Calvinist), had afieanade several French metrical Psalm settingsgbf duality.
These were widely popular in the French courtslvi@acrapped his own settings and commissionechar
complete the Psalter.

Melodies

Bourgeois and Marot did not complete the work, dihers took it up in the years following. By 1582150
Psalms, the Song of Simeon (Luke 2:29-32), the SdMdary (Luke 1:46-55), and the 10 Commandments (E
20:2-18), were being sung in French meter to 1264u The original goal was to have one tune foh &salm,
but the composers stopped before the poets. Tbusnes are used twice, 4 are used three timds] ame
occurs four times.

Many of these melodies are very vigorous. Thigftien not recognized, because in many traditioaguhes
are sung slowly, and often with simplified rhythidowever, in their original rhythms, at a brisklkesong’
tempo, some can be hair-raising, such as Psal#ig 29, or 148. It was not for nothing that Quétimabeth
disdained them as “Genevan jigs.” Psalm 68 wag byrthe French Calvinists (Huguenots) going irstilb.
This association became so strong that in cerfairep even whistling the tune was outlawed.

Those which are less vigorous, such as Psalms 88 or 116 or 123, are of such beauty that evenfareign
language they are moving.

James Jordan, in his excellent lecture on the sylgays that the mournful Psalms have mournfuidguand
the joyful Psalms have exciting tunes. | cannoeag Though this is often the case, there arent@maoy exceptions
to call it a rule. (Psalms 24, 42 & 60, for ingtar) The modes used in 92 of the tunes (Aeoliamiad, Phrygian
and their variants) sound to modern ears like mikegys, which we still associate with sadness. #hadigh many
of these are very upbeat, the minor ‘feel’ keepenethe most vigorous (like Psalm 2, 14, 128, 14@&nfbecoming
hysterical and frivolous.

These melodies are idiosyncratic. They have shgb¢mblances to many other styles, but strongnigls@ces
to none. Some of their idioms are observed soistamly, those unfamiliar with them will find thesmmilar to
one another. “They’re all the same!” is a commomplaint regarding these tunes (as with unfamitiasic in



any genre). But in many important ways, they are isome similarities and differences are listelbw.

Having been intimately familiar with all these maies for several years, | have opinions about whelodies
will be most immediately accessible to unfamiliatdners. Those with long lines and complex rhyhmay
cause new singers to give up in despair. But §issgthe following list of forty-two tunes whichalld provide
the easiest access to 55 Psalms in this increditliection:

Psalms, 6, 12, 14 (with 53 which uses the same tunk, 20, 23, 24 (with 62 & 95 & 111),29, 33 (with 67),
36 (with 68),38, 40, 47, 51 (with 69),61, 66 (with 98 & 118),74 (with 116),75, 77 (with 86),80, 81, 91, 92, 93,
96, 99, 100 (with 131 & 142),101, 110, 112, 121, 123, 124, 128, 130, 135, 136, 137, 138, 148, 150.

This list could be considered a Genevan sampfgrou listen to each of these 21 times (necessanyake
anything familiar), and are not attracted to théme,Genevan Psalter is not for you. If you begifeel their
power and beauty, | encourage you to move on toesieof the riches which this Psalter contains.

Similarities:

All the melodies are basically syllabic. Thatdach syllable of text has only one note. Only éhefmelodies contain any melismas
(2 or more notes for one syllable) at all. Thege2 6, 10, 13, 91, & 138. (By the way, this ididas been imitated in the bass line by
the harmonies used here. Only 10 of Goudimel's iaes have melismas: 2, 6, 10, 43, 66/98/11810%, 117/127, 135/138. However,
the other parts contain numerous melismas.)

All the melodies contain only two note values.this work, they are written as half notes and aqgrambtes. | have lengthened the
final note of each interior line so that the linefl not sound chopped-off. But this is a conceasio actual practice and does not affect
the essential nature of the tunes.

Differences:

Where any English-language hymnal will contain mhaggnns using similar meters, the Genevan Psales adewildering variety of
meters. For these 126 tunes, 109 meters are @elg.three meters are used more than twice. Englisgers expect predictable meters,
so this variety will be at first off-putting. Thenes will seem unpredictable. “Where is it goiogio next?” is a common complaint.

The number of lines is different, from 4 to 12. eTtbtal number of syllables varies much more tharave used to: from 28 syllables
in Psalm 136 to 85 in Psalm 4. Often the linessokated from each other, but sometimes one wileninto the next without pause.

Many of the melodies are syncopated, that is, tweyain a note or two which come a half-beat eatftian expected. None of the
tunes have the same syncopations. Some (like%}2,44) contain a syncopation in every line. Gahéke 37, 68, 119) have none: they
could be barred with a 2/4 time signature withaut eross-bar ties.

Harmonies

Calvin believed that, in the regular meeting of tbegregation, these tunes should be sung in unigtimout
harmony and without instruments. (His reasongHrare still a matter of debateBut outside that setting, both
harmony and instruments were encouraged, and wickelg.

Many composers have harmonized these tunes, butdeepopular and influential harmonic settingsever
written in 1564 by a French Calvinist, Claude Gooel. Goudimel had already written several settiofgsach of
these tunes in the complex, polyphonic style whvels then a popular form of entertainment. In trseséngs,
one part sings the Genevan melody while the coomglerdies sing the same words at different timesusT
though the singers are edified, the words are oftérclear to the listeners.

But Goudimel's most influential harmonizations wera ‘homophonic’ format, in which each of the
harmonizing parts uses the same rhythm as the melblaus all the parts sing the same words atdheegime.
This 4-part, homophonic, ‘note-on-note’ format caimée called ‘cantional’ style. The historicalgact of these
settings was immense. It is now the standard ‘HyooR’ style of harmony. As far as | can tell, GlauGoudimel
invented it.

| have chosen to use these cantional settingfigobdok and website | assembled. | was inspirelbtso by
the work of Louis “Duck” Schuler in his groundbréads and influential hymnal, the 20@&antus Christi. | have
followed the format and part-writing protocols reed to arrange Goudimel’s original into congregedldormat.

As far as | know, this work does not duplicate aimg existing. Namely:

The 1984Book of Praise, the official hymnal of the Canadian Reformed Chugntains the words and the
tunes, but there is no harmony, and most of thelsvare not aligned with the music.

Current publications of Goudimel’s original segfsn(easily available as Volume 9 of Klemplete Works) are
not at all suitable for congregational use. Eaatt i3 on a different line, the melodies are intdmor, and the use



of double-whole, whole and half notes is perplexmthe modern church-goer who is used to halvdsjaarters.
Many settings are pitched very high. Plus, therenly one verse of text printed, in French!

Duck Schuler appears to have done what | have deres setting all the tunes with tBeok of Praise lyrics, in
standard hymnal format. But this also is not sédor congregational use, because it is not akikel | have not
been able to obtain a copy, despite several ateeng§xme 60 of his arrangements were includedeiCantus.

But there were enough errors in both melody anthbay, as well as infelicitous part-writing, thdtdve not been
able to use any of his arrangements here. (Hedymalbably say the same of my work, and my gragitiedhim is
no less immense.)

In 2006, Inheritance Publications released a biblekl {The Genevan Psalms in Harmony, the work of Roelof
and Theresa Janssen. This includes all the tuwiislyrics from theBook of Praise, with harmonies based mostly
on Goudimel’s, though his harmony has been modedrénd simplified. But this book is not designed f
congregational use, since it is over-sized and egpensive. It is interesting and useful for instental
accompaniment, and anyone interested in seriody stwould have a copy. But | believe a differgrraach is
needed.

| have been guided by tiB®ok of Praise and theCantus Christi in arranging Goudimel’s originals for
congregational use. | used all the keys fromBbek of Praise. As in theBook of Praise and theCantus, there are
no bar-lines. Also, rests in all parts indicaisaacellation of all accidentals. However, courtasgidentals are
used freely since these harmonies are sometimpasng.

Nearly all Goudimel's homophonic settings placeel tielody (calledtantus firmus, or c.f.) in the Tenor, and
all were in modal keys. | rearranged them all mdern cantional style.f. in the Soprano. But | retained all the
modal harmonies, including some that may jar moéans. The guidelines | observed are listed below.

A. Preserve all the melodies and bass lines uealt€Exception: Twice thBook of Praise and Goudimel melodies differ;
| chose theBook of Praise: Ps94, m4, sharp in Goudimel; Ps133, m5, shaBodk of Praise)
B. Preserve every note Goudimel wrote, adding antbring none. (No exceptions)
C. Divide Goudimel's other harmony parts betweetoAnd Tenor.
D. Observe all the part-writing rules which Goudimbserved. (Also two other rules, 1 and 2 belavich Goudimel
did not observe.)
E. Preserve from Goudimel the continuity of thenmamy parts as much as possible, but sacrificethedollowing rules:
. No part above Soprano. (Exception: Ps50, m5)
. No part below Bass. (No exceptions)
. Alto and Tenor may cross freely, and all parés/raverlap if necessary.
. No parallel Octaves. (Exception: Goudimel allmastrary parallel octaves between S & B, as P& 95, )
. No parallel Fifths. (Exceptions: Goudimel alloivbetween phrases, as in Ps39 m3, Ps41 m3, Rs/@m?7,
Ps113 m4)
6. Observe the following part ranges (extendedép stich side if necessary).
S: C40 to E56 (No exceptions, aB3ok of Praise)
A: G35 to B51 (No exceptions)
T: D30 to F#46 (No exceptions)
B: E20 to C40 (Exception: Ps 84, 135: D18)

. No awkward jumps. (e.g. augmentéﬂjbr 7th)

. No more than an octave between any upper altsexceptions)

. Close position where possible.

0. Whole notes become Half notes, Halves beconzet€rs, etc. (Exception: last note of each phrase:
Whole note + Whole rest becomes Dotted half + €@unaest)
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Also, finding no suitable harmony for the Song odiyl (Goudimel apparently skipped it), | was comgetiio
write one.

Texts

Not only have these tunes and harmonies influem@sdern music, but the French poetry, particulafly
Marot, set a standard in French poetry. Calvin matyhave been a poet, but he was evidently a gatge of
poetic skill.

My research has so far turned up 282 Genevan Psitings in English meter, most of them rhymedxtyS



eight of the Psalms have only one English setturgenitly available: that of thBook of Praise, 1984.) | am not a
poet nor a judge of poetry, but in the judgmenthofe | have consulted, these settings are unevdsrary
quality. It turns out there are certain challenigesrafting acceptable English lyrics to tunegurally written for
the French language. One factor is that Frencbevieas a much greater proportion of lines with fene endings
than does English. We can hope that as more Gingsbiegin to use this Psalter, more poets mayaise
challenge and produce English poetry which matthe$rench originals. | am very grateful to thogewave
risen to this challenge, especially the prolific Mgovan der Kamp and William Helder.

However, the value of the Genevan Psalter doebBenwmt its brilliant poetry. It lies in the poweif the Psalms
in any translation or paraphrase. And it lieshi@ power of these tunes to capture the imagination.

The only complete collection of English metricditisgs to these tunes is the 19Bdok of Praise, published
and used by the Canadian Reformed Churches. Ebois is subtitled “Anglo-Genevan Psalter” indicgtimat
the Genevan tunes have been used with English watds/ever, the term “Anglo-Genevan Psalter” refers
historically to an entirely different Psalter, ceisesembled in England. It was influenced by thee@an Psalter,
but contained mostly different melodies.)

In this printing, | have chosen to use the lyricsrf the 198400k of Praise. | have made a few minor editorial
changes, mostly changing the Canadian spellingaf svords as ‘favour’ and ‘defence’ to their Amarc
spelling. | have also altered a few lines whidielieved would be misunderstood in singing. (Namleinade
minor changes in Psalms 3, 32, 44, 58, 89, 1071%\60, major changes in Psalm 31.)

| have assembled a spiral-bound printing, noptdslic distribution, but for the private use andliosity of a
few friends, and for further proofing. In the fudd hope to publish a hard-bouGenevan Psalter for sale for
congregational use, using this same music but avggblection of the finest settings available. Mehaot yet
typeset those. It may be several years, sincBdbk of Praise is currently being overhauled, and | will wait unti
that is complete. (Please view the history andyq@ss of this project on its websiteyw.BookOfPraise.ca |
have permission from the lyric copyright holdersil{(Mm Helder, andrhe Standing Committee for the
Publication of the Book of Praise of the Canadian Reformed Church), to publish these settings online. | will need
their additional permission to publish a hard copy.
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