New and Better Psalms for Your Parish 
An Interview with Jeffrey Ostrowski 

It came as a wonderful surprise to the world of Catholic music. In August, a new website appeared at www.chabanelpsalms.org. It contained beautiful and solemn, and supremely practical settings of music and words for the Responsorial Psalm – for the entire liturgical year. And the site provided free downloads, and will continue to do so. At last there is a viable option for parishes who have been sining from missalettes for years but aren't ready to take on the fully Gregorian propers. 

We interviewed the composer and the man behind this free gift to the faith. 
Q. What prompted you, at age twenty-five, to compose music for all three liturgical cycles of Catholic Responsorial Psalms?

A: I'm a music director who works within the ordinary form of the Mass, in regular parish environments. But for many years, I was privileged to be the music director at a parish where the Extraordinary form of Mass was offered. The Psalm issue in the old form was uncomplicated. But the Responsorial Psalm that is usually used in the new form presents a puzzle. 
Since we are all entitled to our opinions, I can say without offending anyone that every Responsorial Psalm I had ever heard (while attending Mass in the Ordinary form) had been, in my view, truly awful. Most often, they are trite, embarrassing to sing, awkward, and, in short, unworthy of the House of God.  Then, too, I found the texts themselves very confusing; that is, I could not find a readily available book or website that clearly showed which texts are prescribed for each Mass during the different liturgical years.  Looking in the “mainstream” books, I found that divergence from the official, prescribed text was the norm rather than the exception.
Q: So you decided to do something about it?

A:  Yes,  I took it upon myself to write every Responsorial Psalm that I ever used (even for my Spanish Masses), which (as you can imagine) really did get me familiar with this part of the Mass.  Coming from the Extraordinary form, where we sometimes had to “psalm tone” a Gradual, Tract, or Alleluia verse, I saw no reason why the Responsorial Psalm verses could not be set to a beautiful Gregorian psalm tone.  I also saw no reason why the Refrain could not be a dignified, simple, beautiful modal Refrain.

Q: So these settings have all been tested in real time, so to speak. 

A: All of them. And my greatest joy is to see the congregation lift their voices to God in the psalms using the melodies I composed, and the extent to which they joined in singing taught me a lot about what “goes over” in a parish setting.  A great church musician once said, “You have to know what the butter costs.”  In other words, it is one thing to sit back and think about what would work in a parish setting, and another thing to actually test different ideas.  However, when I composed well, giving them a dignified-yet-simple setting of the holy text, the entire congregation never failed to sing with joy!
Since they went online, I've received dozens and dozens of messages from directors of music and publishers and pastors, thanking me for this. They say that they are using them and that they work. This is just great. But 
let me that that it wasn't on my own initiative that we put all these online. Last summer, I was approached by a non-profit Catholic Artist's Institute (Corpus Christi Watershed) and asked to do a liturgical project.  I felt there was a real need for what I had been doing five times a Sunday for two years, so my purpose was to fill this lacuna.  Thus, thanks to the generosity of Watershed, the Chabanel Psalms were born!

Q.  Did you follow any type of a compositional model?

A: I truly did.  I have to be careful here to use brevity, since the particular model I chose is so astounding, yet so unknown, that I tend to talk about it far too much.  My model was the Nova Organi Harmonia (NOH), a collection of Gregorian organ accompaniments done by the Lemmens Institute in Belgium during the 1940's.  I give a description of this magnificent work in the “Introductory Material” on the Chabanel Psalms website, along with some examples.  The main contributors to this 2,500 page work were Monsignor Jules Van Nuffel and Flor Peeters (who later published his Method of Gregorian Accompaniment to explain the principles followed by him and his peers in their creation of the NOH).  
If I had to name the three most important aspects of this eight volume collection, I would point out that: (1) every note and chord is gorgeously modal; (2) the entire work is done in a unified style; and (3) the creators of the NOH, following the lead of their predecessors, perfected the notation of Chant accompaniments in a truly marvelous way.  My careful study of the NOH over a period of years was indispensable to my creation of the Chabanel Psalms.

Q. How can organists and singers acquire a copy of the Chabanel Psalms?

A: The Chabanel Psalms are offered completely free of charge to any Catholic who has internet access.  Not even a login is required!  This extreme generosity on the part of Corpus Christi Watershed (a non-profit organization) stems from the fact that Watershed exists to serve the Church. You need only print and sing. 
Q. Some of the slots on the Chabanel website seem to have multiple entries.  For example, on the Feast of the Epiphany,  there are three different melodies: one in honor of St. Casimir, one for St. Dominic, and one for St. Cyprian.  Why is this?

A: I tried to take into consideration individual taste, giving people as many options as possible.  That is why many of the feasts have multiple Refrain melodies.  In other words, let's say that you don't care for the Refrain melody in honor of St. Casimir, but you still want to use the Chabanel Psalms on Epiphany.  Well, why not try the St. Dominic melody?  Or, perhaps you feel that the St. Cyprian melody would be the easiest for your congregation to pick up.  I named the various Refrain melodies after Catholic Saints to avoid any confusion (if the singers go to the website to print off their scores).  After all, if the singer is singing off the St. Casimir melody and the organist is looking at the St. Dominic melody, that would be rather bad . . . .

Q. Speaking of the singers and organist,  the page layout is different for each one.

A: That is correct.  The singers scores are formatted so that they always fit on a single page (to save time copying when an entire choir sings the Chabanel Psalms).  The organist scores are formatted to minimize page turns, yet be as legible as possible.  I know of no collection which goes to the length I did to make sure that the organist has no page turns, and formatting the scores was the most time consuming part of all (because each Psalm has a different number of words).  Singers and organists will appreciate the fact that, due to special formatting on my part, each word of every single Psalm verse and Refrain is placed right above the corresponding note.  As Vladimir Horowitz once said, “Music is already hard: why make it harder?  Better to make it easier.”  Musicians will love the formatting.

Q.  Musicians who have used them say that the Chabanel Psalms have a feeling all their own, and really are quite dignified.  Why is this?

A: I think it because they are almost exclusively modal, and were individually written to fit the texts like a glove (rather than forcing the texts to fit the melody).  That really was my modus operandi: to set the sacred text to eminently dignified melodies: melodies that do not make the singer feel embarrassed.

Q. In your view, what makes the Chabanel Psalm project unique?

A: If I were to name one thing it would be the different harmonizations I provide for the Chabanel Refrains.  

One could make the case that, by its very nature, the post-conciliar method of singing the Responsorial Psalm lowers the standard of music.  The post-Conciliar calendar has three cycles of readings: Year A, Year B, & Year C.  By and large, that makes for a different Responsorial Psalm Refrain every single week (and most people do not think back to when they last heard it three years previous).  
The organist normally plays the melody once, the cantor sings it once, and then the congregation has to repeat it.  In other words, the congregation ordinarily has to learn a new tune every single week, and they only hear it twice before they have to repeat it!  This is why I say that this method, by its very nature, lowers the standard of music, because the Refrain melody must be so very simple for a congregation to master it all but instantaneously.  
This is one of the reasons, after trying both options, I decided to compose most of the Refrains in rhythm rather than free Gregorian rhythm, so as to make it easier for our much-abused parishioners to learn them.  My initial fears of mixing a Gregorian psalm tone with a rhythmic Refrain turned out to be unfounded.  (Renaissance polyphonic composers who set psalms, Magnificats, and hymns alternately with chant verses and polyphonic verses could doubtless have told me that in advance!)

Q: So it was following this period of reflection that prompted you to action?

A: Yes,   I started to dwell on a particular Mass of Cristóbal de Morales, based on the Mille Regretz melody.  I noticed that this great Spanish master was not content with the settings of this tune that already existed, so he based an entire Mass on it (a Mass, I would like to go on record as saying, is one of the greatest masterpieces in the history of the world).  In this Mass, the Mille Regretz tune repeats over and over in various voices (especially the high voices).  Furthermore, Morales was not content with this first masterpiece, later composing different versions of the Sanctus and Agnus Dei (still based completely on the Mille Regretz melody), using ingenious compositional prowess that defies description.

If Morales could make masterpiece after masterpiece setting the same tune over and over, I reasoned, why could not this be done with the Responsorial Psalm idiom?  Hence, organists who employ the Chabanel Psalms will notice numerous harmonizations of the Refrain, sometimes as many as ten different harmonizations (clearly labeled with large letters of the alphabet for the organist's ease in choosing).  
The organist can choose harmonizations based on his singers, the acoustic of the room, the size and type of the organ, the congregation's musical skill, etc.  He can also decide which harmonization would be appropriate as an introduction, as well as which one would be subtle enough for when the cantor sings the Refrain the first time.  Then, too, depending on how well the congregation does repeating the Refrain and how many times the Refrain is repeated on a particular Sunday, the organist is encouraged to use “more interesting” harmonizations with each repeat.

Many organists have the requisite skills to “reharmonize” instantly, which they often do with hymns, to keep themselves from getting bored.  However, I know of no published Responsorial Psalm collections which write out different harmonizations for organists who either do not possess the theoretical training to do this or simply lack the time.  Incidentally, the NOH editors did this as well, never harmonizing the same melody (even repetitions of a Gregorian hymn) the same way twice.  Oh, how artistic!

Q. Do you think that the Chabanel Psalms will have an impact on the musical idiom of the Responsorial Psalm?

A: I would not say that, but I do hope they bring people to appreciate the beauty of Gregorian chant (even a simple Gregorian psalm tone). 
Speaking theoretically, I wish that more Catholic Churches would sing the Gradual, instead of the Responsorial Psalm, because I think that this is the best way to foster meditation on the word of God (which is what the Church says this part of the Mass should do).

However, there is also such a thing as taking people where they are, and the Responsorial Psalm has become the ordinary option.  After all, the Graduals can be very difficult to sing.  Many people are not aware of the fact that the Pontifical Commission for the Editio Vaticana produced by Pius X considered this same question more than one hundred years ago.  I was astounded to read in the minutes that the great master of Gregorian chant and member of the Pontifical Commission, Dr. Peter Wagner, suggested that the Gradual and Alleluia be omitted entirely in Churches which could not easily prepare these difficult Latin chants.

And speaking of the relationship between Gradual and Responsorial Psalm, another fact that some do not realize is that the rubrics for the Extraordinary form have always allowed the Responsory to be repeated after the verse is sung, this being called the “responsorial method.”  For whatever reason (probably time considerations), I believe that very few choirs in the last century have ever sung the Gradual this way — that is, when the Gradual was sung at all!

Q. Have you completed the Chabanel Psalms?

A: I have currently completed and posted about four hundred scores, but not finished all three liturgical years yet.  Most of the missing feasts will not even occur until 2009.  However, even if I were to die tomorrow, and never completed the missing Psalms, one could “get by” using the Seasonal Psalms, which are allowed by the Church “in order that the people may be able to join in the Responsorial Psalm more readily.”

Organists and composers are encouraged to E-mail me their own Responsorial Psalms, and if they are similar in style, I would like to post them on the Chabanel Psalms site as additional options that may be used.  This is in keeping with the purpose of Corpus Christi Watershed, which is to promote the work of Catholic artists.

