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THE MUSIC OF THE PARISH CHURCH

HE importance of music in the worship of the churl::h has

long been recognized, and those who kn.ow .anythmg of
the meaﬁing of worship are agreed that the dedication of music
to such a use demands of it the highest standard that can be
attained. These claims, unfortunately, are not always justified
in practice. It frequently happens that t_he music chosen for
parish church choirs is either unsuitable in itself or is strictly
beyond the choir’s capacity. It is with the causes of this failure
and its remedies that this article is concerned.

There are many things to be considered besides the quality
of the music, including even the design and acoustics of the
building in which it is proposed to use it. But the chief thing
to be borne in mind is the peculiar character of English church
services. They are not concerts, and they are not community
singing. They are authoritative forms of corporate worship
with a clear structure and balance, which is to be illustrated
and enriched by music, and not overlaid by it or altered for it.
The choice of music must therefore depend on a strict obser-
vance of liturgical principles.

The English Prayer Book has a distinctive liturgical character.
It gives a form of the daily office which is meant to be a joint
eﬁ“ft of priest and people and not, as is the case elsewhere in
Christendom, of a choir of religious members perhaps assisted
by a schola r:mzt?fga. This fact provides musical opportunities,
;'Irl:y:f%c;?lf Hamfﬁd }l;in}_itatiolns. Again, it is distinctive of .the
and intelli'giblea to t';me 1;-]“1'1%1031 il e e
it ediﬁcatignw 101€ congregation; there Is a strong
substitute for it as criticas @ means to good worship, not as a
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Oxford and Cambridge, Oy Eng
sessor of the medieval divine .. I
T,qul . '(i‘“] divine office, and it g e
in this W‘?’: PaNyic ed that the chapter and choir
people to be considered. Again, I am not arguing that an ordj
lay congregation ¢ iakia i
iy 518 cannot worship at a full ‘cathed al’
srvice. It can be done by many pen I e
service, ot Y 1Y peop L'1_;1,-, the eucharist can
e dOVaNTLY: aston °¢. Dy many people with a purely mental,
and no vocal, participation. But neither of these things is
primarily in the spirit of the Prayer Book liturgy, and thee
should not normally be required of parish church congrega-
tions. In this respect it seems that the old Camden Society was
wrong, and all too successful, in recommending every parish
church that could muster any sort of choir to model its pro-
cedure on cathedrals. Many of the things that do harm to
‘music as worship’ in parish churches come from following this
bad advice. In another respect our cathedrals ought to be an
example to parish churches, in so far as they set the standard of
a clear, accurate, and rubrical rendering of the Prayer Book rite,
But our concern here is with the parish churches themselves.
The Prayer Book services point to an open church, with the
congregation a single worshipping unit in full view of the altar,
pulpit, reading-desk, and lectern. The choir is not t:crt as a
! ; dv of lay people who are to
corporation of clerics, but as a body of lay people v : 0 are ‘
: ot This is their chiet tunction;
lead the congregation’s singing. This is their chiel fur g
% x el ves sometumes, 18 10 -
if they also render music by themselves sometimes, ; Im[:m
: e cim St .
tant to know what parts of the liturg) the Lid;ttf the church
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an organ chamber or old ¢l * the choir may still be at the
Even where there is no gallery,

lish liturgy is also the sue-

hily rendered
are the main

clerics and ought to wear
1, usually
ir efforts give far less sup-
ir efforts give far less sup
removed from
e chancel,

3



west end or in the front rows of the nave. A further advantage
in not dressing the choir as clerics is that women can be in-
cluded without their being dressed as clerics too. Again, if the
choir is at the back, it can fittingly and unobtrusively be con-
ducted. At present, choirs often fight shy of trying any parts
of the service unaccompanied, not from fear of dropping in
pitch, but because they cannot keep together, and so are stil]

less capable of helping the congregation to keep together,
There are several other general principles which follow from
an attempt to express in music the distinctive character of
Prayer Book worship, (a) We should, in general, have much
MOTE Unison in proportion to harmony than we usually do,
"There is little gain in the choir singing in harmony those parts
of the service in which the congregation join. You get neither
the broad effect of unison nor the balanced effect of harmony.
:'lndividua.l verses of hymns may well be sung by the choir alone
in harmony, if the congregation has been informed which these
are to be. If choirmen are reluctant to sing in unison, tact
may be needed, but there is no need to jettison the principle.
(b) All congregational music, since it is to be sung in unison,
i’f;iuld t'}Eerefore be melodic, and never depend on its vertical
m;g:;:ﬂzt;:i;ur?. (¢) It should not be pitched high, Our
s do‘&} P:fhaps be mostly female, but women no
e rien dl';D :;und‘ well on notc_s above E flat, any
(6 2t ek . rff Pl‘c?h our music too _uften to suit
ow off) well-trained choirboys’ voices. (d) The
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-can do it quite respectably. The difficu

quite practicable in many places. Even if only twenty people
attend them they will make 4] the difference at the sen'ri}cc
because they will be distributed about the church. Unanimity
of utterance can be greatly helped by the organist and choir i
they will allow the natural pauses between verses which a body
of untrained voices needs and will unconsciously adopt if they
are allowed to do so. Perhaps the chief source of timidity in
a singing congregation is uncertainty about what is gnin,:; to
happen next, a verse in descant or a verse by the choir alone
in harmony, for which the congregation is unprepared. The
solution is to warn the people beforehand in the parish maga-
zine; this is better than prolonged announcements in church.
It is impossible here to discuss at length the suitability of
plainsong for an ordinary parish church. Plainly, it conforms
admirably to the principles we have listed; it is unisonal, purely
melodic, moderate in pitch, does not depend on sudden ﬁ.*fec_ts,
wears well, gives no scope for shouting, and is the be%m: for
being unaccompanied where this is practicable. But there is
no doubt that we do not often hear it well do_m-' n Pfﬂ-“fh
churches. I suggest that one main reason _fu.r t*‘.;- is :_1: “-nc‘?
people are accustomed to singing most of the ur';J1_'t~"’-‘f‘-‘*_"*‘““_1L
in the modern idiom they cannot readily shake off its :nﬁu.::m,‘c
for occasional bits of plainsong. Where the psalms, L‘mt‘f]}""!
and the ordinary of the eucharist are habitually sung [0 P
amiet and choirmaster are
song, provided of course that orgamst anc <
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render well in plainsong. it
Generally speaking, 1t will rare ::i'lul‘f_'i'll""'i 48
song chanting in ordinary pa! lhT Lmd ii"th:.-w,‘ do not they can-
to have it exclusively . 7a a school, or &
are prepared to have it ex here there 15 a school,
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quild of young p cople who sing togef;hcr regularly at worship,
plainsong may well be used, For c_u-dmmy congregations, there
are plenty of strong unison settings, not all modal, for the
liturgical services; and for the psalms, one had better make a
\'irtu'e of necessity and use anglican chants with one of the
modern psalters pointed on trochaic or dactylic lines.

The psalms are not intended primarily for personal use. We

recite them as members of the church: they express the aspira-
tion and faith of the whole body of Christ, in relation to the
manifold varieties of human experience from which they spring
and which are all comprehended within their range. Further-
more, they are at one with all the other forms which comprise
the corpus of the liturgical services and bear record with them
to the saving work of God through Christ. It follows that the
music used should provide both a fitting vehicle for that which
is common to the whole church and also a worthy vesture for
words which enshrine the mystery of our salvation. In accor-
dance with these criteria, we must exclude from our services
both that kind of music which merely expresses sensuous
human emotion (e.g. sentimental vesper hymns), and also
music which, though beautiful in itself, is not consonant with
the spirit of the liturgy. :

We are now in a position to indicate which parts of the
services may be rendered by the choir alone. They are clearly
those parts which lie outside everything that the Prayer Book
has provided for corporate use. At morning and evening
prayer, this seems to mean only the anthem after the third
collect (and, as was mentioned earlier, occasional verses in 2
hymn). At the eucharist, it will mean the proper introit,
gradual, and so on, if these are to be sung, and the benedictus
and agnus later on. The creed and gloria should be con-
gregational.,

‘ Hymn tunes should, of course, conform to the general prin-

ciples listed earlier in the article, i.e. they should be melodic

and‘reasonable- in pitch. The problem of the old but inde-
fensible favourites does not admit of any general solution, for
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it depends too much on the particular

particular tune; but something may be said about ]

and length of hymns, They are often. now I( i,
too long. This is due : » NOWAdays, too many and
00 long. "1 his 18 due sometimes to the lack of other congre
tional music, so that the people have to make up by q?nnﬁ;ll
many hymns; or it may be due to an abhorrence of ;ilenl_:: iﬁ
church, almost parallel to nature’s proverbial abhorrence of a
vacuum. Corporate worship does not demand continuous
corporate music, There should be no hymn in morning or
evening prayer until we have prayed ‘O Lord, open thou our
lips’, and none before the third collect except an office hymn

congregation and the

"with a definite relation to the proper of the day. At the eucha-

rist, while we need not insist on making it 2 principle that hymns
should never hold up proceedings at the altar, we should
restrict them within reasonable limits, and on Sunday morn-
ings many people have other duties t perform besides their
worship. It may well be that by having five longish hymns we
keep some people from coming to church at all, and at a ime
when they most want to come and we most Wit see them
there: for many worshippers rightly dislike to leave before the
end of the service. : o )
Everything I have said in this article is 3 vanaton f?ﬂ‘”:l_
theme: that if our church music is to be Worsaip it must be
integrated with the liturgical text by exemp R 0
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