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Leonard Bernstein 
Chichester Psalms 
(in Three Movements) 

 
For Mixed Choir (or Male Choir), Boy Solo, and Orchestra 

 
(to be sung in Hebrew) 

 
Instrumentation: 
 
3 Trumpets in Bb 
3 Trombones 
5 Percussionists 
Timpani 
2 Harps 
Strings 
 
Duration: 18! minutes 
 
Orchestral parts are available from Boosey & Hawkes on rental. 
There is also a version for Organ, one harp, and percussion. 
 
Foreword (from the score): 
 

Every summer the Cathedral of Chichester, in Sussex, England, joins choral forces 
with its neighbors, Winchester and Salisbury, to produce a music festival.  
(Chichester has a great musical tradition, going back to its famed organist-composer 
of the early 17th century, Thomas Weelkes.)  For its 1965 Festival, Leonard Bernstein 
was commissioned to write these Psalms, which were completed on May 7, 1965.  
The world premiere took place on July 15, 1965, in Philharmonic Hall, N.Y., with 
the composer conducting the New York Philharmonic, with the Camerata Singers, 
Abraham Kaplan, conductor, and with John Bogart, alto.  The first performance of 
the original version, as conceived by Mr. Bernstein for all-male choir, was heard on 
July 31, 1985 at Chichester. 

-J.G. (Jack Gottlieb) 
 

Composer’s Note (from the score): 
 

The soprano and alto parts are written with boys’ voices in mind.  It is possible, 
though not preferable, to substitute women’s voices.  There are a few passages for 
solo voices, which may be sung by individuals of the choir.  However, the long male-
alto solo in the second movement must not be sung by a woman, but either by a boy 
or a counter-tenor. 

-L.B. 
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The Text 
 
I 
 

Psalm 108 verse 2: 
Urah, hanevel, v’chinor! Awake, psaltery and harp: 
A-irah shahar! I will rouse the dawn!  

 
Psalm 100, entire: 

Hariu l’Adonai kol haarets. Make a joyful noise unto the Lord all ye lands. 
Iv’du et Adonai b’simha. Serve the Lord with gladness. 
Bo-u l’fanav bir’nanah. Come before His presence with singing. 
D’u ki Adonai Hu Elohim. Know ye that the Lord, He is God. 
Hu asanu, v’lo ahahnu. It is He that hath made us, and not we  
 ourselves. 
Amo v’tson mar’ito. We are His people and the sheep of His  
 pasture. 
Bo-u sh’arav b’todah, Enter into His gates with thanksgiving, 
Hatseirotav bit’hilah, And into His courts with praise. 
Hodu lo, bar’chu sh’mo. Be thankful unto Him, and bless His name 
Ki tov Adonai, l’olam has’do. For the Lord is good, His mercy is everlasting, 
V’ad do vador enumato. And His truth endureth to all generations. 

 
 
 

II 
 

Psalm 23, entire: 
Adonai ro-I, lo ehsar. The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
Bin’ot deshe yarbitseini, He maketh me to lie down in green pastures, 
Al mei m’nhot y’nahaleini, He leadeth me beside the still waters, 
Naf’shi y shovev, He restoreth my soul, 
Yan’heini b’ma’aglei tsedek, He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness, 
L’ma’an sh’mo. For his name’s sake. 
Gam ki eilech Yea, though I walk 
B’gei tsalmavet, Through the valley of the shadow of death, 
Lo ira ra, I will fear no evil, 
Ki Atah imadi. For Thou art with me. 
Shiv’t’cha umisban’techa Thy rod and Thy staff 
Hemah y’nahamuni. They comfort me. 
Ta’aroch l’fanai schulchan Thou preparest a table before me 
Neged tsor’rai In the presence of mine enemies, 
Dishanta vashemen roshi Thou anointest my head with oil, 
Cosi r’vayah. My cup runneth over. 
Ach tov vahesed Surely goodness and mercy 
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Yird’funi kol y’mei hayai, Shall follow me all the days of my life, 
V’shav’ti b’veit Adonai And I will dwell in the house of the Lord 
L’orech yamim. Forever. 
 

Psalm 2, verses 1-4: 
Lamah rag’shu goyim Why do the nations rage, 
Ul’umim yeh’gu rik? And the people imagine a vain thing? 
Yit’yats’vu malchei erets, The kings of the earth set themselves, 
V’roznim nos’du yahad And the rulers take counsel together 
Al Adonai v’al m’shiho. Against the Lord and against His anointed. 
N’natkah et mos’roteimo, Saying, let us break their bonds asunder, 
V’nashlichah mimenu avoteimo. And cast away their cords from us. 
Yoshev bashamayim He that sitteth in the heavens 
Yis’hak, Adonai Shall laugh, and the Lord 
Yil’ag lamo! Shall have them in derision! 
 
 
 
 

III 
Psalm 131, entire: 

Adonai, Adonai, Lord, Lord, 
Lo gavah libi, My heart is not haughty, 
V’lo ramu einai, Nor mine eyes lofty, 
V’lo hilachti Neither do I exercise myself 
Big’dolot uv’niflaot In great matters or in things 
Mimeni. Too wonderful for me. 
Im lo Shiviti Surely I have calmed 
V’domam’ti, And quieted myself, 
Naf’shi k’gamul alei imo, As a child that is weaned of his mother, 
Kagamul alai naf’shi. My soul is even as a weaned child. 
Yahel Yis’raiel el Adonai Let Israel hope in the Lord 
Me’atah v’ad olam. From henceforth and forever. 
 

Psalm 133, verse 1: 
Hineh mah tov, Behold how good, 
Umah naim, And how pleasant it is, 
Shevet ahim  For brethren to dwell 
gam yahad. Together in unity. 
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Leonard Bernstein (1918-1990) 
 

Bernstein stands among the master composers of the twentieth century.  He was the 

youngest person to take the podium of the New York Philharmonic (at 40) and was certainly one of 

their most significant leaders.1  His notable compositions range over many genres including 

symphonic music, ballet, opera, musical theatre, and choral works.  He helped to shift the focus of 

the nation toward current trends in music. He organized and conducted the Young People’s 

Concerts.  He also helped to reestablish tonality as a viable musical language and furthered the use of 

popular mediums (such as jazz) in serious concert music.  His compositions had a considerable effect 

on the public, which he focused on as his primary audience.2 

Bernstein was born in Lawrence, Massachusetts.  He was a prodigious piano student and 

attended Harvard studying composition with Walter Piston and conducting with Sergey 

Koussevitzky.  He began his conducting career in much a similar way to Mahler, by a last-minute 

substitute for the regular conductor.  He conducted a 1943 concert that was broadcast over radio, 

immediately igniting national interest in this young, energetic, and flamboyant conductor. 3   

The 1960s were a difficult time for Bernstein.  His disenchantment with contemporary 

musical trends caused his compositional output to all but halt.  In the early 60s, he declared that he 

would take a year-long sabbatical from the Philharmonic.  The resulting piece, though not his 

intended sabbatical project, was the Chichester Psalms.  Ensembles still perform the work and it is 

ranked highly among twentieth-century literature for choir and orchestra. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Donal Henahan.  “Leonard Bernstein, 72, Music’s Monarch, Dies.” 
2 Chris Morrison.  Dayton Philharmonic, Program Notes. 
3 Elizabeth Lorenzo.  “Tehillim.” 
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Nearing the end of his life, Bernstein continued to conduct but his health slowly and steadily 

declined.  He was a heavy smoker throughout his life and was prone to other addictions as well.4  He 

suffered from insomnia and began sleeping during the day and working during the night.  He was at 

his best in the late hours of the night but morning rehearsals were particularly difficult for the 

orchestra (who tried their best to accommodate him) to get through.5  He suffered from some 

amounts of arthritis and rheumatism that made conducting sometimes quite painful.  In fact, 

Diamond recalls Bernstein once taking the baton with both hands (recognized as one of the strangest 

affectations anyone had ever seen, but done actually for practical comfort reasons).6  Bernstein died 

on a heart attack brought on by lung failure.7 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 David Diamond.  “Concersations About Bernstein,” pg. 26. 
5 Avis Shoshani.  “Concersations About Bernstein,” pg. 165. 
6 David Diamond.  “Concersations About Bernstein,” pg. 24. 
7 Donal Henahan.  “Leonard Bernstein, 72, Music’s Monarch, Dies.”!
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Chichester Psalms 
 

During his Philharmonic years, Bernstein’s compositional output was extremely limited.  In 

fact, it is restricted almost entirely to his 3rd Symphony (“Kaddish”) and the Chichester Psalms.  

Interestingly enough, these two pieces together form the culmination of Bernstein’s quest for his 

musical voice and establish his identity as an American composer. 

From 1964-1965, Bernstein took a sabbatical from the New York Philharmonic in order to 

compose.  His original intent was to write a musical theatre piece based on Thornton Wilder’s The 

Skin of Our Teeth as well as to expand his musical language.  Both projects failed for one reason or 

another, but it was during this time of respite that a commission came from England. The 

commission itself came through The Very Reverend Walter Hussey.  Hussey was then the dean of 

the Chichester Cathedral in England and was a staunch supporter of art and culture, having 

commissioned a number of different works of art, literature, and music during his tenure.  (One of 

Hussey’s other famous commissions was Benjamin Britten’s Rejoice in the Lamb.)  Hussey was very 

excited about working with Bernstein and left the composer full control over what he decided to 

write, he even wrote to the composer that “many of us would be very delighted if there was a hint of 

‘West Side Story’ about the music!”8  It seems that Hussey got much more than a hint in the 

resulting piece of music.  Not only did the piece contain all kinds of Bernstein-esque music, but the 

themes themselves were pulled from the aborted Skin of Our Teeth score as well as from deleted 

material from West Side Story.  

Chichester Psalms and Symphony No. 3 (“Kaddish”) share a special significance; the 

“Kaddish” Symphony (1963) is built around the idea of furthering one’s faith by expanding upon 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 Paul Filmer.  North London Chorus, Liner Notes. 
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one’s understanding of God.  A “Kaddish” is a Jewish prayer used at funerals but not only does it 

deal with death it also focuses on life.  So the symphony, like the prayer, represents a death to the old 

faith and a rebirth to the new faith of an enlightened society.  In tandem with this idea, the Kaddish 

symphony was Bernstein’s great effort of wrestling with his musical language at the time.  Bernstein 

was feeling the pressures of 20th century compositional styles (12-tone, expressionism, neotonality) 

and he attempted to add them into his repertoire as a composer.  However, Bernstein came to the 

conclusion that: 

 
“…the certainty of one’s knowledge decreases in proportion to thought and experience.  The 
moment you have time to intellectualize your perceptions, established certainties will begin 
to crumble, and the “other side” of any controversy will beckon appealingly.  The inevitable 
result is that one’s liberalism becomes stretched to the point of absurdity.”9 

 
 
 It is with this renewed interest and dedication to his own musical and harmonic language 

(tonal, with classical influences such as Hindemith, Copland, and Gershwin existing side-by-side 

with popular ones such as jazz and musical theatre) that he approached the writing of Chichester 

Psalms.  His setting of the Psalms seems to be an extended coda to the “Kaddish” praising God in 

psalms. 

The Chichester Psalms mark a very clear return to his own earlier music language in order to 

remain “true to himself.”10  Each of the three movements consist of one complete psalm and a verse 

or two from another.  The first movement opens with a declamatory passage, full of brass sounds 

and a fortissimo chorus.  The music quite appropriately fits the text (“Awake, psaltery and harp, I 

will rouse the dawn!”) as if the choir is in charge of awaking the dawn (not an easy task).  The next 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 Leonard Bernstein.  “The Infinite Variety of Music,” pg. 139. 
10 American Boy Choir, Liner Notes. 
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passage is probably the most memorable from the piece: the characteristic, dancing 7/8 pattern that 

pervades the movement seems to embody Psalm 100 (“Make a joyful noise unto the Lord”).  

The second movement features an abrupt change in character.  Psalm 23 (“The Lord is my 

shepherd”) is depicted over peaceful and appropriately pastoral music.  The melodies are florid and 

placid, lacking any intense dramatic moments that would detract from the text.  The movement 

opens with the boy alto solo accompanied only by sparce percussion and the harp (an instrument 

that Bernstein has always shown affection for).  Just after measure 25, one can hear the American 

popular influence sneak through.  After this section, the choir and orchestra violently interrupt with 

the text from the second Psalm (“Why do the nations rage?”).  Rising above this tumult, the boy 

voices sing “Thou preparest a table for me” as if to add voice to the theme set forth in Bernstein’s 

first two symphonies: that faith in God should last through the hard times. 

The third movement brings back the chordal opening theme from the first movement but 

this time only in the strings, the only instruments in this orchestra that can effectively produce the 

high amounts of drama and romanticism present in this passage.  The choir comes in with the 131st 

Psalm (“Lord, my heart is not haughty”) and eventually gets to the 133rd Psalm (“Behold how good 

it is for brethren to dwell together in unity”).  The music here returns to a more reflective and 

humble affect and seems to represent mankind seeking peace and harmony in God once again.  
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Recordings and Conducting Considerations 
 

Conductors of this piece should realize that there are a couple of ways of performing this 

score.  The first thing to consider is the fact that there are two versions of the score: the original for 

chorus and orchestra (brass, harps, percussion, and strings), and the reduced version (organ, harp, 

and single percussionist).  If possible, I would highly suggest using the full orchestral version, 

primarily because Bernstein, as a composer, is a brilliant orchestrator but the instrumentation also 

bears artistic significance.  The instruments chosen are supposed to represent the types of 

instruments read about in the psalms: “Psaltery and Harp” are represented by the two harps, the 

trumpets and trombone are meant to represent Old Testament brass instruments, and the five 

percussionists playing drums and tambourines form a clear reference to their historical counterparts.  

Orchestral parts are available on rental.  A full orchestral score is available from Boosey & Hawkes 

for 45 dollars. 

It should also be noted that Bernstein specifically marks in his score that the soprano and 

alto parts are intended for boys’ voices and that the timbre of a woman’s voice should be avoided.  

This is obviously in reference to the nature of the commission, which was intended for the 

Chichester Cathedral and their boys’ choir.  Interestingly enough, the true world premiere took place 

under Bernstein’s baton in New York with a full male/female SATB choir whereas the piece 

premiered in its original version in England two weeks later.  It is also common practice for the boy 

alto line to be sung by a counter-tenor. 

In regard to tempi and phrasing, conductors should use Bernstein’s own recording with the 

New York Philharmonic and John Bogart singing the boy alto line.  In his recordings, he does not 

follow his tempo markings exactly but his use of rubato and tempo alterations show his intention.  
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The tempo of the first movement is of notable consideration.  It is marked at m.m.=60, but even 

Bernstein’s recording takes this a bit faster (closer to 66-68).  Whether this section goes faster than 

marked or not, a consideration arises at bar 11 where the tempo quadruples.  The quarter note pulse 

from the next section should pull its speed from the eighth note “flip” of the choral parts at the end 

of bar 10.  For the conductor, this is a simple transition of tempos but one that might get away from 

them. 

A similar consideration arises in the second movement.  In this movement, Bernstein 

includes several tempo changes but in listening to his recordings, the tempos are shifted slightly, the 

slower markings (56) move a bit faster and the faster markings (96) move a bit slower.  The 

conductor needs to be aware of the marking at measure 64 which sets the tempo for the fast text 

“lamah rag’shu.”   

The solo line in this section brings to mind another consideration.  When listening to 

Bernstein’s recordings, it appears that David is improvising his melodies.  When given to a soloist, it 

seems to go without saying that the singer will sing freely but Bernstein is especially careful in 

marking rubato passages and tempo changes.  This might be intended to control the solo of a boy 

singer (who might not have a hugely developed musical sense yet) but regardless of the reason, it will 

take some careful attention from the conductor.  An up-side to this is that the conductor can use the 

rubato sections to easily set up and transition between the fast and slow sections mentioned before. 

The theme from the third movement develops the material from the opening of the first 

movement.  It serves to tie together all three movements by forming the final bookend of the piece.  

The opening passage in the strings must be played with a large amount of lyricism and passion.  

Compare the textures here to those found in the Tchaikovsky Serenade, Mahler’s Fifth Symphony, 

and Barber’s Adagio. 
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 Immediately following the string prelude, the movement settles into a 10/4 meter that is to 

be felt as 2+3+2+3 (this is particularly difficult at times considering that the natural way to think of 

some of the lines will be 3+2+3+2).  The tempo is m.m.=120 and so it would be possible to conduct 

each beat in a literal 10 but this might detract from the “peaceful” feeling that is marked in the score.  

Therefore, it should be conducted in a divided 4 pattern.  The reason behind Bernstein’s use of the 

10/4 probably derives from the original theme from the first movement that is divided into 10 

syllables (“Urah, hanevel, v’chinor! Urah!”). 

 The biggest challenge in this movement will be basically the same challenge of approaching 

any slow-paced music: musicality and tuning are paramount.  Tuning is going to be an issue in the 

first section immediately following the orchestral prelude.  The male voices are written in unison 

over a very sparse accompaniment.  It grows when the female voices enter and the strings provide a 

more full accompaniment but until then, tuning is going to be laid bare. 

The final section (60 to the end) is another section that will require some attention.  The 

orchestra drops out for several bars at 60, leaving the choir alone.  In addition to this, some of the 

largest leaps of the piece are found in this section.  With leaps of 7th and melodies spanning a 9th in 

the soprano voice, the choir will have to fight for dominance over this section.  The good news for 

the conductor is that the alto, tenor, and bass voices are much less mobile and will provide a strong 

base for the sopranos to sing over. 



Leonard Bernstein

Chichester Psalms (1965)

Movement 1

Psalms 108, vs. 2 and Psalm 100 

1-10

1-3 4-6 7-10

a a b

“Awake, psaltery and harp:

I will rouse the dawn!”

Introit/

Introduction

*

14-17 18-21 22-23 24-27 28-31 32-35 36-39

(Chordal theme that returns in the third movement)

11-13

*This movement is filled with the repeated rhythmic motif  in 4-bar groups.  The only consistent difference is set over the text “Know ye that the Lord, 

He is God.”  This is a 2-bar group and a noticeable climax over the surrounding music.

** The phrase groups marked with the dotted lines (4-4-2-4-4) occur frequently in that proportion.  The two-bar group is usually the high point of  these

phrase groups.

14-39

*

40-43 44-47 48-49 50-53 54-57 58-61 62-65

first climax

40-65

66-84

piece climax

66-69 70-71 72-73 74-77 78-79 80-84

“Enter His gates with Thanksgiving...” 83-86 87-90 91-92 93-96 97-100

Two measures of  elision

101-108

instrumental interlude (harp, perc.) solo vocalists

“For the Lord is good...”

109-112 113-115 116-117

“stinger”

Coda

83-108 109-117



Movement 2
Psalms 23 and Psalm 2, vs. 1-4

Three basic ideas during the Psalm 23 section:

a b (antecedent) c (consequent)

1-17 18-25 26-30

Sung by the boy alto (representing David)

Organization of  themes is the same, sopranos sing 

fugal, imitative melodies.

a b (antecedent) c (consequent)

31-47 48-54 55-63

Joined by the sopranos (the voice of  the people)

*Joined again by David

1-30 31-63

64-101 102-135

64-72 73-79 80-92 93-101

A B AA

David’s “a” theme

“Nations raging” theme

“Why do the nations rage?”

“The Lord is my shepherd...”

b c

120-127 128-135

“David” singing

136-146

“Nations raging” theme

Coda

A A

AB 1

4-part Song Form



Movement 3
Psalms 131 and Psalm 133, vs. 1

Orchestral Prelude
1-9 10-12a 12b-15 16-19

*!eme from mvmt. 1, m. 1.
In strings, highly dramatic.
Evokes Tchaikovsky’s Serenade
and Mahler’s Fifth Symphony.

David theme
as transition

Opening theme again. Transition to choral 
entrance, sets up the first
melody of this section.

A B A (coda)

20-28a 28b-37 37-45a 45b-54a 54b-59

A A" B A Codetta

Male voices
Female voices sing 
in canon with the 
male voices.

Orchestra states 
the theme, as a if a
commentary on 
the vocal line.

Choir re-enters,
closing this melodic
idea.

Quartet
sings, recaps
section

60-65

Original theme, now in full.  Presented in a chant-like, retrospective a#ect.

“Lord, Lord, My heart is not haughty, Nor mine eyes lofty [...] Let Israel hope in the Lord from henceforth and forever.”

“Behold how good, and how pleasant it is, for brethren to dwell together in unity.”

60 61 62 63 64-65

“Amen”
Tutti choir without accompaniment.  Each measure 
forms a phrase and is separated by fermattas.
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