
 

LEONARD BERNSTEIN’S CHICHESTER PSALMS 

 

Chichester Psalms was commissioned by the Very Reverend Walter Hussey, Dean of Chichester Cathedral, 

Sussex, UK, for the Three Choirs Festival of 1965 (involving the choirs of Chichester, Winchester and 

Salisbury Cathedrals). Even though Leonard Bernstein was in the audience at Chichester for the July 31, 1965 

performance, he, in fact, had just conducted the world premiere in New York with the Camerata Singers and 

the New York Philharmonic at Philharmonic Hall on July 15, 1965. 

The original scoring for the piece was for full orchestra. The composer himself also prepared a reduced 

accompaniment of organ, harp and percussion, which we will use in our concert. 

The work comprises three movements, each of which utilize texts from the Psalms in Hebrew. 

The opening chorale of the first movement (Psalm 108 – “Awake, psaltery and harp!”) uses bold, angular 

musical material, which leads directly into a joyful dance-like setting of Psalm 100 in a 7/4 meter (“Make a 

joyful noise unto the Lord.”) 

Movement II starts with a lyric solo (Psalm 23 – “The Lord is my Shepherd”) by a boy alto or countertenor, 

accompanied by harp. This is repeated by the women, but is suddenly interrupted by a warlike outburst from 

the men (Psalm 2 – “Why do the nations rage?”) The violence grows distant, but it continues softly while, 

above it, the women resume Psalm 23 “blissfully unaware of the threat.” 

The final movement begins with an impassioned instrumental meditation. It subsides into a warm song of 

comfort in a flowing 10/4 meter (Psalm 131). The work ends with an a cappella version of the chorale from 

the very beginning of the piece – this time slowly and pianissimo – a coda for peace: 

Behold how good, 
And how pleasant it is, 
For brethren to dwell 

Together in unity. 
 

 


