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For centuries, church musicians have composed psalm tones, psalms refrains, calls to worship, hymn tunes, and descants for use 
in their own parishes. This workshop will review basic principles of composition that are most applicable to these types of 
liturgical music. Later in the session, participants will put the principles into practice as we collaboratively compose some new 
liturgical music. 

 

GENERAL PRINCIPLES 
 
Remember the “audience”—What forces will perform these pieces? 

• Pieces for your choir (calls to worship, descants, hymn stanzas) 

• Pieces for your congregation (hymn tunes, psalm refrains, settings of the 
ordinary/proper) 

• A great advantage of writing for your own forces is that you know what they are 
capable of performing. 

• Composing assembly song is composing rehearsal-less music. 
 
Remember first-year theory—At least some of it! 

• Employ contrapuntal (contrary) motion 

• Employ parallel motion in 3rds, 4ths, and 6ths  

• Avoid parallel motion in 5ths and octaves 

• Avoid awkward voice leading (large skips, difficult intervals, extremes of the range) 
 

 
TIPS FOR SPECIFIC COMPOSITIONAL TASKS 

 
Composing against an extant melody (descants) 

• parallel vs. contrary motion 

• “peeling off”  

• crossing the melody 

• active vs. passive 

• rhythmic variations 

• secondary dominants 

• countermelody vs. discant  
 

Composing a new melody for an extant text (psalm refrains, hymn tunes, etc.) 

• syllabic stress 

• speech rhythm 

• speech contour 

• Careful consideration of the above can help “naturally” determine rhythm, meter, 
melodic contour. 

• Sing it before you write it down!  
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Psalm 111 (NRSV) – Epiphany 4B (28 January) 
 

1Praise the LORD!  

I will give thanks to the LORD with my whole heart,  
       in the company of the upright, in the congregation.  
 

2Great are the works of the LORD,  
       studied by all who delight in them.  
 

3Full of honor and majesty is his work,  
       and his righteousness endures forever.  
 

4He has gained renown by his wonderful deeds;  
       the Lord is gracious and merciful.  
 

5He provides food for those who fear him;  
       he is ever mindful of his covenant.  
 

6He has shown his people the power of his works,  
       in giving them the heritage of the nations.  
 

7The works of his hands are faithful and just;  
       all his precepts are trustworthy.  
 

8They are established forever and ever,  
       to be performed with faithfulness and uprightness.  
 

9He sent redemption to his people;  
       he has commanded his covenant forever.  
Holy and awesome is his name.  
 

10The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom;  
       all those who practice it have a good understanding.  
His praise endures forever.  

 
Antiphon: The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom. 

 
 


