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Workshop Goals:

• Grasp the foundational concepts of Gregorian 

Chant: history, liturgical use, staff reading, 

rhythm interpretation, intro to chant modes, and 

vocal technique for effective chanting.

• Learn several chants throughout the workshop.

• By the end of the workshop, attendees will have 

the knowledge to successfully “work out” any 

new chant in front of them with practice.



Abbreviated History

• Ancient Jewish practice of singing psalms, 
and Canonical Hours

• Early 4 th Century desert monks sang 
complete cycle of psalms each week, and 
antiphonal psalmody spread

• “Schola Cantorum” established in Rome, 
existed by 5 th Century

• What we know as “Gregorian Chant” really 
developed from the 5 th -9th Centuries



History, cont.
• Pope St. Gregory I (540 – 604) worked to 

organize chants and their assignments 
in the liturgical calendar
– Hence, “GREGORIAN” chant

• Tradition transmitted orally until 
around 930, when early neumatic
manuscripts were notated in St. Gall, 
Laon, and St. Martial, etc.

• 11th Century Monk, Guido of Arezzo, 
systematized staff notation (and 
solfege!)



History, cont.

• In the ensuing centuries, constant back & 
forth of modernization / restoration

• Council of Trent insisted on intelligibility
• In the 19 th Century, monks at Solesmes 

reformed, restored, and standardized chant
• In the early 20 th Century, Pope St. Pius X 

endorsed the Solesmes interpretation
– Liturgical chants compiled into then -

authoritative Liber Usualis

• N.B. Today’s workshop will generally follow 
the Solesmes interpretation





Chant in the Liturgy
• In both forms of the Roman Rite, Gregorian 

Chant is regarded by the Church as the 
ideal form of Sacred Music

• Despite its relative decline since the 
liturgical reforms, chant is still to hold 
“pride of place” in the liturgy (SC 116)

• We find it in the form of Hymns (e.g. Adoro
Te Devote), Antiphons (e.g. Introit), Psalms 
(e.g. at Vespers)

• Usually in Latin, though vernacular 
translations may be used in OF



Chant in the Liturgy

• At Mass: Propers and Ordinary

• Propers are those parts of a sung Mass 
which are proper to the day

– Introit/Entrance Antiphon, (Sequence), 
Gradual/Tract/Psalm, Alleluia, Offertory 
Antiphon, Communion Antiphon

• The Ordinary are those parts of a sung 
Mass which are common, or ordinary , 
rather than prescribed for the day

– Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, Agnus Dei



Vatican II on Chant
“The Church acknowledges Gregorian 
chant as specially suited to the Roman 
liturgy: therefore, other things being equal, 
it should be given pride of place in 
liturgical services.” –Vatican II, 
Sacrosanctum Concilium 116

“Above all, the study and practice of 
Gregorian chant is to be promoted.” –
Vatican II, Musicam Sacram 52



What say the popes?
“Devote yourselves better to song as 
an integral part of the Liturgy, with 
Gregorian chant inspiring you as the 
first model.” –Pope Francis, 2019

“I desire that, in accordance with the 
request advanced by the synod 
fathers, that Gregorian chant should 
be suitably esteemed and employed as 
the chant proper to the Roman 
liturgy.” –Pope Benedict XVI, 2007



What say the popes?
“Among the musical 
expressions that correspond 
best with the qualities 
demanded by the notion of 
sacred music, especially 
liturgical music, Gregorian 
chant has a special place, 
[and] continues also today to 
be an element of unity in the 
Roman Liturgy.” –St. John 
Paul II, 2003



What say the popes?
“The liturgical reform does not 
and indeed cannot deny the 
past. Rather does it ‘preserve 
and foster it with the greatest 
care.’ […] Hence it is that those 
who are trying to improve the 
quality of congregational singing 
cannot refuse to Gregorian 
chant the place which is due to 
it.” –Sacred Congregation for 
Divine Worship at the behest of 
St. Paul VI, 1974



What say the popes?
Pope Leo XIV’s robust singing of 
chants like Regina Caeli, Salve 
Regina, and the Pater Noster 
inspired the Pontifical Institute 
for Sacred Music to launch an 
educational initiative, “Let’s Sing 
with the Pope.” 

Marking Palestrina’s 500 th

birthday in 2025: “His 
compositions, solemn and austere, 
inspired by Gregorian chant, 
closely unite music and liturgy.”



taff Reading



Solfege

(ut) (si)

(ti)



Solfege – Its Chant Roots



ccccccccccccccccccccccccccc

zBc  zVc  xCc            zXc  zZc
c\xxxjc xB\xc

DO Clef FA Clef

Four -Line Staff

TE is the only  accidental

DO

DO

DO

FA

FA



NOTE: TE can be notated at 
the beginning of the piece, 

like a key signature, or it can 
appear as and accidental.

When TE appears as an 
accidental, it is cancelled out 

by any bar line, the 
beginning of the next word, 

or a natural sign.



zBccccccccccccccccc
zVccccccccccccccccc
xCccccccccccccccccc

DO
RE

MI
FA

SOL
LA

MI
FA

SOL
LA

TI

RE
MI

LA
TI
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MI
FA
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TI
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DO



Moveable “DO” in Chant

In Gregorian Chant, DO can be any 
pitch. Do -Re -Mi in chant notation could 

start on any of the 12 notes, so long as 
the note relationships in the DO -DO 

scale remain intact. For example:

xBcacsxcdc] =
or

or
etc.



Moveable “DO” in Chant 
(cont.)

We are, therefore, free to sing 
the chant in whatever vocal 
range is comfortable for our 

singers.

Note: In psalm recitation, A has been 
found to be most comfortable for the 

widest variety of singers!



SO
LM

IZA
TIO

N
 EX

ER
C

ISES
Do re  do  re do Re mi re mi re Mi  fa  mi  fa mi Fa  sol  fa  sol  fa

Sol  la sol la  sol
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LM

IZA
TIO

N
 EX

ER
C

ISES

Sol   la  sol   la   sol La    ti    la    ti    la Ti   do   ti   do   ti Do  re  do  re  do

Re  mi  re  mi   re
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SO
LM
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N
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ER
C

ISES

la       ti        do        re      mi        fa       so      fa      mi      re       do       ti       la 



SO
LM
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TIO

N
 EX
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C

ISES

Mi     mi    fa       mi re  sol  sol la do do



SO
LM

IZA
TIO

N
 EX

ER
C

ISES

Do   re   re la te la



Dozens of practice exercises with recordings 
available at:

fsspolgs.org/download -chant -exercises



c[c       c{c  xc]c      c}

Bar Lines
Gregorian Chant is not mensural .

Bar lines separate phrases , not measures

Quarter Bar

Divides incises

Usu. no breath

Half Bar

Divides members

Short breath,
without losing

time

Full Bar

End of phrase

Full choral
breath

Full Bar

End of piece,
or major section

Full choral
breath



Basic Neumes
A neume  is a group of two or more notes sung to a single syllable

Bcgc
Bctc5c

PUNCTUM  – Single note, sung for a single beat. A DOTTED PUNCTUM is 
held for 2 beats. Note that single notes are not “ neumes ” as defined above. Two 
puntums  together form a bi/ distropha , three a tristropha . These crescendo.

VIRGA  – Single note with tail, sung for a single beat. A DOTTED VIRGA is 
held for 2 beats. Used only when two or more notes are beside each other.

PODATUS  – Bottom note is sung first. Top note may be subtly softer.

CLIVIS  – Top note is sung first. Bottom note might be subtly softer.

TORCULUS  – Notes sung left -to-right. Middle note might be subtly softer. 

PORRECTUS  – Three notes, middle note at end of “swoop.” Do not 
slide voice!



Basic Neumes  (cont.)

BcGxxxxxxx CUSTOS – A small note added to the end of a line indicating the next note to be sung 
at the beginning of the next line. IMPORTANT: the custos  is NOT sung, only used as 
an indicator of the next note!

The Custos

QUILISMA – Ascending neume sung from the bottom up. The jagged middle 
note is one beat. The first note is expressive, or slightly elongated (another 
point of debate!!!). 

CLIMACUS – Descending neume beginning  with a virga . The 
diamond notes which follow are each a rhombus , sung subtly more 
softly (and arguably a bit faster) than the virga .

SCANDICUS  – Ascending neume sung from the bottom up, first note might 
be subtly louder than the rest.

SALICUS – Ascending neume sung from the bottom up, middle note is ictic 
(more in rhythm section) and slightly elongated (this is a point of some 
debate!!!).



Identify the Neumes:



Semiology



Gregorian Semiology

• Renewed study of oldest manuscripts 
since mid -20 th  century

• Different rhythmic and expressive 
details

• Becoming popular among academic 
circles and highly experienced scholas

• Solesmes remains a foundational, 
coherent, accessible, and beautiful 
interpretative framework



ocal Technique



Posture

• Tall, but not stiff (Marionette)

• Feet shoulder -width apart

• Relaxed

Image source: completesingers.com



Breathing

• Lungs are like balloons to fill up

• Inhale silently

• Shoulders should stay down

• Ribs and abdomen should expand as you 
take the breath

• Release breath in steady stream, don’t force 
it out

• Exercise: Hands on rib cage, inhale & feel 
cavity expand from the bottom up



Breath Support

• Don’t push out with abdomen

• Don’t deflate

• Let abdominal muscles gradually engage 
as air is released – controlled airflow, not 
muscular effort

• Imagine keeping a feather floating with 
a steady stream of air

• Exercise: Hold even ‘ sss ” for 8, 12, 16 cts



Phonation: Starting the Sound

• Begin the tone clearly

• Avoid breathy onset

• Avoid glottal attacks

• Effortless tone, not manufactured tone

• Exercise: good low breath, begin gentle 
‘ooo’, then repeated ‘ ooo’; then words: 
speak first, then sing



Resonance

• Think: “space behind the sound,” not 
“singing louder”

• Relax jaw

• Lot of space in pharynx

• Raised, flexible soft palate (think yawn)

• Exercise: yawn -sigh

• Exercise: hum until lips vibrate, then 
open to ‘ah’ without losing the buzz



Vowels

• Vowels. Are. Everything.

• Pure vowels – leave accents behind!

• Consistent shape

• Minimal jaw movement between vowels

• Modify vowels slightly at high pitches 
when needed

• Exercise: scales on ah, oh, oo, ee; listen 
and unify



Consonants

• Crisp, clear, & precise

• Not percussive

• Together!

• Exercise: rhythmic speaking to line up 
consonants, then sing

• Exercise: sing “Patris” & “sunt”, extend 
last vowel, release together



Registers

• The voice should ascend and descend its 
range like a smooth slide, not like steps

• Aim for a seamless transition between 
chest voice and head voice
– Chest Voice: vocal register that corresponds to your 

speaking voice; rich, warm, resonant in chest

– Head voice: upper part of the vocal register, lighter, 
flute -like, vibrations felt in face/head

• Exercise: glide low to high and back on ‘ oo’



Intonation

• Accurate pitch/tuning requires: good 
breath, unified vowels, listening, 
harmonic awareness

• Flat (too low) singing is often caused by 
insufficient energy or dark vowels

• Sharp (too high) singing is often caused by 
excessive tension or overdriving

• Exercise: make major triad, wait for it to “lock 
in”



Blend

• Goal: “ una  voce” (with one voice) sound

• No single voice stands out

• Match: vowels, timbre, dynamics, timing, 
intonation

• Exercise: eyes shut, sing simple sanctus , 
100% focus on una  voce blend



Dynamics

• Volume changes come from changes in 
airflow, not throat tension

• Soft singing must remain energized with 
good breath support and resonance, not 
weak or breathy

• Loud singing should not be shouting

• Exercise: vowel shifts crescendoing and 
decrescendoing



Listening

• Singing requires as much listening as 
producing sound

• Constantly monitor: your own tone, the 
full ensemble, you section (if singing in 
parts)

• Exercise: while singing simple agnus 
Dei, listen and match director exactly 
(vowels, timbre, dynamics)



Sing with Pedagogical Focus:



hant Rhythm



Chant Rhythm

Gregorian Chant uses a free rhythm . Unlike 
“modern” music, chant rhythm is not 

metered (it does not organize beats into 
measures). Instead, groups of 2 and 3 beats 

are freely arranged.

xBcgcdfdc
xBcgc

EPISEMA – A horizontal line above or below a note or neum  which 
indicates that the note or neum  should be sung expressively , i.e. slightly 
elongated (more than one beat, LESS THAN TWO BEATS!!!)

ICTUS – A vertical line indicating the location of beat one. Beat one is not always 
notated with an ictus. When it is not notated, its placement is determined by a set 
of rules.



12 12   12 12                    123 123 123    1   2     12 



Practical Ictus Placement 
Guidelines

(in order of precedence)

1. Any note with a notated Ictus
2. The first beat of “notes of length” 

(dotted punctum/virga, bistropha , 
tristropha , pressus )

3. The first note of a neume (often, not 
always)

4. Retrograde counting from next 
known ictus

5. “Director’s Prerogative”



Rule 1: Notated Ictus



Rule 2: Notes of 
Length



Rule 3: First note of
a neume



The Pressus

A pressus  occurs when two neumes 
join together on the same pitch to 
form a note of length:



atin Texts



Text in Chant

• Chant = sung prayer

• The text is foundational, and should be clear 
and intelligible (see Council of Trent)

• The melody clothes the text

• Rhythm doesn’t come directly from the text, but 
phrasing is shaped by the text

• Latin accent is respected, but not 
overemphasized (Solesmes tends to smooth)

• Rhythm is free, flowing, living

• The melody and rhythm illumine the meaning 
of the text



Pronunciation Crash -Course

Source: Maximilian Mendes da Silva



Pronunciation Crash -Course

Source: Maximilian Mendes da Silva



C hironomy 

and Phrasing



Chironomy

• Chironomy is the art of 
directing/conducting Gregorian chant

• The goal is to clearly communicate 
rhythm, dynamics, and phrasing

• Classic Solesmes chironomy = arsis & 
thesis (i.e. rise & fall, or impulse & rest)



Chironomy

A T



Chironomy

1 2   1 2   1 2 3   1 2 3

1 2 3   1 2   1 2   1 2 3

1 2   1 2 3   1 2 3   1 2

1 2   1 2   1 2  1 2 3



Chironomy

1 2 3 1 2 1 2 1 2 3

• Gesture size communicates 2 vs 3 beat 
patterns:

A             T T          A        A      T              T

1 2 3 1 2        1  2        1 2 3      1 2         1 2 3      1  2



Chironomy

A    T     A      T

1 2   1 2   1 2 3   1 2 3

   A    T    T      A

1 2 3   1 2   1 2   1 2 3

 T      A      A    T

1 2   1 2 3   1 2 3   1 2

 T    A    T      T

1 2   1 2   1 2  1 2 3



Phrasing

• Phrasing is the art of identifying and 
communicating the sense of “motion” in 
a musical phrase

• Dynamics

• Tempo

• Rise and fall across both small and 
larger phrases

• Sense of “going somewhere” rather than 
just plodding along note -by-note



12 12  12 12                  123 123 123 1   2   1 2
A   T     T   T                   A     A     T     T         T

A       T   A T   T



I ntroduction to 

Chant Modes



Whole & Half Steps



Diatonic Scale

MI FA

TI DO



Chant Modes
• Each Chant is set in one of eight modes

• A mode  is the way in which the whole and half 
steps lay in the scale

• Modes are constructed beginning on a 
particular degree of the diatonic scale 
(semitones stay put!)



Chant Modes (cont.)

• Each mode has a final (a.k.a.  tonic ) a 
dominant, and a range
– Final  = the note that the chant rests and ends 

on (and commonly begins on)

– Dominant = the note around which the melody 
will mostly center

– Range = the distance from the lowest to the 
highest note in the scale

• From four scales ( protus , deuterus , tritus , 
and tetrardus ) we get eight modes, a Plagal  
and an Authentic  mode for each scale



Chant Modes (cont.)

• Modes 1, 3, 5, and 7 are Authentic

• Modes 2, 4, 6, and 8 are Plagal

• Each Authentic mode has a corresponding 
Plagal mode which shares the same final, 
but has a different dominant

• The Plagal  mode is constructed from the 
three notes immediately below the 
Authentic mode, plus the first five notes of 
the Authentic modal scale



Chant Modal Scales



Finding the Dominant

• The Dominant  of a mode is the “center of 
gravity” in the mode, and is found on the 
fifth degree of the modal scale in 
Authentic modes*

• The Dominant  of a Plagal  mode is found 
by counting back three notes* from the 
Authentic Dominant
– For example, in Mode two, the relative 

Plagal  mode to mode one, the Dominant is 
Fa , three back from La

*There are exceptions to this where the dominant would fall on Ti, an unstable dominant because 
it is sometimes changed to Te. In these cases, Ti is the “ancient” dominant, and the “modern” 
dominant is moved up to Do. This affects modes 3 and 8.



The Eight Gregorian Modes

Bxxxxxxxcscdcfcgchcjckclc

xXcacscdcfcgchcjckc

            xBcdcfcgchcjckclc;c

xBc=cacscdcfcgchcjc

Vcscdcfcgchcjckclc

xBcacscdcfcgchcjck

            xCcacscdcfcgchcjckxc

xBcscdcfcgchcjckclc

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Mode 1 | Range: Re-Re

Mode 2 | Range: La-La

Mode 3 | Range: Mi-Mi

Mode 4 | Range: Ti-Ti

Mode 5 | Range: Fa-Fa

Mode 6 | Range: Do-Do

Mode 7 | Range: Sol-Sol

Mode 8 | Range: Re-Re

RE

aMI

aFA

aSOL

The final  is circled, and the dominant is indicated in red

LA

FA

DO

LA

DO

LA

RE

DO

D
o

ri
an

P
h

ry
gi

an

Ly
d

ia
n

M
ix

o
ly

d
ia

n



Psalm Tones

• Each of the 8 modes has a corresponding 
Psalm Tone for the singing of the psalms

• Psalm tones are a formula:
– Intonation → Tenor (and flex) → Mediant → 

Tenor → Termination

• Flexes occur in especially long verses to 
supply a brief rest/breath

• Most psalm tones have multiple possible 
terminations



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



Psalm Tones



C ommon Beginner 

Mistakes



Common Chant Mistakes
• Singing everything at the same volume/speed

• Singing every chant softly, slowly, without 
energy

• Introducing dramatic dynamic/tempo changes

• Taking breaths mechanically at bar lines

• Over -emphasizing the ictus

• Ignoring the rhythmic pulse

• Sliding between notes

• Punching each note

• Forgetting/ignoring primacy of text



A Method for 

Learning A New 

Chant



Step -By -Step
• Read the Latin text aloud, find any tricky 

spots and recite them
• When possible, read a translation
• Identify the mode
• Look at the clef, internalize DO location
• Solmize  slowly
• Identify ictus location and practice rhythm
• Add phrasing
• Add text
• Remember: it’s sung prayer, so pray  it!



Let’s try it on an introit:

All ye nations, clap your hands; rejoice unto God with the voice of exultation. For the Lord Most High 
is awesome, the great King over all the earth.



Resources

Chant Talk on YouTube: https://short.do/_BFzoI  (or search “Chant Talk”)

https://fsspolgs.org/learn -chant/solfege -introduction/

https://churchmusicassociation.org/chant/

https://www.floriani.org/podcast

https://youtube.com/@squarenotes

Thank     you!

https://short.do/_BFzoI
https://fsspolgs.org/learn-chant/solfege-introduction/
https://fsspolgs.org/learn-chant/solfege-introduction/
https://fsspolgs.org/learn-chant/solfege-introduction/
https://fsspolgs.org/learn-chant/solfege-introduction/
https://fsspolgs.org/learn-chant/solfege-introduction/
https://churchmusicassociation.org/chant/
https://www.floriani.org/podcast
https://youtube.com/@squarenotes
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