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The Beauty of the Propers
Regular attendees of the Extraordinary Form Mass can get so
accustomed to its structure that we take for granted aspects of the
Holy Mass that are not part of the general experience of Catholics
today. The Asperges and the incense that we use every Sunday,
for example, are not seen in most suburban parishes.
Another unique characteristic of the Tridentine Mass, especially in
Sung Masses, is the prominent role of Propers. The term
“Propers” can be used in two senses: First, it can refer to all of the
changing parts of Mass, including the Orations (Collect, Secret,
and Postcommunion Prayers), Readings (Epistle and Gospel), and
Antiphons (Introit, Gradual, Tract, Alleluia, Offertory, and
Communion). In the second sense – the
sense we are using here – it refers
specifically to the Antiphons.
The Introit so centrally sets the theme for
the Mass to follow, that Masses are
known by the first few words of their
Introit. For instance, the Votive Mass of
the Blessed Virgin is known as “Missa
Salve Sancte Parens”, and the Mass of
the 18th Sunday After Pentecost, pictured
at right, is known as “Missa Da Pacem,
Dómine”.
In a Missa Cantata, it is not obligatory for
the (Antiphon) Propers to be chanted.
Qualified singers are not always
available. When the Propers are chanted,
they may be sung in either the rather
simple Psalm Tone or in full Solemn
Tone, as you can see in the adjacent page
from the Liber Usuális, the official book
of chant for the Tridentine Mass. Wellperformed Solemn chant from the Liber
helps to establish the sacred character of
the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. CDs of
this chant have become best-sellers,
because it is music that transports one’s
soul outside of the ordinary world.

Propers in the Novus Ordo
A little-known fact is that the Novus Ordo GIRM (General
Instruction of the Roman Missal) states “…there are four options
for the Entrance Chant: (1) the antiphon from the Roman Missal
or the Psalm from the Roman Gradual as set to music there or in
another musical setting; (2) the seasonal antiphon and Psalm of
the Simple Gradual; (3) a song from another collection of psalms
and antiphons, approved by the Conference of Bishops or the
Diocesan Bishop, including psalms arranged in responsorial or
metrical forms; (4) a suitable liturgical song similarly approved by
the Conference of Bishops or the Diocesan Bishop.” Unless you
attend St. Joseph’s Novus Ordo Latin Mass, when was the last
time you heard Options 1, 2, or 3 employed in a sung Mass? You

may, however, hear the Introit (or “Entrance Antiphon”) read by
the priest at a Mass without music.
The GIRM has another surprise: “…the following may also be
sung in place of the Psalm assigned in the Lectionary for Mass:
either the proper or seasonal antiphon and Psalm from the
Lectionary, as found either in the Roman Gradual or Simple
Gradual or in another musical setting; or an antiphon and Psalm
from another collection of the psalms and antiphons, including
psalms arranged in metrical form, providing that they have been
approved by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops or
the Diocesan Bishop.” When was the last time you heard a
Gradual sung in place of a Responsorial Psalm?
As for Communion, the GIRM says:
“…there are four options for the
Communion chant: (1) the antiphon
from the Roman Missal or the Psalm
from the Roman Gradual as set to
music there or in another musical
setting; (2) the seasonal antiphon and
Psalm of the Simple Gradual; (3) a
song from another collection of psalms
and antiphons, approved by the United
States Conference of Catholic Bishops
or the Diocesan Bishop, including
psalms arranged in responsorial or
metrical forms; (4) a suitable liturgical
song…”
Fortunately,
the
sung
Communion Antiphon is beginning to
make a comeback, thanks to the
encouragement of the Church Music
Association of America.
We live in the era of the Four Hymn
Sandwich:
Opening,
Offertory,
Communion, Recessional. Hymns were
originally an option in the early days of
the Novus Ordo. Their popularity and
ease of singing has led them to
effectively replace the official Proper
Antiphons of the Roman Missal.
The Vatican hasn’t helped: There are
different Antiphons in the (Latin) Novus Ordo Altar Missal (for
use when the celebrant recites them) versus in the (Latin)
Graduále Románum (for use by singers), confusing to say the
least. And the latest edition of the Novus Ordo Graduále was
published in 1974. It’s still in print, but Rome has not updated it
with the additional feasts added to the 1975 and 2002 editions of
the official Roman Missal. English editions of the Graduále, such
as “By Flowing Waters”, are not well-known. Identifying the
correct singable Propers shouldn’t be such a treasure hunt.
In the Tridentine Mass, these are non-issues. Our worship is
augmented by the thematically-relevant text and Church-specified
chant of the easily-identified Propers. Hymns have their place, but
they do not replace the Propers, the official music of the Mass.
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