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The Rossini Propers 
 

One of the most beautiful aspects of High Masses in the 

Extraordinary Form as they are usually celebrated nowadays is the 

chanting of the Propers of the Mass. The Introit, Gradual, Alleluia 

or Tract, Offertory Antiphon, and Communion Antiphon, which 

are usually scriptural passages, are sung by the choir while the 

priest reads them silently from the missal. While it is not 

technically required for the Propers to be sung at every High 

Mass, just as incense is not technically mandated, doing so is the 

norm for which Latin Mass communities should strive. 

There are three accepted 

forms of singing the 

Propers: The first and 

normative option is to chant 

the full Gregorian Chant 

Propers out of the Liber 

Usuális, the official book of 

chant for the Traditional 

Mass. The Propers from the 

Liber use advanced 

Gregorian notation and 

employ difficult-to-sing 

note progression. Few choir 

members possess the skill to 

navigate these challenging 

passages. [This Sunday’s 

complicated Gradual setting 

is shown] 

The second option, rarely 

chosen, is to sing a 

polyphonic setting of the Propers. Locally this has been done, in 

part, on Good Friday, when a polyphonic setting of the Adorámus 

Te antiphon by Théodore Dubois has been used during the 

procession with the Blessed Sacrament. There are full settings of 

polyphonic Propers by William Byrd and others. 

The third option is to chant the Propers to a Psalm Tone, a simple, 

standardized melody. Psalm Tones are recognizable and easy for 

choirs to master. Psalm Tone Propers are also shorter in duration 

to sing, which arguably makes more sense at certain points in the 

Mass. Many celebrants do not want to wait while the lengthy 

Graduals that are often found in the Liber are sung. Thus the 

occasional use of selected Psalm Tone Propers can be an 

appropriate choice even when a choir is capable of singing the full 

Liber version. 

So where does one learn to sing the Psalm Tone versions? A 

chapter in the Liber provides the usual Psalm Tone melodies, but 

these are presented merely as a series of notes. There is no text 

accompanying the notes. A singer would have to memorize the 

melody and adapt the words of a given Feast Day’s Propers to that 

melody on the fly – a skill not every singer has. 

To assist singers, a number of books were published during the 

20th century that set the texts of the Propers to Psalm Tone notes. 

The most famous and most frequently updated of those books is 

Rev. Carlo Rossini’s ‘Proper’ of the Mass. It uses modern musical 

notation, more familiar to most singers than chant notation. Fr. 

Rossini was the music director at Pittsburgh’s St. Paul Cathedral, 

where he developed the book initially to help his own singers. The 

Rossini Propers’ far easier-to-sing Psalm Tone setting of the 

Gradual from this Sunday’s Mass is shown. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Locally, a member of the choir of the Oakland County Latin Mass 

Association has taken the initiative to incorporate the Rossini 

Propers into their repertoire, with the objective of getting the 

entire choir involved in chanting the Propers. While long-term it is 

preferable that choirs learn the full Liber version, one must learn 

algebra before calculus. The Rossini Propers book is an excellent 

stepping-stone resource to help choirs progress in learning this 

important part of our Church’s musical treasury. 

Tridentine Masses This Coming Week 

Mon. 03/20: 8:00 AM Low Mass, 12:00 Noon High Mass, & 7:00 

PM Solemn High Mass at St. Joseph (St. Joseph, Spouse of the 

Blessed Virgin Mary) – Part of annual St. Joseph Day of Prayer 

Tue. 03/21 7:00 PM: Low Mass at Holy Name of Mary, Windsor 

(Tuesday in the Third Week of Lent) 

Sat. 03/25 8:30 AM: Low Mass at Miles Christi (Annunciation of 

the Blessed Virgin Mary) 
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