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Goudimel’s Genevan Psalms

The psalms have always played a central part in the Jewish and Christian service. However, their musical
performance was for a long time reserved to specially trained persons. One of the central aim of the church
reformers in the XVIth century was the participation of the congregation in the service, in particular by
singing. Untrained people, however, required forms they knew from the popular songs; often melodies for
such songs were adopted to newly written sacred poetry.

Calvin mistrusted the free arts, especially poetry and demanded that the songs are derived from the psalms
of the old testament and the cantica of the new testament. To this purpose, the psalm texts had to be
pressed into a rhythmically fixed form with rhymes and each psalm had to obtain a simple melody which
could be sung by untrained people without accompaniment. Today, singing by the congregation has been
adopted by all Christian denominations and so the Genevan Psalms belong to the common music treasure
of Christianity, however not in the initial austere form. Already shortly after the creation of the melodies,
simple note-per-note settings and more complicated motets were composed, in the beginning limited to the
use in the home, but later used also in the congregation. Among others, Claude Goudimel published three
books with the psalms in various complexities that are popular until today. I own a song book for Zurich
from the XVIIIth century with inserts for the voices in the simple settings of Goudimel, although his name
is not mentioned. It was sung by the congregation whereby soprano and alto was already sung by women.
The melody was traditionally in the tenor, but it is easy to exchange the voices to have the melody in the
soprano. These settings are in the German collection.

The present collection has been made for the use of my choir, albeit not with the original French text. It is
remarkable that the melodies of the Genevan psalms have survived while the original text had to be replaced
later by versions that were easier to understand. Rhymed versions for the melody exist for many languages,
and it is very easy to exchange the text in the files that have the extention .lyr without altering the musical
setting and process it by the free musixtex program package to obtain the desired scores.

Gottingen, July 2003

Christof Biebricher, musician at St. Mary
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Pseaume 2: Quare fremerunt gentes
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Psalm 8: Domine DOMinus noster quam admirabile
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Pseaume 9: Confitebor tibi Domine
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Psaume 36: Dixit injustus ut delinquat
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