
Our theme for the 2019-2020 season is “Building Bridges” and includes 3 concerts 
with choral pieces that promote peace and transcendence of differences, allowing 
us to move beyond acts of war, assassination, violence and hatred towards 
appreciation of the wondrous diversity of traditions, cultures and races and 
acceptance of the interconnectedness of us all on a more spiritual plane. 
Our first concert entitled “Bridging Traditions” includes Haydn’s Lord Nelson 
Mass (Mass in Time of Distress) and Bernstein’s Chichester Psalms. Both works 
on this program were born in times of tumult. Haydn’s work was composed during 
the Napoleonic Wars but also foreshadows Nelson’s victories. Bernstein composed 
Chichester Psalms shortly after the assassination of President Kennedy and the 
murder of Bernstein’s close friend Marc Blitzstein. By combining Jewish and 
Christian choral traditions, Bernstein was implicitly issuing a plea for peace in 
Israel during a turbulent time in the young country’s history. 

Chichester Psalms 

Born in Lawrence, Massachusetts, Leonard Bernstein (1918-1991) was a pianist, 
conductor, educator, and composer.  He became one of the nation’s foremost 
musical personalities, due to his success as the conductor of the New York 
Philharmonic (1958-1969), the popularity of his “Young People’s Concerts,” and 
the greatly divergent nature of his compositions, ranging from the musical 
comedies On The Town  and  West Side Story to the Kaddish Symphony  and his 
 Mass. 

In December 1963 Bernstein received a letter from the Very Reverend Walter 
Hussey, Dean of the Cathedral of Chichester in Sussex, England, requesting a piece 
for the Cathedral’s 1965 Three Choir Festival.  At the time Bernstein was still 
mourning the loss of his friend and of President Kennedy for whom he had written 
the Kaddish Symphony as well as the failure of his project to write a musical based 
on Wilder’s The Skin of Our Teeth.  

Dr. Hussey emphasized that he was not seeking a conservative, liturgical piece.  He 
encouraged Bernstein to write without inhibition and perhaps including some of his 
Broadway style, even suggesting Bernstein include hints of West Side Story.  There 
also was interest in exploring common tenants (tenets??)of the Christian and 
Jewish faiths.  The Psalms seemed the perfect vehicle as they are central to the 
scriptures of both. 

The initial correspondence suggested a setting of Psalm 2. But Bernstein then 
proposed a “suite of Psalms, or selected verses from Psalms,” with the tentative 



title Psalms of Youth—in view of his conception of the music as “very forthright, 
songful, rhythmic, and youthful.” He subsequently abandoned that title in favor of 
the present one. As he commented in a letter to Dr. Hussey, the music turned out to 
be far more difficult to perform than the word “youth” might suggest. 

Although the composition retains the eclecticism, drama, and intensity 
characteristic of the dramatic and flamboyant Bernstein, it is a very affirmative and 
straightforward expression of the text. The most dissonant passages, a triad with 
one added tone, occur in the opening of the first and third movements.  The first 
movement begins with a dramatic declamation of text from Psalm 108 (Awake, 
Psaltery and Harp!). This is immediately contrasted with the complete Psalm 100 
(Make a Joyful Noise Unto the Lord), which springs and bounds with joy through 
its irregular rhythms.  The second movement contrasts a simple but unsentimental 
setting of Psalm 23 with a driving canon from Psalm 2 by the male voices (Why do 
the nations rage?)  The opening melody was originally written as the song “Spring 
Will Come Again” for The Skin of Our Teeth.  The middle section was originally 
intended to be the “Prologue” of West Side Story, but it is actually less dissonant 
and metrically more regular than that “Prologue.”  The final movement makes a 
more consonant reference to the opening of the first movement and continues with 
one of the most sublime melodies Bernstein ever wrote. 
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