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Vernacular singing 

Vernacular – the language or dialect native to a particular region 
 
While the Western Church maintained  the use of ecclesiastical Latin (which was 
thus widely known to the educated classes), in the Christian East, each church 
developed a liturgical form of the local language which became relatively fixed. 
For the Slavs, this language was Church Slavonic. 
 
When then first came to America, Church Slavonic was maintained without 
question by Rusyns, for whom is was familiar enough not to require translation or 
adaptation.  And in any case, it was more familiar than English! 
 
 
 



Greek Catholic Prayer Books in English 

1884 – Third Plenary Council of Baltimore orders the publication of a prayer book, 
in English and Latin, for the use of Roman Catholics 
 
Beginning in the 1920’s, Greek Catholics began printing similar books for their 
own use, and especially that of their children: 
 

The Guardian Angel  – Greek Catholic Union, Homestead, PA - 1922 
 
Bread of Life – Fr. Theophile Zatkovich, Homestead, PA – 1936 
 
Heavenly Manna – Sisters of Saint Basil the Great, Uniontown, PA – 1941 
 
My Prayer Book – Fr. Julius Grigassy, Braddock, PA – 1944 

 
These books were without music, but included indications of tones to be used. 



Early experiments in English liturgy 

First Greek Catholic liturgies in English were probably celebrated in the late 
1940’s, in the Youngstown, Ohio, area 

 
1955 – Bishop Nicholas Elko requests permission from Rome to celebrate the 

Divine Liturgy in English.  That same year, Bishop Fulton Sheen celebrates an 
English-language Divine Liturgy at the annual Uniontown pilgrimage 

 
1956 – Ruthenian Greek Catholic Church begins work on its own diocesan 

translation of the Divine Liturgy into English 
 
1958 – publication of the Byzantine Missal by Father Joseph Raya, a Melkite 

Greek Catholic priest of Birmingham, Alabama 



Adapting Slavonic texts to the English language 

English and Church Slavonic are both stress-timed languages, with variable stress, 
so at least theoretically, music for one should be capable of adaptation to the 
other. 
 
Church Slavonic is more prolix – that is, it takes a larger number of syllables to say 
the same thing.  And accents will generally fall in different places in an English 
translation than in the Church Slavonic original. 
 
Main obstacles to a simple adaptation of prostopinije melodies to English texts: 
1. Finding a way to deal with “bad accents”, short phrases, and extra syllables 
2. Finding a way to maintain the “sound” of prostopinije in English 

 
 



Bad accents, short phrases and extra syllables 

A “bad accent” is perceived by a listener when an unaccented syllable in a word or 
phrase is stressed – especially when an adjacent accented syllable is NOT stressed.   
 
Bad accents are less noticeable in slow, steady singing or chanting.  But the 
presence or use of bad accents is generally taken as a mark of an individual who is 
not a native speaker. 
 
The prostopinije tradition provides ways of dealing with short text phrases, or extra 
syllables – but knowing them requires a careful study of a large body of music, or a 
great deal of experience in setting many different texts. 
 
How a given prostopinije setting deals with these three issues determines the 
“sound” of the resulting chant, and its relationship to other settings in the 
tradition. 



The first prostopinije settings in English 
Devotions to the Lachrymose Weeping Virgin Mother of Mariapovch (Braddock   

PA, 1949) contained a short section at the end with English chant: 



The first prostopinije settings in English 

Pitches follow the Slavonic, but durations are changed to 
correct the English accents 

From Chants for the People (Byzantine Catholic Rite), n.d. but probably before 1965 



The 1965 Divine Liturgy – with music 

Pittsburgh, 1965 Passaic, 1965 



The 1965 Pittsburgh Divine Liturgy booklet 



The 1965 Pittsburgh Divine Liturgy booklet 

Advantages: 
•  Familiar notation 
•  Small and easy to use 
 
Disadvantages: 
•  Simplified melodies are likely to be sung differently from Slavonic – unless 
the cantor simply ignores the notation 
•  Greatly reduced number of melodies 
•  No music for the eight tones or feasts 



The 1965 Passaic Divine Liturgy booklet 



The 1965 Passaic Divine Liturgy booklet 



The 1965 Passaic Divine Liturgy booklet 

Advantages: 
•  Much larger collection of music 
•  No time signatures; quarter bars instead of bar lines 
 
Disadvantages: 
•  Musical notation is much more complicated, including triplets  

  Why was such complicated notation used?  In order to provide for an exact 
replication of the melody by the singer. 

•  No music for the eight tones, or for feasts other than Christmas and Easter 
 
This book represented a great deal of work to adapt the customary prostopinije 
melodies to English.  Much depended on what happened next. 
 
In 1966, a people’s text of the Divine Liturgy, with feast-day and Sunday hymns 
in the right tones, was published – without music. 



1970: Byzantine Liturgical Chant 

A black ring-bound binder of 
music for the Divine Liturgy in 
English – “allowing for the 
addition of new music in the 
future” 

From the combined music 
commissions of the eparchies of 
Pittsburgh, Passaic, and Parma 

Largely based on the Passaic 
Divine Liturgy book of 1965 

 
 view the book online 

http://metropolitancantorinstitute.org/books/BLC1970/page.html


1970: Byzantine Liturgical Chant 
When compared to the 1965 books, the table of contents was fairly exciting: 

 
  



1970: Byzantine Liturgical Chant 
The 36-page section of the ordinary chant was based on the 1965 Passaic Divine Liturgy book, 
and added: 

• Two traditional prostopinije melodies for the Typical Psalms, in addition to the Russian 
chant used in 1965 

• Two additional melodies for “O Only-begotten Son” (for a total of five) 

• Three additional melodies for the Trisagion, “Holy God”  (for a total of seven) 

• Two additional melodies for “All you who have been baptized into Christ”, in addition 
to the Galician chant used in 1965 

• One additional melody for “Holy, holy, holy” (for a total of three) 

• Three additional melodies for the Our Father (for a total of seven) 

But this section contained no liturgical context, so that it could only be used as a supplement to a 
book containing the people’s text of the Divine Liturgy.   Also, the music still differed from that in 
the 1965 Pittsburgh people’s book at many points. 



1970: Byzantine Liturgical Chant 
Section on the Eight Tones:  

 Sunday troparion, kontakion, prokeimenon, and Alleluia in each tone. 

Section on the moveable feasts: 

 Contained ONLY the music for Sunday of Pascha 

 Omitted Sundays of Lent, Paschal Season, Ascension, Pentecost   

Section on the fixed feasts:  

 Contained music for major feasts from September 8 – December 6,  
 and the feast of Christmas 

 Omitted Sundays before Christmas, and all feasts from December 26 –  
 August 29.  No music for the feast of Theophany was provided.    

The texts could these “missing services” could be found in the 1966 people’s book, but no music 
was available.  Cantors would have to sing these hymns based on either their own memory of 
the tones in Church Slavonic, or the examples of the tones provided in Byzantine Liturgical chant. 

   



1970: Byzantine Liturgical Chant 
This proved to be the major problem with Byzantine Liturgical Chant:  the music for the troparia, 
kontakia, prokeimena, and alleluia were: 

• greatly simplified, when compared with the Slavonic 

• adjusted so that accents tended to fall on the top of a melodic arc, even if that was not 
true of the original melody 

• “artistically” adapted to the text, in ways other than those traditionally used in     
prostopinije 

• recorded in a fairly complicated musical notation that obscured the basic form of each 
melody 

All four of these effects can be seen in other parts of the 1965 and 1970 music, but their 
greatest impact was in the music for the eight tones. 

This would prove to be a source of difficulty, and some contention, over the following decades. 

   



1970: Byzantine Liturgical Chant 

There were some other useful additions in the Byzantine Liturgical Chant collection: 

• Music for Divine Liturgies for special intentions: for the help of the Holy Spirit;  
for the sick;  and for thanksgiving 

• Music for the Panachida, the memorial service for the departed 

• An appendix containing ten traditional Rusyn Christmas carols (text and music in 
English;  text only in Rusyn) and ten traditional “American” Christmas carols (text 
only), such as “Silent Night” and “The First Noël.” 
 

Although the format of the Byzantine Liturgical Chant notebook allowed for later 
additions, no new material was ever published for it. 



The Parvensky Divine Liturgies Book 

In 1970, an entirely independent book for the Divine Liturgy, as celebrated by 
Byzantine Catholics, was compiled by Professor Andrew Parvensky and published in 
Detroit,  Michigan.  Some 260 pages in length, it contained: 

• the Divine Liturgy, in a clear large format, with 1-3 settings of each of the major 
hymns (and four settings of the Cherubic Hymn) 

• The melismatic hymns for the Liturgy of Saint Basil the Great (not included in 
English in any previous collection) 

• The Sunday hymns in the eight tones 

• Music for all Sundays and feastdays in the moveable and immoveable cycles 

• Music for Divine Liturgies for special intentions 

• Ten hymns to the Mother of God, fifteen Christmas carols, seven hymns for Lent, 
six hymns for the Paschal season, and three paraliturgical Communion hymns. 

All in all, it is a beautiful example of liturgical book publishing. 

   



The Parvensky Divine Liturgies Book 
The music in the book represents a very 
different approach than that taken in the 
1965 and 1970 books from the various 
music commissions. 

•  In many places, it tries to stay 
significantly closer to the Slavonic – at 
the cost of bad accents and difficult 
phrasing in the English. 

•  Melodies are simplified, but in a very 
consistent way 

The music in this book resembles that 
used by men who were taught in the late 
1950’s at the Byzantine Catholic 
Seminary – a form of the chant based on 
rote teaching of a single stock melody in 
each tone 

   



The Parvensky Divine Liturgies Book 
The Parvensky book also included a 
range of “Americanizations”, such as 
the setting of the Cherubic Hymn to 
“Nearer, my God, to thee”: 

and Eucharistic hymns taken from 
the Roman Catholic tradition, such as 
“O Lord, I am not worthy.”  

The selection of hymns also included 
a small number of settings in two 
parts, which is otherwise rare in 
printed collections of prostopinije. 

For whatever reason, the approach 
of the Parvensky book was generally 
not adopted in the United States.   



The Carpatho-Russian Divine Liturgy (1988) 
In 1988, the American Carpatho-Russian Orthodox Diocese, under the leadership of Bishop 
Nicholas of Johnstown, published a hardbound service book for the Divine Liturgy.  From the 
preface: 

The Vicariate for Liturgical Publications and Music has endeavored to preserve the integrity of the 
Plain Chant melodies to which our Carpatho-Russian people are accustomed.  At times, however, it 
was necessary to either add or delete a few notes or to adjust the melody slightly in order to adapt 
the English translation to the familiar sound. 

While the liturgical texts are of prime importance, the music has not been sacrificed or 
subordinated in any way, and only occasionally has it been slightly altered.  Every effort has been 
taken to adjust the sound of the English versions as closely as possible to the original Church 
Slavonic sound. 

The book was in some ways similar to the Parvensky collection, containing the Divine Liturgy 
with a moderate number of hymn versions;  the hymns in the eight tones, and the moveable 
and immoveable cycles of feasts – even intermediate feasts such as that of St. Elias.  

It also provided the common liturgical hymns for classes of saints, such as apostles and 
martyrs. 

  



The Carpatho-Russian Divine Liturgy (1988) 
On the other hand, it did not provide music for most of the various feasts – instead, the 
melodies in the eight tones serve as models for the feast day hymns.  The exception are the 
festal irmosy (which in Greek Catholic collections in English were provided without any music 
at all, and simply recited).  The Carpatho-Russian book provided music for the irmosy for all 
major feasts.  (Recall that each irmos has its own prostopinije melody.) 

In general, the music in this book was quite close to the Slavonic originals – but in the Prešov 
variant of the chant, which is somewhat different from the Užhorod chant used in most of 
the Byzantine Catholic Church. 

There are a significant number of “bad” accents, but seldom as egregious as those in the 
1970 Parvensky book – and these were seen as part of the cost of maintaining the “sound” 
of prostopinije. 

Around this same time, the Carpatho-Russian diocese also published complete books for 
Vespers in English, in separate volumes for ordinary days, for the Great Fast, and for the 
Paschal Season.  These were also done under the guidance of Bishop Nicholas, but 
represented an attempt to more closely match the accents of the English language. 



Case study 1: the Weekday Antiphons 

Sokol, 
1946 



Case study 1: the Sunday Antiphons 

Byzantine 
Liturgical 
Chant, 1970 



Case study 1: the Sunday Antiphons 

Johnstown, 
1988 



Case study 2: Tone 2 troparion 

Sokol, 
1946 



Case study 2: Tone 2 troparion 

Byzantine 
Liturgical 
Chant, 1970 



Case study 3: Tone 4 prokeimenon 

Byzantine 
Liturgical 
Chant, 1970 

In Slavonic, these are recognizably the same melody. 



Meanwhile, back in Europe… 

1970 - Stefan Papp, a musically-trained 
priest from Prešov, and Cantor (later Father) 
Nikifor Petraševič, compiled and published a 
new compilation of prostopinje, which they 
entitled Irmologion.   
 
It was based on the 1906 Bokšai and Malinič 
Prostopinije, but: 
•  used the Latin alphabet rather than Cyrillic 
•  made some corrections to the earlier 
work, to correct that Papp viewed as some 
incorrect accents 
•  added additional melodies, particularly 
from the Prešov tradition 
 
The volume was beatifully printed, and also 
included numerous notes on chant practice, 
and an appendix with a history of the chant 
of the Mukačevo eparchy. 

View online 

http://metropolitancantorinstitute.org/books/Papp/page


Carpatho-Ruthenian Plain Chant (1970) 

The Greek Catholic eparchy of Prešov also 
arranged for a recording of the material in the 
1970 Irmologion.  The final recording appeared 
on five long-playing records, as sung by Nikifor 
Petraševič, and included most of the material in 
the printed Irmologion.   
 
This collection was imported into the United 
States, and released with notes by the first 
prostopinije scholar writing in English, Professor 
Stephen Reynolds of the University of Oregon. 
 
This material provides the first comprehensive 
recorded example of prostopinije singing in 
Church Slavonic.  It has also been digitized and 
made available on the website of the 
Metropolitan Cantor Institute. 

Albums and index on the MCI website 
 

Liner notes 
 

Individual selections 
(scroll down to “Church Slavonic”) 

http://metropolitancantorinstitute.org/CarpathoRuthenianPlainChant.html
http://metropolitancantorinstitute.org/CarpathoRuthenianPlainChantNotes.html
http://metropolitancantorinstitute.org/RecordedMusic.html


Music for Weddings and Funerals 

1972 – A book for the wedding service is published by the Byzantine Seminary 
Press, with a 4-page appendix containing liturgical hymns for the service 
 
1975 – Publication of The Office of Christian Burial According to the Byzantine Rite, 
also by the Byzantine Seminary Press.  Contains the Parastas, Panachida, funeral 
service, and funeral Divine Liturgy: 
 

•  First publication of the Bolhar melodies in English 
•  Also makes use of two podoben melodies 
•  As well as irmos melodies.  For one of the canons, the Ode 9 irmos is preceded by the 
note: “This is not the prescribed and difficult melody, but a simplified version adapted 
from preceding Odes.”  In fact, most of the irmos melodies used in the volume had been 
simplified. 

 
A revival of interest in Slavonic occurs, with the funeral book containing side-by-
side text in both languages – but music only for English. 
 
 



Music for Holy Week and Pascha 

1976 – The following books are published by the Byzantine Seminary Press: 
 

•  Divine Liturgy with Vespers for Holy and Great Thursday 
•  Strasti – Matins for Holy and Great Friday 
•  Solemn Vespers for Holy and Great Friday 
•  Divine Liturgy with Vespers for Holy and Great Saturday 
•  Paschal Matins 
 

The music in these books set a practical standard for the several of the samohlasen 
tones – but this was mitigated by the extent to which the tones were adapted 
differerently from one hymn to the next, making them unpredictable.  Essentially, 
every hymn had to be memorized in order to be sung correctly. 
 
The notation in these books is similar to that of Byzantine Liturgical Chant, but 
slightly easier to use – fewer dotted notes and triplets. 



Music for Holy Week and Pascha 

By 1976, a certain reaction seems to have set in – perhaps occasioned by the sheer 
difficulty of singing from the existing books.  Monsignor William Levkulic inserted 
the following note on the last page of the Divine Liturgy with Vespers book for Holy 
and Great Thursday: 
 

Rendition of Plain Chant 
Plain Chant is merely words spoken to music,  When we speak we say words with 
inflection and accent and that accent is always on an upward or downward inflection.  
Furthermore, when we speak we give words different time values within one phrase.  
Therefore, Plain Chant must be treated the same because it is words spoken to music.  
Music must necessarily be written with notes of certain time values – half, quarter, whole 
notes – but chant cannot be rendered pleasingly if we observe strict and unalterable 
adherence to the values of notes, otherwise we will hear a da-da-da-da-da-da-da effect.  
Attempt to give spoken feeling to the words you are singing and Plain Chant will be 
beautifully rendered. 



Music for Holy Week and Pascha 

The 1976 books also saw the re-appearance of the original Tone 2 troparion 
melody, sung in a solemn procession on Holy and Great Friday: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Unfortunately, this was the last major publication of prostopinije chant in English 
by the Byzantine Catholic Church for a period of more than twenty years.  Cantors 
would have to make do with what they had, filling in the blanks from whatever 
sources they could find.  Some services, such as Vespers and Matins for ordinary 
Sundays, seemed unlikely to be chanted again. 



The 1978 “Pew Book” 

In 1978, the Byzantine Seminary Press 
published a service book (text only) for the 
Divine Liturgy.  The two-color, easy-to-read 
book provided the people’s texts for Sundays 
and major feast days, in parallel English and 
Church Slavonic. 
 
One significant improvement: most sung texts 
were divided into phrases for chanting to 
prostopinije by use of asterisks (*) between 
phrases. 
 
Unfortunately, just as the 1970 Byzantine 
Liturgical Chant book did not match the texts 
of the 1966 people’s book, the 1978 pew 
book did not exactly match those in either 
the 1966 book or the 1970 chant book.  For 
example, the word “magnify” in the festal 
magnifications was changed consistently to 
“extol”. 
 



Instructional recordings: the question of tempo 

In 1978, Deacon (later Father) Michael Sopoliga recorded a total of nine-one hour 
cassette tapes, demonstrating how to sing: 
 

•  the contents of the 1970 Byzantine Liturgical Chant 
•  additional hymns from the 1978 Divine Liturgies book 
•  Marian and Eucharistic hymns 
•  the moleben services of our Lord and the Mother of God 
•  the vigil services of Christmas and Theophany 
•  Lenten devotions and the Liturgy of the Presanctified Gifts 
•  the major services of Great and Holy Week 
•  Matins of the Resurrection 
•  music from the Office of Christian Burial 
•  the Our Father, sung to the samohlasen and Bolhar tones 

 
The set included a typescript index, with the note: “Pace of the hymns are slower 
than normally sung in church for easy following.”  This note was widely ignored. 



Summary 

In this lecture, we looked at 
  
• The origins of Byzantine Catholic texts in English, and their initial settings in 

prostopinije 
• The first official chant settings in English, done under time pressures and a 

directive to simplify the chant 
• Certain changes made to the Slavonic melodies, in the process of creating the 

English-language chant settings 
• The completion of the basic set of chant used by the Byzantine Catholic and 

Carpatho-Russian Orthodox Churches for the remainder of the 20th century 
  
Next week, we will look at efforts to revitalize chant education and practice, as well 
as the rediscovery of services that had passed into dis-use, and their effect on the 
tradition of prostopinije singing. 



Monsignor William Levkulic, 1924-2002 

I would like to take this opportunity to express my deep admiration, respect, and 
gratitude to Monsignor William Levkulic, a self-described “amateur musician” who 
did the bulk of the work in preparing, printing, and publishing English settings of 
prostopinije for the Byzantine Ruthenian Catholic Church during a critical moment 
in our church’s history.   
 

May his memory be eternal!  Vičnaja jemu pamjat’! 
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