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The main sources of European culture, within which Polish culture has also 

developed and continues to do so, are the ancient world and Christianity with its 

holy book – the Bible. One would not be able to understand the Polish culture

without the knowledge of the Holy Scriptures. The Bible has marked its presence 

in both literature and art, including music. Among the books of the Bible, it is the 

Book of Psalms – “a collection of the loftiest and most beautiful religious songs 
of the world”1 – that has enjoyed particular popularity among composers through-

out centuries. 

Within the group of the lyrical religious songs of the Old Testament, Psalm 

51 (50 according to the Vulgate), beginning with the words: ‘Miserere mei, Deus’, 
which are translated as ‘Have mercy upon me, O God’, is the one that has aroused 
much interest. The form of this text makes it a lamentation psalm,2 while its con-

tent allows for it to be categorised as a penitential psalm. Its author, David, ex-

presses his repentance towards God after seducing Uriah’s wife and deceitfully 
sending the husband to war, during which he died. The psalm consists of five 

parts, which include: 1) an introduction, containing an appeal to God for mercy 

(lines 3–4); 2) a confession of sins and of the impossibility of being cleansed of

them (lines 5–8); 3) a request for absolution (lines 9–11) and for restoration of

joy and spiritual renewal (lines 12–14); 4) a vow and a pledge of a thanksgiving

offering (lines 15–19). The fifth part is the liturgical addition of the prayer for the

restoration of Jerusalem (20–21).

Since the Middle Ages, the penitential Psalm 51 has held a special place in 

liturgy as well as in the history of music. It is used in Lenten and mourning liturgy. 

The content of the psalm inspired many composers to create its polyphonic set-

tings, and since then, it has taken an important place in the history of polyphonic 

music. The singing of the Miserere is the culmination point of the magnificent 

Holy Week Tenebrae service (‘dark matins’) held in the Sistine Chapel. Begin-

ning in 1514, Pope Leo X introduced the tradition of the Sistine Choir singing 

three of the twelve pieces specially selected for this purpose on Holy Wednesday, 

Maundy Thursday and Good Friday. The pieces were composed by Fabrizio Den-

tice, Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina, Giovanni Francesco Anerio, Felice Anerio, 

1 Księga psalmów [The book of psalms], ed. S. Łach, Poznań  1990, p. 39.
2 It is questionable whether this is an individual lamentation or a lamentation of the people of Israel. 

Originally, it seems to have been an individual lamentation, and only after the addition of the last two 

verses (20–21), containing the nation’s request for the rebuilding of Jerusalem, did it become a col-

lective one. Cf.  Księga psalmów (see note 1), p. 274. 
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Domenico Nanino, Ruggiero Giovannelli, Gregorio Allegri, as well as some ano-

nymous composers. Of these twelve compositions, Allegri’s Miserere was the

most famous, sung in the beautiful interior of the Sistine Chapel until the mid-

19th century. This piece became a legend. Well-guarded and surrounded by mys-

tery, it was written down from memory by the fourteen-year-old Mozart after only 

one listening. 

Pope Leo X also introduced the practice of singing psalms by the papal en-

semble with the use of the fauxbourdon (falso bordone)3 technique, where every 

second strophe was arranged polyphonically and the remaining ones were pre-

sented as single-voice chanting. In this way, the Miserere developed its musical 

form. 

Among the numerous musical arrangements of Psalm 51, the most noteworthy 

are, besides the aforementioned Miserere by Gregorio Allegri, the compositions 

by such artists as Josquin Desprez and Gesualdo da Venosa,4 and in Polish music 

– those by Mikołaj Gomółka (um 1535‒nach 1591/1609)5 and Teofil Klonowski

(1805‒1876). 6
Postmodern times have also brought musical arrangements of Psalm 51. They 

were created on the rising tide of interest in the Bible and its lyrical religious 

songs, which was connected with a clear turn towards religious culture and a re-

ligious worldview. When examining the reasons for the intense penetration of 

religious content into contemporary music, one should certainly point to the ex-

haustion of ideas on which modernist culture was based, and the fact that this 

culture was no longer able to respond to the existential needs of man, the need for 

identity, security, purpose and meaning of life.7 

In the 1990s, three musical settings of the text of Psalm 51 were created – by

Paweł Szymański, Stanisław Krupowicz and Witold Szalonek. These works be-
long to the trend of independent, non-liturgical religious music. They are marked 

by different ways of expressing sacrum through music. Bohdan Pociej8 distin-

guishes three approaches to religious themes in Polish contemporary music. The 

3 This was an improvised singing practice popular in Italy, whereby a very simple psalm tone melody 

was presented in the soprano voice and subjected to simple four-part harmonisation (with the chords 

usually in the root position). This improvised practice started to be notated over time. 
4 These works are discussed by Ewa Obniska in the booklet accompanying the Miserere album re-

leased by the Accord phonographic company in 2000. The compositions are performed by the Cam-

erata Silesia Choir under the direction of Anna Szostak. 
5 Melodie na psałterz polski [Melodies for the Polish Psalter] translated by Jan Kochanowski.
6 Zmiłuj się Boże nade mnie grzesznikiem [God, have mercy on me, a sinner] in Jakub Wujek’s trans-
lation and Bądź mi litościw [Have mercy on me] to a text by Franciszek Karpiński.
7 Cf. Grzegorz Dziamski, “Postmodernizm” [Postmodernism], in: Encyklopedia kultury polskiej XX 

wieku [Encyclopaedia of Polish culture of the 20th century], Vol. 4: Od awangardy do postmodern-

izmu [From avant-garde to postmodernism], ed. G. Dziamski, Warszawa 1996, pp. 289–402; A. Sza-

haj, Postmodernizm w kulturze współczesnej [Postmodernism in contemporary culture], Bydgoszcz 

2001,  pp. 5–43. 
8 Bohdan Pociej, “Sacrum w polskiej muzyce współczesnej” [Sacrum in Polish contemporary music], 

in: Przemiany techniki dźwiękowej, stylu i estetyki w polskiej muzyce lat 70 [Transformations of sound 

technique, style and aesthetics in Polish music of the 1970s], ed. Leszek Polony, Kraków 1986,  p. 51. 
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first is characterised by archaisation and stylisation tendencies. The second puts 

the emphasis on contemporaneity, on language and means corresponding to the 

times in which the composer works. However, such a modern approach to a reli-

gious theme does not exclude referring to tradition or even using archaising 

means. The third approach is described by Pociej as romanticising. It is focused 

on the emotional experience of sacrum. 

The first approach to a religious theme, based on archaisation, is adopted by 

Stanisław Krupowicz (*1952)9 in his Miserere. Composed in 1996, the piece is

scored for soprano and two a cappella choirs – a four-voice one and a five-voice

one. 

The form of the work consists of eleven two-choir sections throughout which 

the ensembles, in accordance with the polychoral technique, engage in a constant 

dialogue with each another. The part of the four-voice first choir draws on 

Protestant chorale. It is dominated by homophonic texture and the nota contra 

notam technique, while the melody is mostly entrusted to the soprano voice. The 

second choir’s part, on the other hand, is characterised by the Renaissance poly-
phonic texture. 

The two-choir sections are interwoven with nine fragments of Gregorian chant 

sung by the tenor voice. Their melody is based on the second psalm tone. These 

chant fragments are constantly repeated a semitone higher, from c1 to gis1 (which 

is a reference to Josquin Desprez’s Miserere). Every second verse of the psalm

takes this chant form, which is in line with the centuries-old tradition of the Ro-

man Catholic Church. 

The form of the piece also includes six episodes performed by the solo so-

prano. They constitute a virtuoso development of the part of the second choir, 

which accompanies the soprano with resounding chords and ends the sections 

with a cadence. This quasi-improvised coloratura draws on the tradition of the 

Byzantine chant. It contrasts with the simplicity of the chorale melodies. The so-

prano’s daring melodic line finds its development in the virtuoso cadence in the 
voice’s final section on the words of verse 20: “ut aedificentur muri Jerusalem”,10

which form the culmination point of Krupowicz’s piece. The soprano reaches here

as high as c3, as in Allegri’s Miserere, in order to introduce a quotation from this

famous composition. It is an element of stylisation that the composer often uses 

in this piece, and a play of conventions at the same time. This play is addressed 

to a listener who has refined historical knowledge and is able to correctly decode 

the meaning of the quotation. (Example 1) 

9 Stanisław Krupowicz dedicated his Miserere to Magdalena Szostak – the performer of the soprano 

part. 
10 “that the walls of Jerusalem may be built up”. English translation quoted after Parallel Latin/English 

Psalter, [online:] https://www.medievalist.net/psalmstxt/ps50.htm [23.01.2022]. Cf.  Pismo święte 
starego i nowego testamentu. Biblia Tysiąclecia [Holy Scripture: Old and  New Testament. Bible of 

the Millenium], 3rd corrected ed., Poznań–Warszawa 1980. 
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Example 1. Stanisław Krupowicz, Miserere – the quotation from Gregorio Allegri’s Miserere

in the virtuoso cadence of the soprano. Reproduced from: S. Krupowicz, Miserere,  

composer’s manuscript, p. 14.

Krupowicz’s composition is an ecumenical work11 combining three Christian

traditions: those of the Byzantine and Gregorian chants, as well as that of the 

Protestant chorale. It can be seen, therefore, as a polyphony of musical styles hav-

ing their sources in Christianity. 

The second way of approaching a religious theme consists in its contemporary 

rereading, albeit not devoid of stylisation elements. It can be found in Miserere 

for voices and instruments composed by Paweł Szymański (*1954)12 in 1993.

The composer set the entire psalm text to music. The text is rendered alter-

nately – every second verse takes the form of Gregorian chant, while the remain-

ing text is introduced syllabically with the use of the nota contra notam technique 

by six voices: the first and second countertenors, the first and second tenors, and 

the first and second baritones. The voices begin and end the text presentation each 

time with a whisper. Subsequent syllables of the text are performed on one and 

always the same note. Thus, the first and second countertenors and the first tenor 

begin with g1, e1 and c1, which gives a C major triad, while the second tenor, the 

first and second baritones begin with the notes a,  f,  d, which form  a D minor 

chord.  

11 Stanisław Krupowicz, Commentary to Miserere in: 24 Festiwal Polskiej Muzyki Współczesnej ‘Mu-

sica Polonica Nova’ [The 24th ‘Musica Polonica Nova’ Polish Contemporary Music Festival], 

Wrocław 2004,  p. 42.
12 Szymański’s Miserere was dedicated to Andrzej Chłopecki, who commissioned the work for the 
Polish Radio 2 in Warsaw. 



343 The Musical Settings of Psalm 50 (51)

Example 2. Paweł Szymański, Miserere – glissando within a polyphonic texture. Reproduced from:

P. Szymański, Miserere, Chester Music Limited, London 1993, p. 50.

The sum of the sounds of both chords makes up a variable sound tissue, the struc-

ture of which depends on the order in which the individual voices enter.  



344 ANNA GRANAT-JANKI

This sound layer, composed with the use of the Renaissance polyphonic tech-

nique, is alternately juxtaposed with the Gregorian chant layer, which is based on 

the second psalm tone and sung monodically by the bass voice performing every 

second verse of the psalm. 

The modal character of the musical layer rendered by the choir and the solo 

bass is at odds with the sonoristic aura of the sound produced by the instruments. 

The four cellos initially perform a very slow glissando from D to d1, and then –
in verse 12, which begins with ‘Cor mundum crea in me, Deus’13 – they play a

glissando within a polyphonic texture, in order to then return to a unison glissando 

from a1 to the highest possible sound at the end of the piece (the last verse). Sep-

arated by pauses, the sounds of the harp and the vibraphone without a motor, 

whose plates are rubbed with a double bass bow, complete the whole work. (Ex-

ample 2) 

In terms of form, the composition creates the illusion of a canon per tonos, 

going around the entire circle of fifths. 

Szymański’s Miserere is a work in which the composer recalls elements of

various traditions – mediaeval and Renaissance ones – and places them within a

contemporary context, thus creating a new, surconventional reality, one that can 

also be found in the paintings of the surrealists. From the surprising juxtaposition 

of conventions, he creates a meta-convention, that is, a convention of playing with 

conventions.14 

Another work that might be seen as the contemporary rereading of a religious 

theme is Witold Szalonek’s (1927‒2001) Miserere (1997), composed for a choir

of twelve soloists with three performers in each voice section: sopranos, altos, 

tenors and basses.15  

The composer did not use the entire text of Psalm 51. He omitted seven verses: 

the fourth from the first part, the sixth and the seventh from the second part, the 

eleventh from the third part, the fifteenth and the eighteenth from the fourth part, 

and the twentieth from the fifth part. He thus made some cuts in each part of the 

text, without, however, destroying the overarching five-part structure of the 

psalm. At the end of the work, he repeated the incipit “Miserere mei, Deus”, pre-
ceding it with verses taken from the liturgy for the dead: “Requiem aeternam dona

eis, Domine et lux perpetua luceat eis”.

13 „Create a clean heart in me, O God”. English translation quoted after Parallel (see note 10). 
14 Playing with conventions is an element of the surconventional technique used by Szymański (and 
also by Stanisław Krupowicz) in many of his compositions from the 1980s onwards. A definition of 

this technique was offered by Krupowicz: ‘It consists in juxtaposing a number of conventions and 
developing from them a certain context, which could not be achieved in any style existing so far’. Cf. 
Stanisław Krupowicz, “Surkonwencjonalizm” [Surconventionalism], in: Vivo 1994, No. 1 (11), p. 57. 

Cf. statements by Paweł Szymański: idem, Autorefleksja [Self-reflection], in: Przemiany techniki (see 

note 8), p. 291, and idem, “From Idea to Sound: A Few Remarks on My Way of Composing”, in: 

From Idea to Sound, ed. Anna Czekanowska et al., Kraków 1985, pp. 134–139. 
15 The piece is dedicated to Anna Szostak and the Camerata Silesia Ensemble. 
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Subsequent fragments of the text are sung by constantly changing groups of 

voices, from solo parts through two-, three- and four-voice settings in the opening 

bars to twelve-voice arrangements in the culmination and final cadence.16 

The form of the piece is of the crescendo type, corresponding in terms of its 

energetic concept to the Romantic model. It consists in a gradual build-up of ten-

sion to a culmination two-thirds of the way through the piece, which is then re-

lieved in another shorter section closed by a cadence. The climax falls on the 

words: “et exsultabit lingua mea justitiam tuam”17 (verse 16), that is, at the mo-

ment when the psalmist, in exchange for absolution and spiritual renewal, makes 

the pledge of a thanksgiving offering. Thus, the culmination of the piece coincides 

with the central part of the psalm. 

The composer used the means of the polyphonic technique to render his for-

mal ideas. The work is built mainly of canons with a variable number of voices, 

often combined into contrasting groups, their parts involving imitation in simple 

motion, inversion and stretto. They create a sound texture that is thinning out and 

then thickening, reaching its maximum concentration in the culmination. (Exam-

ple 3) 

Because of the imitative technique which is used consistently throughout the 

piece, the text is often rendered in a non-synchronous manner. There are shifts of 

words and expressions in individual voices, which cause the language of the text 

to lose its communicative and semantic function in favour of a purely timbral, 

sonoristic one. 

Szalonek’s work resonates with various traditions: from the medieval (the 
choice of texts), through the Renaissance (polyphony) and baroque (rhetorical 

figures, the symbolism of the intervals of an augmented fifth and a minor second) 

to the twentieth-century one (strongly chromaticised musical language, the focus 

on purely timbral qualities of sound), which correspond with the composer’s in-
dividual harmonic system and his interest in sonoristics.18 

The third way of approaching a religious theme, which Bohdan Pociej de-

scribes as romanticising, can be found in Miserere, Op. 44 (1981–1987) by Hen-

ryk Mikołaj Górecki (1933‒2010). It should be explained that the text used in this 
work consists of five words: “Domine Deus noster, MISERERE NOBIS”, which 

16 Cf. Andrzej Chłopecki, Commentary in: 43. Międzynarodowy Festiwal Muzyki Współczesnej „War-
szawska Jesień”. 15–23 września [The 43rd ‘Warsaw Autumn’ International Contemporary Music 
Festival. 15–23 September], Warszawa 2000,  pp. 87–88. 
17 “and my tongue shall extol thy justice”. English translation quoted after Parralel (see note 10). 
18 Witold Szalonek devoted a lot of attention to studying the possibilities of performing polyphony on 

woodwind instruments and thus obtaining interesting timbres. He published the results of his research 

in the work O niewykorzystanych walorach sonorystycznych instrumentów detych drewnianych [On 

the unexploited sonoristic qualities of woodwind instruments], in: Res Facta 1973, No. 7, pp. 110–
119. 
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Example 3. Witold Szalonek, Miserere – culmination of the piece. Reproduced from:

W. Szalonek, Miserere, composer’s manuscript, p. 17.
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do not come from Psalm 51. It is a Latin religious text written by the composer 

himself based on psalm verses. It corresponds to the text of Psalm 51 due to the 

use of the word  ‘miserere’, as well as the expression and pleading tone of the

whole phrase. For the above-mentioned reasons, Górecki’s work fits in with the 
research problems that have been outlined, complementing the analytical material 

representing the period of Polish music history being discussed here. 

The composition was inspired by the dramatic events of March 1981, when 

the Citizens’ Militia beat up representatives of the ‘Solidarity’ movement in Byd-
goszcz.19 To commemorate this event, the title page bears a dedication: ‘To Byd-
goszcz, I dedicate this’. With this work, Górecki wanted to express his anger and 
protest. 

Miserere was composed for a large a cappella mixed choir, consisting of over 

120 singers. This huge group of performers together with the considerably long 

duration of the work (it lasts around 35–37 minutes) give the effect of power and

monumentalism. 

In formal terms, the work shows a sectional structure typical of Górecki’s mu-
sic. It consists of 10 sections closed by a coda. Over the course of these sections, 

the choir sings only three words: “Domine Deus noster”, and only in the coda, 
can the second part of the text – “MISERERE NOBIS” – be heard, which consti-

tutes a textual punchline. The text is performed syllabically, and this, together 

with the reduction of sound material, enhances its clarity, while the scarcity of 

words contained in the text implies a certain symbolism. (Example 4) 

Example 4. Henryk Mikołaj Górecki, Miserere – the coda. Reproduced from:

H.M. Górecki, Miserere, Kraków: PWM 2005, p. 31. 

19 On 19 March 1981, in Bydgoszcz, at the headquarters of the Voivodeship National Council, activists 

of the ‘Solidarity’ Trade Union and agricultural activists demanding the legalisation of a farmers’ 
trade union independent of the authorities were beaten up.  
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The work begins with an introductory monody of the second basses with the 

ambitus of a perfect fifth, based on the Aeolian scale. In the leading motif, the 

composer uses a ‘motto’ consisting of a progression of seconds in the ascending 

direction (A–H–c). The above-mentioned ‘motto’, as well as the ‘Skierkowski’s 
turn’20 built of the intervals of a minor third upwards and a minor second down-

wards, which is used repeatedly in the eight section (for the first time in bars 13–
14), were borrowed from the Polish religious song „Niech bendzie pochwalony” 
[Let him be praised] noted down by Władysław Skierkowski and published in the 
collection entitled Puszcza Kurpiowska w pieśni [The Kurpie Forest in song]. 

Both motifs can be found in many of Górecki’s works and testify to their deep 
roots in Polish religious music. 

The basic musical material in Miserere is a chain of diatonic thirds beginning 

with the A note in the part of the second basses and reaching a1 in the part of the 

second sopranos. A characteristic means of the compositional technique is reduc-

tionism, which is applied to the harmony, melody, rhythm and text of the work. 

It leads to insistent returns of the same structures, which gives the effect of the 

tempo being slowed down and of intense monotony. In this work, the idea of 

continuance, so typical of the composer’s approach, is reflected in a slow tempo, 
long rhythmic values, and the low intensity of sound structure sequences. 

Using limited material, the composer creates a form of great expressive inten-

sity. He gradually builds up the tension throughout the work, placing the culmi-

nation towards the end of the piece, in the last, tenth section, which is immediately 

followed by a coda. The slow build-up of expression is the result of a gradual 

increase in the number of performers being involved, from one voice to the entire 

eight-voice choir (with double sopranos, altos, tenors and basses), as well as of 

intensifying the dynamics and enriching the texture. 

The basic category of expression used in the piece was defined by the com-

poser with the word ‘imploringly’. What draws attention is the fact this expressive 
category is additionally specified with detailed descriptive terms, such as ‘implor-
ingly – molto espressivo’, ‘imploringly – tenderly’, ‘imploringly – slightly plain-

tively’, ‘imploringly – affettuoso’. The composer also defines the expressive char-
acter of his music with great precision using a wide range of performance terms: 

tranquilissimo, dolcissimo, cantabilissimo, and con grande tensione e massima 

espressione. His long and tense melodic phrases are characterised by ardour. All 

these features prove that the emotionalism in Górecki’s works has Romantic ori-
gins. 

This evocation of Romantic tradition in Miserere acquires particular signifi-

cance in the context of the political events that took place in Poland in the 1980s.21 

Both the quotations from Polish religious songs and the allusion expressed in the 

 

20 These are mentioned by Adrian Thomas in: Górecki, Kraków 1998, pp. 115, 118–119, 137. 
21 These were: the strike in the Gdansk shipyard in August 1980, the creation of the ‘Solidarity’ Trade 
Union, and the Bydgoszcz provocation in 1981, which significantly contributed to the imposition of 

martial law in Poland (1981–1983). 
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dedication, combined with the Romantic type of expression, are intended to create 

a platform of communication between the composer and the audience, and to 

elicit social emotion and a collective experience of sacrum. 

The works discussed above represent individual composers’ approaches to 

Psalm 51 and its musicalisation. One can even speak here of individual religious 

styles. They are part of the collective styles that have been distinguished based on 

how the religious theme is approached in Polish contemporary music. 

The post-modern musical settings of Psalm 51 presented here testify to the 

relevance of the religious content they contain. The main ideas include, on the 

one hand, drawing attention to the weakness of man, who is prone to sin since his 

birth, and on the other hand, showing the power, mystery and immensity of God, 

who is characterised by graciousness, mercy, justice and holiness. These ideas 

correspond to contemplation, suffering and trepidation in their humanistic dimen-

sion. 

Through their works, the composers join in the collective prayer to God for 

the forgiveness of sins and the inner renewal that enables a life of virtue. The 

compositions are a testimony to the human yearning for sacrum,22 which results 

from the quest for the fundamental and absolute meaning of human existence. 

 
  

 

22 The issue of sacrum in Polish music of the second half of the 20th century is discussed by Bohdan 

Pociej, Sacrum (see note 8), pp. 49–61, and Mieczysław Tomaszewski, “Muzyka wobec sacrum. 

Próba rozeznania” [Music towards sacrum. An attempt at reconnaissance], in: Olivier Messiaen we 

wspomnieniach i refleksji badawczej [Olivier Messiaen in memories and research reflection], ed. 

Marta Szoka, Ryszard Daniel Golianek, Łódź 2009, pp. 39–48. 


