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On the Reform of the Roman Breviary
Apostolic Constitution of Pope St. Pius X, 1911

It is beyond question that the Psalms composed under divine
inspiration, which are collected in the sacred books, have from the
beginning of the Church not only contributed wonderfully to foster
the piety of the faithful offering “the sacrifice of praise always to
God, that is to say, the fruit of lips confessing to His name”
(“hostiam laudis semper Deo, id est, fructum labiorum confitentium
nomini ejus”),[1] but have also had a conspicuous part, from custom
introduced under the Old Law, in the Sacred Liturgy itself and in the
Divine Office.

Hence, as Basil says, that natural “voice of the Church” (“Ecclesiae
vox™)[2] and the psalmody called by Our Predecessor Urban VIII,
the “daughter of her hymnody” (“ejus hymnodiae, filia”), “which is
constantly sung before the throne of God and the Lamb” (“quae
canitur assidue ante sedem Dei et Agni”),[3] and which, according
to Athanasius, teaches the men whose chief care is the divine
worship the manner “in which God is to be praised and the words in
which they are fitly to confess Him” (“qua ratione Deum laudare
oporteat quibusque verbis decenter’).[4] Augustine beautifully says
on the subject:

That God may be praised well by man, God Himself has
praised Himself; and since He has been pleased to praise
Himself man has found the way to praise Him.

Ut bene ab homine laudetur Deus, laudavit se ipse Deus; et
quia dignatus est laudare se, ideo invenit homo,
quemadmodum laudet eum.[5]

Besides, there is in the Psalms a certain wonderful power for
stimulating zeal in men’s minds for all the virtues. For although:
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all our Scripture, both the Old and New, is divinely inspired
and useful for doctrine, as it is written, the Book of Psalms,
like a paradise containing in itself all fruits gives forth songs,
and with them also shows its own songs in psalmody.

omnis nostra Scriptura, cum vetus tum nova, divinitus
inspirata utilisque ad doctrinam est, ut scriptum habetur, ...at
Psalmorum liber, quasi paradisus omnium reliquorum
(librorum) fructus in se continens, cantus edit, et proprios
insuper cum ipsis inter psallendum exhibet.

Such are the words of Athanasius[6], who rightly adds in the same
place:

To me it seems that the psalms for him who sings them are as
a mirror in which he may contemplate himself and the
movements of his soul and, under this influence, recite them.

Mihi quidem videtur, psallenti Psalmos esse instar speculi, ut
et seipsum et proprii animi motus in ipsis contempletur, atque
ita affectus eos recitet.[7]

Hence, Augustine says in his Confessions:

How | wept in hymns and canticles, deeply moved by the
voices of Thy sweetly sounding Church! These voices poured
into my ears and truth became clear in my heart and then
feelings of piety grew warm within me and my tears flowed,
and it was well with me for them.

Quantum, inquit, flevi in hymnis et canticis tuis suave sonantis
Ecclesiae tuae vocibus commotus acriter! Voces illae
influebant auribus meis et eliquabatur veritas in cor meum et
exaestuabat inde affectus pietatis et currebant lacrimae et
bene mihi erat cum eis.[8]

For who can fail to be stirred by the numerous passages of the
psalms which proclaim so loudly the immense majesty of God, His
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omnipotence, His ineffable justice or goodness or clemency, and His
other infinite praises? Who can fail to be inspired with similar
feelings by those thanksgivings for benefits received from God, or
by those trustful prayers for benefits desired, or those cries of the
penitent soul for its sins? Who is not stirred to admiration by the
Psalmist as he recounts the acts of divine goodness toward the
people of Israel and the whole race of man and when he hands down
the picture of Christ the Redeemer lovingly foreshadowed:

Whose voice Augustine heard in all the Psalms, praising or
mourning, rejoicing in hope or yearning for accomplishment?

vocem in omnibus Psalmis vel psallentem, vel gementem, vel
loetanlem in spe, vel suspirantem in re audiebat?[9]

With good reason was provision made long ago, by decrees of the
Roman Pontiffs, by canons of the Councils, and by monastic laws,
that members of both branches of the clergy should chant or recite
the entire Psaltery every week. And this same law, handed down
from antiquity, Our Predecessors St. Pius V, Clement VIII and
Urban VIII religiously observed in revising the Roman Breviary.
Even at present the Psaltery should be recited in its entirety within
the week were it not that owing to the changed condition of things
such recitation is frequently hindered.

For in the course of time there has been a constant increase among
the faithful in the number of those whom the Church, after their
mortal life, has been accustomed to count among the denizens of
Heaven and to set before the Christian people as patrons and models.
In their honor the Offices of the Saints began to be gradually
extended until it has come about that the Offices of the Sundays and
Ferias are hardly ever heard, and thus neglect has fallen on not a few
Psalms, albeit these are, no less than the others, as Ambrose says:

the benediction of the people, the praise of God, the praising
of the multitude, the rejoicing of all, the speech of all, the
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voice of the Church, the resounding confession of faith, the
full devotion of authority, the joy of liberty, the cry of
gladness, the echo of joy.

benedictio populi, Dei laus, plebis laudatio, plausus omnium,
sermo universorum, vox Ecclesiae, fidei canora confessio,
auctoritatis plena devotio, libertatis laetitia, clamor
jucunditatis, laetitiae resultatio.[10]

More than once serious complaints have been made by prudent and
pious men about this omission, on the ground that owing to it those
in Sacred Orders have been deprived of so many admirable aids for
praising the Lord and expressing the inmost feelings of the soul, and
that it has left them without that desirable variety in praying so
highly necessary for our weakness in supplicating worthily,
attentively, and devoutly.

For, as Basil has it:

the soul, in some strange way, frequently grows torpid in
sameness, and what should be present to it becomes absent;
whereas by changing and varying the psalmody and the chant
for the different hours, its desire is renewed, and its attention
restored.

in aequalitate torpescit saepe, nescio quomodo, animus, atque
praesens absens est: mutatis vero et variatis psalmodia et
cantu per singulas horas, renovatur ejus desiderium et
attentio instauratur.[11]

No wonder then, that a great many Bishops in various parts of the
world have sent expressions of their opinions on this matter to the
Apostolic See, and especially during the Vatican Council when they
asked, among other things, that the ancient custom of reciting the
whole Psaltery within the week might be restored as far as possible,
but in such a way that the burden should not be made any heavier

4 Compiled by Louis J. Tofari of Romanitas Press
WWW.romanitaspress.com



for the clergy, whose labors in the vineyard of the sacred ministry
are now increased owing to the diminution in the number of
laborers.

These petitions and wishes, which were Our own, too, before We
assumed the Pontificate, and also the appeals which have since come
from others of our Venerable Brothers and from pious men, We have
decided should be granted, but with care, so that from the reciting of
the entire Psaltery within the week, no diminution in the cultus of
Saints may follow, on the one hand, and on the other, that the burden
of the Divine Office may become not more oppressive, but actually
lighter.

Wherefore, after having suppliantly implored the Father of Lights
(Patre luminum) and asked for the assistance of holy prayers on the
matter, following in the footsteps of Our Predecessor, We chose a
number of learned and active men with the task of studying and
consulting together in order to find some way, which might meet
Our wishes, for putting the idea into execution.

In fulfillment of the charge entrusted to them they elaborated a new
arrangement of the Psaltery, and this having been approved by the
S.R.E. Cardinals belonging to the Congregation of Sacred Rites, We
have ratified it as being in entire harmony with Our own mind, in all
things, that is, as regards the order and partition of the Psalms, the
Antiphons, Versicles, Hymns with their Rubrics and Rules, and We
have ordered an authentic edition of it to be set up in Our Vatican
Printing Press and then published.

As the arrangement of the Psaltery has a certain intimate connection
with all the Divine Office and the Liturgy, it will be clear to
everybody that by what We have here decreed we have taken the
first step to the emendation of the Roman Breviary and the Missal,
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but for this We shall appoint shortly a special Council or
Commission.

Meanwhile, now that the occasion presents itself, We have decided
to make some changes at present, as is prescribed in the
accompanying Rubrics; and first among them that in the recitation
of the Divine Office due honor, by their more frequent use, be
restored to the appointed Lessons of Sacred Scripture with the
Responsories of the Season, and, second, that in the Sacred Liturgy
those most ancient Masses of the Sundays during the year and of the
Ferias, especially those of Lent, recover their rightful place.

Therefore, by the authority of these letters, We first of all abolish
the order of the Psaltery as it is at present in the Roman Breviary,
and We absolutely forbid the use of it after the 1st day of January of
the year 1913. From that day in all the churches of secular and
regular clergy, in the monasteries, orders, congregations and
institutes of religious, by all and several who by office or custom
recite the Canonical Hours according to the Roman Breviary issued
by St. Pius V and revised by Clement VIII, Urban VIl and Leo XIII,
We order the religious observance of the new arrangement of the
Psaltery in the form in which We have approved it and decreed its
publication by the Vatican Printing Press. At the same time, We
proclaim the penalties prescribed in law against all who fail in their
office of reciting the Canonical Hours every day; all such are to
know that they will not be satisfying this grave duty unless they use
this Our disposition of the Psaltery.

We command, therefore, all the Patriarchs, Archbishops, Bishops,
Abbots and other Prelates of the Church, not excepting even the
Cardinal Archpriests of the Patriarchal Basilicas of the City, to take
care to introduce at the appointed time into their respective dioceses,
churches or monasteries, the Psaltery with the Rules and Rubrics as
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arranged by Us; and the Psaltery and these Rules and Rubrics We
order to be also inviolately used and observed by all others who are
under the obligation of reciting or chanting the Canonical Hours. In
the meanwhile, it shall be lawful for everybody and for the chapters
themselves, provided the majority of the chapter be in favor, to use
duly the new order of the Psaltery immediately after its publication.

This We publish, declare, sanction, decreeing that these Our letters
always are and shall be valid and effective, notwithstanding
apostolic constitutions and ordinances, general and special, and
everything else whatsoever to the contrary. Wherefore, let nobody
infringe or temerariously oppose this page of Our abolition,
revocation, permission, ordinance, precept, statue, indult, mandate
and will. But if anybody shall presume to attempt this, let him know
that he will incur the indignation of Almighty God, and of His
Apostles, Sts Peter and Paul.

Given at Rome at St. Peter’s in the year of the Incarnation of the
Lord 1911, on November 1st, the Feast of All Saints, in the ninth
year of Our Pontificate.

Cardinalis Agliardi S.R.E. Cancellarius

Fr. Seb. Cardinalis Martinelli S.R.C. Praefectus
Visa M. Riggi C.A. Not.

Reg. in Canc. Ap. N. 571
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[1] Hebr. 13, 15.
[2] Homil. in Ps. 1, n. 2.
[3] Bulla Divinam psalmodiam.

[4] Epist. ad Marcellinum in interpret. Psalmor., n. 10.
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[5] In Psalm 144, n. 1.
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[8] Lib. IX, cap. 6.
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[11] Regulae fusius tractatae, interrog. 37, n. 5.
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