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pray now for us sin ners, and at the hour

A ve Ma ri a. A ve Ma ri a.

(Cantor)

O ho ly Ma ry, O Moth er of God,

Optional choir descant

A ve Ma ri a. A ve Ma ri a.

en. Blest is the fruit of your womb, Je sus.

How blest are you, how blest a mong wom

VERSES: Cantor (sung over ostinato)

Hail, full of grace, the Lord is with you.

*OSTINATO REFRAIN:
(  = ca. 80)

A ve Ma

All

ri a. A ve Ma ri a.

a cappella
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*The 4-bar Ostinato is repeated several times by the Choir while the Assembly takes it up;
Cantor then begins singing the Verses.
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of our death.

rit.

A men. A men.

A ve Ma ri

rit.

a. A ve Ma ri a.

repeat ad lib

Performance Notes
The Lucan Infancy Narratives, generally regarded as the stories of the earthly origins of the Messiah, have been
built around, or have incorporated, an early pre-Christian collection of hymns. Perhaps these were from an Essene
hymnal. Essene communes had adopted a life of austerity in preparation for the imminent coming of the Son of
Man, a coming which could also be described as immanent since the Messiah would be born of their asceticism
and expectations. This collection of canticles, refrains and acclamatory songs provided a rich source of theology
from which Luke spun the threads of his story. Yet these songs were not about the origins of the Messiah but
reflected on the nature of this long-awaited liberator.

The Ave Maria, as the Magnificat, draws on a prestigious source of biblical materials about a woman highly-
favored by God. Such a woman, the Virgin Daughter of Zion, was a symbol of the expectant Israel. This is the
first song in Luke’s repertoire, in the context of the Annunciation (Lk 1:26–38). The angel’s opening greeting
recalls Nathan’s words to David (2 Sam 7:8 –16) identifying the Davidic Messiah with Jesus, empowered by the
same Spirit of prophecy described in Isaiah. Power from the Most High descending on Mary indicates that she is
the new Ark of the Covenant, God’s visible presence on earth.

The Ave is in two sections. The first, quoted by Luke, is pre-Christian, derived from the messianic expectations of
Judaism. The second, a Christian response, represents the Early Church’s understanding of Mary and affection for
her. My setting acknowledges the two different sources of the hymn. It also preserves the dynamic of greeting and
the acclamatory nature of Luke’s text.

The greeting, Ave Maria, is sung by the assembly throughout the entire song. This persistent mantra, in a strict
but leisurely 3/4 tempo, is the pulse for the entire piece. It is sung in unison during the first section, the Lucan
text. A descant is then added for the second section, an open fifth redolent of medieval times which devoted so
much attention to Mary. This descant may be sung by high voices in the choir (sopranos and tenors) or by the
assembly, having been invited to follow the choir division.

The verses are sung by a cantor. Two separate cantors may be used if you want to observe the different sections
of the text. The pace must always be unhurried. Allow the mantra to be sung several times, to establish itself,
before singing the first verse-acclamation. There are three possible ways to sing the verses. The first is to sing the
phrases in strict sequence, exactly as they appear on paper. The second, which I prefer, is for the cantor to
occasionally remain silent for an additional two or four measures with only the mantra being sung, before
pronouncing the next verse. The third, based on the second model of better pacing the verses, is for the cantor to
sometimes repeat phrases, even earlier ones, to good effect. After the Lucan section of the text, the cantor should
allow the descant to settle in before resuming the verses or handing them over to the second cantor.

This piece should be sung without any tuned instrumental accompaniment. However, if muffled percussion is
found helpful, this may be used with discretion.

The song may be used on any occasion which honors Mary, messianic expectation or the Church as messianic
community. Seasonally, it is well-suited to Advent and within Eastertide during the month of May. It is a song
born from Scripture rather than piety, so it may be used during any reflective period within liturgy, as for example
a prelude, a song during the preparation or a post-communion meditation. It makes a good processional chant. A
word of warning: take care to observe the 3/4 tempo so that the final -a and not the -ri- of Ma-ri-a is stressed.
Otherwise, disaster would be unleashed.

—Tony Barr
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pray now for us sinners, and at the hour of our death.
Amen. Amen.

O holy Mary, O Mother of God,
Blest is the fruit of your womb, Jesus.
How blest are you, how blest among women.
Hail, full of grace, the Lord is with you.

VERSES: Cantor (Sung over Ostinato)

OSTINATO REFRAIN: All

A ve Ma ri a. A ve Ma ri a.

(Fine)
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