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The Litany of the Saints (Latin: Litaniae Sanctorum) represents one of the most ancient and enduring forms of 

responsive prayer within the Christian liturgical tradition. As a formal prayer of the Church, particularly within the 

Roman Rite, it serves as a communal invocation of the heavenly host, seeking the intercession of the Virgin Mary, 

the angels, and the various ranks of saints. In contemporary liturgical practice, the musical setting of this litany is 

paramount, balancing the weight of tradition with the functional needs of modern assemblies. This article provides 

a deep technical analysis of the structural, musical, and liturgical facets of the Litany of the Saints, with a specific 

focus on prominent contemporary settings published by GIA Publications and composed by figures such as 

Rosemary Campbell, Rory Cooney, and William P. Rowan.

The Historical and Theological Framework of the Litany

To understand the technical requirements of a modern musical setting, one must first grasp the liturgical

architecture of the Litany. Historically, the Litany of the Saints finds its roots in the early centuries of the Church,

evolving from the general intercessions of the Mass. By the 4th century, the practice of invoking the saints by name

was established in both the East and West. The current Roman version is structured into six distinct sections:

•  Invocations to God: The Kyrie eleison (Lord, have mercy) and invocations to the Trinity.

•  Invocations to the Saints: A hierarchical list starting with Mary, the Mother of God, followed by angels, 

patriarchs, prophets, apostles, martyrs, bishops, and virgins.

•  Invocations to Christ: Petitions based on the mysteries of the life of Christ.

•  Supplications for Various Needs: Petitions for the Church, the Pope, and the civil authorities.

•  Conclusion: The Agnus Dei (Lamb of God) and a concluding prayer.

Theologically, the Litany expresses the doctrine of the Communion of Saints. It is not merely a list but a technical 

mechanism of communal identity, bridging the gap between the Church Militant (the living) and the Church 

Triumphant (those in heaven). From a technical writing perspective, the Litany is a call-and-response algorithm

designed to facilitate mass participation through predictable, rhythmic cycles.

Comparative Technical Analysis of Contemporary Settings

Modern liturgical composers have adapted this ancient form to suit various musical styles, from austere chant-

based melodies to folk-inspired arrangements. Below is a detailed comparison of three influential settings found in

the provided research data.



Feature Rosemary Campbell 
(G-5250)

Cooney/Donohoo 
(G-5020)

William P. Rowan (G-6096)

Scoring Two-Part (SA/TB), 
Keyboard, Handbells

SATB, Piano, Guitar Unison/Assembly, Keyboard

Musical Style Classical/Traditional Dignity Folk/Contemporary 
(Celebration)

Minimalist/Mantra-like

Technical Difficulty Beginning to Intermediate Intermediate (Rhythmic 
focus)

Beginning (High 
accessibility)

Primary Usage Easter Vigil, All Saints, 
Ritual Prayer

Easter Vigil, All Saints, 
Festive

Contemplative, Ritual 
Prayer

Key Signature Standard Diatonic Includes "When the Saints 
Go Marchin' In"

Hypnotic/Repetitive modal

1. The Rosemary Campbell Setting (SKU: GI.G-5250)

The setting by Rosemary Campbell is characterized by its "dignity" and "beginning-level" accessibility. Technically, 

this setting utilizes a two-part vocal arrangement, making it ideal for smaller choirs or parishes with limited 

resources. The inclusion of handbells adds a layer of harmonic shimmer, which is particularly effective during the 

Easter Vigil, where the transition from the Liturgy of the Word to the Baptismal Liturgy requires a sense of

solemnity mixed with nascent joy.

2. The Cooney/Donohoo "Celebration" Setting (SKU: GI.G-5020)

Rory Cooney and Theresa Donohoo take a radically different approach. By integrating the secular/folk melody of 

"When the Saints Go Marching In," they create a bridge between high-church liturgy and vernacular cultural 

expression. This setting is published in the Celebration Series and features SATBscoring with guitar chords. The

technical challenge here lies in managing the transition between the traditional litany structure and the upbeat,

syncopated rhythm of the spiritual. It is designed for high-energy moments of celebration.

3. The William P. Rowan "Mantra" Setting (SKU: GI.G-6096)

William P. Rowan’s setting is described as "gently, hypnotically, like a mantra." Set at a tempo of q = 70, it prioritizes

a meditative atmosphere. This setting is functionally minimalist, reducing the musical complexity to allow the names

of the saints to remain the focal point. For a Music Director, the technical execution of this piece requires

maintaining a steady, unwavering pulse to prevent the assembly from dragging or losing the "mantra-like" quality.

Liturgical Application and Procedural Workflow

Choosing the correct setting of the Litany of the Saints is not merely a matter of musical preference but of 

functional liturgy. The following step-by-step guide outlines the technical process of integrating a Litany setting

into a major liturgical event like the Easter Vigil.

Phase 1: Selection and Customization

1.  Identify the Ritual Context: Is it a Baptism? An Ordination? All Saints Day? A funeral?

2.  Customize the Saint List: According to the General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM), the names of 

the Titular of the church, the Patron of the candidates (if for Baptism or Ordination), and other local patrons should 

be added at the proper place.



3.  Determine Vocal Resources: Assess if the choir can handle SATB (Cooney) or if a Unison/Two-Part 

(Campbell/Rowan) approach is safer.

Phase 2: Rehearsal Mechanics

•  Cantor Preparation: The cantor must master the pronunciation of dozens of names. Clear diction is a 

technical requirement to ensure the assembly knows exactly when to respond.

•  Accompaniment Balance: If using handbells (as in Campbell’s G-5250), ensure they do not overpower the 

vocal line. In Cooney’s G-5020, the guitar must maintain a rhythmic drive without becoming overly percussive.

•  Tempo Management: For Rowan’s G-6096, the use of a metronome during rehearsal is critical to achieve the 

70 BPM "hypnotic" effect.

Technical Compositional Elements: A Deep Dive

When analyzing the GIA Publications editions mentioned in the data, several compositional formulas emerge. 

Many of these settings utilize a Modal Center rather than a strict Major/Minor key to evoke a sense of antiquity. For 

example, a setting in the Dorian modeavoids the leading-tone resolution of the major scale, which can sometimes

sound too "commercial" for a litany.

Furthermore, the Phonetic Rhythm of the names dictates the melody. In technical writing terms, the composer 

must create a variable-length input field within a fixed-length musical phrase. Some saint names are short (e.g.,

"Saint Anne"), while others are polysyllabic (e.g., "Saint Maximilian Kolbe"). A well-constructed musical setting

provides a flexible melodic contour that can accommodate these variations without disrupting the overall flow.

Comparison of Harmonic Densities



Setting SKU Texture Type Harmonic Complexity Primary Instrument

G-5250 Homophonic / 2-Part Low (Focus on clarity) Organ/Piano &amp; Bells

G-5020 Polyphonic / SATB Medium (Syncopation) Piano &amp; Guitar

G-6096 Monophonic / Unison Minimalist (Mantra) Keyboard (Sustained)

Common Challenges and Troubleshooting

Implementing the Litany of the Saints, particularly in longer forms like the Easter Vigil, presents specific operational

challenges. Technical writers and musicologists identify several frequent failure modes:

•  Vocal Fatigue: The Litany can last upwards of 10 to 15 minutes. Cantors must be trained in breath 

management and vocal placement to sustain the quality of the invocations.

•  Assembly Disengagement: If the response is too complex, the assembly will stop singing. The Campbell and 

Rowan settings mitigate this by using repetitive, easily memorized responses.

•  Logistical Pacing: The Litany often accompanies a procession. If the procession is shorter than the music, the 

Music Director must have a plan for a "graceful exit" or a musical coda. Conversely, if the procession is longer, the 

cantor must be prepared to loop specific sections or add additional saints from the local calendar.

Modern Adaptations and The "Celebration" Series

The inclusion of David Haas and Rory Cooney in the data highlights a shift toward the "Celebration Series" style 

of music popularized in the late 20th century. This style seeks to modernize the experience of the saints. Instead of 

viewing the saints as distant figures of antiquity, the Cooney/Donohoo adaptation of "When the Saints Go Marchin' 

In" brings them into a contemporary, almost celebratory light. This technical choice changes the psychological 

impact of the liturgy, shifting the tone from one of "humble petition" to "triumphant inclusion."

The Role of GIA Publications in Standardization

GIA Publications (Gregorian Institute of America) acts as a critical clearinghouse for these technical liturgical 

works. By providing standardized SKUs (e.g., GI.G-5250, GI.G-5020), they ensure that parishes across the globe 

can access identical scores, ensuring consistency in the lex orandi, lex credendi(the law of prayer is the law of

belief). The detailed copyright information found in the data (e.g., GIA Publications, Inc., Chicago, IL) underscores

the legal and professional infrastructure required to maintain a global liturgical standard.

The Litany of the Saints remains a cornerstone of the liturgical experience, serving as a technical bridge between

history and the present. Whether through the dignified two-part harmonies of Rosemary Campbell, the folk-infused

energy of Rory Cooney, or the hypnotic mantras of William P. Rowan, these musical settings provide the necessary

framework for communal prayer. For the technical writer and the liturgist alike, the goal remains the same: to create

a seamless, participating experience where the structure of the music supports the depth of the theology. By

understanding the SKU-specific nuances and the rhythmic requirements of these settings, Music Directors can

ensure that this ancient prayer continues to resonate in the modern world, facilitating a true "celebration" of the

communion of saints.
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