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On February 8, 1970, at St. Alban’s Episcopal 
Church in Los Angeles, conductor James Vail and his 
choir premiered Morten Lauridsen’s I Will Lift Up Mine 
Eyes (Figure 1).1 Composed for Lauridsen’s doctor of  
musical arts degree at the University of  Southern Cal-
ifornia (USC), this unaccompanied choral setting of  
Psalm 121 portrays an introspective believer who seeks 
to trust the Lord in the midst of  an arduous journey. 
Vail, who also served as professor of  choral and sacred 
music at USC, remembers that he liked the spare, open 

sound of  the anthem.2 Although the work is less well 
known than Lauridsen’s more recent compositions, it 
deserves a wider audience. Choral conductor Donald 
Brinegar notes that the SATB setting, which includes 
some splitting of  the soprano and bass lines, is ideal for 
advanced choirs.3 Composed in ternary form and of  
short duration (3:30), the contemplative piece softly il-
luminates the psalm text, which off ers spiritual strength 
for the vicissitudes of  everyday life.

Turning to the Psalter
During his studies at USC, Lauridsen 

was intrigued by the psalms because they 
felt like “old friends”; he remembered 
reading them aloud and studying them at 
his boyhood church in Beaverton, Ore-
gon, Bethel Congregational, where he had 
also sung in the choir (Figure 2). When he 
considered setting Psalm 121, which had 
been one of  his “favorites,” the image of  
“lifting up” one’s eyes was appealing be-
cause of  the “possibility of  word paint-
ing.”4 Among the Gregorian chant, me-
dieval organum, and Renaissance music 
he was studying, Lauridsen admired the 
medieval music of  Guillaume de Machaut 
(1300-1377), along with the transitional 
and Renaissance works by John Dunsta-
ble (1390-1453), Guillaume Dufay (1398-
1474), Johannes Ockeghem (1410-1497), 
and Josquin des Prez (1440-1521). He 
began composing his anthem with Mach-
aut’s Mass and the isorhythmic motets in 
mind. Machaut’s pre-tertiary harmony 
sounded “modern” to Lauridsen. More-
over, the inventiveness of  the music, the 
intricacy of  form, and the frequent basis 
in chant inspired him.5

Lauridsen’s church background and his 
study of  sacred music were ideal for set-
ting the psalm, given the historical place 
of  the Psalter in worship. Building upon 
the form-critical scholarship of  Herman 
Gunkel and Sigmund Mowinckel, Walter 

Morten Lauridsen’s I Will Lift Up Mine Eyes A Meditation on Psalm 121

Hallelujah, Amen!

Figure 1.  First page of  composer’s handwritten score, 
mm. 1-9. Author’s private collection, gift of  the composer.  

© Copyright 1983 by Songs of  Peer, Ltd. 
Reprinted by Permission
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Brueggemann and William H. Bellinger Jr. argue that 
behind many of  the psalms lies the highly organized 
worship associated with the pre-exilic Jerusalem Tem-
ple (957-586 BCE). They note that psalms were used in 
ancient festivals and other liturgical occasions, which 
included spoken or sung prayers and petitions. The lan-
guage of  the text should thus be understood as “refl ect-
ing actual worship practice.”6 As Joshua R. Jacobson has 
explained, the translated book of  Psalms may be under-
stood as “an anthology of  spiritual songs.”7

Nancy deClaissé-Walford, Rolf  Jacobson, and Beth 
Tanner contextualize the group to which Psalm 121 be-
longs. They associate Psalms 120-134 with pilgrimage, 
partly because the Hebrew superscription is translated 
generally as “A Song of  Degrees” (King James Version) 
and “A Song of  Ascents” (New Revised Standard Ver-
sion). The superscription suggests that those psalms 
comprise a cohesive collection, which pilgrims may have 
recited or sung as they made their way to and from the 
Jerusalem Temple. Some scholars link the fi fteen psalms 
with the fi fteen steps that led to the Temple, to which 
pilgrims ascended upon their arrival. Other experts dis-
cern in each psalm a step-like form of  unifying poetic 

devices.8 All those perspectives assist the listener in re-
fl ecting on Lauridsen’s setting, in which the contours of  
melody and harmony enhance one’s interpretation of  
the text.

Interpreting Scripture through 
Chant and Organum

Lauridsen’s anthem evokes an aura of  early music, 
with the conjunct motion of  chant in the melody and 
the open timbre of  organum in the harmony. To cre-
ate a “medieval sound” through his setting of  the King 
James Version, Lauridsen used paired voices as a struc-
tural device. He placed the principal melodic part in the 
upper voice—vox principalis—which he composed “right 
on chant.” It provides a gentle upward movement, which 
expresses a sense of  longing, hope, and steady persever-
ance. Although Lauridsen kept the two voices in rhyth-
mic accord like parallel organum, for the lower voice—
vox organalis—he also created an interesting “tunelet.”9

1  I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills, from whence 
cometh my help.

2 My help cometh from the Lord, which made heav-
en and earth.

3 He will not suff er thy foot to be moved: he that 
keepeth thee will not slumber.

4 Behold, he that keepeth Israel shall neither slum-
ber nor sleep.

5 The Lord is thy keeper: the Lord is thy shade upon 
thy right hand.

6 The sun shall not smite thee by day, nor the 
moon by night.

7 The Lord shall preserve thee from all evil: he shall 
preserve thy soul.

8 The Lord shall preserve thy going out and thy 
coming in from this time forth, and even for 
evermore.

Figure 3. Psalm 121, King James Version

Figure 2. Bethel Congregational Church, 
Beaverton, Oregon, 1958. 

Courtesy of  the Five Oaks Museum, Portland, Oregon.
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That decision not only met his intention to give every 
voice a meaningful contribution, it also aligned with 
high medieval practice.10

Lauridsen set crucial words from the psalm in the 
paired voices, which he confi gured in a three-part 
canon, so that the words would be repeated for em-
phasis. Repetition commonly occurs in the Psalter, of  
course. Within any verse, as Rolf  Jacobson observes, a 
half-verse can work together with an adjacent one to 
constitute parallelism, in which “two or more balanced 
grammatical elements” generate a vitality through a 
pattern or contrast.11 Mitchell Dahood describes the 
“‘stairlike’ pattern” found in Psalm 121, in which “suc-
cessive verses repeat words or ideas expressed in pre-
ceding lines.”12

Lauridsen’s setting enriches interpretation. For each 
appearance of  the canon, he chose the fi rst half  of  a 
critical verse. Largely eschewing triadic harmony, he 
used the paired voices to present the words through a 
motive of  harmonic intervals—two notes sounded to-
gether to form a simple chord or dyad.13 Framing the 
motive with a perfect fi fth and a perfect fourth, Lau-
ridsen created a translucent, meditative purity, which 

stems from his consistent use of  the symphoniae—the 
perfect consonances.14

This contemplative feeling fi ts the “direct, personal 
approach” of  the Psalter in worship; the believer en-
gages in “the ascension of  prayer to the divine realm,” 
as Nahum M. Sarna asserts.15 The psalm text allowed 
Lauridsen to focus on what he loved to do through his 
compositions—“to tie” music “to poetic content.”16 In 
the opening measures of  the anthem, for example, the 
canon paints for the listener a fi rst-person speaker who 
seeks assurance in the midst of  hardship (Figure 4). 
The repetition of  the fi rst words from v. 1—“I will lift 
up mine eyes”—reinforces the recurring need to look 
to the Lord for assistance, which suggests the duality 
of  hope and uncertainty that faith entails. Keeping the 
paired voices in rhythmic alignment and giving each 
word a single dyad, Lauridsen drew from medieval 
harmony, placing in the motive fi ve distinct intervals 
in six quarter-note chords. The motive opens with a 
perfect fi fth, followed by an identical perfect fi fth; in 
the middle, for the third harmonic interval, a major 
third appears. To conclude the series, a perfect fourth 
gently resounds—a pedal point sustained as the next 
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two voices take up the motive.17 Among those concor-
dant harmonic intervals, however, Lauridsen included 
what a medieval listener might hear as less concor-
dant ones—a major second and a minor second—for 
the second and fourth dyads. The nesting of  those 
less concordant intervals among the concordant ones 
creates a double eff ect, eliciting a medieval character 
overall, while tinting it with a harmony familiar to the 
modern ear.18

This ancient-yet-modern evocation reinforces both 
the timelessness of  the psalm and the applicability of  
it to daily life. As James Luther Mays asserts, the un-
derstanding of  a psalm should be based on not only 
the Hebrew text in its historical circumstances, but also 
the translations used in contemporary worship. With-
out such an expansive interpretation, the “richness and 
levels of  meaning” are neglected.19 By incorporating 
harmony that spans time, the anthem extends the sig-
nifi cance of  the text to the present.

Creating “A Song for 
the Going Up”

Lauridsen used the vox prin-
cipalis from the canon to paint 
the “gesture” of  both “lifting 
up” and “moving up”—physi-
cal, ocular, and spiritual images 
from the psalm.20 His setting is 
particularly appropriate, given 
the specifi c superscription for 
Psalm 121, which translates as 
“A Song for the Going Up.”21

Those words imply an overrid-
ing purpose: to help the pilgrim 
to a higher place.

If  that higher place was orig-
inally the Jerusalem Temple, 
the journey would have been 
challenging. Mary P. Houze 
notes that because of  the “stony 
ground,” walking there was la-
borious and took many days to 
complete.22 David Gitlitz and 
Linda Kay Davidson character-

ize the trip as dangerous, because of  the likelihood of  
falling victim to thieves in the “dry, waterless hills” of  
Palestine.23 A pilgrimage to the holy city demanded not 
only physical stamina but also sharp vision to navigate 
the path. As depicted in Frederic Edwin Church’s 1868 
drawing of  Jerusalem, because the Temple was on a 
hill, a literal “Going Up” was necessary to get there 
(Figure 5). The terrain required one to follow the wind-
ing, up-and-down contours of  the foothills and to look 
up to ascertain progress. Ernst F. Tonsing remarks that 
because Jerusalem was 2500 feet above sea level, the 
climb included a considerable gain in elevation. Tons-
ing imagines that in the fi nal stage, the pilgrim would 
experience unbridled wonder, when lifting one’s eyes 
to see the white stones of  the Temple “gleaming in the 
sunlight.”24

Prior to that vision, however, the pilgrim endured 
hardship. In the physical, visual, and spiritual dimen-
sions of  any pilgrim’s journey, upward movement re-
curs. The seeker anticipates the peaks and valleys nec-

Figure 5.  Drawing, Jerusalem from the Mount of  Olives, March 1868; 
Frederic Edwin Church (American, 1826–1900); Israel; brush and oil paint, 

graphite on cardboard; 30 x 47 cm 
(11 13/16 x 18 1/2 in.); Gift of  Louis P. Church; 1917-4-34, 

Cooper Hewitt Collection, Smithsonian Museum.
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essary to reach a sacred place or to fi nd inner healing: 
one must fi rst go “down” to go “up” again. The up-
ward and downward movements of  Lauridsen’s can-
on alludes to this mutability and also addresses the pil-
grim’s anxiety to remain on the path.

In mm. 14-20, for example, Lauridsen applied the 
canon to v. 3, which initiates what Mays describes as 
a “litany of  assurance” that extends through v. 8 (Fig-
ure 6).25 As Loren D. Crow explains, v. 3 shifts the per-
spective to the second-person singular.26 The priest-like 
speaker affi  rms the Lord’s attention to one’s foothold: 
“He will not suff er thy foot to be moved.”

Like the fi rst appearance of  the canon, this one be-
gins with the tenor and bass lines articulating the words 
through the prescribed intervals. However, Lauridsen 
provided subtle variations through rhythmic diminu-
tion and augmentation. The fi rst harmonic interval—
the perfect fi fth—is given one beat instead of  two. To 
keep with the initial use of  the canon, the interval is 
vocalized twice but through two eighth notes instead 
of  two quarter notes. The eighth notes are accorded 
to the words, “He will.” The unexpected rapidity of  
the eighth notes suggests a pilgrim striving to main-
tain a foothold. Yet in the larger semantic context of  
v. 3, the eighth notes work with the ensuing musical 
treatment to highlight themes of  trust and assurance, 

which underscore the Lord’s unwavering attention to 
secure the pilgrim’s foot. To keep the duration of  the 
motive the same, Lauridsen adjusted the proportion-
al emphasis for the intervals that immediately follow. 
Maintaining the same number of  beats overall, he used 
the rhythmic augmentation to put greater harmonic 
weight on the major second, which is given two quarter 
notes instead of  the single quarter note from the open-
ing. Lauridsen’s strategy draws the listener inward to 
the crucial parts of  the verb phrase—the adverb “not” 
and the fi rst syllable of  “suff er”—to extend a promise 
of  protection that contrasts with the instability suggest-
ed by the eighth notes. Above all, the emphasis on the 
major second creates an aural bridge between an in-
terval used selectively in the medieval world and one 
deployed more commonly in modern music. 

Just as before, the tenor and bass lines conclude on 
a perfect fourth. However, Lauridsen incorporated 
another subtlety through word painting. In mm. 16-
17 those lines are attuned rhythmically to the words 
“foot to be moved,” by enclosing the shorter words “to” 
and “be” within a dotted quarter note for “foot,” and 
a dotted half  note for “moved” (Figure 6). Amidst this 
rhythmic vitality, the harmonic motionlessness of  the 
pedal point connotes the medieval immovability of  the 
believer’s foot, which is sustained by the Lord.
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Off ering “Crystal Clear” Assurance
To highlight the contemplative character of  his an-

them, Lauridsen used complementary techniques to 
reinforce the themes of  trust and assurance in the pres-
ence of  doubt and uncertainty. While 
the responsibility of  trust falls upon 
the believer, assurance—the easing 
of  one’s apprehensions—comes from 
meditating on the scriptures. Laurid-
sen expressed this tension between 
doubt and uncertainty on the one 
hand, and trust and assurance on the 
other, through compositional tech-
niques that invite the listener to seek 
resolution. For example, to answer 
the yearning of  the second half  of  v. 
1—”from whence cometh my help”—
in which he had set the text so that the 
music “spreads apart” and “almost 
feels like a medieval organ,”  Laurid-
sen wanted to be “crystal clear” in his 
setting of  the fi rst half  of  v. 2—“My 
help cometh from the Lord.” In mm. 
10-12, he thus fashioned a “declama-
tory statement” by placing all voices 
in a mezzo forte unison (Figure 8).27

 To heighten the signifi cance of  the answer, for the 
last half-verse—“which made heaven and earth”—Lau-
ridsen used a mirroring technique—melodic inversion 
that he had introduced in m. 8 and used throughout the 

anthem.28 In m. 13 the technique re-
veals the mystery and perfection of  
the Lord. As Brueggemann and Bell-
inger clarify, the half-verse connects 
the realization of  the Lord as the 
“all-suffi  cient source of  help” to the 
Old Testament understanding of  the 
“creator God”—the “one who has 
power and purpose enough to create 
all that is.”29 Composing the alto and 
tenor lines in an exact mirror, Laurid-
sen set the words “heaven and earth” 
with the alto line ascending and the 
tenor line descending, before each 
reverses direction and mirrors the 
other again for the last chord (Fig-
ure 8). Together with the identical 
dynamic markings for all voices—an 
apt crescendo for “heaven,” followed 
by a decrescendo for the more prosaic 
“and earth”—the mirror connotes 
the unfathomable ontological mys-

A Focus on Music in Worship

Figure 7. Morten Lauridsen on 
the occasion of  receiving the Sam 

and Harriette Stark Graduate 
Fellowship, USC, Los Angeles, 

California, 1969. Courtesy of  the 
Thornton School of  Music, USC.
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tery of  divine power, which includes direct involvement 
in human matters, as Artur Weiser elucidates.30 The ex-
pressive dynamics also suggest, as Tonsing contends, an 
“all-encompassing” completion: the Lord is the creator 
and sustainer of  both realms.31 Simultaneously the two 
outer voices articulate the words through a pedal point 
on F , which forms perfect fourths with the inner voices 
to open and close the mirror. The pedal point signifi es 
steady trust in the divine creation, as one traverses the 
unpredictable thoroughfares of  life.

Assurance and trust may also come from an author-
itative voice, which Lauridsen created for the B section 
(mm. 31-42). He sought to make it “very declamato-
ry”—an appropriate decision because v. 5 twice declares 
the Lord as the believer’s protector through a form of  
the linking verb to be: “The Lord is thy keeper”—and 
poetically expressed, “the Lord is thy shade upon thy 
right hand.” To contrast with the A section, in m. 31 
Lauridsen modulated enharmonically to give promi-
nence to the text by switching “tonal centers” (Figure 
9).32 He then used contrary, oblique, similar, and parallel 
motion among the four voices, with all sounding togeth-
er in a largely homorhythmic style. Through the variety 
of  motion undergirded by the homorhythmic writing 
and delivered fi rst at mezzo forte and then forte, the pas-

sage becomes a grand mirror with a startling assembly 
of  intervals and their compounds. Drawing from quin-
tal harmony, quartal harmony, secundal harmony, along 
with some added-note harmony, Lauridsen composed 
“bright chords” to elevate the declamation: perfect 
fourths, fi fths, and octaves—the perfect consonances—
intermingle with minor seconds, major seconds, major 
thirds, minor sixths, and major sixths. The concordant 
and the less concordant are brought together dramati-
cally for this pivotal verse. As Lauridsen has put it, the 
treatment yields an “emphatic” quality—an assertion 
in miniature of, as Crow explains, the Lord as “Israel’s 
Guardian.”33

Musically the climax occurs in mm. 34-36.  To em-
phasize the Lord’s protective care, in m. 35 the harmo-
ny shifts to a B -major triad in second inversion with an 
added fourth, which is rendered in an energetic rhythm 
reminiscent of  Machaut on the words “shade upon 
thy”—and followed by a root-position triad in passing 
for the word “right,” from “right hand” (Figure 9).34 The 
harmony then returns to a concordant perfect fourth, 
fi fth, and octave on “hand.” Through this priest-like de-
livery in a meno mosso tempo for the only forte passage of  
the anthem, the Lord truly becomes the seeker’s “shade 
upon thy right hand.”  
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The extent of  this safekeeping is revealed at the 
end of  the section. Lauridsen redeployed the mirror-
ing technique, but he intensifi ed it elegantly through 
a creative use of  rhythmic augmentation.35 He set the 
words from v. 6 to depict the mystery of  the Lord’s 
power over creation, which includes the entire span of  
the believer’s daily activities: “The sun shall not smite 
thee by day, nor the moon by night.” The use of  close 
melodic and harmonic intervals conjures up real and 
imaginary fears. As Weiser clarifi es, a pilgrim on the 
way to Jerusalem would be aware of  the danger of  
“wandering in the blaze of  the sun” during the day, but 
would also be concerned about possible threats in the 
moonlit night, including the fear of  contracting diseases 
from the moon.36 Doubling the length of  the mirror for 
“the sun” from its earlier application to “heaven and 
earth,” in mm. 39-42 Lauridsen magnifi ed it even more 
for the words, “nor the moon by night”—not only by 
layering the words and concluding the phrase with a 
striking decrescendo and ritardondo, but also by augmenting 
the rhythm, silencing the bass, and assigning the mir-
ror to the tenor and alto lines, with the soprano serving 
as an inverted pedal point (Figure 10). Those choices 
imbue the passage with a mystically luminous quality, 
befi tting ancient lore about the moon. The passage also 
elicits an improvisatory feeling akin to jazz, which is ap-

propriate for the medieval atmosphere.37 The music thus 
slows down and softens, as if  to explore the unknowable 
darkness evoked through the compelling harmony on 
the sustained fi nal word, “night”—expressed with a ma-
jor second, a perfect fourth, and a perfect fi fth. Intervals 
conversant with both the medieval and modern worlds 
are brought together again.

Composing for Solace
I Will Lift Up Mine Eyes explores what it means to seek 

solace. The conclusion establishes the relationship be-
tween the Lord’s guardianship that never ends—eternal 
time—and the believer’s need to pursue that security in 
everyday life—quotidian time. 

Sarah Fuller demonstrates that by the eleventh centu-
ry, the collection of  Winchester organa “liberally inter-
mixes” seconds and other intervals with the concordant 
harmonies already associated with medieval music.38 As 
mentioned earlier, when Lauridsen composed his an-
them, he found the pre-tertiary harmony of  medieval 
music appealing, because the symphoniae together with 
the use of  the major second imparted a modern charac-
ter to the harmony. Having increased the use of  the ma-
jor second and other intervals as the anthem progressed, 
in mm. 55-65 Lauridsen applied this palette all the more 
to the extended coda.39 He used rhythmic augmentation 
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to underscore the sense of  timelessness in the last half-
verse of  the psalm. In the fi nal portion of  v. 8—“from 
this time forth, and even for evermore”—the music illu-
minates the Lord’s safeguarding in the byways of  life. In 
Weiser’s interpretation of  the psalm, those words pro-
vide a “solemn liturgical closing” that reveals an overar-
ching perspective of  “creation and history,” of  “past and 
present,” which is “welded into a unity.”40

That unity, a timelessness that encompasses ordinary 
human time, concludes Lauridsen’s anthem. In mm. 
56-58, for instance, the words are presented through, as 
Lauridsen has put it, “inverted little tunelets” in a mir-
ror, with the words “this time” rhythmically augmented 
through half  notes expressed in mezzo forte (Figure 11).41

Giving the mirror to the middle voices and enclosing 
them with a pedal point in the outer voices, Lauridsen 
assembled another array of  intervals. With the perfect 
consonances he included minor sevenths, major ninths, 
minor thirteenths, and major seconds.

Those harmonies reiterate the Lord’s unwavering se-
curity for the challenges of  the present, while the outer 
voices enclose them with pedal points on B, which create 
perfect fourths and fi fths with the inner voices. Signifi -
cantly, in m. 59, for the fi rst two syllables of  the very 
last word, “evermore,” from the fi nal adverbial phrase 
indicating eternal time—“even for evermore”—Laurid-

sen placed major seconds between the inner voices and 
the outer (pedal) voices for the half-note chords (Figure 
11). Marked ritardando, the chords lend to the coda a dis-
tinctively modern harmony, which partially shifts on beat 
three for the perfect fourth in the lower voices, and then 
shifts entirely in mm. 60-61 for the sustained chord, which 
whispers with perfect fourths and fi fths the last syllable, 
“more” (Figure 12 on page 35). Medieval and modern 
harmony work in tandem to create a satisfying closure.

In mm. 61-65, the anthem returns to the opening 
words of  the psalm. Lauridsen intertwined the quiet em-
phasis from the last syllable of  v. 8—“-more,” eternal 
time—with the fi rst-person affi  rmation from v. 1—“I will 
lift up mine eyes,” quotidian time—words that connote 
the believer’s need to seek the Lord’s help throughout 
life’s journey (Figure 12). With the use of  elision, the so-
prano line initiates the motive melodically on B4, in the 
midst of  a perfect eleventh created by the upper voices 
with the tenor line on F 3. In mm. 62-63, the soprano 
line then divides to pick up the motive harmonically on 
the major second and completes the motive with the re-
maining intervals. The middle voices repeat the motive 
in mm. 63-65, while a divided bass line off ers a double 
pedal point in a sequence of  perfect fi fths for the repeat-
ed words painted in rhythmic augmentation, “for ever-
more.”       
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The anthem ends with perfect fi fths in the outer voic-
es, while the middle voices form a perfect fourth for the 
word “eyes.” This open consonance suggests that the lift-
ing up of  one’s eyes is ongoing. As the tempo slows and 
the music fades in response to molto ritardando and niente in 
mm. 64-65, one is left with the sensation of  eternal time 
supporting human quotidian time. The dynamic depen-
dency of  the human world upon the perfection of  the 
divine realm remains without end. This contemplative 
musical experience, which Lauridsen created through 
his early setting of  Psalm 121, inspires refl ection on one’s 
own journey to seek inner peace.42

Author’s note: I am grateful to the Faculty Aff airs and De-
velopment Committee, Dean Joan Griffi  n, Provost Le-
anne Neilson, and President Chris Kimball, California 
Lutheran University, for supporting my scholarship with 
a sabbatical for fall 2018 and a Hewlett Faculty Devel-
opment Grant for summer 2019. A shorter conference 
paper of  this work was presented at Religion in Amer-
ican Life—An Interdisciplinary Conference, University 
of  East Anglia, Norwich, UK, July 23, 2019.
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