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Introduction

I have been looking at and singing hymns all of my life, which doesn’t nec-
essarily qualify me to write this monograph on the proper typesetting of 
hymns. But I have overseen the typesetting and proofreading of nearly two 
thousand hymns and designed many hymnals and hymn collections in 
my career as a church music publisher. I have always had a great interest in 
visual arts and graphic design, and many years experience as a publication 
designer. That, along with strongly held opinions on what works and why 
in music typesetting, is why I decided to write this brief manifesto. 

Selah Publishing Co., Inc.’s first hymnal, Songs of Rejoicing: Hymns for Wor-
ship, Meditation, & Praise, was published in 1989, and was the very first pub-
lished hymnal to be typeset with the then new music typesetting software 
Finale®. It constantly crashed (this was version 1.0 and 1.1), and didn’t yet 
have the flexibility it now has. But I persevered more than a year to get this 
254 hymn/320 page collection in print. Even with this computer help, it 
was still a book provided on layout boards to the printer, with corrections 
sometimes made with an Xacto knife and ink pen, and with the music 
typeset and output separately from titles and credits. Music typesetting 
software has grown up, and Finale® and Sibelius®, the two most popular 
software programs, now have the capability to create most anything a 
church musician or publisher might have need to put on paper. The fact 
that they can do so right out of the box doesn’t mean that what is produced 
is indeed publishable. It comes close, and often looks much better than 
hand written music, but what comes as a program’s default typesetting is 
really a compromise of what is standard, normal music notation, not spe-
cifically geared toward hymnody.

I have many opinions you will read in the following pages, though I hope 
I adequately explain the reasons I have chosen one way over another. Over 
20 years, my opinions have become more refined and have even changed. I 
will sometimes cringe when looking at our early typesetting, but I think I 
started on the right path: that the overriding concern must be the legibility 
of a page for use by a congregation. Elegance might not be the right word 
to explain what I look for, and I can use the axiom for good typesetting 
that “I know it when I see it.” But the principles outlined in this book will 
help you obtain a consistency in your music typesetting and make the text 
and music more easily read by a congregation of singers.
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If you provide the hymn on the previous page to a congregation, they will 
likely be able to sing it fairly well, without really noticing the music typeset-
ting. The point is that maybe all that I have to say in the following pages is 
really irrelevant, that people will likely be able to sing from whatever is put 
in front of them. That might be true, but we shouldn’t put impediments in 
place that prevent a singer or especially non-singer from better learning or 
singing a hymn. I won’t launch into a discussion of aesthetics, but I firmly 
believe we should always strive to make things as beautiful as possible. And 
if it is a beautiful hymn, it should be typeset beautifully as well. 

It used to be that music was engraved by hand, and it was the trained 
eye that guided where text and musical notes were most appropriately 
placed. We cannot rely on a computer to review what your own eyes may 
be trained to look for. Some of those earlier hand set music pages had an 
elegance and flow that cannot be matched solely by a mechanical comput-
erized setting, and my hope is that through this manual on the “Art & Craft 
of Typesetting Hymns” you will be able to do so yourself.

I must extend my thanks and appreciation to my wife, Virginia Schaap, 
who has probably done more typesetting of hymns than all but maybe a 
handful of people in the world, and who mostly puts up with my quest for 
the perfectly typeset hymn. She has convinced me to change some of my 
strongly held opinions by her better reasoning, and also helped with the 
content of this small book.

David Schaap, president and founder
Selah Publishing Co., Inc.
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania
June 2009


