A Sacred Harp Primer

By: Matt Shomaker

A Short History of Shaped Note Singing


The term “Sacred Harp” does not directly apply to a style of music but to a songbook first published in 1844 by B.F. White bearing that name.  That being said, the style of shaped note singing prevalent throughout the American south and now becoming audible throughout the Midwest is more often than not called “Sacred Harp.”  


While the Sacred Harp songbook was and continues to be the most popular collection of shaped note tunes it most certainly was not the first.  The Missouri Harmony was introduced with the addition of the state that shares its name in the early 1820s, William Walker’s Southern Harmony and Musical Companion predated the Sacred Harp by nearly ten years (1835), and between 1770 and 1844 literally hundreds of shaped note hymnals and instructors written by American composers were published.  
When seeking the history of the derivation of tunes and note shapes within the shaped note tradition, one must look eastward to Old England and New England respectively.  The tunes within the numerous shaped note hymnals and “instructors” hail from the rural English parish tunes of the early 18th century.  Several distinct traits existed within those parish tunes that were adopted in nearly every American shaped note hymnal; these included: division of tunes according to format, i.e., fuging tunes, plain tunes—standard 4-part—and anthems; the use of the same tune for multiple texts, or, lyrics; and the assignment of the tune’s melody to the tenor line.   It is not until the music’s migration to New England though that the shaped note system begins to appear.  Few attempts at adoption of the rural English model of singing were successful in reaching a large audience until 1770 with the introduction of William Billings’ The New England Psalm Singer, which was hailed as the first Americanized version of the rural English style.  Billings and his protégés, often called the “First New England School,” began conducting singing schools throughout New England to teach the proper style of singing sacred tunes in colonial worship.  The singing schools originally taught tunes through the text, or, lyrics of the songs; it was not until 1801, with the introduction of Williams’ Smith and Little’s The Easy Instructor that shaped notes became the standard notation for the singing school format.  

Billings’ compositions, along with those of his immediate predecessors and students, were the standard tunes included in most of the songbooks published between 1770-1835.  However, when the Sacred Harp was introduced in 1844 it spread throughout the country from New England to the Deep South as it thrived and continued to change through various revisions (1850, 1859, and 1869).  The reasons for the Sacred Harp and other shaped note hymnals steadfastness in the south, according to many historians, lay in an honor of tradition and sense of regionalism.  During the period of the Sacred Harp’s introduction, a Massachusetts singing master named Lowell Mason advocated a change in the country’s attention from the “unscientific” manner of hymnody practiced in the four-shape, rural English styling of Billings’, Walker’s, and White’s books to the more elaborate harmony-based music becoming popular in England at the time—we see this style today in most modern hymnals and gospel singing, i.e., close harmonies, all parts singing a similar line, and audibly-pleasing block chord formations.  It is partly because of Mason’s influential arguments and the changing ideals of vogue throughout New England that the shaped note tradition was driven away from the upper eastern seaboard on the eve of the Civil War.

Singing Schools were often conducted by the week and longer.  Students would meet either every day or several days during the week and would be taught the rudiments of music from the shape of the notes and their corresponding syllables and “pitching” to scales and how notes are produced by the human voice.  Singings would be split between rudimentary principles and actual practice with more time being given to the latter.  Songs would be chosen to increase in difficulty as the lessons continued and students were often challenged by quickened paces, cut time, and rapid and sudden jumps within the scale.  The schools also offered time for the opposite sexes to spend time in each other’s company—a challenge as difficult, if not more, as the most complicated music.
Singing Shaped Note Music

To sing shaped note music from the Sacred Harp is to forget post-1860 proper traditional musical instruction.  Pitch is relative, key signatures are unnecessary, and time and note values are merely suggestions.  I will divide this introduction into several parts including: Shaped note names and pronunciations, the shaped note scale, dispersed harmony and polyphony, a definition of tune types, pitching, singing volume, and marking time.
Shaped note names and pronunciations:

The Sacred Harp uses four note shapes with four corresponding syllables: a triangle—representing the syllable “Fa” (pronounced “FAW”), a circle—representing the syllable “Sol” (pronounced “SOLE”), a square—representing the syllable “La” (pronounced “LAW”), and a diamond—representing the syllable “Mi” (pronounced “Me”).

The Shaped note scale:

The four syllables, “Fa,” “Sol,” “La,” and “Mi” are repeated on the scale as follows:
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This makes the scale: Fa, Sol, La, Fa, Sol, La, Mi, Fa.  No matter what key the tune 

indicates, the scale and its pronunciation remains the same (if the base note moves, the entire scale moves in relation).
Dispersed harmony and polyphony:

Most tunes within the Sacred Harp are written where the singing of all parts together result in dispersed harmony—a type of harmony in which the notes are dissonant unlike most modern hymn singing and gospel music that resolve in major chords; the dissonant notes are allowed and even encouraged in this more traditional form of singing.  Many of the tunes within the Sacred Harp are also written in a form opposite from modern gospel singing and more akin to the Renaissance form of polyphony in which every part sings a line that is interesting.  Rarely do the parts follow the notes and patterns at the same time, rather each line is written to provide audible interest to both the listener and the singer.

A definition of tune types:
There are basically three types of tune types within the Sacred Harp: the standard 4 part psalm or ode, the anthem—a longer composition often sung with words only and forsaking the traditional first time through with syllables practice—and the fuging tune—a tune in which different parts “chase” or follow each other with the same tune at different pitches; these are often the most enjoyable types of tunes to both sing and listen to within the tradition.
Pitching:

Key signatures are relative in the Sacred Harp and pitches are derived from several individuals within the group, either the song master or well-schooled pupils.  These individuals decide on a pitch that all parts can reach vocally and that follows the scale of the tune—either major or minor.  The key signature and its designation of major or minor was sometimes marked in the hymnals but often not; one can determine major or minor by looking at the opening note of the tenor line: if the syllable is a “Fa” the tune is in a major key, if it is a “La,” however the tune is set in a minor key.

Singing Volume:

Singing volumes (pp-ff) are listed in the Sacred Harp but are generally disregarded in favor of fortissimo.  The music is both cathartic and visceral when sung at a loud volume and tradition indicates that the tune’s volume matches the tune’s text.  Leaders can help pupils understand volume through their conducting—large, sharp movements can be taken as representative of loud while smaller movements can be an indication for pianissimo.
Marking Time:

Probably one of the most confusing elements of a Sacred Harp singing is the wild failing of arms by the song master/leader and the pupils/singers.  Most of the “tomahawk chopping” seen at many singings and in the Civil War era film Cold Mountain are in sharp contrast to the instructions given in the 1991 Denson Revision of the Sacred Harp and earlier additions, in which singers are instructed to keep time modestly and forego the elaborate cuts, sweeps, and grabbing of the air—this is also true for song masters/leaders.  Time can be counted using one’s arms and simple down and up motions to indicate downbeats and upbeats.  More information on this will be given at the Boonesfield singing.

Hopefully this primer will help its readers to understand the history of the shaped note tradition and the style in which it is sung.  It is a beautiful style of music to sing and must be experienced to be fully appreciated.  I am looking forward to meeting all of you at Boonesfield Village in a couple of weeks and hope that you will all try your hands, and your lungs, at singing some of America’s first distinctly “American” music.
Happy Singing, 
Matt Shomaker
