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In the center of the hollow square, the four walls of solid sound meet and produce unfathomable volume. Music loud enough that God himself must sing along. The sound is impenetrable, melding voices of all types. In the balcony of St. Paul’s Presbyterian Church, the chairs are already set up in the four-sided arrangement, as people from many walks of life take their places to sing. There is a woman with graying hair whose black onyx Agnes Scott College class ring matches my own in every way except for the graduation year. There is a young white man with tattoos and piercings who finds that singing shapes relaxes him. There is a six-year-old girl with long blonde hair who always gets up to lead her favorite song with her daddy. This is Sacred Harp. Among this community of people there is no judgment, no formal training, and no agenda–only singing.


At the core of Sacred Harp singing lies participation. All aspects of the tradition cater to the participatory element. In the same way that the Protestant Reformation of the 16th century called for the personalization of religion through participation in worship, Sacred Harp singing is based in the notion that by participating in the act of singing, one may explore his or her personal relationship with God. The shape-notes themselves, the seating arrangement during a “sing,” and the community surrounding the tradition mark the quality of participation.



In front of the leader are the tenors, singing what may be considered the melody. Among the altos, basses, and trebles, however, there are no dull moments. Each voice part has its own, individually interesting melody, and the melodies fit together in ways somewhat outside traditional Western choral singing. The harmonies created add to the enormity of the sound; because each part has its own melody, there is no obligation to “blend” as a choir.  The seating arrangement, a hollow-square with all members facing toward the center, encourages participation as opposed to simple listening. The arrangement does not lend itself to performance, as any observer would feel excluded from the physical arrangement and from the music itself. George Pullen Jackson sums this up well in his preface to The Sacred Harp by saying, “This is not listener’s music. It is singer’s music.”


Because of the seating arrangement, one of the most privileged persons during a song is the leader. As I stood up to lead on of the few songs I knew, my heart raced and I felt nervous and somewhat disoriented. I nodded to the man sitting in front of the treble section to give the group their pitches. With the voice as the only present instrument, a designated person must pitch the song before it begins. I moved my arm up to direct the singing and the sound hit me like a tidal wave, coming from all directions. I felt the weight of the Sacred Harp in the crook of my arm and I rarely took my eyes of the page. Only looking up for reassurance from one of the experiences singers, I felt a sense of pride when the song ceased. I had experienced the haunting sounds of Sacred Harp at their fullest, from the center of the square.

The unique way of denoting music in the Sacred Harp tradition, by shapes, also accommodates participation. The Easy Instructor (1801) by William Little and William Smith and The Musical Primer (1803) by Andrew Law introduced shapes notes in the United States.
 The use of shapes was meant to facilitate congregational singing by making songs easier to sight-read. An experienced shape-note singer quickly associates the shape of the note with its position in the scale. Before singing the words to the songs at a Sacred Harp sing, the melody is first sung on shapes. This allows for the initial familiarization with the tune before adding the words. With the advent of seven-shape scales and solfeggio, this return to the four-shape scale at first seems confusing and overwhelming because if its unfamiliarity; however, for someone raised on this tradition, it is the simplest way to read music.

[image: image1.png]sol

la

fa

sol

la







Fig. 1. C Major scale notated in shape notes

With shape-notes also came the tradition of “singing schools” which carries through to today. Singing schools are an opportunity for experienced shape-note singers to teach new singers the meaning of the shapes and give insight into some of the customs of Sacred Harp. Singing schools, along with the shaped notes, allow for comfortable involvement in the group. At St. Paul’s Biweekly Sacred Harp Sing in downtown Atlanta, a white board with the shapes and their corresponding syllables begins the lesson. After a short introduction, the singing commences, and the shapes become somewhat arbitrary when the singing starts. The only requirement in attending a singing school is a willingness to try. The community of Sacred Harp encourages those at all levels of singing and from all different backgrounds.


Within the Sacred Harp community, participation is not only encouraged but also highly praised. At some point during each sing, a “memorial lesson” takes place where supporters of Sacred Harp who have passed away during the past year are remembered for their dedication.
 At this time, singers also pass around cards to send out to members that are no longer able to attend the singings. I was warmed by this sincere expression of the close-knit community that makes up Sacred Harp singing. People travel far distances, often across state lines, to attend singings. At the St. Paul’s, people travel from Athens to participate and support the local efforts to introduce new singers to Sacred Harp. The pure dedication shown by singers of Sacred Harp is staggering, as they constantly try to cultivate the tradition. 


During all-day sings, community is highlighted by the “dinner on the grounds” between two sessions of singing. Tables are covered with macaroni and cheese, fried chicken, barbecue, and collard greens–dishes with which I only became familiar after coming to college in the South. During this time, everyone is able to eat and enjoy the fellowship of one another. Hearing the stories of what brought people to Sacred Harp is a special treat. Only after I tried his famous barbecue pork would an elderly black man share his story with me. He told me how his great-grandfather had been a slave in Alabama and he had taught himself to sing shapes after driving his family to church every Sunday. When his great-grandfather was freed, he built his own Primitive Baptist church and passed the tradition down to his children. The man at the sing had grown up in the tradition, and he expressed how important it was that his children and grandchildren appreciate Sacred Harp singing. It reminded me of the old hymns my grandmother insisted on teaching me. I feel fortunate that I listened and so her music has continued long after she passed. The enthralling stories from each singer give a greater sense of community and also of accomplishment when the tradition reaches new ears.


Intentionality is the final, and perhaps most important component of Sacred Harp singing. I first came to Sacred Harp singing for an exercise in sight singing, but without intention the singing would be meaningless. For many singers, Sacred Harp is their main form of worship. A special connection with God forms after singing as loud as and for as long as possible. It is a liberating practice that contrasts to the strict observance of formal church services. Sacred Harp singers come from many Protestant denominations including Primitive Baptist, Methodist and Presbyterian. Despite doctrinal differences, singing shapes gives people the opportunity to participate in a common fellowship with God. 


Not only is singing Sacred Harp a form of worship, it also offers some unique perspectives of the Christian faith. Raised in a United Methodist church in Ohio, I was surprised by the treatment of death in the songs. As one woman whispered during an all-day sing at Emory Presbyterian Church in Decatur, “If you sing Sacred Harp for long enough, you won’t be surprised when you die.” The subject matter of the songs, while often about death, gives a joyful perspective about meeting your God in Heaven. “I’m glad that I am born to die, From grief and woe my soul shall fly, And I don’t care to stay here long!” (282 I’m Going Home). The subject of death recurs again and again, but what singers of Sacred Harp learn is to not fear death but excite in the prospects of “sing[ing] God’s praise in endless day.”


The singers file out of the church, giving hugs and offering motivation words for the coming week. In my short time with them, I already feel a part of their community. The poignancy of the words to the third and fourth verses of “Parting Hand” (The Sacred Harp, 62) carry on long after the singing has ceased, along with the personal testimony of each singer:



How sweet the hours have pass’d away, since we have met to sing and pray;



How loath we are to leave the place where Jesus shows his smiling face.



Oh, could I stay with friends so kind, how would it cheer my drooping mind!



But duty makes me understand, that we must take the parting hand.










      62 Parting Hand

The participatory aspect perhaps has been the driving force in maintaining the archaic tradition of Sacred Harp. The appeal of this form of participatory worship, along with the dedication of the Sacred Harp community, has ensured that the practice will not be forgotten. The music created here is not part of a concert, and the end product is not the goal. Conversely, it is the process of creating, of joining voices together that makes Sacred Harp singing so unique. Although they sing together, each person makes their own music to God, and the other singers aid in the process.
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