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THE MATTER OF TEMPC IN THE SACRED HARP
-Raymond C.Hamrick

The questlon of proper tempo in Sacred Harp music has given
rise to much discussion,much dissension,and,on my part,much
curlosity as to the reasons for the differences in spesed 1in
various areas. Mention 1s made by some writers of the "charac-
teristic trotting motion" of the 4/4 tunes. In an endeavour to
discover just how "characteristic" the moticn %s,I approached
the earllest sources of information &t wy disposal-the prefeaces
of the tune books of the 18th and 19th century.

The first such was the 1initlal sffcrt of Willilam Billings

(Boston 1746-1800)+This book was the New England Psalm Singer

(1770) e Billings went to great lengths to explain the conditions
that prevailed in church muslc of his day so that the reader
might more readily sympathise with his desire to make the chahges
he advocated:

"Double bars in psalm tunes are placed at the end of the
lines for the benefilt of the sight to direct the performer where
to stop,in congregations where they keep up that absurd practise
of reading betwesn the lines,which is so destructive to harmony,
and is a work of so much time that unlsss the parfermers have
very good memories they are apt to forget the tune while the line
is readinge. I defy the greatest advocates for reading between the
lines to produce one word of Scripture for it and I will leave it
to all judiclous people whether it i1s founded on reason,and

certalnly where 1t- 1s founded on neithee reason ncr relt

bettar 1 omit+ted, The practice of readling the Psalms line by



line was introduced sc lohg ago as when very few people hLad tlhe khow-
ledge of reading;therefore a reader was substltuted for the whole
congregation who was called a clerk,biut at this time whenh every man
is capable of reading for himself,and when we cohsider the confusion
that 4s caused in the music by reading the lines,and the destructlion
i1t occaslons to the senss of the Psalms,I cah ses no reason for
keeplng up so absurd a practise, Consider further,that according to
the practise in country churches the Psalm i1s three times repaated.
First,the minister reads it audibly alone,secondly,the clerk or
deacon line by line,and thirdly 1t 1s suhg by the ccngregation;

now 1f we are obliged to repeat the Psalm three times over,why are
we not obliged to repsat our prayers as often before they are deemsd
to be acceptable? I sxpect this doctrine will meet with some oppos-
sition in the country,but let who will concur-or differ,I think
myself highly homcred in having the approbation of the plous and
learned Dr., Watts (that great master of divins song) who in his
writings has delivered himself of the same opiniocn,"

This,then,was the condlition of religious music among the
Protestants durlhg that pericd when the germs of what we khow toflay
as Sacred Harp music were incubating. l'any years of wrangling and
dissatisfaction on the sams subject evidently preceded this pericd
as witness the quotation from Isgac Watts,born 1€74,died 1748,

For those who may have trouble in comprehending the actual conditions
cescribed above,there are living examples surviving today.Dr. Varnon
Taylor of Southwestern Lniversity,in the course .-of a fleld trip
through the Kentucky mountains for the Southern Appslachlen culture
survey,recorded a church service among the "Regular" Baptists in

Viper,Kentucky at which the sohg service was almost a replica of

the conditions described by Billings as being extant in Eoston in
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1770, This survival is found elsewhere too as I have a report
of much the same musical condition in a churech near Hiomerville
Georgia. This church was constituted in the early 1700's accord-
ihg to my information and the practise of linlng hymns 1s adhered
to. The minister reads two lines,the congregation drgones Lhrough
them,he reads two more etce
This was a general condition in New England 1n early years
and Billings was determined to bring about a change. He promulgated
three ideas as belng essentiol to the uplifting of church music.
First,he introduced the use of the pltchplpe as a means of
corractly keying the music.Next,he advocated the complete abolish-
ment of "lining" Third,he brought forth a cokplete set of "rules
for singing". These,he freely admitted,were not his owh but were
written for him by "a learned man who preferread to remain
anonymous". They were as follows;
"Concerning common time,the first of these moods %s called
adaglo,which is a very slow movement. A semi-breve (full note)
is this mood is preclsely four seconds.
The second mood or mark is called the largo mood,being half
as quick again as ir the former sc that three minims (half-notes)
in this mood are to be psrformed in the same time as two minims
are In the adaglo mood,but It 1s often fixed to psalm tunes 1in
which the crotchet (quarter note)and all other notes in proportion
are sung 1in the time of seconds so as to make no distinction
bétween thls and the adagloymood,except in the anthems and other
brisk pieces of musice.
The third mood or mark 1s called the allegro mood,being as quick

agaln as the first so that minims in this mood are sung to the time

of seconds, This 1is a very beautiful movemsnt and if rightly



performed carries great life and spirit with it.

There is another mcod sometimes used 4in psalmody and it is
called 2 from 4,sach bar containing two crotchets,to be beat
one dowen,one up. ahd crotchets in thils time must be sas quick as

crothhets in the allegro mood.?

Thus the rules for singing as ad1d down in 1774. Revolutionary
to be sure,when compared with established practise but these were
revolutionary times and the sesd,thus broadcast,sprouted and grew -
and oppositlion was not long in arising. This canh best be shown
by excapts from the prefaces of other music books,some that were
church music books and others that were used perhaps both in and out
of the churche Andrew Law was ah ordained minister ahd a book
compiler;

"It will not,perhaps,have escaped the observation of any one
of you that very much of the music in vogue is miserabls indeed.
Hence,the man of piety and principle,of taste and discernment
in muslc,and hence,lndeed all who entertain a sense of decency
and decorum in devotion are oftentimes offsnded with that lifeless
and inslipid,oR that Irivolous anéd frolicksome succession and
combination of sounds so frequently introduced into churcles
where all should be serious,animated snd devout,"

— Art of Singing 1803

“Classical E.ropean tunes have been substituted for some of a less
perfect character,and the valuable foreigh music which is re¥@ined,
and which the public has not ceased to venerate and admire,is still
preserved in this collection,secure from the touch of American

innovation"
— Village Harmony-1818

"Yoing people whose taste is as yet crude and uninformed,almost



universally prefer the rapid and fugulng music of American
composuists,to such alrs as compose this selection;but as their tasts
becomes more delicate,their relish more just,and their judgement
better informed,music of the former class becomes cleoying and
insipid,and having passed through the different grades of improve -
ment,the feslings and the ear rest with the grestest delight
on tunes like Egypt,0ld Ham,0ld Hundred,and St.Michaels."

- Samuel Wakefield-Christian's Harp 1837

Not all were in sccord with these writers however as withess

the volice of Daniel Mansfield,raised in his "American Vocalist"

(1849);

"In every part of the Lnited Stat-s,even whers new music
I1s sung in the public congregation because it is fashionabls,
let anyone mingle with the devout worshippers of God in their
soclal meetings and he will hear-not the scientific gingling
of imported discord,but the simple harmony of old "Turner"
"Northfleld,"The Union Hymn",or something that moves the heart

of good men 1f it does not tickle the fastidious fangy of i1fifidels"

So-the schism on tempo 1s by no means psculiar to our generation,
Nor will it die with our generationce. .

To return to early days-------

However the feeling against the new concept went,one thing

took root and was faithfully reproduced in tune books for the

next fifty years with very little change=-the musical rudiments.
The 2Easy Instructot" of Smith and Little (1803),using their
newly invented shape note systemy,had this to say on temposz

"There ars four moods of common time ;

1st=- C~---Has a semi-breve or 1its Quantity in a measure ;

gpgt%Q g%#nféﬁg Si four seconds-two beats to the



2nd--—-¢ ----Has Same measure note,beat in came manner,only half
as qulck agaih., (3Seconds)
drd----_) ==-Has same meas ure note,and sung as quick agailn as the
» first,two beats to the bar-one down,one up.(2 ssconds)

4th--—-@'z--has the minim in a measure and beats as the third mood

only a third quicker (1 and 1/3 seconds) "

Andrew Law In his "Art of Singing" (1803) made the follewing rec-

ommendations 2

Modes Length of beat length of meas ure
very slow 1§ seconds € seconds

s low 1z » 5 e

moderate 1 . 4 "

cheerful 7/8 " 32 "

lively 2/ ° 2 and 2/3 seconds
quick 5/8 ™" 24 "

very qulck : " g *

It seems that Law subscribed to the idea of "something for

everyons",

Allen Carden's widely-used "Missouri Harmony",first published
around 1820 and for a quarter century thereafter used the precise
rules as quoted above from the "Easy Instructor".

The first change came in 1835 when William Walker published
the "Southern Harmony";
"The first mood 1s known by a plain "C" and has a semi-brevs

or its quantity in a negsure,suvhg in the time of four seconds,
four beats in a bar,two down and two UDe

The second mood is known By a "C" with & tar through it,has
the same measure note,sung in the time of thres seconds=four

beats to the bar,two down and two UPe
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The third mood is known by a "C" inverted,somstimes with a bar
through it,has the same measure as the first two,sung in the time
of two seconds-two beats to the bar, This mood is sometimes marked

4
with the figure 4 above 4,thus 4,

The fourth mood is known by the figure 2 over a filgure 4,has a
minim for a msasure note,sung in the time of che second-two beats

tt the bar,ons down snd one up,”

E.F,White 1n 1844 published his famoum and still-living "Sacred
Harp". Here too,occirrsd another significant change in the rudiments
that had held flrm for so longe.

"The first mood of common time 1s known by a figure 2 over a
figure 2,having a semi-breve or whole note for a measure note or
its equlvalent in every measure;sung in the times of three seconds to

the measure,two beats with the hand,one down,one up.

The second mood is known by a figure 4 over a figure 4 having
a mlnim or half note as the measure note;sung in the time of 23
seconds to the measure,two beats as in the first mood.

The third mood is known by the figure 2 over a figure 4,having

a minim or half note as the measure note;sung in the time of 13

seconds to the measure snd beat as in the other two moods."

It will Le rcliced that White had reduced the rocnds of common
time frém the wsusal four to threejeliminated the use of the letter
"C" from the sighature,assigning & nemerieal signhature to each;
and slowed down 4/4 music from the previous speed of 2 seconds per
measuvre to 23 seconds, His contemporary William Hause®,compiler
of the "Hesperian Harp" (1848) evidently didn't think he slowed

things down enoughe In his preface he recommended 4 seconds for

4/4 time;a second mood known by a "C" with a bar through it gnd
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sung in the time of three seconfis (with the added remark that
this mood was of little worth) ;2 seeonds for 24 time;and one

second for 2/4 time,

S0 much for the first 150 years of tune books, The copyright
of B.r.Nhite's book expired 1n 1202 and in 1911 a committee headed
by Joe James of Atlanta issv.ed a revision known as "The Original
Sacred Harp" because they restored many songs that had bsen taken
out in previous revisions by the Whites. This edition continued the
ridime nts as expounded by White., Then,im 1935,when a revision
committee headed by the Denson's of Alabama issued the new "Denson"
revision,thepart dealing with tempo had been altered.Mr.Marcus
Cegle,a Dsnson son-in-law and a prominent figure 1n Sacred Barp
circles for over fifty years,credits Tom Denson with being the
advocate of a more lively rendition-this for all moods though the
chahge was greatest in 4/4 music, Since contreversy arcse ,all
reference to tempo was omltted,leaving the matter up to the ind-
ivlidual leadsr.I discussed this wlth lNr.Cagle several years before
his death. As he explalned it,Tom Denson had a small group of
singers who were in the habit of meeting and singing together at
varlous times other than the regular Sunday sdngings. They leaned
towards a more lively reandition than was usuval but to quote lir.
Cagle " nothing like as fast as they sing today". The s ound of this
group had 1lts effect however and tempo gradually picked up in the
areas in which the Denson's opesrated., After the desth of Tom Denson
the trehd continued and as Nr.Cagle phrased it " if Tom Denson could
hear how fast thay sing now he would be shocked".

As usual,contreversey accompanied this perlod and a deep rift

between the "fast" and the "slow" developsd. The B.F.White group would
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have no part of the fast tempo and had little 1if any contact with
Denson book circles. _Users of the Coopsr adition sesem to have besh

e patchwork-and still are.Soms of thelr froups sing very slowly and
others outdo their Denson brethren in speed., The South Gecrgila
Convention,founded in 1919yand users of the 1911 James editilon,

were for years fairly close to the B.F.White tempo, This was primarily
because South Georgia was covered by singing school yeachers from the
White book influence out of Atlanta rather than from farther west,

In that period immediastely following th Second World War,several forces
were set in motion,forces that were to exert a unifying influence

ovar most of the Southeastern Sacred Harp groups.

In the South Gesorgia area,several singing schools were held
regularly and from these came a falrly large group of young adult
singers, These were not "passing fancy" singers but people who by
background,both religious and secular,were natural Ilnheritors of
the Sacred Harp mantlee Many of them are still active today,some
25 years later. Being young they had a more vigorous approach to the
music,and beinz of a generation that became accustomed to wide
travel during the war years they took the initiative in visiting
other conventions and actively participating. Friendships sprang up
between members of thils group and those in the Dsnson area and iu the
middle 1950's visiting became even more frequento.As a result,the
tempo in South Georgila begQZQ to pick upe In North Georgia it had
already reached epic proportions. In the first two or three years
of the fifties,a reasdnable estimate 1s that at times some 4/4
fuguing music was led at a rate of one second per measure. This
was so destructive of both harmony and poetry that the South Georgils

singsrs were content to liven up their own singing but not th this

axtent,In 1950 they sang a measure of 4/4 fuguing musle at about
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2 seconds per measure. This gradually increased until in 1957 it
reached l.5 seconds per msasure. This represented ths peak and ot
present the norm is about 1.6 seconds. This group and the Denson peopls
today have a very close and friendly relationship to the extent that
much music in the James edition has been taken over into the 19260
and 1966 Denson revisions. At almost any speclal event to which the
Denson singers are lnvited will be found several of the James psople

and viee versa,

The B,EB.White groupjbased in Atlenta,have still maintained their
separation although tempo 1s not the factor 1t once was, Herman
Wilkinson,a cousin of the singing family that is the backbcone of
the White book tribe,is today the leading light in that area. Herman
was born,ralsed,and learned to sing in Alabana. When he moved to
Decatur and became ah sctive membar of the White group,his attempts
to spped up the tempo almost proved disastrous. I have nothing but
rumors to go on but 1t seems to be agreed that he was asked to tone
down his efforts. Not wisljing to create problems he agreed and slowed
dowh a falr amcunt. LHowever,his influence has been felt and since 1955
the White book singers are doing a 4/4 measure in about 1.6 to 1.7
seconds ;A falr amount of visiting between this group and ths South
Gebrgla group has almost brought this up,at times.

In Denson circles the pendulum is swinging back. The decision
of the Sacred Harp Publishing Company to make a series of pppfess-
ionally recorded albums seems to have been the catalyst. For this
project the 1960 edition of the Denson book was used., When Hugh
McGraw,the director,ran through the music prior to recording,he
stopped short with the realization that 1n order %o have an excellent

sound ,tempo must be slowed.This was done and each record madse has
reaffirmed the correctness of the decisicns
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Some of the old hsads were convinced upon hearing the records
and thus began a campalignh by respected leaders such as Marcus
Cagle,Hugh lcGraw,Tom and Bud MNcCraw an others, Their efforts have
borne fruit as shown by my last timing of theilr tempo in the Fall
of 1971, The tempo varied from l.4 to 1l.56,depending on the leader
byt the 1 second per measure was ccnspicously absent. In outlying sareas
of Alabama I am told,the tempo still reaches this figure but there
is hope for the future., Singing school teachers in those areas today
are generally people like [Iugh McGraw,Elmer Kitchens and others of
the moderate group who instill in thelr pupils their own philoscphy
of performance.

Add to this the greater unity among the different areas as
exemplified by the blg state-wide conventions in Alabama,Georgia,and
Florlda at whilch groups of singers from gll areas come together and
quickly arrive at a common and acceptabls tempo-usually in the
le4 to 1.6 range. Little If any dissatisfaction 1s ever expressed.

Dr.Ceorge Pullen Jackson once sd&d In a letier to me,quote-

"There 1is,as you no doubt realize,much more than tempo that separastes
this music from all other group singing. Some of the fault lies in
the arrangements many of the songs have suffered, But that 1s a matter
that 1s all but Impossible to change. Tempo and dynaumics can be
changed.They must be changed if the Chlnese Wall 41s evser to be knocked
down. There are some rumblings-sven in the'fast and furious"circles-
of a change.But it will come slowlv,if ever. And the change will
probably &8ome through the influences of outsiders who canh and will

join with those indiders who see the light."
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From the viewpoint of twelve years later it appears that the
"insiders" influence has been the dominamt factor, Thils is as it
should be,since folkways,to be folkways,should be the free-flowlhg

expreszsion of the folke



