Book R e v i e w—T h e S h e n an d o a h Ha r m o n y
reviewed by Brendan Taaffe
Many CDSS members will be familiar with
shape-note singing, a New England hymn tradition
that dates back to the early nineteenth century. The
tradition gets its name from the different shapes
assigned to the notes of the scale, a system introduced
to aid sight-reading in 1801, and is marked by stark
harmonies, powerful rhythm, and a certain wildness.
When I moved to Vermont in my early twenties, I was
adopted by an elderly couple who lived in a rambling
farmhouse up in the hills above Ludlow. One fall,
Kate suggested that I might enjoy accompanying her
to the New England Convention, held that year in
Chelsea, Vermont. Entering that little white church
on the town green was a life-changing experience:
there were at least two hundred people in there,
singing like their lives depended on it, the tin walls
rattling. Standing in the middle of that wall of sound
is unlike anything else. And not only is the music
compelling, but the community encourages broad and
democratic participation (and the potluck was really
good). Anyone can lead. Anyone can sing. Everyone is
welcome.
If you have been to CDSS’s programs at
Pinewoods or other camps, you’ll have likely seen a
group of people gathered around tables in the dining
hall, singing old songs from a maroon-covered book
called The Sacred Harp. Originally published in
1844, this is the central text of the shape-note singing
community and is what you will most likely use if
you go to a sing anywhere in this country. Or any
other country, for that matter, as shape-note singing
has been catching on in Europe and there are now
conventions in England, Ireland and Poland. And
singing is the point, because this music, above all, is
a singer’s tradition. It invites participation. “There
is,” Larry Gordon wrote, “no other easily accessible
written choral music which is so much fun to sing.” In
early days, there were a wide variety of books in use,
including books like Southern Harmony, The Social
Harp, and The Kentucky Harmony. In recent years
there has again been a proliferation of new collections
of shape-note songs: the Northern Harmony is on its
fifth edition and the Norumbega Harmony is a lovely
collection that came out of the Boston area in the
’naughts. The Shenandoah Harmony (2013) is the
newest, and biggest, songbook to come out of the
thriving community of shape-note singers.
The committee that put together The
Shenandoah Harmony was inspired by the work of
Ananias Davisson, an early composer and compiler
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who published five editions of the Kentucky Harmony
in the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia between 1816
and 1826. Which makes you wonder a bit about his
grasp of geography, but there’s no doubt about his
knack for a good song. Most famous as the composer
of “Idumea,” his greatest talent may have been as
a compiler. His books combined recently composed
pieces from New England with the frontier sound
of camp meeting songs and folk hymns. By bringing
together Davisson’s collections with a number of
contemporary pieces, The Shenandoah Harmony
presents an interestingly varied body of song: in
addition to the expected exultations of God and
lamentations of woe, there are also a few choice
Broadside ballads, including “Buonaparte,” a personal
favorite. The committee has done an impressive job:
the book is visually attractive, the songs are easy to
read and meticulously researched, the paper is thick
enough, and the book feels good in your hand. This
is the most important thing, because it’s meant to be
used. These songs are good for singing and there are
some gems that those of you familiar with The Sacred
Harp will love discovering. Make sure to check out
“Rockingham.”
In considering this new book, I come to
realize that each of these collections is a reflection
of the community it grew out of. Northern Harmony
grew out of Village Harmony, Larry Gordon’s
incredible organization that has been hosting teen
singing camps for twenty-five years and which has
inspired a lot of these young singers to compose
new music in the shape-note tradition. In the spirit
of disclosure, I should mention that I have led
Village Harmony sessions and that a number of my
pieces are included in the latest edition of Northern
Harmony. But what’s relevant here is the nature
of that specific community: based in New England,
diverse in their religious beliefs but brought together
by the joy of singing, there is a tendency towards less
Christocentric texts, obvious influences from other
musical traditions, and—in addition to Watts and
Newton—the presence of texts from nontraditional
hymn writers like Emily Dickinson, Longfellow
and Dylan Thomas. The Shenandoah Harmony, by
contrast, grows out of a community of singers with
strong ties to the Southern style of singing. Jesus
makes more of an appearance, the new compositions
are squarely in the pocket of the tradition, and the
vision of the world is all together starker: this last
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(Book Review, continued from page 9
fitting for a collection that celebrates someone whose
best-known song, “Idumea,” asks, “And am I born to
die? To lay this body down? And must my trembling
spirit fly, into a world unknown?”
This is part of what Greil Marcus calls “the
old, weird America”: that world only hinted at in
the music school textbooks when they acknowledge
William Billings as an American composer but
mostly dwell on the fact that he wasn’t very pretty
to look at. Which is fine, because pretty isn’t exactly
the point of this music. It’s supposed to move you,
and draw you in. Marcus, talking about Tennessee
singer Clarence Ashley, wrote, “[this music] can be
understood but never explained; because it can place
the listener, pull the listener’s feet right out from
under, but cannot itself be placed.” Or in the words of
Swedish poet Tomas Tranströmer:
The music is a house of glass standing on a slope;
rocks are flying, rocks are rolling.
The rocks roll straight through the house
but every pane of glass is still whole.
Brendan Taaffe is a guitarist, fiddler, singer
and composer in New England’s contra dance and
Irish music community. He is the author of Handy
with the Stick, a book about Irish fiddling, the director
of the Bright Wings Chorus, and the founder of Turtle
Dove, an organization that sponsors harmony singing
camps for adults.

(Madison, continued from page 11)
month? Having the opportunity to get experience
playing or calling for live dancers every week
significantly shortens the learning process.
The dancers support new callers and
new musicians. The value of this, too, is easy
to underestimate. Our community is absolutely
fantastic. The Tuesday night dance is not without
its rough spots. Every once in a while, we have a
novice musician or caller who takes a little longer
than average to develop their skills. While that
person is learning, the dancers have a less-than-ideal
dance experience each week. But the dancers don’t
seem to mind. It’s clear to me that the community
understands that their patience with novices is an
investment in our collective future. If we want to
grow new talent (and every community needs to
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grow new talent, sooner or later), then we need to be
supportive as people learn to play or call for dances.
I absolutely love that the dancers here get this.
I was the beneficiary of this attitude myself,
eight years ago: when I arrived here in Madison, I
had played music for contra dancers exactly once
before in my life, but I was welcomed into the band
and encouraged to return. When someone new shows
up with an instrument and I welcome them to the
MOB (the Madison Open Band), I’m just paying it
forward.
Would this kind of event work in your
community? I think there are several key ingredients
that increase the likelihood of success:
● A hall where you can dance every week.
While I suppose almost any dance hall would do, I
love the intimate atmosphere of our cozy little hall.
With forty dancers, it feels packed. At the same
time, that’s not as intimidating for newer callers and
musicians as a larger crowd might be. We are, quite
frankly, lucky to have such a hall with affordable rent.
● A cadre of callers who are committed to
having at least one experienced caller at the dance
every week, and to mentoring new callers. We don’t
pay our callers, so this is a significant investment of
time and is a gift to the community.
● A cadre of musicians who are committed to
having at least one experienced rhythm player and
one experienced melody player at the dance every
week, and to mentoring new dance musicians. We
don’t pay our musicians (not even the anchors), so
this, too, is a gift to the community.
● A community of dancers who understand
that they are growing the next generation of talent,
as well as getting an opportunity to dance more often.
Our dancers do pay to dance—we use the money to
pay the hall rental—so they are literally paying for
the pleasure of helping to cultivate new talent.
If you have these seeds, you have the
makings of a phenomenal dance series. The Tuesday
night dances in Madison make my heart sing. I’m so
grateful to have landed in this community.
Carol Ormand has been dancing since 1985,
calling since 1990, and fiddling for dances since
2005. Fiddling with the MOB on Tuesday nights is
the highlight of her week.
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