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What is Sacred Harp singing? [http://fasola.org/] 

Sacred Harp singing is an a cappella tradition that began centuries ago in England, emerging as a 
unique singing style in America and the American South today. Sacred Harp singers follow 
Shape notes, a method consisting of four differently shaped notes representing fa, sol, la, and mi.  

Sacred Harp is performed without an accompaniment, also known as a cappella. Singers sit in a 
square, facing each other to sing. A leader taps out a tempo and directs the sing.  

This guide provides primary sources in the Center for Popular Music, James E. Walker Library 
at MTSU, and through outside, comprehensive web sources on Sacred Harp singing. These are 
examples of primary and secondary sources in the archives, but not intended to be an exhaustive 
list.  

 

Primary sources in the Center for Popular Music archive 

 

Primary sources related to Sacred Harp Singing: 

http://popmusic.mtsu.edu/collections/default.aspx 

 Search: “sacred harp” 

 
Alabama Black Sacred Harp collection / Nemerov, Bruce. Center for Popular Music, Middle 
Tennessee State University, 1988. 
Collection:  Manuscript Collections 
Accession Number:  88-020 
Finding Aid: http://popmusic.mtsu.edu/archives/inventory/alab.html 
 
 
 

http://popmusic.mtsu.edu/collections/default.aspx
http://popmusic.mtsu.edu/archives/inventory/alab.html
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Alabama harp singers standing outside of Bethel Baptist Church in Dozier, AL / Bryan, James. 
Center for Popular Music, 1988-Sept. 
Collection:  Photographs 
Item ID:  CPM-PR-00001 
Accession Number:  88-020 
89-098 
http://musicman.mtsu.edu/broadsides/Photographsthumbnails/CPM-PR-00001thumbnail.jpg 
 
The Christian Harmony 
Collection: Rare Books and Scores 
Item ID: SP-050634 
Accession Number: 89-017 
 
Christian harp and Sabbath school songster -- Singer's Glen, VA: Joseph Funk's Sons, 1869. 
Collection:  Rare Books and Scores 
Subgroup: Sacred Vocal (oblong) 
Item ID:  SP-050174 
Evangelical Musick, The Sacred Minstrel and Sacred Harp United. 
Collection: Rare Books and Scores 
Item ID: SP-050622 
Accession Number: 95-053 
 
HARPETH VALLEY SACRED HARP NEWS Tim Reynolds 
Collection:  Periodicals - Secondary Collection 
Item ID: SER-001466 
Issue Dates: June 26 - Sept. 25, 1999 (v. 28 nos.2-3); March 20 - Sept.8, 2000 (v.29 nos.1-2); 
Mar.21, 2001 - Mar. 19, 2002 (v.30 n.1 - v.31 n.1)  
 
Mason’s Sacred Harp 
Collection: Rare Books and Scores 
Item ID: SP-050645 
Accession Number: 04-013 
Song Titles: “Akron,” St. Paul’s,” “Windham,” Lynn,”… 
 
Shape Notes / compiled and edited by Martha Ham and Herschel Joyner  
Arnold, Robert S.; Baize, Novel, et al. -- Fort Worth, TX: Texas Legendary Music, 2007. 
Collection:  Rare Books and Scores 
Item ID:  SP-002415 
Accession Number:  07-018 
Song Titles: “Just a Rose Will Do,” “Come to the Light,” “Let Our Light Shine,” … 
 
 

 

http://musicman.mtsu.edu/broadsides/Photographsthumbnails/CPM-PR-00001thumbnail.jpg
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Primary sources related to shape notes: 
American Vernacular Music Manuscripts (AVMM), Digital Collections from the American 
Antiquarian Society and the Center for Popular Music 

http://popmusic.mtsu.edu/ManuscriptMusic/default.aspx 

[*The eight items listed below are in the CPM collection. Search “shape note” in the Quick 
Search bar on AVMM for more items.]   

 
Miss Catharine Feagley’s book: vocal music in two parts.  
Collection: Music Manuscripts 
Item ID: MUMSS-00065 
Date: 1824 
 
The Treble to Pilgrims Farwell 
Collection: Music Manuscripts 
Item ID: MUMSS-00120 
Date: 1820 
 
Uncle Sam’s farm 
Collection: Music Manuscripts 
Item ID: MUMSS-00129  
Date: 1861 
 
Manuscript music book belonging to Wilson Boehm 
Collection: Music Manuscripts 
Item ID: MUMSS-00131 
Date: 1854 
 
Hark! The Cry of Death is Ringing: quartette  
Collection: Music Manuscripts 
Item ID: MUMSS-00133 
Date: 1863 
 
Double Quick: Systematically patented, scientifically illustrated, dedicated and arranged 
expressly.  
Item ID: MUMSS-00134 
Date: 1862 
 
Thanks to Our Father in Heaven: Musical Department 
Collection: Music Manuscripts 
Item ID: MUMSS-00135 
Date: 1868 
 

http://popmusic.mtsu.edu/ManuscriptMusic/default.aspx
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Sorrowing Hearts at Home Weeping Sad and Lonely or, When this Cruel War is Over: Song 
with Chorus 
Collection: Music Manuscripts 
Item ID: MUMSS-00136 
Date: 1867 
 
 
Sound recordings: 
The Colored Sacred Harp and the African American Shape-Note Tradition. Judge Jackson and 

the Colored Sacred Harp. n.d. Label: Alabama Traditions. Issue Number: 109. RCD-6680. CD.  

Denson, Howard, and William Walker, writers. Homeward Bound/Good Old Way. Denson 
Quartet. C. 1900. REC-000480. 78 rpm. 

Lomax, Alan, and N.W. Pearson. White Spirituals from the Sacred Harp: The Alabama Sacred 
Harp Convention. Alabama Sacred Harp Convention. 1977. Label: New World. Issue Number: 
NW 205. RDE-005893. 1 disc: stereo, 33.3 rpm  

Ingalls, Jeremiah, A. Marcus Cagle, and et al. Rivers of Delight: American folk hymns from the 
Sacred Harp Tradition. Word of Mouth Chorus. 1979. Label: Nonesuch. Issue Number: H-
71360. RDE-005990. 1 disc: stereo, 33.3 rpm  

J.T. Allison’s Sacred Harp Singers. I’m a Long Time Traveling Away from Home, I Belong to 
this Band- hallelujah. 1927.  Label: Gennett. Issue Number: 6255. REC-000904. 78rpm.  

Music from the Sacred Harp. Wooten Family. Circa 1980s. Label: Unique Musical Services. 
Issue Number: UMS-101. RDE-008282. 1 sound disc: analog, 33 1/3 rpm.  

 

Primary sources located through the MTSU James E. Walker 
Library:   [http://library.mtsu.edu/]     

Video recordings: 

Hinton, Matt, et al. Awake, my soul. [Video recording]: the story of the Sacred harp. n.p.: 
Atlanta, GA: Awake Productions, c2007., 2007. MTSU Libraries' Catalog, EBSCOhost 
(accessed September 9, 2016). 

 

Secondary Sources (found in the Walker Library catalog. Located 
in Walker Library or the CPM Reading Room): [http://library.mtsu.edu/]     
Boyd, Joe Dan. Judge Jackson and the Colored Sacred Harp. Montgomery: Alabama Folklife 

Association, 2002.  

http://library.mtsu.edu/
http://library.mtsu.edu/
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Cobb, Buell E. The Sacred Harp: A Tradition and Its Music. Athens: University of Georgia 
Press, 1989. 

Clawson, Laura. I Belong to this Band, Hallelujah! Community, Spirituality, and Tradition 
Among Sacred Harp Singers. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011. 

Eastburn, Kathryn. A Sacred Feast: Reflections on Sacred Harp Singing and Dinner on the 
Ground. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2008.  

Lornell, Kip. Exploring American Folk Music: Ethnic, Grassroots, and Regional Traditions in 
the United States. 3rd Edition. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2012. 

Miller, Kiri, editor. The Chattahoochee Musical Convention, 1852-2002: A Sacred Harp 
Historical Sourcebook. Carrollton, GA: The Sacred Harp Museum, 2002.  

Miller, Kiri. Traveling Home: Sacred Harp Singing and American Pluralism. Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 2008.  

Steel, David Warren and Richard H. Hulan. The Makers of the Sacred Harp. Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 2010.  

 

Secondary Sources (Web): 
Sacred Harp Musical Heritage Association. "Welcome." Sacred Harp Singing. 2015. Accessed 

September 09, 2016. http://fasola.org/. 

This website run by the Sacred Harp Musical Heritage Association (SHMHA) provides 
comprehensive information related to the Sacred Harp tradition. 

Steel, Warren. “Sacred Harp Singing FAQ.” September 2015. Accessed September 9, 2016. 
http://home.olemiss.edu/~mudws/faq/ 

Oklahoma Historical Society. “Shape-Note (FA-SO-LA) Singing.” 2009. Oklahoma History 
Center. Accessed September 9, 2016. 
http://www.okhistory.org/publications/enc/entry.php?entry=SH007 

Beveridge, Larry. “About Shaped-Note Singing and The Christian Harmony.” 2001. The 
Christian Harmony. http://www.christianharmony.org/harmony/about.html 

 

 
Secondary Sources on Shape Notes: 
 
McGregory, Jerrilyn. “On the Way to Glory.” In Downhome Gospel: African American Spiritual 

Activism in Wiregrass Country, Oxford, MS: University Press of MS, 2010.  
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Montell, William Lynwood. “The Shape-Note Era.” In Singing the Glory Down: Amateur 
Gospel Music in South Central Kentucky, 1900-1990. Lexington: University Press of 
Kentucky, 2015. Accession Number: edspmu.9780813157313.6. Database: ProjectMUSE. 
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Images Appendix 
(all items come from the collections of the Center for Popular Music) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Item ID: SP- 050645 
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Item ID: SP-050622 
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Item ID: SP-050634 
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Alabama Black Sacred Harp Collection, Item ID: CPM-PR-00001 
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  MUMSS-00136 

 

 

 

Compiled by Emily Boersma, November 2016. 


