
the southern harmony and musical
companion
the southern harmony and musical companion is a seminal work in the history of American
shape-note singing and sacred music. First published in 1835 by William Walker, this tunebook
played a crucial role in the development of Southern folk hymnody and the spread of the shape-note
tradition. The southern harmony and musical companion contains a rich collection of hymns,
anthems, and spiritual songs that reflect the religious and cultural milieu of the early 19th century
American South. This article explores the origins, musical characteristics, historical significance,
and lasting influence of the southern harmony and musical companion. Readers will gain insight into
the compilation’s role in shaping regional musical practices and its enduring legacy in American
sacred music traditions.
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Origins and Publication History
The southern harmony and musical companion was compiled by William Walker, a prominent singing
school teacher and shape-note advocate. Published in 1835 in New Market, Tennessee, this
tunebook was designed to facilitate congregational singing in the rural South. Walker aimed to
provide accessible musical instruction through the shape-note system, which simplified reading
music by using distinct shapes to represent different notes. The southern harmony and musical
companion was Walker’s second major tunebook, following his earlier publication, the Christian
Harmony.

William Walker and His Contributions
William Walker (1809–1875) was a key figure in the proliferation of shape-note singing. His work as
a singing teacher and compiler of tunebooks helped establish shape-note singing as a dominant
musical practice in the American South. Walker’s southern harmony and musical companion
consolidated many traditional hymns and folk tunes, arranged for four-part harmony, making them
accessible for both trained and untrained singers.



Publication and Distribution
Initially published in a modest edition, the southern harmony and musical companion quickly gained
popularity due to its practical approach and appealing content. The tunebook was printed multiple
times throughout the 19th century, spreading throughout the Southern United States. Its
affordability and ease of use contributed to its widespread adoption among churches and singing
schools.

Musical Structure and Notation
The southern harmony and musical companion is distinguished by its use of shape-note notation, a
musical system that assigns unique shapes to note heads to indicate their scale degrees. This system
was integral to the book’s educational purpose, enabling singers to learn note reading more quickly
and participate actively in congregational singing.

Shape-Note System Explained
The shape-note system employed in the southern harmony and musical companion uses four distinct
shapes corresponding to the syllables fa, sol, la, and mi. This four-shape system simplifies sight-
reading by visually differentiating pitches, which was particularly useful in communities with limited
access to formal musical training. The system facilitates singing in harmony, commonly arranged in
four parts: soprano, alto, tenor, and bass.

Harmonic and Melodic Characteristics
The musical arrangements in the southern harmony and musical companion emphasize robust,
straightforward harmonies. The melodies often feature modal scales and open intervals that reflect
the folk origins of many tunes. The harmonies are typically homophonic, promoting ease of group
singing and clarity of text. This style aligns with the participatory nature of shape-note singing,
encouraging communal involvement rather than professional performance.

Content and Hymnody
The southern harmony and musical companion contains over 200 tunes, including a diverse array of
hymns, anthems, and spiritual songs. Many of these pieces are adaptations or arrangements of
traditional folk melodies as well as original compositions by Walker and other contemporaneous
composers.

Types of Hymns Included

Traditional Christian hymns emphasizing themes of salvation, grace, and devotion

Anthems designed for four-part harmony singing, often used in worship services and singing



schools

Spiritual songs reflecting the religious sentiments of the early 19th-century Southern United
States

Folk-derived tunes adapted to the shape-note system

Textual Themes and Religious Context
The hymns within the southern harmony and musical companion are deeply rooted in evangelical
Protestant theology. Common themes include repentance, redemption, the afterlife, and the glory of
God. The texts were intended to inspire piety and communal worship, which was central to the
religious culture of Southern congregations during this period.

Historical and Cultural Significance
The southern harmony and musical companion holds a significant place in American musical history
as one of the cornerstone publications of the shape-note singing tradition. It reflects the intersection
of music, religion, and regional identity in the antebellum South.

Role in Southern Religious Life
The tunebook was instrumental in spreading congregational singing among rural Southern
churches. Its accessible musical notation and repertoire allowed laypeople to participate actively in
worship music, fostering a strong communal singing tradition. Singing schools that used the
southern harmony and musical companion were centers for musical education and social gatherings,
enhancing cultural cohesion.

Influence on American Folk Music
Many tunes from the southern harmony and musical companion have entered the broader canon of
American folk and gospel music. Its melodies and arrangements influenced subsequent hymnals and
shaped the sound of Southern sacred music. The tunebook’s preservation and continued use have
contributed to the revival of shape-note singing traditions in contemporary times.

Legacy and Modern Influence
Today, the southern harmony and musical companion remains a vital resource for enthusiasts of
shape-note singing and American sacred music. Its enduring appeal lies in its historical authenticity,
musical simplicity, and spiritual depth.



Contemporary Shape-Note Singing Communities
Shape-note singing communities across the United States continue to use the southern harmony and
musical companion during singings, workshops, and festivals. These gatherings celebrate the
tradition’s communal and participatory nature, preserving an important facet of American musical
heritage.

Scholarly and Musical Research
Musicologists and historians study the southern harmony and musical companion to understand
19th-century American religious practices, folk music evolution, and regional culture. The tunebook
provides valuable insight into the musical literacy and social dynamics of its time.

Notable Features Preserved in Modern Editions

Original shape-note notation for authentic performance

Traditional four-part harmonies arranged for community singing

Historical texts and tunes preserved for educational purposes

Annotations and commentary in some editions to contextualize the music

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion'?
'The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion' is a shape note tunebook compiled by William
Walker, first published in 1835. It is a collection of hymns, anthems, and spiritual songs used
primarily in the American South for singing schools and religious gatherings.

Who compiled 'The Southern Harmony and Musical
Companion' and when was it first published?
William Walker compiled 'The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion,' and it was first
published in 1835.

What is the significance of shape notes in 'The Southern
Harmony and Musical Companion'?
Shape notes are a musical notation designed to facilitate congregational and community singing.
'The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion' uses shape note notation to make it easier for



people to learn and sing music, especially in rural and church settings.

How did 'The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion'
influence American folk and religious music?
'The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion' played a crucial role in the preservation and
dissemination of early American folk and sacred music traditions. It helped popularize shape note
singing and contributed to the development of Southern gospel and other religious music styles.

Is 'The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion' still used
today?
Yes, 'The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion' is still used today, especially in shape note
singing communities and singing schools. It is valued for its historical significance and rich
collection of traditional hymns and tunes.

What are some famous songs included in 'The Southern
Harmony and Musical Companion'?
Some well-known songs from 'The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion' include 'New Britain'
(commonly known as 'Amazing Grace'), 'Idumea,' and 'Columbiana.' These tunes have become
staples in American sacred music repertoire.

Additional Resources
1. The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion: A History and Analysis
This book delves into the origins and cultural impact of The Southern Harmony and Musical
Companion, a shape-note tunebook first published in 1835. It explores the musical styles and
traditions that influenced its creation, as well as its role in American folk and sacred music. Detailed
analyses of key songs and compositions provide insights into the tunebook’s enduring popularity.

2. Shape-Note Singing and the Southern Harmony Tradition
Focusing on the unique notation system used in The Southern Harmony, this book examines shape-
note singing as both a musical and social practice. It covers the history of shape-note singing
conventions and how The Southern Harmony shaped communal singing in the southern United
States. Illustrations and transcriptions help readers understand the method and its significance.

3. The Sacred Harp and Southern Harmony: Comparative Studies
This comparative study highlights the similarities and differences between The Southern Harmony
and its contemporary, The Sacred Harp. It analyzes the musical structure, lyrical themes, and
regional influences on both tunebooks. The book also discusses the revival movements that have
kept these traditions alive into the modern era.

4. Voices of the South: The Singers Behind The Southern Harmony
Exploring the communities and individuals who popularized The Southern Harmony, this book offers
a social history of shape-note singing gatherings. It includes personal stories, oral histories, and
photographs that illuminate the cultural context of the music. The narrative showcases how The



Southern Harmony fostered a sense of community and identity.

5. Musical Companions: The Role of Tunebooks in American Folk Music
This volume investigates the broader genre of tunebooks, with a focus on The Southern Harmony
and its musical companions. It discusses the compilation process, editorial decisions, and the
dissemination of folk hymns across regions. Readers gain an understanding of how tunebooks
shaped the American musical landscape.

6. The Art of Southern Harmony: Hymnody and Shape-Note Composition
Highlighting the artistic aspects of The Southern Harmony, this book analyzes hymn tunes and
compositions featured within the tunebook. It discusses compositional techniques, harmonic
structures, and lyrical content in the context of 19th-century American sacred music. The work
serves as a guide for musicians and scholars interested in hymnody.

7. Southern Harmony: Revisions and Editions Through the Century
This book traces the publication history of The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion,
documenting its multiple editions and revisions over time. It examines how changes in musical taste,
religious practices, and printing technology influenced the tunebook’s evolution. Archival materials
and facsimiles provide a rich resource for collectors and historians.

8. Sing, Sing Together: Community Singing and The Southern Harmony
Focusing on the social dynamics of singing events, this book explores how The Southern Harmony
facilitated group participation and musical education. It discusses the role of singing schools,
conventions, and informal gatherings in sustaining the tradition. The book also considers the
emotional and spiritual significance of communal singing.

9. From Manuscript to Melody: The Creation of The Southern Harmony
This detailed study investigates the origins and compilation process of The Southern Harmony and
Musical Companion. It covers the life of compiler William Walker and the sources he drew upon to
assemble the tunebook. The book provides insights into 19th-century music publishing and the
challenges of preserving folk hymns.
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