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ABSTRACT 

Choral music in the United States before 1800 was almost exclusively composed 

by tunesmiths who also worked as singing masters. William Billings (1746-1800) was the 

most prolific of these composers, and, in 1770, he was the first individual in North 

America to publish a collection composed entirely of his own works. This collection was 

known as a tunebook, and was designed to assist in the teaching of musical fundamentals 

and vocal performance in the singing schools. Five additional tunebooks followed; three 

of these six contained lengthy prose introductions in which Billings addressed pedagogy, 

music theory, and sight singing. This prose provides important information about the 

performance practice of the period, including the issues of accompaniment, articulation 

and text, dynamics, balance and voicing, ornamentation, and vocal timbre.  

Previous researchers have often mistakenly grouped the music of the tunesmiths 

with the later southern hymnists. This has distorted many general notions of historically 

informed performance practice for the pre-1800 tunesmiths. An examination of what 

Billings specifically says regarding issues of performance practice in his tunebook 

introductions, as well as inferences from additional prose material, will help to guide 

modern conductors to more historically appropriate performance practice. A comparison 

of this information to prior research will isolate approaches that have previously been 

considered accurate performance practice, but may, in fact, be inappropriate for choral 

music of this genre. Finally, an understanding of the intended purpose of the 

compositions, as well as the historical context, will help to inform performance practice. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

A. Historical Context 

Throughout the seventeenth century, the population of North America was 

primarily a composed of Native American tribes and colonial settlements. Music was 

used primarily for religious purposes from the beginning of European colonization in 

America,
1
 and it would remain so until the mid-eighteenth century. The Spanish 

colonists, who were the first to settle in the Americas, were primarily Roman Catholic. 

They used music, as Richard Crawford puts it, "not only to maintain and bolster the faith 

of the European settlers, but to familiarize the Natives with white settlers' ways."
2
 In 

other words, music making was for a functional purpose. This would hold true for the 

later New England colonies as well.  

Beginning with the English colony of Jamestown, founded in 1607, immigrant 

populations from multiple European countries settled along the central-eastern coast of 

North America, which would later become known as the "New England" portion of the 

United States. In this document I will examine the musical development that occurred in 

this specific region during the latter half of the eighteenth century among the immigrants 

who were Protestant.  

                                                 
 

1
 Leonard Ellinwood, The History of American Church Music (New York: Da Capo Press, 1970), 

3-9; Richard Crawford, An Introduction to America's Music (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 

2001), 6-7. 

 

 
2
 Richard Crawford, An Introduction to America's Music (New York: W. W. Norton and 

Company, 2001), 13. 



11 

 

It is important to recognize that other musical activities were occurring at this 

time. Aside from the Catholic-dominated Spanish colonies, Native Americans maintained 

their own unique tribal music throughout both North and South America. We know little 

about this because our history of it relies primarily on second-hand reports, and settlers 

did not incorporate this music into their lives.
3
 The European emigration to the American 

continents had devastating effects on the Native populations, and it was not until late in 

the 1600s that a "musically knowledgeable Westerner" recorded Native melodies.
4
 

European colonists had little or no interest in the Natives' music, preferring their own 

traditions.  

African immigrants, who were primarily imported as slaves, brought with them a 

very different musical background. Gilbert Chase states that "by 1727 there were more 

than 75,000 Africans in the North American British colonies, and by 1790 there were 

more than ten times that number in the United States."
5
 The influence of varied musical 

cultures cannot be ignored in the overall development of a distinctly "American"
6
 sound, 

but it seems clear that most of these cultures existed in relative isolation from one 

another.  

There were also influences on the English settlements from other European 

colonies and from the European homeland. Later colonists from Germany, France, and 

                                                 
 

3
 Ibid., 6. 

 

 
4
 Ibid., 8. 

 
5
 Gilbert Chase, America's Music: From the Pilgrims to the Present, Rev. 3rd ed. (Urbana, IL: 

University of Illinois Press, 1992), 55.  

 
6
 The term "American" will be used throughout the document as a vernacular title to represent the 

citizens of the United States. This does not account for the entire population of North and South America.  



12 

 

other countries brought music from multiple Protestant traditions. The French maintained 

a large presence in the northern part of the continent, which would eventually become 

Canada. The French settlements were musically dominated by the traditions of Jesuit 

priests.
7
 The military aid from the French government was crucial to the defeat of the 

British military in the Revolutionary War, but the English and French sacred musical 

traditions were maintained separately. 

In the New England Puritan colonies music was most often learned by rote and 

not notated. There is little evidence of secular music; its absence is attributed to the 

Puritan beliefs that most English colonists held. Perhaps the best summation of the 

general attitude toward the influence of the Puritans in the colonies is stated, rather 

poetically, by Chase: "The Puritans who settled in New England have been held up to 

posterity as haters of music, so that the dawn of America's musical heritage was long 

darkened by this sinister shadow."
8
 He makes the point that the Puritans were not 

universal haters of music, but rather focused on eradicating secular music that they 

believed was immoral. They did object strongly to the use of musical instruments in 

churches but continued the tradition of singing psalm tunes from England.
9
 In contrast, 

Broyles argues that the Puritan leaders' mistrust of  music cannot be overstated: 

To Puritan clerics the issue was far worse than an affront to their sensibilities. As 

one of the few opportunities for individual emotional expression in an oppressive, 

conformist society, psalm singing threatened their control of the congregation. As 

one cleric observed, the emotional release that psalm singing provided could in a 

few seconds wipe out the entire effect of a sermon. And those sermons, often 

                                                 
 

7
 Crawford, Introduction to America's Music, 14. 

 
8
 Chase, America's Music, 3. 

 
9
 Ibid. 
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designed to terrify, lasted upward of three hours. Thus almost from the start, 

music, though an official part of the service, was subversive.
10

 

 

He also discusses the overall impact of the Puritan foundation: 

 

No social, religious, or intellectual movement in the history of the United States 

has had a stronger, more pervasive, and deeper impact on American culture than 

Puritanism. It affected the arts, including music, well into the twentieth century. It 

not only established an artistic hierarchy that prevailed through at least much of 

the nineteenth century, but it probably did more to shape attitudes toward the 

place and the value of both the arts and the artist in society than any other factor. 

Many of those attitudes continue, though masked, to this day.
11

 

 

Perhaps because of these Puritanical strictures, a notated musical tradition which 

was distinct to the North American immigrant populations did not appear until the mid-

eighteenth century. The impetus for a new musical tradition stemmed from a Puritan 

debate at the beginning of the eighteenth century over how to improve the ability of 

congregants to sing hymn tunes. Chase makes the point that, in this case, Puritan 

ministers took the lead on improving the state of music in the New England colonies.
12

 

The Puritans' desire for improvement in the quality of hymn singing led to the 

development of the singing schools, which were taught by music teachers, referred to as 

singing masters. By the mid-eighteenth century many of the European colonies had 

grown into well-established cities, including Boston, Philadelphia, and New York. The 

singing schools became popular in the cities, and the business of printing music for use in 

the schools expanded rapidly. Some of the singing masters began to compose their own 

music to use with the singing schools, and they became known as tunesmiths. William 

                                                 
 10

 Michael Broyles, Mavericks and Other Traditions in American Music (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2004), 15. 

 

 11
 Ibid., 24. 

 

 
12

 Chase, America's Music, 4. 
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Billings (1746-1800) would become the most well known of the singing masters and 

tunesmiths in the latter half of the eighteenth century, and his body of musical output 

would surpass all other singing masters in quantity.  

The development of music in post-1800 New England has little connection with 

the music of Billings and the eighteenth-century singing masters. Shape-notes were the 

next major trend in teaching musical skills. This system first appeared in William Little's 

and William Smith's The Easy Instructor (1801) and Andrew Law's Musical Primer 

(1803).
13

 The shape-note method for improving sight singing, though initiated in New 

England, quickly fell out of favor in the northern half of the United States. This was 

largely due to successful music advocates, such as Lowell Mason (1792-1872), who 

believed that the tunes of American composers were rudimentary and not as useful in 

teaching music as were those of the European masters.  

A reaction against New England psalmody occurred in the first half of the 

nineteenth century. Alexander states the situation as follows: 

About 1805, however, America took a right turn ð right back to Europe. 

Reformers, under leadership of the clergy, who preferred the tried and true, 

decried native efforts and directed American attention abroad. We should learn 

European music written with 'correct' taste, they said. We must emulate European 

models in our compositions if appropriate progress is to be made.
14

 

 

In the nineteenth century, as McKay and Crawford state: 

Taste was the sine qua non, and psalmody was to develop in an ideological 

framework in which taste determined value. Every mythology needs its heroes 

                                                 
13

 Frank J. Metcalf, "'The Easy Instructor:' A Bibliographical Study," Musical Quarterly 23 

(1937): 89-97. 

 14
 J. Heywood Alexander, ed., To Stretch Our Ears: A Documentary History of America's Music 

(New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2002), 66. 
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and villains. The reformers chose as the latter the Boston tanner-composer, 

William Billings."
15

 

 

 Billings became the representation of all that Lowell Mason and his reformist 

movement found undesirable about eighteenth-century psalmody. Mason, considered the 

father of American music education, was extremely effective at eradicating the music of 

eighteenth-century American composers. As public school music education spread to 

other cities in after the 1830s, there was no evidence provided to students that Billings or 

his contemporaries had been a part of the country's musical history. Broyles makes the 

following summary: 

Lowell Mason was truly religious. He was also upright, pompous, domineering, 

and deadly serious, sure of the rightness of his cause and his own ability to 

deliver. He was the answer to the unrestrained hymnody of the west. 

Unfortunately he was also the antidote to Billings and all that he stood for. Mason 

was to see that church music, and by extension American musical taste, adhered 

to a proper, "scientific" model. Mason meant, simply, that such music should 

imitate European classical practice. Beginning with Mason, notions of taste, 

propriety, and science trumped natural spontaneous melody, and banished such 

untutored rubes as William Billings to those segments of society that did not 

know better.
16

 

 

The product of this change in attitude was that Billings's works disappeared from 

the musical scene. According to McKay and Crawford, "Billings's music is almost 

entirely absent from works [collections] after 1820, with the exception of the southern 

shape-note collections, which do preserve a small selection of his tunes."
17

 The 

extradition of Billings's and other New England singing masters' music to the south and 

                                                 
 15

 David P. McKay and Richard Crawford, William Billings of Boston (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1975), 189. 

 

 16
 Broyles, Mavericks, 40.  

 

 
17

  McKay and Crawford, William Billings, 202. 
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the eventual absorption of their tunes into the shape-note and southern hymnody 

tunebooks contribute to the confusion regarding performance practice, which will be 

discussed in the following chapters.  

The music of the New England tunesmiths survived only in obscure public 

groups. Alexander states: 

New England psalmody was kept alive in the North by nostalgic songfests 

featuring the 'good old tunes.' Other organized events and publications helped to 

perpetuate the repertoire. For example, the Billings and Holden Society, 

organized in Boston in the 1830s, published its Ancient Psalmody (1836) so that 

music 'might not only be rescued from oblivion, but again be presented to the 

public in its original form.'
18

 

 

The "ancient" music that was published was less than half a century old, but it was so 

unknown to the general public by this point that it might have well been truly ancient. 

 The singing masters who lived through the turn of the century began to follow 

Mason's recommended model of composition with the melody in the soprano, functional 

bass lines, and homophonic settings with no imitation. Some of the most successful pre-

1800 tunesmiths, like Andrew Law (1749-1821), Samuel Holyoke (1762-1820), Oliver 

Holden (1765-1844), and Supply Belcher (1751-1836) became fast adherents to Mason's 

ideology, and quickly altered their methods of composition. Essentially, they were setting 

the foundations for the modern strophic hymns which dominate Protestant religions 

today. Had Billings lived a longer life, it is possible he also may have shifted his 

technique. McKay and Crawford offer a final word on Billings's career: 

Granting Billings's achievements, he is perhaps even more significant as a 

symbol, and it is important to square the symbol precisely with reality. Billings as 

self-reliant, uncouth tanner thumbing his nose at the rules, the genteel, and the 

                                                 
 

18
 Alexander, ed., To Stretch Our Ears, 119. 
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learned is not quite correct. Self-reliant he was to a remarkable degree, and brave. 

He was, however, no anti-intellectual, and all indications are that he sought entry 

into circles more respectable than his own, but was blocked by his lack of 

breeding, address, and education. Similarly, he worked to purge his music of 

stylistic crudities and, groping more or less instinctively, managed during the 

course of his composing life to alter his style considerably.
19

 

 

It was not until the 1960s, as the bicentennial of the United States approached 

(1976), that a renewed interest in eighteenth-century American music arose. A variety of 

researchers attempted to trace the lineage of American music back to the colonial era, as 

will be discussed in the review of literature. It was at this point that William Billings was 

recognized by scholars for the enormous impact he had on late-eighteenth-century 

American music.  

 

B. Problem Description 

 During the period of the United States bicentennial, several musicologists focused 

on piecing together Billings's biography, cataloguing his output, and examining his 

impact on the American composers who followed him. Most importantly, the collection 

and publication of his complete works was funded.
20

 As will be evident in the review of 

literature, however, there were few thorough examinations of performance practice, and 

most focused on the broad spectrum of singing masters as a collective group. The 

research that followed in the remainder of the twentieth century and early twenty-first 

century has added little to the overall discussion. 

                                                 
 19

 McKay and Crawford, William Billings, 188. 

 
 20

 Hans Nathan, ed., The Complete Works of William Billings (Boston: American Musicological 

Society and Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 1977), 2:ix-x. 
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 Performance practice is difficult to determine because of the circumstances 

surrounding the creation of the singing school repertoire. This music was not designed for 

concert performance: rather, it was designed as a didactic tool for improving sight singing 

and vocal performance. Even so, examination of Billings's output shows that he 

masterfully crafted music for a variety of purposes (see discussion in Chapter 3 of his 

various tunebooks). Not all of his music can be considered singing school repertoire. 

Some of the pieces were designed for liturgical settings, and some actually for secular 

performance. Gould states that, "as Billings is the father and pioneer of American 

compositions, so was he of choirs, public singing schools, and concerts."
21

 Though Gould 

provides little detail on the actual design of public singing and concerts, he does provide 

a description which incorporates the lyrics to Billings's anthem Modern Music:
22

  

We have said Billings was the father of concerts or musical exhibitions in this 

country . . . The character and object, however, of these concerts, and many of the 

customs introduced at their exhibitions, would perhaps appear rather ludicrous at 

the present day. For instance, when the words 'clap your hands' occurrred [sic] in 

their music, they used to make the action correspond with the words, and all clap 

their hands in time. We cannot, perhaps, better express the evident intent and 

object of these concerts, than to use Billings' own words, which were affixed to 

one of his introductory anthems, and sung at one of these exhibitions. He says, in 

regard to the manner of introducing it, 'After the audience are [sic] seated, and the 

performers taken their pitch slyly from the leader, the concert begins;' and here we 

find the words which we suppose express their object:  

 

'We've met for a concert of modern invention; 

To tickle the ear is our present intention. 

The audience seated, expecting to be treated 

With a piece of the best.' 

 

                                                 
21

 Nathaniel D. Gould, Church Music in America (Boston: A.N. Johnson, 1853. Reprint, New 

York: American Musicological Society, 1972), 42. 

 
22

 Karl Kroeger, ed. The Complete Works of William Billings (Boston: American Musicological 

Society and Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 1986), 3:96-103. 
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And, to give our readers an idea of the character of the words generally made use 

of, we will add a few more of these affixed to the same piece of music: 

 

'And since we all agree 

To set the key on E, 

The author's darling key 

He prefers to the rest.' 

 

Then a fugue, the bass commencing,- 

 

'The Bass take the lead, 

And firmly proceed; 

Let the Tenor succeed,' &c. 

 

We may reasonably infer, from the character of the words and music used at this 

time, and for many years afterwards, that to "tickle the ear" was the main object; 

and may we not also fear that, at the present day, there are many performers and 

hearers striving rather to tickle, and have their ears tickled, than their hearts 

improved?
23

 

 

Gould gives some of the first indications of colonial performance practice, albeit in a 

fanciful description. It is clear that concerts, or "exhibitions," occurred in the eighteenth 

century, though the frequency of their occurrence and the regularity of their attachment to 

a singing school subscription is unclear. Broyles suggests that the concerts may have 

been rallies designed to garner patriotic support for the American Revolution.
24

 

Gould's description, based on lyrics that were likely penned by Billings,
25

 deems 

some of the performance-practice techniques "ludicrous," which can be taken as a general 

reflection of the attitudes of early nineteenth-century musicians on eighteenth-century 

hymnists. The reality of the late-eighteenth-century singing school is that it was primarily 

a social venture. The singing school began as an institution to improve hymn singing, but 

                                                 
23

 Gould, Church Music, 44-45. 

 24
 Broyles, Mavericks, 33-34. 

 

 25
 Kroeger, ed. Complete Works of William Billings, 3:373. 
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the repertoire eventually crossed from strictly homophonic hymns to more complex 

musical forms, and composers began to incorporate secular texts (such as Modern 

Music). It became apparent that "for most the recreational aspects of the singing school 

were more important than the instructional or devotional."
26

  

 Current researchers present two different schools of thought regarding singing 

school performance practice. These two ideas are based on the dual purposes of the 

music: 1. Didactic: the music should be performed in a rough, unpolished manner that 

would theoretically represent any actual performances of the pieces that occurred as they 

were taught; 2. Entertaining: the music should be performed at the highest level of 

musical ability to represent the goals of the singing masters' lessons for entertainment.  

 There is no black-and-white answer with regard to which of these options is 

correct. Helen Stewart Kaufman, in her discussion of performance practice in early 

American church music, which included works by Billi ngs, states: 

With respect to earlier music in general, one important point must constantly be 

kept in mind. There was not necessarily one "correct" version of a composition, 

nor was there one "correct" performance of a work. The further back in time we 

go, the more variants of performance exist, since it was the musical concept that 

mattered and not the means of its realization. All we can hope to know is the 

nature of the problem and some of the more acceptable solutions to it that seem to 

be indicated by a study of contemporary sources.
27

 

 

Kaufmann's analysis of the reality of performance practice has helped to guide my 

decisions in this document. The question of exactly what occurred has no indisputable 

                                                 
 26

 McKay and Crawford, William Billings, 39.   

 

 
27

 Helen Stewart Kaufmann, "John Cole's Rudiments of Music: Performance Practice in Early 

American Church Music," in "Performance Practice in Early American Choral Music," ed. Alfred Mann, 

special issue, American Choral Review 18 (1976): 50.  
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answer, but I have attempted to provide plausible conclusions which are both historically 

enlightened and feasible for application to modern concert performance. 

 

C. Thesis Statement 

It is my belief that appropriate performance practice of William Billings's choral 

music can be identified through descriptions included in the prose introductions to his 

tunebooks dating from 1770 to 1794. To support this thesis, I will use primary source 

information from the prefaces of Billings's tunebooks in conjunction with prior research 

on performance practice. 

 

D. Project Description 

My research will address six areas of performance practice: accompaniment, 

voicing and balance, dynamics, articulation, ornamentation, and vocal timbre. I will not 

discuss metric relationships because Billings outlines this concept very clearly in his 

tunebook introductions, and J. Murray Barbour's analysis of Billings's metric 

relationships sufficiently addresses this facet of performance practice.
28

 The primary 

source material will be the prose writings of Billings.  

 

                                                 
 

28
 J. Murray Barbour, "Billings and the Barline," in "Performance Practice in Early American 

Choral Music," ed. Alfred Mann, special issue, American Choral Review 18 (1976): 37-49.  
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2. THE SINGING SCHOOL AND SINGING MASTER 

 

The debate that occurred in the early eighteenth century over the quality of 

congregational hymn singing was the first major discussion of musical performance in 

colonial public discourse. In 1720, a sermon attributed to the Reverend Thomas Symmes 

(1678-1725) was published in Boston. In it, he made a case for the "reasonableness of 

regular singing, or singing by note."
29

 Regular singing, sometimes referred to as the 

regular way, was the ability to sight-read music, in contrast to usual singing, or the usual 

way. Usual singing was a rote learning process accomplished through what came to be 

known as lining-out, in which a precentor (the equivalent of a cantor) first sang the tune 

and the congregation then repeated it back. The opponents of this rote tradition wanted 

singers to read music without first hearing it. There were no purely musical intentions 

behind their position; they wanted the church services to function more uniformly and 

consistently. Richard Crawford discusses the origins and effect of lining-out:  

Whether congregations began lining-out, as this practice came to be called, 

because too few worshipers could read the psalms, buy the books, or sing the 

tunes as they were written, the custom won acceptance as the clergy realized that 

without it there would be no congregational singing at all . . . Lining-out began, 

then, as a way of cueing congregation members on the texts they were to sing. Its 

impact on psalmody was enormous: first, it greatly slowed the pace of singing; 

second, it meant that the repertory was kept small because tunes had to be chosen 

from those that the worshipers already knew; finally, the music was entrusted to 

the leading singers, who did not necessarily read music themselves . . . Lining-out 

gave birth to a singing style in which the tunes were freely elaborated. This style, 

eventually labeled "the Old Way" of singing, won favor with many New England 

worshipers.
30
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A year later, in 1721, another minister, Cotton Mather (1663-1728) made a 

similar argument. The intent of the two authors was aligned, but the tone was very 

different. J. Heywood Alexander, in his documentary history of America's music, notes 

that Symmes directed his sermon to simple country people, and "thus attempted to write 

plainly and clearly, [whereas] Mather, the scholar, brought the full weight of biblical 

scripture to bear on the argument. Employing quotations from both Greek and Latin, 

Mather equates regular singing with the dictates of God."
31

 The controversy over regular 

singing crossed all economic and educational barriers; it was at the center of societal 

concern. Mather opens his article, The Accomplished Singer, as follows: 

It is the Concern of every one [sic] that would enjoy Tranquility in this World, or 

obtain Felicity in the World to come, to follow that Holy Direction of Heaven, 

Exercise thyself in PIETY. And there is no Exercise of PIETY more 

unexceptionable than that of making a Joyful Noise of SINGING in the Praises of 

our GOD; That of signifying our Delight in Divine Truths . . . 
32

 

 

The sentiment of the opening lines makes it clear that Mather believed the discussion of 

music was relevant to all citizens of the colonial society. He goes on to make his support 

of regular singing very clear. This, and other similar open letters, spurred a public debate 

over the importance of regular singing, evidenced by the numerous publications which 

refer to this topic.  

In 1721, the same year as Mather's sermon, the Reverend John Tufts (1689-1750) 

published what can be considered the first American music-textbook, An Introduction to 
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the Singing of Psalm Tunes.
33

 Tufts outlined the basics of musical notation, scales, 

intervals, and clefs, and he included some basics of music theory. To assist congregation 

members in reading note intervals, he replaced the note heads with the first letter of the 

corresponding solfege syllables. His focus on the solmization system quickly gained 

popularity, and it became the basis for teaching sight singing, though his use of letters in 

place of note-heads did not become a popular practice. Tufts's book was immensely 

successful and went into multiple reprints. Alexander states: 

Tufts's work went through eleven editions to 1744. All that remains of the first 

edition is an advertisement in the Boston New-Letter of January 2/9, 1721 . . . The 

fifth edition, 1726, which includes thirty-seven tunes but no texts, became 

definitive, the contents remaining materially intact through the later editions.
34

 

 

Shortly afterward, Thomas Walter (1696-1725) followed with his own text, Grounds and 

Rules. Walter's text was also successful, and went into eight editions of printing.
35

  

These premier music textbooks helped lead to the first musical publications 

unique to the North American immigrants. Entrepreneurial men began to take the 

pedagogical ideas of Tufts, and others, and incorporate them into lessons, which were 

taught in gatherings known as singing schools. The first singing school on record was in 

Boston in 1714,
36

 but the schools existed only as localized gatherings with few in 

attendance. After 1721, the desire for regular singing skills and the availability of 
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textbooks helped to quickly expand the popularity of the singing schools. David McKay 

and Richard Crawford note that the, "singing schools provided the forum in which 

musical literacy was taught, and thus they became the means through which the desired 

musical reform took place."
37

 The authors describe the institution as such: 

Singing schools were devoted to teaching the fundamentals of vocal performance. 

Tone production, note-reading, and ensemble singing were three topics that 

usually received especial attention. The circumstances and organization of schools 

varied greatly, as did the competence of the masters . . . The scholars were mostly 

young adults and teenagers, the master usually an itinerant musician. Often 

sponsored by churches, many singing schools were held on church premises, 

though sometimes a special room was rented for the meetings.
38

 

 

As interest in regular singing grew, the number of singing schools also increased. 

Daniel Kingman describes how they functioned:   

The singing school was a private venture, taught by an itinerant master. The 

school would be advertised in advance in the community, and subscriptions taken. 

The singing school itself was not a denominational institution, and in fact the 

instruction did not always take place in the church; a room in a schoolhouse or 

local tavern was sometimes used. Two or three meetings a week for three months 

seems to have been a common schedule. If the Singing Master had published a 

tunebook the pupils would be expected to buy and use it, thus somewhat 

augmenting his income, which was seldom large.
39

 

 

The tune books to which Kingman refers initially comprised pre-existing tunes 

that the singing masters compiled as the primary educational resource in the singing 

schools. Tunebooks also provided the singing masters with income that supplemented the 

subscription fees. McKay and Crawford provide a detailed examination of the history of 

tunebook publication in the colonies. Though lengthy, their summation of this history 

                                                 
 

37
 Ibid. 

 

 
38

 Ibid., 37. 

 

 
39

 Daniel Kingman, American Music: A Panorama (New York: Schirmer, 1998), 134. 



26 

 

during the first-half of the eighteenth century bears quotation here to provide context for 

what would occur in the latter half of the century: 

The earliest American publication to include music was, appropriately enough, 

the Bay Psalm Book ï specifically the ninth edition, published in Boston in 1698. 

As was customary for metrical psalters in the Anglo-American tradition, this 

publication was devoted almost entirely to psalm texts. Tucked in at the end of the 

volume was a brief instructional preface and thirteen textless tunes, harmonized 

for two voices. Succeeding issues of the Bay Psalm Book also carried a handful of 

tunes that were, from the eleventh edition of 1705 to the twenty-fourth of 1732, 

unharmonized. In 1721 the reform movement bore fruit in two Boston 

publications of considerable importance: Thomas Walter's Grounds and Rules of 

Musick, Explained and John Tufts's Introduction to the Singing of Psalm-Tunes 

(1721 edition lost; 1723 edition extant). Both began with rather detailed 

introductions explaining the rudiments of note-reading and continued with 

collections of psalm tunes, mostly harmonized for three voices. Tufts's and 

Walter's little works set the tone of sacred-music publication in America for the 

next generation. With the exception of the twenty-fifth and twenty-sixth editions 

of the Bay Psalm Book (1737, 1742), which carried a sizable supplement of thirty-

nine tunes, later editions of Tufts and Walter were the only tunebooks published 

in America before the 1750s. That decade did see the appearance of three new 

items: a tune supplement James Turner engraved to go with John Barnard's 

psalms (Boston, 1752), William Dawson's Youths Entertaining Amusement 

(Philadelphia, 1754), and a supplement compiled and engraved by Thomas 

Johnston (Boston, 1755). As represented in these half dozen items, which, when 

all printings are counted, number more than thirty separate issues, no more than 

seventy-four different tunes were printed in English-language publications in 

America before 1760 ð almost all from the British repertory and harmonized in 

block chords. The same group of tunes was reprinted in book after book, keeping 

the repertory small and uniform in style.
40

 

 

It may be legitimately inferred from this history that a small number of homogenous 

pieces dominated the singing schools through 1760, however, as the popularity of the 

singing schools continued to grow it became less viable to teach sight reading through 

musical repertoire that was already familiar.  
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With the release of Urania in 1761, James Lyon (1735-1794) transformed the 

publication of tunebooks in two remarkable ways. Most importantly, this was the first 

tunebook to include compositions by American-born composers. Alexander's analysis of 

the contents of Urania indicates that there are a total of ninety-six compositions (making 

it considerably larger than previous tunebooks), five are by Lyon himself; other 

American composers included Francis Hopkinson and John Tufts.
41

 This was a sharp 

change from reliance exclusively on previously published British material. 

An equally important aspect of Urania is that it included, for the first time in print 

in North America, a form called the fuging tune
42

as well as other pieces that were not 

British psalm tunes.
43

 The fuging tune would become immensely popular in the singing 

schools, and it became distinctly associated with the New England tunesmiths. The 

inclusion of non-psalm tune music opened the door for the wide variety of musical 

publications that followed. 

 At the same time, music from England was becoming more readily available. 

Trade and travel increased between Europe and North America, which allowed for the 

more frequent import of British tunebooks. One of the most important British 

compilations was William Tan'sur's (1706-1783) Royal Melody Complete, published in 

1755.
44

 His tunebook was very influential in the development of American music, more 

so because of his theoretical writings than because of his compositions. An edited version 
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of Tan'sur's introductory material to Royal Melody Complete was included in Daniel 

Bayley's 1764 revision of Walter's Grounds and Rules of Musick. As McKay and 

Crawford note, this put Tan'sur on "equal footing with one of New England's most 

esteemed authorities."
45

 Three years later, in 1767, Royal Melody Complete was reprinted 

in its entirety in Boston. These publications led to Tan'sur's prominence among American 

musicians, though he remained "relatively obscure" in England.
46

 

Printing presses became more readily available in the latter half of the century. 

Tunebooks began to be published more frequently, and tunebook compilers were actively 

seeking new tunes. Some compilers began to include their own compositions, comprising 

the first group of American-born composers in the colonies. McKay and Crawford make 

the following comment on the sharp change:  

The increase in the printed repertory indicates that note-reading was no longer a 

rare skill, which in turn demonstrates the effectiveness of the singing school . . . 

By 1800 well more than a thousand different compositions had been printed in 

American tunebooks. When that figure is set beside the handful of tunes that were 

common property of worshiping in colonial Christians early in the century, the 

seventy-odd tunes available in American tunebooks by 1760, and the 

approximately four hundred tunes printed before 1770, it is clear that the tradition 

was utterly transformed by the impact of musical literacy.
47

 

 

The music literacy to which McKay and Crawford refer allowed the singing masters to 

break away from the original intent of the Puritan ministers that had supported the 

singing schools. The public was interested in exploring new genres, forms, and styles of 

music, and the singing masters were ready to oblige. McKay and Crawford state: 
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An essentially oral musical repertory is slow to change. Moreover, when that 

repertory is also sacred, the tunes which comprise it are so firmly rooted in the 

religious memory and consciousness of the worshipers that they tend to take on an 

almost liturgical significance. There is no reason to think that the Boston 

reformers wished to violate that feeling. They did not recommend changing the 

tunes; they just wanted them sung more accurately. However, they chose to 

pursue that end by encouraging the development of a skill, note-reading, that 

would soon destroy the notion that the small stock of psalm tunes held in common 

in New England had any special religious significance. Once people could read 

music, the tunes sung in church no longer comprised their entire sacred repertory 

but just a portion of it. It is one of the ironies of American musical history that 

New England religious leaders advocated the skill of note-reading as a guarantee 

of musical uniformity. For by the 1760s that skill had become just the opposite: 

an agent of musical diversity.
48

 

 

The post-1770 singing masters were no longer only compilers of tunebooks; many 

were now also composers. As more new music was published, the composers became 

known as "tunesmiths," a title derived from the tunes that were crafted just as horseshoes 

were smithed, thus the name "tunesmith." Though the singing schools became popular 

and numerous, the singing masters taught and composed only part time. Few traveled far 

from their homes to teach, and most included only a few of their own tunes when 

compiling a tunebook. 

In the 1770s and 1780s, the singing school reached the height of its popularity. It 

was during this period that the most influential of all the singing masters, William 

Billings, was active. 
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3. WILLIAM BILLINGS  

 

A. Musical Forms 

Billings's musical forms have been analyzed by several researchers, but the most 

notable is J. Murray Barbour. In his text, The Church Music of William Billings,
49

 

Barbour was one of the first to thoroughly examine the composer. The final chapter, 

"Texture and Form," provides a detailed look at the composer's output and references 

numerous specific examples. Barbour's work helped to define the forms of composition 

not only for Billings, but for the entire singing school movement. 

Billings published six different tunebooks: The New England Psalm-Singer 

(1770), The Singing Master's Assistant (1778), Music in Miniature (1779), The Psalm-

Singer's Amusement (1781), The Suffolk Harmony (1786), and The Continental Harmony 

(1794). The details of these publications will be examined in the second portion of this 

chapter. All of the pieces in the tunebooks can be categorized into five basic forms. 

The simplest form is the canon, of which he composed only four; all of them 

appear in The New England Psalm-Singer. In the introductory material to The Singing 

Master's Asssitant, Billings includes "A Musical Dictionary Containing An Explanation 

of the most useful Terms that are used in Music."
50

 This is the equivalent of a modern 

glossary, though Billings labels it as a "dictionary." In it, he defines a canon as a 
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"perpetual fuge" [sic] and continues with an explanation that offers reasonable evidence 

as to why he included no further canons in his publications: 

Canons are not esteemed with us so much as formerly, and I think not without 

good reason; for we can express all the beauty and variety of Canons, in fuging 

music, and with this apparent advantage, viz. that all the performers may sing the 

part most suitable to their voices, which cannot be done in canons; for they 

partake of the height of the counter, and the depth of the bass, and unless the 

performers have suitable voices for every part, they cannot sing a canon with 

ease, or elegance; therefore I think the contrivance of canons is more curious than 

useful[.]
51

 

 

Given this change in attitude over the eight-year gap from his first to second tunebook, it 

is ironic, then, that the canon When Jesus Wept
52

 (see Appendix A) has become one of 

Billlings's most recognizable tunes. It exemplifies his ability to write a long and beautiful 

melody, which is one of the elements that has made his music more popular and long-

lived than that of other tunesmiths. Billings indicates in the score four entrance points. 

Two additional canons for four voices are included, one without text,
53

 and Thus saith the 

high and lofty One.
54

 

 The canon Wake Ev'ry Breath,
55

 which appears on the first page of The New 

England Psalm-Singer, is notable because it has six canonic entrances plus an 

independent vocal ground-bass voice, and is an interesting variation on a traditional form. 

Billings included this piece as part of the cover illustration of The New England Psalm-
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Singer, which was engraved by Paul Revere. This is one of the most often reproduced 

images of New England hymnody. 

The plain tune, interchangeably referred to as a hymn tune or simply a hymn, is 

the most numerous form in Billings's output. Many were composed without text, but 

quickly became associated with texts. The majority were intended for sacred use; others, 

such as Chester,
56

 were both sacred and secular in nature. Though the name suggests a 

monophonic melodic line, plain tunes were homophonic works, most often set for four 

voices. They were strophic settings, and were probably the most commonly used pieces 

in the singing schools. With few exceptions, the melody is in the tenor, the root of the 

harmonic structure in the bass, the fifth in the counter, or soprano, line, and the remaining 

harmonic content in the medius, or alto line. This is also the order in which the parts were 

composed, making the alto the least melodic of the four voices. The range of the alto and 

tenor are so similar that both were likely sung by a mix of men and women. 

 Africa (see Appendix B) is a typical example of Billings's plain tunes. It first 

appeared in The New England Psalm-Singer
57

 without text. It was reprinted in The 

Singing Master's Assistant
58

 with a text by Isaac Watts, the texts of whom Billings 

frequently set. It appeared a third time in Music in Miniature, again without text. It 

exemplifies the tunesmith practice of assigning seemingly random names to tunes. 

Billings generally chose location names, varying from continents, to cities, to streets. 
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This made the tune titles distinguishable, and because most were published without 

printed text, the non-specific titles made them more versatile. Perhaps because of its 

inclusion in three successive tunebooks, Africa became a significant part of the singing 

school repertory.
59

 

Variations to the plain tune have been discussed by several scholars. Crawford 

first identifies plain tunes "with extension" in his 1968 examination of Andrew Law.
60

 In 

his text on Billings with McKay, he states that a typical Billings plain tune with extension 

"is for a contrast in texture to be supported by some transcending of the textual meter, as 

when phrases are repeated to different music, or when certain words are stretched with 

melismas."
61

 Another form of variation was identified by Barbour as having "responsive 

or antiphonal treatment."
62

 As the name suggests, this variation uses a break in the four-

voice texture to vary the form. For example, the soprano and alto in one phrase may be 

followed by the tenor and bass in the consequent phrase; or a solo line may be followed 

by music for the whole choir. Kroeger asserts that this innovation first appeared in New 

England hymnody around 1720 and "may have been a progenitor of the much more 

important species of psalm-tune called the fuging tune."
63

 Additional, less common, 

variations are discussed by Barbour.
64
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Fuging tunes were not unique to the American tunesmiths, but they did become a 

favored form. One of the most comprehensive examinations of the fuging tune, The 

Origins of the American Fuging Tune, was authored by Irving Lowens.
65

 His study traces 

the roots of the fuging tune to English compositions, and he closely examines the 

standard forms in New England hymnody. The fuging tunes were not fugues in the 

European sense. They typically began with a homophonic opening in the style of a plain 

tune, which generally came to a full cadence on the tonic chord. This was followed by an 

imitative section based on a single melodic idea. Generally, the imitative section was 

repeated, whether indicated or not. This created an ABB form. The result of this approach 

was that the B section tended to be almost entirely disposable. As McKay and Crawford 

note, "Billings provided the strongest possible demonstration that the fuge was optional 

by printing in Music in Miniature five of the fuging tunes from The Singing Master's 

Assistant and one from The New England Psalm-Singer without their fuges."
66

  

Though the first section could often stand alone, this was not always the case. 

Some A sections did not close on a full cadence, and needed the imitative section to be 

harmonically complete. Kroeger, in his Catalog of the Musical Works of William Billings, 

which accompanied the collected works, distinguishes two types of fuging tunes. Those 

with the distinct two-section model are referred to as a fuging choruses. Pieces which 

have "a fugal section that is an integral part of the tune's structure, without which it would 
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be incomplete," are referred to as fuging tunes.
67

 Most researchers do not differentiate 

these two forms, rather both fall under the general category of fuging tune.  

A typical example of a two section "fuging chorus" with a harmonically closed A 

section is The Bird (see Appendix C). The work was published in May of 1790 with a 

companion piece, The Lark.
68

 These were independent publications, designed to be bound 

as a supplement to The Suffolk Harmony. An example of a fuging tune that needed to be 

performed in its entirety to be harmonically complete is Egypt.
69

 This piece contains only 

nine measures of homophony that conclude on the dominant, requiring the ensuing 

imitative section to come to a tonal close.  

The musical form referred to as a set piece is a source of debate among scholars. 

McKay and Crawford define it broadly as a "through-composed setting of several stanzas 

of devotional poetry."
70

 This creates a great deal of confusion about longer works which 

contain both prose and poetry, or works with combinations of sacred and secular texts. 

McKay and Crawford's definition leads to the categorization of many of Billings's works 

as set pieces. For the purposes of this document I will refer to Kroeger's categorization of 

Billings's output in his Catalog of the Musical Works of William Billings, which has 

become the authoritative standard. He provides the following definition of a set piece: 

A set piece is usually a through-composed setting of a poetical text, made so that 

the substitution of other words is either inappropriate or impossible. Billings, 
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however, made through-composed settings of poetry that he called anthems, and 

he frequently intermingled [poetic] verse and Biblical prose in his anthems. In the 

catalog, those tunes are designated set piece when they are short enough to be 

strophic pieces (setting no more than three or four stanzas), but their tune 

structure is devised in such a way as to make text substitution unlikely.
71

  

 

This definition allows for only two pieces to be categorized as set pieces: Berlin (see 

Appendix D) and Rutland.
72

 This seems more appropriate, as the set piece was not a 

recognized "form" by the tunesmiths, rather it is a musicological designation adopted a 

century later. 

Anthems of the tunesmiths can be described as through-composed works that 

generally feature changes of key, meter and texture. Billings frequently identifies his 

anthems with "An Anthem" before the title. They are lengthy works and were less likely 

to have been used as teaching tools in the singing schools. A typical anthem is The Lord 

Is Ris'n Indeed (see Appendix F). This was Billings's most commercially successful 

work. The anthem is primarily homophonic with the exception of a short section 

featuring a melismatic motive passed among the four voices. It exemplifies the standard 

through-composed form and varied textures of Billings's anthems.   

Who Is This That Cometh From Edom (see Appendix G) represents the height of 

Billings's compositional abilities as an anthem composer. Billings uses his full range of 

techniques to depict the story of Jesus's arrival, death, and resurrection. Billings varies 

meters throughout the work to better set the natural rhythms of the texts, and moves 

through a range of textures, dynamics, and articulations. McKay and Crawford recognize 
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the flamboyance of the anthem in their discussion of The Psalm-Singer's Amusement, in 

which the anthem appeared: 

The audacities of anthems such as They That Go Down to the Sea or Who Is This 

That Cometh ð the latter a setting of a composite text that approaches at times 

the hallucinatory exuberance of such a curiosity as [Christopher] Smart's "Rejoice 

in the Lamb" ð and the inimitable jauntiness of the concert piece, Modern Music, 

show Billings's imagination virtually unrestrained.
73

 

 

It is the innovation in works like these that set Billings apart from his contemporaries. 

Each form was composed for a specific use. The plain tunes, fuging tunes, and set 

pieces were most assuredly the most commonly used pieces in the singing schools. Their 

possible performance at the conclusion of each singing school session must be 

considered. The anthems are the only works which Billings may have actually designed 

for concert performance. The purpose of the canons is unclear, for, as Billings calls them, 

they were almost certainly "a contrivance more curious than useful."
74

 We have no 

indication that that canons were used in either the singing schools or public concerts. 

 

B. Tunebooks 

The widespread popularity of the singing schools in New England after the mid-

1760s led to the rapid increase of tunebook printing, and subscriptions to singing schools. 

At this time, the tunebooks were still compilations of works from multiple composers and 

were still consisted primarily of English tunes. 
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Little is known about Billings's life, especially prior to 1770, but what has been 

determined is detailed in McKay and Crawford's William Billings of Boston.
75

 This 

biography, published in 1975, remains the most detailed research on Billings's life. 

Reiterating this information is unnecessary to a discussion of performance practice, but 

the circumstances surrounding Billings's education and the publication of the tunebooks 

bear tertiary significance. 

In 1770, William Billings, at the time a relatively unknown twenty-four-year-old 

singing master, made a bold move: he published The New England Psalm-Singer, a 

tunebook containing 127 pieces entirely of his own composition. The death of Billings's 

father, William Billings, Senior, is recorded as being in 1760, when Billings was only 

thirteen. Four years later, in 1764, Elizabeth Clark Billings, William's mother, also died. 

He was now, at the age of 18, financially responsible for his three younger sisters, and he 

began working as a tanner's apprentice. Nothing is known of his formal education or 

musical training. Hans Nathan states that Billings was primarily self taught, influenced 

largely by what was heard at his parents' church, The New South Church of Boston, and 

by any singing schools he attended.
76

 The unfortunate deaths of both parents when 

Billings was young make it even more remarkable that he was able to compose and 

publish a tunebook of his own pieces only a few years later.  

The New England Psalm-Singer was the first collection of music published in the 

colonies by a single composer. It was no small task to produce the collection: aside from 
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composing the music, Billings saw to the engraving, wrote a lengthy theoretical 

introduction, sold the tunebook by subscription, and dealt with printing delays ð a 

frequent occurrence in eighteenth-century New England. The entire publication process 

probably took at least a year. McKay and Crawford assert that "it would be difficult to 

find another single publication in the history of American music ð in the history of 

western music, for that matter ð whose priority in its tradition is more conspicuous than 

that of Billings's collection, [The New England Psalm-Singer]."
77

  Karl Kroeger remarks 

on Billings's unprecedented lack of prior published music:   

There were no trial runs, nor any testing of the waters by including a tune or two 

in earlier collections. Billings, a young, unknown composer, burst upon the 

Boston musical scene with a publication of major dimensions without, apparently, 

any previous public exposure of his compositions in print.
78

 

 

Billings boldly relied on his reputation as a singing master to influence sales of 

The New England Psalm-Singer. Billi ngs was independent from the onset. In the 

introductory material to The New England Psalm-Singer, Billings writes a letter 

addressed "To all  Musical Practitioners,"
79

 which includes the following statement: 

. . . Nature is the best Dictator, for all the hard dry studied Rules that ever [were] 

prescribed, will not enable any Person to form an Air any more than the bare 

Knowledge of the four and twenty letters and strict Grammatical Rules will 

qualify a Scholar for composing a Piece of Poetry, or properly adjusting a 

Tragedy without a Genius. It must be Nature, Nature must lay the Foundation, 

Nature must inspire the Thought. But perhaps some may think I mean and intend 
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to throw Art intirely [sic] out of the Question, I answer by no Means, for the more 

Art is displayôd, the more Nature is decorated.
80

 

 

This and similar statements indicate that Billings believed in his own talent despite his 

lack of training. His most famous statement regarding his lack of adherence to established 

academic rules of composition appears at the end of the same preface:   

é[F]or my own Part, I donôt think myself confinôd to any Rules for Composition 

laid down by any that went before me, neither should I think (were I to pretend to 

lay down Rules) that any who came after me were any ways obligated to adhere 

to them, any further than they should think proper: So in fact, I think it is best for 

every Composer to be his own Carver.  Therefore, upon this Consideration, for 

me to dictate, or pretend to prescribe Rules of this Nature for others, would not 

only be very unnecessary, but also a great Piece of Vanity.
81

 

 

The New England Psalm-Singer was immensely successful, and the number of 

Billings's engagements as a singing master rapidly increased throughout New England. 

The tunebook consists of 126 pieces, 118 of which are plain tunes. Additionally, there are 

three canons and five anthems. The pieces are almost entirely set for four voices, though 

a few are for five. Many of the plain tunes are printed without words, often with a meter 

indication that would help the singer choose an appropriate psalter text that matched the 

music. McKay and Crawford comment on the importance of the publication: 

When all the evidence at hand is weighed, Billings's New England Psalm-Singer 

stands as perhaps the most significant social document in the history of American 

psalmody. The work's musical importance ð its signifying that psalmody now 

lay within the creative purview of the native American musicianðis only the 

beginning of the story.
82
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The lead up to and the onset of the Revolutionary War in 1775 likely accounts for 

the eight-year gap between The New England Psalm-Singer and The Singing Masterôs 

Assistant, published in 1778. Notably, The Singing Master's Assistant was the first 

tunebook published after the Revolutionary War had begun. As noted by McKay and 

Crawford, "Billing's work ended a four-year interruption in American sacred music 

publication, and as the only new domestic item available it was bound to attract more 

attention than if, as was the case both earlier and later, competitors had filled the 

market."
83

 Perhaps due to this factor, the collection was his most commercially successful 

publication, going into reprint four times before his death. The Singing Master's Assistant 

contains some of his most popular pieces from The New England Psalm-Singer. The 

inclusion of pieces that were already familiar was a smart marketing strategy, and it 

became common for Billings to republish his own compositions throughout his life, 

occasionally with some revisions. 

The Singing Master's Assistant is significantly shorter than The New England 

Psalm-Singer, containing seventy-one pieces. Again, the majority, sixty-one, are plain 

tunes. Nine are anthems and two are difficult to categorize. The first of these pieces, 

Jargon, is considered a "dissonant musical joke."
84

 Billings explains the reasoning behind 

the dissonance in the introductory material to the tunebook through a letter addressed "To 

the Goddess of Discord."
85

 He begins: 
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I HAVE been sagacious enough of late, to discover that some evil-minded 

persons have insinuated to your highness, that I am utterly unmindful of your 

Ladyship's importance; and that my time, as well as my talents, was wholly taken 

up in paying my divoto to your most implacable enemy and strenuous opposer, 

viz, the GODDESS OF CONCORD; which representation is as false as it is ill-

natured; for your Ladyship may believe me without hesitation, when I assure you 

on the word of an honest man, that knowing your ladyship to be of a very captious 

disposition, I have always been very careful of trespassing on your grounds for 

fear of incurring your displeasure, so far as to excite you to take vengeance 

(which is well known to be your darling attribute.)
86

 

 

The evil-minded persons to which Billings refers are his critics, who complained of too 

much dissonance in some of the tunes in The New England Psalm-Singer. Jargon, which 

is almost completely dissonant, is Billings's attempt to show his critics what a lack of 

concern for dissonance would actually sound like. In Billings's response, which continues 

at length, we again see a masterful manipulation of prose. He not only bluntly addresses 

his critics, but does so with humor and provocation that surely interested the buyers of his 

tunebook. 

The second piece that is difficult to categorize is David's Lamentation (see 

Appendix E). In structure, it is essentially a shortened anthem. It does not follow the 

standard strophic form of a hymn, (it is ABB) but it is too short to be considered typical 

of his anthems.
87

 Regardless of form categorization, the piece has become one of 

Billings's most well-known and frequently-performed pieces. 

It is remarkable that the singing schools continued to flourish throughout the 

period of the American Revolutionary War. Travel between the major cities was 

significantly hampered by the war, but the singing masters still managed to thrive in New 
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England. Billings is known to have travelled to Weymouth, Massachusetts in 1771 and as 

far as Rhode Island in 1774 and again in 1775; his popularity in Boston remained 

consistent through the 1780s.  

A set of "Rules for regulating a Singing school" in the introductory material to 

The Singing Master's Assistant
88

 indicate his firsthand experience as a singing master. 

McKay and Crawford comment that, "mundane as they may seem, the matters that 

Billings enumerates were surely the ones that teachers found themselves most occupied 

with, and that more often than any others determined the success or failure of a school."
89

 

The authors also note that, "whatever musical abilities the singing master may have 

possessed, it was his skill as a leader and disciplinarian that determined his school's 

success. The accent was on 'master' rather than on 'singing.'"
90

 As the title of the 

tunebook suggests, the entirety of the prose is directed at helping the teacher more than 

the student.  

Billings was an outspoken patriot, and his music reflected this quite clearly. Chase 

calls attention to the fact that "Billings conspicuously identifies himself as 'A Native of 

Boston, in New-England'"
91

 on the title page of The New England Psalm-Singer. The 

British siege of Boston that lasted from April of 1775 to March of 1776 was grueling for 

the citizens, and it must have had a great impact on Billings. Though there is little 
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recorded about Billings's activities at this time,
92

 Chester and Lamentation Over Boston,
93

 

which both appear in The Singing Master's Assistant two years after the siege ends, have 

texts that unveil the deep emotions he felt over the struggle to extricate the colonies from 

English rule. Though Chester had appeared earlier in The New England Psalm-Singer, it 

was republished with four additional verses which left no room for doubt over Billings's 

opinion of the British. Speculation over why he did not enlist in the American army is 

usually focused on his physical handicaps. Nathaniel Gould published a description of 

Billings's disabilities based on correspondence with people who interacted with him: 

"Billings was somewhat deformed in person, blind with one eye, one leg shorter than the 

other, one arm somewhat withered, with a mind as eccentric as his person was 

deformed."
94

 

The Revolutionary War not only changed the political atmosphere of the colonies, 

but also the social structure. Briti sh infantry music certainly influenced colonial 

composers. Additionally, French allies shared their musical style through many nights of 

military-camp interaction. Soldiers undoubtedly entertained themselves with secular 

music, though we have no notated copies of it. Kroeger notes that secular music was 

likely more prominent than may be clearly evidenced: 

The presence among the military of at least two regimental bands would have 

provided musicians for both public functions and private amusements. We may 

also suppose that young men arriving from England brought with them the latest 
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ballads, popular songs, catches, and glees, and that these were sung at the taverns, 

in the club meetings, and in the private homes of the gentry. Thus one may posit a 

rather substantial secular musical activity in mid-eighteenth-century Boston which 

only occasionally left its mark upon the public record.
95

 

 

Billings was not directly involved in the military, but New England cities were filled with 

soldiers during the Revolutionary period. The influence of military musical tastes on the 

general public cannot be ignored, and it likely contributed to the move away from 

hymnody to more secular and popular tunes in the ensuing decades. 

Regardless of what was to come, the ideal timing of the publication of The 

Singing Masterôs Assistant, coupled with the popularity of the tunes within, made 

Billings immensely popular. Even before this success, Billings revealed his opinion of his 

growing abilities and his disdain for some of his earlier compositions in the introductory 

material. He also provides a unique insight into his character; he states: 

No doubt you (do, or ought to) remember, that about eight years ago, I published 

a Book entitled, The New England Psalm-Singer. And truly a most masterly and 

inimitable Performance, I then thought it to be . . . [However,] After impartial 

examination, I have discovered that many of the pieces in that Book were never 

worth my printing, or your inspection; therefore in order to make you ample 

amends for my former intrusion, I have selected and corrected some of the Tunes 

which were most approved of in that book, and have added several new pieces 

which I think to be very good ones; for if I thought otherwise, I should not have 

presented them to you. But however, I am not so tenacious of my own opinion, as 

to desire you to take my word for it; but rather advise you all to purchase a Book 

and satisfy yourselves in that particular.
96

 

 

As Kingman puts it, ñBillings was a colorful and energetic writer of prose, as his salty, 

conversational, and sometimes lengthy prefaces to his tunebooks attest.ò
97

 Not only is the 
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prose entertaining, but also the marketing strategy is evident. Billings mentions the 

inclusion of tunes that the public already knows and loves from The New England Psalm-

Singer in addition to promoting his new material. 

In the eight years after the debut of The Singing Masterôs Assistant, three more 

publications were released: Music in Miniature, The Psalm-Singerôs Amusement, and The 

Suffolk Harmony. The publication of these three works in rapid succession implies that 

Billings had been composing throughout the war but was unable to publish his works 

until the war ended. In a masterful move, Billings aimed each of these collections at a 

different segment of the public.  

Billings's two new collections [Music in Miniature and The Psalm-Singer's 

Amusement] were not merely attempts to capitalize on his fame by flooding the 

market with imitations of his earlier works. Each had its own specific purpose, 

format, and repertory, with virtually no overlap. In fact, while The Singing 

Master's Assistant is a mixture of music for singers of a wide range of talents, 

Music in Miniature and The Psalm-Singer's Amusement each carry their own 

homogeneous repertory, and each is directed toward a specific clientele.
98

 

 

Music in Miniature was published in 1779 and consisted of seventy-four plain tunes, all 

without texts. About half were revised from the previous two tunebooks, and were 

interspersed with thirty-one new compositions.  Billings made the decision also to 

include eleven tunes which were composed by others. This was the only time he would 

do so. McKay and Crawford note that, once again, Billings's marketing ability was keen:  

The 'borrowing' amounted only to eleven tunes, ten from European sources, and 

one, Royalston, attributed to the Massachusetts composer Abraham Wood (1752-

1804). If in his choices from the non-American repertory Billings's aim was to 

include the most popular among those tunes, he could hardly have chosen better. 

All ten European tunes he printed were already established in popularity, and they 
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maintained their position for the rest of the century and through the first decade of 

the next.
99

 

 

Music in Miniature was not a tunebook for use in singing schools; it was intended for 

liturgical purposes as a musical supplement to be bound at the end of a psalter. Tunes 

were sung to any of the psalm texts in the same meter, making the tunebooks more 

marketable to a variety of denominations. 

The Psalm-Singerôs Amusement, published in 1781, marked another significant 

change in Billingsôs compositional output. Though there is evidence that Billings had 

composed many of the anthems as early as 1770,
100

 the work was an innovation among 

colonial music publications: 

As effectively as anything else he produced, The Psalm-Singer's Amusement 

demonstrates Billings's flair for transcending the purely functional. Cast in the 

typical oblong tunebook format, the work is anything but typical in content. To 

begin with, the title is decidedly uncharacteristic of psalmody, promising neither 

instruction nor edification but "amusement," as unsubstantial in implication as it 

is intangible.
101

 

 

This was clearly not designed as a teaching book, but rather as a book of music 

for advanced singers. Billings makes this apparent in the brief "Advertisement" which 

precedes the music in the tunebook. He states, "As this Book is not designed for 

Learners, I thought it not essential to write an Introduction; but would refer the young 

Beginner, to my former Publication, entitled, "THE SINGING MASTERS ASSISTANT," 
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which I have lately reprinted."
102

 Yet again, Billings is ingeniously marketing his 

material. He suggests to all who find the contents difficult that they would be well-served 

to purchase his earlier tunebook. By choosing not to include any introductory prose, other 

than the brief paragraph of the "Advertisement," he is marking this book as yet another 

type of product. Rather than the didactic singing school tunebook or the psalter 

companion, this collection is for the true music dedicatee.  

The anthems contained in the tunebook are some of his most difficult, with 

unprepared modal shifts and many metric changes. McKay and Crawford summarize the 

contents as follows: 

Despite the worldly implications of its title page, The Psalm-Singer's Amusement 

remains solidly in the tradition of psalmody, with only two of its twenty-four 

compositions being settings of secular texts. The presence of only twenty-four 

compositions also indicates the preponderance of extended pieces in Billings's 

new collection. In comparison with Music in Miniature, which carries seventy-

four pieces in thirty-two pages, one finds the twenty-four composition in The 

Psalm-Singer's Amusement spread over 101 pages of music. Billings's subtitle, "A 

Number of Fuging Pieces and Anthems," is borne out by the content.
103

 

 

The Psalm-Singer's Amusement was commercially less successful than Billings's prior 

publications. It contains nine anthems, two set pieces, five fuging tunes, four plain tunes, 

and four plain tunes with extension. These works were too difficult for most of the 

amateur singers who participated in the singing schools, yet it was not sophisticated 

enough, nor secular enough, for the growing number of trained musicians who were 

beginning to populate New England. Even so, Billings remained extremely popular.  
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The singing schools reached the height of their popularity in the latter half of the 

1780s. Daniel Read (1757-1836) joined Billings in 1785 as the second American 

composer to publish an entire tunebook of his own composition, American Singing Book.  

Read also became immensely popular, especially for his lively fuging tunes. Another 

notable singing master and tunesmith of the 1780s was Andrew Law. Law had an 

apparent dislike Billings from the onset of his career as a singing master, and Law 

became one of the most outspoken denouncers of Billings's music post-1800. He made it 

clear that Billings's music was not at a standard he found acceptable. 

In The Suffolk Harmony, published in 1786, Billings returned to a more 

pedagogical format. The collection breaks from the path of his previous publications, as 

noted by McKay and Crawford: 

The thirty-two compositions in the work, from the standpoint of musical form, 

appear to show a change in his compositional approach. Billing's earlier works 

had successively shown a steady decrease in plain tunes, where the text alone 

generates the structure, and a corresponding increase in the more elaborate 

musical forms. The Suffolk Harmony runs counter to that trend . . . The 

explanation for this apparent anomaly is found in the texts Billings set, for in 

metrical variety they outstrip the texts of any of the composer's earlier works.
104

 

 

There are a total of twenty plain tunes, five additional plain tunes with extension, four 

fuging-tunes, and three anthems. It is probable the return to a larger number of plain 

tunes was in response to the public's lukewarm reaction to the difficulty of the music in 

The Psalm-Singer's Amusement.  

Over the next eight years, Billings published a number of pamphlets containing 

new music, intended as supplements to be bound to The Suffolk Harmony. The most 
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notable of the single copies was Billings's Easter Anthem: The Lord Is Ris'n Indeed, 

which became quickly popular and was later reprinted in an expanded version. The 

individually published pieces will be referred to herein by the label Kroeger provides in 

The Complete Works of William Billings, "independent publications."
105

 Kroeger 

comments on the impact of these publications: 

Before the 1780s, sacred music was published in the American colonies only in 

tunebooks and in tune supplements, which contained plain psalm-tunes, designed 

to be bound with metrical psalters. After 1780, however, sacred music also began 

to be published in smaller pamphlets of four, eight, or sixteen pages. Many of 

these shorter publications were directed toward particular occasions, such as 

Billings's own Peace (1783) . . . The subjects of these works help to demonstrate 

the attraction of the new format: a pamphlet of a few pages could be produced 

more quickly and run off more cheaply than a full-scale tunebook. Hence, it gave 

a composer a chance to respond to an event ð a public celebration, religious 

festival, or special choral performance, for example ð with a fresh work fitted for 

the occasion.
106

 

 

Extant independent publications in the collected works include five anthems, two fuging 

tunes, and two plain tunes. 

Billings's music had become a standard in public performance by the end of the 

decade, and his pieces were often incorporated into the tunebook compilations of others. 

At the same time, his personal and financial life seemingly fell into ruin. The Columbian 

Centinel printed the following on December 8, 1790: "A Concert of Sacred Musick, for 

the benefit of Mr. WILLIAM BILLINGS of this townðwhose distress is real, and whose 
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merit in that science, is generally acknowledged."
107

 The possible reasons for Billings 

distress can only be speculated, and are beyond the scope of this document.  

Billings's final tunebook, The Continental Harmony, was published in 1794. The 

circumstances surrounding the publication are difficult to discern. Negotiations for 

publication ensued for several years, but extant correspondence indicates Billings was not 

heavily involved and that the publication was compiled and funded by friends or 

supporters. What is definite is that the firm of Thomas and Andrews published The 

Continental Harmony as an act of charity. Ironically, the tunebook was an exceptional 

publication. McKay and Crawford state :  

When The Continental Harmony appeared in finished form it contained no hint of 

Billings's declining fortunes, no suggestion that it most likely would have 

remained in manuscript had not a group of well-wishers arranged publication as a 

charitable enterprise. As announced in the subscription notice, The Continental 

Harmony, Billings's only collection to be printed typographically, was some 200 

pages in length. An attractive frontispiece, built around a circular printing of the 

tune Connection with appropriate decorations, is followed by a thirty-four page 

introduction and 165 pages of music.
108

 

 

In addition to the appearance and length, the musical contents also were exceptional. The 

tunebook consists of fifty-one pieces and contains some of Billings's longest and most 

difficult works, including nineteen anthems, fourteen fuging tunes, ten plain tunes, and 

eight plain tunes with extension. Most important to the topic of performance practice is 

the long and detailed introductory material, consisting of over twenty pages of 

information that gives some clues to Billings's personality. 
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Billings died on September 26, 1800. Despite his successes, he was buried in an 

unmarked grave. He was unique among the tunesmiths for a variety of reasons. Most 

obvious is the number of pieces he composed, totaling 338 in the collected works. This is 

over twice as many as any other tunesmith of the New England School. The fact that 

Billings died in the year that marked the turn of the nineteenth century has, in hindsight, 

become symbolic of the end of an entire musical era in American history.  
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4. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

A. Billings's Prose Writings 

The New England Psalm-Singer, The Singing Master's Assistant, and The 

Continental Harmony contain detailed prose introductions. These were written with the 

dual intention of helping the singer to accurately perform the music and helping the 

singing master to teach (most notably in The Singing Master's Assistant). Topics varied 

among the three introductions and ranged from music theory, to ear training (using 

solfege), to performance suggestions. Though the introductions are didactic, Billings's 

prose is witty and entertaining. In The Continental Harmony, he goes so far as to create a 

mock Socratic interview between the questioning "Scholar" and the all-knowing 

"Master." At all times, he seems to be writing for the dual purpose of teaching and 

entertaining. McKay and Crawford offer this comment on his prose style: 

Billings was a poet, a man who enjoyed wordplay for its own sake, and especially 

in collections after The New England Psalm-Singer one can hardly find a page he 

wrote that does not contain some striking or unusual use of language. Moreover, 

together with his obvious love for the sound of words, Billings wrote with a 

directness and a flair that carries the impress of his highly distinctive personality 

and gives the reader a tangible and almost constant awareness of the writer's 

presence. Billings was unequipped for anonymity. When his writings are placed 

alongside those of his fellow composer-compilers, he stands out as a waggish, 

earnest prodigy in a crowd of sober, circumspect, faceless folk.
109

 

 

The information contained within these tunebook introductions was original in manner of 

presentation, but not in content. There is a clear connection between the content of The 

New England Psalm-Singer and William Tan'sur's Royal Melody Complete. This is 
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especially apparent when the two glossaries are compared. As McKay and Crawford have 

stated, "Billings seems to have taken over [the glossary] almost verbatim from 

Tan'sur."
110

 Though this material had been previously published, there is no indication 

the general public was familiar with the rules for music that Billings sets forth, and this 

allowed for the public acceptance of the reprint.  

Together, the three introductions contain over seventy pages of information. A 

full analysis of each introduction is provided by McKay and Crawford in their text.
111

 

Kroeger and Nathan
112

 make additional notes on the tunebook introductions in the 

prefaces to the four volumes of the collected works, though they also primarily defer to 

McKay and Crawford. A thorough examination of the complete contents is beyond the 

scope of this document. Most important are specific references that Billings provides that 

give insight to the performance practice of the period. These are the bases for the 

conclusions in this document.  
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B. Prior Research 

As mentioned above, the biographical history of Will iam Billings became a 

source of interest primarily at the time of the bicentennial celebration of the United States 

(1976). Prior to this, Billings, along with colonial and early American music in general, 

existed in academic discussions largely as a historical footnote. The bicentennial appears 

to have motivated several musicologists to more closely examine the music of the early 

United States. Most previous scholars outlined sweeping overviews of the period with 

little attempt to reference primary sources.  

The most important body of research on Billings belongs to four scholars: Richard 

Crawford, David P. McKay, Hans Nathan, and Karl Kroeger. In 1973, in the Journal of 

Research in Music Education, Crawford and McKay made one of the first detailed 

analyses of performance practice for Billings's music.
113

 The authors made a thorough 

examination of primary and secondary sources. Their conclusions on performance 

practice will be examined later in the document. 

Two years later, in 1975, McKay and Crawford published a biography of the 

composer, William Billings of Boston.
114

 This text remains the authoritative standard on 

Billings's life, and it stands as one of the major scholarly additions to the field of 

American musicology. The authors' previous article on performance practice that 

appeared in the Journal of Research in Music Education was included as an appendix to 

the book. One need only examine any discussion of Billings which has been published 
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after this biography to understand the thoroughness of the authors' research. As seen in 

this document, footnotes and references to McKay and Crawford abound in any scholarly 

discussion of Billings. Most notably, Nathan and Kroeger, who edited the collected 

works, defer to McKay and Crawford throughout their preface notes. In 1976, William 

Billings of Boston was awarded the Otto Kinkeldey Award by the American 

Musicological Society to recognize it as the most distinguished book in musicology 

published during the previous year. 

Crawford continues to study early American music, and he remains one of the 

authorities in American musicology. His research in addition to that on Billings includes 

other important singing masters such as Andrew Law.
115

 Crawford served as the 

president of the American Musicological Society from 1982 to 1984. His research in the 

field of early American music is the most significant of any individual. His recent texts 

include The American Musical Landscape,
116

 and An Introduction to America's Music.
117

  

In the early 1970s interest in compiling the collected works of Billings
 
came from 

the membership of The Colonial Society of Massachusetts, Boston. This was another 

response to the bicentennial celebration. The American Musicological Society agreed to 

help fund and publish the project, and Hans Nathan was selected as editor. Nathan had 
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already contributed to the field with thorough introductory notes and a facsimile edition 

of The Continental Harmony, published in the American Choral Review in 1963.
118

 

Nathan chose Crawford as his assistant editor. In preparation for his editorial 

work, Nathan compiled two invaluable collections. The first is an exhaustive 

bibliography of literature on Billings.
119

 The second, a compilation of extant historical 

materials regarding Billings,
120

 helps to provide context for the time period. In it, Nathan 

includes facsimiles and transcriptions of personal correspondence, newspaper articles 

which refer to Billings, advertisements for the singing schools, and materials which do 

not directly mention Billings but provide secondary information about his whereabouts, 

appearance, activities, and interests.  

The first volume of the collected works was published in 1977, containing The 

Singing Master's Assistant and Music in Miniature. Because this was not chronologically 

Billings's first tunebook, it was assigned the designation "Volume Two." At this point, 

Nathan exited the project and the remaining three volumes of the collected works were 

edited by Karl Kroeger. They contain the four additional tunebooks and independent 

publications. Kroeger finished the final volume in 1990. His notes for the editions are 

thorough, and he includes all of Billings's introductory prose material. In 1991 Kroeger 

published a companion to the four volumes, Catalog of the Musical Works of William 
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Billings.
121

 This index identifies where the works appear in original publication and 

where they appear in the collected works, in addition to specific information, such as 

form, about each piece. 

Kroeger published two important articles in the middle of editing the collected 

works. The first, "William Billings's Music in Manuscript Copy and Some Notes on 

Variant Versions of His Pieces,"
122

 explained the choices Kroeger made about the 

editions included in the collected works. The second, "Word Painting in the Music of 

William Billings,"
123

 was a detailed examination of how Billings employed textual and 

musical relationships.  

The combined work of Crawford, McKay, Nathan, and Kroeger is invaluable to 

all scholars who study Billings, but a few important contributions were made prior to the 

1970s. Nathan's bibliography clearly outlines all of these sources, but a few bear 

mentioning. In 1949, Allen P. Britton completed his dissertation titled "Theoretical 

Introductions in American Tune-Books [sic] to 1800." Kroeger refers to this document as 

the beginning of "systematic study of the historical, bibliographical, and musical issues of 

early American sacred music."
124

 In another dissertation, written in 1952, Allen Garrett 
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compiled the first scholarly index of Billings's works.
 125

 Kroeger found some 

discrepancies with the list when he was completing the collected works.        

J. Murray Barbour authored one of the first books entirely devoted to the 

composer, The Church Music of William Billings, published in 1960.
126

 Barbour's 

analysis of metric relationships followed in 1963, and it stands as the most 

comprehensive discussion of the topic.
127

 This text was instrumental in helping twentieth-

century musicologists become more aware of Billings's musical output. Other researchers 

who contributed notable early content include John Tasker Howard,
128

 Carl Lindstrom,
129

 

Raymond Morin,
130

 Robert Stevenson,
131

 Leonard Ellinwood,
132

 and Friedrich Blume.
133

 

In 1970 a reprint of George Hood's work, A History of Music in New England: 

With Biographical Sketches of Reformers and Psalmists, originally published in 1846, 
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was released.
134

 This was followed two years later by a reprint edition of Nathaniel 

Gould's Church Music in America,
135

 originally published in Boston in 1853. These two 

works are critical to the understanding of Billings's life because they contain secondhand 

accounts of Billings's activities and those of many of the other tunesmiths. The authors 

knew people who had known Billings,
136

 and their recollections provide information 

about the eighteenth-century singing master. The reprint of these works also signaled that 

the music research community was becoming interested enough in early American music 

to support the cost of the publication.   

Perhaps most telling of the general knowledge about early American music in the 

early 1970s was Karl Krueger's title, The Musical Heritage of the United States: The 

Unknown Portion,
137

 published in 1973. Krueger, a well-known conductor, published an 

overview of early American music. He briefly discussed performance practice issues, but 

without specifics relating to Billings.  

Several studies of early American performance practice were published in 1973. 

In addition to Crawford and McKay's article, an article in the Choral Journal by Leonard 

Van Camp and John Haberlin also addressed the issue.
138

 This was a brief examination 
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that was less comprehensive than the material covered in Crawford and McKay's 

publication.  

Three years later, in 1976, a special issue of the American Choral Review titled 

"Performance Practice in Early American Choral Music" was published. The issue 

included five articles, with only one, by Sterling E. Murray, being an original 

contribution.
139

 The remaining four articles were reprints, including Barbour's previously 

discussed article, Billings and the Barline, and a revised version of Nathan's previously 

mentioned introductory material to his facsimile of The Continental Harmony.
140

 The 

third reprint was Helen Stewart Kaufman's "John Cole's Rudiments of Music: 

Performance Practice in Early American Church Music."
141

 Kaufman's article, in addition 

to including an examination of John Cole's material, contains a variety of references to 

Billings. The final article was a discussion of shape-note hymns and is irrelevant to this 

document. In his introduction to the issue, Irving Lowens opens with this statement: 

The serious study of music in our own country is only now coming to be 

recognized as a respectable scholarly exercise. As recently as twenty-five years 

ago, it was looked upon with high suspicion by musicologists, who often 

suspected (and not without reason) that those who exhibited more than a casual 

interest in American music did so because of their discomfort and unfamiliarity 

with foreign languages. But those ideas now have far less foundation in fact. 

bicentennial or no, the last decade has seen a strong upsurge in interest among 
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young academics, with the inevitable result that standards have been raised, 

respectable dissertations have been written, and first-rate papers have been 

published.
142

 

 

Lowens followed two years later with his own examination of American music history, 

Music in America and American Music.
143

  

In the 1980s and early 1990s Billings is frequently mentioned in histories of 

American music education and church music, with almost all discussions referencing 

McKay and Crawford's biography. Few original contributions to research on Billings 

appeared in these decades (excluding the final volumes of the collected works and 

Kroeger's catalog). Of note is Kroeger's text, American Fuging Tunes, 1770-1820: A 

Descriptive Catalog.
144

 The catalog helps to place Billings's fuging tunes into historical 

context with his contemporaries.  

In 1996 interest in early American performance practice resurfaced with the 250th 

anniversary of Billings's birth. Kevin J. Lambert made an aggressive call for a 

reassessment of many of the ideas that McKay and Crawford had initially proposed in 

their 1973 article.
145

 Several of Lambert's ideas have served as the impetus for further 

study in this project and will be examined in the fourth through tenth chapters. 
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Additionally, George Heller provided an update to Nathan's bibliography as well as an 

index of published editions of Billings's music.
146

 

In the past decade, scholars have only peripherally mentioned Billings as a part of 

the linear development of American composition and music education. Kimberly Anne 

Veenstra discussed the development of Billings's compositional techniques in her 2000 

thesis,
147

 but no other degree-seeking students have addressed Billings in their 

culminating research.  

 

C. Deductions and Summary 

Research on Billings seems to share a similarity with his life's work: it rose to 

quick popularity, and then sharply declined. The bicentennial of the United States was an 

important turning point for American musicologists and in their recognition of the 

development of music in the colonies. The increase in topical research in the 1970s 

peaked with McKay and Crawford's award-winning biography, and then sharply declined 

after the completion of the collected works. The singing schools and singing masters 

were established as an important part of America's musical history, but little new research 

was published after this period. In 1976, Lowens made an accurate projection for the 

future: "There will, I am convinced, be something of a counter-reaction to American 
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music following the floods of material unloosed upon an unsuspecting public because of 

the bicentennial celebration."
148

  

Regardless of the amount of research that originated in the 1970s, confusion 

remains about much of the performance practice of early American music. In the ensuing 

chapters I will examine the sources above as well as the prose that Billings includes in his 

tunebooks. This research will, hopefully, provide clearer answers for conductors and 

musicians seeking to perform Billings's music in a historically appropriate manner.  
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5. PERFORMANCE PRACTICE: ACCOMPANIMENT 

 

Whether or not accompaniment was regularly used in the singing schools is 

difficult to discern. Almost nothing is recorded about the specific pedagogical activities 

that occurred between the singing masters and their pupils. If accompaniment was used, it 

seems likely it functioned only to double the vocal lines, as no independent instrumental 

parts exist for any of the tunesmith music prior to 1800.  

The majority of extant records in which choral events are referenced pertain to 

church gatherings. The influence of the Puritan church certainly added to the reluctance 

of many colonists to use instruments, but organs did exist in many colonial churches, and, 

presumably, were played during worship services. Leonard Ellinwood has carefully 

traced the history of church music in America, and he notes that the earliest reference to 

an organ appears in 1703 in Philadelphia.
149

 By 1800 there were approximately twenty 

organs throughout New England.
150

  

As a child in Boston, Billings would have had few encounters with an organ. 

There is record of an organ being installed in the Old North Church in 1736, and a 

replacement in 1759. Installation of an organ at the South Church was begun in 1745, but 

the builder died before it was completed, and it was destroyed by fire during the British 
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siege of Boston.
151

 As Billings grew into adulthood, the number of organ installations 

increased; by 1784, five were on record as being in Boston.
152

  

The public accepted the use of instrumental accompaniment in the last decade of 

the century. Several scholars quote the journal of Reverend William Bentley of Salem, 

Massachusetts, to support this.
153

 Bentley's writings indicate that congregations expected 

accompaniment at this point, and that the choir was occasionally unable to perform 

without it. The remedy to the poor quality of congregational singing ultimately came 

through the organ, rather than the singing schools.  

Sterling E. Murray notes that, by the end of the century, using instruments to 

support congregational singing was very popular.
154

 Crawford and McKay point out that 

Billings held several singing schools at the First Congregational Church in Providence, 

Rhode Island, which was one of the first colonial churches to install a full pipe organ.
155

 

The growing popularity of church organs to assist congregational singing is well 

documented in the last fifteen years of the eighteenth century. It seems likely that Billings 

would have had the opportunity to play the instruments as he aged, although he is not 

known to have had any formal keyboard training. Even so, the majority of Billings's 

output was published in 1781 or before. The Suffolk Harmony was printed in 1786, but 
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composed necessarily a year prior due to the timeframe of printing. Assuming that the 

music for The Continental Harmony was composed half a decade before the final 

negotiations for its charitable publication were complete (as discussed in Chapter 3), it is 

unlikely Billings conceived any of his tunebook repertoire when public acceptance of 

instrumental accompaniment had become the norm.   

Some of the most important information regarding accompaniment comes from 

Gould. In his chapter "Instruments of Music" he states: 

About the commencement of Billings's career, we find that the bass-viol (now 

called violincello) was used in his schools and concerts of sacred music, and to 

accompany the singer of song. This simple and grave instrument, however, 

created astonishment in some, alarm and disgust in others, and some few were 

delighted with it; but, generally, it was considered unfit to have a place within the 

walls of a church.
156

 

 

Gould is writing three-quarters of a century after the period he is discussing, and he gives 

no source of reference for this statement. Even so, there is little reason to doubt that the 

bass-viol was used in the singing schools. It was transportable, and it could be used more 

easily than an organ. Gould goes on to state that "the bass viol was here and there 

introduced into churches. It was the grand entering-wedge that opened the way for all 

other instruments."
157

 

Gould outlines the introduction of additional instruments into the New England 

musical scene: flute, hautboy [oboe], clarinet, bassoon, and violin. He notes that the 

difficulty in tuning these instruments when played together was complicated by a lack of 
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skilled players, by secondhand instruments, and by the general deficiency of training. 

Gould comments on this "Confusion of Instruments:" 

The perplexity and parade of such a heterogeneous collection of instruments soon 

became irksome. All were convinced that solemnity and devotion were in many 

instances driven out of the church; but the instruments were there, and how could 

they be removed, was the question. There was but one alternative, and that was, to 

put an organ in their stead. After that was done, many persisted in showing 

themselves, with their favorite instrument, at its side, until they found it futile to 

try to make a display, or contend with or add to the sound of the organ.
158

 

 

Gould's statement implies that instrumentalists were an accepted part of church services 

and that the organ eventually replaced them, though he acknowledges this was a gradual 

process: "At the commencement of the present century, there were but few organs in the 

country. These were among the wonders of the age."
159

 Gould's discussion provides a 

strong basis of proof that use of instruments other than the organ in this context were 

more common in the eighteenth century than the spotty historical record makes clear. 

Billings never reveals a point of view on instrumental accompaniment, which in 

itself may be a clue to his opinion on the issue. The facets of performance practice 

discussed in the fifth through tenth chapters of this document are each at least briefly 

mentioned by Billings, but he never directly addresses accompaniment. For a man as 

specific as Billings, it seems almost unthinkable that he would have omitted a topic he 

deemed musically important or necessary.  

The New England Psalm-Singer provides little discussion of instruments aside 

from a definition of the organ as "The grandest of all Wind Instruments."
160

 He also 
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makes brief mention of the organ in a section titled, "Thoughts on MUSIC."
161

 Billings 

states: "Let all Parts close in a proper Key, and a full Organ, which will yield great 

delight both to the Performers and Hearers."
162

 This implies that the organ was, at least 

occasionally, a part of choral performances as early as 1770. 

In the introduction to The Singing Master's Assistant, he includes "A Musical 

Dictionary Containing an Explanation of the most useful Terms that are used in 

Music."
163

 The list of terms defined in The Singing Master's Assistant is significantly 

longer than that in The New England Psalm-Singer. In addition to repeating his definition 

of the organ, he defines a voluntary as "an air which is played on an organ, it is 

performed in church before service begins, to soothe the minds and calm the passions of 

the Audience, for the fit worship of God."
164

 He defines symphony as "an air, which is 

played, or sang [sic] without words, before the song begins, and sometimes such airs are 

in the middle of a piece and at the end."
165

  Both of these definitions allude to music that 

is composed for instruments, though the second suggests the symphony could be sung.  

Also included are definitions for harp, harpsichord, lute, and pitch-pipe, but he 

conspicuously omits definitions of the instruments Gould states were common, such as 

the bass-viol, flute, hautboy, clarinet, and violin. There are multiple explanations for this: 
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one, the instruments were so common he felt they did not warrant a definition; two, the 

instruments were not as prevalent at this point (1786) as they would become later; three, 

the instruments were of no importance to Billings in his ideal singing school. 

Unfortunately, there is no dictionary of terms included in The Continental Harmony, so 

no further comparisons can be made. No discussion of any instrument appears in this 

tunebook introduction. 

When defining vocal works in The Singing Master's Assistant, Billings states that 

an anthem is "a divine song, generally in prose,"
166

 and that a carol is "a song, or hymn of 

joy, on a feast, or birth day."
167

 When compared with the definitions for symphony and 

voluntary, there is no specific indication that he intended instruments to be a part of his 

choral compositions. His definitions for choral genres do not mention instruments, and 

his definitions for instrumental genres indicate they could be replaced by voices. The 

emphasis seems always to be on the singer. 

In Billings's entire extant output, only two works exist with any written-out 

instrumentation: Peace,
168

 an independently published anthem, likely composed in 1783, 

contains an opening "symphony" and short interludes scored for four unspecified 

instruments. The four instrumental parts were printed on a four-stave open score that 

continued directly from the four vocal parts (one instrument on each vocal stave), which 

was likely to maintain the printing format. McKay and Crawford speculate that the 

texture indicates it was actually intended to be played on the organ; the bass line 
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functions much like a typical organ pedal point, and the construction of the three 

remaining parts fits easily into keyboard fingering performed with both hands.
169

 

O Thou To Whom All Creatures Bow
170

 was published in The Continental 

Harmony. In it, Billings includes two short interludes, again labeled as "symphony." 

These sections are scored on two separate lines extending from the tenor and bass voice 

parts. The interludes serve as modulations, moving from C major to B-flat in mm. 165-

168 and then returning to C major in mm. 199-202. In this case, the difficulty of the 

modulations for untrained singers may have been a reason for including instrumentation. 

Billings's full label for the first interlude is "Sym. to introduce B flat."
171

 It is possible 

that Billings was not confident singers could modulate without the aid of an 

instrument(s). The intended use of this piece is unknown, but other rarities, such as 

extended sections for the alto in divisi, indicate it was not a typical composition. As with 

Peace, it is possible that the symphony sections in O Thou to Whom All Creatures Bow 

were intended for organ but remain in open score as a printing approach.  

Billings's definition of symphony states that these sections could be sung without 

words, though this seems unlikely. The assumption that the symphonies in these two 

anthems were performed on an instrument, or instruments, raises the question of whether 

the instruments were intended to continue with the voices or whether they were intended 

to be silent after the specifically scored measures. Billings's previously-quoted comment 

from his "Thoughts on MUSIC" implies that the organ came to a close with the voices in 
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some performances, though he never designates this in any score. It is my assertion that 

the instrumental parts in Peace and O Thou to Whom All Creatures Bow would have 

likely continued throughout the piece on the same printed stave, regardless of whether 

Billings was composing for organ or independent instruments. It cannot be assumed, 

however, that Billings composed with the intention of instrumental accompaniment for 

any of his other works.  

Regardless of what Billings actually desired, there is evidence that his music was 

performed with organ accompaniment on occasion. In 1785, an organ was installed in the 

First Church in Boston. McKay and Crawford quote an extant letter from an observer of 

the organ premier; the letter states that an anthem composed by Billings was performed 

and accompanied by organ for the premier of the instrument.
172

 The piece mentioned in 

the letter, a setting of Psalm 122, is lost, which prevents a determination of whether 

Billings composed a separate organ part or whether the organ was doubling the vocal 

lines. The only clear fact is that one of Billings's pieces was accompanied by organ in this 

instance, but it seems likely that the organ was used from this point forward at the First 

Church of Boston whenever anthems were performed. Assuredly, this included 

compositions by Billings. 

A final consideration in making the decision of whether or not to use 

accompaniment is the form and intended use of the piece. The above discussion focuses 

primarily on the anthems, which were the most common of Billi ngs's compositions to be 

used as part of a sacred service. Organs were available in certain churches, and they may 
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have commonly accompanied a choral performance in these specific locations. The plain 

tunes and fuging tunes were the core of the singing school repertoire. Although singing 

schools were occasionally held in churches, it seems unlikely that a singing master would 

hire an organist to participate in the singing schools, even if the instrument was available. 

Accompaniment, if it did occur, was likely performed on independent string or wind 

instruments which doubled the vocal parts, as discussed by Gould.  

Billings's omission of any discussion regarding accompaniment implies a standard 

of unaccompanied performance. Billings also states a clear fondness for vocal music: 

"The most curious instrument that ever was constructed, is but sounds, and sound without 

sense: while man, who is blest and endued with the faculties of speech can alternately 

sing of mercy and of judgment as duty bids, or occasion may require."
173

  

The combination of these many considerations leads me to the assertion that it is 

historically acceptable to perform Billings's works with accompaniment, but that it is not 

a necessity. As has been shown, accompaniment of the anthems was largely intended to 

remedy the poor abilities of the eighteenth-century choir, and the frequency of 

accompanying the anthems likely increased in the final decades of the eighteenth century 

as the number of available organs in churches also increased. A trained modern choir 

makes an accompaniment unnecessary when performing the anthems, but if desired it 

would be most appropriate to use an organ. The singing school repertoire of plain tunes 

and fuging tunes was almost certainly less frequently accompanied. Even so, doubling the 

vocal lines with string or wind instruments seems to have been occasionally practiced. As 

                                                 
 173

 Kroeger, ed., Complete Works of William Billings, 4:18n. 



74 

 

mentioned by Gould, using viols or similar instruments would be the most appropriate 

accompaniment for these pieces. In all situations modern musicians must keep in mind 

that Billings certainly never intended accompaniment to be an independent force, nor did 

he intend it to dominate the voices. If accompaniment is used, it should always be only to 

reinforce the vocal lines, without adding additional harmonies or ornamentation.  
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6. PERFORMANCE PRACTICE: ARTICULATIONS AND TEXT 

 

In the dictionaries contained in the introductory material to his tunebooks, 

Billings does not define the term articulation. In The New England Psalm Singer Billings 

follows the dictionary with: "These are the most general Terms us'd in Musick, therefore 

most beneficial for Learners."
174

 The lack of any description of articulation suggests that 

it was not a topic of great concern, though Billings does occasionally reference concepts 

relevant to articulation. 

Billin gs includes some articulation markings in his music, but the intent of these 

is clearly not the modern equivalent. In the introduction to The New England Psalm-

Singer Billings states that a slur is "in Form like a bow drawn over or under the Heads of 

two, three or more Notes, when they are to be Sung but to one Syllable."
175

 This 

definition indicates the slur symbol was only a tool for determining when to change 

syllables. Billings placed slurs over repetitions of the same pitch. In his editorial notes for 

the collected works, Kroeger addresses this issue: 

In eighteenth-century psalmody, it is not uncommon to find a group of repeated 

notes under a slur. Billings seems to have used this notational device for two 

purposes: as a substitute for a tie in which the repeated notes should be sung as a 

continuous sound, and as a vocal ornament in which each note should be 

articulated. The determining factors in interpretation are the length of the note 

values involved and the availability of other notational symbols. The tie substitute 

usually involves half- and whole-notes with one or more bar lines intervening, or 

smaller note values within a longer melisma for which no single notational 

symbol is available (e.g., a note length of five eighth-notes). Occasionally, in 

Billings's earlier works, it was also used to correct an error in engraved music. 
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The vocal ornament, on the other hand, usually involves smaller note values, such 

as quarter- and eighth-notes, for which a larger note value was available and 

Billings wanted a continuous sound. That he did not use the alternate symbol 

implies that he intended each note under the slur to be articulated. This vocal 

ornament is often used as a motive, passing from voice to voice several times in a 

section.
176

 

 

Using Kroeger's assessment, the slur, in contrast to legato, indicates the performer should 

re-articulate the repeated notes, and possibly even add ornamentation. Finding these 

instances in the collected works is difficult because Nathan and Kroeger chose to omit the 

slurs over repeated notes, but these changes are noted in the Commentary section at the 

end of each volume.  

An example of repeated notes which were originally printed with a slur occurs in 

m. 74 of The Lord is Ris'n Indeed (see Appendix F). This is a repeated motive which is 

passed among the voices. As Kroeger notes, this is the typical instance Billings composes 

repeated notes on the same syllable. Billings begins the imitative section on the word 

"wing" in all four voices. The bass voice, which first presents the imitative material, 

repeats the A pitch four times in mm. 75-76, followed by a brief melismatic turn, and 

then three more repetitions of the A pitch in mm. 77-78. As with other articulations, the 

text provides the most substantial cue for making this decision. The full phrase, "Whose 

nature then took Wing, and mounted with him from the Tomb," suggests that Billings is 

trying to imitate birdsong on the word "wing." The repeated pitches and short melismas 

composed for all four voices on this word provide text painting. Separating each repeated 

pitch alludes to the idea of a birdcall, appropriate for the phrase "Whose nature then took 

Wing." Other similar examples of this technique occur throughout Billings's tunebooks. 

                                                 
 176

 Kroeger, ed., Complete Works of William Billings, 4:lxvi. 



77 

 

O Thou To Whom All Creatures Bow
177

 contains an extended section of imitation in mm. 

181-198 that precedes the Symphony. The repeated notes on the word "joy" were 

originally printed with slurs. Here, again, is an imitative motive passed among the voices 

interspersed with melismatic passages. 

In the preface to The Singing Master's Assistant Billings links articulation 

markings to ornaments. He repeats his comment on slurs
178

 and states that "A mark of 

distinction is set over a note, when it is to be struck distinct and emphatic, without using 

the grace of Transition."
179

 Billi ngs is referring to the use of an ornament known as the 

grace of transition, which he describes later. A "mark of distinction" looks much like a 

modern accent, but apparently serves only the purpose of telling the performer to avoid 

ornamentation. Billings's definition does indicate that notes with a mark of distinction 

should be sung distinctly and emphatically, but translating this to the modern accent mark 

often distorts the correct text stress.  

Blessed Is He That Considereth the Poor contains examples of Billings's use of 

the mark of distinction:  
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Musical Example 1: Mark of Distinction
180

 

 

 

In measures six and nine, Billings places marks of distinction over the text "-liver him." 

Billings's definition guides the performer to avoid any ornamentation at this point. The 

natural text stress of these words would not include emphasis on the "-er" syllable, 

though it appears this is what Billings has requested.  
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In the dictionary portion of The Singing Master's Assistant, Billings includes the 

definition of accent: "The emphatical notes in music."
181

 In addition: "Emphatical-Notes 

Are where the accent is placed," and "Emphasis [is] The same as accent."
182

 Through 

these definitions, Billings's discusses the concept of an accent, but he gives no indication 

that he used a specific symbol to represent the placement of accents. In Billings final 

tunebook, The Continental Harmony, he re-prints the same definitions for slur
183

 and 

mark of distinction, but omits the inclusion of accent, emphatical-notes, and emphasis.
184

 

This small amount of information regarding the printed articulation markings indicates 

they were a tool Billings used to define syllabification and help the performer decide 

upon appropriate places for ornamentation.  

This does not mean that eighteenth-century American music was devoid of any 

modern articulation variations in performance, but, based on Billings's comments, it 

seems likely it was related to the overall affect of the meaning of the text. In The New 

England Psalm-Singer, Billings states: 

THERE are but two natural primitive Keys in Musick, viz. C, the sharp and 

cheerful Key, and A, the flat and melancholly [sic] Key. No Tune can be formed 

rightly and truly, but in one of these two Keys, except the Mi be transposed by 

either Flats or Sharps, which are set at the Beginning of the five Lines, which 

brings them to the same Effect as the two natural Keys . . . . It is a Proof of a very 

nice Taste and discernment in a Chorister, to chuse [sic] a flat Key Tune for a 

Psalm of Penitence and Prayer; and likewise a sharp Key Tune for a Psalm of 

Praise and Thanksgiving. But to sing a Psalm of Praise in a flat Key Tune, and 

Psalm of Prayer in a sharp Key tune, would be a direct Contradiction. The Musick 
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and the Words would greatly tend to lessen the Beauty of each other. But you 

must endeavor to make the Musick conform to the Words; then they will serve to 

beautify each other.
185

  

 

Billings refers to the major keys as "sharp" keys and the minor keys as "flat" keys, and he 

explains which texts he believes are appropriate for each. Though he does not mention 

articulations, it seems logical that the affect of the text would also be an acceptable guide 

for choosing articulations. 

There are several distinct problems with applying a text-based guide to 

articulations in a modern performance. The most obvious problem is that many of the 

plain tunes were published without text. The intended musical stress of Billings may be 

significantly altered by the application of various texts. Murray provides one of the most 

detailed examinations of this issue. Regarding all eighteenth-century tunebooks, he states: 

Perhaps the single most perplexing problem for modern conductors, editors, and 

performers in dealing with the texts used in early American psalmody is that of 

text underlay. Early American printers were not careful in this respect, and 

sometimes indicated only a portion of the text, omitted the text entirely, or 

squeezed together the words, placing syllables so that the scansion of the text best 

fits the meter of the music. Moreover, even when complete texts were furnished 

and text underlay is reasonably accurate, the poor quality of the engraved or 

printed plates sometimes hampers a clear reading of the words. In cases where the 

words are not included, only partially included or illegible, the editor must go to 

the original printing of the poetry; but adjusting text underlay is a more 

substantial task. In order to accomplish it, knowledge of proper eighteenth-

century pronunciation is essential.
186

 

 

Murray also notes a quote by Gould on the difficulty of determining eighteenth-century 

syllabification: "Some words that we now pronounce as one syllable, then had two, and 

sometimes clashed with the accent of the tune; words ending in tion, such as salvation, 
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the last syllable was divided and pronounced si-on, or shi-on."
187

 The issue is 

complicated further when using the collected works, which is the edition available to 

most conductors. Nathan states: 

Certain archaic spellings that might confuse the modern performer are 

modernized without mention in the commentary. For example, "ye" when used as 

an article is replaced by "the." Such spellings as "sav'our" or "glor'ous" ð 

examples of the eighteenth-century practice of apostrophizing vowels ð are here 

written out as they are pronounced, i.e., "saviour" and "glorious."
188

  

 

Changing these words without providing references hinders a performer seeking to 

replicate eighteenth-century text pronunciations, which may, in turn, hinder historically 

appropriate text stress and articulation. The difficulty of acquiring an original tunebook 

for primary-source comparison makes this editorial decision even more problematic. 

Certainly a historically informed performance would retain the "archaic" pronunciations. 

The collected works are an invaluable resource, but these considerations must be kept in 

mind when examining these editions for modern performance.  

 Strophic pieces can be additionally problematic when determining articulations 

based on text affect. Tunesmiths obviously intended that singers pair tunes with poetry in 

a matching meter, yet strophic settings can include occasional exceptions to the tune and 

text alignment. Strophic texts may are also occasionally composed of verses with 

differing affects, though they are to be sung to the same music. In these instances, 

Murray's summation of the topic is a credible solution to the problem of performance 

articulation and text underlay: "Performance of Yankee psalmody, then, should strive for 
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a clear and distinct pronunciation of the words coupled with an emphatic articulation of 

their underlying rhythms."
189

 The implication of this statement is also that the overall 

affect of the text is more important than the specific syllabic stress.  

A final consideration for texts is, again, related to the editions which appear in the 

collected works. In his initial volume, Nathan chose to supply texts for all tunes 

published by Billings without text. Nathan outlines the editing rules which governed 

these selections in his introduction.
190

 Kroeger, in the following three volumes, reprints 

these rules verbatim and follows them. In many instances, these tunes had already 

become commonly associated with a particular text. Even so, I find little justification for 

choosing to include texts with these pieces, other than that there were virtually no 

available modern editions of Billings's music at the time the collected works were 

compiled. Nathan and Kroeger were working to make the collected works serve as both 

historical documentation and a source of choral repertoire suitable for performance. 

Modern conductors should be aware, however, that it is acceptable performance practice 

to substitute different texts for these works. This can add a great deal of flexibility when 

programming concert repertoire. 

The modern conductor has many factors to consider when choosing performance 

articulations. Billings provides little clear insight as to what he would have preferred, but 

his commentary on the overall affect of pieces leads to the conclusion that it is most 

appropriate to make choices designed to emphasize the meaning of the text.  
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7. PERFORMANCE PRACTICE: DYNAMICS 

 

Billings, like his contemporaries, never used the term "dynamics," but his prose 

makes it clear that he was aware of variations in volume. The few printed dynamic 

markings that appear in his works are contained in the anthems. The difficulty and added 

cost of including dynamic indications on engraved plates, which was the printing format 

for all of Billings's tunebooks except The Continental Harmony, must be considered as a 

substantial deterrent to including dynamic markings in publication. In the dictionary 

portion of The New England Psalm-Singer, Billings provides the following definitions 

significant to dynamics:   

Eccho [sic] ð soft like an Eccho [sic]. 

Forte ð Loud, Strong. 

Fortissimo ð very loud. 

Piano ð soft and sweet like an Eccho [sic].
191

 

 

The dynamic markings in the anthems generally appear at the opening or closing 

of a musical section and at the most important points in the narrative of the lyrics. For 

example, in Who Is This That Cometh from Edom (See Appendix G) Billings indicates 

forte in m. 128. This is the opening of a new homophonic section set to the text, "Hark! 

how he groans! his bitter Cries The Rocks have split; but see! he dies, dies, dies, but see! 

he dies!" The text is referring to the crucifixion of Jesus. When the music arrives at the 

fi rst statement of the word "dies" in m. 135, Billings indicates piano. These are the only 

two dynamic indications in the piece ðwhich at 188 measures is one of Billings's 

longest. It is my belief that Billings chose these two specific points to include dynamic 

                                                 
 191

 Nathan, ed., Complete Works of William Billings, 2:33-34. 



84 

 

markings in order to highlight the importance of this text. The contrast between loud 

groans of pain and a soft statement of death helps to dramatically illustrate the story. 

One of the issues with the sparse dynamic markings is that there is no clear 

indication of how long each dynamic level is to last, unless it is assumed that each 

dynamic is maintained until the next marking. In this example, that would mean that the 

remainder of the piece was performed at a piano dynamic, because the piano marking in 

m. 135 is the final marking Billings provides. This seems highly unlikely to have been 

Billings's intention due to the triumphant nature of the ending of the piece set to the text 

"Hallelujah, Praise the Lord!" in reference to the resurrection of Jesus. There is also no 

dynamic marking at the opening of the piece (a common occurrence), requiring a 

decision to be made on all dynamic levels preceding m. 135.  

I assert that Billings intended for other dynamic shifts to occur, even though they 

are not specifically indicated. Billings's anthems are constructed in clearly defined 

sections, or musical phrases. These phrases are generally set apart from each other by a 

full or partial measure of rest. In Who Is This That Cometh from Edom, the practice of 

phrase separation is clear: the first two measures are an independent phrase which 

establish the key of E major through a I - V - I chord progression.  A full measure of rest 

follows before the next phrase begins. This phrase is then followed by a half measure of 

rest, allowing for a complete break before the bass enters on the imitative motive of the 

next section. This extended section of imitation concludes in m. 57 with a homophonic 

cadence, again followed by a full measure of rest. The measures of rest which delineate 

each musical section continue throughout the piece (mm. 67, 98, 127, 140, 149, 178), and 
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appear in all of Billings's anthems.
192

 At other points, Billings uses beats of rest to 

separate repeated words, such as the word "die" in mm. 84-87, mm. 92-95, and mm. 135-

136.  

Contrast in other musical aspects, including texture, key, and meter, are apparent 

between these sections of the anthems. The few dynamic markings found in the 

tunebooks almost always occur at the onset of a new phrase, and changes in the narrative 

of the text are typically aligned with these points. This leads me to the conclusion that 

dynamic levels were also commonly changed between phrases, though not always 

indicated by Billings. Each phrase was likely performed at a chosen dynamic level which 

remained throughout, rather than through gradual increases or decreases in volume. This 

enhanced the overall affect of the text and musical setting in each phrase. McKay and 

Crawford state the following generalization supporting the relationship of dynamics and 

text: 

It is one of the composer's chief axioms that the music conform to the expressive 

content of the words, and he misses no opportunity to emphasize this point. 

Billings employed dynamics to reinforce textual moods ð softer levels being 

generally associated with minor-mode tunes and dolorous text, louder ones with 

texts expressing triumph and joy. Performers, then, can take their dynamic cues 

from the texts.
193

 

 

Who Is This That Cometh from Edom contains a variety of text affects for which 

dynamic variations would be appropriate, though few are indicated. In mm. 15-57 

Billings sets a Biblical text drawn from Isaiah, Chapter 9. This is a joyful text containing 
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the many triumphant names of the coming Christ: wonderful, counselor, prince of peace, 

Shiloh, Emmanuel, etc. It is set imitatively in E major. The section is followed by the 

previously mentioned measure of rest (m. 58) and then two four-measure monophonic 

phrases which function as a bridge to E minor, again followed by a measure of rest (m. 

67). In addition to the key change, Billings alters the meter from duple to triple and the 

texture from imitative to homophonic. The text now discusses the impending crucifixion 

of Jesus: "Now is the Hour of Darkness come, And Jesus waits to hear his Doom." These 

are very different ideas in the text, but there is no dynamic change indicated. I assert that 

Billings, based on his comments regarding the relationship of "sharp" and "flat" keys to 

joyful and sorrowful texts,
194

 would have preferred the joyful imitative section in a major 

key to be sung at a louder dynamic than the sorrowful homophonic section in a minor key 

based on the intent of the text.  

The anthems, unlike the shorter plain tunes, contain a variety of structural changes 

that can provide a modern conductor with a guide for making dynamic decisions. In 

addition to changes from major to minor, changes in texture likely also played a 

significant role in determining dynamics. In the dictionary of The New England Psalm-

Singer, Billings includes the following definition: "Solo or Solus ð Either Part alone."
195

 

He continues later in the introductory prose to state:  

Much caution should be used in singing a Solo, in my Opinion Two or Three at 

most are enough to sing it well, it should be sung as Soft as an Eccho [sic], in 
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order to keep the Hearers in an agreeable Suspense till all the Parts join together 

in a full Chorus, as smart and strong as possible.
196

  

 

These statements suggest musical passages indicated as solo were not intended for a 

single performer, but, instead, a small group of singers or an entire section. The 

specificity with which Billings discusses solo performance, though brief, implies it was 

an important part of his compositions. Only a few passages are marked as "solo" 

throughout the six tunebooks, but it is plausible that far more of the music was assumed 

to be a solo passage. As with other markings in the score, the cost of including an 

indication for a solo should be considered a frequent deterrent. It was likely acceptable to 

perform extended passages scored for a single voice part with smaller groups (soli). It can 

be assumed that this change in texture would have resulted in a varied dynamic. Altering 

the performing forces from full to partial choir resulted in a built-in dynamic contrast, 

and based on Billings's statement it seems clear this was the intent, not only an 

unexpected result.   

In The Singing Master's Assistant Billings's re-prints the same definitions for 

dynamic markings that appeared in The New England Psalm-Singer, and he provides 

further comments on solo singing. In his typical witty style, Billings provides the 

following advice to his "younger Pupils:" 

It is deemed a point of ill manners to invade the province of another, by singing a 

Solo, which does not belong to your part, for it will admit of these two 

constructions, viz. that the persons to whom it is assigned, are not capable of 

doing justice to the piece, or at least, that you are more capable than they.
197
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Again, solo is implied as a group rather than an individual. There is no discussion 

relevant to soloists or dynamics in the introduction to The Continental Harmony. 

In addition to the overall affect of the piece, I propose that dynamics were closely 

related to texture variations. When Billings wished for a passage to be softer, he generally 

composed it for fewer voice parts or marked it as a solo passage. Although the dynamic 

level is actually a byproduct of the number of voices, a conductor should be aware that 

this was most likely the desired purpose. A conductor should not try to retain the same 

level of volume throughout a section with a changing number of voices.  

Consider the opening of the anthem The Lord Is Ris'n Indeed (see Appendix F). 

Billings begins with a solo in the bass line on the text "The Lord is ris'n indeed," (mm. 1-

4) followed by a statement by all voices of "Hallelujah" (mm. 5-6). The pattern repeats in 

mm. 11-13, this time with the opening text set as a duet between the soprano and tenor. 

An increase in dynamic intensity is created in the way the piece is constructed: solo as 

softest, all voices as loudest, duet as a middle dynamic, and finally a statement by all 

voices that returns to the louder dynamic. This is followed by another texture contrast: a 

monophonic bass line in mm. 15-22 leads to all voices, which is then repeated in mm. 23-

30. Dynamic variation, if any, between such repetitions must be considered.  Murray 

asserts that "the general assumption of the period was that when dynamic marks were not 

notated in the printed music, the repetition of a rhythmic pattern, phrase, or entire section 

of music should serve as an unwritten indication of increased dynamics."
198

 There is little 
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direct evidence to support this claim, but I concur that it does seem likely that Billings 

intended a repetition of text to emphasize that statement.  

For strophic works, other factors must be considered. Unlike the anthems, there 

are no key or texture changes to guide dynamic decisions. In the plain tune Africa (see 

Appendix B), however, the text of the verses could suggest multiple dynamic decisions. 

Verse one begins with "Now shall my inward joy arise and burst into a song." Clearly, 

this is a jubilant statement, and "burst" implies it could be performed at a loud dynamic. 

Verse three begins with "Why do we then indulge our fears, suspicions, and complaints?" 

This is a significantly different text, and could indicate a softer, more subdued dynamic. 

The purpose of the plain tunes also factors into possible intended dynamic variations. 

Because plain tunes were primarily used as teaching pieces and for congregational 

singing, it is likely dynamic variations were far less of a concern for Billings than in the 

anthems. I assert that the most appropriate guide to dynamics for a plain tune is the 

overall affect of the text and the key of the piece rather than the text of the individual 

verses. It would still be appropriate for verses to be performed with some level of 

contrast, but not greatly different from the primary dynamic choice (loud or soft).  

Fuging tunes are based on a two-texture construction of homophony followed by 

imitation. Although there is an obvious difference in texture, the strophic form 

(homophonic verse with imitative refrain) indicates there was likely one affect which 

remained throughout the piece. Fuging tunes, as with plain tunes, were also primarily 

used in the singing schools. These factors suggest it would be appropriate for an overall 
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dynamic level to be used throughout the performance of fuging tunes with minimal 

variation between verses. 

Decisions regarding dynamics in modern concert performance should be based on 

the idea that the absence of printed dynamics does not mean they were not intended. As 

with articulations, it is my assertion that the affect of the piece should serve as the 

primary guide for choosing dynamics. Texture was also likely an important factor in 

dynamics, and this was almost certainly by design, not only as a chance result. Billings 

makes clear that passages marked solo are not intended to be sung by an individual; 

rather they are to be performed by a smaller group of singers. Similarly, though Billings 

does not state it, a passage that is scored for a single voice part could ostensibly have 

been performed with a small group rather than the entire section. The repetition of 

phrases could conceivably have changed in dynamic intensity, and the text should guide 

decisions as to whether an increase or decrease is appropriate. 

 

 

 

 



91 

 

8. PERFORMANCE PRACTICE: BALANCE AND VOICING 

 

Creating an appropriate balance among the voice parts for a modern performance 

requires an understanding of how the tunesmith pieces were composed. The melody of 

the homophonic tunesmith music is almost exclusively in the tenor voice. Billings's 

definition of tenor includes: "The second Octave above the Bass, also the leading or 

Church Part."
199

 If this is the "leading" part and the part sung by the congregation, then it 

would almost certainly have been heard above the others simply because of the number 

of singers. Modern conductors should be aware of the placement of the melody in the 

tenor, rather than in the highest voice part. Composing homophonic pieces with the 

melody in the highest voice became the standard of American hymnody after 1800.  

In certain pieces, Billings includes voice divisi, most commonly an octave 

division in the bass voice. It was not necessarily intended that both parts always be sung: 

"When you meet with two Notes standing one over the other, they are called choosing 

Notes, and signify that you may sing which you please, or both if you have Voices 

enough."
200

 It should be noted that splitting a section to perform both "choosing notes" 

would affect the balance, but there is no indication how often this occurred. Because the 

divisi was specifically notated, I believe that Billings's would have preferred the 

performance of both notes whenever enough singers were available.  
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The most specific passage regarding balance is contained in the introduction to 

The New England Psalm-Singer:   

IN Order to make good Music, there is great Judgment required in dividing the 

Parts properly, so that one shall not over-power the other. In most Singing 

Companies I ever heard, the greatest Failure was in the Bass, for let the Three 

upper Parts be Sung by the Best Voices upon Earth, and after the best Manner, yet 

without a sufficient Quantity of Bass, they are no better than a Scream, because 

the Bass is the Foundation, and if it be well laid, you may build upon it at 

Pleasure. Therefore in order to have good Music, there must be Three Bass to one 

of the upper Parts.
201

 

 

Billings seemingly advocates for two opposing concepts: an equal balance of parts that 

do "not over-power the other" and an overwhelming imbalance between the bass and the 

upper voices created by putting "three bass to one of the upper parts." This was not an 

isolated sentiment; the idea appears in tunebook introductions for the next several 

decades. Daniel Read, in The American Singing Book, succinctly states the same concept: 

"Care should be taken, in singing-companies, to have the parts properly proportioned; 

one half the strength of voices should be upon the bass, and the other half divided upon 

the other parts."
202

 

Some prior researchers of performance practice have taken this idea at face value. 

Murray states that the "suggested proportionment [sic] results in a bottom-heavy sound, 

which, unfortunately is seldom adhered to in modern-day performances, where the 
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sopranos tend to predominate."
203

 McKay and Crawford state that, "at least at the 

beginning of his career, Billings's ideal chorus was bottom heavy."
204

  

In 1996 Kevin J. Lambert called for the reassessment of this concept. He noted 

that "there are no indications of the balance before adding basses, no reasons given about 

the reason for adding basses, and no explanations of the desired outcome of adding 

basses. The only certainty is that [Billings] wanted more sound coming from the bass 

part."
205

 Lambert implies that Billings may have believed that it required the three-to-one 

ratio of bass singers to achieve equal balance among the four voices. Dividing the basses 

into choosing notes may have further complicated the issue. It is important to remember 

that the opening of Billings's statement is "IN Order to make good Music, there is great 

Judgment required in dividing the Parts properly, so that one shall not over-power the 

other."
206

  

In his article, Lambert takes aim at several of McKay and Crawford's statements, 

but the pair does offer an alternative, albeit humorous bias against the singing schools: 

If one takes all of this figuratively rather than literally ð Billings as a writer, after 

all, is figurative ð as a plea for a solid and audible bass line and a relaxed vocal 

production in upper voices, it makes good sense. For one thing, in singing schools 

where the scholars were mostly youngsters the number of mature bass voices 

would have been small and the bass overbalanced. For another, Billings's singing 

scholars were surely no less likely to force high notes than are inexperienced 

singers today, and a forced high note from an uncultivated eighteenth-century 
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throat probably sounded worse than anything that might be produced in the name 

of music at the present day.
207

 

 

McKay and Crawford also provide the following statistics from the Stoughton singing 

school of 1774, the only school for which such record exists:  

Bass: five males 

Tenor: eight males, thirteen females 

Counter [alto]: five males 

Treble: eighteen females 

(Total, eighteen males and thirty-one females)
208

 

 

The lack of basses provides a plausible suggestion for why Billings states "In most 

Singing Companies I ever heard, the greatest Failure was in the Bass."
209

 The counter, 

though equally small in number of singers, was less important to the harmonic 

construction of the tunesmith music. As noted by Lambert, the assumption that Billings 

preferred an overwhelming bass sound did not account for the probable lack of low 

voices; instead, the assumption is based on the modern choral model of a relatively equal 

number of voices in each section in which each singer is expected to contribute equally in 

volume.  

Billings's statement on balance in The Singing Master's Assistant only adds to the 

confusion: 

One very essential thing in Music, is to have the parts properly proportioned; and 

here I think we ought to take a grateful notice, that the Author of Harmony has so 

curiously constructed our Organs, that there are about three or four deep voices 

suitable for the Bass to one for the upper parts, which is about the proportion 

required in the laws of Harmony; for the voices on the Bass should be majestic, 

deep and solemn; the tenor, full, bold and manly; the Counter loud, clear and 
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lofty; the Treble soft, shrill, and sonorous; and if suitable voices cannot be had, to 

sing each part properly, some of the parts had better be omitted; for it is a maxim 

with me, that two parts well sung, are better than four parts indifferently sung; and 

I had rather hear four people sing well, than four hundred almost well.
210

 

 

Within this description, Billings states that basses are the most common voice type. As 

McKay and Crawford put it, "according to Billings's Law, people with good voices are 

three or four times more likely to be singers of bass than any upper part."
211

 This is at 

odds with his implied need for bass sound in The New England Psalm-Singer. In his 

description of the voice types, Billings, as expected, uses adjectives for the three lower 

voice parts which suggest a larger sound than the treble. Surprisingly, the counter is 

described as "loud," which is not an aspect of balance found in any of the other prose 

discussions. 

In The Singing Master's Assistant Billings provides a few practical suggestions 

for his fellow singing masters:
 
 

1. LET the low notes in the bass be struck full, and the high notes soft. 

2. LET not the upper parts overpower the lower ones. 

3. LET each performer attend critically to the strength of his own voice, and not 

strive to sing louder than the rest of the company; unless he is in the place of a 

leader.  

4. LET each performer sing the part that is most suitable to his voice; and never 

stretch it beyond its proper bearing.
212

 

 

Here, again, are comments on keeping the upper voices soft and the bass present to avoid 

overpowering the low voice. The third point alludes to a general need for balance within 
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the section and the fourth makes the allowance for singers to sing whichever part is "most 

suitable," which included men on the upper parts or women on the lower parts.  

In The Continental Harmony Billings addresses which voices should be assigned 

to each choral part (hereafter, "voicing"). Billings's writings on this topic are unique 

among the tunesmiths. He advocates a six-part texture created by doubling the soprano 

line an octave lower and doubling the tenor line an octave higher: 

 Scholar. Pray, sir, what is the difference between the Medius and Treble?  

 Master. When a piece of music is set in four parts, if a woman sings the 

upper part, it is called a Treble, because it is threefold, or the third octave from the 

Bass, but if a man sings it, it is called a Medius, or Cantus, because he sings it an 

octave below a Treble. 

 Scholar. Which is the best of these two? 

 Master. It is sometimes set so, as for one part to be best, and sometimes 

the other; but in general they are best sung together, viz. if a man sings it as a 

Medius, and a woman as a Treble, it is then in effect as two parts; so likewise, if a 

man sing a Tenor with a masculine and a woman with a feminine voice, the Tenor 

is as full as two parts, and a tune so sung, (although it has but four parts) is in 

effect the same as six. Such a conjunction of masculine and feminine voices is 

beyond expression, sweet and ravishing, and is esteemed by all good judges to be 

vastly preferable to any instrument whatever, framed by human invention. 

 Scholar. And is it a matter of indifference which part is sung, either 

Medius or Treble? 

 Master. No, for if one part must be omitted, I chuse [sic] it should be the 

Medius, because oftentimes notes in the Treble which are fifths above the Tenor, 

or Bass, when sung as a Medius, are converted into fourths below.
213

 

 

This is a clear description which Billings obviously prefers, and it has been adopted by 

many modern choral conductors, yet, it may not have been common practice. The 

Continental Harmony, which contained the previous scholar-master interview, was 

published when Billings's public impact had significantly diminished. Lambert notes that 

the six-part texture is mentioned a few years later by another minor composer, but that 
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"general acceptance of a practice mentioned only twice seems unlikely. For this reason 

the prevalence of this doubling in modern performances is questionable."
214

 This voicing 

technique was likely a development late in Billings's career. His specificity in tunebook 

introductions suggests that if he had desired this voicing prior to the publication of The 

Continental Harmony, he most likely would have mentioned it.  

Taking into account all of this information, Murray makes an observation about 

Billings's commentary: "It is noteworthy that the counter part was the only voice of the 

four not reinforced either by a larger complement of performers, as with the basses, or by 

octave doubling, as with the trebles and tenors. In general, the counter was considered the 

least important of the four voices."
215

 Murray's statement reinforces the fact that the 

counter was typically the last part composed and therefore the least melodic of the four 

voices. 

A possible interpretation of Billings's explanation of the six-voice texture is 

simply that he wanted women to double the tenor melody an octave higher to make it 

stronger. Although he takes the time to explain the tenor doubling of the soprano line, or 

the "medius" voice, he immediately follows this with the suggestion that the medius 

could be omitted. Billings prose is far from unintentional, and he would not have 

included this query from his "scholar" without having a purpose. Consider the above-

quoted numbers from the 1774 Stoughton singing school as a model: if thirteen female 

singers were performing the tenor line, it may well have been up the octave rather than 
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at-pitch with the tenors. Using these same statistics, it appears more likely that there 

would be additional female singers available to double the tenor than men available to 

create a medius voice. Notice, also, that no men are indicated on the treble part, 

indicating the absence of the medius voice in this singing school. Variations from the 

printed score may have been more prevalent than extant historical references signify, and 

it seems plausible that at least a five-voice texture was commonplace when women 

doubled the melody up the octave. 

This leaves the modern conductor with many variables to consider. McKay and 

Crawford offer this conclusion: "In sum, Billings's prefaces give ample justification for 

present-day performers to adjust voice dispositions so as to overcome the balance 

problems the original scores seem to suggest."
216

 This statement gives the conductor free 

reign to adjust Billings music, and it intimates an inherent weakness in Billings's music 

ð  I take issue with both suggestions. 

Billings's prose, though sometimes difficult to decipher in modern terms, is 

specific, and it is all essentially aimed at achieving an equal balance among the voice 

parts. Two statements make this exceedingly clear: from the The New England Psalm-

Singer, " IN Order to make good Music, there is great Judgment required in dividing the 

Parts properly, so that one shall not over-power the other,"
217

 and from the The Singing 

Master's Assistant, "ONE very essential thing in Music, is to have the parts properly 
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proportioned."
218

 Modern conductors should never adhere to an overwhelming imbalance 

from any of the four parts, including the bass. Billings's frequent comments on decreasing 

the volume of the treble voices were likely an attempt to balance the disproportionately 

small number of bass singers, not to overwhelm aurally the piece from the bottom up.  

The music stands as written without balance problems. The tenor melody can be 

clearly distinguished with proper direction from a modern conductor. Billings was 

attempting to provide these instructions through his prose. This does not mean the six-

part model should be entirely ignored. It certainly was employed, at least occasionally, 

since Billings went into such detail to describe it. McKay and Crawford make a point 

with which I agree: "Conductors should not shy away from changing voice dispositions 

during pieces. One verse of a plain tune, for example, might be sung in four parts, another 

in six."
219

 For example, the six verses of Africa could be sung in alternating four-part and 

six-part texture, or the six-part texture could be applied to the final verse. Portions of 

fuging tunes could also be performed with voice doubling, such as the strophic verses 

found in The Bird. Application of the six-part texture is less feasible in the anthems. 

These pieces already contain variations in texture, and they were too difficult for most of 

the singing schools attendees; if they were performed it was likely by singers who could 

sing the parts as printed. It is still possible that variations in texture were performed in the 

anthems, especially when homophonic phrases were repeated. A conductor who makes 

intelligent decisions about when to apply the texture variations, in combination with a 
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well-balanced choir that is aware of the melodic material in the tenor line, will be able to 

perform Billings's music in an appropriate manner.  



101 

 

9. PERFORMANCE PRACTICE: ORNAMENTATION 

 

One of the purposes of singing schools was to enable singers to read what was on 

the page rather than to sing from rote; this, in part, was intended to eradicate the 

embellishments and variations that precentors added during the lining-out process. Even 

so, it is clear that ornamentation of the melody remained a widely accepted practice. 

Billings states his support for ornamentation in his first publication; he describes the 

"Grace of Transition" in The New England Psalm-Singer: 

THIS Grace, called the Grace of Transition, if rightly performed, is one of the 

greatest Ornaments to Music that can be used; and in my Opinion, the turning of 

Thirds up and down, is one of the nicest Points, and if well done, beautifies the 

Musick exceedingly, whether Vocal or Instrumental.
220

 

 

The ornament fills in thirds with stepwise motion and allows for the use of neighbor 

tones. Billings follows his description with a musical example of melodic and rhythmic 

ornamentation to embellish an otherwise unremarkable musical passage: 

 

Musical Example 2: The Grace of Transition
221
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Billings makes no further comments on ornaments or the rules for applying them in The 

New England Psalm Singer, but he expands the explanation in The Singing Master's 

Assistant: 

THE Grace of Transition is sliding; not jumping, from one note to another; 

therefore, it is called a Grace, because it is doing the work gracefully; it is 

intended as an ornament, which it really is, if it is well performed; it is also 

intended to sweeten the roughness of a leap. In my opinion the turning thirds up 

and down, is a beautiful part of music; but you must not use the Grace of 

Transition or lean on the intermediate Note in thirds, where the Notes are but a 

half beat in length; for that makes them sound like Notes tied together in threes; 

but you must strike such Notes as distinctly and emphatically as possible. See the 

Example, where I have set down, first the plain Notes, with the Grace following; 

and the halfbeat Notes are inserted in the Grace, as they are in the Example, 

which signifies that the Grace of Transition is not used in such Notes, in any case 

whatever.
222

 

 

Musical Example 3: The Grace
223

 

 

In his description and example Billings indicates that ornaments should not be applied to 

any note value less than a half-note. If the value is less than a half-note in duration it 

should be struck "distinctly and emphatically." The same terminology is used when 

describing the purpose of the mark of distinction, (discussed in Chapter 6) a symbol 

which indicates an ornament is to be avoided.  

In addition to the grace of transition, Billings addresses the use of trills in The 

Singing Master's Assistant. He explains that a single trill is "to direct the performer to 

divide the note it is set over into three," and a double trill "is to direct the performer, to 
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divide the note it is set over into five parts."
224

 These explanations are followed by 

musical examples: 

 

Musical Example 4: Single Trill
225

 

 

Musical Example 5: Double Trill
226

 

 
 

It is likely that there were variations in the melodic content of trills, for example moving 

to the upper rather than the lower neighbor tone. Billings follows with an admonishment: 

Many ignorant Singers take great licence [sic] from these Trills, and without 

confining themselves to any rule, they shake all notes promiscuously, and they are 

as apt to tear a note in pieces, which should be struck fair and plump, as any 

other[.] Let such persons be informed, that it is impossible to shake a note without 

going off of it, which occasions horrid discords; to remedy which evil, they must 

not shake any note but what is marked with a Trill, and that according to rule, 

which may be easily learned, under a good master.
227

  

 

Billings is stating that ornamentation changes the pitch of the notated note, which may 

result in unintentional dissonance between voice parts. He is prescribing discretion in the 

use of trills, though he stops short of providing specific rules when and when not to use 

ornaments.  
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The Continental Harmony contains only brief mention of ornamentation: 

 Scholar. Sir, I should be glad to know whether the grace of transition 

should be always used in tuning thirds up and down? 

 Master. Where the time of the notes will admit of it, I am very fond of the 

notes being graced by sounding the intermediate note, which serves for a stair for 

the performer to step up or down upon; but where the notes are but a half beat in 

length, you must not strike the intermediate note, because the two outside notes 

are so short, that if you spend any time upon the intermediate note, it makes the 

sound like notes tied together, in threes, which is very false, and entirely spoils 

the air; but where you meet with such notes, you must strike them as distinct and 

emphatic as if a mark of distinction was placed over their heads.
228

 

 

There is no discussion of trills and no musical examples pertaining to ornamentation in 

the final tunebook. 

This provides the modern conductor with only the knowledge that Billings 

supported the use of ornamentation, but little guidance on when to apply ornaments other 

than avoiding notes of less than a half-note value when the melody moves the interval of 

a third. McKay and Crawford recommend the application of ornaments in modern 

performance primarily as an improvisatory learning-exercise for choirs, and have little 

else to say on the topic, aside from: "The composer's recommendations on the use of 

embellishments, or 'graces,' is generally cautious, but he does admit to a fondness for 

their judicious use." 

In an attempt to determine the rules for ornamentation, Murray examined the 

prose of other tunesmiths. He makes three assessments based on William Tan'sur's 

writings, which were the basis for much of Billings's own introductory material: 

One can assert that, according to [Tan'sur], trills could be applied: (1) on 

descending dotted rhythms, (2) at the final cadence, (3) on leading tones at 

internal cadences as long as the rhythmic value is not smaller than a quarter note. 
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This covers most important structural points, and with such a carte blanche it is 

not difficult to imagine abuses stemming from excessive application, particularly 

as applied by inexperienced singers.
229

 

 

Murray's conclusions are important because Tan'sur was one of the leading theorists of 

the time. It makes musical sense that ornaments, such as trills, were likely added at 

important structural points, i.e. cadences. The grace of transition appears to have been a 

broadly applied ornament, as Billings's musical example suggests.  

No tunesmith directly outlined the rules which governed eighteenth-century 

American ornamentation. It is unclear whether ornamentation was dictated to the entire 

section by the singing master or whether individuals added ornaments of their own 

choosing. Realistically, because there was no formal musical training available to most 

singers, ornamentation probably became an improvised practice. The clash of an 

ornament with another printed part, or simultaneous ornaments in multiple voice parts, 

likely prompted the various statements demanding restraint. When deciding upon 

ornaments for modern performance, it seems wise to heed this advice. Applying trills 

only at cadence points is a prudent decision and supports Murray's findings. Murray also 

states: "One thing about which there is total agreement is that embellishments should be 

applied carefully, not over-used by any singer and generally avoided by beginners. In 

such admonitions the emphasis is placed upon achieving a natural and easy style."
230

 In 

other words, singers who are not familiar with ornamentation should not apply it to 

ensure that the end result is pleasant and musical.  
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Ornamentation applied to melodic leaps of a third could prove effective in modern 

performance, but each piece should be considered individually. A careful analysis must 

be made to avoid dissonance when simultaneous voices use the grace of transition. The 

scored texture should also be considered; if Billings has reduced the voicing, which 

occurs in sections of the anthems, it will be easier to ornament one or both parts. The 

entirely homophonic works, such as the plain tunes, are more difficult to ornament while 

avoiding dissonance between voice parts. The imitative textures of the fuging tunes and 

anthems are highly improbable candidates for ornamentation.  

As with texture variations (Chapter 8), ornamentation need not be consistently 

applied to each repetition of a phrase. It seems likely that a plain tune with six verses 

would have gradually become more ornamented as the singers gained familiarity with the 

melodic and harmonic structure. A historically informed modern performance, though 

rehearsed and planned, could reflect this idea. It would also be appropriate for repetitions 

within the anthems to use more ornamentation on the repeat than during the initial 

statement.  

Overall, there is great flexibility in the use of ornamentation assuming a 

conductor follows the melodic and rhythmic patterns that Billings provides. It is 

appropriate in music of this period to avoid prolonged dissonance and to ensure that the 

text is still understandable. This will create a performance of which Billings likely would 

have approved.  
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10. PERFORMANCE PRACTICE: VOCAL TIMBRE 

 

Choral conductors, scholars, and singers disagree on the appropriate vocal timbre 

for performing early American music. On this subject, McKay and Crawford state: 

"Billings never described in detail the vocal quality he favored, and even if he had, it is 

doubtful that it could be interpreted today in terms specific enough to be useful to 

performers."
231

 This is an accurate statement, but there are some conclusions that can be 

drawn from his brief comments contained in the tunebooks. 

In The Singing Master's Assistant, Billings writes: "Be sure not to force the Sound 

thro' your Nose; but warble the Notes in your Throat."
232

 The first half of this statement 

seems to be an admonition against nasality. The second, if considered in archaic terms, is 

probably a suggestion for maintaining oral space. Taken together, this is a request for 

performing the music with a healthy, non-nasal tone.  

Several researchers have identified the eighteenth-century tone as similar to the 

modern Sacred Harp Singers. McKay and Crawford make the assertion that "perhaps the 

best guide for the conductor to consult is the recorded repertory of southern shape-note 

singers."
233

 They describe the Sacred Harp sound as follows: "Their tone is straight ð or 
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vibrato is at least involuntary rather than cultivated ð and nasal, their dynamic range 

small, and they carry a sense of flexibility and ease."
234

 Murray supports this idea:  

Early American singers did not perform with the polish of a modern-day trained 

choir, and if the music of the Yankee psalmodists is to be recreated authentically, 

modern rendition should bear in mind the primitive flavor of the original 

performances . . . On the basis of this information, it might be inferred that the 

tone production of a typical singing school group was likely to be loud, husky, 

and nasal, with perhaps too much vibrato used on high notes and a forced sound 

in the bass register. Taken together, these qualities must have produced a raucous 

and uncontrolled sound akin to that of today's Sacred Harp Singers.
235

 

 

It is a valid point that the modern Sacred Harp Singers may be the closest thing we have 

to eighteenth-century singing schools, but the leap to this comparison is a large one. 

McKay and Crawford follow their statement with a qualification: "The shape-note 

tradition is, of course, chronologically and geographically far removed from eighteenth-

century New England and cannot be taken as an authentic replica of the style of Billings's 

time."
236

  

The research of Kevin J. Lambert calls attention to the obvious lack of connection 

between the two time periods.
 237

 His analysis of commentary by Billings and other 

singing masters, including Jacob Kimball, Andrew Law, John Stickney, and Samuel 

Holyoke, leads him to an entirely different set of conclusions regarding vocal quality and 

production in the singing schools. Lambert asserts the following five points: 
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1) A generally accepted standard of vocal quality existed, which choirs tried to 

produce. 

2) Ideal vocal quality was clear and open, with a free production.  

3) Good vocal quality and production allowed the voice to move with agility, sing 

pitches accurately, produce a variety of dynamic levels, and provide nuance of 

expression.  

4) Poor vocal quality and production sounded nasal, throaty, spread, breathy, 

constricted, shouted, bawled, or excessively loud.  

5) The sound of a voice reaching for pitches outside its range was unacceptable.
238

 

 

A caveat with these rules appears in number two: "ideal." It may have indeed been the 

case that the singing masters were striving to teach what would be considered modern 

vocal technique, as Lambert describes, but it seems highly improbable this was always 

successfully achieved in the few weeks that a singing school existed. Again, however, the 

leap to asserting that they sounded like the modern Sacred Harp Singers is not an 

appropriate conclusion. Conductors should approach the study of Billings's music without 

initially considering shape-note hymnody, especially since shape-notes first appeared 

after Billings's death (See Chapter 1). Much of the confusion between eighteenth-century 

tunesmiths and the nineteenth-century shape-note tradition arose because many tunesmith 

pieces were eventually incorporated into the shape-note collections.  

I side with Lambert in claiming that there are additional, more appropriate, 

models for tone. Billings's statement that nasal sound was not desirable is in sharp 

contrast to the vocal style of Sacred Harp Singers. The issue of vocal timbre goes to the 

core of issues associated with performance practice and Billings's music: it aims to define 

performance practice for music that was never specifically intended for concert 

performance. The decision must be made to perform these works either as they would 
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have been performed at the conclusion of a brief singing school, which likely was with 

sub-par vocal technique, or to perform them as the singing masters desired.  

Billings's early works were composed as didactic tools, but with the publication of 

The Psalm-Singer's Amusement, his intentions for his music greatly changed. The 

complexity of his anthems and fuging tunes probably were beyond the capabilities of the 

average singing school, and no established choral ensemble is known to have existed in 

pre-1800 America. Billings seemingly composed for concert performances without the 

expectation of his work being performed. As the title of the tunebook suggests, Billings 

probably composed the music simply for the enjoyment of advanced singers.  

The modern choir should strive to perform Billings's music with a tone that is 

healthy, open, and free. It should be bright, but not overly nasal to realize the goal of the 

singing masters. Taken literally, the single comment Billings makes about tone makes it 

clear that he did not support nasal singing. It is therefore most appropriate to make 

decisions about vocal tone based on the premise that one of the primary intentions of 

Billings's music was to teach vocal performance, and a high standard was desired, even if 

not always achieved. 
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11. CONCLUSION 

 

Performance practice of eighteenth-century American psalmody has been 

interpreted a variety of ways, and there are few concrete facts. Conclusions must be made 

based on the specific composer, piece, form, and year of composition. It is almost certain 

that the music of William Billings was performed in multiple ways throughout New 

England over the period of his life. The singing public embraced the music of the 

tunesmiths according to the theory each singing master promulgated, which meant every 

singing school and every congregation was unique. It is important to make informed 

performance decisions based on what Billings stated, in light of all possibilities.  

It seems most fitting to let the ever-verbose Billings have the final word. His last 

prose publication, the conclusion to The Continental Harmony preface, contains an 

appropriate commentary regarding the decisions a modern conductor must make about 

performance practice: 

I advise you to be neither too confident, nor too diffident, that is, do not be too 

ready to give up your argument, when your cause may be just and well grounded, 

and on the other hand, do not be swallowed up, in self-will nor self-conceit, but 

let your mind be always open to conviction, diligently enquiring after truth; for 

Solomon says, "instruct a wise man and he will yet be wiser" [Proverbs 9:9]. 

Therefore you must never think yourself too wise to be taught, nor too old to 

learn; but be always ready to receive instruction from any one; and I hope you 

will be able to say with the Psalmist, "I have more understanding than all my 

teachers" [Psalm 119:99]. At the same time you must not be so taken up with the 

sound as to neglect the substance, but strive to sing in the spirit as well as with the 

understanding.
239
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APPENDIX A: CANON ð WHEN JESUS WEPT
240

 

Copyright © [1981] American Musicological Society, Colonial Society of Massachusetts. 

All rights reserved. Used by permission. 
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APPENDIX B: PLAIN TUNE ð AFRICA
241

 

Copyright © [1977] American Musicological Society, Colonial Society of Massachusetts. 

All rights reserved. Used by permission. 
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APPENDIX C: FUGING TUNE ð THE BIRD
242

 

Copyright © [1986] American Musicological Society, Colonial Society of Massachusetts. 

All rights reserved. Used by permission. 
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APPENDIX D: SET PIECE ð BERLIN
243

 

Copyright © [1986] American Musicological Society, Colonial Society of Massachusetts. 

All rights reserved. Used by permission. 
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APPENDIX E: SHORT ANTHEM ð DAVID'S LAMENTATION
244

 

Copyright © [1977] American Musicological Society, Colonial Society of Massachusetts. 

All rights reserved. Used by permission. 
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APPENDIX F: ANTHEM ð THE LORD IS RIS'N INDEED
245
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All rights reserved. Used by permission. 
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