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Franklin County was established in 1784 and in the subsequent year, the Uni-
versity of Georgia was chartered; the town of Athens was founded in 1806, in 
the area rechristened as Jackson County.1 In addition to being a university town 
in the nineteenth century, Athens was known for its agricultural work, its work 
in manufacturing, and as an early railroad terminal (1833), connecting the 
town with other regional centers, such as Marthasville (present- day Atlanta).2 
Athens also became a hub for hymnody found in four- shape and later seven- 
shape hymnals. In this essay I explore several phases of hymn traditions in the 
Athens Clarke- County area and its surrounding counties. Much of my research 
on the hymnbooks in the nineteenth century was done through the Georgia 
Historic Newspapers database, while the post-1973 revival research relied on 
oral histories sponsored by the Athens Music Project and participant obser-
vation.3 This essay uses a generally chronological approach to explore key 
publications, institutions, and events in the broader Athens area. My research 
speaks to Athens’s distinctive history as a rural Southern town that also houses 
the resources of a university but could also serve as a model for understanding 
the dissemination and practice of shape- note hymns in other similar towns. 

In the mid- nineteenth century local booksellers advertised hymnbooks, and 
local singings would be featured in the society columns and other pages. News-
papers featured songbooks compiled by Georgian song compilers, such as The 
Social Harp (1855) by John G. McCurry from nearby Hart County, as well as 
hymnals from farther afield. As the twentieth century opened, the four- shape 
hymnals and their surrounding traditions were both absorbed by and supplanted 
by revivalist gospel songs, though there is evidence that traditional practices 
continued. The relative ease of printing and publication during this time led to 
a plethora of hymnals published throughout Georgia, including Athens. Local 
singer and hymn author J. B. Vaughan (1862–1918) compiled and published 

Chapter Four

Shape- Note Hymn Traditions  
in Athens, Georgia

Joanna Smolko
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hymnbooks in Athens and organized social events, such as the statewide sing-
ings hosted in Athens in 1914 and 1915. His hymnal Resurrected Songs (1904) 
shows the preservation and reinterpretation of earlier traditions.4 

By the 1930s the role of shape- note singing and gospel singing as social 
events in Athens appears to have died down; rather than community events, 
hymn- singing appears to primarily have taken place within churches. While 
other groups, such as the Chattahoochee Singing Convention in west Geor-
gia, continued to host singings from shape- note hymnals, especially The 
Sacred Harp, singers from the Athens area would have had to travel widely 
to participate in these.

Shape- note singing was revived in the Athens area through the work of 
John Garst and John Hollingsworth, who moved to Athens in the 1960s. 
Along with coeditor Daniel Patterson, John Garst republished an edition of 
The Social Harp (1973).5 This led to the founding of an annual Athenian 
“Old Harp” singing that continues to this day. John Hollingsworth, a lifelong 
singer from Mississippi, moved to work at the University of Georgia. His 
family sang from the seven- shape hymnal The Christian Harmony (1866) for 
generations. His and his son Bill worked on an editorial team with others such 
as Mike Spencer of nearby Bishop, Georgia, which generated a new edition 
of The Christian Harmony (2010) as well as publication of songs by Ray-
mond Hamrick (1915–2014), a watchmaker and hymn writer from Macon, 
Georgia. In the past few decades a warm relationship has developed between 
Athens- area singers and other local area singings, especially Atlanta- area 
singings. Singers from Athens participate in the Sacred Harp diaspora as 
defined by Kiri Miller, a “dispersed network of singing communities” in the 
United States and around the world who gather together in singing conven-
tions and other events, and within online communities.6 Shannon Primm, for 
example, host of the current shape- note singing group, has traveled around 
the world to singings and hosts singers from around the world who come to 
Georgia as part of a pilgrimage trip to the American South. In the following 
section I will look at the nineteenth- century advertisements, with excursions 
into the life and music of John G. McCurry and J. B. Vaughan. This will 
be followed by a discussion of the renewal of the tradition in 1973 and the 
unfolding of the hymn traditions since that time. 

There were several hymnals in usage in Athens in the nineteenth century 
advertised in local newspapers. Though the data generally correspond with 
publication dates, hymnbooks were widely advertised soon after publica-
tion, there are ongoing trends that suggest how the hymnals may have been 
disseminated and used in the local area. One of the most jarring elements 
of this research is the ways in which advertisements for hymnals exist side 
by side with the advertisement of the sale of enslaved African Americans. 
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Figure 4.1. Southern Watchman (Athens, Georgia), December 30, 
1858, p. 3. Advertisements for books and enslaved people.
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The very mundanity of these advertisements points to the callousness of this 
commodification. 

Albon Chase (1808–1867), a bookseller and businessman in Athens, fre-
quently advertised new hymnals; because he also edited and published the 
Southern Banner, many of these advertisements would appear in this news-
paper, though they also appeared in the rival Southern Whig.7 Most frequently 
the ads for hymnbooks stood alone; this suggests that their popularity would 
make it profitable to invest funds into a prominent ad. When included in a list, 
the hymnbooks would lead the list or be set in a larger font.

The first hymnbook advertised by A. Chase is William Walker’s The 
Southern Harmony (1835), which ran from 1841 to 1845. The initial adver-
tisements in 1841 indicated that they had a supply of three hundred copies of 
the book, by 1842 the advertised numbers were two hundred copies, and in 
subsequent years the numbers were not included (presumably because they 
were so small). In December 1844, the ad noted that they were carrying the 
“latest edition” of the book, perhaps the “edited, corrected and revised” edi-
tion of 1844. Though The Southern Harmony continued to be released in new 
editions through 1854, the newer revisions were not advertised after 1845. As 
booksellers frequently advertised hymnbooks until the 1870s, this suggests 
that The Southern Harmony may have been supplanted by newer, and perhaps 
more popular, hymnals.

The Hesperian Harp (1848) compiled by Dr. William Houser in nearby 
Jefferson, Georgia, was advertised a handful of times in the late 1840s.8 The 
first advertisement is significant for what it suggests about the process of 
disseminating hymnals.9 Agents were requested “immediately” in order to 
“canvas every place in the land,” with discounts offered for bulk orders. It 
claimed that “the Hesperian Harp is the largest and cheapest Music Book 
ever offered to the American public.” It foregrounds the eclectic nature of the 
hymnal, preserving past hymns and introducing new tunes, and highlights the 
hymns’ social functions, including temperance. The ad reads:

[This work will contain] a larger number of the Church Tunes used by the 
religious denominations South and West, than have ever been embraced in one 
volume; Odes, Anthems, Sunday School, Infant, Missionary, and Temperance 
Pieces. Many of these tunes are entirely new, while many of those fine old airs 
that have long been used at prayer, camp, and other meetings, and in the social 
circles, but have never been before collected and harmonized, with numerous 
Scotch, Irish, German, and other fine tunes, will be found in the HESPERIAN 
HARP. 

Subsequent ads by A. Chase in 1847, 1849, and 1850 echo this effusive 
prose.
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The Sacred Harp was widely advertised in Athens- area newspapers from 
1847 to 1866. The first ad by A. Chase in 1847 featured the hymnbook within 
a longer list of featured titles, but its 1849 ads were standalone and stated 
that the bookseller had one hundred copies of the work. In 1866, McAllister 
and Johnston took out a series of standalone advertisements for The Sacred 
Harp, stating that they had in stock “50 Copies. Sacred Harp New Improved 
and much Enlarged Edition.”10 Often The Sacred Harp and The Social Harp, 
discussed later, were paired together in advertisements.

In terms of sheer numbers of advertisements, The Christian Harmony 
widely outstripped all other hymnbooks, with at least thirty- five individual 
ads between 1872 and 1875 and was the only nineteenth- century hymnbook 
to be advertised in local newspapers after 1867. Predating these ads was an 
editorial article in the Southern Banner on Christmas Day 1867, in which 
the editor(s) were presented with a copy of The Christian Harmony “just 
issued from the press.” The editorial takes a nostalgic tone and addresses 
itself to “readers, who like ourselves, are becoming advanced young men 
who [encountered?] the pleasure, in their youth, of attending country singing 
schools.”11 This statement strongly suggests that the singing school tradition 
had become less frequent locally.

The ads for The Christian Harmony were primarily from TA Burke, Burke 
and Hodgson, and Burke’s bookstore. There were also a couple of advertise-
ments by the publisher’s house itself, which points to the kinds of social func-
tions the book was expected to fulfill.12 “Designed for CHOIRS, SINGING 
SCHOOLS and MUSICAL SOCIETIES,” special discounts were given to 
music teachers. Though this was not the first book to use a seven- note system, 
the book was advertised as using a “NEW, NATURAL and EASY system” 
that would quarter the time it would take one to read music.

I found no advertisements for the sale of oblong hymnals in the Athens- 
area newspapers after 1875, even though editions of hymnals like The Sacred 
Harp and The Christian Harmony continued to be released. All- day singings 
and conventions in other towns were frequently advertised in the early 1900s, 
but the ads often do not specify the hymnbooks to be used, so it is unclear 
whether these singings used oblong shape- note hymnals or if they used newer 
gospel- style hymnbooks.

Occasionally, other articles and ads suggest that Athens- area singers 
continued to have ties to the tradition. An advertisement for a Sacred Harp 
singing at the West End Baptist Church in 1909 suggests that these hymnals 
continued to be in use and in circulation in the area.13 By the 1910s, ads for 
all- day singings of The Sacred Harp in nearby towns showed up periodically 
within Athens- area newspapers. A 1917 article affectionately praises a local 
singer, “Big Foot” Ben Collier, who traveled to all of the all- day singings 
within a forty- mile radius.14 

Shenton-final.indb   85 1/15/21   8:18 AM



86 Joanna Smolko

By the 1910s, the repertoire had gained a romanticized aura, a historiciza-
tion as an older way of singing that should not be neglected. This is perhaps 
best exemplified in the 1913 poem by “D. G. B.” simply titled “The Old- Time 
Songs,” found in The [Athens] Banner, August 17, 1913.15 The first verse 
lauds the use of shaped- notes, favoring them over round- notes: 

I ain’t much on music no way, on the style it should be done,
An’ these round notes sorter bother—mind, I’m not a- makin’ fun— 

The poem continues with a reference to specific hymnals, The Christian 
Harmony takes up the remaining of the first verse, and the second, then sing-
ers are asked to pick up The Sacred Harp, and finally they are told to take out 
The Temple Star, a seven- note hymnal compiled by Aldine Kieffer (1877). 
The chorus following each verse is drawn from a hymn chorus referenced in 
the verse “’Tis the old time religion,” “Will the waters be chilly?,” “I have 
brothers over yonder,” and finally “I’m going home to die no more” as the 
closing song. Specific elements within the singing tradition are referenced: 
“tribbles” (“trebles” who sing the lead melody), “git the pitch,” (pitching the 
song) “s- ol . . . f- a, m- e, r- a” (singing on the syllables), and suggesting that 
the songs should be sung loudly, “make believers shout,” and “sing in mighty 
hearty, mighty fine.” The specific reference to performance practice elements 
also strongly suggests that this was a living and active tradition within the 
area during the time, even if newspaper references are rarer. 

Because of its proximity to the Athens area and the hymnal’s use in later 
revivals, we will turn back to survey The Social Harp and the life of its 
compiler John G. McCurry in closer detail. George Pullen Jackson, a seminal 
researcher on these traditions, sketched out McCurry’s biography, on which 
John Garst and Daniel Patterson expanded in their republication of The Social 
Harp.16

John G. McCurry was born in Hart County in 1821 to a farming family, 
and he continued to work as a farmer for much of his life. He was active 
within his community holding a variety of civic positions and volunteering 
with (and sometimes leading) community organizations, such as the local 
agricultural club, the democratic club, and a committee to bring the railroad 
through Hart County. In 1855 he had his hymnal The Social Harp published, 
printed in Philadelphia by “T. K. Collins, Jr.” There were other editions dur-
ing his lifetime, though little is known about them. 

Though noting that his means were “modest,” within his community he 
was well known and at least during periods of his life was wealthy. Patterson 
and Garst note that
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his total worth in 1860 was eighty- four hundred dollars. But even so he was 
among the more substantial men in the county. He had eight slaves—seven of 
them children—a farm of several hundred acres, proprietorship of a songbook, 
and perhaps by this time his saw mill and cotton gin.17

A survey of newspaper advertisements sheds further light on his activities, 
including his work for many years within the local sheriff’s office. Here, he 
participated in selling enslaved people that were “repossessed,” including 
children.18 

Figure 4.2. “The Old- Time Songs,” The Banner (Athens, 
Georgia), August 17, 1913.
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Thomas D. Russell notes that slave trafficking via local sheriff offices has 
often been overlooked, writing, “Historians have largely failed to notice the 
slave sales that courts ordered or supervised . . . half of all slave sales were 
sales by operation of law.”19 He writes, 

Antebellum sheriffs . . . had roles different from the gun- slinging crime- fighter 
of cinematic or operatic fame. The great bulk of sheriffs’ work concerned civil 
litigation, not peace- keeping functions such as catching stagecoach robbers and 
horse thieves.20

Settling civil disputes led to public sales, especially of estates of people who 
died, and these estates included enslaved people.21 The very mundaneness of 
the advertisements shows how deeply the system of slavery was embedded 
into the daily economy of the town’s life. After the Civil War, McCurry con-
tinued to work in the sheriff’s office, stayed active in his church, helping to 
build a Baptist church near his house, and continued his civic activities. 

The Social Harp was first advertised in Athens newspapers in 1859 by 
Wm. N. White booksellers. The advertisement paired together The Sacred 

Figure 4.3. Daily Chronicle and Sentinel (Hart, Georgia), January 5, 1855. Sale of 
enslaved people by John G. McCurry at the Hart Sheriff’s Office.
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Harp and The Social Harp in a shared advertisement; they ran versions of this 
ad until 1866. The Social Harp preceded The Sacred Harp, oftentimes as a 
headline, and sometimes in a larger font. In 1866, McCurry took out a series 
of advertisements with detailed descriptions, and where to find The Social 
Harp, specifically at Wm. N White in Athens and John B. Benson in nearby 
Whitehall.22 In one of the final local ads, The Social Harp is featured along 
with turnip seed, a reminder of the county’s agricultural history.23 In contrast 
to the frequent advertisement of The Social Harp in the Athens area, I found 
very few additional advertisements in a search of statewide newspapers.

The reception of McCurry’s book during his lifetime was perhaps mixed. 
On February 2, 1856, The Social Harp was reviewed in The Organ, a musi-
cal newsletter published in Hamilton Georgia, started and edited by B. F. 
White. White writes, “This work . . . we are sorry to say, is compiled by 
a Georgian.”24 The critique of the work centers on the issues he takes with 
the rudiments of music but ends with an accusation of plagiarism from The 
Sacred Harp, as several tunes were used from it without permission of the 
compilers.25 Two months later, however, The Organ published a positive 
review of The Social Harp in a letter to the editor. B. F. White, to his credit, 
published the letter:

Musical brothers in Georgia and elsewhere, you ought to have it in connection 
with the Sacred Harp, The Hesperian Harp, and all good Harps. There is one or 
two new pieces in the Social Harp that is richly worth one dollar—Come boys, 
test what I say. To brother John G. McCurry, I wish to say that he has my best 
wishes for his present and future prosperity through life. Amen.26

The Social Harp was also mentioned several times in Aldine Kieffer’s 
newsletter The Musical Million (1870–1914).27 Aldine Kieffer (1840–1904) 
was the grandson of the music teacher, publisher, and hymnal compiler 
Joseph Funk (1778–1862), who worked in Singers Glen, Virginia. Together 
with Ephraim Ruebush (1833–1924), Kieffer continued his grandfather’s 
publishing company, continuing to publish hymnbooks, creating The Musi-
cal Million journal to draw attention to hymns and singing schools across the 
southeast, and leading singing schools across the south known as “Normal 
Music Schools.”28 The Social Harp is listed in The Musical Million alongside 
other shape- note hymnals in 1879.29 In 1880, A. J. Showalter (1858–1924) 
(singing school teacher, composer, and author of “Leaning on the Everlasting 
Arms”) mentioned attending a singing in which The Sacred Harp and The 
Social Harp were used side by side.30 In 1882, an article discussed collabora-
tion between the newsletter and McCurry, who planned to teach a Normal 
Music School in Elberton with Isham Dyar (a singing school teacher) at some 
point in the near future.31
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In 1883, Kieffer visited McCurry, a visit discussed by George Pullen 
Jackson. A. J. Showalter, Thos. C. Hayes, and Isham Dyar were also present. 
Kieffer wrote warmly, “Then came an evening of song whose influence will 
linger around the hearts of all who were present so long as reason holds her 
throne, or love maintains her hold upon the heart. The sterling melodies found 
in Social Harp, with their crude harmonies, were discussed by our voices, 
accompanied by a small parlor organ.”32 Note the use of “crude” in reference 
to the harmonies, historicizing the hymns and suggesting that though Kieffer 
continued the use of shaped- notes for teaching singing, his preference was for 
the sweeter, chordal harmonies associated with newer gospel tunes.

While Aidan Kieffer visited McCurry near the end of his lifetime, he had 
a strong influence on another Athens- area hymn writer and compiler at the 
beginning of his career, J. B. Vaughan (1862–1918), another farmer who 
became a hymn writer and compiler.33 Though Vaughan did not publish 
oblong hymnbooks in the tradition of the nineteenth- century hymnbook 
compilers, he included hymns from these traditions in his compilations and 
self- published numerous seven- shaped hymnbooks. 

Vaughan and McCurry probably met at a Normal Music School conducted 
in Hart County. Vaughan is listed as one of the attendees at the first Geor-
gia Normal Music School in 1881, conducted in Hart County by Kieffer, 
Hayes, and Dyer.34 This was a formative experience for the nineteen- year- old 
Vaughan. The Musical Million advertised an upcoming singing school to take 
place beginning on July 24, 1882, in Hart County, conducted by Dyer and 
McCurry. 

Vaughan corresponded with and contributed to The Musical Million as 
he continued his working writing hymns and teaching music. The Normal 
Music Schools that Kieffer encouraged, promoted, and participated in func-
tioned as a bridge from the earlier musical styles associated with McCurry 
and the antebellum tunebooks and their “crude” harmonies into the gospel- 
style harmonies associated with hymns into the turn of the century. Even if it 
can’t be proven that McCurry and Vaughan met personally, their connection 
through Kieffer, Dyer, and others who participated in these schools points to 
a continuous Athens- area tradition. Another connection between them was 
McCurry and Vaughan’s mutual connection with A. J. Showalter, evidenced 
by Vaughan’s assistance with compiling Showalter’s hymnbook Good Tid-
ings (1884).35

In addition to the biographical evidence, Vaughan’s republication of 
McCurry’s hymns further demonstrates the continuity of the Athens- area 
hymn tradition. In particular, the volume Resurrected Songs (1904) shows 
this continuity. In the introduction, Vaughan discusses his impulse toward 
creating this volume:
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For years I have been vividly impressed to compile, revise, arrange and rewrite 
the old songs that our fathers and mothers chanted with happy hearts and inspir-
ing voices. I have no desire or inclination to resurrect, recall or revise anything 
of the past unless it is more desirable and useful than such as the present affords 
us. But I do believe in clinging to all that is good and that may be productive of 
good, regardless of age or sect.36

This led him to solicit contributions of older hymns that people still loved 
to sing.

In the year 1896 my mind was peculiarly directed to the task of republishing the 
old songs that had long been favorites; this inclination of my mind was encour-
aged by repeated calls from all sections of the South and West for a work of 
this kind. I began advertising and searching for the old and tried songs that were 
used and are still being used with gospel power for good in the homes, churches 
and singing schools.37

Unfortunately, two intervening fires delayed his intentions, in 1896 and 
in 1902. He moved to Athens with his wife in 1903.38 An afternoon walk 
inspired him to try again and resulted in the publication of the hymnbook. In 
his introduction, Vaughan specifically cites the work of well- known hymn-
book compilers of the previous century, “Most of the old revival songs . . . 
were gathered largely from the old books edited by Walker, White, McCurry, 
and others.”39 

For many of the hymns, he identifies its source, the composer, and the 
author and/or compiler of the hymn. However, many of the songs lack iden-
tification, and their presence in multiple hymnals makes it difficult to deter-
mine their precise source. Considering the comparative rarity of McCurry’s 
The Social Harp in comparison with those released by the other authors, the 
Athens connection is writ large. Within the hymnal, he attributes four of the 
hymns to McCurry (“Come Over and Help Us,” “River of Jordan,” “Ray-
mond,” and “We’ll Land on Shore”); other hymns are present in The Social 
Harp but are unattributed. Though most of the book consists of the older 
hymns, he completes the work with a small section of hymns composed by 
himself or other contemporary hymn writers drawn from his earlier publica-
tions.40 Interestingly, the older hymns are set in round- notes, while the hymns 
inserted at the conclusion of the hymnbook from his earlier publications fea-
ture a different font, and the seven- note shape system. 

His stated desire was to preserve the structural integrity of the old tunes 
and their harmonies, whether or not they follow current theories of musical 
practice.

Shenton-final.indb   91 1/15/21   8:18 AM



92 Joanna Smolko

Heretofore, publishers of music books have not considered it a good business 
venture to republish these old songs. The most tedious and difficult work con-
sisted in trying to harmonize and arrange the old, unique tunes without making 
a change in the melody. Many of these old, cherished songs are very peculiar 
in make- up and are not theoretically constructed; therefor can not be harmo-
nized correctly and according to the rules of composition. So rather than make 
any changes in the tunes that have so many sacred associations on memory’s 
page, we have let stern, uncompromising theory bend to the convenience of 
the old lovely melody. Music students and critics are at liberty to vindicate or 
condemn.41

In many of the hymns drawn from the earlier tradition, he preserves some 
of their distinguishing features, such as open harmonies, fuging sections, 
etc. However, he could not resist tinkering with the modal minor tunes from 
the earlier period. For example, in both “Wondrous Love”42 and “Idumea,”43 
Vaughan introduces leading tones into the melody and harmony that elimi-
nate the implied and traditionally practiced Dorian of the former and the Aeo-
lian mode of the latter.44 The harmonization, however, does not consistently 
use the leading tone, so tricky cross- relationships are created between the 
voices (for example, the E and E# in “Idumea,” measure 6, and the E and Eb 
in measure 1 of “Wondrous Love”). At times the choices between the leading 
tone and the b7 of the natural minor/Aeolian mode seem arbitrary. For both 
tunes, the perfect fifth motion between the voices are eliminated in favor of 
common practice voice leading. 

Figure 4.4a. Southern Harmony and Musical Companion (1835), “Idumea.”
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Figure 4.4b. J. B. Vaughan, Resurrected Songs (1904), “Idumea.”

Figure 4.4c. Southern Harmony and Musical Companion (1835), “Wondrous Love.”
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Figure 4.4d. J. B. Vaughan, Resurrected Songs (1904), “Wondrous Love.”
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However, in John McCurry’s major- keyed “We’ll Land on Shore,” most 
of the tune and harmonization is intact, with some small changes: a fourth 
alto part is added to the three- voice setting by McCurry, and the bass part is 
simplified harmonically.45 

Vaughan continued to use his musical networks to help form the North 
Georgia Singing Convention together with his colleagues. The first large 
“singing fest” was set for October 3, 1914, in Athens. The event was signifi-
cant enough that it vied for top headline with news from the Allied front of 
The Great War/World War I.46 

Though it was not its first meeting, the group organized itself officially, 
with the election of officers on October 3, 1914.47 Singers across several 
Georgia counties were elected to the board, with J. B. Vaughan as “permanent 
president.” This was intended to be a large singing festival, but the weather 
led to poor turnout so Vaughan worked with his colleagues to organize an 
all- day singing planned for October 24, 1914.48 

Athenians and others were called to “mobilize for singing not for fighting” 
for the convention. Over a thousand singers from numerous Georgia counties, 
as well as South Carolina, were expected to attend.49 The event was scheduled 
for the University of Georgia’s Moss Auditorium.50 The committee negoti-
ated with the local train lines to secure discount tickets for singers, “Seaboard 
and Southern are going to give special train rates.”51 Rather than a traditional 
“dinner on the grounds,” the committee worked with local cafés to organize 
lunches for the singers; the singers were given identifying badges in order to 
obtain their lunches.52 

Figure 4.5. The Athens Daily Herald (Athens, Georgia), September 28, 1914. World 
War I and all- day singing headlines.
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Over a thousand singers did come to town for the event and the organizers 
were pleased enough with the success of the event that they planned another 
statewide singing for June 4 and 5, 1915.53 Once again, the organizers negoti-
ated with local train lines. “Attempts have been made to get various rail roads 
leading into Athens to put on reduced rates.”54 Merchants advertised their 
wares directly to the singers and were urged to attend the events.55 An even 
larger number of singers were expected this time: three thousand or more.56 
The mayor was asked to introduce the event. This time, rather than sending 
singers out to the local cafés, they arranged a women’s committee to feed the 
incoming singers; this committee asked women from the town to contribute 
as part of their civic duty.

The following dinner has been planned and the merchants of Athens and its 
ladies and all others are asked to contribute anything they will to these dinners, 
and telephone Mrs. A. O. Harper, Mrs. J. B. Vaughn, Mrs. S. J. Tribble or the 
presidents, of any of the above organizations of the city.57 

The list of suggested food followed: “Brunswick Stew. Ham. Pickles. Loaf 
Bread. Biscuit. Cake. Coffee.”58 

A four- note shape- note singing was planned (and presumably executed) as 
a demonstration of the older styles: “A little boy and little girl will show how 
naturally little folks can sing and then there will be examples of the old fa, 
sol, la singing, given by some of the old people.”59 This demonstrates both a 
continuance of the tradition during this time (a living oral/aural history prac-
tice) and a historicization of the process, this is what the “old people” do, in 
contrast with modern singing practices.

The crowds do not appear to have been as large as anticipated, but the sing-
ing was considered very successful.60 Though all- day singings and conven-
tions continued in nearby areas, I have not found evidence of the kind of civic 
involvement that took place within the 1914 and 1915 singings in Athens 
itself. After Vaughan’s death in 1918, the goal to have an annual singing, and 
perhaps even the North Georgia Singing Convention itself, appears to have 
died out, perhaps in response to the 1918–1919 outbreak of the Spanish Flu, 
which led to the cancelation of many large- scale events. However, Vaughan’s 
widow continued to attend gospel singings, sometimes leading songs, and 
even publishing hymnals after her husband’s death. 

The reference to the fa- so- la singing demonstration is the last direct refer-
ence I have found to the public practice of Sacred Harp and similar tradi-
tions within Athens during the period, though it is likely to have continued 
in smaller venues, perhaps not advertised within the local newspaper; this is 
suggested by a 1909 advertisement for an “old Sacred Harp” singing at the 
West End Baptist Church and in a 1917 ad for a demonstration of “the old 

Shenton-final.indb   96 1/15/21   8:18 AM



 Shape- Note Hymn Traditions in Athens, Georgia  97

time fa so la singing led by Mr. Frank P. Griffeth” at an Athens- area church.61 
The evidence for local singers and continued interested in Sacred Harp is 
found through the inclusion of events outside of the local Athens area within 
the local newspapers. For example, there are a couple announcements of 
Nicholson- area Sacred Harp singings in 1915, presumably extending an invi-
tation to Athens singers.62 Perhaps the most interesting is the announcement 
of a road trip by Lawrenceville- area singers, a town roughly halfway between 
present- day Atlanta and Athens. 

The Lawrenceville brass band will lead the procession, and will be accompa-
nied by one of the most noted fa- sol- la choirs in Georgia. The fa- sol- la choir 
will be composed of famous Sacred Harp singers, who know just what it takes 
to make good old time [sic] music, and they will sing strictly by note too. . . . 
Seventy- five automobiles loaded down with boosters; the brass band dispensing 
inspiring music; the choir of fa- sol- la singers lifting their voices over the fields 
and woods; everybody boosting for “the good old county of Gwinnett, the best 
place to live beneath the stars”—this is what will happen on Thursday, June 24, 
1915, in the county of Gwinnett.63

The last mention of anything directly related to Sacred Harp or other 
shape- note singings in Athens- area newspapers during this period was a brief 
note on September 25, 1923, where it was noted that “Sacred Harpers plan 
meeting in Columbus Georgia.”64 This leaves a nearly fifty- year gap until 
discussions appear in 1973 around the republication of The Social Harp. It 
can be inferred, if not proven, that there continued to be informal practices of 
older shape- note singing at least for a time, especially as there were regular 
singings in other regions of Georgia. However, I have found no evidence that 
Athens or its immediate vicinity continued to use The Social Harp hymnal, 
and given the rarity of the hymnal when George Pullen Jackson encountered 
it in the 1930s, it can be inferred that singing from this hymnal had dimin-
ished significantly, perhaps continuing in small gatherings in churches or 
perhaps through travel to other community singings. 

How did Athens become a node within the network of late twentieth- 
century/early twenty- first century shape- note singing practices? To consider 
that, we will turn to the roles of singers and scholars (like John Garst, dis-
cussed earlier) who played active roles as singers, hosts, editors, collabora-
tors, and researchers. Like the nineteenth century, this time period is also 
shaped by Athens’s position as both a rural southern town and a university 
town. 

Sometime in the late 1950s or early 1960s in California, John Garst settled 
down in his living room to peruse Gilbert Chase’s book America’s Music, 
perhaps finding comfort and mental stimulation from thinking outside of his 
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field of chemistry, melodies instead of formulas, harmonies instead of com-
pounds.65 He was drawn to the sound of shape- note hymns prior to this read-
ing as he heard the haunting sounds included on the 1952 Folkways LP set An 
Anthology of American Folk Music and eagerly devoured Chase’s accounts of 
the “fa- so- la” folk.66 His wife Edna cooked their dinner in the kitchen as he 
immersed himself in his reading. He recalls:

Something in Chase’s book implied that north Mississippi was a place where 
there was Sacred Harp singing. Well my wife is from north Mississippi. So she 
was in the kitchen fixing supper. I just yelled from the adjacent room, “You ever 
heard of Sacred Harp singing?” And she yelled back, “The old people around 
home do that all the time.” And it turned out to be true.” Following up on the 
information, they attend a singing during their next vacation home to see Edna’s 
folks, and were entranced by the sound.67 

Moving to Athens in 1963, Garst sought out information on local singings 
in the area and found singings near Atlanta. They began attending singings, 
getting to know local singers, such as Hugh McGraw, a life- long Sacred Harp 
singer and advocate for the tradition. Returning one day to Chase’s Ameri-
can Music, Garst was struck by the mention of The Social Harp, especially 
Chase’s quotation of Jackson’s description: “If ever a book grew out of its 
native soil, that book was McCurry’s Social Harp.”68 Obtaining a couple of 
rare, original copies, Garst set to work on getting it reprinted, enlisting his 
friend Daniel Patterson, folklorist and professor at the University of North 
Carolina. They convinced the editors at the University of Georgia Press of the 
value of the project, and the edition was published in 1973. 

Recognizing the importance of this endeavor, Hugh McGraw talked Garst 
into hosting a singing to celebrate its release, enlisting numerous Georgia 
Sacred Harp singers to participate. It took place at the University of Georgia 
Memorial Hall ballroom on March 4, 1973, and was well attended by sing-
ers across the region. It became the first of the annual University of Georgia 
singings, now regularly held on the fourth Sunday of February. Singing from 
The Sacred Harp was added to the practice, and it became known as “The 
Old Harp Singing,” distinguishing it from most singings that typically used 
a single hymnal (usually The Sacred Harp). Over time, the singing moved 
to the Georgia Botanical Gardens, where it is held at the airy visitor’s cen-
ter. The open space and glass exterior of this greenhouse area magnifies 
and echoes the sound similar to a wooden church, but with its own unique 
resonance. 

Our next story is that of the Hollingsworth family. In 1967, John Holling-
sworth and his family moved to Danielsville, Georgia, to teach mathematics 
at the University of Georgia. Hollingsworth sang these songs as far back as 
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he can remember from his childhood in Mississippi; they were passed down 
from his grandparents to his parents.69 In his own words, “It was the music 
of the good old songs that we sang in church. We were farmers and it was all 
very local and the shape- note books that were used were The Christian Har-
mony and later when we got a car, we would go to Sacred Harp singings.”70 
Together, he and his family attended singings all around the region, from 
Georgia to Mississippi, and he also helped to chair the UGA Botanical Gar-
dens singing over the years.

In 2006, John and his wife Elsie began to host their annual New Year’s Eve 
singing, ringing in the new year through song. The first singing included both 
The Christian Harmony and the 1991 edition of The Sacred Harp. The year 
2008 was a landmark because the Hollingsworths hosted the inaugural singing 
for The Georgian Harmony on February 16, a brand- new hymnal containing 
songs by longtime singer and composer Raymond Hamrick (1915–2014).71 
John and his son Bill worked carefully with Raymond to compile and publish 
the hymnal, using their skills as researchers and with computer programming 
to facilitate its publication.72 In 2009 this singing expanded to include a full 
day of singing the following day, a two- day marathon to celebrate the new 
year, singing from The Sacred Harp and The Christian Harmony on New 
Year’s Eve, with the New Year’s Day singing drawn from The Georgian 
Harmony. In 2010, a significant expansion to The Georgian Harmony was 
published and incorporated into subsequent singings.73 

John and Bill Hollingsworth’s family also collaborated on the republi-
cation of The Christian Harmony (2010), along with Michael Spencer of 
nearby Bishop, Georgia, and others.74 This edition synthesized elements of 
the book’s second edition (1873) with updates that were found in the 1958 
revision. It also exchanged the distinctive Walker style of seven shaped- notes 
for the more frequently used Aiken shapes.75 John Hollingsworth writes of the 
significance of this republication,

You ask if the revision contributed to the growth of the tradition. Certainly! 
The Georgia State Convention and Camp DoReMi are direct consequences, 
and the Saturday night singing at Camp Do and the Georgia Conventions were 
unusually good singings. In fact, they were perhaps the best Christian Harmony 
singings I have attended in the last forty years. Perhaps more important is the 
impact on the spread of the tradition. . . . Christian Harmony is now sung in 
England, Ireland, Germany, Oregon, and other places. We believe the revision 
gets credit for this growth.76

Shannon Primm is another vital node in the Athens singing network. She 
has continued the practice of hospitality shown by the Hollingsworth family, 
inviting singers into her home for monthly singings and using social media to 
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tap into the singing diaspora. She moderates a Facebook page and a listserv 
to disseminate information about local singings, and frequently visitors from 
out of town, or country, will attend local singings because of her outreach. 
She compares the networks fostered through social media to the roles of pen- 
pals in the past.77 They provide an opportunity to strengthen the bonds created 
through the face- to- face singing communities. Like John Garst, she first came 
into contact with Sacred Harp as an adult. Her first exposure was through a 
demonstration concert in the 1970s by Dewey Williams and the Wiregrass 
Sacred Harp Singers. But it wasn’t until moving to the Athens area in the 
1990s that she became involved in singing the tradition. She was drawn to it 
through the sound of the music, but even more so because of the egalitarian 
nature of singings. She recounts,

It’s sort of this family, this network that’s very far- reaching and it’s a lovely 
experience. To listen to someone talk about a singing friend they lost . . . you 
know this is really a significant thing, it’s an important community event. And 
everybody is welcome to be a part of it, no matter what your religious affiliation 
is or your talent. You only have to be a person, that’s it. That’s the only require-
ment. How can you beat that?78

After a brief stint in Florida, where she sang with groups in north Florida, 
she returned to Athens and was welcomed back by the singers. On her return, 
Shannon began to play a more active role in organizing local singings. She 
travels all over the southeast and even as far as England to attend singings 
(sometimes traveling to thirty or more within a single year). From 2010 on, 
Shannon has hosted monthly singings, at local churches, at her house, and at 
a local bowling alley. 

A project of note that Shannon masterminded is the screening of Matt and 
Erica Hinton’s documentary Awake, My Soul at the Athens local arthouse 
theater, Athens Cine, on February 24, 2011.79 This was a great moment of col-
laboration between a local institution and traditional singers. The screening 
of the documentary was followed by a singing demonstration by local singers 
and those who traveled, mostly from the Atlanta area, to participate, as well 
as a question- and- answer session with the directors. 

Surveying the post-1973 phase of shape- note hymn singing in Athens, 
there are several characteristics that distinguish it. First is its use of multiple 
books. Four books are used regularly in local singings, The Sacred Harp, The 
Christian Harmony, The Social Harp, and The Georgian Harmony, the last 
three of which feature the work and collaboration of Athens- area research-
ers and participants. Second is its collaboration and links with other Georgia 
traditions, especially Atlanta- area singers. This is mostly clearly seen in 
the February “mega- singing” weekend. On the fourth Sunday of February, 
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singers can sample from seven different shape- note books, including differ-
ent versions of The Sacred Harp, beginning in Decatur on Saturday morning, 
moving to the Hollingsworth house on Saturday evening, and concluding 
with the Botanical Gardens singing on Sunday. Finally, Athens demonstrates 
the possibilities of collaboration between university resources and local sing-
ers, as the university has supported the continuance of the tradition through 
hosting, publishing, and supporting research. A culminating moment for 
Athens was its invitation in 2019 to host the Georgia Sacred Harp Convention 
for the first time in the convention’s nearly sixty- year history, a recognition 
of Athens’s vital role in the continuance of the tradition. 

It is difficult, at this moment in time, to predict how shape- note singing in 
Athens will continue to unfold. After J. B. Vaughan’s death in early 1918, 
no one picked up his mantle to organize a large- scale hymn- singing event in 
Athens perhaps because the Spanish flu pandemic hit the area by that Octo-
ber.80 In 2020, the voices of singers have again been silenced by a pandemic. 
As COVID-19 quickly spread, Sacred Harp singings around the world ground 
to a halt. The mixed generational groups, cross- community travel, loud vol-
ume of the singing, and directionality of performance practice as singers face 
each other in a tight square have made the practice particularly dangerous in 
this time.

In internet groups that host the Sacred Harp diaspora, such as “Sacred Harp 
Friends,” singers have shared their grief over not singing and their stories of 
singings past.81 Some use recording technologies to fuse together the voices 
of those singing in their own homes; others have tried widely distanced sing-
ings in places like deserted parking lots. But for most, including singers in 
the Athens community, they see the community created by singing as some-
thing that transcends the physical presence at singings. For now a singer may 
say, in the words of an old hymn, that though for this time “duty makes me 
understand that we must take the parting hand,” soon we may be able to sing 
together again,

Ye mourning souls, lift up your eyes
To glorious mansions in the skies;
Oh trust His grace—in Canaan’s land
We’ll no more take the parting hand.82 
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