
detailed analyses, examining Bernstein’s insertion of political messages into his compositions. For
example, he shows how Slava! A Political Overture takes its themes almost entirely from 1600
Pennsylvania Avenue.

In the final chapter, Mari Yoshihara investigates Bernstein’s complex opera, A Quiet Place, and its
approach to gender, sexuality, and family. The Houston Grand Opera, La Scala, and the Kennedy
Center teamed up to produce this provocative work. After poor reviews, Bernstein made numerous
changes to it. Yoshihara notes that, despite some obvious biographical similarities to the composer’s
life, the piece is important for its psychological character development and its “political and moral
message” about the importance of AIDS treatments when the disease was not yet well known (290).

Barry Seldes sums up the volume’s essence by noting that Bernstein was “. . . a political man in the
highest and best sense of that term, convinced of the need to exercise good democratic citizenship in a
public sphere rife with contention and vulnerable to mean-spirited and demagogic power” (81). This
book does a wonderful job situating both Bernstein and many of his works in the nation’s capital. A
few chapters, especially the last three, are more technical than others, and therefore will likely appeal
more to scholars. Moreover, some of these have a rather tenuous connection to the book’s setting
beyond the fact that the pieces they discuss had premiered there. Although all the chapters were inter-
esting and well-written, chapter 2’s focus on Bernstein’s associations with various presidents was espe-
cially engaging and chock-full of information. Both the academic community and general readers will
hail Leonard Bernstein and Washington DC for its solid scholarship, clear writing, and focus on a sub-
ject who remains revered by the American populace more than thirty years after his death.

Ann Glazer Niren serves on the faculty at Indiana University Southeast, where she teaches the music history sequence and music
appreciation, and has received three awards for excellence in teaching. Her research centers on the influence of Jewish music on
Leonard Bernstein’s life and works. She has also examined jazz, Kentucky music history, and minimalism. Her work appears in
The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, Journal for the Society of American Music, American Music, Notes,
The College Music Symposium, American Jewish Archives Journal, and The Journal of Synagogue Music.
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Nym Cooke’s American Harmony is a welcome, if limited, contribution to the growing list of new col-
lections of historical sacred vocal music featuring the four-shape notation system first introduced in
The Easy Instructor (1801), and known today thanks to the continued popularity of The Sacred
Harp (1844).1 Long in the making, Cooke’s collection is at once a tunebook, an anthological edition,
and a reference resource; a source of historically significant and delightfully singable music from late
eighteenth-century New England and beyond with detailed information on its composers and their

1Other recent shape-note compilations include: Myles Louis Dakan et al., eds., The Shenandoah Harmony: A Collection of
Shape-Note Tunes, Ancient and Modern, for Singing Groups Large or Small (Boyce, VA: Shenandoah Harmony Publishing
Company, 2012); Larry Gordon and Anthony G. Barrand, eds., Northern Harmony: Plain Tunes, Fuging Tunes and Anthems
from the Early and Contemporary New England Singing Traditions, 5th edition (Marshfield, VT: Northern Harmony
Publishing Company, 2012); Stephen A. Marini et al., eds., The Norumbega Harmony: Historic and Contemporary Hymn
Tunes and Anthems from the New England Singing School Tradition (Jackson, MS: University Press of Mississippi, 2003).
Cooke’s anthology also joins recent editions of historical shape-note tunebooks still in use, including Johnny Lee and Karen
Willard, eds., The Sacred Harp: Revised Cooper Edition (Samson, AL: Sacred Harp Book Company, 2012); John
Hollingsworth et al., eds., The Christian Harmony (Bishop, GA: Christian Harmony Music Company, 2010).
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world. American Harmony will prove indispensable to those interested in the histories of New England
psalmodists and useful to those looking for enjoyable selections from this repertoire.

The contents and organization of American Harmony illustrate its strengths, unusual form, and
indebtedness to its compiler’s tastes. Comprised of two oversize paperback oblong volumes held in
a slipcase, the collection includes 176 musical selections, along with illustrations, notes, biographical
entries, and indices. When Cooke embarked on this project more than three decades ago, he imagined
titling the work Lexington Harmony, after his hometown in eastern Massachusetts, and later consid-
ered New England Harmony as a title. Volume 1 represents the promise of this earlier conception of the
project as an exploration of New England psalmody and its legacy. It features 124 pieces composed
between 1770 and 1815. Here, Cooke is at his best, deploying his personal taste, which is informed
by a comprehensive knowledge of this repertoire and its history. Volume 1 includes an excellent selec-
tion of historically popular tunes, most of which are already accessible in other tunebooks and editions.
It also contains some surprising lesser-known arrangements, such as the original setting of
Connecticut tunesmith Bartholomew Brown’s MOUNT-SION that features an alto-bass duet at the
start of the song’s fuging section (1:176–77).

Cooke’s tastes and knowledge are particularly evident in his inclusion of little-known gems by
underappreciated composers alongside well-worn tunes by William Billings, Daniel Read, and
Oliver Holden. Several of these obscure composers were active between 1800 and 1810, when the
style was in decline in New England and a change in copyright law dissuaded the kind of repeated
republication that made earlier tunes “hits,” leading to the underrepresentation of this music in
other anthologies. For instance, Cooke’s inclusion of songs by Massachusetts composer Walter
Janes—such as his EXALTATION (1:98–99)—exemplify his aesthetic. Janes’s tunes are formally clever
and rhythmically inventive, with fluid and engaging melodic lines that use features less common in
this repertoire, such as dynamic markings and difficult melodic leaps. Other lesser known, but
nonetheless well-represented tunesmiths in volume 1 include Nathaniel Billings (see his gorgeous
FRAGILITY, 1:106–07), Barnabas McKeys, Charles Robbins, and Uri K. Hill.

Volume 2 represents Cooke’s expansion of the project to include what he reductively styles the
“progeny” (1:xiv) of the New England repertoire. The volume includes just fifty-two songs: three-
and four-part tunes from 1813 through 1959 that span the southern and western geography associated
with nineteenth-century shape-note hymnody, as well as more recent shape-note songs by contempo-
rary New Englanders inspired by early U.S. styles. Unlike volume 1, the selection of music in volume 2
is slim and predictable. American Harmony includes just three songs from the twentieth-century
southern shape-note repertoire—all of which are among the most popular tunes featured in the prom-
inent Denson revisions of The Sacred Harp. Given the wide array of sources that inform Cooke’s
eighteenth-century selections, it is disappointing that he neglects other twentieth-century tunebooks
and hymnals influenced by New Englanders, such as The Colored Sacred Harp, the mid-century
Alabama editions of The Christian Harmony, the Cooper and White editions of The Sacred Harp,
and the many Primitive Baptist hymnals with original compositions.2 Cooke’s nineteenth-century
selections also rely on a thin selection of historical sources. Indeed, he reprints several songs from edi-
tions of The Sacred Harp, but none from William Hauser’s excellent Hesperian Harp (1848), and just
one from John G. McCurry’s Social Harp (1855).3 Among the Sacred Harp contributors, Cooke favors
songs by Leonard P. Breedlove but includes few by other prolific and talented nineteenth-century con-
tributors, such as Edmund Dumas or the twin brothers John Palmer Rees and Henry Smith Rees.

2Judge Jackson, ed., The Colored Sacred Harp (Ozark, AL: Judge Jackson, 1934); O. A. Parris, ed., Christian Harmony: Book
One (Birmingham, AL: Christian Harmony Publishing Company, 1954); John Deason, O. A. Parris, and William Walker, eds.,
The Christian Harmony (Birmingham, AL: Christian Harmony Publishing Company, 1958); W. M. Cooper, ed., The Sacred Harp
(Cincinnati, OH: W. M. Cooper, 1902); J. L. White, The Sacred Harp, Fourth Edition with Supplement (Atlanta, GA, 1911);
A. N. Whitten, ed., Harp of Ages: Containing a Special Collection of Sacred Songs Adapted for Use in Singing Schools, Singing
Conventions and in the Church and Home (Dublin, TX: A. N. Whitten, 1925); J. E. Kitchens, ed., Songs of Zion (Jasper, AL:
J. E. Kitchens, 1959).

3William Hauser, The Hesperian Harp (Philadelphia: T. K. & P. G. Collins, 1848); John Gordon McCurry, The Social Harp, ed.
Daniel W. Patterson and John F. Garst (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1973 [1855]).
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Despite some engaging selections and delightful contemporary tunes, including Cooke’s idiomatic
minor fuging tune NORTHFIELD (2:311), and Jeffrey Quick’s pointedly titled WATERGATE (2:342–43),
volume 2 simply contains too few songs from too few sources.

Despite its lack of engaging repertoire, volume 2 does contain a wealth of useful reference material.
Detailed biographical entries on each composer showcase impressive knowledge and deep research,
include plenty of compelling detail, and sketch the most complete picture available of New England
psalmodists’ careers and contexts. American Harmony is worth purchasing for these entries alone—
even though Cooke’s biographies of nineteenth- and twentieth-century figures comparatively lack
the heft and context of his eighteenth-century tunesmith entries. Cooke also draws on his experience
as a choir director to share performance notes for each song. Extensive and thoughtful indices provide
entry points into the collection and, again, showcase Cooke’s intimate familiarity and idiosyncratic
relationship with the corpus. Alongside the more standard indices such as first line, composer/
arranger, text author, and poetic meter, he provides a detailed index to textual subjects, as well as a
fascinating and at times humorous “musical features” index, which includes entries like, “bass note,
inhumanly long” (2:438)!

These indices, as well as the biographical entries on, and selection of music by, late
eighteenth-century New Englanders are among American Harmony’s strengths. The work’s limitations
stem from Cooke’s choice of songs from other places and periods in the history of the choral miniature.
Indeed, Cooke’s relatively shallow knowledge of nineteenth- and twentieth-century shape-note music
and its social contexts leads him to downplay the role of religion and omit the considerable influence
of Black music making on its repertoire and style in the historical essay in volume 1. Furthermore,
Cooke’s editorial policy frustratingly distinguishes sources by time period, echoing outdated practices
that associated individual creativity with New England tunesmiths but anonymous folk processes with
southern composer-compilers. As a result, although volume 1 benefits from Cooke’s detailed
examination of many sources, he “frequently” consulted only the “best-known tunebook” for volume 2
(1:xvii), rather than comparing the earliest printing with any others that better suggest their
composers’ or arrangers’ intentions.

The unique form of American Harmony signals the influence of several compilation and editing
traditions, a kind of equivocation that may limit its audience. In its reflection of the compiler’s interests
and focus on the New England repertoire, American Harmony most closely resembles Northern
Harmony (2012) and Norumbega Harmony (2003)—anthologies also published with the oblong for-
matting and four-shape notation system characteristic of the shape-note tunebook. Northeastern
youth, church, and community choirs sing from these works and shape-note singers in the region
occasionally employ them as a supplement to the popular Sacred Harp.4 American Harmony may like-
wise serve choral ensembles, but its format—oversize dimensions, a two-volume presentation, paper-
back binding, numerous illustrations with relatively few songs—make it unlikely to find purchase at
shape-note singings, where durability, portability, and a wide selection of songs are key. Moreover,
as a kind of personal anthology, American Harmony differs from rigorous and methodical editions
like The Core Repertory of Early American Psalmody (1984) in its reliance on Cooke’s musical tastes,
making its contents less useful for comprehensive research on U.S. sacred music.5

However, it is Cooke’s biographical entries of New England composers that make American
Harmony an essential reference for scholars and singers interested in psalmody in the United
States. Indeed, although they are limited to those whose songs he chooses to include, the biographical
entries that lie deep in volume 2 serve as a valuable reference resource and as a kind of tunebook com-
panion to American Harmony itself. In their coverage and detail, these entries resemble those in

4The Shenandoah Harmony, revised Cooper edition of The Sacred Harp, and seven-note Christian Harmony have found even
wider adoption among shape-note singers. Most popular of all is Hugh McGraw et al., eds., The Sacred Harp: 1991 Edition
(Carrollton, GA: Sacred Harp Publishing Company, 1991).

5Richard Crawford, ed., The Core Repertory of Early American Psalmody (Middleton, WI: A-R Editions, 1984).
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Warren Steel’s Makers of the Sacred Harp (2010), a companion to The Sacred Harp: 1991 Edition that
was published as a separate volume.6 The Northern Harmony (2012) similarly features a section of
composer biographies, although Cooke’s are longer and more scholarly. American Harmony may
also be of interest to community, church, or university choir directors who will undoubtedly find inspi-
ration in Cooke’s thoughtful selection of New England psalmody. Like the composer-compilers he
studies, Nym Cooke has honed a unique sense of what makes early New England sacred music inter-
esting and enjoyable to sing. American Harmony is a rewarding compendium for the same reason the
work is limited, as an expression of Cooke’s deeply informed and idiosyncratic perspective.

Jesse P. Karlsberg, Ph.D., is senior digital scholarship strategist at the Emory Center for Digital Scholarship and associated fac-
ulty in the Department of Music at Emory University. He is editor-in-chief and project director of Sounding Spirit, a National
Endowment for the Humanities-funded research lab and publishing initiative promoting collaborative engagement with southern
vernacular sacred music books. Karlsberg is an internationally recognized Sacred Harp singer, teacher, and composer, and a
member of the committee revising The Sacred Harp tunebook.

6David Warren Steel with Richard H. Hulan, The Makers of the Sacred Harp (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2010).
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