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Notes

Big Bay, an environmental hymn inspired by the early New England shape-note
singing tradition, is named for the town of Big Bay, Michigan. My great grandparents
purchased a log cabin there in 1898, and the forest, mountains, lakes, and streams of that
area have been a favorite family gathering place ever since. We still use the original log cabin
although several new wings have been added on over the years.

The shape-note singing tradition, popular in New England from 1780 to 1820 and in
the southeastern United States since then, features sacred a cappella music with stark
harmonies, rollicking counterpoint, fiery lyrics, and a hearty vocal sound. Many shape-note
songs contain a “fuging section,” marked by imitative counterpoint. While Big Bay
incorporates many of these features, early New England composers would probably be
puzzled by its harmonic language, and perhaps by its message.

The piece should be sung heartily throughout, but with gravitas. The second verse
and chorus (letters B and C) may be sung by a quartet. The percussion parts are just
suggestions; feel free to experiment with different instruments and rhythms.

Big Bay was composed in Oberlin, Ohio, in January 1993. It was recorded by Village
Harmony on their 1997 album Endless Light: Spiritual Songs by a New Generation.

>

About the Composer

Seth Houston is a composer, choral director, and performer currently living in
Boulder, Colorado. Houston holds degrees in composition and religion from Oberlin
College, and is working toward a master’s degree in choral conducting at the University of
Colorado in Boulder. In 2001, he founded the youth chorus Big Sky, based in Brattleboro,
Vermont. Houston currently directs the choral program at Shining Mountain Waldorf
School in Boulder. Houston’s choral compositions are widely performed, and many of his
eatlier works are published by Northern Harmony Publishing Company.
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