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Notes 
 

 I think that I wrote Emerald Stream on my seventeenth birthday. I was paddling with 
my father and four of his colleagues on a month-long canoe trip on the DePas and George 
Rivers of northern Quebec. Due to a hurricane on the east coast, we had experienced 
generally foul weather and strong headwinds. The day I wrote Emerald Stream, however, was 
sunny and clear, and the music flowed to the rhythm of my paddle. I wrote down the words 
that night, and some of the music. The details of the “fuging section” were worked out when 
I got back home to my piano.  
 Emerald Stream is probably my most widely performed choral work. It has been sung 
throughout North America and Europe, at venues including A Prairie Home Companion and 
the Washington, D.C. Christmas Revels. The piece has lent its name to an album, a tunebook, 
and a choir. Village Harmony and the Bayley-Hazen Singers recorded Emerald Stream, the 
album, in 1992. That same year, Northern Harmony Publishing Company published Emerald 
Stream: A Collection of Contemporary Sacred and Secular Harmony. The choir Emerald Stream, 
directed by Mary Cay Brass and located in Saxton’s River, Vermont, was founded in the late 
1990s.  
 The piece draws inspiration from the “shape-note” singing tradition that flourished 
in New England from 1780 to 1820. Like shape-note music, Emerald Stream features a hearty, 
strong sound and an imitative contrapuntal “fuging” section. It is unusual, however, in that 
the melody is in the bass part. The text draws on the hymn-writing style of Isaac Watts, 
Charles Wesley, and other great theologians whose dynamic works animated the shape-note 
tradition. It also references titles and phrases of several other shape-note songs; 
musicologically oriented minds may enjoy ferreting them out. While drawing on these older 
traditions, Emerald Stream proclaims a more contemporary message of environmental 
stewardship. 
  
 

 
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 
earlier works are published by Northern Harmony Publishing Company.  
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