Minor Key

The minor key is about subtlety, and there is more than one way of being subtle. So, there is more than one minor key.

Here, we will focus on the first five notes of the scale, which they all have in common.
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The minor triad with the octave.
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Minor songs always end with everyone singing “La” (an open fifth).

Of the 570-odd songs in the Sacred Harp, about one-third are minor.

The corresponding major triad.
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Fa la sol fa. Sol la fa. Ooooh!




The distances (intervals) between the shapes are the same.

(The interval upwards from fa to la is always a major third.)
A minor melody based on step-wise motion:
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With the words (chorus from The Promised Land, Sacred Harp, page 128):
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In Protestant hymnals, this song was changed to major key in 1881.

A very common pattern in the bass parts for minor key songs is to drop down from the octave to the fifth, pausing at the seventh on the way:
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With the words (I’m On My Journey Home, Sacred Harp, page 345b)
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0 whowill come and go with me? I am on my jour- ney home




Tenors and altos sometimes have this same pattern:
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A complete musical phrase (Antioch, Sacred Harp, page 277 -- alto)
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By now we have added the seventh; here are the five main notes of the “Appalachian minor scale” of the hard-core Sacred Harp songs.
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The second degree (mi) usually appears briefly as a “passing tone” between three and one. The song starts on the third.
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(Love Shall Never Die, by Toney Smith 1987, Sacred Harp, p. 278 – alto part)

The six-note scale, including mi:
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The six-note scale, now with feeling:

[image: image13.png]S =

-

i
i i

La

.
2!

v
fa solla sol la lasolla, fa solla lasolmila.





With the words (Love The Lord, Sacred Harp, p. 375 -- tenor)
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I’m On My Journey Home (p. 345) uses the six notes we have learned.
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I’m On My Journey Home. L. M.
G Minor   Mead’s General Collection, 1807
Sarah Lancaster, 1859
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The Raised Sixth

The minor scales differ in the way that they treat the sixth and seventh degrees of the scale. The unique flavor of Sacred Harp minor comes from the “raised sixth”. 

As written
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La mi fa sol la fa sol la. Lasol fa la sol fa mila




As sung
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La mi fa sol la fa sol la. Lasol fa la sol fa mi la.




( Perfect connoisseur’s situation: The raised sixth occurs only rarely and under non-essential conditions (as a passing tone), so the average singer doesn’t need to worry about it, while the ambitious can use it to sharpen their senses.

( Above all: listen to  overall group harmony & adjust voice accordingly.

( The trebles are the keepers of the raised sixth: They have it more than anyone else.

Wondrous Love (Sacred Harp, page 159 – 2x in tenor; not in any other part)

(with explicit sharp on fa)
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Wayfaring Stranger (Sacred Harp, page 457 – occurs only in treble)
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Sing from Sacred Harp (as time permits): Wayfaring Stranger (457), Wondrous Love (159), Golden Harp (274t), The Promised Land (128), Parting Friends (267), Antioch (277), Restoration (312b), Consecration (448t).

