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I T has long been debated whether or 
not the Puritans in New England 
took part in musical activities other 

than psalm singing. A polarity has arisen 
over the controversy with sides differing 
over the same documentation which was 
first gathered by Percy Scholes in his 
book published in I 934: The Puritans 

and Music. 

No known musical compositions by the 
Puritans in the Colonies were published 
until about I 7 70, and there are very few 
reports of musical instruments having 
been among their possessions. When these 
two long-accepted facts are coupled with 
ambiguous comments about music made 
by the Puritans themselves, it would seem 
that they disapproved of music outside 
psalmody. This is the conclusion drawn 
by most writers until about 1960.~ 

Since 1960 the gulf of disagreement 
between the two factions has narrowed. 
Musicologists, such as Robert Stevenson, 
either evade the issue entirely, discussing 
only psalm singing, while others suggest 
the possibility that the Puritans may well 
have enjoyed various kinds of social mu- 
sic, but that under the stress of a survival- 
existence it most likely was simple and 
functional. 

Oscar G. Sonneck, author of Early 

Concert Life in America, turned up the 
fact that a public concert was performed 
in Boston as early as I 731. This was the 
first documented concert in the English 
colonies of North America. The an- 
nouncement in the Boston Weekly News 

Letter of December 16-23, 173 I, read: 

On Thursday the 30th of this instant Decem- 
ber, there will be performed a ‘Concert of 
Music’ on sundry Instruments at Mr. Pelham’s 
great Room, being the House of the late Doc- 
tor Noyes near the Sun Tavern. 

Tickets to be delivered at the place of per- 
formance at ‘Five shillings’ each. The Concert 
to begin exactly at Six o’clock, and no Tickets 
will be delivered after Five the day of per- 
f ormance. 

This announcement certainly argues 
a distinct interest in instrumental music 
among the colonists, who obviously had 
the necessary skills to present a public 
performance and charge admission. It 
was not until the late seventeenth cen- 
tury that England knew public concerts 
to which an admission was charged, these 
at first being held in London taverns. 
The colonists could not have been too 
far behind the Old World. 

Let us consider the position taken by 
Professor Cyclone Covey. Covey, sup- 
ported by Walter Muir Whitehill, argues 
against the Puritans’ practice of secular 
music. However, he does not go so far as 
to say that there was no secular music in 
Boston, only none among the Puritans. 
Regarding this he says: 

. . . secular music did not flourish among the 
puritans. Not a single musician of any note, 
whose religion can be verified, in either En- 
gland or America during the entire colonial 
period-composer, performer, or music printer 
-was a puritan. Every single musician ad- 
duced to prove that the puritans remained 
musical during the Commonwealth and Pro- 
tectorate was an Anglican.2 

Percy Scholes probed deeper and tried 
to appreciate their total situation. He 
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cites the declaration issued by James I in 
I 6 I 7, called The Book of Sports, as a 
sample of the religious and political dic- 
tatorship aimed directly at the Protes- 
tants. It decreed that on Sundays, after 
divine service, “no lawful recreation 
should be barred,” specifying dancing, 
archery, leaping, vaulting, May-games, 
‘Whitsun-ales,’ morris-dances, and the 
like. After all, said the King: 

When shall the common people have leisure to 
exercise if not upon Sunday and holidays, see- 
ing they must apply their labor and win their 
living in all working days.3 

Charles I, in 1633, on the recom- 
mendation of Archbishop Laud, reissued 
the order and insisted that the declaration 
be read from all the pulpits in England, in 
spite of the great opposition that both he 
and James I encountered.4 

The effect of the decree is well de- 
scribed by Richard Baxter in his Divine 

Appointment of the Lord’s Day, pub- 
lished in 1696. He remembers the en- 
forcement of The Book of Sports in I 633 
when he was eighteen years of age: 

I cannot forget that in my youth, in those late 
times when we lost the labors of some of our 
conformable godly teachers, for not reading 
publicly the book of Sports and dancing on 
the Lord’s Day, one of my father’s own tenants 
was the town piper, hired by the year, for many 
years together, and the place of the dancing 
assembly was not a hundred yards from our 
door. We could not, on the Lord’s Day, either 
read a chapter, or pray, or sing a psalm or 
catechise, or instruct a servant, but with the 
noise of pipe and tabor continually in our ears. 
Even among a tractable people we were the 
common scorn of all the rabble in the streets, 
and called puritans, precisians, and hypocrites, 
because we rather chose to read the Scriptures 
than to do as they did; though there was no 
savour of nonconformity in our family. And 
when the people by the book were allowed to 
play and dance out of public service-time, 
they could so hardly break off their sports that 

many a time the reader i.e. the clergyman was 
fain to stay till the piper and players would 
give over. Sometimes the morris dancers would 
come into the church in all their linen, and 
scarfs, and antic dresses, with morris bells 
jingling at their legs; and as soon as common 
prayer was read, did hast out presently to their 
play again. 

Of this Scholes says: 

I am convinced that a great part of the “legend 
of Puritan hatred of amusements” came down 
from the time when the English Puritan (using 
the term in the widest sense) opposed the 
Book of Sports.5 

There were sound principles behind 
the Calvinist reforms. In music Calvinism 
sought to avoid the more complicated 
forms, such as motets, chorales, organ 
and other instrumental music, as well as 
the more elaborate settings of hymns, 
anthems and psalms, and to use the ver- 
nacular to be more easily understood. At 
the same time, interiors of churches were 
stripped of decoration to provide a neutral 
backdrop that would not interfere with 
spiritual contemplation. 

Neither Covey nor Scholes cite con- 
clusive evidence that the Puritans were 
bent upon eliminating music from their 
lives. Even though the Puritans saw 
music as a form of sensual enjoyment, 
they found nothing intrinsically wrong 
with that, even when instruments were 
used to accompany the singing of psalms 
in their own homes.’ During the public 
church service, however, they considered 
instruments--which connoted social mu- 
sic-to be distracting and felt they should 
be done away with.7 The Puritans were 
concerned that the sense of their messages 
and the significance of their psalms 
should remain clear and intelligible. One 
cannot argue aesthetics on such grounds. 

In spite of the Calvinist stand against 
musical forms in Church, the practice of 
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music continued in private throughout 
the seventeenth century in England cul- 
minating in the brilliant achievements of 
Henry Purcell. Purcell summed up an 
impressive tradition. This tradition 
reached its apogee in the late sixteenth 
and early seventeenth centuries. England 
experienced a Renaissance of music. 
Madrigals, keyboard music, lute songs, 
instrumental fancies, concert music 
poured forth from an inexhaustible well 
of creation, and made famous the names 
of Byrd, Weelkes, Gibbons, Bull, Tom- 
kins, Dowland, Coprario, Ravenscroft, 
Ward, Lawes and Jenkins. Anyone fa- 
miliar with the musical exuberance of the 
Elizabethans and the Jacobeans could 
hardly accept the idea that the Puritans 
denied themselves all enjoyment of it. 

What out of all this, did the Puritans 
carry to America? Covey remarks that 
the first generation of colonists still prac- 
ticed their Psalms, “In the sprightly man- 
ner of Renaissance madrigals of the pe- 
riod,” and states that after 1650 their 
singing lapsed into a “draggy chaos.“’ 
Yet he has almost no documentary evi- 
dence to substantiate so long a period of 
general musical impoverishment. The 
period needs more careful examination. 

It would certainly appear that sacred 
music did tend to deteriorate in the colo- 
nies, due to the strictures of orthodoxy 
and the demands of a survival-existence. 
Yet can one simply assume that secular 
music suffered to the same extent as 
sacred? Up until now there has been 
little concrete evidence of secular music. 
It is astounding that so many writers have 
concluded that the Puritans, who were 
so richly endowed with a musical heri- 
tage, left their legacy behind in England 
or let it fade after the first generation. 

If, as I believe, this did not happen 
and the Puritans continued to cultivate 

music in their new environment, then 
they would have brought with them 
musical instruments, and these would 
have been listed among their household 
possessions recorded at death. A search 
was made of the inventories of the resi- 
dents of Suffolk County, which include 
Boston and several surrounding towns 
at that time,’ for a period of one hundred 
years, from colonization to the date of 
the first public concert. The number of 
instruments owned was surprising. The 
church affiliation of every person possess- 
ing instruments was determined, as far 
as was possible from existing church rec- 
ords, and occupations were noted if 
listed. This evidence is presented in a 
tabulated formlo on pages 70-7 I. 

According to the following table it 
would appear that during the first one 
hundred years of settlement in Suffolk 
County alone there exists a record of 
about seventy musical instruments. Sta- 
tistically, the number of instruments looks 
small when compared with the popula- 
tion. By 1730 the total population had 
reached about 13,000. However, the 
Record Commissioners stated; “. . . that 
in regard to the records of the city proper, 
between the years 1630 and 1849, not 
more than seven percent. . . of the deaths 
is recorded.“l, Seven percent of 13,000 
is 9 I o persons. That there was an average 
of fifty-five musical instruments for every 
9 I o persons in Boston is, indeed, remark- 
able when one recalls the catastrophes 
that befell the first inhabitants. 

In addition to outbreaks of smallpox 
and other infectious diseases, Boston 
suffered eight great fires and several 
small ones before 1730. Most of the in- 
struments which survived long enough 
to be recorded are citterns, guitars, viols, 
violins, and virginal-instruments of 
delicate construction and fragile constitu- 
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tion. They were most probably made in 
England and brought to this country by 
the emigrants. England has the advan- 
tage of a less severe and generally more 
humid climate than Boston. It is a won- 
der that any instruments built in one 
climate and brought to another could 
have survived at all. 

The table also reveals that the greatest 
number of instruments were recorded 
between the years I 660 and I Too-the 
very period Covey declares a musical de- 
pression. 

In variety and number the kinds of 
instruments may be summarized as fol- 
lows: thirteen citterns, four guitars, seven 
viols, nine violins and thirteen virginals, 
as well as two harpsichords (possibly 
three), one spinet, one “clepsichord,” 
one chamber organ, five fifes, five or 
more flutes, a double “courtall,” three 
trumpets (with a black man to play two 
of them) and a mock trumpet--quite a 
variety for so nonmusical a people! 

Trouble was taken to include every 
mention of the location of the instruments 
within the house. Abbott Lowell Cum- 
mings has said in his excellent study of 
rural household inventories: “For the 
most part these inventories reflect plausi- 
ble patterns of living . . . the consistent 
similarity of entries in any sampling 
would suggest that the appraisers were 
apt to take things pretty much as they 
found them.“l’ Of the fifteen instru- 
ments reported in specific rooms, nine 
were on the first floor in the parlor, hall, 
“meale chamber,” or kitchen and five 
were in upstairs chambers. 

Who were the people who owned in- 
struments? Were they Anglicans rather 
than Puritans? Were they the more af- 
fluent freemen? Of those listed on the 
table the religious affiliation of twenty- 
one is known with twenty of them being 

Congregationalists. As for occupations, 
they represented many walks of life. 
Three doctors, one brickburner, one car- 
penter, seven merchants, one farmer, five 
mariners, one tailor, one printer, one 
shipwright, one housewright, one iron- 
monger and cooper, two taverners, one 
baker, one Governor, and two clergy- 
men were listed. Their households ranged 
in value from fI4 to f4,540; only six 
were valued over f 1,000, while nine 
were appraised at under f IOO. In gen- 
eral, the possessors of musical instruments 
seemed to be of the middle class, but 
within the wide range already noted. The 
old idea that a taste and talent for making 
music could not have existed in the colo- 
nies except among a small and exclusive 
group strongly attached to the Old 
World, should begin to fade in the light 
of the new evidence. 

What of the instruments themselves? 
The first one recorded in the inventories 
was a virginals in I 645. A virginals, or 
more correctly, a pair of virginals, was a 
term generally used in England until the 
middle of the seventeenth century to de- 
scribe a jack-action, plucked string key- 
board instrument, i.e., a harpsichord. 
Later it came to specify a small harpsi- 
chord, or spinet, either square or pen- 
tagonal, with a single set of strings 
parallel to the keyboard. Virginals were 
rarely less than three feet in length and a 
very versatile instrument. All parts of a 
composition could be played on it at once, 
and in the seventeenth century, among 
composers and performers alike, it was 
one of the most favored of instruments. 
To have included a virginals among the 
limited cargo allowed on board a small 
sailing vessel coming to this continent 
says a great deal for the Puritan and what 
he considered important. It implies a 
definite degree of musical culture. 



Name Occupation 
O?- 

Ofice 

Church 

John Simson 

Date Value 

Of of 
Death Estate 

I645 f 74.5.4 

James Astod 

Edward Gibbons Maj. Gen. of 
Artillery Co. 
Surgeon 
Housewright and 
Selectman 
Brickburner 

Second Church 

First Church 

First Church 

I653 928.18. 3 

I655 535.06. 7% 

Comfort Starr 
Joseph Farnsworth 

I659 371.18.00 
1660 206.18.02 

Henry Blague (Blake) 
Nathaniel1 Rogers 
Arthur Clarke 
John Paine 

First Church 

First Church 

1662 
1664 
1665 
1665 

464. I 2.09 

Carpenter 
Merchant 

71.19. 6 

Peter Hubbard 
Benjamin Richards 
Antipas Boyse 
William Whittingham 

Mariner 
Merchant 
Merchant 

First Church 

Old South 

1665 197.08.00 
1667 81.02.00 
1669 1,708.10. 3 
1672 686.05.10 

Joshua Fisher Lieutenant 1672 1,145. 6. 5 

Richard Gridley 
Nathan Raynsford 

John Franks 
Ralph Day 
Samuel Alcott 

Capt. Artillery Co. 
Cooper and 
merchant 
Cloth merchant 

1674 92.16.00 
1676 2j233.05. 3 

Physician 

I 676 187. 3. 8 

1677 262.13. 2 

1677 639.15.00 

Rev. Edmund Browne 
Thomas Sexton 
Elizabeth Holloway 
John Foster 

David Jackson 
William Condy 

Minister 
Mariner 
Widow 
Schoolmaster and 
printer 
Taylor 
Mariner 

Old South 

Old South 
First Church 

First Church 

Deacon of 
Roxbury Church 
Sudbury 1678 

1679 
First Church 1680 
First Church 1681 
Dorchester 

1683 
1685 

85. 8.00 
45 8.08.00 
106. 3. 6 

14.14. 3 
201.16.00 

Capt. John Frost Mariner 1687 255.14.00 

Musical fnstruments Location in 
Owned House 

“A ould paire of vir- 
ginalls” 
“A payer of smale vir- 
ginalls” 
“I pa’ of old Virgin- 
alls” 
“ . . . a Gittorne” 
“A trible vial1 and a 
Cithern” 
“A Cittorn” 
“A treble viall” 
“3 fiffes” 
“2 doz. of Wyer for 
Virginalls” 
“I Cittorn” 
“I pr virginalls” 
“ . . . I virinall” 
“I p. of Virginalls 
w/a fframe” 
“ . . . one Citterne” 

“In the Paller” 

“In New 
Hall (%amber” 

(in shop) 

“In the parlor” 
“In the closet? 
“In the Kitchin 
Chambr.” 
“In the par- 
Iour” 

“2 fifes” 
“I pr of virginalls and 
frame” 
“One Cittorn” 
“ one Sittorne” 
“;‘&ittron and case” 

“In ye chamber 
over ye hall” 

“In ye Parlor” 
“In the Parlor” 

“a bass viol” 
“I old Cittern” 
“ . . . one Cittern” 
“Guittawur,viall” 

“In the Hall” 

“ . . . one old Cittern” 
“ . . . a Cytorn” 

“One paire of Small 
Virginalls” 

“In the Cham- 
ber” 
“In the North 
Chamber” 












