THE DEVELOPMENT OF MUSIC IN BOSTON
PART II: LOWELL MASON - A SESQUICENTENNIAL PERSPECTIVE

The music teacher went from town to
town during the winter months...his
wages, two dollars a night and room and
board for himself and his horse; his instru-
ment, only a pitchpipe.

When we look to rural Connecticut in
the 1820’s, we can picture the traditions
out of which Lowell Mason built the first
public music program in America.

1988 marks the 150th anniversary of
this historical breakthrough. How did
Mason’s salary 17 years later compare
with that of the rural music teacher we
mentioned? It was less. In fact, his deter-
mination to the ideal of music in the
public school curriculum led to his
donating a year without pay.

150 years later, we are presented with
an opportunity to reflect on the implica-
tions of Mason’s work:

- What directions has public school
music taken since the time of Mason, and
what new currents are we presently
experiencing?

- How does the music education of
America, world leader in the popular
music industry, compare with other
nations?

- Eight years after the cuts in public
school funding as a result of Propositions
2%, and 13, and with the prospect of cuts
in federal revenue sharing funds, what
can the music educator today learn from
Mason’s approach?

* * *

Before exploring these issues, it will be
helpful to examine the historical events
leading up to the introduction of music
in the public schools by Lowell Mason.
Who was this man that decided to con-
front and change a system? A colleague
described him as having a ‘’square head,
short iron-gray hair that seemed to stand
up straight all over his head, and a
shrewd, kindly teacher face.”” Teaching
music for no salary was not new to
Lowell Mason. To improve his choir at the
Bowdoin Street Church, Mason gave free
instruction in note reading to 6 or 7
children. Within a few years, more than
150 children were participating.

Music instruction in the public schools
on a regular basis was an idee fixe of
Mason. When he founded the Boston
Academy of Music in 1833, he wasted no
time in announcing the aim of introduc-
ing vocal music into schools, and train-
ing teachers for that purpose. Mason’s
personal magnetism generated support
and admiration for this aim. And his
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reputation as a composer, arranger of
church hymns, and conductor lent sup-

port to his crusade.

The time was right, and Mason knew
it. Scattered attempts at teaching music
on a regular basis were already taking
place in New York State and in other com-
munities. States such as Georgia, Virginia,
Ohio, Maryland, and many others were
asking for information about introducing
music instruction in the public schools.

Mason'’s forces gradually assumed the
proportions of an army. Ministers an-
nounced from the pulpit that music in-
struction stimulated children to ‘‘sing the
high praises of their Maker with expres-
sion and feeling.”” The Handel and Haydn
Society, of which Mason had been presi-
dent for several years, included many pro-
minent Bostonians who strongly sup-
ported his efforts. And Mason’s shrewd
choice of W. C. Woodbridge as correspon-
ding secretary for the Boston Academy of
Music guaranteed national exposure for
his project: Woodbridge was the editor of

the American Annals of Education.

Introducing music as an integral part of
the curriculum was not an easy matter.
After all, it could easily lead to frivolous
things such as dancing and painting.
There were critics who were quick to
point out that music would undermine
discipline in the schools. (As an
outspoken Bostonian from a previous
generation had pointed out lucidly, “‘Our
fathers never learned to sing by note, and
they got to heaven as well without it.”")

To overcome these objections, Mason
iectured continuously. In 1834, he spoke
to the American Institute of Education on
“music as a branch of school instruc-
tion...”” The impact was overwhelming:
immediately after Mason’s speech, a pro-
minent educator stood up and presented
a resolution supporting music instruction
in the schools. THere was a spontaneous

reaction of approval.

From that moment on, victory was just
within reach...at least, so it appeared.
Responding to pressure from all sides,
the Boston School Committee recom-
mended that music be authorized in the
Boston public schools. Only one detail
remained: the funding. Boston City Coun-
cil reviewed the enthusiastic report, and
decided to ignore it. Mason’s cause had

met defeat.

The taste of victory, however short-
lived, had been too sweet. Mason had no
intention of seeing his plans shelved
indefinitely. If the Boston School Com-

mittee had already authorized music
instruction, what would prevent him from
beginning if he donated his services?
In November 1837, the School Commit-
tee approved Mason’s offer. The experi-
ment was underway. The enthusiastic
success of that year in the Hawes School
in Boston laid the foundation for public
school music in the United States.

* * *

An overview of the last 150 years of
public school music reveals dramatic
changes. Before Mason’s efforts to in-
troduce music into the schools, the ma-
jor means of teaching music had been the
‘“singing school.” An itinerant singing
master arrived in town and offered public
classes once or twice a week for one or two
months. A public concert, with a sermon
by the local minister, was the event which
culminated the term of study. Over a thou-
sand different singing school ‘‘tune
books’’ were published in the nineteenth
century, testifying to the popularity of the
method. Gradually, the singing school
disappeared as music instruction became
part of the public school curriculum.

Mason’s impact on the decades that
followed was enormous. Although he
believed that his carefully outlined cur-
riculum was that of the Swiss educator,
Pestalozzi, recent historians have cast
doubt on this view, citing the work of
Naegeli and Kuebler as the basis. It can
be safely said, however, that the philo-
sophy of Mason’s approach reflected the
Pestalozzian view. It was a direct method
in which the student was an active par-
ticipant in the process of learning. Note
reading was taught using a carefully
planned, step-by-step approach, and the
widespread method of the time, relying
on rote and memorization, was avoided.
It was an approach that employed creative
writing, drawing, and physical exercises
as techniques. And Mason advocated that
note reading be taught simultaneously
with learning to read, an idea that was
much ahead of its time.

American public music education in the
1870’s was dominated by the appearance
of The National Music Course of Luther
Whiting Mason. The series taught note
reading progressively through seven
books, and the methodology it presented
was adopted extensively in American
public schools.

The 80’s and 90’s were characterized by
an issue thatl is more relevant now than
ever, that of emphasis on reading notes vs.






