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PROGRAM NOTE 

Simple Gifts, long-attributed as “Shaker Tune” or “19th Century Shaker Melody” 
was probably written by Elder Joseph Brackett in 1848. Though some call it a 
hymn (it appears in “The Hymnal 1982”), it was really intended to be a song. The 
tune was used for dancing, or ‘laboring,’ a term the Shakers used for dance. The 
lyrics are not sacred and the last lines are actually instructions for movement:  

“To turn, turn, will be our delight, 
‘Till by turning, turning, 
We come round right.” 

 
Though originally intended to be sung in an animated manner and at a rather fast 
tempo, many arrangers have slowed the tune down, perhaps because the melody is 
perfectly comfortable at nearly any speed. Unlike many songs, Simple Gifts can be 
as gentle as a lullaby or soar in a majestic manner. This arrangement leans more 
toward the latter style, even incorporating a heroic climax at the end. 
 
This band version is a transcription of an earlier arrangement created for organ, 
and it attempts to follow the “stop registrations” provided therein. This will be 
particularly noticeable starting at the pickup to measure 18 and continuing through 
33 where a “five-rank cornet” is synthesized. In simple terms, the melody is 
notated on five different pitch levels played simultaneously by Piccolo, Flute1, 
Flute 2, Oboe, and B-flat Clarinet. These pitches reinforce partials in the natural 
harmonic overtone series. The result produces an unusual, but rich timbre. 
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