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Kathleen J. Lamkin 

Haydn's Heritage and Reception in the Moravian 
Communities in North America 

As Haydn's fame spread throughout Europe, his music was also transported 
to the New World where it would take root in the American colonies during 
the revolutionary years and throughout the establishment and development 
of a new nation. Haydn's prosaic prodamation, "My language is understood 
throughout the whole worldr was especially apropos in respect to his herit-
age and reception in the Moravian communities in North America. With the 
founding of Moravian settlements in colonial Pennsylvania and North Car-
olina, Haydn's music resounded throughout their villages. Rather small and 
remote, these communities were exceptional in the frequency of performanc-
es of the works of pre-classical and classical European composers, Joseph 
Haydn being especially favored and admired, as confirmed by the numerous 
copied manuscripts and printed editions of his works within their collections 
along with the documentation of performances of Haydn's music heard in 
their communities unül well into the 19' century2. This article will focus on 
Haydn's heritage and reception from the years 1770 to the late 1830s, a golden 
era when music flourished in the North American Moravian communities. 

lt was in 1770 that Moravian missionary and accomplished musician Jo-
hann Friedrich Peter arrived in Pennsylvania from Germany supplied with 
a wealth of copied manuscripts of chamber and orchestral music of Haydn 
and other contemporary Central European composers. Although music had 
always been an essential part of Moravian life, Peter's exceptional musician-
ship dramatically enhanced the musical environment in the American com-
munities. Well acquainted with the early works of Haydn from his musical 
training in Europe, Peter was prepared and eager to share this music in his 

1 "meine Sprache verstehet man durch die ganze Welt": Dies (1810), p. 75. 
The Moravian Music Foundation Archives in Winston-Salem, North Carolina 

and Bethlehem, Pennsylvania house an extensive collection of materials related to 

the development of the Moravian communities in North America including copied 
manuscripts and printed editions of the music of Joseph Haydn and contemporary 18th and 

19th century European composers, as well as works specifically by Moravian musicians. 
Nola Reed Knouse, Director of the Moravian Music Foundation Archives, and Gwyneth 

A. Michel, Assistant Director, provided valuable assistance during my archival work 

at the two centers, for which I am most grateful. Appreciation is also extended to the 

University of La Verne for providing a faculty research grant for travel to the archives. 
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new positions in the New World. While the instrumental music of Haydn 
would flourish in the Moravian communities in the 18' century under Peter 
and his colleagues' efforts, the early 19' century would see a rise in interest 
of Haydn's large-scale vocal works, especially "The Creation", with one 
of the earliest performances in the United States given in Bethlehem in 
1811. Performances of this oratorio as well as "The Seasons" would be 
frequent through the late 1830s, while Haydn's symphonies and chamber 
music would also remain popular. 

MORAVIAN HISTORY AND PHILOSOPHY 

The Moravians arrived in the American colonies from Germany in the early 
18' century as missionaries bringing with them their communal lifestyle, lan-
guage and musical heritage. Their distinct European culture contributed to 
thriving musical communities in their adopted land. The Moravian Church, 
officially known as the Unitas Fratrum (Unity of the Brethren), dates back 
to 15th century Europe. Since their earliest founders were from Moravia and 
Bohemia, historical parts of the Czech lands, in England and America they 
were referred to as Moravians while in German speaking countries they were 
known as Evangelische Brüdergemeine or Böhmische Brüder. One of the old-
est protestant denominations, Moravians date back to the teachings of Bohe-
mian theologian Jan Hus, martyred in 1415 for his religious beliefs, and in 1457 
the Unitas Fratrum was officially founded. After centuries of being unable to 
practice their beliefs openly and in search of religious freedom, a small group 
left Bohemia and Moravia in 1722 to settle in Berthlesdorf on the eastern 
Saxon estate of Pietist supporter Count Nicholas Ludwig von Zinzendorf. 
Sympathetic to their religious beliefs, Zinzendorf permitted them to live on 
his land and worship as they chose. Establishing a community on his estate, 
the Moravians named it Herrnhut, meaning the Lord's watchful care, where 
these devout believers set up a communal living system, devoting their lives to 
church work, education and missionary work with music being a vital aspect 
of their education and daily lives3. Their commitment to missionary outreach 
took them to numerous parts of the world both within Europe, that is, to 
other areas of Germany, to England and The Netherlands, and far beyond, to 
North America, South America, Africa and parts of Asia. Herrnhut would be 
the model for setting up new communities elsewhere in the world and their 
Central European musical heritage would be integral to these communities. 

For additional information on the Herrnhut Moravian community see Anja 
Wehrend, Musikanschauung, Musikpraxis, Kantatenkompositionen in der Herrnhuter 
Brüdergemeine. Ihre musikalische und theologische Bedeutung für das Gemeinleben 
von 1727 bis 1760, Frankfurt/Main etc. 1995 (Europäische Hochschulschriften Reihe 
XXXVI:129). I am grateful to Wolfgang Fuhrmann for this information. 
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In 1735 the first group of Moravians to arrive in North America settled in 
Georgia, relocating soon thereafter to colonial Pennsylvania, establishing in 
1741 the settlements of Nazareth, Bethlehem and later Lititz — these com-
munities located approximately 50 to 100 miles from Philadelphia and New 
York. By 1753 the Moravians expanded their settlements south, purchasing 
one hundred thousand acres of land in North Carolina naming it Wachovia 
(from the German die Wachau) and establishing the new communities of 
Bethabara, Bethania and Salem, today Winston-Salem. Bethlehem in the 
north became the center for missionary work and would be the most prom-
inent musically with Salem establishing itself as the center in the south. 
These early American Moravians transplanted and nourished one of the 
richest musical cultures in the American colonies4. 

Unlike other European ernigres to colonial America who came in pursuit 
of religious freedom but who considered secular music inappropriate for 
their communities, the Moravians on the other hand embraced music not 
only for worship but also for recreation and pleasure. For the Moravians 
both sacred and secular music were essential to community life; music was 
to be taught, enjoyed and shared. For worship purposes anthems and songs 
accompanied by instruments were appropriate while in leisure, chamber and 
symphonic music by Central European and Moravian composers alike was 
enjoyed. 

Their philosophy of music affected their concept of music education. Since 
music was essential for the entire community, their youth were taught mu-
sic as part of the school curriculum as well as privately. The goal of music 
instruction was not to produce professional musicians; rather it focused on 
contributing to music in the church and on enriching lives in the communi-
ty. The result of this philosophy was a community filled with capable ama-
teur musicians, some exceptional, who enjoyed participating in music mak-
ing in their spare time while working daily in a variety of other occupations. 

Avid record keepers, the Moravians carefully preserved their community 
documents and written music, eventually acquiring a vast archival collection 
including approximately ten thousand musical documents from the 18th and 
19th centuries5. In 1956 the decision was made to divide the extensive col-
lection into two administrative parts with the congregational documents 
remaining under the auspices of the Moravian Archives and the music hold-

4 Donald M. McCorkle, Moravian Music in Salem. A German-American Heritage, PhD 
diss., Indiana University 1958, pp. 4f. 

Catalog of the Johannes Herbst Collection, ed. Marilyn Gombosi , Chapel Hill 1977, 
p. v. 
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