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A History of Children's Hymnody in England
Dr. Gillian Warson
In England the subject of hymns for children has been of interest to believers and educators
for many hundreds of years. In this paper I shall be outlining some of the significant
developments and publications which have influenced children's hymnody since early
Christian times.
We know that children have been singing hymns since early Christian times. Chaucer, in his
famous collection of stories The Canterbury Tales describes a Christian school, writing that
children learned to sing and read and mentions specific verses written in honour of the
Blessed Virgin Mary. After this, the very first public schools had their own hymn book
published in 1674, which suggested that children should “be sure to sing the Morning and
Evening Hymn in your chamber devoutly”. The first really popular collection of children's
hymns was Isaac Watts' Divine and Moral Songs for Children which was published in 1715.
He tried to appeal to the young mind by using easy language and selecting subjects that were
supposed to be cheerful. However, the verses described a kind of religion that was very
frightening! Children who misbehaved were reminded that “there is a dreadful hell/And
everlasting pains” (song XI). Of course Christianity was the only acceptable religious path to
follow as it clearly stated in song VI, where a child rejoices “That I was born of Christian
race/And not a heathen Jew”. Children were expected to be well-behaved and religious hence
song XX which is written “Against idleness and mischief”.
The beginning of the Sunday school movement in the 1780s was a result of an increasing
concern to educate children in Christian principles. The most famous collection to appear
around this time was Hymns for Infant Minds by Ann and Jane Taylor. In the Advertisement
to the first edition they wrote that the book “adapts evangelical truths to the wants and
feelings of childhood”. The verses are a little more tender than those of Watts . They still
address the “child who has been very naughty” and the “child that feels it has a wicked heart”,
but there is a hope that they will be able to mend their ways, and escape the threat of hell.
This book was very popular and by 1868 had reached its 47 th edition!
During the 19 th century it was generally believed that education was important. In children's
hymnody this was demonstrated by a competition between the Established church and the
Nonconformists. The Tractarians (High Church Anglicans) realised that they needed a
children's hymnbook and this was provided by Frances Mary Yonge's The Child's Christian
Year published in 1841. This followed the sequence of the Church calendar, but had little
appeal to children. Even Frances Yonge thought that the hymns would be too difficult, but she
justified this by saying that such serious subjects should not be lowered to the level of childish
minds. Most hymn writers of the time also felt the same and it was not until Mrs Cecil
Frances Alexander published her Hymns for Little Children that a really accessible collection
appeared. This was based on the articles of the Nicene Creed and the doctrines of the
Anglican Church. In spite of its clear Anglican connections, Hymns for little
Children contains hymns that cross all denominational boundaries. Here we find some of the
most influential and popular children's hymns ever written, such as All things bright and
beautiful, There is a green hill far away and Once in royal David's city.
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The increasing popularity and availability of children's hymns meant that the texts could be
used in both day schools and Sunday schools as a means of teaching children to read. Lots of
hymn texts were to be found in the many magazines written for young people around the
middle of the 19 th century, many of which contained new hymns alongside other edifying
material such as moral stories and poems. These magazines were often issued under the
auspices of religious organisations and were intended to be read on the Sabbath day, when
only sober pursuits could be undertaken. One example of such a magazine is The Sunday at
Home: A family magazine for Sabbath Reading . These provided hymns writers with a forum
for their new writing and meant that children frequently sang hymns at home.
Other children sent to fee-paying schools sang hymns in their school chapels which were
often buildings of great splendour designed to put the Christian religion at the centre of school
life. Most schools had their own hymn book, while others used The Public School Hymn
Book which appeared in 1903.
In contrast to the Anglican preoccupation with the Church's calendar, the Methodists were
keen that hymns suitable for general worship in Sunday Schools were readily available.
The Methodist Sunday School Hymn Book of 1879 contains a variety of hymns intended to
suit every occasion. It was particularly hoped that this volume would be used for the regular
Anniversary Services, held every year to celebrate the life and work of the Sunday School,
which were such an important part of Sunday School life. As this hymn book was considered
by the Methodists to contain all suitable teaching for their interpretation of Christian life, it
was felt that children would really benefit from using it regularly.
A further contribution to children's hymnody came with the publication of Golden Bells . Its
purpose was to “to put the songs of Zion ” into the lips of boys and girls and it was very
successful. Between the 1880s and 1925 over four million copies were sold and many of these
found their way into Christian homes. The message from this was that hymn singing was a
valuable and virtuous activity. Many of the hymns dealt with the moral principles of a
Christian home, comparing the comforts of our earthly fireside with the heavenly home
awaiting the faithful.
The twentieth century opened with a major collection. Carey Bonner's The Sunday School
Hymnody published in 1905 was described as “as a twentieth century hymnal for young
people”. It contained a massive 622 hymns suitable for children of all ages, complete with a
range of additional tunes. It was one of the first children's books to be divided into sections to
suit a variety of occasions and education needs. The first section was dedicated to hymns for
infants; subsequent sections provided for the needs of older children through texts based on
the Bible and Christian life as well as the seasons and home life. The popularity of The
Sunday School Hymnody is indicated by the fact that 24 editions were issued between 1905
and 1959 and it was not replaced until the publication of Sunday School Praise.
During the first quarter of the 20 th century the attitude to hymn singing altered subtly as the
importance of singing in schools increased and hymn singing started to make an important
contribution to school music lessons as well play a part in general worship and school
assemblies. The need for suitable material was met partly by Songs of Praise and The Church
and School Hymnal . The text used up-to-date imagery supported by well-written melodies
and good harmonies and was described by the compilers as a “modern resource for children of
all denominations”.
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The Second World War delayed the publication of the next two significant collections of
hymns for children, The School Hymn Book of the Methodist Church and Sunday School
Praise . By this time it was expected that the words and tune would appear together and that
any singing would be led by piano or organ. One of the most significant developments
contained in The School Hymnbook of the Methodist Church was that conventional hymns
started to be replaced with a new type of song – lyrics that were not precisely hymns. This
included all kinds of thought-provoking texts that were to become characteristic of hymnody
as the 20 th century progressed. The morbid sentimentality found in some children's hymns
completely disappeared. However, the contents of most hymn books until the middle of the 20
th century remained largely conservative.

The many changes in popular culture seen in the 1960s were quickly reflected in children's
hymns. This can be seen both in the type of texts which were becoming available and the way
in which they were presented. Youth Praise was the first collection to show this and met the
changes by including guitar chords and symbols alongside the piano accompaniments.
Repertoire, too, was changing and the trend for the new type of lyric was increasing in
keeping with the ideals of the changing and multicultural society of the 1960s. A group of
books known as the Faith and Folk books contains a variety of songs dealing with the topical
themes of freedom, peace and protest. Although these books provided suitable material for
teenagers, children under eleven years of age still lacked a hymnbook that reflected the new
sensibilities of the era. This gap was filled by New Orbit . This marked a significant
development because it expected children not only to sing but also to join in by accompanying
the hymns on musical instruments. Gone was the attitude that children should merely sing to a
piano accompaniment; many of the songs have ideas for simple percussion accompaniment
and in all cases guitar chords are supplied.
In church, greater attention was starting to be paid to the needs of children during services but
the growing trend for family services and all-age worship brought its own problems. For this
reason the book Partners in Praise was introduced with the intention of including children in
services.
One of the most significant developments in hymn singing in the later twentieth century was
the increasing involvement of television and radio, particularly in schools. The schools
broadcasting service (BBC) produced a weekly programme including music from
contemporary and traditional sources. A selection of suitable material was collected together
in the book called Come and Praise in 1978. This book was extremely successful and was
followed in 1988 by Come and Praise 2 . The hymns in both collections deal with Christian
themes, celebrate the activity of God in the world and remind youngsters of their own
responsibilities. However, an innovation in Come and Praise 2 is that it is intended to appeal
to those who recognise the festivals of many faiths in their school assemblies. Furthermore, a
number of musical cultures outside Europe are represented with melodies from Africa , Asia ,
the Middle East and the Caribbean . This broadening of subject matter grew to be acceptable
so that the term “hymn book” became looser and came to mean books intended for common
worship and singing, containing a variety of songs from all traditions. One example of a book
that presents songs on a variety of social themes is Alleluia: Songs for thinking people.
As the 20 th century drew to a close many new subjects found their way into hymn texts for
children. Environmental issues, such as caring for the planet and conserving resources joined
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the subjects of social equality, peace and poverty. Many gatherings of children, such as school
assemblies, contained followers of faiths other than Christian, and this presented further
challenges for the writers of children's hymns. The two books Big Blue Planet and Sound
Bytes are examples of the changing attitude to children's hymns.

Children's hymnody in England is constantly evolving and, I am sure, in future years we will
see many new approaches alongside our old favourites.

HISTORY OF CHILDREN'S HYMNODY – OVERVIEW

• Mediaeval singing – hymns to the Virgin Mary
• Isaac Watt's Divine and Moral Songs for Children – 1715
• Ann and Jane Taylor – Hymns for Infant Minds – 1810
• Frances Mary Yonge – The Child's Christian Year – 1841
• Cecil Frances Alexander – Hymns for Little Children – 1848
• Wesleyan Methodist Sunday School Hymn Book – 1879
• Golden Bells - 1880s
• Public School Hymn Book – 1903
• The Sunday School Hymnary – 1905
• The Church and School Hymnal – 1925
• The School Hymn Book of the Methodist Church - 1950
• Sunday School Praise – 1958
• Youth Praise – 1966
• Faith Folk and Clarity – 1967
• New Orbit – 1972
• Come and Praise – 1978
• Alleluya: Songs for Thinking People – 1980
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• Big Blue Planet – 1995
• Sound Bytes - 1995
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