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The Folk Music Revival in Scotland by Ailie Munro (with a chapter on ‘The Folk Revival 
in Gaelic Song’ by Morag MacLeod). Kahn and Averill, London 1984. Pp. 359. £7.50. 
Accompanying cassette Scotsoun SSC 076, Glasgow 1986. £4.50.

To many musicians the idea of folk music as a still-living tradition is somewhat sur
prising. We have been ‘educated’ to the idea that true folk music was a product of rural 
localities and that the combined effects of rural depopulation and the spread of 
sophisticated aspects of twentieth-century living (particularly the media) led to decline, 
with the loss, or potential loss, of valuable folk melodies, some of which were rescued by 
enthusiastic collectors such as Bartok in Hungary and Vaughan Williams in Britain. 
Many of us were aware of a continuing though declining legacy of Gaelic folk music, 
which collectors were still gathering—and examples of which were stored in the archives 
of the School of Scottish Studies at Edinburgh University, along with recordings of what 
we thought was a dying breed of Scottish folk singers. For a musician such as myself it is 
therefore a pleasant surprise to discover in Ailie Munro’s book, The Folk Music Revival 
in Scotland, that not only has there been a revival in Scotland, but also that it has been so 
fruitful that the use of the word ‘revival’ can almost be considered obsolete—the 
tradition being so firmly rooted and so continuously nurtured.

In her first chapter ‘Setting the Scene’ Mrs Munro outlines her definition of folk 
music, extending the ‘oral transmission’ desiderata of the I.F.M.C. 1954 definition by 
considering the use of print (whether of words or music) and of disc or tape to be 
admissible. In Scotland in particular printing has been an important part of keeping 
folk traditions alive! The continuing evolution and variation of material has 
demonstrably not been affected. After a brief historical survey, she outlines the 
problems of twentieth-century musical life, showing the contrast of the Scottish musical 
renaissance as typified by the concert hall, with that of folk music ‘unvarnished rather 
than rough ’; and gives us thumbnail sketches of a possible evening’s entertainment at a 
folk club in a country town, and at a folk pub (Sandy Bell’s bar) in the city of Edinburgh. 
She presents the lively multi-cultured scenes with a sharp eye (and ear!) for detail, and 
colourfully conveys the characteristic conversational effervescence and the wide-ranging 
career details of performers and listeners. She concludes the chapter with some con
sideration of the contribution of competitive festival movements to the revival.

The next chapter surveys the progress of folk music in America, the early-twentieth- 
century manifestation of which was to play such an important part in the post-Second 
World War revival in Scotland. To the author, the element of ‘protest’ is an important 
part of the life-blood of folk cultures and in these American and Scottish developments
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in the industrialised societies, it would seem to be a basic ingredient of progress. She 
outlines the Trade Union aspects of ‘protest’ song-making in the United States, 
stressing in particular the contributions of the lamented Joe Hill, ‘The Wobblies’ and 
‘The Almanacs’, and demonstrates how the marrying of new topical words to existing 
known melodies (for example from Country and Western and Salvation Army sources) 
is itself in the time-honoured tradition of nurturing and keeping alive folk song 
material. The prevailing poverty of the ’thirties in the States continued to provide fruit
ful territory for protest, and the folk song developments in the hands of such a figure as 
Woody Guthrie were impressive and influential in the subsequent revival of a Scottish 
folk music tradition.

During a bird’s-eye account of the early development of folk music in Scotland, 
repressed as it was by the domination of the Presbyterian Church with its metrical psalm 
singing, the author attempts to explain why no major Scottish composer emerged with a 
style more than superficially affected by folk music tradition until this century—a 
problem not unique to Scotland, as the development of Hungarian folk-influenced 
music shows through the work of Liszt, Bartok and Kodaly. She shows commendable 
embarrassment at what the world-at-large has perceived to be Scottish folk music 
culture (as represented by such figures as Harry Lauder), and points out how a sense of 
national identity appeared through literary movements prior to a similar development 
of the folk music tradition—the latter not really getting under way until the ’fifties, 
with a story of left-wing orientation as in America earlier in the century. The use of 
American folk and hymn melodies for anti-American (that is, anti-Polaris) sentiments 
was an interesting paradox. At such a short distance of time from these problems (which 
incidentally are still with us) it is difficult for an author to preserve that complete 
scholarly detachment from the actual political issues which is necessary for the basic 
thesis, and I am not sure that she has always fully succeeded—although she points out 
that some eminent folk musicians did not consider left-wing bias to be a necessary 
prerequisite for fueling the folk music tradition.

The core of the book is the chapter entitled ‘Songs heard in the seventies’ which 
consists of a set of transcriptions of folk song performances by key figures such asjeannie 
Robertson, Lizzie Higgins, Jimmy Hutchinson, Jean Redpath et al, which have been 
preserved on tape and stored at the School of Scottish Studies. The author distinguishes 
between ‘source’ singers and ‘revival’ singers, and shows how the distinctions have been 
blurred, this being no bad thing. She also explains her own notational system which she 
describes as a ‘compromise’. This seems to me to give the essence of the material—as I 
hear it on the book’s companion tape—in a way which can be appreciated by an 
informed musical layman. This tape contains treasured performances by the above- 
mentioned folk singers and many others, mostly unaccompanied. Listening to these 
performances seems to me to be an essential adjunct to seeing notated versions, and the 
author herself expresses the hope that the notated versions will serve the purpose of 
causing her readers to listen to records and tapes of a wide range of folk music material
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(despite the indelible stamp they tend to put on particular performances), and, better 
still, to hear live performances in folk clubs, ceilidhs and folk pubs. She demonstrates, 
where necessary, the variants of the folk melodies used in individual verses, and in a 
valuable first appendix has four different versions of five folk songs, with variants of 
tunes and words as conveyed by four different singers of each song. Both ‘source’ and 
‘revival’ singers are used here as elsewhere, the latter category employing either print or 
recordings for their material. One of these five songs, ‘The banks o’ red roses’, is 
demonstrated in sound in four different performances on the tape, and the differences 
of tune detail, tempo, nuance and ornamentation are fascinating to study. Throughout 
this chapter and Appendix I, the author provides detailed commentaries on matters of 
text and tune and identifies the mode.

Morag MacLeod of the School of Scottish Studies (a native of Harris) provides a 
beautifully written and succinct chapter on ‘The Folk Revival in Gaelic Song.’ The 
familiar causes of decline are outlined, and the measures taken to stem this trend, her 
final judgments being marginally more optimistic than I had imagined they would 
be—for example, in her statement that some of the original songs bowdlerized by 
Marjory Kennedy Fraser can still be heard in their pristine state in the Islands. This 
chapter whets my appetite for what I hope might eventually be a book on the Gaelic 
tradition. Miss MacLeod clearly has so much to offer, which can only be hinted at in a 
single chapter. Additionally, two Gaelic songs are sung on the tape—which throughout 
has singers of spirit, imbued with the traditional styles which they have inherited, re
emphasising Ailie Munro’s point that vocal training is totally unnecessary in this art. To 
what extent it is an actual handicap, as the author and others suggest, is a matter of 
opinion. 1 would hope that trained singers would not feel discouraged in singing some 
of this repertoire, and I am pleased that the author does not suggest that they should 
bypass it. I would have thought that the result of good training should be a naturalness 
and spontaneity of delivery appropriate to folk-song, though I would agree that this 
does not always occur.

A splendid chapter on ‘The Travelling People’ is provided by Ailie Munro (who has 
studied the singing ofjeannie Robertson) showing how central to the Scottish folk music 
tradition is their contribution, not least in the aspect of spoken story-telling which assists 
in setting the atmosphere: she quotes a full-length story.

A chapter entitled ‘Signposts’ puts forward a number of discussion-points such as the 
class of society in which folk music flourishes—namely, the lower classes—and the 
extent to which feminist causes are taken care of in these traditions (not too well, I fear!) 
She ventures opinions on the state of art music today, and has a special word of praise for 
such a ‘bridge builder’ as the composer Ronald Stevenson, who incorporates elements 
of folk traditions in a number of works.

The second appendix analyses the extent to which Scottish school and further 
education institutions nurture the traditions of Scottish folk music. Obviously, caring 
treatment of these traditions in schools is important. Indeed, in an earlier chapter the



BOOK REVIEWS98

author showed school folk singing groups under an enthusiastic teacher to be helping on 
the revival in its earlier days. This care for true indigenous traditions is not, however, 
universal in the educational system, as the author makes plain.

Altogether I have found this book enjoyable and thought-provoking; it is full of 
valuable information, and benefits from the insight born of the author’s own experi
ence as a trained musician. The musical examples both in print and in the 
accompanying sound-tape, together with the careful analyses of verbal and musical 
procedures, are especially important. The sources of all her quotations are assiduously 
acknowledged. Ailie Munro’s book deserves the widest possible circulation.

LEON COATES
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