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HANDOUT 

What’s in a name? Folk music? Traditional music?  What did earlier generations 

think?) 

Cecil Sharp (1859-1924) was an English folklorist.  This quote is from a speech he 

gave around 1918-23, describing mainly rural peasants.  Remember, he lived in very 

different times to our own! 

‘The peasant is the sole survivor of a homogeneous society with few class 

distinctions.  […] This habit of reserve and reticence has often been 

misinterpreted as proceeding from a low intelligence, a restricted vocabulary, 

or churlish manners.  This is not so […]  

‘This attitude of restraint is illustrated in the songs and dances he invented 

and performs. His song has no superfluous words; it repeats stock phrases 

[…] and the tune has few ornamental notes. […] He learned both song and 

dance, as he learned his speech, from his parents.’ 1  

The International Folk Music Council struggled to define folk music when it was 

founded in 1947, but over the next few years, the emphasis was on oral 

transmission, community selection and group or individual variation.2  Maud 

Karpeles had been Sharp’s personal assistant and a big name in the International 

Folk Music Council in the mid- 20th century.  She stressed that composed songs 

could transition into folk songs through a process of ‘re-creation’; but insisted that the 

two forms, whilst they could co-exist amid blurred boundaries, were nonetheless 

distinct.  This was made clear in the IFMC’s 1954 definition statement:-  

Folk music is music that has been submitted to the process of oral 

transmission.  It is the product of evolution and is dependent on the 

circumstances of continuity, variation and selection. 

                                            
1
 Maud Karpeles, Cecil Sharp: His Life and Work (London: Faber, 2008), p.178. 

2
 The name changed in 1981; it is now the International Council for Traditional Music. 



This definition implies that folk music is the product of an unwritten tradition 

[…] 

The definition rightly leaves out of the account the origin of folk music.  The 

term can therefore be applied to music that has been evolved from 

rudimentary beginnings by a community uninfluenced by art music; and it can 

also be applied to music which has originated with an individual composer 

and has subsequently been absorbed into the unwritten, living tradition of a 

community.  But the term does not cover a song, dance or tune that has been 

taken over ready-made and remains unchanged.3 

  

                                            
3
 Maud Karpeles, ‘Definition of Folk Music’, Journal of the International Folk Music Council, Vol.7 
(1955), 6-7 



Historic evidence 

(a) Where can we find historic evidence of what past generations thought about 

tradition in music?  What kind of sources would you look at? 

(b) Where could you find these sources, apart from in libraries? 

 

NLS Digital Gallery http://digital.nls.uk/  

Hms.scot (beta version)  www.hms.scot 

Scran http://www.scran.ac.uk/ 

Archive.org https://archive.org/  

IMSLP (Petrucci)  http://imslp.org/ 

 

(c) William Tytler of Woodhouselee – antiquarian.  Very famous essay, A 

Dissertation on the Scottish Music (1779 and later) – find it on Archive.org 

here:- 

http://archive.org/stream/historyedinburg00arnogoog#page/n442/mode/1up 

Commentary on the Dissertation here:- 

http://whittakerlive.blogspot.co.uk/2015/03/robert-burns-thought-scottish-

songs.html 

(d) Some early collections to look at 

Joseph MacDonald – Compleat Theory of the Scots Highland Bagpipe 

(c.1760) MT530 M 

Patrick McDonald A Collection of Highland Vocal Airs [“The Patrick McDonald 

Collection”] (1784)     M40 M 

Joseph Ritson – Scotish Song Vols.1-2 (1794) M1746 R 

William Dauney – Ancient Scotish Melodies   (1838) ML288 D 

George Farquhar Graham - Songs of Scotland Vols 1-3  (1848-9) M1746 S 

Ludwig van Beethoven – Collected Edition 11/1 

George Thomson – A Select Collection of Original Scottish Airs for the Voice    

M1619 T 

The Language of Folk Vols 1&2 (Faber, 2013)  M1738 L 

Marjory Kennedy Fraser’s collections (several!) 
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