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Abstract 
 

This thesis focusses on the interaction between access to sound archives and the 

performance of traditional song heritage. Specifically, the questions that my research 

seeks to explore and answer are: (a) How do sound archives play a role within current 

practices and performance of traditional song in Scotland, in both Gaelic and Scots song 

traditions? and (b) In what ways do contemporary approaches to sound archiving have an 

impact upon such practices? 

 

The research centres on uses made of traditional song from archival recorded sources in 

Scotland, looking both at the archival activities and processes which preserve access to 

these materials, and at the lived experiences and perspectives of singers and performers 

who access and make use of them. The thesis draws its data and evidence from three areas 

of study, which are presented in two main parts. Firstly, a series of interviews with 

traditional singers and archivists presents a consideration of the activities and attitudes 

connected with these two realms of practice. The second part presents an exploration of 

the Scotland's Sounds network as an innovative approach to sound archiving in Scotland, 

with a particular examination of two song-related projects carried out by this network. A 

third area interwoven with these reflects on my own practice as a singer and my 

experiences of working with archives, in a series of 'song studies' which are accompanied 

by audio recordings. 

 

The thesis proposes that human interactions with archival recordings enable the 

'activation' of the archive: through the activities of archivists who engage communities of 

users and the actions of singers who learn, perform and pass on songs from the archive, 

stereotypical notions of archives as being 'dead artefacts' are undone. Furthermore,  the 

actions of specialist practitioners whom I have described as 'singer-archivists' are shown 

to enable a confluence between sound archives and traditional song by forming a 'conduit' 

between the two. Such conduits increase opportunities for the interactions between 

archival and song practices to flow in both directions – inwards, to influence archival 

processes, and outwards, to form part of the carrying stream of tradition. 
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Introduction 

 

Research Context 

Among those public institutions which play a role in preserving and celebrating cultural 

heritage practices – galleries, libraries, archives and museums (sometimes collectively 

referred to as the GLAM sector) (Bastian 2017, p.328) – it could be said that archives are 

often considered to be the least glamorous. The renowned anthropologist Anthony Seeger 

boldly acknowledged as much, when he pleaded with readers not to turn the page or fall 

asleep upon reading the word "archive" at the outset of an article on new technologies 

and collaborations in the world of ethnomusicological archiving (2004, p.94). I plead the 

same, hoping in the course of this thesis to chart a course of research that will explore the 

impact that access to the archival record – in particular, to archival sound recordings – 

may have on the performance and practice of traditional song in Scotland. 

 

Traditional songs, and the singing of them, are many-layered phenomena that can be 

experienced in myriad contexts and settings, and encountered and transmitted through 

many sources (Shuldam-Shaw and Lyle 1981, p.vii; Ó Laoire 2005, p.xii; Conn 2012, 

p.362; Atkinson 2014, p.97). This thesis aims to examine some of these layers of 

traditional songs' existence, specifically as they arise from the context of being recorded, 

preserved and thereafter accessed in sound archives. Through an examination of 

approaches to sound archive usage among both singers and archivists, it will posit that 

the current uses of sound archives in Scotland can allow archival recordings to be seen as 

part of the contemporary "cultural world" of traditional song practice, rather than as 

collections of preserved but "decontextualized products or artifacts" (Ó Laoire 2005, 

p.xii). 

 

Throughout the literature on contemporary archival methods and processes, there is a 

general acknowledgement that, over the course of the last several decades, attitudes to the 

records they preserve and disseminate have undergone fundamental changes, both in 

terms of the ways in which they are accessed and made use of, and in terms of the very 

concept of what it means to archive (Ridener 2008, pp.122-27; Galloway 2009, pp.78-9; 

Eastwood 2017, p.15). To many writers on archival theory, these questions of access and 

use have come to be seen as fundamental to the very existence of the archive: 
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Access and use seem to me to represent the raison d'être of an archive… Archives 

exist to be used, and, I believe, should be used, in order to justify their existence 

(Lance 1978, p.29). 

 

This same sentiment was repeated nearly 40 years later: "If records cannot be accessed, 

they might as well not exist," (Reed 2014 p.129), and is also echoed in the discourse on 

contemporary heritage practice: "[N]othing is really heritage unless it is being used" 

(Smith 2006, p.304). It is on this central issue – the interaction between access to archival 

material and the performance of traditional song heritage – that I focus my research. 

 

This change in the concept of what an archive is and does may be seen as one part of a 

move away from a view of archives as being the passive guardians of an evidentiary 

record of objective, historic 'truth', towards an understanding that there is "no single 

'Truth' to be found or protected in archives, but many truths, many voices, many 

perspectives, many stories" (Cook 2013, p.110). As part of this process of change, there 

has arisen a further recognition that the contents of archives and the archival processes 

that are conducted within them are not 'neutral', but rather that the selection and appraisal 

processes necessarily applied by archivists also have an impact on what 'truth' is being 

told by the archive: "through descriptive practices, and system architecture, through 

selection – at all levels – for access… archives wield the power over what will be known 

about what has been preserved" (Schwartz & Cook 2002 p.15).  

 

The impetus of these changing perspectives can be attributed, in part, to an expansion and 

diversification of archive users (Ridener 2008, p.122; Eastwood 2017, p.11). For 

example, a growth of 'community archiving', both in Scotland and globally, has both 

reflected and driven an increasing desire to record and preserve "the memories and 

histories of different communities, often under-voiced and under-represented within the 

mainstream heritage" (Flinn et al 2009, p.71). At the same time, relationships forged 

between such community groups and archiving institutions have had an effect on the 

roles, responsibilities, user groups and access arrangements of such mainstream heritage 

institutions (Stevens et al 2010). Cook refers to this movement as "participatory 

archiving", in which "the activist-archivist mentors collaborative evidence- and memory-

making" (2013, p.113), with communities of users, both virtual and actual, engaging with 

the processes of the professional archivist, with the aim to achieve "more democratic, 

inclusive, holistic archives, collectively" (Op. Cit., p.116).  
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A change in attitudes towards archives and archiving can also be attributed to the 

possibilities and potentialities that are presented by the ever-evolving digital technologies 

through which archival and other heritage materials may be offered up for online access 

(Ridener 2008, p. 159; Flinn 2007, pp.157-58). Although it is not always the case that 

carrying out digitisation of archival material will necessarily result in immediate public 

access, due to issues of copyright, data protection, or to lack of resources (Reed 2014, 

p.127), digital technologies and widening online resources have undoubtedly had an 

impact on the public perception of archival access:  

 

Needless to say, digital technologies and the Internet have played a role – not only 

do people know they can access [archival] recordings, they now clearly expect to 

access them (Landau & Topp Fargion 2012, p.128). 

 

The mention here of "recordings" rather than other forms of archival material brings me 

back to the specific focus of my research – that of access to sound archives and its 

interaction with the performance of traditional song. Similar processes of change to those 

that have been described above in relation to the wider archive sector can be observed in 

relation to archives which preserve recorded traces of what can be considered 'intangible 

cultural heritage' (hereafter ICH), such as traditional song. In particular, sound archives 

initially founded as repositories for the recorded materials of field research – created by 

ethnologists, folklorists and ethnomusicologists and held in universities and other 

research institutions – have become of increasing interest in terms of the impact that 

access to such recordings might have, or is having, on the cultural heritage practices of 

the communities in which they were originally collected, and in wider society (Seeger 

2002, p.41; Landau & Topp Fargion 2012, pp.125-128). 

 

In this regard, it has been observed that "[m]any oral traditions today are transmitted in a 

new way: from tradition bearer to recording, and then from the recording to a younger 

generation" (Seeger 2002, p.41). The fact that this is currently happening within the 

context of Scottish traditional musical practice has not gone unremarked in the literature, 

indeed there are plentiful mentions of such practices taking place (Gibson 2018, p.220; 

Campbell 2013, p.229; Bishop et al 2013, pp.313-4, to give just a few examples). 

However, to date there appears to be no detailed study into the nature or meanings of such 

use of sound archives in Scotland, either for these musical traditions or regarding the 

ramifications for archives and archivists themselves. My research seeks to address this 
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gap by exploring ways in which traditional singers use material learned from archival 

sources in their practice, and the ways in which archives have the potential to function in 

this way as 'vehicles of transmission'.  

 

To examine this phenomenon of transmission from the archive more deeply, I will look 

at how new approaches to sound archiving may have an impact upon the practices of 

those who use them. In particular, I will explore whether and how an increasing 

accessibility of archives through different approaches allows for the 'activation' of 

archival sounds – that is, for the transmission of tangible recordings back into intangible 

cultural practices. The term 'activation' here is taken from archival theorist Eric Ketelaar's 

concept that:  

 

Every interaction, intervention, interrogation, and interpretation by creator, user, 

and archivist is an activation of the record… Each activation leaves fingerprints 

which are attributes to the archive's infinite meaning (2001, p.137).  

 

While Ketelaar is speaking more generally of record-holding archives here, this concept 

is also extendable to include the 'activation' of archival sound recordings, as will be 

explored and demonstrated through the course of this thesis. Another recurrent theme or 

concept which allows for the exploration of the flow of activity and effect between these 

two areas of practice – archiving and singing – lies in the idea of 'confluence' – the 

mingling of waters flowing together from different sources. Within the thesis, I use the 

term to describe the mutual effects of a mingling of practices. It might be readily 

comprehended or anticipated that having access to and making use of archival audio 

recordings in the practice of traditional singing could have an impact upon elements of 

that practice, and that is one of the elements of 'confluence' that I examine here. Less 

obvious, perhaps, is the potential for the use of archives by singers to have an effect on 

the practice of archiving itself. This thesis examines the points of confluence between the 

two and attempts to describe, understand, and ultimately make suggestions to potentially 

support or enhance this two-way flow of activity, influence, and effect. The term is also 

used to describe other such points of 'coming together,' such as the mingling of different 

sources of song by present day traditional singers, explored in Chapter Four, or the 

bringing together of different archival points of view that is facilitated by the Scotland's 

Sounds network, discussed in Chapter Seven. The choice of the term is, to an extent, 
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influenced by the metaphor of the 'carrying stream of tradition', an oft-used concept which 

I discuss in the methodology at Chapter Three. 

 

Research Questions  

The focus of my research centres on uses made of traditional song from archival recorded 

sources in Scotland, looking both at the archival activities and processes which preserve 

access to these materials, and at the lived experiences and perspectives of singers and 

performers who access and make use of them.  

 

Specifically, the questions that my research seeks to explore and answer are: (a) How do 

sound archives play a role within current practices and performance of traditional song in 

Scotland, in both Gaelic and Scots song traditions? and (b) In what ways do contemporary 

approaches to sound archiving have an impact upon such practices? Through asking these 

questions, I explore the potential implications of access to sound archives, both for the 

archives themselves (in terms of their policies, their ethos, and activities), and for 

deepening our understanding of the contemporary processes and experiences entailed in 

the transmission and performance of traditional song. 

 

The scope of my exploration of 'current practices and performances of traditional song' 

(in relation to question (a) above) will include a range of types of singers – including 

those who could be described as 'tradition bearers' (West 2012, p.57) as well as other 

professional performers of traditional song. It will also include a range of types of use of 

archival materials – including for purposes of extending repertoire as well as instances of 

creative re-uses of archival recordings; recognising, of course, that any individual singer 

may move between any or all of these contexts within their musical practice (McKerrell 

2018, p.20).  

 

In looking at contemporary approaches to sound archiving (in relation to question (b)), 

my research will look particularly at a phenomenon which has variously been described 

as "total archives" (Cook 2013, p.115) or "collaborative networks" (Seeger 2002, p.43), 

wherein a number of archives share resources and work together in various ways in order 

to sustain and develop the services that they provide. In Scotland, the development of just 

such a network of archival institutions and sound collections, called 'Scotland's Sounds', 

will form the basis for much of my research on this theme, with a specific focus on issues 

around the accessibility of archival materials within this network. This focus on access 
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will include: an examination of outreach and engagement activities carried out by the 

network (particularly where these have involved song); issues around digital/online and 

on-site access; and an exploration of both archivists' and users' points of view on access 

and accessibility. 

 

All of these research questions can be regarded as being 'umbrella' questions, as the 

findings will branch out into consideration of further relevant themes and related 

discussions, including the impact of the developing digital environment on both archival 

practices and song performances, and concepts such as ownership and authenticity. 

Indeed, at the heart of what the thesis will explore, there is a somewhat circular process 

at play: that an increasing degree of access to sound archives in recent years has led to 

their increasing use in traditional song practice, and this use has led to, perhaps 

unsurprisingly, a desire or even a need for ever-more flexible and immediate forms of 

access to archives. 

 

Thesis Outline 

In addition to this introductory chapter, this thesis is structured into eight further chapters, 

which fall into three parts. 

 

Part One 

Chapter One explores the core literature in three key areas of academic thought that are 

relevant to this thesis. Firstly, that of archival theory, with a particular focus on studies 

that have considered developments that enable increasing accessibility to archives, 

including digital access, community outreach and engagement, and ideas around 'new 

models' of archiving. Secondly, an exploration of current thought on traditional song 

practices in Scotland, and on the impact of collecting and documenting intangible cultural 

heritage upon such practices. Thirdly, literature on the nature of recorded sound, 

particularly regarding the use of audio recording technologies in the collecting of 

traditional song, and in the development of ethnological / ethnomusicological sound 

archives. This exploration also allows for some common themes between these areas to 

be considered, particularly around ideas of the seeming impasse between the changeable, 

fluid nature of traditional song practice and the creation of 'fixed' or 'frozen' song 

'artefacts' through the processes of collecting and documenting heritage.  
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Chapter Two presents a description of sound archiving in Scotland, in order to provide 

a point of reference for the variety of organisations to which this thesis and fieldwork 

interviewees will refer. Firstly, it presents a brief history of the use of audio recording 

equipment to collect and document intangible heritage in Scotland, with an emphasis 

upon the collecting of song, and descriptions of some of the main organisations and 

collections which hold recordings of traditional song. Secondly, it provides a more in-

depth description of Scotland's Sounds, an organisation which aims to improve the care 

of and access to sound archive collections in Scotland, which is explored later in the thesis 

as an example of a 'new approach' to sound archiving. 

 

Chapter Three defines the methodology and describes the research methods employed 

in the course of exploring the research questions set out above. These can be stated simply 

as a combination of participant-observation, fieldwork interviews and autoethnography, 

three approaches which allow me to explore the worlds of practice involved in both 

archiving and singing, and to understand these practices as they are grounded in lived 

experience. The chapter also sets out short biographies and relevance to my research 

interests of the people interviewed (including a short autobiography of myself, as a 

participant in this research). 

 

The write-up of my fieldwork which then follows falls into two sections (Parts Two and 

Three), both of which explore aspects of the research questions outlined above, through 

a consideration of the data collected by way of the methods discussed in Chapter Three.  

 

Part Two 

Chapters Four to Six cast a wide gaze over the context of the performance of traditional 

song from sound archive sources in Scotland, with a discussion drawn from a series of 

interviews with singers and archivists, and also from my own direct experience in these 

two worlds of practice. Chapter Four begins this exploration with a consideration of the 

use of sound archives by singers, uncovering through a thematic examination of my 

interviews both the practical ways in which singers interact with archives, and also their 

attitudes towards using recorded sound as a source for song. Chapter Five continues this 

exploration, turning in the course of the chapter from the singers' points of view on the 

challenges they may experience when accessing archival recordings, to the responses of 

those working in archives to such challenges. Chapter Six considers the 'dual role' of 
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those who both work with archival holdings and perform traditional songs as an example 

of how closely these two worlds of practice can overlap and inform each other. 

 

Following Chapters Four and Six is a Song Study, each of which presents a short 

exploration of different aspects of my own singing practice, and focussing particularly on 

themes and topics discussed in the chapter preceding. Each song study looks at a set of 

related songs which are connected in various ways to my engagement with archival 

sources, and reflects upon my own experience of learning, performing, and ultimately 

recording them. These studies are accompanied by audio recordings of myself singing 

and, where permission has been granted to include them, of the original archival 

recordings from which the songs were learned. 

 

Part Three  

Chapters Seven and Eight comprise a focussed examination of the aforementioned 

organisation Scotland's Sounds, exploring ways in which its activities have had an impact 

upon the performance of traditional song based on archival recordings. Chapter Seven 

presents a discussion of the Scotland's Sounds network, examining the model by which it 

aims to develop a stronger, more supportive sound archiving sector across the country, 

with a focus on the roles and opinions of archivists and those working with sound 

collections within the network. Chapter Eight describes and discusses two engagement 

projects which were was carried out as a collaboration between Scotland's Sounds and 

organisations which have participated in the network. The first of these is a community 

songwriting project based at Canna House archive on the island of Canna, and the second, 

a series of workshops delivered by the organisation Local Voices, which was aimed at 

connecting primary school pupils with songs from their own communities. Both projects 

are discussed as examples of drawing on archival resources to explore not only the songs 

themselves, but also aspects of local history and heritage embedded in those songs and to 

develop an awareness of the preservation of cultural memory. 

 

The thesis closes by pulling together the conclusions drawn from each chapter, and 

discusses the implications of the research, and the potential for further research following 

on from the findings. Taken together, the three parts of the thesis unfold a picture of 

overlapping worlds of practice which have the potential to mutually influence and inform 

both the activities of archivists, and the performance of traditional song. 
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Chapter 1. Archives and song: contexts of practice 

 

The aim of this chapter is to critically examine current scholarship pertinent to my specific 

research questions. To this end, it undertakes, firstly, an exploration of the development 

of the archival theory that largely underpins current archival practices, particularly 

focussing on shifts (both conceptual and practical) which influence contemporary issues 

around access to and uses of sound archives. Secondly, it examines current concepts and 

contexts relevant to the transmission and performance of traditional song, particularly 

looking at the context in Scotland. It then considers the nature of sound recordings 

themselves, which, after all, underpin the existence of sound archives and, as we shall 

see, also play a role in the contemporary practice of traditional singing. Tying these three 

threads together will be an examination of concepts which appear in all three areas – 

notably, concepts of authenticity and memory, and the rise of the concept of 'intangible 

cultural heritage' –  and a consideration of some of the knots of problems that attach to 

these concepts in the context of traditional song transmission, such as the notion of 'fixing' 

or 'freezing' cultural practices by recording them. 

 

The literature review, therefore, casts a wide net in order to catch up the many different 

aspects of these intertwining and overlapping fields of practice and interaction. It will 

touch on some concepts in more detail than others, dwelling in more depth upon those 

themes and ideas most pivotal to a thorough examination of my research questions. 

 

1.1 Archival theory 

It could be said that there are many different understandings of what an archive is and 

what it does as the word itself is used in widely varying circumstances. Although, broadly 

speaking, all archiving institutions have in common the function of preserving materials 

from the past, different types of archives have different origins, and different specific 

functions. The types of material collected, preserved and made accessible by archives can 

also vary greatly from one archive to another, both in subject matter and in format 

(Eastwood 2018, p.4). An exploration of the different meanings and functions of archives 

is important here, as my field of research includes a consideration of a broad range of 

archival sound collections belonging to archives and organisations of many kinds. While 

the professional processes and concepts guiding the actions of archivists in general have 

much in common, regardless of which type of archive an archivist may work in, it will be 
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instructive to consider here the development of different types of archive as described in 

the literature, including the ways in which the concerns of these types of archive overlap 

or differ. This will be followed by an examination of recent developments in archival 

thinking. 

 

The types of archive perhaps most generally understood by the word are those which 

focus on "the preservation and care of unique records of action taken by a group, 

government agency, organization, or company" (Ridener 2008, p.1). The origin and 

spread of this type of formal, record-keeping archive in 18th-century Europe is well 

summarised by the renowned archival theorist Terry Cook:  

 

[A]rchives emerged as public institutions of the nation state. Their records were 

accessible to citizens for research, or at least to scholarly elites among the 

citizenry... Most of these archives focused on the older official records of the state, 

and so the initial role of the professional archivist became defined as guardian or 

keeper of the juridical evidence of government agencies (2013, p.106). 

 

The role of the archivist mentioned here is a theme to which I will return below, in an 

exploration of how this role has evolved over time and how it currently has an impact on 

access to archives. Cook's use of the word "accessible", and his caveat as to whom 

archives were accessible, is also highly relevant – as we shall see, the multi-layered matter 

of access to archives is a pivot around which the subject of this thesis revolves. 

 

A second type of archive which it is necessary to describe, in terms of having different 

origins and aims to those record-keeping archives of governance described above, are 

ethnological/ethnomusicological archives. These archives differ from record-keeping 

archives in that their origins lie in the academic study of peoples and cultural practices, 

and that the format of the materials that they hold often consists, in part at least, of sound 

recordings (Landau & Topp-Fargion 2012, p.126; Nettl 2005, p.162; O' Carroll 2018, 

p.14).  

 

The use of sound recording technology to collect material of interest to ethnologists and 

musicologists reaches almost as far back as the advent of the technology itself in 1888 

(Brady 1999, p.2; Ketelaar 2008, pp.15-16). Examples of such early uses of recording 

technology in various parts of the Western world include: in North America, the use by 

Jesse Walter Fewkes of the newly-invented Ediphone to record Pasamaquoddy and Zuni 
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Native Americans in 1890 (Landau & Topp-Fargion 2012, p.131; Christensen 2002, 

p.21); in Europe, the formation in 1900 of the oldest still-functioning ethnomusicological 

sound archive, the Berlin Phonogramm-Archiv (Christensen 2002, p.19); while in the 

UK, the composer and folklorist Percy Grainger began to record folk songs in 

Lincolnshire in 1906 (Ketelaar 2008, p.16). In Scotland, the School of Scottish Studies 

was founded in 1951 to "collect, preserve, research and publish materials relating to the 

cultural traditions of the nation" (West 2012, p.31), although the establishment of this 

institution was predated by the use of audio recording technologies to collect such 

material from the early 1910s-1930s by collectors such as Lucy Broadwood, Marjory 

Kennedy-Fraser, John Lorne Campbell and Calum Iain MacLean (Fenton & Mackay 

2013, p.49; Macaulay 2012, pp.172-3). The history of audio collecting and the 

establishment of sound archives in Scotland will be described in more depth in Chapter 

Two below. 

 

Each of these two forms of archive has typically been associated with a particular type of 

user. Documentary, record-holding archives, which "have traditionally been about 

acquiring, describing, and preserving documents as evidence" (Cook 2013, p.97), have 

tended to be associated with the work of historians, who have "relied heavily on the 

evidentiary uses of records in their work and considered the archive exclusively a 

repository of evidence" (Ridener 2008, pp.144-5). Ethnological and ethnomusicological 

archives, on the other hand, having been established "by and for the discipline of 

comparative musicology, alongside other scientific disciplines" (Landau & Topp-Fargion 

2012, pp.126-7) in largely academic settings, have since been considered as "integral to, 

or intimately connected with, university-based research and teaching" (Christensen 2002, 

p.21). 

 

1.2 Whose archives? The influence of 'community' and 'collecting' on archival 

practices 

The late 20th century saw disruption to these traditional categories of users, and the uses 

made, of both record-keeping and ethnological archives. This disruption was caused in 

large part by the emergence and rapid growth of 'community archives':  

 

[A]n enormous variety of grassroots projects and initiatives have sprung up 

dedicated to recording and preserving the memories and histories of different 

communities, often under-voiced and under-represented within the mainstream 

heritage (Flinn et al 2009, p.71). 
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For record-keeping archives, it could be said that the main issue that the community 

archive movement has revealed is that absences or gaps exist in the 'official' record 

relating to particular societal groups, and that archivists are now keen to redress this bias 

by engaging with such groups to ensure inclusivity (Brown, C. 2013, p.91). Various 

studies have been conducted into the ways in which mainstream, record-keeping archives 

are engaging with such community groups, highlighting partnerships and project working 

(Flinn et al 2009, p.80), the provision of support, training and services such as 

preservation or storage on the part of the mainstream archives, and the collection of new 

materials and sharing of expertise and knowledge on the part of community groups 

(Stevens et al 2010, pp.63-9). In this way, the relationship can be seen to have altered 

from an initial reaction against the exclusivity of mainstream archives to interaction 

between these two different types of archive.  

 

In ethnological/ethnomusicological archives, the same could not be said regarding a lack 

of materials relating to particular societal groups, since this is the very stuff of which 

ethnological collections consist. Instead, the issue here has been that the expansion of 

awareness of the relationship between societal groups and archival organisations has 

highlighted the lack of access to such materials for those groups and others. In Scotland, 

this has often been observed regarding the audio recordings made in various regions of 

the country by the fieldworkers of the School of Scottish Studies, which were then held 

by that department at the University of Edinburgh and were accessible only by 

appointment. This was, for a long time, seen as a "failure to give back to the people what 

was no more than their due" (MacInnes 2013, p.233).  

 

Globally, similar criticism around this historic failure to provide accessibility to archival 

collections of cultural significance has led to a phenomenon often referred to as 

'repatriation', whereby "increasing numbers of archivists and ethnomusicologists have 

become involved in projects that seek to recover past documents for contemporary use 

amongst cultural heritage communities" (Landau & Topp-Fargion 2012, p.127), and, vice 

versa, "communities are increasingly turning to collectors and archives to recover 

"forgotten" traditions which they use for a variety of purposes" (Seeger 2002, p.42). The 

term repatriation has its origins in the wider heritage world where it is used most often to 

describe the returning of tangible objects from collections to indigenous communities. 

The idea of the repatriation of sound recordings has been noted as interesting in that the 
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archive can both retain the 'tangible object' on which the sound is recorded, and repatriate 

the 'intangible content' of the recording (Lancefield 1998, p.50). 

 

In a similar way to the increasing engagement between community or societal groups and 

record-keeping archives, this issue of repatriation has increased awareness and interaction 

with ethnomusicological archives. This in turn has been seen to deliver reciprocal benefits 

both for the archive and the community: it has been found that 'repatriated' archival sound 

can play "valuable and significant roles within the cultural and social life of individuals 

and groups and simultaneously vastly assist [the archivist's/ethnologist's] understanding 

of history, culture and performance" (Landau & Topp-Fargion 2012, p.127). This 

phenomenon of re-connecting communities and individuals with their audio heritage, and 

the different means by which this can be approached and encouraged by archives, will be 

explored throughout this thesis. 

 

Alongside such practical actions and reactions brought about by the rise of the community 

archive movement, developments in archival theory about what it means to collect, 

preserve and use archives have arisen as a response to postmodern and postcolonial 

schools of thought. This could be said to be most apparent in a shift from a traditional 

view of archives as neutral repositories of historical truth, to understanding them to be 

engaged in constructing truth, in that they are selective in what they contain and how they 

are managed, and in that they can be representative of many possible interpretations or 

truths (Ketelaar 2001, p.141; Schwartz & Cook 2002a, p.15; Cook & Schwartz 2002b, 

p.181; Cook 2013, p.100). Acknowledging this shift also carries with it a recognition that 

archives "have been about power – about maintaining power, about the power of the 

present to control what is, and will be, known about the past, about the power of 

remembering over forgetting" (Schwartz & Cook 2002a, p.13), leading to deeper debates 

about representation, control and ownership. 

 

While the necessity of this shift in perspective is often aimed at record-keeping archives, 

there have been similar criticisms concerning selectivity and power aimed at ethnographic 

and ethnomusicological archives (Landau & Topp-Fargion 2012, p.128; Hennessy 2012, 

p.35). In this context, the underlying motivations of many early collectors have been 

described as 'salvage' anthropology/ethnology/ethnomusicology: "Since the advent of 

recorded sound, fieldworkers have been motivated to capture audio images of practices 

(musical and otherwise) that they believe to be in danger of being lost to posterity" 
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(Gibson 2018, pp.226). This can certainly be demonstrated of song collectors in the 

British Isles. Speaking in 1908, Percy Grainger felt that, alongside the ability to use audio 

recordings for detailed musical analysis, they were also vital for the preservation of a 

tradition that was soon to be dead (Grainger 1908, p.154). In Scotland, nearly 40 years 

later, Calum Iain Maclean felt similarly about his work of collecting and preserving 

Gaelic song and story: 

 

When I was young there were many people here who had tales and songs which 

had never been written down, and which never will be, since the old people are 

now dead, and all that they knew is with them in the grave... I realise that we are 

sixty years late in beginning this work of collection, but we may be able to save 

at least some of the traditional lore before it dies out (Excerpt from a diary written 

in 1945, quoted in Wiseman 2013, p.524). 

 

This idea that changes in society have resulted in the fading of tradition has been a 

persistent one, extending in Scotland back to at least the documenting of song in textual 

form to the eighteenth century, and continuing into the current era of "aggregation and 

assimilation" with modern culture (Mulhern 2001, p.3 & p.5). The continuation of this 

underlying fear of the loss of distinctive cultural forms (particularly of music and song), 

now seen as due to increasing globalisation and the evolution caused by cross-cultural 

influences, can still very much be observed to be a motivating factor in collecting today 

(Nettl 2005, p.161; Cooper 2013, p.19), and is also very much to be found in the discourse 

on intangible heritage (Alivizatou 2012, pp.11-12). Indeed, as Sterne states, "every 

generation laments the loss of its way of being, and the artefacts/records which illustrate 

this, to posterity" (2009, pp.55-6). 

 

The effect of the 'salvage' approach to collecting and preserving is to create an inherently 

selective process, whereby some forms of cultural practice are deemed to be more in need 

or more worthy of salvaging than others. This has been observed, for example, in Ireland 

by Carrassi, where Irish language traditions were seen to be more "authentic" and 

representative of "true folk culture" than those found in English speaking areas, creating 

a bias in collecting policies (Carrassi 2017, p.2 & p.5 [italics in original]). Similarly, in 

Norway, 19th century definitions "of what is 'authentic', 'national' and 'valuable' 

determined what was collected and what Norwegian folk music archives were intended 

to preserve," which has been shown to have had an effect on contemporary musicians' 
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opinions regarding "which geographical areas had the richest traditions" (Thedens 2002, 

p.70). This selective process is clearly paralleled in Scotland, where: 

 

The privileging of those musics deemed to be most 'authentic', 'Scottish', or 

'traditional' inevitably led to the marginalisation or rejection of others, while 

concentration on the rural, the peripheral, the antiquarian, the residual or the 

seemingly unchanged encourages a shying away from the contradictions, 

dynamics and complexities of other musics (Eydmann 2007, p.193). 

 

Identified among such 'privileged musics' which have been foregrounded by the 

collecting process in Scotland are the song traditions of "the atypical traveller culture" 

(Olson 2007, p.387) and of the North-East region of the country (Bold 2003, pp.353-4), 

while areas such as the rural South-West and the urban Central Belt have gone largely 

unrecorded in comparison (Olson 2007; Smith, D. 2014, p.34); or the preference for 

seeking out examples of ballads rather than children's songs (Bold 2013, p.249). Of 

course, it should be acknowledged that the materials recorded and preserved in archives 

are not always demonstrative of a conscious or deliberate bias on the part of the 

fieldworker; as Emily Lyle reflects, when speaking of the serendipitous collecting of 

information about marriage customs when she was seeking to record recollections of 

Galoshins, a Scottish folk-play: "I simply went along with an open mind and a curiosity 

to hear what people chose to tell me" (Lyle 2013, p.263). Lyle also makes an interesting 

point that in Scotland, rather than "salvage," the term more often adopted was "rescue 

ethnology" (Op. Cit., p.225), which indicates a far more reciprocal intent on the part of 

the 'rescuers': while something salvaged is only of benefit to the salvager, something 

rescued can continue in use by both the rescuer and rescuee. 

 

Another facet of this 'salvaging' or 'rescuing' process involves the impact of the outside 

interest of collectors and ethnologists on the practices of the communities or societal 

groups in whom they are interested: "there is no doubt that ethnomusicologists, simply 

by their interest in certain kinds of musical phenomena, have stimulated the societies they 

study to keep up, develop, and sometimes isolate and preserve these phenomena" (Nettl 

2005, p.170). In Ireland, Ó Laoire acknowledges that the regular visits of collectors in the 

early 20th century to Tory island "in search of Gaelic songs" caused the songs to "accrue 

greater symbolic capital" among the traditional singers on the island (Ó Laoire 2005, 

p.64). In Scotland, it has been similarly observed that singers of Scots songs "valued their 
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songs more highly as a result of the interest being taken in them by academics" (MacInnes 

2013, p.236).  

 

The complex interplay of this dynamic – that the activity of collecting has created sources 

of song to which current singers can now refer, and that it has (in some instances at least) 

stimulated a sense of value and pride in terms of the continued practice of the song 

tradition – allows us to begin to see the archive as playing an active role within the practice 

of tradition, an idea upon which I will expand below. Deepening this interplay still further,  

as we shall see in the body of the thesis, it is certainly true that at least some Scottish 

singers who make use of sound archives as a source for song are very aware of the 

selective processes that influenced the contents of those archives. What effect this may 

have on their attitude towards using archives in selecting songs to sing will be discussed 

in Chapters Four and Five. 

 

1.3 All change: perspectives and technologies 

There are two other important factors which have contributed to an overall shift in 

perspective when considering the keeping and uses made of archival records: the complex 

issues of ownership surrounding both archival materials and cultural practices; and the 

increasing use of digital technologies as both a means to preserve materials, and to 

provide access to them.  

 

The question of who owns cultural practices such as song traditions is one that has no 

simple answer. Existing legal protections around ownership, such as copyright and 

intellectual property laws, are centred on concepts of 'originality', 'novelty' and 'unique 

creation', which is not directly or readily applicable to customs and practices which have 

no single author or fixed form (Hafstein 2004, p.302). Therefore, attempts by global 

organisations such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation (UNESCO) and the World Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO) to 

apply such legal protection to cultural expressions has met with very limited success 

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004, p.53; Hafstein 2014, p.18).  

 

The problem of ownership is further compounded in archives, where recordings of such 

practices, including traditional song, can be seen to belong both to the archive and to the 

practice communities: the material recordings themselves belong to the archive; while the 

'intellectual property' of the practices represented on them may belong to the individual 
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who created the recordings, the person or persons whose voices are preserved upon them, 

and potentially, the wider cultural communities to which they belonged (Lancefield 1998, 

p.50; Gray 2002, p.51). Issues around ownership and the right to access recordings of 

such practices can sometimes be clarified by permissions given at the time the recordings 

were made or deposit agreements made with the archive, which can allow the archive to 

make decisions around the appropriateness of providing access (Lancefield 1998, p.54). 

Unfortunately, it is often the case that such clear documentation does not accompany the 

recordings, and it is acknowledged that "[p]oorly defined ownership and permission to 

use and distribute recordings have the potential to negatively affect an archive's ability to 

make its collection accessible to the public" (Cooper 2013, p.19). While it is not the 

intention of my research to attempt to find a solution to this knot of issues around 

ownership and rights, it will discuss the potential implications of such legal and ethical 

issues for the ability of archives to provide access to their sound collections, and the 

potential effects of this upon the use and performance of archival recordings. 

 

The twin issues of the ownership of traditional practices and the right to access are 

brought to the fore when considering the impact of digital technologies upon the work of 

archives (Hennessy 2012, p.33; Reinsone 2018, p.292). Digitisation of archival records 

is often seen simplistically both as a route to the preservation of fragile analogue 

materials, and as a means of providing ready access to a potentially global audience of 

archive users (Logan et al 2016, p.23; Marsh et al 2016, p.360; Skot 2018, p.325). 

However, neither of these aspects of digitisation are without their own problems. Digital 

formats themselves are inherently fragile, in that the rapid development of digital 

technologies means that particular file types may become unreadable as their use is 

supplanted by ever-changing, ever-better formats (Dingwall 2017, p.138): 

 

[W]hile a damaged disc or magnetic tape may yield a little information… digital 

data have a more radical threshold of intelligibility… In other words, digital files 

do not age with any grace. Where analog recordings fade slowly into nothingness, 

digital recordings fall off a cliff from presence into absence. (Sterne 2009, p.65). 

 

The focus on providing or improving accessibility through digital or digitised heritage 

can pose yet another predicament for archives, in that they can face "increasingly 

unattainable pressures to universally digitize" and the "assumption by the public that all 

materials ought to be digitized" (Marsh et al 2016, p.366), adding to the pressures of the 

archival role. 
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The openly accessible nature of digital heritage resources on the internet has prompted 

many observers to herald the digital age as the emergence of a milieu which has "striking 

similarities and correspondences" with the collective practices of pre-literate oral 

traditions (Hobbs 2011, p.589), in that online interactions involving the sharing, copying 

and co-creation of digital materials have the potential to foster the development of 

"communities of shared interest" (Flinn 2007, p.158) and the creation of "communal 

experiences" (Brown 2013, p.90). Additionally, there are also fascinating conceptual 

parallels to be found regarding the ownership of digital heritage materials, since – like 

song and other cultural practices – digital files are intangible in essence:  

 

Digital sound files, like ideas, are nonrivalrous [i.e. their consumption or use by 

one party does not limit its use by another – when you download an mp3, you are 

copying the file, not purchasing a unique object]... As law professor Lawrence 

Lessig maintains, "the digital world is closer to the world of ideas than the world 

of things" – which is why copyright and other protections of physical property 

map uneasily onto the world of cyberspace (Katz 2010, p.163). 

 

The flip side to the open accessibility of this 'collective digital culture' is, of course, that 

the debate around ownership of cultural practices is exacerbated further here by the global 

reach of online resources, prompting the question: "In the post-postmodern free-for-all 

virtual world, any heritage is anybody's – or is it?" (Logan et al 2016, p.8). Additionally, 

in another parallel with the discourse on heritage and cultural practices, the issue of 

sustainability of digital technologies has meant that the language of 'salvage and rescue' 

is already in play regarding the protection and preservation of digital heritage materials 

and resources (Bendix 2009, p.257; Hennessey 2012, p.37). Many ground-breaking 

internet-based "participatory archive" sites are already non-functional, outdated or are 

clearly no longer in use by the communities for or by whom they were created (Eveleigh 

2017, p.311). 

 

As stated above, it is not the intention of this thesis to produce a conclusion regarding the 

complexity of ownership of cultural practices online, nor is it the intention to discover a 

solution to the ongoing sustainability issues which the creation of digital archives 

inevitably produce. It is highly relevant to note these issues however, as they certainly 

add to the complexity of the responsibilities of the archivist's role in making decisions 

around making archival materials available online. 
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1.4 All change: roles and models 

When taken together, these major changes – regarding the inclusivity of communities in 

archival practices, the ethical and legal dilemmas of ownership, and the radical 

transformations made possible through digital technological advances – have resulted in 

"a shift in core principles" in the role of the archivist (Cook 2013, p.115). Once seen as 

the "passive guardians" or "gatekeepers" of heritage and historical evidence (Bracha 

2009, p.133), archivists are now seen as "activists" and "active participators", whose 

"ideas and assumptions" are acknowledged as having an effect on the nature of the 

materials in their care (Eastwood 2017, p.3), and whose actions connect the records with 

their potential users, such that they are responsible for working together with cultural 

heritage communities (ibid; Lancefield 1998, p.58; Gray 2002, p.53; Galloway 2009, 

pp.78-81). The realisation of the implications of these elements of responsibility, and the 

change this has brought to the archival role, is still ongoing: 

 

Conversations within the discipline [of archiving] are intensifying their 

consideration of our role as knowledge brokers and active constructors of cultural 

heritage in an age where access to our collections will be quite differently 

mediated. Other stakeholders, quite rightly including the communities and 

individuals represented by the collections (and those rendered invisible by them), 

are becoming more active partners in these conversations (O' Carroll 2018, pp.22). 

 

This conversation about the shifting role of the archivist and of the archive has prompted 

various writers to suggest conceptualising 'new models' of archives. Some of these new 

models focus on the fact that, as O' Carroll states above, access to archives is now 

"differently mediated," with the technological advances of internet and digital 

technologies seen as having the potential to enhance both collaboration between archives 

and access for communities of users, and to enable more voices to be heard in 

conversations regarding such processes (Ketelaar 2008, p.17; Reed 2014, p.127; 

Cunningham 2017, p.73). Other proposed approaches to collaborative archiving focus 

specifically on building 'distributed models' between active stakeholders, such as 

community-based heritage groups, and more formal archives, in which "the custody and 

care of collections does not occur in the formal archive itself but happens distributed 

within the creating organisations where the records remain" (Flinn 2007, p.168).  
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Within ethnomusicological archives, this shift in the role of the archivist, coupled with an 

awareness that sound recordings held by such archives are being used in the transmission 

of cultural practices within cultural heritage communities, have led to the suggestion that: 

 

We have to redesign our dissemination and rethink our mission. We probably need 

to develop new methods for sharing our holdings, undertaken... by institutions in 

collaborative networks in order to meet the needs of communities everywhere 

(Seeger 2002, p.43). 

 

Examples of such "collaborative networks" between sound archiving institutions can be 

found across the literature and I describe here just a small handful of the type of 

collaborative undertakings being carried out in the archiving world. Seeger embarked 

upon such an endeavour as early as 2002, with the 'Global Sound' project, led by the 

Smithsonian Institute in Washington D.C. and working with various archives across the 

world to try to build a network of sound archive material available on the internet (Seeger 

2004, p.108). Several initiatives involving various types of archiving organisations and 

practice communities working together have taken place in Scandinavia, for example: in 

Sweden, a cooperative project between various institutions to digitise and create an 

inventory of all early music recordings in the country (Ramsten 2002, p.69) while in 

Norway, a collaboration between three national and several local archives of traditional 

music was developed to encourage "small-scale repatriation" to the communities in which 

the music was recorded (Thedens 2002, pp.76-77). A further project undertook to collect 

together all known recordings of Sámi joik songs and created a catalogue from across all 

the Nordic states, with a view to redressing previous issues of inaccessibility and 

invisibility in the archive, and potentially impacting traditional practices in contemporary 

Sámi culture: "such a project not only had the potential to illuminate moments of a 

musical past to which Sámi might not have had access, but also to inspire musical 

creativity for a Sámi future" (Hilder 2012, p.166). 

 

There are plentiful similar examples to be found in Scotland also. Probably the highest 

profile of these is Tobar an Dualchais / Kist o Riches (hereafter 'Tobar/Kist'), a project 

which involved collaboration between three large sound collections – the School of 

Scottish Studies Archive (SSSA) at Edinburgh University; Gaelic radio programmes from 

the BBC archives; and the Canna House archive at the National Trust for Scotland (NTS) 

– to create an online digital resource of thousands of archival audio recordings. Tobar/Kist 

was launched in 2010 and  has been noted to have had definite impact upon archive use 
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among traditional musicians (Wright 2014, p.1). More recently, the development of the 

Scotland's Sounds network is a particularly innovative example of the 'distributed archive 

model,' aiming to build knowledge of sound collections that exist across the country and 

to foster a network which can offer support, advice and expertise across the archival 

spectrum. Both of these projects – and more besides – will be described in greater detail 

in Chapter Two, which provides an account of sound archiving in Scotland. 

 

1.5 Traditional song: contexts of transmission and performance 

So far, this literature review has discussed approaches to archiving, with particular 

reference to the traditional song heritage to be found in collections held by sound archives. 

In order to comprehend the contemporary contexts in which traditional song is transmitted 

and performed in Scotland, and how the existence of related sound archive material sits 

within this context, it is now necessary to turn attention to current concepts regarding 

heritage practices, again, with particular reference to song traditions. This section will 

therefore examine aspects of contemporary practices in traditional song, including how it 

is transmitted and performed by singers.  

 

While my research intends to focus on one specific context in which traditional song 

practice occurs (that is, the context of accessing and using archival sound recordings), in 

parallel to my exploration of the wider context of archival practice in order to understand 

current issues within sound archiving, it is similarly important to examine the wider 

contexts of the transmission and performance of traditional song. Therefore, what follows 

below will examine how these concepts and contexts are defined and described in the 

literature, particularly exploring 'shifts' in how traditional song and its transmission have 

been perceived –including a broadening out from the 'traditional' concept of traditional 

song being learned and performed in the singers' home or local community (West 2012, 

pp.55-7), towards a recognition of a wider spectrum of contemporary contexts, including 

'mediated' transmission and professional performance contexts (Wade 2013, p.19; 

McKean 2003, p.50; Åkesson 2012, p.70). 

 

A consideration of the concept of transmission needs to begin with both a definition: 

 

'Transmission' is a well-worn word that has mostly been used for one of the most 

crucial factors for music anywhere – the process by which musical knowledge is 

taught and learned (Wade 2013, p.20); 
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and a description of the process of transmission: 

 

Before the invention of the audio recorder in 1877, traditions were transmitted 

aurally/orally... through direct face-to-face (or mouth-to-ear) transmission 

(Seeger 2002, p.42). 

 

The mention of the invention of the "audio recorder" here hints at changes in our 

understanding of this process since then, to include what can be described as "mediated 

transmission" (Åkesson 2012, p.70). In the twentieth century, the invention of audio 

recording technologies and their subsequent spread of use through commercial 

recordings, radio broadcast, and the collection of field recordings of traditional practices, 

created a new type of aural source through which music and song could be listened to and 

learned (Wade 2012, p.23; West 2012, pp.59-60). As Seeger describes, this had a radical 

impact upon the transmission of musical traditions: 

 

The radical transformation with respect to recording is that traditions that were 

once mouth-to-ear are now mouth-to-microphone-to-playback device-to-ear... 

Recordings are thus an important component of most musical transmission today 

(Seeger 2002, p.43). 

 

It is worth noting, however, that the process of  mediated transmission of traditional song 

had existed prior to the invention of audio recording technologies, whereby traditional 

songs that had been documented in text-based media – whether published in song 

collections or printed on chapbooks and broadsides – could be learned from those texts 

as well as via the direct mouth-to-ear transmission of a purely oral practice (Ó Laoire 

2005, pp.49-50; Åkesson 2012, p.68; Atkinson 2014, p.116). This mediated transmission 

process has also widened further in the course of the late twentieth and twenty-first 

century, as burgeoning digital online resources for listening to, sharing and creating music 

globally have led to the realisation that "[the] Internet and social media especially are 

important elements of contemporary oral tradition" (Patterson 2015, p.42). 

 

As with the 'widening' of concepts of transmission via mediated sources over the course 

of the 20th and 21st centuries, so too there has been a growth of the spaces and places in 

which traditional song is performed and heard: 

 

Tradition always evolves, of course, but for some time has been negotiating the 

strange transition between domestic, private tradition and the public, 
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commercialized, commodified tradition we take for granted today. Movement 

between private and public performance, along with developments in learning and 

propagation, creates new repertoires and environments for traditional acts without 

necessarily destroying pre-existing means (McKean 2003, p.50). 

 

The traditionally understood context for where the process of the aural/oral transmission 

and performance of music and song took place is described above as being a "domestic, 

private" space. This is certainly true for Scottish traditional practices, as demonstrated in 

this description by West: 

 

[M]usic in some form or other must surely have been a feature of virtually every 

Scottish home, [and] most communities, past and present, would have a selection 

of houses which might act as the focal point for musical gatherings... In Shetland, 

talk was of going 'in aboot da nhyt' to share stories and fiddle tunes, while in 

Gaelic-speaking areas it was the ceilidh house that performed this vital role (2012, 

pp.55-6). 

 

The growth of a "public, commercialized, commodified tradition" (McKean, above) is 

certainly apparent in the contemporary Scottish context, where traditional singers can 

develop professional performance careers, supported by a proliferation of traditional 

music festivals of all sizes, professional organisations which support and develop the 

sector (West 2012, p.169), and ever-growing opportunities to study traditional music 

within formal and informal educational spheres (Miller 2007, p.289; Alburger 2007, p. 

268).  

 

Accompanying these shifts in the transmission and performance of traditional song has 

been a shift in academic approaches to its study. This has involved a move away from the 

collecting traditional songs as texts, to be subjected to forms of literary and structural 

analysis (West 2012, p.57), towards an evolving understanding of the actions and 

experience of singers and the act of singing as a social/cultural process (Russell 2003, 

p.278; Ó Laoire 2005, pp.8-9; West 2012, p.57). Indeed, it has come to be seen that 

describing the performance of traditional song as a separate concept from its transmission 

creates a false division: the song tradition is better considered as an active process 

involving both of these elements.  
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1.6 Recorded sound and performance 

It is an oft-repeated idea that sound exists only as it is going out of existence (Sterne 2003, 

p.1; Atkinson 2014, p.98). A related idea is that of music and song as truly existing only 

in the moment of performance, in the moment of presentation between singer and listener: 

 

[A] score can only sound through a performance. And this applies equally to folk 

music that has never been written, for such music can only sound by way of a 

performer who brings it to voice (Benson 2003, p.170). 

 

This way of thinking about musical existence-in-performance has a parallel in the 

discourse on intangible heritage, in which it has been stated that "the very specific 

character of ICH [is that it] exists only in its enactment by practitioners" (Blake 2009, 

p.6). Similarly, the schools of folkloristics and ethnology have "increasingly accentuated 

the importance of performance, particularly since the 1970s" (Ó Laoire 2005, p.125). 

While this increasing emphasis was caused by a recognition of the fact that, for decades 

previously, the focus of study had been on "text rather than context" (ibid.), it also led to 

the rejection or dismissal of some elements of previous scholarship, resulting in 

statements such as: 

 

There is no natural existence for folklore beyond performance. Folklore archives 

are nothing but collections of dead artifacts (Honko 1989; quoted in Carrassi 

2017, p.7). 

 

This combination of the idea that song exists only in performance, and that archives hold 

only "dead artifacts," however, could present something of a paradox when considering 

the relationship between sound archives and traditional song practice: since "recordings 

are not performance" (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998, p.62), it could be said that sound 

archives are not part of the "natural existence" of the song tradition; and yet, as we shall 

see, they are widely used by contemporary traditional singers. This section therefore aims 

to describe some of the prevailing concepts about the nature of recorded sound, the 

conceptual problems these can create in considering the use of archival sound recordings 

in the context of traditional song practice, and some ways in which these problems have 

been approached in the literature. 

 

It has often been said that the advent of sound recording technologies in the late nineteenth 

century brought about profound changes in musical practices – both in listening habits 
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and in musical composition, and, more fundamentally, in the ways that we experience 

music and conceive of its functions in everyday life (Benjamin 1955, pp.213-4; Sterne 

2003, p.6; Sterne 2009, p.60; Katz 2010, p. 46). In discussing these changes, many authors 

have stressed the fact that recording technologies emerged during an "age of invention" 

(Brady 1999, p.11; Sterne 2003, p.6), and were a natural progression that ultimately 

stemmed from a reconceptualization of the nature of sound itself as the physiological 

processing of a waveform – a reconceptualization based on physics, biology and 

mechanics (Sterne 2003, p.2; Atkinson 2014, p.99). Katz, in looking specifically at the 

impact of recording technologies on musical habits, has remarked on the pace of this 

change: "Given that live music had for millennia been the only type of music, it is amazing 

to see how quickly it has been supplanted as model and ideal" (2010, p.26). However, 

Sterne has observed that any notion that sound recording technologies had a "shocking" 

impact on human activity should be reconsidered – suggesting instead that the process of 

change in listening habits should still be regarded as incremental: 

 

To be sure, the transformation of sound and hearing took well over a century... 

Changes in sound, listening, and hearing happened bit by bit, place by place, 

practice by practice, over a long period of time" (Sterne 2003, p.2).  

 

We have seen above in section 1.1 that the adoption of sound recording technologies by 

folklorists and musicologists to document "verbal and musical forms of expression" 

started to take place only a short space of time after the invention and commercial release 

of the phonograph (Brady 1999, p.2). Alongside the fact that this led to the development 

of the keeping of sound archives, it has also been claimed that the academic fields of 

ethnology and ethnomusicology themselves owe their development in large part to the 

ability to record audio (ibid.; Katz 2010, p.2). It is interesting to note that at the outset of 

the use of the phonograph in collecting, many fieldworkers tended not to acknowledge, 

in their academic writing on their collections, that they had created recordings at all, 

maintaining a focus instead on transcribed texts and their analysis (Brady 1999, pp.60; 

Bradtke 2010, p.37; Atkinson 2014, p.95). As can be seen with early recordings made by 

Calum Iain Maclean in Scotland, while working for the Irish Folklore Commission (IFC) 

in 1940s, the prevailing focus on texts extended not only to discussions in the academic 

literature, but also to the practice of collecting itself: the accepted working method of the 

IFC meant that he painstakingly transcribed all his recordings, and the wax cylinders were 

then scraped and re-used (MacInnes 2013, p.232). Some records from this early period 
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which do detail the use of the new technology include descriptions of how the people 

being recorded were often disconcerted, concerned or bemused by what they heard when 

their own voices were played back to them (Grainger 1908, p.147; Bescoby-Chambers 

1964, p.10; Brady 1999, pp.39-40), giving rise to the connotations of 'un-natural-ness' 

which have, in one way or another, adhered to recorded sound ever since. 

 

Perspectives on, and experiences of, recorded sound have shifted since these early days, 

however – approaches in ethnology and related fields have become much more reflexive 

in character and are more likely to acknowledge their working procedures, while the 

existence of recorded sound has become a ubiquitous element of the soundscape of our 

lives (in Scotland and 'western' society in general, anyway) (West 2012, p.59). Thus, 

traditional singers in the present day (including myself) have a different relationship to it 

than those earlier singers – it being very much a part of our everyday interaction with the 

audible world. Digital technologies have further altered our relationship with recorded 

sound, whereby people have now become "conditioned to instant access", as oral historian 

Douglas Boyd observed when explaining how an audiocassette worked to his young 

daughter, who "shrugged her shoulders and poignantly said, "I just want to click on it to 

listen"" (Boyd 2014, p.95). 

 

Despite this everyday immersion in recorded sound, however, it remains that the practice 

of listening to recorded sources to learn traditional song is still often seen as being a 

somewhat unnatural process. This is apparent in the persistent notion of an ideal of pure 

oral transmission as being more authentic (Atkinson 2014, p.98), as carrying an ineffable 

"something" that audio recordings cannot transmit. In line with this ideal, the persistence 

of attitudes towards recorded sound as being inherently 'different' can be found described 

throughout the literature, with associated negative attitudes to their use as a source of 

transmission of traditional song. Perhaps the most common of these is that recorded sound 

has been "removed" or "detached" from its original source or context (Brady 1999, p.33; 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998, pp.62-3; Sterne 2003, p.20; Katz 2010, pp.9-10; Atkinson 

2014, p.99). The language used to describe this process of detachment often has a 

somewhat violent tendency, indicating the existence of a pejorative attitude towards it. 

Phrases such as "sounds have been torn from their natural sockets" (Schafer 1977, quoted 

in Bijsterveld and van Dijck 2009, p.12) and "recordings… capture these fugitive sounds" 

(Katz 2010, p.5) are also echoed in the ethnographical discourse on audio collecting: "oral 

traditional performances are collected, that is, caught and imprisoned in the 
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anthropologist's or folklorist's game-bag" (Foley 2005, quoted in Ilescu 2018, p.258). 

Indeed, the fact that the word 'capture' is still so widely used interchangeably with the 

word 'record' when referring to the process of audio recording, perhaps indicates that such 

a view is still a widely held, if not always conscious, assumption about the nature of 

recorded sound and its relationship to song and other traditional oral practices. 

 

This enduring image of recorded sound having been unnaturally split from its source links 

with the persistence of ideas that the nature of recorded sound is such that it is "fossilised" 

or "frozen" in comparison to live sound, which is "ephemeral" and "fleeting" (Lancefield 

1998); that recordings are thus "inauthentic copies" of unique original performance 

(Benjamin 1955, pp.214-5); and that recorded sound cannot be "interacted" with in the 

same ways as live sound (Sterne 2009, pp.57-8).  

 

All of these attributes would seem to present obstacles to a positive consideration of the 

role audio recordings might play as a source of traditional song practice and transmission 

– and the following two sections will examine in more detail some of the key ways in 

which such perceived obstacles have been configured in the literature. However, as we 

shall see in section 1.9, there are also ways in which these seemingly incontrovertible 

attributes of recorded sound may potentially be considered in a more flexible light. 

 

1.7 Fixing, freezing, fossilising? 

As introduced above, the concept that using audio technologies to record and preserve 

cultural practices such as traditional song de-contextualises and 'fixes' them, thus 

changing them fundamentally from what they were before, is often discussed in the 

literature on sound archives: 

 

Countless writers have commented that recording in one way or another destroys 

sound's ephemeral qualities. Sound itself, they write, was rendered durable and 

repeatable by Edison (Sterne 2009, p.57). 

 

This concern around fixing sound by recording it is found in both the discourse on the 

documenting of intangible heritage, and in concepts relating to the materials collected and 

preserved by archives. In relation to intangible heritage, the development of national 

inventories or lists of cultural practices required by UNESCO's 'Convention for the 

Safeguarding of Intagible Cultural Heritage' (ICHC) have been criticised for 
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"decontextualizing [these practices] from the social relations in which they take place" 

(Hafstein 2009, p.105), and above all, for having the potential to "fossilize" or "freeze" 

practices that are by nature (and by the ICHC's own definition) living and changeable 

(Smith, L. 2006, p.55; Alivizatou 2012, p.15). In archival practice, the image (noted above 

at section 1.6) that archives preserve 'dead artefacts' can be traced back to the concept of 

archives as described in the late 19th century: 

 

As the famous Dutch manual on the arrangement and description of archives put 

it, "an archival collection is an organic whole, a living organism, which grows, 

takes shape, and undergoes changes in accordance with fixed rules." In a footnote, 

the authors of the manual concede that they are speaking about "an organism 

which has lived, for the archivist generally receives the archival collection into 

his custody when it is dead" (Eastwood 2017, pp.5-6). 

 

The contrast between the pre-archived, "living" phenomenon and the "dead" archival 

record is very much found in descriptions of ethnological archives also, whereby the 

documenting of tradition creates "an inert, conservative heritage, a static legacy without 

energy or transmuting power" (Carrassi 2017, p.6). The conceptualisation of sound 

recordings as "replicable replicas of intangible and fleeting sounds" (Lancefield 1998, 

p.47) adds to this image: if intangible practices such as song traditions are in peril of being 

fossilised or frozen by being collected, documented, and placed on a 'list,' how can they 

maintain their character as living traditions? And if the songs have been "rendered durable 

and repeatable" by being recorded and preserved in sound archives, how can they be 

considered to play a part in the transmission of changeable, ephemeral ICH? 

 

1.8 Authenticity and memory 

Concerns around the mediated process of learning song from recorded sources, and 

around the influence of collection, selection and accessibility in archives on cultural 

practices, can also be seen in ideas around the authenticity / inauthenticity of this form of 

transmission. Along similar lines to the discussion above of the complexities of 

ownership of archival representations of cultural practices, it is not the intention of this 

thesis to attempt to pin down a precise definition of what constitutes authenticity (nor, 

indeed, memory), but rather to observe how these concepts play a role in both current 

practices of archiving and current practices of traditional singing. 
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Authenticity is a term which, like memory, carries a range of meanings which can bear 

different weight when used in different circumstances, as Newman and Smith discuss in 

their paper on this subject:  

 

The literature on authenticity has struggled to reach a consensus about what 

exactly is meant by this elusive term. This lack of definitional clarity is primarily 

due to the diversity of contexts in which authenticity judgments arise… To 

complicate things further, different meanings of authenticity may be used when 

discussing the very same entity… [W]ithin each discipline, researchers have 

sought to construct typologies that best describe the particular phenomenon of 

interest. This has led to a rather fragmented conceptual landscape and a growing 

list of 'kinds of authenticity' (Newman & Smith 2016, p.609). 

 

In the particular research areas of this thesis, the term is regularly made use of in both the 

archival context and in the practice of traditional singing, with quite different intent and 

meaning. Newman and Smith identify that the term can be used to make "binary 

judgements" regarding the authenticity / inauthenticity of an object, or that it can be used 

to evaluate a "continuum" of authenticity (Op. cit. p.610). Thus, the term "authentic" is 

often employed to describe the trustworthiness or evidentiary qualities of the material 

contents of an archive – that what the archive holds are recordings which have not been 

altered – that they are "true to their origins" (MacNeil & Mak 2007, p.27). This binary 

use of the term then contrasts with the spectrum of meanings of performative integrity or 

continuity implied when the same word is used to describe traditional singing. The 

conceptual landscape" of authenticity in collective traditional practices such as singing 

can be further "fragmented" by the realisation that, in performing a song, the singer must 

be both "true to themselves," and true to the collectively understood parameters of that 

tradition (MacNeil & Mak 2007, p.28; MacDonald 2013, p.119; pp.128-9). We will 

encounter examples of this "continuum of authenticity" in Chapter Four, particularly 

section 4.3.1, where singers discuss their ideas of authenticity as it pertains to singing 

songs learned from archival recordings and other sources.  

 

Moreover, when speaking of the 'authentic' transmission and performance of traditional 

song, the image of purely oral transmission maintains a strong hold on the imagination 

(Atkinson 2014, p.98). This can make it difficult to accept that any form of mediated 

transmission can truly be 'authentic' in character (Wade 2013, p.182). Yet, from another 

perspective, an acceptance of change, innovation and "new contexts" within the practice 

of tradition perhaps demonstrates that the use of recorded sound or other mediated forms 
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of song transmission need not always be so far removed from concepts of authentic 

transmission as some critics may envisage. This connects to developments in the 

understanding of tradition as being a process, rather than a static, conservative, 

unchanging practice: 

 

[I]n actual practice it is a dynamic movement between the old and the new. 

Traditional artistes build the unknown upon the inherited known. New contexts, 

techniques and repertoires are constantly added to what is inherited and acquired 

through generations. In an ideal sense, traditional artistes bring a certain 

connectedness into our lives, taking up challenges to reinterpret the past through 

what they have experienced in the present (Subramanian 2002, pp.80-1). 

 

Included in "what they have experienced in the present" is the experience of recorded 

sound as an accepted and natural element of the everyday soundscape of the traditional 

singer in the present day. Alongside an acceptance of this context, an alternative concept 

of authenticity in tradition can see it as something ineffable that is apprehended through 

direct experience and immersion in tradition, including through mediated means: 

 

The one thing to avoid with a search for authenticity is to conceive of it as an 

odyssey back in time until we somehow arrive at a golden age of tradition, a time 

when that tradition was true or whole, perfectly formed… [an] idea [that] fails to 

give any credit at all to the concept of change… For authenticity is really about 

understanding, about empathy, about getting it. It is about seeing and hearing from 

the inside, taking the time and trouble to get in there, either directly if it is still 

there and breathing, or through the memories and experiences of voices of those 

who lived it if it is not (West 2012, p.83). 

 

Indeed, it has been emphasised that the concept of authenticity itself is not impervious to 

the concept of change: "authenticity itself is a creature of circumstance. What it means to 

be authentic continues to change, and the parameters and content of authenticity are 

always under negotiation" (MacNeil and Mak 2007, p.44).  

 

A similar dynamic can be observed regarding ideas around memory and the archive. The 

language that has habitually been used to describe archives has presented them as 

"surrogates of memory" (Jacobsen et al 2013, p.224) and even as "storehouses" (Brown 

2013, p.88) or "silos" (Bastian 2017, p.345) of memory. This has served to depict the 

archive as something set apart from the embodied, functional memory of cultural 

practices (Assman 2011 [1999], pp.123-3) – something saved and stored up for the future; 
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not in use in the present. However, as has been observed: "As far as memory itself is 

concerned, at the present juncture we are in the middle of serious changes in conceptions 

of human memory" (Galloway 2009, p.67), resulting in a change to the traditional image 

of the archive as an inert store of "lost or hidden memory" (Jacobsen et al 2013, p.224). 

In a similar vein to the acceptance of change in tradition that Subramanian described 

above, it has also been understood that memory, too, is "recast in the minds of each 

generation" (Smith, L. 2006, p.64), that, like authenticity, it is an "ever moving and ever 

changing process" (Ó Laoire 2005, p.44); and that, for example, the selective practices by 

which archives are formed have "intriguing consequences" for memory and remembering 

(Bijsterveld 2009, p.17).  

 

As this thesis will explore, it is the space of interaction between archive and archive user 

that involves a direct experience that can bring about a moment of change/interchange 

between "storage" and "functional" memory, blurring the seeming divide between the two 

in the use of archival material: for, "like memory, an archive is not just an agency of 

storage, but a process, a mediated social and cultural practice" (Ketelaar 2009, p.121). 

 

1.9 A shift of focus: the users of archives  

A challenge to the seeming paradoxes around "freezing" sound and "fossilising" cultural 

practices starts to emerge when we look at the users of archives, at the practitioners of 

intangible heritage and their use of archival material within their practice: specifically, 

when we look at the singers of traditional song and to examine some of the ways in which 

sound archives are used by them. We have seen that Ketelaar considers that "[e]very 

interaction, intervention, interrogation, and interpretation by creator, user, and archivist 

is an activation of the record" (Ketelaar 2001, p.137), and that the archive itself may be 

seen, accordingly, as a process, as a practice. This 'activation' is a concept to which he 

regularly returns in his writing, ultimately stating that "[a]rchives are not a static artefact 

imbued with the record creator's voice alone, but a dynamic process involving an infinite 

number of stakeholders over time and space" (Ketelaar 2012, p.19), and that "[t]he user 

becomes a reader and writer, consumer and producer of information… a member of the 

"creative audience"" (ibid, p.29).  

 

Considering such activation of the archival record by traditional singers helps to shift the 

perspective away from the problem considered at 1.6 above, that recorded sound cannot 

authentically transmit traditional song because the fixed nature of recordings means that 
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they can't be interacted with  – in other words, because  "the fantasy that we can commune 

with the voices of the dead… is just that, a fantasy." (Sterne 2009, pp.57-8). As we shall 

see, there are plentiful examples of traditional singers using sound recordings in archival 

collections which seem to demonstrate myriad ways in which 'fixed' archival sound 

recordings can in fact become part of a dynamic process that is understood and 

experienced very much as part of a 'living' tradition: from the elicitation of emotion akin 

to that prompted by 'live' performance; to performing a sung response along with a 

recorded archival voice; to the re-assimilation of songs learned from archival sources 

back into intangible cultural practices. I present a selection of these examples here at some 

length, for the words of those who have experienced these moments of 'unfixing' (or who 

have engaged with archival material as 'non-fixed') make the case more effectively than 

a brief summary of them would do. 

 

Despite the tendency to conceptualise archival material as 'frozen', a clear demonstration 

of the ability of recorded voices to elicit an emotional response in practice is revealed in 

the following description, by Lilis Ó Laoire, of an occasion during a presentation when 

he played an example of an archival recording of the singer Joe Heaney: 

 

I had decided not to play the full song, as I had other ground I also wished to 

cover. When I clicked on "pause," however, a collective call, Á, fág air é! ["Ah! 

Leave it on!"] erupted from the assembled audience. The performance had struck 

a chord. I felt I had no choice and left the song on until it had finished. Afterwards, 

many people remarked how beautiful and moving they had found the performance 

(Ó Laoire 2013, pp.368-9). 

 

The recording here not only elicited an emotional reaction from the audience, but 

moreover Ó Laoire was seen as a 'co-performer' alongside the recording and had to 

respond to their desire to hear the complete song. A direct example of the ability of 

listeners to interact with a recorded voice is provided by a description by Emma 

Brinkhurst of an experience during a project she developed to connect a Somalian 

diaspora community in London with audio collections held by the British Library: 

 

During the playback of a gabay from the John Low collection one listener repeated 

the final word of each line, a gesture of affirmation traditionally made by audience 

members during the performance of poetry in Somalia… The listeners engaged 

and interacted with the recordings, awakening past performances and giving them 

a new significance in the present moment" (Brinkhurst 2012, pp.251-2). 
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In contrast to Sterne's statement that it is not possible to "commune" with "dead" sound 

recordings, this was an instance in which "through the listeners' verbalised responses, a 

dialogue with the past was established" (ibid.). 

 

One final, particularly evocative example of activation and transmission of tradition from 

archival sources depicts the experience of an archivist directly witnessing recordings of 

the healing songs of a Native American tribe being "re-activated" through the act of 

listening: 

 

Upon being played for our visitors, recordings we'd been dealing with as frozen 

documents to be catalogued and preserved… suddenly were redefined as traces of 

sound with profoundly real therapeutic value. Before our eyes and ears, sonic 

traces catalogued as analytical specimens became sources of songs with healing 

power. What once might have seemed dead things re-entered a living tradition. 

Even as we listened to brief excerpts, our guest began singing along, committing 

them to memory, knowing immediately how he would use the songs to cure 

people at home (Lancefield 1998 pp.56-7). 

 

There are many further examples that can be offered as evidence that a similar process of 

transmission of the living tradition via archives has long been at play in Scotland. 

Professor John MacInnes has described how the well-known Gaelic singer Flora MacNeil 

made use of audio recordings at the School of Scottish Studies to expand her repertoire 

of song, which were then passed on, through her performance, teaching and own 

recording career, to a younger generation of singers (MacInnes 2013, p.237). Also based 

at the School of Scottish Studies, the renowned collector Hamish Henderson described 

how students in Edinburgh used to clamour to learn material that had been recorded for 

the archive there: 

 

When men such as the late Dr Calum MacLean returned from collecting tours, 

students came thronging round to hear his finds... Songs learned from our tapes 

began to be heard at the ceilidhs of the University Highland Society. Thanks to 

the tape-recorder, unknown waulking songs with beautiful tunes and splendid 

texts, recorded on Hebridean islands or in the remotest fastnesses of Wester Ross 

and Sutherland, were being sung by young folk in the capital only a matter of 

weeks after being taped. (Henderson 1965, in Finlay (ed.) 2004, p.7). 
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One practical way in which the use of archival recordings allows the user to develop an 

active relationship with them – listening to 'fixed' sound in a 'non-fixed' manner – is that 

many ethnographic and ethnomusicological collections hold recordings not of singular 

instances of particular practices, but of several variants from within the tradition, so that 

the user can experience different versions, styles and interpretations on which to base 

their knowledge and performance (Grainger 1908, p.150; Thedens 2002, p.77). A Scottish 

example of this approach can be found in an interview with Drew Wright, a singer and 

performance artist who took part in a residency run by the School of Scottish Studies in 

2012 called 'Archive Trails.' It is clear from his statement that, while the concept that 

creating recordings can 'fix' the form of a song, or "set them in stone," was one that he 

shared to an extent, he also had a method of escaping this 'fixing' through listening to 

several different recordings: 

 

I was keen to research songs, just to [hear] all these different interpretations of 

songs. 'Cause you hear one recording and there's kind of an assumption that that 

– that's the thing about recording, it kinda captures these performances, and it 

begins to sort of set them in stone a wee bit. And it's quite nice to hear these 

different interpretations, different melodies, different verses (D. Wright, in an 

interview with Emily Roff, Glasgow May 2011, quoted in Macaulay & Roff 2013, 

p.245). 

 

Another way in which the use of archival materials by singers has the potential to 'un-

freeze' the recorded song harks back to Ketelaar's description above of the archive user 

as a "member of the creative audience" (2012, p.29). The 'Archive Trails' residency 

project described above is an interesting example of such creative re-use, whereby three 

performing artists with connection to folk traditions were invited to develop new 

performances through research in the sound archive: 

 

The project was devised with two aims in mind: to provide a stimulus for the 

commissioned artists to explore new dimensions in their own practice, and to open 

up the Archives to a wider public through a fresh, contemporary interpretation of 

archival material (Macaulay & Roff 2013, p.239). 

 

This dual purpose of the stimulation of new creative practice while raising awareness of 

the sound archive with new audiences, is something that my research will focus on in Part 

Three of this thesis, in an exploration of two song-related projects carried out by 

Scotland's Sounds. Other examples of such creative re-use throughout the world include 
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various instances of archive recordings themselves being incorporated directly into new 

compositions. Ramsten describes several such instances of archival song recordings being 

used by different performers and bands in Sweden. Moreover, she observes that this is, 

in a sense, a continuation of a practice that has long been an aspect of musical composition 

and innovation: 

 

For several hundred years composers of both classical and popular music have 

used folk music material in their compositions, with musical notation and prints 

as their points of departure. But since the last century there has been a new source 

possibility: sound recordings of ethnic music… Some will think this is an 

interesting way to use the recordings, even regard it as a case of artistic renewal. 

Others will think it a sacrilege (Ramsten 2002, pp.67-8).  

 

In Scotland, a notable example of this "artistic renewal" through the sampling of archival 

song recordings directly into new musical compositions is found in the highly-acclaimed 

album 'Grit' by Martyn Bennet, described as "bringing archived voices and technological 

manipulation together into an outstanding tribute to the marriage of tradition and 

modernity" (West 2012, p.84). This album, released in 2003, was, in the composer's own 

words: 

 

An album of descriptive music that incorporates many singers that I knew in 

person or, at least, listened to as I was growing up… The sources of these 

recordings vary, many of them having been recorded by folklorists such as Alan 

Lomax, Hamish Henderson, Peter Cooke and Thorkild Knudsen pre-1970 

(Martyn Bennett n.d.).  

 

The impact of this album on the Scottish traditional music scene since its release has been 

so great that, in 2015, the album was orchestrated and performed by ninety musicians to 

a sell-out audience at the Celtic Connections music festival in Glasgow (ibid.). Among 

those ninety musicians were some of the foremost contemporary singers from the Gaelic 

and Scots traditions, singing the songs which appeared on the album as archival voices – 

taking these songs on a journey from performance, to archive, to commercial album, to 

live performance once again by recognised tradition bearers. 

 

Such a journey, and other such examples as have been described above, provide evidence 

that there are many ways in which fixed archival sound recordings can become 'un-fixed', 

or be engaged with as 'non-fixed', and adapted back into various different expressions of 
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cultural practice. Such uses of archives "give rise to a process of circulation and re-

circulation between the static dimension of folklore as collected and archived items, and 

the dynamic dimension of its actual and contextual use and transformation" (Carrassi 

2017, p.7). 

 

However, to conclude this literature review, it is important to note that most of the 

examples given in the literature of uses and re-uses of song recordings have mostly been 

observed or described from a professional perspective – whether archivist, heritage 

professional or academic. Even Lancefield's moving description of the transformation of 

sound recordings from "frozen documents" to living cultural expressions is given from 

his own perspective – we do not know how this process was experienced by the singer 

himself who Lancefield describes. While the reflections of professional musicians, such 

as Martyn Bennet and Drew Wright, have been added to these voices above, in general 

there is a gap in the academic exploration of this process from the perspective of those 

traditional singers who themselves engage with archival materials as part of their practice. 

To address this gap,  my research will seek out users of archives in my fieldwork, and 

reflect upon my own use of archival sources as a singer of traditional song myself, to 

provide insight into the role of archival sound recordings in traditional song practice from 

this relatively un-heard point of view of the singer. As ethnologist Gary West has 

observed: 

 

Tradition does not stop, it flows on and takes new shapes... If we stay in our rooms 

and fail to venture out to engage with that tradition and the people who nurture it, 

then we will no longer understand (West 2013a, p.1). 

 

Heeding this warning, I propose to "venture out", seeking to engage with people who 

nurture the song tradition – both singers themselves, as well as those who care for and 

provide access to it through archival sound collections. 
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Chapter 2. Sound archiving in Scotland 

 

In order to identify how sound archives play a role in contemporary traditional song 

practice in Scotland, we first need to explore the current context of sound archiving in 

Scotland and how this has developed over the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. This 

chapter therefore aims to provide: a history of sound collecting in Scotland (though not 

an exhaustive one); a description of some of the main sound collections that will be 

referred to in the course of this thesis; and a detailed look at the Scotland's Sounds 

network which forms the focus of Chapters Seven and Eight.  

 

2.1 Early audio collecting 

As was referred to briefly in Chapter Two above, the collecting and documenting of 

traditional song did not commence with the advent of audio recording technologies. In 

Scotland, the practice of collecting song in both the Gaelic and Scots languages dates at 

least as far back as the sixteenth century (MacAulay 2012, p.171), and many of these text-

based collections remain important sources and points of access for songs to this day. 

However, with the advent of audio recording in Scotland, as in other countries, the new 

technology allowed for new approaches to song collecting.  

 

In the early days of sound recording in Scotland, this collecting was primarily undertaken 

by individuals rather than by organisations or institutions, and was motivated by a variety 

of factors (MacAulay 2012, p.173). For Gaelic song, audio collections on wax cylinder 

date back to the early twentieth century. The Austrian "amateur ethnologist" Rudolf 

Trebitsch's collecting of Gaelic song in 1907 was motivated by linguistic interests 

(Austrian Academy of Sciences n.d.(a)), while Lucy Broadwood, who collected in 

Arisaig in around 1908 for the English Folk Song Society, was primarily interested in the 

musical aspects of the tradition (MacAulay 2012, p.172). The well-known and somewhat 

controversial figure Marjory Kennedy-Fraser recorded songs in the Western Isles around 

1909, and then utilised these recordings to create English-language art-songs which were 

hugely popular in drawing-room performance circles of that era (Collinson 1966, p.73; 

Purser 1992  p.31; Mackenzie 2018, pp.52-3). An additional early collector of Gaelic song 

who can be added to this list is Hugh MacKay, about whom little has been written. He 

was a musician and tailor from Golspie who became friends with Marjory Kennedy-

Fraser, and was himself a renowned performer of her art-songs. His personal archive, 
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including three boxes of wax cylinders, was recently donated by his family to the National 

Library of Scotland (NLS). I was fortunate to carry out a preliminary study of what appear 

to be field recordings of Gaelic singers while on placement there in the course of my PhD 

research. These recordings may date to around 1910, the period during which he became 

acquainted with Kennedy-Fraser (Bliadhna nan Òran 2015), or to the 1920s, when he 

undertook a tour of the Western Isles with a travelling theatre company (Elder 1939, 

p.200). They may therefore represent some of the earliest audio field recordings of Gaelic 

song, and as such present a fantastic opportunity for potential future study. 

 

The first Scots song audio collecting dates to a little later in the century, when the 

American academic folklorist James Madison Carpenter travelled across Britain from the 

late 1920s to the early 1930s, focussing his collecting in Scotland primarily in the north-

east (Bradtke 2010, p.35). The lack of other early Scots audio collections does not mean, 

however, that there was a dearth of any kind of collecting during this period. To give one 

example, the song collectors Gavin Greig and the Rev. James B. Duncan created a vast 

collection of over 3500 Scots songs during the first two decades of the twentieth century; 

but they did not make audio recordings of their informants, preferring instead to transcribe 

the songs as they heard them, creating between them "Scotland's biggest and finest 

manuscript collection of folk song" (Shuldham-Shaw & Lyle 1981, p.xiv). 

 

These earliest audio collections created by individuals are publicly accessible only to 

varying degrees: Rudolf Trebitsch's collections were released on audio CDs in 1999 as 

part of a series to celebrate the 100th anniversary of the Austrian Phonogrammarchiv 

(Austrian Academy of Sciences n.d.(b)); Lucy Broadwood's collections can be heard 

through the British Library's sound archive website (British Library Sounds n.d.); and 

James Madison Carpenter's recordings can be listened to online at the website of the 

English Folk Dance and Song Society (Vaughan Williams Memorial Library n.d.). 

Therefore, with these digitised collections, there is a certain element of having to know 

where to look and what to look for (and even how to understand and follow the layers of 

cataloguing and metadata that search results can present a user with) before being able to 

simply "click and listen" to the audio itself (Boyd 2014, p.95). For example, although 

Lucy Broadwood's recordings are available to listen to on the British Library website, 

they are not presented as a collection under her own name as some others are. Instead, 

they appear as part of a larger sub-section titled "Ethnographic Wax Cylinder" (British 

Library Sounds n.d.), and the only way to find those recorded by her is to scroll through 



 

 

39 

 

the list of collections under that sub-section. In other words, a user would have to know 

that there is a collection of her recordings there in the first place, in order to find them 

other than serendipitously. As we shall see throughout the thesis, this problem of the 

"invisibility" of sound collections, even when they have been made digitally accessible 

to the public, is a recurring theme. Other collections mentioned here are currently 

completely inaccessible to the general public. Marjory Kennedy-Fraser donated her wax 

cylinders to the University of Edinburgh library in 1930, where they have since been 

copied to tape (Edinburgh University Library 2011), but not yet digitised. The Hugh 

MacKay cylinders at the NLS have not been digitised, and indeed may ultimately prove 

to be in an unplayable, undigitisable state, having been inadequately stored during the 

intervening years. 

 

2.2 A description of some prominent sound archives and sound collections 

This section will not attempt to provide an exhaustive list all of the audio sound 

collections featuring traditional song that are to be found in Scotland, but rather to give 

an account of some of the main sources of sound heritage that are referred to throughout 

the body of this thesis, including by research participants, with some attention to the 

origins of these collections and their status today. Thus, the purpose of this section is to 

provide enough information to allow the reader to make sense of any such reference, but 

without digressing into all the minutiae of audio and song collecting that has ever taken 

place in Scotland. 

 

2.2.1 Canna House Archive 

The Canna House archive on the Hebridean island of Canna, with its remarkable 

collection of traditional song recordings, features in the archival song project 'Fuaim na 

Mara' which is discussed in depth in Chapter Eight. Fiona Mackenzie, the archivist there, 

was also interviewed as part of my fieldwork, regarding both her archival insights and her 

own singing practice. It is a somewhat unique institution, and as such requires at least a 

brief description of its history. 

 

This archive is the product of the lives' work of married folklorists John Lorne Campbell 

and Margaret Fay Shaw. In 1937, the Campbells purchased the estate of Canna, inclusive 

of the island and the "laird's house." Canna House formed both their residence and a home 

for their extensive collections, which range from audio recordings and transcriptions of 

Gaelic song and story, to photography and film of the Hebrides, to an important library 
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of Gaelic materials, to John's collection of native lepidoptera (moths), and even a valuable 

collection of rare Mickey Mouse comics (Shaw 1999a, p.17; MacKenzie 2018, p.55). In 

1981, the NTS took on the management of the island while the Campbells remained living 

in the house as tenant farmers until their deaths. The original audio collections are in one 

sense inaccessible at this time, as the house itself is currently undergoing prolonged and 

extensive renovations, and there is currently no provision for public access to the 

collection although this inaccessibility has been relieved to a degree by the digitisation 

carried out by the Tobar / Kist project (Cheape, 2014, pp.115-6), a description of which 

follows below at section 2.2.3. 

 

2.2.2 The School of Scottish Studies sound archive 

By far the largest archival source of audio recordings of traditional song in Scotland is 

the sound archive of the School of Scottish Studies at the University of Edinburgh. We 

have already seen this archive referred to several times in the literature review in Chapter 

One above, and will find it frequently referred to during interviews by both singers and 

archivists throughout the remainder of the thesis. 

 

The origins and some of the activities of the SSSA have already been described in Chapter 

One. The collections held by the archive cover all areas of intangible cultural practice: 

Scots and Gaelic song; folk tales and storytelling; oral histories and accounts of local 

customs; instrumental music; and so on (Wright 2014, p.1). The archive could be said to 

have altered in function from its origins as an active collecting institution, with a shift to 

academic teaching utilising the existing collections coming to the fore from the 1970s 

onwards (Fenton & MacKay 2013, pp.59-60). However, it still maintains its dual focus 

on preservation and access. Public access beyond the academic sphere has been facilitated 

since the 1980s via the curation of a series of commercial vinyl, cassette and CD releases 

on the Greentrax record label entitled the 'Scottish Tradition Series', and by the 

publication of the magazine Tocher which provided transcriptions and articles about the 

collections (Macaulay 2012, pp.175-6). As with the collections at Canna House, this 

public accessibility has now been widened through the Tobar/Kist website. 

 

More recently, the SSSA has developed and delivered various projects to encourage 

creative / responsive uses of the collection. The 'Archive Trails' project described in 

Chapter One was one such, and there have been various other such artist-in-residence 

projects, performances and workshops aimed at both encouraging the use of the archive 
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and raising awareness of its importance (Macaulay & Roff 2013). Indeed, during the 

course of my PhD research I was invited to deliver a song workshop there as part of their 

ongoing commitment to audience engagement, which will be discussed in Song Study 

Two. 

 

2.2.3 Tobar an Dualchais / Kist o Riches 

As with the SSSA, we have already encountered the Tobar/Kist digitisation project above 

in Chapter One. The Tobar/Kist website provides access to archival recordings from three 

sources: the SSSA, Canna House archive, and Gaelic language programmes from the 

BBC archive.  

 

December 2010 saw the launch of the website we know today. The site now holds 

over 34,000 tracks of Gaelic and Scots material - a real treasury of songs, stories, 

instrumental music and conversations relating to Scotland's heritage which can be 

freely accessed by people all over the world. It has already established itself as a 

resource of enormous value in many areas of Scottish life and study although its 

full potential has yet to be realised (J. Shaw 2014, p.27). 

 

In the decade since its launch, the number of digital tracks available for access has been 

added to and is now approaching 50,000. Over time, the website has "become fragile" 

due to technological obsolescence, and an updated version of the website with a "new 

look and new content" is scheduled for publication in March 2021 (Tobar an Dualchais 

n.d.). As Shaw describes above, the website was quickly established as "a resource of 

enormous value," and this is reflected in the frequency with which Tobar/Kist was 

mentioned as a 'go-to' resource in conversations with traditional singers, as we shall see 

discussed in Chapter Four and beyond.  

 

2.2.4 RareTunes 

RareTunes is a private, independently run online archive which describes itself as being 

"a curated audio scrapbook of recordings that range from near-studio quality to crowded 

and noisy house sessions, from digital media to old bits of tape, vinyl and obscure 78s" 

(RareTunes n.d.). It was begun in 2006 by musicians Stuart Eydmann and the late Derek 

Hoy, two players and scholars of Scottish music who wished to create a place for the 

archiving, organising and sharing of private collections of audio recordings. The project 

was motivated by a belief that there had been much "unofficial" collecting and recording 

of music going on in the live scene of Scottish traditional music that was going 
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unrecognised (ibid.). This was particularly true of the "folk revival" of the 1950s – 70s, 

where making tape recordings of folk club concerts and singing sessions was very much 

de rigueur (Campbell, K. 2007, p.437). The online availability of these recordings has 

had an impact on my own singing practice, as will be recounted in Song Study Three. 

 

2.2.5 The Elphinstone Institute 

The Elphinstone Institute is a centre for the study of ethnology, folklore and 

ethnomusicology at the University of Aberdeen. Its archives include audio, film, and 

photographic material collected by staff and students of the Institute, numbering 

thousands of items documenting vernacular culture from throughout the North and North-

East of Scotland. The Institute is currently working on a digitisation programme of its 

holdings (University of Aberdeen n.d.), and an international digitisation project of the 

James Madison Carpenter Collection – mentioned above at section 2.1 – was led by a 

team of research staff based there (Bradtke 2010). The importance of the archival 

holdings and activities of the Elphinstone for singers of Scots song was particularly clear 

in an interview with Iona Fyfe, as we will see in Chapter Four. 

 

2.2.6 DASG 

The archive DASG, an acronym which stands for both 'Digital Archive of Scottish Gaelic' 

and 'Dachaigh airson Stòras na Gàdhlig' [translation: 'A home for Gaelic resources'] is 

based at the University of Glasgow. This archive is primarily a repository of digitised 

texts in the Gaelic language; however it also has several audio collections amounting to 

140 hours of recordings of song, storytelling and oral histories which have recently been 

made available to listen to online (DASG n.d.). The archivists responsible for 

spearheading the development of the online audio, Abi Lightbody and Anna McAskill, 

are two of the interviewees whose approaches to sound archiving will be discussed in the 

following chapters. 

 

2.3 The Scotland's Sounds network: origins and development 

The majority of the audio collections and projects described above exist due to fieldwork 

research carried out by academic institutions and individuals. We have seen this 

connection often to have been the case with ethnographical audio collections (Landau & 

Topp-Fargion 2012, p.126; Nettl 2005, p.162; O' Carroll 2018, p.14). However, there 

exist in Scotland many audio collections of significance to cultural heritage practices 

which do not have this connection to academia. As mentioned in Chapter One above, in 
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recent years, the Scotland's Sounds network has arisen as a new sound archiving initiative 

which aims to support and strengthen the provision of care for these and other sound 

collections across the country. 

 

In contrast to many countries globally, Scotland does not have an institution with a 

national responsibility for collecting, preserving and disseminating the recorded sound 

created by or pertaining to the country – in the way that it does have a national library, a 

national museum, national cultural heritage institutions in the form of the NTS and 

Historic Environment Scotland, and a national archive in the form of National Records 

Scotland. However, the development of the "network" approach of Scotland's Sounds  has 

arisen from a period of consultation and planning, stretching back several years, which 

looked into the feasibility of establishing a national sound archive for Scotland. In 2009, 

an independent consultation was carried out for the NLS and the Scottish Council on 

Archives (SCA) which identified several major deficiencies in the overall provision made 

for audio collections in Scotland, including: 

 

[T]he absence of a permanent provision for cataloguing and digitising analogue 

collections; the lack of a national overview of collecting; insufficient preservation 

facilities; the lack of a national digital resource of sound archive material; no 

coherent voice for the sector; no Scottish policy making and training body (Atkins 

2009, p.44). 

 

Following this, in 2013, the NLS worked in collaboration with Tobar/Kist to carry out a 

survey and mapping exercise to develop a wider knowledge of sound holdings across 

Scotland, and to determine the priorities that a new service should adopt to best serve the 

needs of those caring for sound collections. This survey received 78 responses and 

revealed a great diversity and wide geographic spread (see Figure 2.1) of institutions and 

organisations which had audio collections in their care. The types of organisations who 

responded to the survey included such ethnographic university collections as detailed in 

section 2.2 above, but also record-keeping archives, museums, galleries and other large 

formal collecting institutions; community groups, historical societies and private 

individuals; and both private and public organisations, commercial and voluntary. The 

sound collections held by these organisations also varied greatly: in terms of the formats 

of the recordings (from all forms of analogue recordings to purely digital collections); 

and in terms of the size of the collections (from a handful of hours' worth to many 
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thousands of items). The subject matter of the sound collections was also similarly wide-

ranging: 

Oral history formed by far the largest group… All types of music were also well 

represented… [as were] storytelling, commercial recordings, radio broadcasts… 

[A] number of other categories were named, including medical recordings, poetry 

readings, lectures, school lessons, sound reels accompanying films, placenames, 

folklore, ethnology… (Tobar an Dualchais 2013, p.3) 

 

 

The variety and richness of sound heritage represented in these collections therefore form 

invaluable sources of social and cultural interest. However, the accessibility of these 

Figure 2.1:Map of geographic spread of sound collections in Scotland, based on responses 

to the Tobar an Dualchais survey conducted in 2013. Image created by author.  
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collections, as suggested by the survey results, presented a far less encouraging picture. 

The majority of respondents (85.9%) indicated that their collections were "accessible," in 

response to a question as to whether they were "open to the public"; but the responses 

regarding cataloguing and the digital availability of the collections revealed a much less 

clear-cut situation. Only 24.36% reported that their collections were completely digitised, 

and only 21.33% described them as being completely catalogued (ibid.). Therefore, while 

the majority of the collections appeared, at least theoretically, to be accessible, the 

practical ability of a potential user to locate and access many of the collections appeared 

to be far lower. 

 

The culmination of this process of consultation and survey was the publication in 2013 

by the NLS of a strategic vision document entitled 'Development of a Scottish sound 

archive'. The approach described in this document followed closely the 2009 

consultation's recommendation that "the preferred option for development is a new 

organisation that is designed to complement existing provision… managed by and located 

within the National Library of Scotland" (Atkins 2009, p.39). Thus, the NLS strategic 

vision document stated that "a Scottish sound archive will not exist to take universal 

responsibility for provision but will complement the work of existing organisations" 

(National Library of Scotland 2013, p.6). The core of the strategic vision publication is 

presented in its vision statement: 

 

Through increasing visibility to sound collections we can help in raising standards 

and sharing best practice to encourage effective care and promote widespread 

accessibility while fostering a supportive public and professional network 

(Op.Cit., p1). 

 

Scotland's Sounds therefore, by its own description, is not a centralising force which 

intends to take in deposits, loans and gifts of sound materials to build up a single national 

repository of sound materials; nor is it seeking the creation of a new sound archive 

building or facility. Rather it is a distributed archive network, a collaborative model which 

"derive[s] from the notion of a distributed national collection of sound archives" (Atkins 

2009, p.44).The network aims to "address the need for better provision of collection care 

and access, by sharing expertise and specialist tools and equipment" (National Library of 

Scotland 2013, p.6), through co-operation and collaboration, complementing the work 

carried out by existing organisations (ibid). In this way, Scotland's Sounds could be said 

to be implementing the calls for new approaches to sound archiving, as considered 
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previously at Chapter 1.4, whereby: "The cultural archive is not a different physical space 

– a new archive – but rather part of the archival continuum that archivists work within 

already" (Bastian 2013, p.130). 

 

This type of model is strongly grounded in an ethos that recognises the fact that many 

collections have strong ties to their originating community or archive, and that these 

would not necessarily be given over to the custody of a large national institution, nor 

indeed might they be best served by one. The key role and responsibility envisioned for 

the NLS and Scotland's Sounds was clearly stated in an unpublished paper delivered at a 

conference on digital heritage resources: 

 

[T]he collections… are not 'ours', these collections belong to people, they belong 

to communities, they are 'their' and 'our' heritage... As such, the relationship 

institutions have with people transcends the product/user relationship, or 

supplier/customer or even presenter/audience. The 'resources' Scotland's Sounds 

have to share were given by communities and individuals, and organisations have 

a responsibility to preserve access to these long-term. That is our public role. 

(Bell, Lloyd & Harvey 2016). 

 

The key phrase here in defining the aim of the Scotland's Sounds network is that its role 

is not "to preserve" the collections, but rather "to preserve access" to them. Thus, the 

overall aim in caring for the sound heritage captured in these collections is to allow people 

to hear it, to make use of it – not to keep it for keeping's sake alone. This is especially 

notable given that archival responsibilities of preservation and access are usually stated 

as two separate acts, as here:  

 

Preservation is a central aspect of archive work. So too is enabling access – a 

process that encompasses such tasks as the creation of mechanisms by which users 

can search for and listen to material (Macaulay 2012, pp.175).  

 

Scotland's Sounds combines these two aspects into one motivating force, with the 

primacy of this ethos clearly set out in the 2009 consultation's findings, namely, that "the 

first priority for the new organisation should be to increase levels of public access to the 

collections" (Atkins 2009, p.44). In this respect, the Scotland's Sounds model is implicitly 

grounded in an understanding of the fundamental nature of heritage as necessarily having 

"ongoing cultural meaning" – and that, as in Laurajane Smith's words: "Only those things 
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that can be used, and are subject to change, are heritage in any meaningful sense" (Smith 

2006, pp.274-5). 

Since Scotland's Sounds came into being, many more organisations and individuals than 

responded to the initial survey have become involved with the network. Indeed, 

representatives of all of the archives and organisations described above at 2.2 have 

interacted with the network at some level – whether through receiving support or advice, 

taking part in projects or delivering training activities, or simply through attending 

meetings. Its emphasis on "preserving access" makes Scotland's Sounds an ideal arena in 

which to explore my research questions around the effect that the accessibility of archival 

sound recordings may have on the transmission of traditional song, and the implications 

of this impact for the roles of sound archives themselves. The activities and events 

developed and led by the network will be explored in Part Three of this thesis, with a 

particular focus on activities which have involved traditional song in Chapter Eight.   
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Chapter 3. Methodology and research methods 

 

3.1 Understanding the lived experience of sound archives and song practice 

My approach to studying the subject of my research is centred around addressing the gap 

in the literature around an understanding of the lived experiences which take place within 

the context of sound archives and song practice, as discussed in Chapter One. When these 

lived experiences are explored, it becomes apparent that what may otherwise seem like a 

relatively simple process – the finding, listening to, learning from, and performance of 

songs from archival sources – is in fact comprised of a complex layering of experiences, 

behaviours and processes that are engaged in and lived by different groups and individuals 

in differing contexts. These experiences, behaviours and processes operate on many 

levels, both for the singer and for those whose role it is to provide access to such archival 

materials. For example, from the singer's perspective, this may involve: experiences of 

learning songs; the experience of performing them; the experience of being in an archive 

or of accessing archival sounds digitally; and experiences of how all of this sits within 

their wider practice as a singer. From the archivist's perspective, it may involve: the role-

driven experience of providing access to song materials; negotiating the ethical and 

practical barriers that may exist to providing such access; and their wider experiences of 

delivering access to archival materials in a changing professional context.  

 

By exploring these processes through the lens of the lived experiences of both singers and 

sound archivists, I aim to develop an understanding of this overlapping sound 

archive/song performance context in a way that has largely been overlooked in the 

literature to date. Through this, my aim is to understand: how this interaction plays a role 

in the functions and meanings of traditional song performance in contemporary life; what 

this might suggest in terms of developing our understanding of what it means to record 

and archive traditional song materials; and how approaches to these archiving practices 

might accordingly be informed. 

 

As will be explained below, carrying out this study requires an ethnographical, 

phenomenological and – given my own experience, not only as researcher, but also as a 

traditional singer with experience of working with archival collections – an 

autoethnographical methodological approach.  
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3.1.1 An ethnography of communities of practice 

Firstly, the approach taken by my research is ethnographical in the sense that John Brewer 

has described ethnography as "the study of people in naturally occurring settings or 'fields' 

by methods of data collection which capture their social meanings and ordinary activities" 

(2000, p.10). These "naturally occurring settings" could also be described as 

"communities of practice," which Karen O'Reilly defines as "the coming together of 

groups of individuals… in dense relations of mutual engagement, organized around what 

they are there to do" (2012, p.8). O'Reilly further elucidates that these communities can 

comprise of various types of grouping – from societal or ethnic groups, to organisational 

and professional communities – and, importantly in the context of my own research, that 

individuals can belong to multiple different communities (ibid.). 

 

This discussion of types of communities of practice is especially relevant here: the care 

of sound collections can be considered to be a community of practice in the professional 

or organisational sense; similarly, the performance of traditional song might be described 

as a social, cultural and/or professional community of practice. As the interplay and 

overlap between these two multi-faceted communities of practice provides the focus for 

my research questions, my approach will be to observe what Brewer refers to as the 

"ordinary activities" both within and between these two communities.  

 

Accordingly, my data collecting methods are what might be described as the typical 

methods of ethnography (O' Reilly 2012, p.11), namely the ethnographic fieldwork 

methods of (a) participant-observation of sound archive/song performance contexts, and 

(b) interviews with key individuals from each of the communities of practice described 

above. 

 

3.1.2 A phenomenological ethnography of lived experiences 

Secondly,  my interest in lived experience, and the behaviours or actions that lead to and 

follow from experience – that is, an interest in 'ways of being' and 'ways of doing' – 

requires not only an ethnographical approach, but more specifically a research method by 

which I can come to know those lived experiences, behaviours and processes  on which 

my questions focus. As Ó Laoire describes, what is needed are "ways which enable [one] 

to interpret the praxis, that is, the daily lived reality of song in a satisfactory way" (2005, 

p.28). This leads me to take a phenomenological approach.  
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As described by Titon: "Phenomenology emphasizes the immediate, concrete, sensory 

lifeworld, and it attempts to ground knowledge in the world of lived experience" (2008, 

p.28). Accordingly, in a phenomenological approach to fieldwork, the researcher's 

interactions in the field are no longer viewed in terms of a classic 'outsider/insider' 

framework: the field is "[n]ot… a place to test and work out [a researcher's] theory, an 

experimental place in other words, but… an experiential place" (Rice 2008, p.46). That 

is, fieldwork is understood as a "partially shared experience" (Berger 2008, p.xx) in which 

both the researched and the researcher play a role. As Titon describes in relation to 

ethnomusicological studies:  

 

A phenomenological epistemology for ethnomusicology arises from our 

experiences of music and fieldwork, from knowing people making music. If we 

believe that knowledge is experiential and the intersubjective product of our social 

interactions, then what we can know arises out of our relations with others (Titon 

2008 pp.33-4). 

 

When it comes to carrying out such research, as Pfadenhauer and Grenz explain: 

 

[P]articipation in phenomenology-based ethnography is about involvement and 

"doing it yourself," which generates data derived from immediate experience that 

can contribute to the reconstruction of the internal viewpoint by uncovering the 

essence of a phenomenon (Pfadenhauer & Grenz 2015, p.599). 

 

It is therefore a phenomenological-ethnographical approach that will allow me to arrive 

in a position to be able to discuss both the individual experiences and the social meanings 

of activities in the communities of practice that form the focus of my research (Brewer 

2000, p.10; Berger 2008, pp.70-1). 

 

3.1.3 An autoethnographical approach 

Thirdly, to complement my collection of data from individuals and groups/organisations 

connected with sound archives and/or song performance, as I myself am a singer of 

traditional song who has experience of working with sound archives, I have incorporated 

an autoethnographical approach into my research. I set out a description of my relevant 

background of working in archives and of singing traditional song in section 3.4 below. 

 

Autoethnography has been described as: "A method for exploring, understanding, and 

writing from, through, and with personal experiences in relation to and in the context of 
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the experiences of others" (Adams, Holman Jones & Ellis 2014, pp.22-3). As Moors 

describes, in comparing autoethnography to other methods of ethnographic research such 

as participant-observation: 

 

[I]f one starts off as relatively close to, or part of, a particular lifeworld, and 

already has acquired forms of experiential, embodied knowledge, one has a 

different point of departure. Then one moves from participating to reflecting upon 

one's experiences. The latter is what I would consider autoethnography (Moors 

2017, pp.387-8). 

 

In this respect, one aspect of my research was to conduct an autoethnographical study of 

my own practices as a traditional singer, and as someone professionally involved in 

archival networks, to reflect on how these two facets of my personal practice interweave  

in my use of archival material in recording, performance and teaching of traditional song,  

 

In addition to this direct self-reflective study of my own singing practice, I have also been 

attentive to the fact that, as Brewer has described, in a sense all data gathered through 

fieldwork and any notes written during analysis of ethnographic data are 

"autobiographical" in that they are collected and constructed from "one person's vantage 

point" (2000, pp.106). This can be especially the case where the researcher has, as in my 

own case, "forms of experiential, embodied knowledge" (Moors, ibid.) about the field 

being studied. Rice, for example, describes how he, as both musician and researcher, was 

aware of how he had developed a different perspective about the meaning of a song to 

that of his research participant, a singer. In recognising his own part in the production of 

this understanding, he was able to present both perspectives as having value without 

having to define either of them as the "true" understanding: 

 

The third reason I found the phenomenological aspect of this tradition attractive 

was that it provided the philosophical basis for writing self-reflexively about the 

self-knowledge generated during fieldwork... For example, I wanted to interpret 

the meanings of some song lyrics differently from the woman who sang them for 

me. She interpreted them as literally true reports of events that actually had 

happened, while I preferred to interpret them metaphorically within a genre that... 

I came to be understand had been composed... to express women's often troubled 

relationships with men. Her interpretation and mine stand side by side in my 

book... I felt free to report them both and not to choose one as "true" (Rice 2017, 

p.11). 
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Therefore, a further motivation for my adoption of an autoethnographical method comes 

from a sense that, rather than trying to artificially shut myself off from my own prior 

knowledge and experiences of traditional singing and of working with archives, it is 

essential to acknowledge these and their influence on my research of others' practices – 

since these aspects of my own self unavoidably permeate every aspect of my research, 

from the questions I am motivated to research, to my understanding and interpretation of 

my data and the experiences I undergo during the research process. 

 

3.2 Towards an understanding of the 'activated' archive as transmission 

The methodological approach described above closely reflects a broader current within 

ethnological and ethnomusicological scholarship focused on the experiential nature of 

social life and of musical practice (Berger 1999, p.19; Katz & Csordas 2003, p.277; 

Cooley & Barz 2008, p.4; Pfadenhauer & Grenz 2015, p.599). This focus has been 

grounded in the phenomenology of twentieth-century philosophers such as Heidegger and 

Husserl, among others, inasmuch as these thinkers pioneered their phenomenological 

methods as a way of describing and understanding the lived experience of phenomena (Ó 

Laoire 2005, p.29; Titon 2008, p.28; Rice 2008, p. 55; Berger 2008, p.67). 

 

Examples of this phenomenological approach in ethnological/ethnomusicological studies 

include Rice's exploration of Heidegger's concept of 'being-in-the-world' as "the ego's 

ontological condition before knowing, understanding, interpreting, and explaining" in the 

context of his studies of Bulgarian folk music (2008, pp.55); and Titon's 

phenomenological exploration of his own experience of making music: 

 

When my consciousness is filled with music, I am in the world musically. My 

experiencing mind tells me that I have a musical way of "being-in-the-world" 

when I make music and when I listen and move to music so that it fills my body. 

I call this musical being, and it is a mode of being that presents itself as different 

from my normal, everyday modes of experiencing, from my self-conscious modes 

of experiencing, and from my objectivizing modes of experiencing (Titon 2008, 

pp.31-2). 

 

While I am by no means a Heidegger scholar, his phenomenological study of 'The origin 

of the work of art' has provided inspiration in framing both my understanding of the object 

of my research and its methodological approach. In considering what constitutes various 

types of works of art, including musical creations, Heidegger states: "Just as a work 
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cannot be without being created but is essentially in need of creators, so what is created 

cannot itself come into being without those who preserve it" (Heidegger 1975 [1971], 

p.66). To one reading this with an interest in the interplay between archives and traditional 

song practices, as I was, the  notion of "those who preserve" a work of art immediately 

leaps from the page as a concept worth pursuing further. Reading a little deeper, it 

transpires that Heidegger is not, of course, speaking of preservation in an archival sense 

– at least, not in a traditional archival sense of keeping and maintaining an authentic, 

unchanging 'original' work. Rather, as Benson elucidates: 

 

Heidegger characterizes preservation in terms of "standing within the openness" 

that the piece of music creates. To stand within the openness, of course, is not to 

preserve in the sense of museum-like preservation. Rather, the act of dwelling 

within that space is simultaneously the act of transforming it into a musical 

habitation (Benson 2003, p.148-9). 

 

The distinction drawn here between "museum-like preservation" and this Heideggerian 

use of the term is a subtle one. It might clarify the concept to consider the first – archival 

or museum preservation – as a 'keeping' of things, and the second – musical, artistic, or 

creative preservation – as a 'carrying' of things. Both require actions to be taken, and both 

can involve transformations of the thing being preserved. In order to preserve an audio 

recording on a magnetic tape, an archivist must take certain actions to ensure that it is 

stored in optimal, suitable conditions, for example, and may also 'transform' the original 

recording by digitising it. These acts of preservation in the traditional sense tend towards 

acts of 'keeping,' of 'stasis', and of protection of the archival original against the processes 

of time, deterioration and change.  

 

On the other hand, Benson's description above of the Heideggerian sense of preservation 

might read equally well as a phenomenological description of the lived experience of 

what we saw described above by Ketelaar as the 'activation' of archival material. Singers 

'carry' their prior knowledge of the tradition into the archive, and so imbue the recordings 

they may access and learn there with 'new meaning'. Indeed, I will argue that, through 

examining the contemporary worlds of traditional song practice and of sound archiving 

in this way, it becomes possible to conceive of the archive as playing a part in an act of 

'transformation', and as being an aspect of "musical habitation" – and that it is in this way 

that archives can come to be understood as playing an active, or rather, an 'activated' role 

in the transmission of traditional song. The act of 'creative preservation' occurs when they 
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then 'carry' the song into performance and repertoire, carrying the song through time, 

allowing change as a natural aspect of the life of a song. Therefore, the 

phenomenological-ethnographical approach taken in this thesis provides a route through 

the apparent paradox so often found in the literature, in which it can seem impossible to 

reconcile the notion of the archive as both a 'freezing of' and a 'resource for' the living 

song tradition in Scotland. 

 

3.3 Fields of observation and data collection 

The initial phase of my data gathering focussed on the aforementioned Scotland's Sounds 

network, observing and participating in a variety of events, meetings and workshops. This 

allowed me to directly experience the activities of the network, not all of which had a 

direct connection with traditional song, but which allowed me to gather data about various 

currents of thought among archival practitioners regarding approaches to sound archiving 

within the sector. This involvement with the network also allowed me to identify as 

interviewees for my research several individuals who were regular attendees at the 

network's events. Additionally, I examined the various written policy documents and 

website produced by Scotland's Sounds to give me insight into the origins and working 

methods of the network – some of which has already been set out in Chapter Two. Further 

data was gathered through an exploration of two specific projects carried out within the 

network which did directly involve aspects of working with archival recordings of 

traditional songs. This data was gathered through interviews with archivists, project 

leaders and participants in those projects. These two song projects are described in section 

3.5 below, and in greater depth in Chapter Eight. 

 

To explore interactions between traditional singers and archives outwith the scope of such 

specific projects, I also conducted interviews with a range of singers who incorporate 

elements of materials learned from archival sources in their practice and performance, but 

who did not necessarily have any direct connection with activities carried out by the 

Scotland's Sounds network. With a view to understanding a potential range of ways in 

which access to archival sound recordings may have an impact upon traditional song 

repertoires and performance in Scotland, I conducted interviews with singers from both 

the Scots and Scottish Gaelic song traditions who were known to me to use archival 

materials in their singing practice. Broadly speaking, these interviews explored questions 

about these singers' direct experiences of using archive materials – for instance, how they 

went about identifying and accessing the recordings that they use, and whether they used 
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online resources or visited the archive in person – and also questions about how their 

interaction with material learned from or inspired by archival sources sits within their 

general singing practice and performance. I also asked these interviewees for any 

reflections they might have about broader themes connected with the contexts of their 

practice, including (as stated in  my research questions) the role(s) of sound archive 

recordings in contemporary traditional song practice in Scotland, the impact that access 

to such materials may be having upon that practice, and whether and how the singers 

themselves acknowledged sound archive recordings as 'authoritative sources' within their 

practice. 

 

Finally, in terms of my autoethnographical fields of observation and data gathering, these 

fields include both a direct self-reflective study of my own singing practice, and the 

interaction of my own prior knowledge and experiences with my research of other singers' 

and archivists' practices. In the main, my autoethnographic data in both these respects 

was generated by keeping journals of the different aspects of my fieldwork throughout 

the course of my PhD. These included reflections on both the learning and performing / 

teaching of songs from archival sources, and interactions with singers / archivists and 

document-based data, as and when these were encountered at various phases of my 

research. 

 

It was therefore through taking an autoethnographical approach that I was able to explore 

the nature of lived experience in a context which considers reflections from others' 

experiences of archival practice and the transmission of traditional song, together with 

my own lived experience which inevitably forms part of that exploration. In this way, in 

considering the wide range of data from the multiplicity of experiences and perspectives 

that I gather, I hope to present it in a way that ultimately accords with Bartleet's advice 

that "good autoethnographic practice goes beyond a mere introspective gaze" (Bartleet 

2000, p.43). 

 

3.4 Autobiographical profile 

Since incorporating an autoethnographical viewpoint is a key aspect of this thesis, it will 

be useful to provide a brief autobiography of myself, covering both my musical and 

archival background. My immediate family members are all musical, but not all Scottish 

in origin – both of my parents come from the north of England. Along with my four 

siblings, as a child I was always given opportunities to learn various instruments, both 
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classical and traditional. As a family we regularly spent the summer holiday on the island 

of Barra, and there I annually attended Fèis Bharraigh (a summer music school) for many 

years. This constituted my first exposure to Gaelic song, learning from such renowned 

singers as Ishabel T. MacAskill and Cathy-Ann MacPhee. It instilled an interest and a 

love which has endured, and led me to study Gaelic language and literature at the 

University of Glasgow. After completing my postgraduate studies there, I moved to 

Benbecula in Western Isles to study Gaelic song, where I lived for three years.  

 

My first awareness of the existence of sound archives would have been as a student in 

Glasgow, where archival recordings were used as teaching aids in various classes. The 

university library held copies of the 'Scottish Tradition Series,' curated albums of 

recordings from the SSSA, which I eagerly listened to and then bought copies for myself. 

Listening to these archival recordings alongside the latest professional releases from 

Gaelic singers gave me a sense of listening to the 'authentic' tradition, and also a source 

for learning a wider repertoire of songs, something that I had no access to through my 

own family background. My first opportunity of working directly with an archive came 

when I was still resident on Benbecula, when I was employed by the University of 

Edinburgh as a research assistant for the Calum Maclean Project, under the direction of 

Gaelic academic and field worker Professor John Shaw. This project involved my 

working with text transcriptions of audio field recordings that were made by Calum 

Maclean in the 1940s and 50s, which were briefly described in the previous chapter. 

Following this post, I was employed as a Gaelic song cataloguer for the Tobar/Kist 

digitisation project. 

 

During this period, I moved back to the mainland, and, alongside my archival work, I was 

also expanding my experience as a traditional singer: teaching and performing 

professionally, and continuing to learn by attending song workshops and festivals. My 

archival experiences very much fed into my song practice, as I regularly made 

transcriptions and sang songs that I came across through my archival work, and there 

were also opportunities to perform alongside other singers and musicians who were 

employed as cataloguers at Tobar/Kist. Through my involvement in traditional music 

circles, and my employment with Tobar/Kist, I had also begun to learn and sing Scots 

song alongside Gaelic, and have since then been fascinated in making connections 

between the two traditions. 
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My earliest experiences with archives were therefore with ethnographic archives, and so 

I always saw these as a source not of historical 'evidence' but of folkloric materials such 

as songs and stories. My awareness of archives as repositories of historical records 

expanded, however, when I undertook a traineeship in archiving run by the SCA just prior 

to embarking upon my PhD although, since completing that traineeship, I have not 

undertaken further archival training or qualifications that would qualify me to describe 

myself as an 'archivist' in the professional sense. During the course of my PhD research, 

through Scotland's Sounds I have had the opportunity once again to work with 

ethnographic sound collections: as a six-week residency working on an oral history 

collection held by the AK Bell Library in Perth, and a six-month placement working with 

the sound collections of the NLS at Kelvin Hall in Glasgow. 

 

On both sides then, singing and archives, I have a sense that I come from "outside" the 

communities of practice I am researching – in that my traditional song practice does not 

come from my own immediate family, and my archival experience does not come from 

the standpoint of a professional archivist. As Wade states:  

 

A lively debate persists with regard to those persons' authenticity as performers if 

the music is not one they grew up knowing… whether someone who is not native 

to a culture can possibly be an authentic culture bearer of the music of another 

culture (Wade 2013, p.181). 

 

This was certainly a question I had often asked of myself, and an experience that I have 

felt from others when they heard that I was not a native speaker of Gaelic, nor indeed of 

Scots. It also occurs to me to ask it of myself regarding archival practice, since I am not 

a qualified archivist. Am I, therefore, as renowned Irish singer and ethnomusicologist 

Lilis Ó Laoire almost reassuringly describes himself in the quote below, an impostor? 

 

I am often asked when I was first exposed to traditional singing. I always maintain 

that I did not begin to learn properly until I was at college in Galway. The ideology 

that family is the proper and only true transmitter of the song tradition informs 

such questions. I am an impostor (Ó Laoire 2006, p.93). 

 

3.4.1 From my own journey to 'song journeys' 

As mentioned in the introduction, interwoven throughout this thesis is a series of 'Song 

Studies'. These studies are born out of an interest in exploring what ''traditional'' actually 
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means – particularly for myself as an acknowledged "impostor" –  and how a confluence 

of sources, influences and experiences come to form it. Each song study focusses on the 

processes of learning, performing, recording and/or teaching a particular song or set of 

related songs, and reflects on the various themes that have been discussed in the preceding 

chapter(s). Accompanying the thesis is an audio recording which presents a re-

performance and re-creation of the songs performed by myself, alongside the archival 

sources from which these songs have been learned (where permission has been granted 

to include these). 

 

The impetus to include these observations comes from a passage that I wrote in my field 

journal on a bus en route to a music session at Heriot-Watt University which had been 

organised by two of my PhD supervisors. I was planning to sing a bringing-together of 

three related songs at this session (which I explore later, in Song Study Three), and this 

got me thinking about what motivates me to discover different versions of songs and 

explore them. Looking back at this short note, I later found I was pleased at the details 

and aspects of my song-thought-process that it captured in thinking of how I would 

explain my process, or ''journey'', to an imagined audience at the time(i.e. the audience of 

other musicians that I would meet at the session), hence the detailed tone: 

 

I'm always interested in the journeys that some songs go on, from singer to singer, 

place to place, from this language into that. 

As a singer of both Scots and Scottish Gaelic song, but coming from 

"outside" of both of those traditions, I'm fascinated by the often-forgotten journeys 

that some songs have made from one language to the other. 

Nowadays, when singers have a multitude of sources to explore – books 

and manuscripts, recorded voices in archives & commercial recordings – I'm also 

fascinated by the journeys that we as singers can undertake to uncover old – or 

forge anew – versions of songs that continue the journey... 

The 'carrying stream' forks and branches, flows on and merges... (Harvey, 

unpublished journal entry, September 2019) 

 

The image in the final sentence is taken from an oft-quoted phrase in a poem by Hamish 

Henderson: 

 

Tomorrow, songs 

Will flow free again, and new voices 

Be borne on the carrying stream (Henderson 2000, p.155) 
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The aptness of the phrase "the carrying stream" to describe the natural, ongoing, ever-

changing flow of tradition has been adopted and adapted many times. Indeed, it is the title 

of one of the aforementioned 'Scottish Tradition Series' albums from the SSSA, where I 

first heard archival song recordings. This album title is also where I would have first 

encountered the phrase, without necessarily being aware at the time that it was a quote 

from Henderson's poem. It is also the name of an annual festival in Edinburgh celebrating 

Henderson's legacy, and the title of a book of essays about his work. The idea of the 

carrying stream helped me to consider that perhaps the dichotomy of being inside/outside 

of the tradition, and that of authenticity/inauthenticity, could be resolved by this 

metaphor. If a book or an archive recording can be part of the carrying stream, what else 

can be? Can I be? As we will see throughout the thesis, these questions of authenticity 

and 'to whom does heritage/tradition belong' are questions which extend far beyond my 

own experience. 

 

What my journal's elaboration of the metaphor – that the carrying stream "forks and 

branches, flows on and merges" – was tending towards was exploring further how our 

understanding of the song tradition might be informed by the ancient philosophical idea 

that existence / experience itself consists of a state of flux, so that "it is not possible to 

step into the same river twice" (Heraclitus, trans. Barnes 1987, p.50). As the water flows, 

the river itself changes and is ever different; and as one stream journeys, it branches off 

or meets other streams. It had struck me that the same may aptly be said about traditional 

songs: a song is never sung or heard in exactly the same way twice. Even with a recorded 

song, it can never be listened to in the same way twice. And yet, we cannot say there is 

no continuing song, just as we cannot say there is no continuing river. While the song 

flows from one singer to the next, between texts and recorded performances, changes in 

word and melody take place, influences from other songs and other traditions flow in; 

yet, as an ever-changing river is still recognisable as a river, so a song that is never 

experienced the same way twice is still recognisable as the same song. As West says of 

the carrying stream metaphor: 

 

[T]he stream of tradition flows through time, picking up new flotsam as it goes, 

leaving some things on its banks in the process. At any given point, then, its 

content and form may be a little bit different to other places further up or down 

stream, yet it remains recognisable as the same tradition (West 2012, pp.12-3). 
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Points of divergence, confluence and variety abound, and in a certain way constitute the 

song's existence as a traditional song; and this can be explored and celebrated.  

 

My own experience has long involved combining two streams of knowledge and practice 

– sound archives and song – but do the insights gained from my own perspective share 

anything with the wider worlds of traditional song transmission and sound archiving 

practice? This question lies at the heart of both my research interests and the 

methodological approach I have taken in exploring them. 

 

3.5 The interview process 

Candidates for interview were identified by various means: I approached individuals who 

had been involved with the Scotland's Sounds network in various ways, and I also drew 

upon my personal knowledge of the wider worlds of traditional song and of archival 

practice in order to engage a wide field of knowledge and experience. During the course 

of my research, I was led by the comments of some interviewees to approach still others 

who were recommended as being potentially relevant to talk to. The interviewees are 

described in a simple table below at Figure 3.1, which gives names, roles, and a brief 

indication of how / why I identified them for interview. Fuller descriptions and 

biographical details then follow at section 5.3.1 below, as to their involvement with 

traditional singing and/or sound archiving in Scotland. 

 

Name Role How identified  

Amy McDonald  Engagement and 

learning co-

ordinator, CSS 

Member of staff at Scotland's Sounds who 

developed the series of training and outreach 

activities for the Connecting Scotland's 

Sounds project. 

Abi Lightbody  Sound archivist, 

DASG. 

Frequent attendee of Scotland's Sounds 

network events. 

Carol Watt Member of staff at 

SSSA 

Frequent attendee of Scotland's Sounds 

network events. 

Fiona Mackenzie  Gaelic singer and 

sound archivist, 

Canna House 

Archive. 

Developed and delivered the Fuaim na 

Mara project as part of CSS. Known to me 

through personal acquaintance as a 

traditional singer. 

Patrick Smith  Resident on the 

island of Canna 

Community participant in Scotland's Sounds 

Fuaim na Mara project with Canna House 

Archive. 
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Steve Byrne Scots singer,  

founder of Local 

Voices. 

Developed and delivered the Finding our 

Voices project as part of CSS. Known to me 

through personal acquaintance as a 

traditional singer. 

Chris Wright Scots singer and 

founder of Local 

Voices 

Developed and delivered the Finding our 

Voices project as part of CSS. Known to me 

through personal acquaintance as a 

traditional singer. 

Gillebride 

MacMillan 

Gaelic singer. Known to me through personal acquaintance 

as someone who had worked with sound 

archives as an element of their singing 

practice. 

Iona Fyfe  Scots singer. Suggested to me by other interviewees as 

being someone who made use of archival 

sources in their approach to singing 

traditional song. 

Fiona Hunter Scots singer Suggested to me by other interviewees as 

being someone who made use of archival 

sources in their approach to singing 

traditional song. 

Anna McAskill  Gaelic singer and 

sound archivist, 

DASG. 

Suggested to me by other interviewees as 

being someone who made use of archival 

sources in their approach to singing 

traditional song, also had recently begun to 

work for the DASG sound archive. 

Matt Harvey  Studio engineer, 

Maybank Studios. 

My older brother – a recording engineer and 

musician, with whom I arranged and 

recorded songs learned from archival 

recordings which accompany this thesis. 

Figure 3.1: Table of interviewees 

 

Before commencing on any of my fieldwork, a description of my intentions to conduct 

interviews and to attend Scotland's Sounds events was submitted to Heriot-Watt 

University's ethics committee for approval. Potential interviewees were contacted 

initially by email to enquire as to whether they would be interested in being interviewed, 

and were provided with an information sheet which described the purposes of the research 

and the questions being explored. They were also given a permission form, which allowed 

them to select their preferences for anonymity and for how their interview data would be 

recorded and used. The interview recordings, notes and transcriptions were stored 

securely on the university's cloud storage, and interviewees were given a choice as to 

whether they wished to be sent a copy of the recording for their own records, and whether 
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they would desire the recording (and any transcription of the whole) to be destroyed 

following the final submission of this thesis. The only element of my data collection 

which was not stored in this way were my physical notebooks in which I kept 

autoethnographical notes and observations. The interviews were mostly conducted face 

to face where possible, but in some instances were carried out via Skype or over the 

telephone. All of the interviews except one were recorded digitally and thereafter 

transcribed verbatim. The one interview which was not recorded was written up as field 

notes immediately following the conversation. 

 

The interview style was fairly open and informal, with a certain degree of structured 

questioning, in that there were a few particular 'common questions' which I put to each 

interviewee regarding the use of archives. These questions were developed from a 

consideration of the literature on sound archive use, on my own experiences of both 

singing and archiving, and on my initial observations of topics frequently discussed at 

Scotland's Sounds events as being relevant issues which would allow me to explore my 

research questions. This style of interview allowed me to compare points of view on the 

same topic between interviewees, but also allowed each of them the freedom to describe 

their attitudes and approaches to using or working with archives. The first of these 

common questions enquired about the interviewees' initial experiences in archives – for 

the singers, about their first introductions to the idea of using archival recordings as a 

source for song; for archivists, what led them to work with sound archives. From this 

'entry' question, I allowed the conversation to flow freely regarding their various and often 

very different experiences and interests. A second common question which was asked of 

each interviewee centred around challenges with using archives, particularly around 

access (in the case of archivists, with granting access, in the case of singers, with gaining 

access). A further question which was asked of most interviewees was aimed at those 

who are traditional singers, and asked them to consider and compare the moment of 

performance of a song learned from archival sources and those from other sources. The 

responses to these questions are considered in depth in Part Two of the thesis.  

 

Several interviewees requested that their names be anonymised; these have been provided 

with pseudonyms to protect their identities (King and Horrocks 2010, p.117-20; O'Reilly 

2012, pp.68-9). As a preamble to each interview, I explained that if a desire for anonymity 

had been indicated on their permission form, it would be protected "as far as possible" – 

but as we discuss ed in conversation, the worlds of traditional song and of sound archiving 
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in Scotland are fairly small and well-connected. It is therefore not beyond the realms of 

possibility that a reader might recognise who is being referred to from details mentioned 

in their interview even when given a pseudonym. For this reason, I have tried to avoid 

including any such details in relation to interviewees who requested anonymity, unless 

they are absolutely crucial to the thesis. Additionally, I have not indicated when a 

pseudonym has been used in place of a real name in order that the reader not be impelled 

to wonder who they might be, or to treat their commentary differently to those whose 

actual names are used (even subconsciously). The clause "as far as possible" was included 

in the permission form which each interviewee signed, and the same form also made clear 

that they had the right to withdraw from participation in the research at any point during 

or after the interview. Also on the subject of anonymity, there were some occasions during 

interviews with those who were happy for their real names to be given, when certain 

comments were made which they afterwards wished to be anonymised. Where this was 

the case, if I quote any of these particular comments directly, the speaker is referred to 

simply as an 'interviewee'. 

 

Dealing with interview data entailed writing about a multiplicity of voices – each from a 

different background, each with an individual approach to or experience of working with 

traditional song and/or archives. Naturally, everyone I interviewed gave answers and 

thoughts based on their own particular context of practice and/or experience. For 

example, one singer discussed their recent experiences of formal education in traditional 

music, and about the traditional music industry; whereas another spoke from the 

perspective of teaching singing at a community level in the Western Isles; and so on. 

These wider contexts, and the different contexts that singers and archivists are situated 

in, clearly had a bearing on what they thought about the subject I was asking them about. 

By way of background context, therefore, I include here a short profile of each 

interviewee, which covers: their role as either a singer or archivist (or both); how they 

were identified for interview; and any other pertinent details. As mentioned above, the 

circles of traditional song and sound archiving in Scotland are fairly small and well 

connected, and so I was personally acquainted to some degree with many of the 

interviewees even before I began my research for this thesis. In only one case did this 

have a direct bearing upon my decision to interview them, the reasons for which I set out 

below. I also indicate here for each individual whether (and how) I had known them prior 

to my research. Other biographical details relating to each interviewee are also described 

within the body of the thesis, where pertinent to the subject being discussed. 
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In addition to selecting interviewees with connections to the world of archiving and the 

world of traditional song, I felt it was also important to include both Gaelic and Scots 

singers, borne out of an awareness that the two languages and their associated traditions 

are often considered and discussed in the literature as quite separate entities. However 

this is not necessarily the case, and there are certainly many points of commonality and 

connection that can be found between the two throughout their long histories (Clancy 

2010, in Byrne 2010, pp.309-10). Therefore, alongside drawing together the two streams 

of archival practice and song transmission, a sub-current of this thesis will also draw 

together aspects of these two song traditions, purely by dint of the people I have spoken 

to, the songs that I explore through the Song Studies, and my examination of the song-

related projects carried out by Scotland's Sounds. 

 

3.5.1 Interviewee profiles 

The first person who I approached to interview was Amy McDonald, the Engagement 

and Learning Co-ordinator employed by Scotland's Sounds to develop and deliver a 

separately funded project entitled 'Connecting Scotland's Sounds' (CSS). As mentioned 

above, I had identified two projects of interest to my research which had specifically 

involved the use of traditional song in archives, and which had been delivered under the 

auspices of CSS. Having always been struck by the dedicated, inclusive and inspiring 

manner with which Amy conducted proceedings at Scotland's Sounds events, I wished to 

hear from her how these two projects had been developed, and also to discuss her insights 

into how the 'network model' of Scotland's Sounds is maintained and grown. Amy had 

but lately completed her fixed-term post with CSS when the interview took place, and so 

I was able to capture her impressions and insights while they were still recent and fresh 

in her mind. 

 

Having identified these two CSS song projects as potential examples to explore, this then 

led me to identify several other candidates for interview. The first of these projects was 

entitled 'Fuaim na Mara' [translation: 'Sound of the Sea'] and was based on the island of 

Canna, where Fiona Mackenzie works as the sound archivist for the NTS. I had known 

Fiona as a passing acquaintance in the Gaelic singing world from attending the same 

traditional music festivals in the past, and realised that her dual role as the sound archivist 

on Canna and also as a Gaelic singer could provide invaluable insights into these 



 

 

65 

 

overlapping worlds of practice. Through conversation with both Fiona and Amy, I learned 

that a singer-songwriter had been involved in the delivery of this project. Fiona provided 

me with contact details for this musician, but despite initially indicating that they would 

be pleased to speak to me, they did not respond further to my communications. As I was 

keen to understand more about Fuaim na Mara and what it had meant for the island 

community, Fiona kindly agreed to a second interview and also put me in touch with 

Patrick Smith, a local resident who had participated in the project who agreed to be 

interviewed. Chapter Eight deals specifically with this project, while Amy and Fiona's 

wider comments on archiving and song practice are also discussed in earlier chapters. 

 

The second project involving song which was delivered through CSS was entitled 

'Finding Our Voices'. In this instance, CSS employed the services of an organisation 

named Local Voices to deliver a series of workshops in several primary schools in East 

Scotland. Local Voices is an organisation founded and run by ethnologists Steve Byrne 

and Chris Wright. Both Steve and Chris are also Scots singers, and both previously 

worked as cataloguers for Tobar/Kist, meaning that I was also acquainted with them 

before my research began, and that they too could discuss my research themes from both 

an archival and a singer's perspective. They were both happy to be interviewed, and their 

responses, combined with Amy's, detail the development and delivery of Finding Our 

Voices, which is also discussed in Chapter Eight. As they are both traditional singers and 

also have considerable archival experience between them, observations from their 

interviews are also discussed in earlier chapters. 

 

My participation in the Scotland's Sounds network events enabled me to identify further 

potential candidates for interview. These included individuals whose various 

contributions to the network and roles of working with sound archives indicated that they 

would be useful and informative to talk to. The first of these was Carol Watt, a member 

of staff at the SSSA. I had met Carol when working for the Calum Maclean digitisation 

project, and also when a cataloguer for Tobar/Kist, both of which (as explained 

previously) were linked to SSSA at the University of Edinburgh. After I had met her at 

several Scotland's Sounds events, I gained her agreement to be interviewed as part of my 

research. Her interview covered both her thoughts about the Scotland's Sounds network 

and also her wider opinions regarding contemporary archival practices. Carol preferred 

not to be recorded, so my references to our conversation are based on my field notes 

written immediately afterwards. Carol also invited me to deliver a song workshop as part 
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of a programme of events at the SSSA, and my own reflections on this workshop feature 

in Song Study Two. 

 

Abi Lightbody, a sound archivist at DASG, was also a regular attendee at Scotland's 

Sounds events. After chatting informally with her on several occasions and discovering 

that she was developing the online access to DASG's sound collections, I asked her if she 

would be willing to be interviewed about her thoughts regarding the uses made of audio 

archives. During the course of the interview she also discussed her opinions about the 

Scotland's Sounds network. Abi suggested that I should also speak to Anna McAskill. 

Anna had recently started to work at DASG, and had been purposefully recruited at Abi's 

suggestion due to her expert knowledge of Gaelic song. A recent university graduate and 

traditional Gaelic singer from Skye, she was happy to share with me her reflections on 

her own personal experiences of using archive material in her song practice, as well as 

her initial impressions of working for DASG. Abi and Anna's thoughts on Scotland's 

Sounds and on archiving practice in general are to be found throughout Chapters Five, 

Six and Seven, while Anna's reflections regarding her own singing practice also feature 

in Chapter Four. 

 

In addition to these voices on archival practice, I approached several traditional singers 

who had not been directly involved with Scotland's Sounds in any capacity, in order to 

gain their wider perspectives on archive use in traditional song spheres of practice, which 

is the topic of discussion in Chapters Four and Five, in particular. The first of these was 

the Gaelic singer Gillebride MacMillan from South Uist. I had been acquainted with 

Gillebride when we were both employed as fieldworkers, collecting song traditions in 

Uist for a project run by Ceòlas, a summer music school based there. I was aware that he 

had included archival research in his work for that project, and that he had also worked 

for Tobar/Kist as a song cataloguer (though at a different period to me). In addition to 

performing as a professional singer, Gillebride is also a renowned teacher of song, both 

at a community level and at the University of Glasgow where he lectures on Gaelic 

language and song. At the time when I was preparing a list of potential candidates to 

interview, I heard him talk in a radio interview about a new album of self-penned songs 

that he had recently recorded, which had in part been inspired by a retreat on the island 

of Canna and the archive there. This prompted me to contact him and he kindly agreed to 

be interviewed. 
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 A further two singers interviewed were Scots singers Fiona Hunter and Iona Fyfe, who 

were both mentioned by other interviewees as being specifically interested in the use of 

archival sound in their song practice. Fiona Hunter, a graduate of the traditional music 

degree at the Royal Conservatoire (RCS) in Scotland, is a singer from Glasgow who 

currently performs with the well-known band 'Malinky', of which the aforementioned 

Steve Byrne is also a member. She also sings with the 'Grit Orchestra' in the live music 

adaptation of Martyn Bennett's work discussed in Chapter One. Iona Fyfe, from Huntly 

in the north-east of Scotland, is also a recent graduate of the RCS and is currently 

developing a successful professional career as a traditional singer. Neither Fiona nor Iona 

had worked directly for any archive or archive-based project as the other singers 

interviewed had, but both discussed the profound impact that access to archival sound 

recordings had on their singing, as will be discussed in Chapters Four and Five. 

 

The final contributor to my interview data was Matt Harvey, a sound engineer and 

musician, and also, my older brother. He runs a recording studio in Glasgow which 

afforded me the opportunity to work closely with him on the sound recording project 

which accompanies this thesis. Although neither an archivist nor a traditional singer (in 

the sense that his musical practice focuses more on instrumental music rather than song), 

his experience of working with recorded sound, his knowledge of traditional music, and 

our interactions in the recording studio provoked a great deal of discussion and 

consideration regarding the process of learning from recorded sources, and then re-

creating or re-recording them anew. These conversations are reflected in the Song Studies 

which feature throughout the thesis. 

 

In both Parts Two and Three of this thesis, I draw from this multiplicity of voices some 

common threads, and also highlight some unique points of view or experiences. As will 

have been apparent from the profiles above, several of the interviews were carried out 

with individuals who are both singers and have experience of working with archival 

collections, as well as some who have been involved with Scotland's Sounds and others 

who have not. Accordingly, Part Two presents a thematic analysis of the interviews from 

three possible perspectives revealed in the interviews: firstly, from the perspective of 

singers; then from the perspective of archivists; and thirdly, from the perspective of a 

'dual role' of singer-as-archivist or archivist-as-singer. Part Three takes a more focussed 

look at experiences of and perspectives about the work of Scotland's Sounds as an 
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example of recent developments in the approach to sound archiving in Scotland, with a 

particular examination of its involvement with traditional song. 

 

In sum, then, it is through interviews with people directly involved in archival roles and/or 

the performance of traditional song; through participant-observation of the wider 

Scotland's Sounds network; through additional consideration of written/online materials 

produced by archives; and through autoethnographical reflection upon my own practice, 

that my research aims to develop a rich understanding of the flow of interaction between 

the overlapping contexts of traditional song and sound archiving in Scotland. 
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Chapter 4. Traditional singers on using archives 
 

This chapter explores traditional singers' experiences and opinions about how using sound 

archive sources for songs sits within their musical practice, with a view to understanding 

how sound archives currently play a role within the practice, performance and 

transmission of traditional song in Scotland. The material is drawn largely from a series 

of interviews held with traditional singers from across Scotland whose connections to, 

and uses of, sound archives varies widely. It will also be interspersed with observations 

and comparisons from my own experiences as a singer of traditional song who uses sound 

archives as part of my practice. This exploration will begin with a consideration of how 

singers make use of archival sources in a variety of aspects of their musical practice; and 

will conclude with a discussion of various attitudes revealed through their thoughts and 

comments about using audio recordings, particularly archival recordings, as a source for 

song within the practice of a living, changing tradition. 

 

In referring to 'musical practice' or 'song practice', I mean, essentially, the processes by 

which singers learn songs, perform them, and potentially teach them to others. Comments 

made about such practices during interviews provide not only evidence that singing songs 

learned from archives is happening, but also evidence of how this use of archives is 

regarded by the singers themselves. Through an examination of the musical practice of 

singers (including my own), I aim to establish whether songs learned from archives hold 

a different role, place or value in their practice to those sourced or learned elsewhere –  

whether or not songs learned from archives are considered to be inherently 'different' in 

nature by singers themselves; and whether sound archives are considered to be an 

'authentic' source of song in contemporary practice by contemporary singers of traditional 

song. 

 

As described in the biographies of interviewees in Chapter Three, the singers come from 

a variety of backgrounds. However, it is not my intention here to discuss any concept of 

their 'status' as regards their connection to the tradition, in terms of a hierarchy between 

tradition bearers / professional performers / creative songwriters and so on. Rather, since 

it has already been mentioned that many singers of traditional song shift between such 

contexts (McKerrell 2018, p. p.20), they are discussed instead simply as people who are 

involved in the practice of singing traditional song in various ways, and who are sharing 

what they think about using archives as part of that practice. Therefore, where anything 



 

 

70 

 

suggestive of a hierarchy, status or similar descriptive 'label' is applied to a singer, this 

simply indicates that an interviewee has described someone in such terms. 

 

4.1 First encounters with archives 

To begin, it will be useful to explore some examples of how different interviewed singers 

first became aware of the existence of sound archives holding recordings of traditional 

song. These examples demonstrate the different 'points of access' that users can have to 

archives which, in the case of those interviewed, then led to them becoming regular 

'archive users' within their song practice. These examples also reveal the range of 

backgrounds from which these singers come (expanding upon the details given in the 

interviewees' biographies), thereby demonstrating something of the range of contexts in 

which the use of sound archives can impact on the practice of this particular form of 

cultural heritage. 

 

Gillebride MacMillan, a Gaelic singer from the island of South Uist, described how 

traditional song was practised within his local community, and that his first 'song learning' 

experiences were at school, where local singers taught song to the schoolchildren. 

Thereafter, having moved away from the island as a young man, he continued learning 

from one of these singers: 

 

As I moved to Glasgow for university and so on, I carried on learning songs from 

Ishabel T., but increasingly what we were doing was using songs from Ishabel T.'s 

own private archive. So, she'd recorded a lot in the '60s, '70s and '80s in Uist. 

Many of the singers she recorded are in the archives of the School of Scottish 

Studies as well. So I'd be learning songs that she had recorded herself (Gillebride 

MacMillan interview, March 2019). 

 

Ishabel T. MacDonald is a renowned Gaelic singer and song collector who was born and 

brought up in Glasgow, but with strong family connections to South Uist. Gillebride 

described how learning from her recordings became a natural part of his song practice 

which built upon his knowledge of traditional song and singing within his local 

community. Through these recordings, he had access to the voices of singers of a previous 

generation, and, he found, to a repertoire of songs which were no longer being sung: 

 

So then you're kind of, I was starting off with an idea of what traditional song was 

– I suppose I grew up with them, listening to those types of singers and going to 

ceilidhs back home – and then learning songs [from Ishabel T's private archive] 
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that were pretty much gone from the community repertoire. And also the people 

who I was learning the songs from – Iain Pheadair, Bean Eardsaidh Munro, 

Neilidh Eardsaidh, Bean Eardsaidh Raghnall, and so on – were no longer living 

when I was growing up, so it was really just, I suppose, learning songs that were 

no longer in the community repertoire (Gillebride MacMillan interview, March 

2019).  

 

The importance of "private" or "personal archives" such as that created by Ishabel T. is 

explored in the context of Gaelic singing in Nova Scotia by Conn, who describes coming 

to understand that, when she was played recordings of songs made of friends and family 

by the person she was interviewing, such tapes provided the interviewee "with a virtual 

gateway to those times and that community of singers who are no longer living" (Conn 

2012, p.355). In this respect, such recordings hold more than the recorded voices – they 

are part of the context of song practice in that community, and form crucial elements of 

the memory and meaning of the songs themselves. As we see in Gillebride's reasons for 

learning these songs, the importance of such recordings is that they provide him with just 

such a "virtual gateway".  

 

In the Scottish context which he is describing, a link between the creation of such 

"personal archives" and institutional archives is also evident, in that he mentions that 

many of the singers recorded by Ishabel T. are also to be found in the collections of the 

SSSA. This recalls the impact of collecting song for sound archives in Scotland upon the 

practice of the tradition, and further, the impact of recording (both in audio and textual 

forms) upon enabling singers to 'collect' songs themselves. In Chapter One we have seen 

how the contents of an archive are very much informed by the intent of the archivist, or 

in the case of ethnographic archives, in the interests of the fieldworkers or collectors. This 

is no less true for the creators of 'personal' archives than it is for institutional ones. In my 

own experience, I have a large collection of audio recordings in various formats, 

notebooks and folders of song words which I have gathered over many years, from both 

formal / educational settings such as courses and workshops, and informal ones such as 

pub sessions or singing with friends. This collection very much shapes what I think of as 

the 'core' of my repertoire, and indeed, I draw on this personal collection as a source of 

song in the first autoethnographical 'song journey' which follows this chapter. We will 

continue to see evidence of similar 'collecting' among the singers interviewed throughout 

this chapter as they discuss their various song-related practices, and will reflect again on 

the interplay between collecting and song practice, particularly at section 4.3.2. The 
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purposeful act of collecting song by singers – from a variety of types of source – recalls 

the Heideggerian idea of the 'preservation' of the work or art by action, by the active 

carrying of the songs – gathering, performing, and passing them on – the actions which 

will be examined in this chapter. 

 

In contrast to Gillebride's use of a "personal" archive to learn more about the song 

tradition of his own community, Fiona Hunter, a Scots singer from Glasgow, described 

how she was encouraged to listen to cassette copies of recordings from the SSSA while a 

student undertaking the traditional music degree course at the RCS. She recollected the 

impression that her initial experience of hearing these recordings of songs made on her: 

 

The first kind of thing that I, that really struck a chord with me I suppose was, I 

was just in the first year, and Jo Miller, she was the course leader at that time, 

she… played a recording of Belle Stewart singing 'The Berryfields of Blair'. So 

that was actually a huge turning point for me because… that was actually the first 

song that I kind of really went, 'that's definitely a song I want to learn' (Fiona 

Hunter interview, March 2020). 

 

This immediate impulse to learn from the recorded archival voice continued to have a 

huge impact on her musical practice from that point forward, as she went on to describe: 

It actually kind of started me on a bit of a wee journey of being really quite 

intrigued about songs of the travellers, and then I kind of developed some of my 

studies more into that, you know, looking at specific families like the Stewarts of 

Blair, and Lizzie Higgins, and Elizabeth Stewart of the Fetterangus Stewarts. So 

that gave, I suppose, it gave light to a kind of, my first real kind of, 'oh, that's 

something that I want to find out more about', and it intrigued me quite a lot. 

 

Unlike Gillebride, the "journey" inspired by archival recordings that Fiona embarked 

upon was not a journey among singers from her own community – neither geographically 

(the singers she names are predominantly from the north east of Scotland) nor ethnically 

(she mentions that she was particularly intrigued by the song traditions of Traveller 

communities). Therefore, while archive recordings gave Gillebride access to singers from 

his local community who were no longer living, they gave Fiona access to an entire 

singing tradition and community of practice that she would quite likely not have otherwise 

been able to encounter or experience in this way. Once again, this demonstrates a further 

effect of collecting and archiving song on the practice of tradition which we saw discussed 

in Chapter One – that some collectors in Scotland become focussed on particular singing 

communities, motivated by a variety of factors. Through Fiona Hunter's interest in singing 
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traveller songs, and Gillebride's interest in learning songs that had disappeared from his 

community's present-day repertoire, we can see also how this can have an effect on the 

repertoire that some singers sing now – suggesting that for some singers, the archive 

functions as a part of the active flow of tradition, not a separate record of, or adjunct to it.  

 

A different 'point of access' was described by Scots singer Chris Wright, who described 

how he first encountered archival recordings – not as a music student, as Fiona Hunter 

did; nor as a traditional singer learning more about his own tradition, as did Gillebride 

MacMillan – but rather through his professional occupation, when he began a role as a 

Scots song cataloguer for Tobar/Kist. Chris described how he had previously learned 

most of his repertoire of Scots song from commercial recordings, and was aware (in 

retrospect, at least) aware of how closely he imitated both the singing and accompaniment 

style of such recordings in his own performance. Encountering the archival recordings 

had a profound impact on both his approach to singing and his understanding of the songs 

and their tradition: 

 

I started listening to all these tapes, and very quickly realised that almost all of the 

stuff was unaccompanied, because the majority of the recordings are from 

traveller singers like Jeannie Robertson and Belle Stewart and Sheila Stewart, and 

none of them were people who were by any means professionals, most of them 

were singing for fun… The unaccompanied stuff was a real eye-opener, because 

the flexibility that the singers had with scansion, with the ability to change words 

to suit the occasion, the delivery style, was completely different (Chris Wright 

interview, June 2019). 

 

In Chris's example then, we see the potential impact of archival recordings not just on 

which songs singers sing, but also how they sing them: 

 

Shortly after I started working on them, I got massively dissatisfied with my own 

singing. To the point where I was singing a song in a session and playing the 

bouzouki, and I just stopped. I decided there and then that I would not ever learn 

a song again with accompaniment at the start. I would learn a song, and if the song 

suited accompaniment, I would accompany it, but the song had to come first 

(Chris Wright interview, June 2019). 

 

What Chris says here about how the archive recordings made him realise the primacy of 

the song is worth noting here, in that this realisation closely reflects the understanding 

expressed in a phrase well-known in traditional song circles: "the sang's the thing." For 

singer and folklorist Sheila Douglas, who used the phrase as the title of a book on Scottish 
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traditional singers and their songs, this phrase expresses "a way of looking at our song 

tradition… which reflects singers' attitudes to their songs" (Douglas 1992, p.ii) – that the 

song, and not the singer, takes precedence. The fact that Chris was moved to feel this 

same attitude to songs through his encounter with archival recordings suggests that the 

'activated' archive can not only play a role in the tradition, and in the transmission of that 

tradition; but, moreover, that something in the encounter with archival recordings was 

capable of affecting him in such a profound way that he thereafter completely altered his 

approach to singing, towards giving the songs themselves precedence. 

 

Two final examples of 'first encounters with archives' come from interviews with singers 

who could be said to represent a 'younger generation' of traditional singers. Both Anna 

McAskill and Iona Fyfe are recent graduates of higher education in their early twenties 

(whereas the singers discussed above are my age (in their forties) or older). Their age is 

particularly relevant because, having 'grown up' with online and digital resources 

available, it was evident in their interviews that this had had an effect on their approaches 

to using such sources, and on their expectations for access. 

 

Anna McAskill, a Gaelic singer from Skye, described being introduced to the existence 

of online archival resources in high school, though not primarily then as a source for song 

learning, more as a linguistic resource for the Gaelic language. In terms of her song 

practice, she learned song from her parents who are both singers, and she had competed 

regularly at the Mòd, an annual Gaelic song competition, throughout her life. However, 

having learned about online archives in school, she described how "as a teenager I started 

delving into Tobar an Dualchais and trying to, I guess, get at songs as best I could." She 

explained that this was driven by a desire to expand her repertoire, to explore other 

versions of songs that varied from those she had learned from her family, and to hear 

singing styles different to the "rigid and rianail" performance style of competition singing 

[rianail: orderly, methodical, following a set of rules]. These aspects all indicate that she 

looked on the archive recordings as a natural means to develop her singing practice, 

despite coming from a household and a community which had a very strong singing 

tradition. 

 

Iona Fyfe, a young Scots singer from Huntly in Aberdeenshire, also described taking part 

in traditional song competitions as a young teenager. At such events, she would hear other 

singers "credit their source" by referring to song collections such as the Greig-Duncan 
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collection. Driven by a desire to learn these unfamiliar songs, but not being able to find 

them in what she called "run-of-the-mill books in music shops, where you'd only get 

ceilidh, Burns-y Scots song books," she then began visiting the Elphinstone Institute in 

Aberdeen where she could access such song collections. In doing so, she became aware 

of the sound archives that she could listen to on the computers there: 

 

In terms of like, going onto their computers and listening to their stuff, I don't 

know, I would probably have been about sixteen, the summer before I went to uni, 

and I spent a lot of time in the Elphinstone just listening to different things. I did 

a gig with Sheila Stewart at the Barrowlands, and I was like, 'oh I really want to 

hear more of her.' I thought, 'I can easily YouTube her, and that's fine, but I wonder 

if the Elphinstone has more stuff.' It became like a reputable source that I could 

go to. Which made me trust other archives too (Iona Fyfe interview, February 

2020). 

 

Iona's description of considering the archive to be a "reputable source," and her preference 

to using text collections and archival recordings over readily accessible YouTube videos, 

indicate a feeling that such sources hold a greater form of authority. For previous 

generations of singers, this sense of cultural authority would most commonly have lain 

with another singer, an oral source from whom the song was 'directly' experienced and 

learned. Currently, this role can also lie in other sources of song – from audio recordings 

to texts – as Iona describes above. Clearly, her personal relationship with the song sources 

held by the Elphinstone have instilled in her what Atkinson would describe as an 

"affective relationship" with these sources, which imbue them with a sense of authority 

and authenticity which allows Iona, in this example, to incorporate them within her own 

practice of the tradition without problematising these types of source as being distinct 

from or discontinuous to learning from purely 'oral' sources (Atkinson 2004, p.152 & 

p.155).  The significance of this attitude towards archival sources will be considered in 

more depth in section 4.3 below, which examines opinions that the singers interviewed 

discussed regarding their relationships with the various forms of song-source which they 

make use of. 

 

As I described in Chapter Three, my own first experiences of hearing archival sound 

recordings occurred while I was a student at Glasgow University, in particular through 

the 'Scottish Tradition' CD series of curated collections of archive recordings from SSSA. 

These albums had a major impact on my approach to song learning at that time. I had 

previously learned song chiefly through workshops at Fèisean (Gaelic music festivals), 
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and also from commercial recordings. Encountering these archival recordings, my 

instinctive feeling was that, although they were also 'recorded voices', they had a different 

quality to the commercial recordings: that from them I could learn songs that were 

perhaps not so well-known, or that listeners would not think that I had just learned from 

a latest release by a famous professional singer. Like Anna McAskill, they were 

invaluable as a resource for developing my knowledge of Gaelic language; like Gillebride 

MacMillan, they allowed me to expand my repertoire; like Fiona Hunter, they gave me 

access to communities of song practice that I (as a non-native speaker of Gaelic) would 

not otherwise have encountered; and like Chris Wright, they gave me a source of 

unaccompanied, non-professional singing styles which had an impact on my own singing 

voice. 

 

A further important theme that can be drawn out from the examples of 'first encounters 

with archives' described above is the role of particular individuals in introducing singers 

to the idea of using sound archives. For myself, Anna and Fiona, this happened through 

the actions of teachers and lecturers who used archives within educational settings. For 

Gillebride, it was the singer Ishabel T. MacDonald who introduced the idea of using 

archival recordings which then became part of his natural song practice. For Iona, there 

was an interplay between live performance – meeting and performing alongside Sheila 

Stewart in person – and then purposefully seeking out recordings of her in the archive. 

While these experiences vary, this role of people acting as conduits between sound 

archives and the performance of tradition by enabling, encouraging, or inspiring others to 

use the archive is a pivotal theme to which I will return throughout the thesis. 

 

4.2 Song transmission from archives 

Turning from a consideration of how singers first encountered archives, my research also 

looked at how and when they thereafter made use of them in their musical practice – in 

terms of song learning, song performance and also the teaching of song to others. The 

three subsections below considers each of these aspects of practice in turn, noting 

however that it can be difficult to distinguish and separate out these aspects of 

transmission, since 'learning song' is a continual process, and, as Ó Laoire says: 

"transmission and performance of song are so closely linked that it is often difficult to 

separate one from the other" (Ó Laoire 2005, p.125). 

 



 

 

77 

 

4.2.1 Learning from archives 

The first aspect to explore in this regard is how traditional singers learn songs from 

archival sources. The notion of learning from recordings might seem, on first 

consideration, to be an activity that takes an approach from 'outside' of traditional song 

practice, and therefore to not form a part of that tradition. However, this only holds if the 

idea of 'tradition' is held to be an activity or undertaking that is not subject to change – 

that traditional song practice should only involve learning from an oral source due to a 

belief that this is the 'original' or 'authentic' mode of transmission. As we have seen, 

however, notions of what traditions are and how they function has moved away from the 

idea of inert, fixed cultural practices, to seeing the performance of traditions as being a 

process, that are always enacted in the present, and that therefore responds to the 

particular contexts and opportunities of the present; a process that allows for change, 

creativity and selectivity in the present moment (Atkinson 2004, p.147). Learning from 

an archival recording requires a different approach to learning directly from a living 

individual, as we shall see below, but this difference does not necessarily equate to the 

process of learning being 'non-traditional'. Thus, a singer who learns from recordings, or 

who does not necessarily have a personal association or relationship with an oral source, 

can still consider themselves to be operating within the realms of the tradition. 

 

In order to learn from an archive, of course, the natural first stage of the process lies in 

identifying a song to learn. Iona Fyfe described her approach to using sound archives, and 

how she identifies songs that she would like to learn: 

 

I guess it kind of comes from either one of two ways. When you're like, sourcing 

from the very start, and you're just going through an archive and you find 

something that piques your interest. Or you've heard a version of a ballad and you 

think, 'oh, I quite like that ballad, I'd like to interpret it either for a competition, 

for fun, for recording, for a performance', and you go out and seek that ballad in 

several different archives in order to create an interpretation which is, like, your 

own… So, you either are scrolling indiscriminately, just for fun, and then you find 

something; or you go out with like a proper, 'this is what I need to achieve today, 

I know the song I'm looking for' (Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020). 

 

A very similar process was described by Fiona Hunter, who described how sometimes 

she would purposefully use sound archives in a focussed way, to search for a source of a 

specific song that she intended to learn, while at other times she would come across a 

song more or less at random while listening to archival recordings, and decide to learn it 
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because something about it appealed to her. (In the latter respect, it is interesting to reflect 

that here we might find an extension of Toelken's concept of the "professional stranger" 

(Toelken 1986, p.150), in as much as the 'random' or 'indiscriminate' finding of songs in 

archives by both Fiona and Iona is perhaps not dissimilar to the manner in which 

traditional singers may 'randomly' encounter songs that they want to learn in 

contemporary community contexts – by going to concerts, listening to commercial 

recordings, hearing friends (or strangers) sing in informal sessions, for example. The 

range of such sources that singers may use, including commercial recordings, archival 

recordings, texts et cetera, and the authority that they accord these different sources, is 

covered in more detail at section 4.3 below.) 

 

As professional singers, Fiona Hunter and Gillebride MacMillan both described turning 

to archives as a useful source when they are asked to sing a specific song, or songs about 

a particular subject, for a performance or event. This demonstrates the role of sound 

archives within traditional song practice as a resource for expanding repertoire and 

locating 'unknown' songs, a factor which will recur throughout this chapter. Indeed, Iona 

Fyfe's comment in the quote above expands upon this idea, in that she describes several 

different reasons why she might choose to use archives to source a song – "for a 

competition, for fun, for recording, for a performance" – reflecting the different contexts 

of song practice between which she moves, and for which song archives were seen to 

provide a useful resource. 

 

Having identified a song to learn, singers then described the ways in which they would 

approach learning it from a sound recording. Several interviewees described how the 

process of learning from recordings involved repetitious listening: 

 

I suppose the main thing about using a recording is I listen to it over and over, go 

away and come back, I suppose it's a bit of a slow process but that's just the way 

it is (Fiona Hunter interview, March 2020). 

 

Comparing the process of learning a song directly from a living person (what Seeger calls 

"mouth-to-ear" transmission (2002 p.42)) with learning from a recording (what he calls 

"mouth-to-microphone-to-playback device-to-ear" transmission (ibid.)) brought out some 

interesting comments: 
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I suppose the thing is that you can go back to that recording as much as you want 

to, and learn it absolutely verbatim, whereas if you're learning person-to-person 

you'd probably hear it a couple of times and then you just have to cope with that, 

or go with what you remember (Anna McAskill interview, July 2019).  

 

This idea of being able to learn the song "absolutely verbatim", and contrasting this with 

a less exacting approach when learning directly from a person, would seem to indicate 

that learning from recordings is a very different process to that of learning from another 

person. We have seen in Chapter One that this fundamental difference between recorded 

and live sound has been described as having the potential to affect musical practices, in 

connection with the concern that learning from 'fixed' recordings could potentially change 

the nature of the song and the process of the oral tradition . One of the main causes of this 

concern stems from the fact that "some have worried that repeatability may lead 

performers to mimic great artists without emulating their spirit, or to create bland 

patchwork interpretations based on their favourite recordings" (Katz 2010, p.27). Indeed, 

emphasis on the importance of delivering a "correct" or "true" rendition of a song while 

not directly imitating the source is quite prevalent in the literature on traditional song 

(Russell 2003, p.270; Conn 2012, p.364). As we shall see below, however, the singers I 

interviewed indicated an awareness of this potential 'problem' and described how they felt 

able to obviate it by deliberately avoiding such imitation.  

 

As with Anna McAskill's quote above, Gillebride MacMillan also commented on the 

contrast between the process of learning to sing "in the community" as a natural process, 

picking up song and style almost by osmosis, and the process of learning them from 

archives where there is an ability to consciously and deliberately listen repeatedly and 

minutely to singing styles on a recording: 

 

I think, learning songs in school and learning songs in the community, the thing 

is, you do something without really thinking about it… As a child I never really 

thought about style, I think it was just, it washes into you. But I do remember – 

learning from the tapes and, kind of, listening to how many grace notes they would 

have on a particular note, and I suppose, the particular style that they would have 

for singing songs – that you weren't copying from them, but that you were 

certainly being influenced (Gillebride MacMillan interview, March 2019). 

 

He went on to describe the importance he places on finding a balance between respecting 

the authority and integrity of the recorded source, while avoiding direct imitation: 
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Because I think that it's very important that people listen to the songs and learn 

the songs as carefully as they can, and then sing them in their own voice. I think 

that's, for me, one of the things I was very wary of, that I was going to be singing 

in my own voice, rather than imitation… I think it's a case of very much being 

influenced by the person singing the song in the archive, but then making it your 

own (Gillebride MacMillan interview, March 2019). 

 

Fiona Hunter and Anna McAskill also voiced similar concerns regarding avoiding direct 

imitation of recordings. While they were both concerned not to change the style or content 

of what the recording conveyed overmuch, they were also acutely conscious of not 

wanting to imitate the voice of the recording too closely – that the song should ultimately 

be sung in their own voice. Anna McAskill described this as putting her "own dreach on 

it" [dreach: hue, appearance, manner], while Fiona Hunter stated "you know, you don't 

want to just completely be just a copycat of somebody else, there's always got to be an 

element of your own 'take' on a song as well". This conscientiousness to avoid imitation 

was, moreover, seen not only as an issue that arose in relation to performing song learned 

from archival recordings. As we saw in section 4.1 above, when Chris Wright 

encountered archive recordings for the first time, there was something in the nature of the 

archival voices that revealed to him how imitative of commercial recordings his own 

approach to learning songs had previously been, and he was inspired to change this 

approach through his encounter with those archival songs – the converse of Katz's 

concern noted above. 

 

The ubiquity of recording technology should not go overlooked either, when assessing 

whether or not the use of archival recordings can be considered to be a 'natural' aspect of 

song transmission in Scotland today. It was mentioned in Chapter One that recorded 

sound now forms an everyday aspect to the soundscape of our contemporary lives (West 

2012, p.59). Added to this is the prevalence of the use of recording technologies within 

other aspects of traditional music practice in the present day. Most of the singers 

interviewed described creating personal recordings of songs in lessons, workshops, music 

sessions and other 'live' performance scenarios, which they would listen to later when 

learning songs. Indeed, I have regularly done the same, building up my own 'personal 

archive' of song recordings over the years. Anna McAskill also described creating 

recordings of her own singing, which she would then listen to repeatedly in order to assist 

in memorising the words. Again, I have done the same, using recordings of myself both 
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in order to remember songs, and also to enable me to critique my phrasing and delivery 

of the song. It would seem, therefore, that the use of recording technology has become 

such a part of musical practice that the inclusion of archival recordings as they become 

more readily accessible has seemed only natural, and is clearly very much an accepted 

part of the singers' interviewed overall approach to their song learning process. 

 

Alongside these technological practices, the importance of human interactions with the 

recorded voice was also discussed by interviewees. Anna McAskill described how, after 

she had begun learning the words of a song from an archival recording, she would check 

her knowledge and understanding with family members: 

  

I suppose my process is to try and transcribe it from what I could […] and, I guess, 

check that with my mum and dad or my gran. My dad is obviously a singer and is 

very good, but my mum is a store – she doesn't sing any more but she is full of 

songs. She's great for checking stuff with, and for information about songs that 

nobody really sings, which is great, and that haven't really been recorded either, 

which is quite amazing (Anna McAskill interview, July 2019). 

 

As discussed in Chapter One, the ability to 'interact' with a recording in the way that you 

would with another person is in some senses limited, and so Anna's approach indicates 

the importance (to her) of checking what she has learned from an archive recording with 

another person – and also finding out more about the songs from the tradition bearers in 

her family. This action, of checking knowledge or finding out more about songs learned 

from the archives, was also described by several other interviewees. Fiona Hunter 

described how "If there's something that I can't find, or am struggling to anywhere with, 

I just have a general chat to other people and ask somebody like Margaret Bennett, or 

Steve Byrne." Similarly, Fiona Mackenzie stated that "I know people that I still go to now 

and say, 'oh, I've got this but I'm not quite sure, can you just point me in the right 

direction,' and I just think that's so important." Interestingly, Iona Fyfe added to this the 

potential for using online social media as an avenue for carrying out such checking: 

 

And the thing is that now that we're so mobile with our communications and our 

social media… like, I could put something on my Facebook, so it would be like, 

'where can I find this?' and someone will comment below… So, like, you can 

outsource knowledge without doing the work! Which is not good, because you 

should do the work, but if you're not able to go and access that collection, or if 

you're on tour, or you're away, or you're out the country… it makes the 
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information be passed along much quicker, which is good (Iona Fyfe interview, 

February 2020). 

 

In this way, it can be seen that archive recordings become a part of the passing of 

knowledge, the chains of information about song that singers pass between themselves. 

These examples reflect on the importance of 'human interactions' in the transmission of 

songs from archives (and how archives do / can enable these interactions) – the singers 

feel a sense of responsibility to impart a sense of authority and authenticity to their singing 

by speaking with other singers to confirm their understanding, to check that they have 

learned accurately from the recorded source, and to learn what they may know about the 

song. 

 

Several of the interviewees described a more complex process of listening to different 

recordings of the same song in order to learn more about them. In Iona Fyfe's description 

of how she identifies songs to learn, in section 4.2.1 above, she says that if she was 

intending to learn a specific song, she would "seek that ballad in several different 

archives." We saw an example of this approach in Chapter One, where Drew Wright 

explained his experience of listening to several different recordings of the same song at 

the SSSA during the 'Archive Trails' project (Macaulay & Roff 2013, p.245), and a similar 

process was also mentioned by other interviewees: 

 

Yeah I definitely listen to, if I'm on Tobar an Dualchais, I'll probably listen to all 

the versions of the song… I'd probably be more likely to choose the one I liked 

best, but if I had to piece together a few versions so that it made sense in the end, 

for a performance, I guess, then I would do that (Anna McAskill interview, July 

2019). 

 

The mention here that Anna would combine sources in order that the song would make 

sense "for a performance" leads us neatly on to a consideration of the second aspect of 

song transmission – that of performing songs learned from archival sources. 

 

4.2.2 Performing from archives 

Most of the singers interviewed described an approach of using different archival 

recordings in combination to develop a 'satisfactory' version of a song for performance. 

Various motivations for this approach were given by different singers: in order to "piece 

together" fragmentary versions of songs so that they make better sense (Anna McAskill 
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and Steve Byrne); to develop a "unique" version for professional performance that no-

one else would sing (Steve Byrne again, and Iona Fyfe); and to compare the same song 

recorded in different geographical locations in order to understand more about the history 

and development of the song itself (Fiona Mackenzie). The flexibility indicated by this 

approach made it clear that the singers were not viewing the recorded voices as 'fixed' 

entities – rather, they considered them to be 'ways in' to the song itself. 

 

The combining of sources in order to create a 'unique' version that is different or distinct 

from that sung by other people as described by Iona Fyfe and Steve Byrne provides an 

interesting example of the importance of access to archival recordings from the 

perspective of 'professional' traditional performers who are interested in creating a 

distinctive voice amid commercial competition. As Iona described:  

 

I guess, whenever I find a new ballad or whatever that I want to sing, my main 

thing that's going on round the back of my head is, 'how can I make a unique 

version, which is not being sung by everyone else?' ... I wouldn't want to be 

singing a version which could be inferred as imitating or emulating any other 

singer. Because I think, for me, it's just that I want to be unique. I'm sick of 

comparisons, professional or otherwise. So all the time, I have attention to detail, 

and try to make a really, really genuine and authentic and unique version of a 

ballad (Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020). 

 

This conscious intention to "make a unique version" of a song seems at first to sit uneasily 

with the idea of 'tradition'. However, as we have seen in Chapter One and elsewhere, this 

idea of tradition as being something which is passed from source to singer 'unchanged' is 

just that – an idea, or an ideal – and not necessarily a reflection of the reality of the process 

of transmission as it actually occurs. That being said, the strength of Iona's desire to forge 

her own unique version and voice, as we can see from the comment, "I'm sick of 

comparisons," is also driven by her awareness of the demands of being a professional 

traditional singer. Indeed, elsewhere during her interview she discussed the importance 

to her of 'standing out' amongst the number of singers graduating with degrees in 

traditional music as she herself had done – commenting that the market for traditional 

singers was "really over-saturated." As has been stated previously, it isn't the intention of 

this thesis to draw definitions or lines of demarcation between professional singers and 

others, rather, it regards the many contexts of performance as lying on a spectrum, along 

which individual singers can and do move. Ultimately, what Iona demonstrates here is 

that a conscious desire and need to be both "authentic" to the tradition and to have a 
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"unique" approach to the songs within that tradition can co-exist without contradiction. 

We will see Steve Byrne taking a similar approach to developing a "personal ownership" 

of the songs he learns and sings (at p.85 below), while questions of authenticity are 

examined more closely in section 4.3.1. 

 

Fiona Hunter and Gillebride MacMillan also discussed the impact of this professional 

context on their song choices, describing how they would try to avoid recording songs for 

commercial release if they were aware that other contemporary singers had recorded them 

recently. As Gillebride stated, "I think it's important, because there are so many songs, 

not to just use the same ones all the time… otherwise I think you're in danger of going 

into a loop of, what-do-you-call-it, 'covers'." Both of them said that they were happy to 

perform such popular songs live at "ceilidhs" or "for gigging purposes", but for their own 

albums, they would avoid including them, in part to give themselves a 'unique' voice, and 

in part to celebrate the richness of the song tradition. Indeed, the recognition of sound 

archives as an important source of such alternative or 'unknown' songs was indicated by 

an anecdote related by Abi Lightbody, a sound archivist at DASG. She described how a 

particular singer had come to work at that sound archive at least in part because they 

wanted the opportunity to hear the songs in the collection before another 'famous' 

traditional singer (who is well known for their use of sound archives) was able to access 

them. 

 

Having discussed the practice of selecting songs from archival sources to perform in the 

course of my interviews, I went on to explore with the singers whether they felt that songs 

they had acquired in this way felt 'different' in the moment of performance to songs they 

had learned directly from a person. This was a difficult idea to explore in interviews, since 

it involved asking singers to reflect on what happens in the moment of song performance, 

while they were not actually singing. However, their various responses did indicate that, 

while in the song learning process singers took different approaches in learning from 

archives than in learning from a person, due to the repeatable nature of recorded sound; 

when it came to performing, these areas of 'difference' seem to recede. When I asked 

questions about the moment of performance, about what is happening in their mind at the 

moment of singing, their responses indicated that by the time they sing the song to other 

people, they no longer recognised or strongly felt a difference between songs learned 

from an archival source and those learned in a different fashion. The singers' responses 

indicated that these reflections fell largely into two camps: some responded along the 
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lines that by the time they are performing the song, they have 'made the song their own' 

to such a degree that they didn't feel a difference; while others discussed how they 'hear' 

the recorded voices in their heads as part of the singing of the song, in a similar way that 

they might 'hear' the memory of the voice of a person from whom they had learned the 

song. 

 

To give an example of the first type of experience here – that the song had become so 

embedded in their practice that there was little or no 'difference' in the experience of 

performing archival or other songs – Steve Byrne described his experience thus:  

 

I don't think there's much of a difference, because generally what I'm doing 

creatively as a performer and as an arranger... is to take it and to put it through my 

own filter and my own prism, to do my own thing with it. So by the time it's got 

to that stage there's kind of an ownership that I feel about it… it's kind of like your 

version, so you sort of take a personal ownership over it I suppose (Steve Byrne 

interview, June 2019). 

 

For Steve, what is evident here is the importance of an element of 'creativity' to him as a 

musician, and this is what imparts to him to a feeling of ownership of the song. This is 

not dissimilar to Iona's drive to create 'unique' versions to foster a feeling of authenticity 

in her own performance, as we saw above. The conscious, deliberate nature of this 

creativity sets this approach apart somewhat from what Gillebride had cautioned against: 

the creating of a cycle of imitative 'covers' by singers who are perhaps not taking the time 

to develop a personal resonance with the songs they are singing. This recalls West's idea 

that authenticity in traditional practice is about "getting it," about "taking the time and 

trouble to get in there" (West 2012, p.83), whether your source is another living person 

or recordings which give you that sense of connection. We will see a further example of 

Steve's process of putting the songs through his "own prism" in section 4.3.2 below. 

Gillebride also made comment regarding the moment of performance of a song learned 

from an archival source: 

 

I think by the time I want to sing a song that I've learned in such a way, that I've 

learned as an adult, by the time I sing it in public, it's kind of washed in, it has 

become part of you anyway, so I don't feel that as a distinction (Gillebride 

MacMillan interview, March 2019). 
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It is notable here that Gillebride had used the phrase "washed in" previously, to describe 

the natural acquisition of songs as a child in the community (at section 4.2.1 above). His 

use of this same phrase to refer to his experience of singing songs from archival sources 

is telling – indicating that he sincerely does not experience a distinction between the two 

in the moment of performance. Adding to this, his phrase "it has become part of you" is 

further suggestive of the feeling experienced in the way that singers relate to the songs 

they sing – that is, of the embodied nature of a song in the moment of performance, 

regardless of the initial source of the song. 

 

In the second 'camp' of these responses, some singers related their experience of 

performing songs learned from archival sources with a description of how they could 

'hear' the recorded voice in their minds while they were singing: 

 

Even though the way I sing it, the way I do it, is totally different [to the recording], 

I don't think about them as 'my' songs. In the back of my mind, you know, there's 

always Alexander Stewart singing it to Hamish. In my mind (Chris Wright 

interview, June 2019). 

 

Chris was recounting having learned a relatively unknown song called 'Peggy on the 

banks of Nith' that he had come across while working as a cataloguer for Tobar/Kist. It 

was sung by Alexander Lambie Stewart, from whom Hamish Henderson recorded just a 

handful of songs in 1962. In his description of performing the song, although Chris is 

aware that he has introduced differences into the song in the way that he sings it, he 

emphasises that he still feels a strong connection to the source from which he learned it – 

the recorded voice itself has a presence in his mind during performance. A similar 

experience was described by Fiona Mackenzie: 

 

I was learning a waulking song that was sung at the last waulking in Geirinis in 

1953, I think it was, so I learned it off, it's Annie MacDonald who sang it, so I 

learned it from her. And when I'm singing it, I can hear her voice… and I can hear 

all the cackling going on in the background! I absolutely can't divide it. I cannot 

sing something without hearing it. And in all the songs I've learned so far from 

the collections, I cannot not hear them… And it's not a conscious thing, it's not 

like I'm trying to think, 'now, how did they sing this bit?' – they're just there, 

they're just there (Fiona Mackenzie interview, November 2018). 
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Fiona makes clear that this 'hearing' of the archival voice is not a purposeful action, and, 

as we have seen before, that she is not aiming to imitate the recording. Notably, this 

description of an unconscious, non-deliberate presence of the recorded voice in the mind 

of the singer is not dissimilar to descriptions given by singers who had learned their songs 

person-to-person: 

 

'When I sing ballads, I remember the people I got them from', is how Elizabeth 

Stewart of Mintlaw sees it, recalling her aunt Lucy Stewart, one of the great 

tradition-bearers of the North-East (Douglas 1992, p.ii). 

 

This suggests that, rather than being an aural relic induced by repetitive listening to a 

recording, there is a 'hearing' in the mind of the singer, of the recorded voice from whom 

the song was learned that is similar to the awareness and memory evoked in the moment 

of singing as described by singers who learned song directly from people. 

 

Moreover, there is not necessarily a gulf of meaning between these two camps' 

descriptions of the experience of performance: both the 'hearing' of the recorded voice 

and the feeling of the song being 'part of you' are elements of the layered experience of 

singing traditional song. Certainly as a singer, I have experienced this from both 

perspectives: indeed, both can exist at the same time, in the sense of feeling an ownership 

and command of the song, while at the same time experiencing the 'presence' of the 

recalled voice, while singing. We will see in the Song Study One that in my experience 

the same can be true whether a song has been learned from an archival recording or 

directly from a person. These may therefore be regarded as elements of experience which 

can allow us to consider traditional song transmission from archival recordings as being 

akin to direct person-to-person transmission, rather than being radically 'different' to it. 

 

4.2.3 Teaching from archives 

A third important aspect of song practice to consider alongside the learning and 

performing of songs is the teaching of them to others – the passing on of song being one 

of the hallmarks of traditional song practice. In contemporary musical practice, where the 

traditional oral transmission of song at a community level has been largely replaced, or 

at least occurs alongside, transmission through more 'formal' teaching situations (Miller 

2007, p.289; West 2012, p.172), it is a point of interest to explore whether and how singers 

teach songs that they themselves have learned from archival recordings to others, this 
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being one of the pathways by which 'stored'/archived songs can pass back into the 'living' 

tradition.  

 

One theme which was notably prevalent when speaking to singers about teaching songs 

from archives was the idea of specifically seeking out songs in archives in order to re-

teach them to the communities in which they had been recorded. Gillebride MacMillan 

described using archives in this way when talking about carrying out song workshops for 

particular community projects he had been involved in: 

 

So, I'd be getting songs from the School of Scottish Studies archives that were 

recorded on Uist about, say, fishing, and then transcribing them, and then going 

back and teaching them back to the community, getting a couple of fishermen 

singing the songs, young people singing the songs… And I think what I found 

from those two projects was that people – and I was surprised, and also gladly 

surprised – that people did want to learn songs that had been sung in their 

community at one point (Gillebride MacMillan interview, March 2019).  

 

Once again, we can see the important role of sound archives here as a source for less well-

known songs. Where, before, this allowed professional singers to source songs for their 

own performance, here sound archives are seen as a place to return local repertoires to 

their original communities. Anna McAskill also gave an example of this from her 

experience of teaching song at Fèisean [summer music schools]: 

 

One thing I really like to do is, especially now with access to all these archives, I 

like to localise for every Fèis that I'm teaching at… so that the kids have local 

songs, because I think that's really important, to learn the songs of the place that 

you're from, or the place that you have a connection to… I love learning Skye 

songs, so I just want to do that for other people, if they can say, 'oh that's about 

Acharachle', that's really cool! (Anna McAskill interview July 2019) 

 

In Anna's case, rather than looking for songs from her own community to teach there, she 

has recognised the importance of singing local songs in her own song practice, and sees 

archives as a resource that can enable her to give this same connection to the young 

attendees of the Fèisean she has taught at, wherever the location. Following this 

description, she also commented that it is important to her as a teacher to be able to 

demonstrate that she has "really thought about it," and that using archives in this way 

gives depth to her teaching approach. 
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Another example of teaching from sound archives was given by Fiona Mackenzie, who 

described purposefully incorporating archival recordings, film and photographs from 

Canna House archive as part of her teaching process in a song workshop she delivered on 

South Uist, so that the workshop attendees were "not just learning a song in isolation, it's 

putting it into context, which I think is really important… I just think it makes the whole 

learning experience just much richer" (Fiona Mackenzie interview, June 2019). These 

archival sources had all been recorded on Uist, and so this was another instance of 

returning songs to where they had once been commonly sung: 

 

It was mostly folk from Uist at the workshop, and so it was a scary occasion! 

(laughs) I thought, what am I doing here, teaching you these songs?! But, d'you 

know, I think we had six songs in the hour and a half, and they didn't know any 

of them. Which I thought was, oh my goodness me, I couldn't believe it. I would 

say at the start 'oh I'm sure you'll know this one', but well, no, they didn't.  

 

The sense of responsibility inherent in this role of teaching song, and of 'repatriating' song 

to the communities in which they had been collected, are themes which will emerge again 

through the course of  this thesis, in a consideration of the roles carried out by those 

working in archives, and also in the examination of particular projects carried out by 

Scotland's Sounds. Once again, it is the element of human interaction with sound archives 

which allows them to function as a vehicle of transmission within the song tradition. 

 

4.3 Attitudes to archives as a source of traditional song transmission 

In this chapter thus far, we have, in the main, been considering the actions that singers 

undertake when singing songs from archival sources. The following section now shifts 

attention to the attitudes towards the use of sound archives as a source of traditional song 

that are revealed through their reflections on their practice. 

 

4.3.1 The archival voice and authenticity 

Central to the consideration of whether sound archives can be considered to form part of 

the transmission of traditional song in contemporary song practice is whether and how 

singers attach concepts of authenticity to the recorded voices preserved in them. As with 

ideas around the experience of performing songs from archival sources, the singers 

interviewed also demonstrated a wide range of opinions as to what constitutes authenticity 

in traditional singing. As discussed in Chapter One, when the concept of authenticity is 

being applied to a collective cultural practice such as singing, it is useful to think of it as 
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being evaluated along a continuum, replete with shades of agreement alongside subtle 

differences of opinion between the individuals engaged in that practice. 

We saw at the outset of this chapter that Iona Fyfe had come to consider the Elphinstone 

Institute to be a "reputable source" when she was researching traditional songs to sing, 

and that this in turn had made her "trust" other archives. When asked directly about 

whether she felt the process of learning and performing songs from archives could be 

considered to be an 'authentic' process, as compared to learning directly from a person, 

she responded that: 

 

The authenticity feels a little bit higher. When you've known that you've got that 

from an archive and you've done the legwork, you can feel like, when you're 

singing it, you can maybe sing it with a little bit more conviction? Rather than if 

you just got it from like, a Dictaphone recording of someone else singing it to you 

(Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020). 

 

Here, it is notable that Iona felt that the use of archival sources, combined with making 

the effort to research a song thoroughly, imparts a stronger sense of authenticity to her 

performance than songs learned from recordings she had made herself directly from other 

singers. Fiona Mackenzie also illustrated a similar attitude – that to her, archive 

recordings perhaps carry more authenticity than songs learned from contemporary 

'tradition bearers.' Another factor contributing to Fiona's idea of the strength of the 

authority and authenticity of the archive as a source was her feeling that learning songs 

directly from other singers is not so commonplace anymore: 

 

I mean, to me, obviously in today's musical world, it's harder and harder to be able 

to learn from a person, a live person source, you don't often have that luxury 

anymore. So to me, this is, I mean, it's better than the next best thing! You can't 

get any better than that. Because, I mean, even the people who are alive today, 

who you might regard as being a source, they've learnt it from these people we're 

listening to! So is it not, is it not more authentic in a sense? (Fiona Mackenzie 

interview, November 2018) 

 

This view, that songs learned from sound archives are, in a certain sense, more authentic 

than songs learned directly from people, is perhaps not universally held, as we shall see 

below. However, it cannot be denied that the place of song as a feature of the home and 

of the community, as described by West (2012, pp.55-6), has changed for many singers 
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today. Fiona Hunter described such difficulties in terms of finding opportunities for song 

learning directly from other singers: 

 

I suppose it depends on where you live… there are sessions and things like that 

that are still going and, yeah, places you hear song. But how many places is it 

really easy to go to a song session now, where people are singing traditional 

songs? [...] And then I suppose people are still sharing and learning songs by going 

to song workshops, and the Fèis kind of stuff or whatever it may be, people doing 

workshops, so definitely people are actively still wanting to learn songs from a 

singer as well (Fiona Hunter interview, March 2020). 

 

This suggests that, in some circumstances, people who are interested in traditional song 

still seek out that human interaction with songs, but that the 'seeking' is an activity they 

have to undertake themselves: it is no longer at the level of traditional song "washing in" 

through community or home life for many people. An opposing point of view, however, 

was expressed by Anna McAskill, who clearly does still experience traditional song as a 

feature of her home and community. She described other traditional singers with whom 

she performs with professionally as being more inclined to seek songs (and knowledge 

about songs) from people who are esteemed as being tradition bearers, rather than using 

sound archives as she does: 

 

We still have people like Kenna [Campbell], Ishabel T. [MacDonald], you know, 

and these kind of seanachaidhs, [tradition bearer, storyteller, wise person] who 

are full of knowledge. And I know [my bandmates] go directly to them, you know, 

they go and speak to them, and they're great at finding songs that suit… So they're 

really, I guess, they're audio archives in themselves! (Anna McAskill interview, 

July 2019). 

 

Anna's comment here, likening such contemporary tradition bearers as "audio archives in 

themselves" contributes to the idea that, even where learning songs directly from a person 

may be preferred, sound archives hold a degree of authority or authenticity comparable 

to such recognised tradition bearers within contemporary traditional song practice. 

 

Chris Wright also described how archival sound recordings of traditional singers have a 

level of authority and authenticity that allows them to be used as a source for learning a 

song, in a way that is fully in-keeping with his understanding of key elements of 

traditional song practice: 
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The way I always think about it is that when you learn the song from an archive, 

the song has enough in it to teach you how it needs to be sung. The things like 

ballads or traditional songs, especially if you learn them from [a recording of] a 

traditional singer… they have a keen awareness of what patterns of melody, what 

rhyming patterns work and don't work. And if you have an awareness of the style 

of the singers, you know how far you can push the style before it loses its meaning 

to other singers… With singing, you're taking part in almost a group exercise. And 

you have to judge how much leeway you've got, to change lyrics, to change the 

melody, the rhythm, the style. So listening to people like Jeannie Robertson in the 

archives… had a big influence on me (Chris Wright interview, June 2019). 

 

There is a striking similarity between Chris's statement here, that an archival recording 

can have "enough in it to teach you how it needs to be sung," and an example given in 

Chapter One of the ability of such recordings to transmit traditional knowledge. As we 

saw there, Lancefield described playing recordings to Native Americans (that is, 

practitioners of the healing songs that were recorded in an archival collection) who 

recognised from the recordings exactly how they could be used within their practice 

(Lancefield 1998 pp.56-7). The fact that they were listening to an archive recording did 

not intervene in their understanding or their acceptance of it as material that could be 

directly and immediately implemented in their living practice. In a similar way, Chris 

described how it is possible for a singer like himself to 'hear past' the notion of an archive 

recording being a fixed recorded voice, to access the qualities of it as a song being sung 

in a way that can be learned from and directly implemented in his own practice. 

 

Additionally, Chris's comment on traditional singing as being "almost a group exercise" 

deserves further comment. When singing traditional song, there is a balance to be struck 

between individual experience and expression, and a communal understanding of context 

and resonances of meaning. The "authenticity" striven for by a traditional singer could be 

said to lie between two categories as described by Newman and Smith – that of 'Value 

Authenticity', which invokes "normative considerations… or the extent to which 

someone's behaviour embodies the values of a particular culture" and that of 'Self 

authenticity,' which pertains to "highly personal, subjective judgments" (Op. cit. p.613). 

That balance between individuality and communal understanding is shown here in the 

indication that all of the singers interviewed clearly felt that authenticity was a crucial 

element in the performance of song – that they strove for it in their own performance, and 

could 'detect' whether or not another singers' performance was expressed in an authentic 

way – and yet they each had slightly differing opinions as to what constitutes such 
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authenticity, depending on their individual experiences and personal approach to singing. 

Singers must strike the balance between being "true to themselves" and being "true to the 

tradition." In my own practice, being "true to myself," to my own requirements of 

authenticity, would entail a sense of earnest connection to the subject of the song and as 

thorough a knowledge of the song's history as I could acquire through various sources, 

while being "true to the tradition"  would require an acknowledgement of the source(s) 

from which I had learned it, and striving to perform the song in a way that evoke these 

resonances of meaning for the listener. Crucial for the topic of this thesis, however, is the 

fact that, although the singers' constructions of authenticity varied from person to person, 

each of them demonstrated that a sense of authenticity could be elicited through the use 

of sound archive recordings as a source. 

 

4.3.2 Hierarchies of source 

Comments from every singer interviewed suggested a commonly experienced contrast 

between viewing archival song recordings as an authentic and authoritative source, and 

being able to tell when someone has learned a song 'merely' by listening to modern 

commercial recordings and performances – where a depth of understanding of the 

tradition was felt to be audibly lacking. As Iona Fyfe described, "there's certainly people 

who just type in 'Young Trad' to YouTube and just learn the songs that come up – like, 

that exists, one hundred per cent, it's so noticeable" ('Young Trad' refers to a prestigious 

traditional music competition). This suggests two things about the value that singers place 

on archival recordings: firstly, that although they are recordings, they are understood to 

be different in nature to commercial recordings or performances of traditional song; and 

secondly, that they are held to be capable of transmitting the tradition authentically and 

substantially. This attitude that 'commercial' performances lack this element of 

authenticity as vehicles of transmission was also apparent when some interviewees talked 

about teaching song to others:  

 

And I hope I pass that on to anybody that I teach or tutor or whatever, the first 

thing I always say if I'm trying to help somebody, I'll say, 'you go, and you find a 

recording of a source singing it, but do not learn it from, lovely, gorgeous 

contemporary arrangements by whoever.' Those are fabulous for sitting and 

listening to, or in the car – absolutely brilliant, and if it gets people interested in 

Gaelic or traditional music – fabulous, super. But try as hard as you can to get 

yourself into the song as it might have been, as it would have been originally, if 

you can. (Fiona Mackenzie interview, November 2018). 
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From my own experiences in traditional song circles, this is a common idea for teachers 

to pass on to students – the idea that, in order to learn a song 'authentically', one should 

not only listen to modern recordings, but rather go back to the earliest recording one can 

find. Certainly I received this advice from song tutors while a music student on Benbecula 

(such as Kenna Campbell, one of the 'song-seanachaidhs' named by Anna McAskill 

above). Abi Lightbody, the sound archivist at DASG who described herself as a 'hobby' 

singer, mentioned that she had heard the same recommendation from the singer Christine 

Primrose when taking a song course led by her. Gillebride went further in describing how 

commercial recordings have a "polished" aspect which, he indicated, is different to the 

'authentic' traditional practice of song.  

 

I think in general it can change the singing style, and also commercial recordings 

would tend to have musical accompaniment, so it changes the flow in many ways. 

It is happening more and more… People are learning from these recordings, 

they're learning polished versions, so it's kind of, you're coming to a very refined 

type of stylised singing (Gillebride MacMillan interview, March 2019). 

 

Chris Wright had observed a similar trend among younger singers who had come through 

traditional music courses offered by institutions such as the RCS, who he felt were more 

"driven by commercially recorded Scottish music": that this effect of learning from 

"polished versions" with musical accompaniment was "noticeable when they're singing 

unaccompanied, because they still sing as if there was a band behind them" (Chris Wright 

interview, June 2019). An interesting conundrum is posed by the prevalence of this 

attitude, in that the singers interviewed have themselves, as professional singers, all 

purposefully used 'unpolished' archival sources in order to create and perform/record their 

own "polished versions" in the form of commercial albums (which, if their own logic is 

followed, they wouldn't recommend that others should learn from). The context of the 

production of such albums is important here of course, as in the main, commercial albums 

are being created for a contemporary commercial audience of listeners, rather than being 

created with the sole intent of passing on or preserving tradition. It's important to note 

that some of the interviewees said that they would sometimes listen to contemporary 

commercial recordings when learning a song. Both Fiona Hunter and Iona Fyfe said that 

they would do this, but generally in order to hear "what was out there" and thus ensure 

that their own performance of the song was not too similar. An examination of the 

multitude of causes of change in traditional song practice and the complex causes of those 
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changes (such as an increase in 'professional performance' contexts and the stylistic 

musical changes this has wrought) is outwith the scope of this thesis. However, the 

relevant attitude that is revealed here is the clear value that singers place on archival sound 

recordings as compared to other types of recorded sources. 

 

In Chapter One, we saw that the process of collecting song and other cultural practices 

and for the purposes of academic study (as well as the adjunct purpose of 'rescuing' them 

from oblivion) had consequences for the contents of sound archives and the particular 

traditions that they privileged. Several of the singers interviewed were aware of the 

concept that the holdings of such collections therefore are not universally representative 

of the whole of traditional song practice. For example, Iona Fyfe commented on the 

seemingly random chance that could lead to some singers being collected from and not 

others: 

 

Greig [of the Greig-Duncan collection] collected a mile or so away from where… 

Bell Duncan of Lambhill lived. So they recorded heaps and heaps of stuff within 

a radius of where she was living, but never went to her. But then James Madison 

Carpenter did, so, it's kind of mental who actually got in there first! To think they 

recorded around that area, but never tapped into that person that was living there, 

yet somebody else who came along, did (Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020). 

 

Similarly, Gillebride MacMillan reflected upon the idea that some people could have been 

recorded purely by dint of residing close to where a fieldworker stayed when they came 

to collect song, and that this could have consequences even to the present day in terms of 

ideas around musical practice within the community: 

 

They are skewed in certain ways; in that they chose certain people and places and 

not others […] And it's like a self-fulfilling prophecy, because you have such-and-

such a person in Smeircleit was recorded, and then her daughter was recorded, 

and then you have three generations going 'I come from this musical family.' But 

all families would have been just as musical. It was just because they maybe 

happened to be living next door to the person who was telling the collector where 

to go, that she had a few songs, and so on […] So I think it's great that we have 

the archives, but I think you could also, you have to remember that it's a very 

focussed viewpoint on a particular song from a particular place by a particular 

person who was having a particular feeling that day. And we tend to generalise, 

but there are always dangers in those generalisations (Gillebride MacMillan 

interview, March 2019). 
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The impact of collecting song upon the tradition, and upon the contents of the archive 

was also remarked upon by Steve Byrne. He described how he had come to realise while 

working for Tobar/Kist that at least some of the songs collected from the repertoires of 

the renowned 'tradition bearers' such as Lizzie Higgins, Jeannie Robertson had not been 

learned through the oral tradition, but rather were songs they'd learned from commercial 

recordings or from texts. Like Gillebride, he recognised from this the dangers of making 

generalisations about exactly what it is that the collections of sound archives actually 

represent. For example, he recounted having seen a poetry anthology which included 

Jeannie Robertson's rendition of 'The Hobo Song' transcribed from a recording in the 

SSSA – a modern American song which she would have learned from a commercial 

recording of Jimmy Rodgers – presented as an example of 'the anonymous female balladic 

voice' in Scottish women's poetry. He went on to describe how this type of discovery had 

had an effect not only on his attitude towards what the archive collections actually 

represent, but also his ideas about traditional song practice more generally: 

 

So there's that whole aspect that, I think, of the impetus to want to record more on 

the part of the fieldworkers also affected what the 'tradition bearers' were offering. 

At the same time, what they offered was never purely 'folk song' either. I was kind 

of disabused from any kind of notions of oral 'purity' pretty quickly, after 

discovering a few of those! (Steve Byrne interview, June 2019). 

 

He saw the appearance of such songs 'from other sources' in the archives as an example 

of the fact that the collectors wanted to collect 'everything they could' from the singers 

they recorded, alongside a recognition of the fact that singers' repertoires were naturally 

wider than any notion of songs passed on only through the 'oral tradition'. Hamish 

Henderson himself commented upon this aspect of their repertoires in such a way as to 

overturn any notion of a 'hierarchy' of sources between audio recordings, texts and direct 

oral transmission, in his observation that the singers themselves treated the songs in the 

same way, no matter what the source: 

 

Almost invariably… singers have 'collected' folk-songs from the wireless and 

gramophone records too, but the versions taken from these sources begin to get 

modified and transformed in exactly the same way as many of the old broadsheet 

ballads did which entered folk currency from printed copies (Henderson 1958, in 

Finlay (ed.) 2004, p.20). 
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We also saw in Chapters One and Two that the 'mediatisation' of traditional song extends 

back prior to the era of audio recording, whereby songs were collected as texts and 

transcribed melodies. Interestingly, almost every singer I spoke with described using such 

texts in their song practice in some capacity. Fiona Hunter described how she would use 

versions found in both sound archives and text collections when learning a song: 

 

The two of them probably go kind of hand-in-hand for me. Just for example, I 

may find a song maybe on the Kist o Riches, and there's maybe a line, and I can't 

hear it… Then I'd go to the collection, go to Greig-Duncan... Or, completely 

reversing it, you know, finding something in Greig-Duncan and then going to the 

archive and being able to actually hear it (Fiona Hunter interview, March 2020). 

 

Steve Byrne also described the process of using texts and sound recordings in conjunction 

with each other, in an expansion on what he described above as putting the songs "through 

my own filter, my own prism": 

 

For example, with some songs, in order to make a coherent version, a sing-able 

version, I've gone through multiple printed collections and manuscripts as well as 

some sound recordings, and it's almost that I used the sound recordings in a way 

to validate the choices that I make, you know, so that if somebody has sung it that 

way, I think, right, it's okay to use this section or to use that (Steve Byrne 

interview, June 2019). 

 

Some interviews revealed negative attitudes towards using texts as a source, however. 

Fiona Mackenzie felt that learning songs from a book was "definitely at the bottom end 

of how you 'should' learn a song." By comparison, Gillebride had found that books were 

regularly considered to be the most authoritative version by people he taught at 

community workshops, even beyond the perceived authority of archival recordings: 

 

So I think that's one of the things with archives: people do tend to think, if it's in 

the archive, it is the valid, correct version. And that's quadrupled if it's in a book! 

[…] Because they say, 'well, it's written in the book, it must be right.' That's just 

my own personal opinion, just from conversations with people over the years. 

Although people do then look at the words and say, 'they've got that bit wrong!' 

So there's a bit of both! (Gillebride MacMillan interview, March 2019). 

 

Gillebride's reflection here that it was clearly possible for people to feel that written or 

recorded sources represented the "correct version" of a song at the same time as being 

able to debate their correctness is an interesting example of what Conn describes as "the 
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flexible relationship that singers have with printed sources, in many cases subverting their 

authority and turning instead to first-hand experiences" (Conn 2012 p.367). What is 

directly relevant for the consideration of my research, is that every singer referenced the 

use of written texts alongside the use of audio recordings as sources in their song practice, 

which points to something about ideas of 'authenticity' within the song tradition: that 

although the notion of songs being passed from person to person in an uninterrupted chain 

of oral transmission is a pervasive one in what the tradition tells itself about itself, in 

practice, all sorts of sources are used. As Olson has observed, "whatever may have been 

the case some time in the misty past, it is becoming increasingly clear that such forms of 

'pure' transmission are largely wishful thinking" (Olson 2007, p.380). So sound archives 

can be an accepted part of that transmission – and they clearly are, by the singers 

interviewed here.  

 

It should be clarified that my use here of the term 'hierarchies' in the title of this section 

is not intended to indicate that sound archive recordings, or any other type of source, 

whether digital or physical, audio or textual, sit on a scale of higher or lower authenticity 

or 'representativeness' of the tradition. That different singers perceive different 

'hierarchies' of authenticity and usefulness within the range of source-types that they 

could potentially learn songs from, whether commercial recordings, books, archival 

recordings, or via direct oral transmission, is another example of the fact that within the 

'collective practice' of traditional song, practitioners hold their own individual approaches 

and understandings of the practice. The sheer variety of opinion and perspective indicated 

by the singers interviewed demonstrate that any attempt to set up a dichotomy between 

different types of source based on ideas around their 'authentic' or 'true' representativeness 

of the tradition would easily be dismantled. Rather, the various sources to which singers 

in the present day have recourse can all be seen as different means of access to the song 

itself as Atkinson describes here: 

 

In fact, a hierarchy of ballad documentation that seeks to privilege sound is 

misleading, because the ballad has always been, and remains, accessible through 

complementary media which fulfil different purposes and follow different 

conventions – all leading towards the position that different and complementary 

sets of instructions can quite independently facilitate access to the intangible 

ballad (Atkinson 2014, p.89).  
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4.3.3 Acknowledging the source  

Another important indicator that archival recordings are considered to be authentic or 

authoritative channels of transmission is that, when singers perform, they will often 

acknowledge the archive as a source. As Tom McKean states: 

 

When one wishes to confer legitimacy on traditional knowledge, one has recourse 

to those from whom one learned it; there is a need for such higher authority. 

Today, when that source may be a person, a page, or a recording, it is the 

performer's relationship to it that defines traditionality (McKean 2003, p.49). 

 

The singers interviewed gave various examples of how they would acknowledge the 

archive as a source and their reasons for doing so. In Fiona Hunter's description of 

acknowledging her sources when performing live with the band Malinky, we can see that 

she does not distinguish between songs learned from archives and those learned from a 

person in terms of their importance to her own development as a singer, or in terms of 

affording them the recognition she feels she owes to them: 

  

Throughout a gig we normally try and reference at some point where maybe the 

version has come from. That's something that I feel quite strongly about, because 

I think I owe a lot to a lot of singers in the sense of, you know, archive recordings 

and learning from singers themselves like tradition bearers that are still around.... 

You know, I wouldn't be able to learn these songs and sing them, perform them, 

if I hadn't learned them from these people (Fiona Hunter interview, March 2020). 

 

Gillebride MacMillan reflected a similar strong sense of responsibility to acknowledge 

the source when teaching songs to others – and to introduce those he teaches to the idea 

of also accessing such recordings themselves: 

 

I think it's important to acknowledge the provenance of the song, and, because I 

think it's so easy to, in many ways, forget that these people gave their songs for 

free and so on. And I think it's very important to acknowledge them, for their 

singing style, and also to encourage people to go and – if you like the song – go 

and listen to Mary Munro on Tobar an Dualchais and so on (Gillebride 

MacMillan interview, March 2019). 

 

As noted by McGuiness, singers also often include references to their sources in their 

commercial releases: "album sleeve notes now often give lists of sources, and in 

performance, the phrase 'I learnt this tune/song from' is now commonplace." 

(McGuinness 2018 pp.137). Iona Fyfe's recent album, a digital release entitled Ballads 
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Vol.1 (Fyfe 2020) provides an example of this – it includes a very extensive list of sources 

for every song, including archival sound recordings, text collections and individuals from 

whom she has learned and compiled the versions she sings. The band Malinky, of which 

Steve Byrne and Fiona Hunter are members, similarly provide detailed liner notes of song 

sources in their album releases (Greentrax 2008; Greentrax 2019). Chris Wright and 

Gillebride MacMillan both also mentioned during their interviews that they would 

acknowledge archival sources in their CD liners. Chris described giving "extensive links" 

to archival sources on his album The Speaking Heart, while, interestingly, Gillebride said 

that "I suppose I wouldn't always say where I learned, but I'd say from whom I've learned 

them… And I think that in my CD booklets I like to name the person, you know, 'this 

song was learnt from'" (Gillebride MacMillan interview, March 2019; MacMeanmna 

2006). 

 

The importance of acknowledging sources not only affirms the singers' own sense of 

'cultural authority' within themselves, but also gives space to the potential that others 

might also make use of such sources, so that the tradition might flow on. For Fiona 

Hunter, the value she attaches to the potential to reach 'just one person' in an audience 

and to impart that knowledge to them, allows us to see such performances as more than 

performance for entertainment's sake alone: 

 

For however many people you may be singing to or performing to, there might be 

a handful of people or one person who picks up on that, and then they go off and 

have a look or have a listen and whatever, so it's all part of keeping the tradition 

alive… It's important to do it. (Fiona Hunter interview, March 2020). 

 

4.3.4 Wider practice of archive use by traditional singers 

A final consideration in this chapter is whether the singers interviewed consider the use 

of archives to be a generally accepted part of contemporary traditional song practice. 

When asked whether they were aware of other singers using archives, most replied that 

they had observed the use of archives in at least some other singers' practice.  Chris Wright 

stated that while he didn't feel it was something that was universally done, he had 

observed at least some singers reporting in CD liner notes that "they've learned something 

from somebody in the archive." Anna McAskill felt that, among her peers who sing in 

both Gaelic and Scots, there were some who do, and then others who prefer to learn 

directly from other singers: 
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I mean we all have different ways of finding songs and both are completely valid 

and they're both, kind of the same, in a way! Just one's online and one's in the 

flesh! Yeah, I would say there are people using them, and there's people who aren't 

(Anna McAskill interview, July 2019).  

 

Interestingly, both Iona Fyfe and Fiona Hunter felt that 'younger singers' were less likely 

to be using archival sources, potentially due to a lack of awareness of the existence of 

such resources, or of the importance of them. When asked directly whether they felt that 

sound archives form part of the contemporary transmission of traditional song in 

Scotland, all the interviewees responded that they did, Iona Fyfe most emphatically: 

 

Well, initially, I'd think, oh that sounds like a bit of an oxymoron, because you 

have 'archive' and then you have 'contemporary!' But then, I see what you're 

saying. It is important and it definitely does make up the contemporary 

transmission of songs, because without those archives we don't have a foundation 

to go on from. (Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020). 

 

4.4 Conclusions 

This chapter has explored a range of traditional singers' experiences and opinions about 

using sound archival sources and how such use sits within their musical practice. Through 

an examination of the active processes involved in traditional song transmission in these 

singers' practices – including learning, performing and teaching traditional songs – it has 

been established that the singers integrated the use of archival sound recordings into all 

of these activities. The chapter then explored singers' attitudes towards the use of archival 

recordings, finding that sound archives are considered to be an 'authentic' source for 

traditional song, in that those interviewed felt that their use of archival recordings 

functions in their practice in a similar way to other sources, including learning songs 

directly from another singer. Archival materials are routinely used within their practices 

along with a variety of sources; and, indeed, some interviewees felt that archival 

recordings were in some respects more authentic than other sources of traditional song, 

such as contemporary commercial recordings. Taken alongside interviewees' 

observations that other traditional singers also commonly use archival materials, the 

findings in this chapter clearly suggest that archives form an accepted and important part 

of contemporary traditional song transmission in Scotland.  

 

This acknowledgement of the use of archival recordings (and of other archival materials 

such as written sources of song) within singers' practice allows us to revisit the commonly 



 

 

102 

 

found and related concepts about traditional song transmission which were explored in 

Chapter One: that the action of collecting a song (either by transcribing it into text, or by 

creating an audio recording of it) 'fixes' its form and thereby irrevocably changes its 

nature; that the action of creating audio recordings therefore has the effect of 'fixing' or 

'freezing' what should be a living, changeable heritage tradition; and that such recordings 

therefore cannot be regarded as playing a 'living' part in such tradition and its 

transmission. As we have seen, this idea goes hand-in-hand with notions of 'hierarchy' 

and 'authenticity' of source which have long been a feature of debates about the 

(supposed) primacy of orality and direct person-to-person learning in traditional song 

transmission. This view can be traced back to at least the time of James Hogg, the 19th 

century author and poet from the Scottish Borders, who was employed by Sir Walter Scott 

as a collector of song when Scott was compiling his collection The Minstrelsy of the 

Scottish Border, first published in 1802. In a now well-known anecdote, Hogg wrote that 

his mother, Margaret Laidlaw, from whom he had collected several songs which appeared 

in the published collection, had taken issue with the fact that they "were nouther spelled 

right nor right setten down," and felt that by the act of printing and publishing the songs 

"ye hae broken the charm noo, an' they'll never be sung again" (Excerpt from Hogg, 

quoted in Bold 2003, pp.358-9). While her prediction did not come true – evidence that 

the ballads included in that collection continued to be sung can be demonstrated by the 

fact that many of them were collected by the fieldworkers of the SSSA over a century and 

a half later, from singers in the Scottish Borders – her sense that songs 'captured' in text 

or otherwise, are not quite "right", and that they present a danger to living song 

transmission, is one that still persists in the literature to this day.  

 

The actions and attitudes revealed by singers of the present day interviewed during my 

fieldwork, however, reveal a somewhat different view to that held by Hogg's mother 

towards the value of 'collected' songs. For these interviewees, and for other contemporary 

traditional singers they knew, collections of song texts and archival recordings are by no 

means regarded as 'fixed', not least because the variety of activities that singers undertake 

in their practice, regarding the acquisition and transmission of the songs they sing, 

involves a highly dynamic process. As we have seen, this includes: the research they 

undertake to draw on a 'confluence' of multiple sources ranging across archives, texts and 

person-to-person encounters; their combining of such sources through listening to or 

reading different versions of a song to broaden their knowledge and deepen their 

understanding of a song; checking their knowledge with other traditional singers, whose 
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own knowledge in turn will have been built through a variety of such activities; and the 

act of creatively using – not replicating, not imitating – archival recordings in their own 

singing of the song. When seen through the lens of contemporary song practitioners, then, 

traditional song transmission and performance is clearly part of a process which 

introduces change from the received sources of a song – whatever those sources may be, 

whether archival, textual or a person-to-person encounter – as a natural part of the musical 

process. As Chris Wright observed: 

 

I don't think of the recordings as fixed, because in my mind, it's part of an 

evolution from the archive. So it's hard for me to demonstrate, I suppose what I 

can say is that, of the songs that I've learned from the archive, when I learned 

them… and I might have only listened to the tracks at that time once or twice: got 

the tune in my head, wrote out the lyrics as I took them down, and then learned it. 

Almost straight away, the words changed. And bits I couldn't remember got filled 

in from my own mind. The melody would have changed somewhat. So, even if 

the recording could be considered a kind of 'snapshot', as soon as I learn it, it 

changes, you know, completely (Chris Wright interview, June 2019). 

The similarities between Chris's description of his approach to learning from archival 

recordings, and how Anna McAskill described learning directly from a person, in what 

might be thought of as 'purely oral' transmission, are striking:  

 

If you're learning person-to-person you'd probably hear it a couple of times and 

then you'd just have to cope with that, or go with what you remember" (Anna 

McAskill interview, June 2019). 

 

In using all types of sources, then, what was emphasised by the traditional song 

practitioners I interviewed was the importance – not so much of the nature of the source 

itself – but rather the act of change as an inevitable, indeed fundamental, part of the song 

learning and performance process. From this perspective, the 'authenticity' in the act of 

transmission is seen by them to derive, not only from the source, and not only from a 

certain type of source, but rather from the active reception and use of the source on the 

part of the singer, and thereafter its transmission through fresh, creative performances of 

the song – enabling others, in turn, to actively receive and make use of the song once 

again. In this regard, the practices of these singers support and shed light on Sheila 

Douglas's remark that, in the performance of traditional song, 'the sang's the thing': 

"people may come and go, but the songs last" (Douglas 1992, p.i). While it may be 

difficult to pin down quite what 'the song' is, when lensed through these practitioners' 
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living experiences what it is clearly not is either a single authoritative "correct version" 

of the song in perpetuity, or an 'authentic' version accessible only through one privileged 

type of person-to-person transmission. Instead, the 'song' is an intangible and ineffable 

'something that may be activated through creative engagement with a variety of sources 

and through each fresh performance of it.  

 

The findings of this chapter suggest, then, that in contemporary traditional song practice 

in Scotland, the archive is far from a static repository of 'dead' material; rather, it plays an 

important part in a living, dynamic process of transmission. As Ketelaar says, archive 

users 'activate' the archive by bringing to it their own understanding, and taking from it 

their own meaning as members of a "creative audience" (Ketelaar 2012, p.29). From 

interviewees' accounts of this 'activation' process, it is also clear that this "creative 

audience" comprises a broad set of human interactions with and around sound archives, 

which allows them to function as a vehicle of transmission within the song tradition. The 

'audience' encompasses not only the singers themselves but also, indirectly, other singers 

with whom they 'check their knowledge' regarding what they have learned from the 

archive, and the role of a community of other practitioners in introducing singers to using 

archives and to specific archival sources and materials. 

 

Having found that sound archives therefore play an active and dynamic role in the 

contemporary traditional song tradition in Scotland, the next chapter will move on to 

consider what are the implications of this for sound archives and the practices of archivists 

themselves. Before that, I present the first of my 'song studies' which develops the themes 

in this chapter through examining my own process, as a traditional singer, of engaging 

with a range of song sources and combining these to produce a new recording which 

celebrates and performatively demonstrates such confluences in the songs' transmission.  
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Song Study One: an interplay of archive and performance 
 

This study (and each subsequent song study) gives space to an autoethnographic 

examination of how sound archives play a role within my own practice of traditional song, 

reflecting on the issues and approaches discussed in preceding chapters through the lens 

of personal experience. Each song study is accompanied by an original audio recording 

of myself performing a set of related songs, which can be accessed via the 'Supplementary 

Information' folder which has been submitted with this thesis. Additionally, transcriptions 

of the various archival recordings which provided inspiration for these original recordings 

can be found at Appendix B, while a full list of archive sources is included in the 

bibliography. The transcriptions (and translations thereof) were carried out by myself, 

and any errors therein are my own.  

 

This particular song study – the first of four – examines my practice in connection with a 

song that I have known and sung for many years, and so the process of writing about it 

involves "sifting through the memory archives of my life" (Bartleet 2009, p,715), in 

addition to a consideration of more recent experience and reflection. Such layers of lived 

experience and memory (Conn 2012, p.362) are combined and compared with a more 

recent exploration of variants of the same song that I purposefully sought out in sound 

archives. I therefore describe in some detail here how I navigated a veritable river delta 

of song sources in order to create a performance which brings together several streams, 

learned from both archival sources and direct person-to-person transmission. Lilis Ó 

Laoire has described himself as being a "song junkie… a condition of being obsessed by 

songs and singing" (2006, p.100), and I can happily admit to having a similar tendency – 

I cannot get enough of finding out more about songs and making connections between 

them. I do recognise, as Bartleet says, that not every source of knowledge, flash of 

inspiration and deliberate creative decision can be written out exhaustively (Bartleet 

2009, p.728), and so I focus in these studies upon those aspects of the process which best 

illustrate the interplay of archival recordings and song performance in my practice.  

 

I first heard the Scots song 'The Yowie Wi the Crookit Horn' (The Ewe with the Crooked 

Horn) in 2012 at a workshop given by Tom Speirs, a singer from Aberdeen. This took 

place at a singing group I regularly attended at that time called the Glasgow Ballad 

Workshop and, on this occasion, Tom Speirs was appearing as a special guest. Usually 

this workshop took the form of a singing session focussed on Scots ballads, where 
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participants would learn, sing and discuss various aspects of ballad performance with a 

group of like-minded enthusiasts and experts. 'Special guest' events allowed for a slightly 

more varied programme of songs, and entailed a performance by the guest, followed by 

a workshop – so the event was a fairly informal, relaxed affair, a learning environment 

and a sociable one at the same time. 

 

Before he sang the song himself, Tom played us an archive recording of a version of it 

being sung by Jeannie Robertson. I don't recall which archive the recording came from 

(though I assumed at the time it was the SSSA, as I was aware that Jeannie Robertson had 

been extensively recorded by Hamish Henderson and others – and indeed, there are a few 

recordings of her singing the same song now to be found on the Tobar/Kist website). I do 

recall him saying when he introduced the song, that although he'd often heard Jeannie 

sing the song, for a long time he wasn't particularly interested in singing it himself as he 

didn't like the tune! The melody that Tom Speirs himself sang that day he had heard from 

Elizabeth Stewart, of the well-known Stewart family of Fetterangus (Stewart and 

McMorland, 2012). As he explained, he much preferred Elizabeth's melody to Jeannie's, 

and so he had finally taken it in mind to learn the song. 

 

However, for me listening, the melody of the archive recording of Jeannie Robertson was 

the thing that initially caught my ear, as it struck me that it had the same melody as that 

of a popular Gaelic port à beul (mouth music). As a singer I've long had an interest in 

exploring songs that occur in both the Scots and Gaelic traditions. The particular port à 

beul that it reminded me of I had known for many years, and was called 'Tha Bainn' aig 

na Caoraich Uile' ('All the Sheep Have Milk'). Indeed the subject of the song was similar 

in both, in that the Gaelic song also mentions a 'caora chrom' – a crooked-horned sheep. 

I also recalled the tradition associated with the song that the 'crooked-horned sheep' was 

not a sheep at all, but rather, an illicit whisky still. As it turned out, when Tom Speirs 

explained the background to 'The Yowie wi the Crookit Horn' during the workshop, the 

Scots song had the same hidden meaning. Indeed, although Tom Speirs hadn't liked the 

melody Jeannie Robertson sang, he had liked one of her verses which subtly hints that 

the song is really about a whisky still, and so he had added that verse to those he had 

learned from Elizabeth Stewart (the penultimate verse of the first song in the audio 

recording, verse seven in the transcription of Tom's version in Appendix B). 
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It is moments of connection like this that fascinate me as a singer: from the very first time 

of hearing 'Yowie', I was aware of an interplay between different song traditions, between 

versions heard from various singers, and between archival recordings and live 

performance, as Tom Speirs' approach to the singing of this song mingled with my own 

prior knowledge of the Gaelic port à beul and my interests in finding connections between 

Scots and Gaelic song traditions. 

 

1. Learning the song 

Since Tom Spiers' performance that day was part of a workshop, he had given the 

audience permission to record his singing for their own use, and so in my own 'personal 

archive' of song recordings I have one of this very performance. He accompanied himself 

on tenor guitar, plucking the melody, following the rhythms of his singing. Tom is an 

unusual traditional singer in that he is one of only a few singers in Scotland who regularly 

accompanies his own singing by simultaneously playing the fiddle – and his tenor guitar 

accompaniment at this performance was very similar to that of his fiddle style. In true 

folk-club fashion, the audience (including myself!) can be heard on the recording 

harmonising with the chorus of the song, and the warmth and humour in Tom's voice 

makes this and other songs from that particular workshop some of my favourite 

recordings in my 'archive'. 

 

My process of learning the song began on that day: singing along with the chorus during 

the performance at first, and then learning the whole song as part of the workshop. Later, 

I continued the process by familiarising myself with the song through listening to the 

recording by myself at home, writing out the words, and finally just singing the song 

myself from memory. Listening back to my recording of Tom Speirs now, I can hear that 

– just as Chris Wright described in terms of his learning from recordings in the previous 

chapter – I have changed words here and there, and the melody as I sing it now has a few 

occasional lyrical differences in terms of passing notes and scansion. These changes have 

not been intentional – more subconscious changes, formed as the song settled in my 

memory and was sung by me to myself on many random, private occasions. 

 

When deciding upon songs to record to accompany my thesis, as part of this self-

exploration of learning songs from archival sources, I recalled how my interest in 'Yowie' 

had first been piqued by the archival recording of Jeannie Robertson that Tom Speirs had 

played. I decided to develop my knowledge of the song, and its Gaelic equivalent, by 
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finding out what I could from sound archive recordings. Using the online resource that is 

the Tobar/Kist website, I found I was able to access several different versions gathered 

from various singers. The most directly connected of these were recordings from the 

SSSA collection made of Ned and Lucy Stewart, the uncle and aunt of Elizabeth Stewart 

from whom Tom Speirs had learned the melody he sang. This allowed for a comparison 

between their versions and Tom's – with slight differences in vocabulary and verse order 

being apparent, as can be seen in the transcriptions in Appendix B. Fascinatingly, I found 

there is also a recording of Ned Stewart 'diddling' the melody (singing a stream of 

rhythmic syllables), and discussing with Hamish Henderson the difference between what 

Ned describes as "the old Gaelic ballad air" and a pipe strathspey version of the melody 

(Ned Stewart, SA1955.069.A10): a link to the two different melodies that Tom Speirs 

had demonstrated at the Glasgow Ballad Workshop. In another recording made at a 

different date, after listening to Lucy Stewart sing the song, Hamish, Ned and Lucy then 

converse about illicit whisky making, explaining the 'code' behind the song and discussing 

what they knew about the history of whisky stills in the area (Lucy and Ned Stewart, 

SA1955.069). Listening to this, I reflected that the conversational nature of archival 

recordings such as those held by the SSSA means that they can impart additional 

knowledge regarding the song tradition which can deepen the listener's understanding of 

the song and its wider social contexts and references. 

 

Having listened to these recordings, I next decided to search for versions of the Gaelic 

port à beul that I had known from my time studying song in Benbecula. Interestingly, out 

of the dozens of versions from the digitised recordings from the SSSA and Canna House 

audio collections available through Tobar/Kist, none of them were sung to the 'usual' tune 

of this port à beul – the melody that I had recognised Jeannie Robertson singing. I 

focussed on learning two of these variants, one sung by Captain Donald Joseph 

MacKinnon of Barra (SA1956.23.B6b), and the other by Peggy MacRae of South Uist 

(CannaNTS box_06_D05-A), both of which I felt had attractive melodies and interesting 

slight variants in lyrics. Added to these was an  intriguing version sung by Betsy Whyte, 

a traveller from Angus who sang a version 'in-between' Scots and Gaelic – with verses in 

Scots, and a chorus of vocables that sound very close to the Gaelic lyrics (Betsy Whyte, 

SA1975.12). She had learned this chorus from her mother, who spoke Gaelic, but as she 

says at the end of the recording (see Appendix B), she herself didn't know what it meant. 

In seeking out songs in the archive in this way, I was bringing my own pre-knowledge of 

the song traditions to bear upon what I found there, and how I could employ it in my own 
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song practice – thus 'activating' the archival record according to my own understanding 

of and approach to the song tradition. 

 

My approach to learning from these recordings was similar to that described by other 

singers in interviews: through repeated listening to the tracks and transcribing the words 

as I heard them. I also spent some time comparing the tracks to versions in printed 

sources. Elizabeth Stewart includes 'Yowie' in her wonderful book Up yon wide and lonely 

glen, an account of the songs, stories and tunes of her family's rich heritage (Stewart and 

McMorland 2012, pp.47-8). Peggy MacRae's version of the Gaelic strathspey is 

transcribed in Margaret Fay Shaw's Folklore and folksong of South Uist, where, 

interestingly, she has an additional verse to that sung in the archival recording (M.F. Shaw 

1999, pp.174-5). Shaw's text transcription was taken from Peggy's singing at least two 

decades before the archival recording was made, which could account for this difference. 

 

2. Performing the song 

When singing traditional song, I find, like Chris Wright, that there is a balance to be struck 

between individual musical expression and the individual experience of singing, and a 

communal understanding of the resonances of meaning inherent in any traditional 

practice. Chris described an experience of feeling the 'presence' of a song that he had 

learned from an archival recording, when performing it to others – that he felt a 

connection through the song to those listening:  

 

In that moment, I felt like my voice just locked right in, and was commanding all 

the atoms in that space and I could do whatever I wanted with it. And as a result, 

the story of the ballad almost felt tangible, it felt like it was there (Chris Wright 

interview, June 2019). 

 

When I sing, I similarly hope that my expression of the songs I sing will catch the minds 

of the listeners, and I can feel when I am taking the listeners with me, when this sensation 

of connection, communication and "command" happens. This feeling is not born from a 

desire for an audience to listen to 'me', how 'well I am singing', but for them to feel an 

enjoyment of the song itself, and to sense how well (or otherwise!) the song is being 

communicated to them. Ó Laoire's vivid description of this sensation in his paper on being 

a "song junkie" captures well the experience and exhilaration of just such a moment: 
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Sympathetic salutes suggest that the audience will… give themselves over to the 

performance; that their listening will have an active quality to it… When this 

happens, I imagine I am on a trampoline and that the listeners' rapt concentration 

is that trampoline, tossing me repeatedly into the air. (Ó Laoire 2006, p.88)  

 

The crucial thing here, as to whether archive recordings can be 'part of' the active 

transmission of tradition, is that this sensation of "musical being" (Titon 2008, pp.32) can 

occur when performing songs learned from such sources, with no discernible difference 

to songs learned directly from a person. Chris Wright had learned his ballad from an 

archive recording, while Ó Laoire had learned the song he was performing from a 

recording he had made of the singer Teresa McClafferty while he was collecting song 

from singers from Tory Island: not dissimilar to the two sources I combined in my 

bringing-together of the two related songs that are the focus of this study – a recording I 

created of Tom Speirs, and archival recordings of the Gaelic port à beul. 

 

I've performed the song 'Yowie' in combination with the well-known version of the Gaelic 

port à beul as a 'set' many times for different audiences over the years since I first learned 

it from Tom Speirs – in concert performances with a band I used to sing in on a tour 

around Scotland, singing at informal sessions with friends, and so on. More recently, 

when asked to perform at an evening concert following a workshop that I taught in North 

Uist in 2017, I decided to incorporate the 'variants' of the port à beul that I'd learned from 

the archival sources described above into the set. Before singing the song, I described 

where I'd learned them, acknowledging the various sources that were combined in the set, 

and also recounted the hidden meaning of the songs, that the 'crooked-horned sheep' was 

really an illicit whisky still. When I began to sing, I felt a frisson of energy, the sensation 

that the audience were listening with "rapt concentration." Layered through this feeling 

was the presence of the recorded archival voices in my mind, the memory of Tom Speirs' 

performance, and also a sense of ownership and authority of the 'unique' version of the 

related songs that I had created from this confluence of sources. 

 

There was an interesting musical coincidence during this concert which it's worth 

mentioning briefly here. Later in the evening, a group of musicians visiting from Ireland 

were performing, and as part of their set they sang an Irish song called 'Bó na Leath-

Adhairce' (The One-Horned Cow). Before they sang, they did as I had done, and 

acknowledged the singer from whom they had learned the song, and explained the story 

behind it. As they described how the 'one-horned cow' was in fact 'code' for an illicit still, 



 

 

111 

 

there was a ripple of comment and amusement around the hall. Now part of the audience, 

I could feel the connection being made by my fellow listeners between this song and those 

I had performed – and I was also continuing to learn about the connections and points of 

commonality between song traditions myself. 

 

3. Recording the song 

In order to accompany this thesis with examples of the songs that I have learned through 

archival sources, I have created a series of audio recordings, as described in my 

methodology section in Chapter Three. The process of performing a song to record it is 

quite different to that of performing to a live audience, and yet it is still done with an 

audience in mind – an imagined, future audience, rather than one that is directly present. 

Some of the decision-making of how best to present these songs, that went hand-in-hand 

with the recording process, is recounted here. 

 

One of the first elements of arranging the set was to decide upon the order in which to 

sing the different variants of the song, in such a way as would connect them together 

while creating a pleasing audio 'journey' through the variants for the listener. When 

singing the set at concerts or sessions, I had habitually begun with the version of 'Yowie' 

learned from Tom Speirs, and so here I did the same, as can be heard in the audio 

recording. The variants of the port à beul follow this, combined together as a set of 

strathspey tunes. I chose to 'miss out' a few verses from the transcriptions I had created 

of the archival recordings so that the piece did not become overlong, and I also did not 

include a chorus in between each verse of 'Yowie' for the same reason. When singing 'live' 

or at a song session, I include these repeated choruses, and encourage others to join in the 

singing of them, thus enhancing the shared experience of the performance.  

 

When deciding how to 'finish' the set, I simply changed the order of the verses in the 

Scots/Gaelic variant as learned from the recording of Betsy Whyte, so that the very last 

verse sung is similar to the very opening verse of Tom Speirs' song, giving the set a feeling 

of completion, of connection between the different variants of the song. Additionally, I 

replaced her 'Gaelic' vocables with the equivalent section of the 'well-known' Gaelic port 

à beul. Her melody was very similar to that of the well-known Gaelic version, and 

combining the two variants in this way allowed me to create a moment of connection 

between the Gaelic and the Scots elements of this song's history. In this way, the 

combining of sources to develop a 'satisfactory' and 'unique' version of a song for 
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performance has parallels with the approach described by several of the singers 

interviewed in Chapter Four. 

 

On listening back to the recording, I can also hear that I've also unintentionally inserted 

some different words into some of the songs than those which I had transcribed from the 

recordings. For example, in my singing of the port à beul  learned from the archive 

recording of Peggy MacRae, I sing the phrase "madadh ròbach" (shaggy dog) rather than 

"chaora smògach" (clumsy sheep) – a phrase which my memory had 'selected' from the 

words of the more 'well-known' Gaelic variant. Similarly, in my singing of 'Yowie' that I 

learned from Tom Speirs, I sing that the sheep "ate the kale for a' their might," rather than 

his line of "et the kale for aa the tyke" (tyke: terrier, small dog) (see Appendix B for full 

transcriptions of the lyrics to each variant of the song). This is similar to the subconscious 

process of introducing change to songs learned from recordings that Chris Wright had 

described in Chapter Four. 

 

Regarding the musical arrangement and accompaniment of the set, I didn't want the 

performance to become too "polished," and so kept instrumental accompaniment to a 

minimum – just enough to give the set a 'lift'. When I was recording the songs in the 

studio, I took the approach of recording the song first and adding accompaniment 

afterwards, so that the song itself took precedence and 'led' the accompaniment, rather 

than the other way around. My brother Matt Harvey, who was the sound engineer for the 

recording, commented that the progression between the three variants of the port à beul 

reminded him of how he would combine tunes together when playing the fiddle, and so 

we decided that this was where we would introduce some instrumental accompaniment. 

The instruments build gradually through the set of mouth music at the end (myself on 

whistle, Matt on guitar, tenor guitar and fiddle). The opening song we left 

unaccompanied, but added hints of vocal harmony in homage to my 'personal archive' 

recording of the Glasgow Ballad Workshop audience harmonising with Tom Speirs. This 

process created an arrangement which, when I listen to the audio recording now, 

combines the humour of the song itself with the warmth and good humour of the layers 

of memories of personal interactions that are evoked when I perform the song. 

 

4. Thoughts and reflections 

Traditional song practice, for me, is a continual process of learning, performing, learning 

more, adapting, deepening understanding; an unending curiosity about songs and the 
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journeys they go on, the connections there are to be found between them. As Ó Laoire 

has said, the processes of learning and performing traditional song are "so closely linked 

that it is often difficult to separate one from the other" (Ó Laoire 2005, p.125). Both 

actions affect the other, and it is not always a sequential process, since performing a song 

can later feel like part of the learning process, as new connections and understandings are 

made. Through the joint processes of a purposeful approach of combining variants of the 

same song, and the unconscious changes introduced through the singing of them, the 

experience of learning, performing and recording this song has enabled me to experience 

the 'activation' and 'unfixing' of archival recordings directly. The authenticity of 

traditional song performance does not lie solely in my identity as a singer (in terms of 

coming from a particular family or location), nor is it to do with having learned a song 

from a particular type of source (in terms of using recorded sources rather than person-

to-person transmission); rather, it's something intangible but vibrant which arises in the 

moment of the performance of the song itself – a sense of musical being-in-the-world. 

Which is not only my being-in-the-world, but a shared being-in-the-world, wherein lies 

the transmission and the experience of the song: 

 

The experience of a song, then, incorporates several levels of memory, each of 

which plays a different role in the experience of these songs: communal memory 

or shared cultural heritage; recall or reminiscence of past singers and company; 

and a kind of individual memory that is intertwined with the practice of the music 

and which helps to invoke it in the present (Conn 2012, pp.361-2). 
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Chapter 5. Archival approaches: roles and responsibilities 
 

Moving on from the previous chapter, in which we considered a variety of ways in which 

traditional singers make use of sound archives in their musical practice, this chapter will 

begin to examine the practicalities of accessing song in sound archives in Scotland at the 

current time. In order for sound archives to be used, there is, of course, an initial 

requirement for access to them. But how is this access achieved by the singers, and how 

is it provided by those working in archives? This chapter presents a combination of 

perspectives, considering some of the challenges to access that are experienced by archive 

users, balanced with a discussion of some of the ways in which sound archives are 

responding to such challenges. It also considers the roles and responsibilities held by 

those in archival roles with respect to providing such access, and explores some attitudes 

towards these responsibilities. The chapter continues to address the first research question 

– how sound archives play a role in the musical practice of singers – and begins to explore 

the second – how contemporary approaches to archiving have an effect upon this. 

 

As before, these interviews were conducted with singers from both the Gaelic and Scots 

traditions, and also with archivists who work in a range of different sound archives across 

Scotland. The narrative woven together from these different strands therefore does not 

aim to represent the point of view of a particular archive or organisation regarding its 

working methods, nor a singular opinion on the challenges of using archives for one 

particular song tradition or singer. Rather, it paints a holistic view of the approaches and 

challenges currently faced by individuals operating in both spheres of practice (archival 

practice and song practice) and how these inter-relate with each other. The general themes 

to emerge here, discussed in the following sections, relate to physical and digital access 

to archival material (5.1 and 5.2), as well as obstacles that can be encountered with regard 

to access in connection with issues around permissions and copyright (5.3). 

 

5.1 Physical access 

As Stevens et al describe in their investigation of community engagement with archives: 

"archives are often (deliberately) off-putting and intimidating places and as such the 

physical set-up impedes participation" (Stevens et al 2010, p.71). This view of the archive 

as being an intimidating place was reflected in the opinions and experiences of several of 

the singers interviewed. The sense of a reluctance to engage with archival institutions as 

a physical place was very evident during my interview with Iona Fyfe, who, despite the 
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extensive use that she makes of sound archives in her song practice, as discussed in the 

previous chapter, described having felt, or having been made to feel, that archives were 

"not for her." The idea of having to make a journey to reach the physical archive, without 

knowing beforehand whether or not she would be able to locate what she was looking for, 

was clearly an off-putting factor: 

 

I've never been to the School of Scottish Studies, never. Even, like, I've lived in 

Glasgow and I've never made the conscious effort to go there, because it's a train 

journey away. And also, I'm not sure what else is there that I can't get from other 

places, if you get what I mean […] The idea that I need to go to that place, like, 

that stresses me out (Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020).  

 

She also described an occasion when she had tried unsuccessfully to locate an archival 

collection in a particular institution, having been recommended to do so by a singing 

teacher from the RCS. Her experience there sheds light on why such experiences can be 

stressful, unrewarding, and ultimately have an impact on users' willingness to engage with 

archives: 

 

Likewise, I actually lived outside the Mitchell Library [in Glasgow] and I went in 

one day and I said, "can you show me the Special Collections, I'm looking for the 

William Motherwell collection." And I couldn't – they were useless! They just 

didn't, they had no clue what I was on about, they had no clue what I was trying 

to find […] So I didn't get what I needed, even though I went there. And I just 

lived right outside it then, but imagine if I was going from Aberdeen to the 

Mitchell Library, like, making a conscious visit, to try and access something – and 

some of the staff, they don't know who to signpost you to, they don't signpost you 

to the right floor, or the right person (Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020). 

 

The evident frustration at not being able to access the collection, despite knowing that it 

was somewhere on-site, clearly had an impact on Iona's willingness to interact with 

physical archives thereafter, as can be seen in her imagined projection of making a 

journey but not being able to find what she was looking for. In some respects, this sense 

of frustration echoes Duff and Yakel's observation, in discussing the subject of making 

archival systems accessible to users, that "some users lack archival experience; therefore, 

they might not even know where to begin" (Duff and Yakel 2017, p.200). In Iona's case, 

however, the situation was exacerbated by the feeling that although she did have some 

previous archival experience (from her visits to the Elphinstone Institute), this did not 
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assist her in this instance, and she clearly felt that the problem had more to do with the 

fact that the staff she interacted with lacked the requisite knowledge to help her. 

 

Going deeper into Iona's thoughts on visiting physical archives, her feeling of discomfort 

was also connected with a sense of 'not belonging' to the usual type of user-group that 

libraries and archives are set up to cater for: 

 

Going into any kind of library or archive, I feel like there's almost like a class 

divide between the people who are there because they're studying very hard for 

their whatever, PhD, or their undergrad or whatever they're doing, and then the 

people who are there because they want to like, source a song or better their 

understanding of something (Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020). 

 

Her comment on there being a "class divide" indicates that, in her experience of 

interacting with physical archives, there is a sense that archives and archivists wield 

power and ownership over the collections that they care for, a power dynamic that we 

have seen described in Chapter One (Schwartz and Cook 2002, p.15), a power that 

presents a barrier to those with less connection to the 'formal' use of the archive than 

others. As she went on to say, "if you're not there for what people think is the primary 

reason, it feels very daunting… You sometimes feel like you're standing on territory that's 

not yours to stand on, even though it's open to the public." In this regard, for Iona, archival 

spaces are clearly out of balance in terms of being open and being able to feel comfortable 

there – they are spaces where some uses of archives ("studying") are seen as more valid, 

as activities that the institution is designed for; whereas other uses ("to source a song or 

better their understanding") feel less appropriate, welcomed or catered for. 

 

This awareness that not everyone feels comfortable with the idea or experience of using 

an archive, due to their formal, 'institutional' nature, was also expressed by Gillebride 

MacMillan. In his case, this reflection came not from his own experiences in archives, 

but rather an impression that he had developed when teaching song to community groups: 

 

I think people do still have an idea that university archives aren't for the general 

public. I think universities are trying to change that, but that does have an impact 

as well, on people using them […] I don't think it's that they don't want to go to 

the archive, I think it's there's a general feeling that, for example, at the School of 

Scottish Studies, you have to be working for the university or doing some sort of 
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research to go to the place, they don't feel as if it's open to them (Gillebride 

MacMillan interview, March 2019).  

 

As with the feeling of 'not belonging' expressed by Iona, Gillebride's observation here 

indicates that sound archives such as the SSSA can be seen as primarily a place for 

academic research. He went on to acknowledge that, in his experience, the SSSA do not 

aim to convey this sense on purpose, and to reflect on that the feeling of 'not belonging' 

is potentially also connected to the impression that the archive is a place that has separated 

the songs from their 'natural' environment: 

 

I don't think that's necessarily the School's fault, I know they're very welcoming. 

It's just that idea, that songs and things have been recorded in one place and then 

taken and stored somewhere else, breaks that link (Gillebride MacMillan 

interview, March 2019). 

 

We have seen in Chapter One that this sentiment regarding the collecting activities of the 

SSSA – that material had been 'taken away' from the communities it was recorded in – is 

one that has been widely felt: "the impression [was] that the School of Scottish Studies 

was a 'sepulchre' or 'black hole' into which songs vanished, never to be heard again" 

(Olson 2007, p.389). We will see the potential for the ongoing effect of this sentiment to 

affect current relationships between archives and heritage communities recurring 

throughout this chapter. What is also clear from Gillebride's comment, however, is that 

he also appreciates the difficulty of achieving universal accessibility, when he says that 

"I don't think that's necessarily the School's fault."  

 

In my interviews with two sound archivists from DASG at the University of Glasgow, I 

asked them to reflect on the idea that people can potentially feel that 'archives are not for 

them'. As a response to this, they acknowledged they were aware of this perspective and 

described various means by which they are endeavouring to overcome this impression. 

As Anna McAskill stated: 

 

Yeah I suppose they can sometimes feel like it is just for scholars, and I think 

that's why we're trying to do the user-friendly thing, and social media, and 

speaking to families, getting nice photos, trying to find more about the person 

[who features in the sound recording] –  making it human, I suppose. That's what 

we're trying to do, as well as having the content that will feed into the Faclair 

[dictionary], the important corpus content, but also on the face of it, making it 
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human and making it interesting […] And make it less academic feeling – even 

though it is academic – just trying to make it accessible for everyone. (Anna 

McAskill interview, June 2019). 

 

This description of their approach touches on the fact that the DASG archive does have 

an underlying 'academic' aim, in contributing to Faclair na Gàidhlig, a multi-institutional 

Gaelic dictionary project. However, alongside this, Anna's comments are suggestive of 

an awareness that the material in the archive belongs to people, to the people and 

communities who contributed it, in that she brings to her role a focus on trying to "make 

it human and interesting" for users from such communities, and on balancing this with 

the academic functions of the archive. The other sound archivist interviewed at DASG, 

Abi Lightbody, also indicated an awareness of this feeling of a disjunct between archives 

and heritage communities – in her case, she described it in terms of people having been 

unable to gain access to materials that had been contributed by their own family members 

without "paying for the privilege": 

 

I have heard some, kind of, horror stories of, you know, families who have given 

things to the School of Scottish Studies, or been recorded by them, and then they 

find out they have to pay to get them back, you know, you hear that quite a lot … 

I think once you've explained to people that we are a Gaelic project, we come 

from Gaelic roots and the Gaelic dictionary, not a university, academic archive – 

we're not going to take all this information and shove it in PhDs and research 

journals and nobody will ever access it – that's kind of a hurdle I think we've had 

to get across.  (Abi Lightbody interview, June 2019).  

 

These quotes demonstrate the importance for both Anna and Abi, of building connections 

with the cultural communities represented in the archive – indeed, of more than just 

building connections, but also demonstrating awareness of a shared 'heritage' and the 

importance of that to the archive's endeavours. Abi describes her efforts in terms of 

making it clear to potential users that "we come from Gaelic roots"; and it is interesting 

that she compares DASG's approach in this respect, and as a 'newer' sound archive, to 

how the SSSA is sometimes perceived. Here, she expressed awareness that people have 

been "burnt" by previous archival interactions, and that she uses this awareness to reflect 

on and inform her own practices. As we shall see, this sense of responsibility and 

reflection in terms of the role of the archivist with respect to its users will recur throughout 

this chapter. 
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Returning to Anna McAskill's comments, the importance of building these relationships 

was seen to be one which has reciprocal benefits for the archive as well: 

 

Because people are always interested in people's stories, I think, or their own 

people's stories, so I suppose we're trying to get to those people too, who maybe 

don't feel the archive is for them, and just get them to have a look. And I think it's 

working, yeah. There are people that have said, 'oh it's so wonderful to hear so-

and-so, I haven't seen them in 40 years, it's so nice to hear their voice again.'... 

And then we can say, 'oh that's great, can you tell us any more about them?' that 

we can then put on the website and share with other people. (Anna McAskill 

interview, June 2019). 

 

These comments from Anna demonstrates again (as we saw in Chapter One) that people 

– in this case archive users in communities in which archival sound recordings were made 

– can experience those recordings as something more than static, fixed records. Rather, 

they can provoke reactions and interactions, and evoke memory, emotion and attachment 

in the listener/user. Moreover, if relationships have been established between archivist 

and community in the way that Anna and Abi describe, these reactions and interactions 

can also then enrich the information held by the archive. 

 

5.2 Digital access 

As we have seen above, the accessibility of archives as physical places can be problematic 

for singers and other users for a variety of reasons. Even the most simple of these, the 

need to travel to a particular place, can present a major obstacle in terms of limiting 

access. As Anthony Seeger observed when describing his first impressions of working in 

the Archive of Traditional Music at the University of Indiana: "the archive was an exciting 

place for discovery, renewal, creation and delight for those relatively few people who 

could come to Bloomington, Indiana" (Seeger 2004, p.100, my italics). In the 2004 paper 

from which this observation is taken, entitled 'New technology requires new 

collaborations', Seeger advocated the adoption of the then rapidly developing online 

technologies to increase the accessibility of archives for all. Indeed, there is plentiful 

evidence that problems associated with the need to physically go to an archive in order to 

use them are relieved somewhat by digital accessibility: 

 

It is cheaper, easier, and saves time to sit in front of your own computer instead 

of physically visiting an archive. Making the collections available via the internet 

is thus a democratic issue too; there is no doubt that far more people have the 
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chance to share archive material freely published on the internet (Skot 2018, 

p.323). 

 

The majority of the singers interviewed confirmed this reasoning in expressing their own 

strong preference for being able to access archives online. Iona Fyfe contrasted the stress 

of going to an archive – even an archive with which she was very familiar – with the ease 

of being able to access materials online:  

 

I'd rather be in the comfort of my own home, I'd rather this all be digitised, all 

online, which is why I love Tobar an Dualchais so much – and why going up to 

Aberdeen to visit the Elphinstone is such a nightmare! (Iona Fyfe interview, 

February 2020). 

 

Thus, for Iona, it is clear that she feels that digital access enables her to use archival 

collections on her own terms and helps avoid having to negotiate potentially intimidating, 

frustrating, or simply time-consuming processes. A similar keenness for digital access 

was expressed by Fiona Hunter, who, although (in contrast to Iona) she had personally 

found visiting archives to be a positive experience, nevertheless found it did have its 

drawbacks: 

 

You know, going to the School [of Scottish Studies] and things like that that, it 

was brilliant, you know, going through [to Edinburgh from Glasgow] and actually 

doing it, but it was always, it had to be carefully arranged and all the rest of it. So 

now, having the access to the likes of Kist o Riches is just fantastic for me as a 

singer to use, and also to work with the students and encourage them to use the 

archives, or to go and have a look and check out things (Fiona Hunter interview, 

March 2020). 

 

The importance of sound archives to Fiona as a singer – and as a teacher of song – is 

evident in this comment. Digital access makes it easier for her to encourage others to use 

them, further bringing sound archive recordings into the process of transmission of 

traditional song.  

 

We saw in Chapter One that the increasing availability of archival materials online can 

lead to a cycle of access and expectation, whereby "the community expects its information 

sources to be available online, and increasingly regards anything that is not online as 

being irrelevant" (Cunningham 2017, p.71). While none of the interviewees expressed 

this view explicitly, Iona Fyfe's words at section 5.1 above – that she did not know what 
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more she could access by going to an archive that she could not get online – certainly 

indicates that, for some, the hurdle of going to a place while not knowing whether you 

are going to find anything useful there is not worth the leap. When added to her desire 

that archival recordings should "all be digitised", this perhaps suggests further that 

anything that is not digitised and accessible online might become de facto irrelevant to 

her singing practices. Confirming yet further the importance of digital access to her 

musical practice, Iona's final words in the interview, following her statement quoted in 

Chapter Four that sound archives can provide a foundation for the continuance of the song 

tradition (see section 4.3.4), were "especially if they're digital, that's the main thing. 

People are wanting digital things" (Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020). 

 

When speaking to sound archivists regarding digitisation and making recordings available 

online, the democratic aspect of increasing accessibility for all users was also clearly to 

the fore. Abi Lightbody at DASG confirmed the importance to her of universal access in 

breaking the stereotypical perception, discussed above, that sound archives are the sole 

preserve of academic researchers: 

 

I think putting it online… and the more folk see it, I think they'll go 'oh this is for 

us, this isn't just for the academics, you know, they're doing this so that we can all 

access this culture, they're not locking it away' (Abi Lightbody interview, June 

2019). 

 

5.2.1 Challenges regarding digital access 

Accessing sound archives online is not, however, without its own frustrations for singers. 

Fiona Hunter described how the process of searching for song recordings on the 

Tobar/Kist website could be a confusing one that did not always produce useful results: 

 

That's the only thing I suppose sometimes with using the Kist o Riches; sometimes 

I find it can be quite difficult you know – you can put in a really general search 

and it can throw up pages and pages of stuff, and sometimes it can be just a key 

word that it picks up on and you hardly find anything (Fiona Hunter interview, 

March 2020). 

 

A similar issue was described by Iona Fyfe who, when discussing how useful she found 

the resource of the digitised James Madison Carpenter collection (which was described 

briefly in Chapter Two), in terms of enriching her song practice by giving her access to 

different versions of songs that she was interested in, also commented that: 
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The user-friendliness of digital things is important too, because, for example, the 

James Madison Carpenter [website] is not easy to use. That's an exceptionally 

weird, tricky, wonderful website, in that you can search for something and nothing 

will come up, and then search another way and everything'll come up. So the 

accessibility of the actual user-friendly interface is really important too, otherwise 

it's all for nothing! (Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020). 

 

Gillebride MacMillan gave a similar example from his experience of teaching song to 

community groups, where he had found that online archives can be too time-consuming 

or frustrating for the average user to work out how to navigate. In the first place, he 

described how even with online archives, the stereotypical image of the dusty archive 

where hidden treasures can be found by those with the knowledge and time to search for 

them, can continue to have a negative effect on how online archives are perceived by 

more general users: 

 

A lot of people, talking about when they learned a song from an archive, they say, 

'oh, Tobar an Dualchais is like a rabbit hole, you go in, and 16 hours later you 

come out.' And I think that's exactly the wrong message about the usability of an 

archive! It would be potentially off-putting, that's it, so it's only the professional 

singers who do have the time to spend 16 hours on a song (Gillebride MacMillan 

interview, March 2019). 

 

Additionally, like Fiona and Iona, he was also aware of the frustration that difficult-to-

use search functions can cause for those general users who do try to engage with online 

archives: 

 

After 45 minutes of trying to find what they haven't found – they're not coming 

back [to try again another time]… That's not a criticism, because I do like going 

in and spending time, but I also know what to look for in many senses. But just 

for a person who might have a song in mind and they go in and write 'ho-ro hì' 

[an example of a generic Gaelic song lyric] or something, they won't find it… I 

think it's just, more consciousness is needed, an awareness of user needs 

(Gillebride MacMillan interview, March 2019). 

 

We saw in Chapter Two that the SSSA has been seen in the past as an institution that 

failed "to give back to the people what was no more than their due" (MacInnes 2013, 

p.233) through the collection of materials from all over Scotland which were then difficult 

to access where they were held in Edinburgh. Since the advent of the Tobar/Kist website, 
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there is the feeling that this 'wrong' as been 'righted', as MacInnes observes: "such 

criticism… has little force now that so much of the sound archive is available online" 

(Op. Cit., p.232). However, this sentiment is all very well as long as the site itself can be 

used effectively, which Gillebride is saying, from his experience, many people find 

difficult to do. We will see this theme recur throughout the thesis: that making ICH 

materials digitally available, for all the 'democratising' power promised by online access, 

does not necessarily equate to universal access for all (Reed 2014, p.127). 

 

In interviews with archivists, there were a variety of responses acknowledging such 

issues, as well as useful examples and reflections on why some of these frustrations have 

arisen. Of the Tobar/Kist project in particular, Chris Wright acknowledged that the 

website did not present a particularly user-friendly interface due to the working processes 

of the cataloguing system that the project adopted, which he felt had not been designed 

"for anyone specific": 

 

Yeah, it's funny, because it's like, I don't know if some people expected the 

digitisation to produce some kind of 'iTunes' of traditional songs or music or 

something – it's not that at all (Chris Wright interview, June 2019).  

 

His explanation for this situation described how this was in large part due to a process of 

adopting the original collections' cataloguing standards in the digitised online site: 

 

Unfortunately, the way that we went about the digitisation and the cataloguing 

process, well, the decision was that we would just follow the School's own 

itemisation of stuff, which was done for cataloguing and practical finding 

purposes in the physical archive – which would mostly have been used by 

researchers (Chris Wright interview, June 2019). 

 

In order to navigate the site, therefore, users are restricted to searching categories which 

have been pre-determined by the academic archive's systems – any search outwith such 

parameters would likely yield only a few, or no results (as, indeed, both Iona and Fiona 

had found). The result of this was that – as Chris found when he conducted a user survey 

shortly after Tobar/Kist went online – "generally, your average user found it difficult to 

use". Chris also reflected that aspects of the navigation difficulties that users have 

experienced with Tobar/Kist are due to the available technologies at the time the website 

was developed – and that other currently available digital tools would allow for a much 
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more flexible, more easily searchable approach that could be driven by a better 

understanding of user needs, rather than by replicating standard archival conventions. 

 

Steve Byrne also indicated his awareness of this issue – as both a traditional singer and a 

cataloguer for Tobar/Kist, he had tried to ensure that the site would be as useful for 

general users as possible, but admitted that: 

 

There's whole elements of that that is fundamentally an academic site that – you're 

never going to get away from that, but it's just not as user friendly as it could be 

[…] There's that difficulty, of getting people over the 'threshold' of using it (Steve 

Byrne interview, June 2019).]  

 

Discussing this issue, Gillebride MacMillan acknowledged that, as a professional singer 

and academic researcher, he was aware of the difficulty of balancing the objectives of 

providing both a thorough representation of the dense information that the archive 

contains, along with a user-friendly interface, commenting: "but then, it's not Tobar an 

Dualchais's fault, because they do provide all this information at the side, and links to 

other versions, so it's very hard to get the balance."  

 

5.2.2 Making digital access easier 

In terms of creating more attractive and accessible interfaces for non-academic users of 

online song archives, Abi Lightbody described how, at DASG, the development of certain 

aspects of their website went hand-in-hand with their own requirements for easy 

navigation of the sound files as they worked on them – with navigation features being 

developed that they could foresee would also be useful for site users. For instance, Abi 

explained that DASG took the approach of transcribing the sound recordings, and one of 

the navigation tools now available for users on the website was developed as a result of 

this: 

 

The website was kind of developed as we were working with it, and as we found 

out what was missing. So for example, when you're listening to an audio 

recording, if you're sitting transcribing, you know, you miss a word, and then you 

have to try and click back to go back again. So we put in little buttons: 'back ten 

seconds,' 'forward ten seconds.' And you can do that on the website. So things like 

that just kind of developed as we were working with it (Abi Lightbody interview, 

June 2019). 
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These "little buttons" allow the website user to navigate the audio track with greater ease, 

and, as a user of the DASG site in my own capacity as a traditional singer, I have found 

this particularly useful in being able to listen closely or repeatedly to a phrase in order to 

learn a song. Abi also discussed the difficulty of navigating long tapes – on the one hand, 

they did not want to divide the material up into separate tracks as this would separate the 

individual items from the overall context in which they were recorded; however, they did 

want users to have the option to either listen to the whole recording from beginning to 

end, or to be able to easily find and focus on a specific item within the recording: 

 

We made the decision to have, like, a drop-down contents list. So we'd note down 

what's on every recording while we were working, and created a wee drop-down 

list from that. So for example, if you're just looking for songs, you can click on 

the drop-down list and click from song to song and miss all the interviews if that's 

what you want […] So yeah, the kind of functionality of the website just came 

from us using it and creating it and what was driving us mental! (Abi Lightbody 

interview, June 2019). 

 

An unusual feature developed for this website is that when the audio track is played, the 

transcribed words appear on the player in time to the audio – a feature that Gillebride 

described as looking "like karaoke in a sense!" He welcomed this approach as making it 

much easier for users to potentially learn songs from the archival recordings. Anna 

McAskill mentioned that creating the transcriptions for DASG was a priority to her, not 

only because of their usefulness in learning songs, but also because she had often 

observed that it was difficult for singers (like herself) to find words for Gaelic songs 

online. However, despite the benefits of this feature for users, Abi Lightbody did talk 

about their decision to provide transcriptions as having potentially made a "rod for their 

own back". During the development of the site, it had been a relatively simple task for 

DASG to envisage providing full transcriptions for all the audio material it holds, because 

it holds a much smaller sound collection in comparison to the SSSA, Canna House or the 

BBC (whose collections feature on the Tobar/Kist website) – a few hundreds of hours, in 

comparison to tens of thousands. However, DASG now has many more sound recording 

collections that have been donated to the archive since the successful launch of the site, 

and very little resource and time to continue to create these transcriptions.  

 

On this note, it should be emphasised that the comments in this section are not intended 

to provide a criticism of the Tobar/Kist site specifically –  rather, the aim here is to observe 

how singers experience their interactions with digital archival resources, and how 



 

 

126 

 

archivists seek to support those interactions. Tobar/Kist, being the largest such resource 

currently available in Scotland, is an example that was naturally often discussed by 

interviewees – many of these reflections regarding Tobar/Kist may also be applicable to 

other online resources. To offer such a reflection on the DASG interface by way of 

balance, as a 'new user' to the site myself, I found that, although the site is clear and easy 

to navigate, it is presented in such a way that makes it easier to 'browse' the collections, 

listening to items at random, than to locate something specific. This could potentially 

mean, as others have found with Tobar/Kist, that it could be a time-consuming resource 

to use in a focussed way for song learning – which, in turn, illustrates that finding 

solutions to the challenges of user access are not easy to address all at once. 

 

5.2.3 Sustainability of digital archiving 

Returning to Abi's acknowledgement that DASG potentially will not have the resource to 

continue creating transcriptions of their growing audio collection, this leads us to the issue 

of the sustainability of digital resources. As we have seen in Chapter One, the issue of 

sustainability of digital technologies has meant that the language of 'salvage' and 'rescue' 

is already in play regarding the protection and preservation of digital heritage resources 

(Bendix 2009, p.257; Hennessey 2012, p.37), while several ground-breaking internet-

based "participatory archive" sites are already non-functional, outdated or are clearly no 

longer in use (Eveleigh 2017, p.311). The problem of rapidly developing digital 

technologies can certainly be observed in the case of the Tobar/Kist website, as Steve 

Byrne remarked: 

 

One of the things I find difficult is the relative inaccessibility – although the online 

access is there – the relative inaccessibility of Tobar, as a website, because of its 

design […] The site is 10 years out of date in terms of its usability, its findability, 

you can't embed anything, or share it anywhere, and so on (Steve Byrne interview, 

June 2019).  

 

As mentioned in Chapter Two, Tobar/Kist is currently being redesigned and redeveloped 

in order to overcome some of these elements of technological obsolescence. At the 

present time, there is an 'interim site' which performs many of the same functions as the 

original. The homepage of the website currently states that it has become necessary "to 

replace the original site which had become fragile and was based on technology which is 

no longer supported. It has not been possible to replicate all of the complex and bespoke 
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functionality of the previous site, so users may find there are some changes" (Tobar an 

Dualchais n.d.). 

 

Anna McAskill referred to an even more dramatic instance of the fragility of online digital 

resources. When discussing the fact that the audio collections at DASG were in a state of 

expansion due to donations from other organisations and individuals, she commented:  

 

I'm away to Islay today, to the Gaelic centre there to work on some recordings 

together. Their Seanchas Ìle ['Islay Lore'] website, I think they lost their funding, 

so it was taken down a few years ago, so all those recordings were taken down, 

and all that work. So I'm going to try to do something about that today (Anna 

McAskill interview, July 2019). 

 

It is clear therefore that the desire for digital access is high, but so too are the demands on 

archival organisations for the creation and maintenance of such resources, such that the 

pressure to digitize and to maintain the staff and funding to support such programmes can 

be unsustainable for various reasons. As Marsh et al observed, in their in-depth study of 

how to assess the impact of digital heritage initiatives: 

 

There can also be negative impacts [of creating digital resources] for 

institutions… These include: first, the quick start up of projects that turn out to be 

unsustainable; second, increasingly unattainable pressures to universally digitize 

(Marsh et al 2016, p.366). 

 

5.2.4 Digital access as a 'window' to the physical archive 

To conclude this section, an interesting converse point of view to the preference towards 

digital access – in favour of visiting the archive as an important place, as a heritage site 

in its own right, rather than focussing only on digital access – was expressed by Fiona 

Mackenzie, the archivist at Canna House: 

 

I mean, digitisation is great, and obviously it's hugely important to the Canna 

archives because it's difficult for people to come here. So at least they can access 

a certain amount, well, from wherever you are. But to get the full appreciation of 

what the Canna archives can offer you, you need to come here and experience it… 

Because, to have the collections in the place where they were collected, that's not 

common, surely […] The diversity and the completeness, particularly in relation 

to the Hebrides obviously, I don't think there's anywhere else that's got that 

richness (Fiona Mackenzie interview, Nov 2018). 
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This point of view acknowledges the fact that digital archives – like Tobar/Kist and 

DASG – do, in a sense, allow 'more' people to access the materials, but stresses that in 

order to understand and appreciate what the archive is, and its cultural importance, it is 

vital to visit the archive itself. Digital access, while democratising access, could therefore 

be seen as removing or distancing users from a consideration or understanding of what 

the archive itself actually is: how and why it has come to be the way it is, and how it 

works as a physical archive. This kind of understanding is perhaps not strictly necessary 

in order to learn and sing a song from a digitised archival recording: as we have seen, 

many of the singers interviewed preferred the ability to access songs digitally. However, 

having an awareness of the different layers of representation, intention and voice present 

in an archival recording can enrich a singer's understanding of the tradition itself, and as 

Fiona suggests, this is something that can only be appreciated in its fulness by 

experiencing the place itself.  

 

Along similar lines, Carol Watt, an archivist at the SSSA, commented that she sees 

Tobar/Kist as being "a window into the larger archive," since there remains a great deal 

of content at the SSSA that has not been made available online via that project. In her 

view, this window has the potential to bring users to the physical archive itself, to discover 

more of the collection, and to engage with the archive as a place. This brings us back full 

circle to Iona Fyfe's very first comment in this chapter – that she had never visited the 

SSSA because she was "not sure what else I'd get there that I can't get elsewhere." This 

would seem to suggest that it is not necessarily the case that Tobar/Kist functions as a 

"window in"; indeed, that digital access can also be distancing and limiting of access in 

its own way, in that it is not always clear that there are potentially larger collections and 

a greater depth of cultural context lying beyond the 'window' of what is accessible online. 

 

5.3 Obstacles to access: permissions and copyright 

One particular subject which was frequently discussed by the archivists interviewed  was 

that of the legal and ethical issues surrounding permissions for use, which were 

commonly seen as an inhibitor to universal access to all of an archive's holdings. As 

discussed in Chapter One, it is not the intention of this thesis to propose a solution to this 

complex issue, but rather to explore how archival approaches to these issues can be seen 

to have the potential to interrupt the flow of transmission of songs from archival sources. 

The interest here is to understand why there are sometimes obstacles in that flow, and 

how archivists think about and navigate such obstacles. 
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When it comes to providing access to archival song recordings, it is necessary to ask, as 

Nettl puts it: "who owns the music? And who owns the recording?" (Nettl 2015, pp177). 

This indicates that there are issues here that operate on several levels. Firstly, there is the 

issue of the collective ownership of the intangible cultural practice to consider; and then 

layered upon this, there is the issue of the individual ownership of the audio performance, 

as well as the ownership (or custody) of the tangible object that holds the unique sound 

recording. With the advent of digital technologies, a further layer is added in the 

expectation for access as discussed above. As O' Carroll states: 

 

It is often assumed that online dissemination, discoverability, searchability and 

accessibility of audio interview material is desirable, is the obvious 'next step.' and 

is achievable in an unproblematic manner..." (O' Carroll 2018, p.339). 

 

I had a very detailed discussion with Abi Lightbody on the subject of the problematic 

issues that can arise around permissions and access. She was happy to share with me 

plentiful examples of the processes and conversations that went into DASG's decision-

making process regarding making audio recordings accessible: 

 

I think a lot of folk are worried about things like rights, and you know, we have 

generally found that if you ask, folk are delighted [for recordings of themselves 

or their relatives to be made available online]. Obviously, we are quite a new 

archive and you know, bad things might come in the future! But generally, if you 

ask folk, they're happy, so I don't know who the fear is meant to be protecting 

(Abi Lightbody interview, June 2019). 

 

The "fear" that Abi refers to is her sense that archives, as organisations, can be fearful of 

the risk that they might contravene legal or ethical standards by making recordings 

accessible online. That she was not dismissive of such potential risks to the archive is 

evident in her comment that "bad things might come in the future"; but she also felt that 

the relationships that she had built up with people connected with the sound recordings 

brought into question whether such fears are necessarily well-founded or well-measured. 

The importance of such communication and relationship-building in her role as an 

archivist was also evident in the fact that she had also sought out the advice of 

professional organisations specialising in copyright issues: 

 

Glasgow Uni have an organisation called 'CREATe' [The UK Copyright and 

Creative Economy Centre], and I had some really good meetings with them. They 

were saying the statistics are just bonkers for the amount of folk who actually get 
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in touch [to complain about online materials], it's miniscule. For the amount of 

fear there is in organisations about this kind of thing, it's totally disproportionate 

to the amount of actual complaints they get (Abi Lightbody interview, June 2019). 

 

An issue which featured prominently in our conversation regarded the 'initial intent' of 

the recording: whether it could be "ethically defensible to publish material freely on the 

net" (Skot 2018, p.327) where that material includes the voices of people who might never 

have envisaged that their recordings would be used in such a way. As Cathlin Macaulay, 

an archivist at the SSSA, has written regarding the access to the collections that was made 

possible through the Tobar/Kist website: 

 

None of the individuals who contributed could have expected their performance 

to be accessible so far from their own community, potentially to millions of people 

they did not know and would never meet. It seems fair that this re-purposing 

should involve informed consent (MacAulay 2012, p.179). 

 

My conversation with Abi revealed that DASG had come up against a very similar 

consideration at DASG, when deciding whether to put a donated audio collection online:  

 

So here's the thing, the fieldworker [in this case] had permission at the time from 

the people she was interviewing, they knew that she was going to be publishing 

these stories and recordings. However, these were done with much older folk in 

the late '90s, so their idea of something being published was very different. You 

can kind of tell from the recordings a lot of them think it was going to be a book… 

So that was quite a difficult thing to worry about. But at the end of the day they've 

agreed to the content being published, it's just that they didn't have an idea about 

the internet, they maybe didn't know that someone in, say, New Zealand, could 

listen to it any time they wanted […] So we did have a bit of a think about that 

and a chat, but Tracy [Chipman, the fieldworker who made the recordings and 

donated them to DASG] was under the impression that they were giving her these 

stories and songs because they wanted them to be passed on, in whatever form 

that may take. 

 

Once again, her strong sense of the importance of communication and discussion was 

indicated by the relationship that Abi had built with Tracy Chipman, who she later said 

she had become "good friends on Facebook" with, through their communication over 

their approach to preserving and making accessible Tracy's collection. Likewise, the 

importance of relationship-building and connectedness to source communities was also 

in evidence, with Abi enthusiastically relating the positive outcomes from the archivist 
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taking an active role in ensuring that the interests of the families and communities of those 

recorded are taken into account and protected: 

 

We've found a lot of the families, obviously most of them have friends or relatives 

in the Celtic and Gaelic department at Glasgow Uni! You can normally find a 

link! So, we've contacted them, and we've had nothing but lovely responses […] 

I think if we were selling it, it would be different, but because it's online, and free, 

everyone's just been delighted. We've had just lovely emails from family and 

grandkids, saying 'we never thought we'd heard granny's voice,' and just really 

beautiful things. So yeah, despite some worries we'd had about putting these 

voices online, it's been absolutely fine, and it's not for profit – it's for research, 

and it's for people (Abi Lightbody interview, June 2019). 

 

This kind of endeavour may be more feasible for some archives than for others: given the 

relatively small size of DASG's audio collections and the 'small world' interconnectedness 

of the Scottish Gaelic community that Abi describes, identifying 'ownership' has not 

tended to present a major obstacle to providing access. However, it can also generate 

complexities which do impact on the way that the recordings may be made accessible 

online. When I was employed as a song cataloguer for the Tobar/Kist project, I recollect 

that they had a similarly meticulous approach to tracing copyright owners and next-of-

kin of those recorded, in order to secure permissions for material to be put online. The 

importance placed on this process had an impact on the way the entire digitisation project 

was made available online, in that the material is presented as separate 'tracks', rather than 

the entire recording as originally made by the fieldworker. As Chris Wright, who was a 

cataloguer at the same time as me, and who is still working for Tobar/Kist in the current 

development of its website, explained: 

 

The reason we can't [present the full recording] is because, if one person on the 

tape doesn't give their permission, that whole recording would be out. Unless 

there's a way to blank things out, but again, that would kind of defeat the whole 

purpose. So the actual sort of methodology that was followed for cataloguing them 

unfortunately has kind of extracted things from their context a bit (Chris Wright 

interview, June 2019). 

 

This mention of the loss of context refers to the fact that, in the course of listening to a 

whole intact recording of the tape, a listener would potentially be able to have a clearer 

understanding of the context of the recording – to hear more clearly the interactions 
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between fieldworker and informant, the flow of any conversation, and the connections 

between different songs sung or stories told. 

 

This issue was not peculiar to Tobar/Kist. As seen in the description of the DASG 

interface at section 5.2.2 above, DASG has generally presented whole recordings, with 

the ability to navigate quickly between items within the recording if desired. In taking 

this approach they have had to incorporate some redaction of recordings by "blanking 

things out." Such decisions, Abi Lightbody explained, can also be based on reasons to do 

with the content of the recordings, rather than on a failure to secure permission from the 

copyright holder. For example, she described how one recording had included potentially 

offensive comments in English about homosexuality, which was felt to be unsuitable 

because the nature of the comments could have an adverse impact on the contributor or 

on their family. Additionally, the fact that the comments were made in English made the 

content less 'relevant' to the overall purpose of the DASG project (which is to feed into a 

historic dictionary of the Gaelic language). As she expressed: 

 

Now that was quite difficult, because obviously you don't want to be redacting 

history!... So what we did was, we made the decision to redact some things, but 

we wrote on the website, in the metadata, it will say, some of this content has been 

redacted, if you want more information please get in touch (Abi Lightbody 

interview, June 2019).  

 

Making archival decisions (such as decisions to redact content) clear and visible to users 

was something that Abi took very seriously. She described having attended a conference 

where she had heard a speaker talk about how the actions of the archivist are often 

'invisible' to the user, as though their decisions were neutral and had no effect on the 

archival materials concerned. She had taken from this experience a belief that the actions 

of herself and her colleagues should be clearly named and recorded in the metadata 

connected to each recording – from who had carried out the digitisation, to who had 

catalogued the material and created the transcriptions, to any decisions regarding 

redacting elements of the recording – so that users can also access this information, which 

may be of interest or importance to them for various reasons. As MacNeil and Mak have 

observed:  

 

Librarians and archivists are not neutral preservers of digital resources, but active 

agents in the reconstitution of these resources over time. The decisions that they 

make… determine how the materials will be accessed, read, and understood by 
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users… If the process of preservation is made visible, users are better equipped to 

make an informed decision about whether the materials meet their specific 

requirements for authenticity (MacNeil and Mak 2007, pp.46-7). 

 

5.4 Conclusions 

This chapter has examined various elements of human interactions with archival sound 

recordings which enable their use in the practice and transmission of tradition song, 

including: the role of the archivist; the views of archive users; how access is achieved by 

singers; and how it is provided by those working in archives. It has illustrated a variety 

of challenges facing both archivists and archive users regarding accessibility, and also a 

variety of approaches that different organisations and individuals working with archives 

have taken to try to overcome these issues. 

 

From the point of view of many of the singers interviewed, it is clear that developments 

in the ability of archives to make digitised recordings available online have been very 

much welcomed and are perceived to have helped overcome many of the challenges posed 

to them by physical archives – whether in the simple sense that accessing a website is 

quicker, easier or less expensive than having to make a journey to a physical location, or 

in relation to feeling a sense of "not belonging" in the physical space, that archives are 

the provenance of scholars and academic researchers only. There is also a sense among 

singers that the growing availability digitally accessible song materials makes it easier to 

encourage a wider community of singers to use them, bringing sound archive recordings 

ever more routinely into the process of transmission of traditional song. 

 

However, we have also seen evidence that digital access is not without its own challenges, 

both for users and for those seeking to provide access to archives. While the provision of 

online resources can be supposed, in and of itself, to have a democratising aspect of 

making archival materials 'accessible to all', some users still (in a way not dissimilar to 

their experience of physical archives) find them difficult or intimidating to navigate, so 

that access remains problematic. In some instances, these challenges are linked to 

archivist presumptions about the online presentation of materials and design of user-

interfaces where, for instance, adherence to established archival cataloguing conventions 

can limit the functionality of online search facilities and result in a frustrating experience 

for users.  
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Archival 'power' and 'control' continues to have an effect on access too, even in the digital 

realm, in the sense that there is inevitably 'selectivity' on the part of the archivist in 

deciding both what can be made available online and how it is made available – for 

instance, in the form of complete recordings (the length of which can put some users off) 

or in easier-to-access short tracks (which can result in loss of context and meaning). The 

challenge of exercising this selectivity is, in turn, connected to the broader difficulty that 

can be faced be archivists in trying to balance the objectives of providing both a 

comprehensive representation of the archive's contents and a user-friendly interface – 

while, at the same time, trying to serve multiple user types ranging across academics, 

specialist users such as traditional singers, and non-specialist users from the general 

public. The rapid development of website technologies and evolving user preferences can 

also quickly leave archival interfaces outdated, limited and frustrating to use, in some 

cases undermining the sustainability of providing access in the longer-term where the 

technology used becomes obsolete. Finally, the legal framework around the issues of 

ownership or copyright have a bearing on archival decision-making, affecting what users 

can readily access of the archival recordings and other material held in the archive's 

collections.  

 

Interviews with archivists revealed an awareness of such challenges and potential barriers 

to access, as well as a desire to overcome these. A sense of professional responsibility 

was evident towards both the sound collections they care for, and the communities of 

users and heritage practitioners who have some connection to such collections and/or a 

desire to use them. It is clear that archivists take seriously the aim of ameliorating 

obstacles to access for users, with evidence of how they have explored a variety of 

approaches to website design and online navigation tools with a view to making access 

easier. There is also evidence that some archivists are aware of the impact on accessibility 

of their own archival decisions in cataloguing, selecting and presenting archival material, 

and that a greater visibility of this may be of interest and importance to users in both 

finding and understanding archival material. 

 

In particular, interviews with archivists showed an awareness of perceptions of a disjunct 

between archives and the heritage communities from which their materials may have been 

collected. It is evident that, in contemporary archival practice, there is a sense of 'righting 

past wrongs' in regard to material that was 'taken away' from the communities it was 

recorded in to be 'stored' in the archive. We saw that this is driving endeavours to 'reach 
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out', to engage and build connections with cultural communities represented in the 

archive; and, as part of this, to forge professional relationships with organisations which 

can assist in navigating the incredibly complex legal and ethical issues surrounding the 

protection of "collective practices" (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004; Hafstein 2014), which 

were described in Chapter One. Reflecting on these issues of ownership and the archivist's 

control over access, Abi Lightbody expressed her view that the archival role has the 

ability to either impede or to allow the flow of tradition, and questioned whether archivists 

therefore have the right to inhibit access to recordings of traditional practices: 

 

I think over the years I've just come to the decision that it's none of ours. You 

know the informant, they'll have got it from someone else who got it from 

someone else. The fieldworker, it doesn't really belong to them, they've just 

captured it. We [the archive] are just displaying it. Folk are just listening to it. 

Nobody really owns it. And I think when you look at it like that, it means that 

everybody has a right to it. Everybody who has an interest and goes on to the 

website, none of them are really more important than anyone else – Gaelic 

speakers or non-Gaelic speakers – it has to be everybody's, or nobody's. That got 

very deep, didn't it! But I don't think that anyone can claim outright ownership to 

this content (Abi Lightbody interview, June 2019).  

 

What we're seeing is that archival practitioners are aware of, and adapting to, the 

challenges faced by their users: this creates a point of 'confluence' between these two 

worlds of practice, whereby archival decisions have an effect upon the practice of 

tradition, while the requirements and rights of traditional heritage practitioners such as 

singers can similarly inform and influence archival practices. 

 

With the findings in this chapter having indicated that the issue of access to archival 

heritage materials is one that archivists are aware of, regard as important, and endeavour 

to address through a variety of archival practices, the next chapter will go on to look in 

more detail at some of the innovative ways in which archivists in Scotland have sought 

to reach out and engage with users specifically in the context of the song tradition in 

Scotland. 
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Chapter 6. Engaging with archives 
 

In Chapter Four, we saw that traditional singers in Scotland make use of sound archive 

recordings in their musical practice in such ways as allow us to consider sound archive 

recordings to function as an aspect of traditional song transmission. In Chapter Five, we 

saw that this use is not unproblematic in terms of gaining access to such materials, with 

various factors acting as barriers to use, whether physical or conceptual, and that 

archivists working with sound strive to find ways to understand and overcome such 

barriers. This chapter now turns to look at some of the ways in which archivists actively 

seek to enable and encourage access to their collections for wider communities of users 

through outreach and engagement activities. It builds on the ideas discussed in Chapter 

One that archivists are "active participators" in the construction of the archive (Gray 2002, 

p.52), and that the responsibilities inherent in their role requires that they must also be 

active in the dissemination of the archive in ways which allow for the participatory 

involvement of communities of users (Cook 2013, p.113). 

 

6.1 Approaches to public engagement with archives 

Chapter One (section 1.9) discussed several different archive engagement projects and 

creative uses of archival materials in musical practice that have been described in the 

literature. This section offers more examples of such projects, as described by 

interviewees, and draws attention to the role of archivists in developing and delivering 

them. As Gillebride MacMillan exclaimed during our discussion regarding the difficulties 

of navigating online archives: 

 

The danger is, that if you have an archive online that nobody's accessing, it might 

as well just be in a box! And what was the point of spending all that money 

digitising it, if no-one's using it? So I think public engagement is key (Gillebride 

MacMillan interview, March 2019). 

 

He went on to explain that he felt that this responsibility goes beyond simply helping 

people to access archives more effectively; that engagement activities should also "give 

people ideas of how to use them, and give people ideas of why they are relevant to their 

lives… [A]rchives have to be ready to show, well, this is important" (Gillebride 

MacMillan interview, March 2019). His view of the role of the archivist links to what 

Cook has described as the actions of the "mediator-archivist" which figures the archivist 
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as being a "professional expert increasingly engaging with… a widening audience of 

archive users," (Cook 2013, pp.109-11). 

 

Abi Lightbody and Anna McAskill at DASG talked about how they had engaged potential 

users of their archive by visiting schools and career fairs, where they would draw teachers' 

attention to the potential to use the archive as an educational resource. It is interesting to 

note that, in relating this, there was also a sense of Anna 'carrying on' this engagement 

activity, as she had also described how it had been her own teachers who first encouraged 

her to use Tobar/Kist as a resource when she was in high school. Abi's and Anna's 

approach could be described as focussing mainly on 'outreach,' or remaining within the 

abovementioned "mediator-archivist" role – letting people know about the DASG sound 

collections and raising awareness of it as a newly accessible resource. Abi did also 

mention the potential for more creative projects to be carried out using the archive's 

resources now that the digitised collections are accessible online. In this regard, she noted 

that there was currently a visual artist based in Ullapool who was using the audio 

collections as creative inspiration for an exhibition, and expressed her hopes that similar 

musical projects might also take place in the future. 

 

Fiona Mackenzie described many different projects that she had been responsible for 

developing, based on the unique collections and history of Canna House. Some of these 

were also 'outreach' style activities, aiming to spread awareness of the archives among 

potential users. These included conferences and concerts which displayed to attendees 

and audiences the many different facets of the collection: for example, the St Columba 

conference held in the summer of 2018, which brought visitors from Uist and the 

mainland to explore the religious history of Canna; or the 'Garden Party' concert, at which 

Margaret Fay Shaw's piano was played through the open window of Canna House to an 

audience picnicking on the lawn outside in the summer of 2019. Many more of the 

activities Fiona had developed focussed on more active 'engagement' projects, which had 

the aim of engaging different communities of users as active participators and 

collaborators in archival projects. In this, she could be considered to be operating more 

in the role of the "activist-archivist", as defined by Cook, whereby the archivist engages 

collaboratively with communities of users (2013, p.113). Engagement projects she 

described included the 'Canna Cats' trail – a permanent children's walking trail of stone 

cats located across the island of Canna which was created in 2018. This trail was inspired 

by John Lorne Campbell's Siamese cats, with the stones being painted by local children 
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with designs inspired by stories recorded in the Canna sound archives. Fiona described 

her enthusiasm for developing such projects based on the archive holdings, and for 

connecting through these with different communities of users, as being "kind of endless; 

and the potential, it's boundless." The 'Fuaim na Mara' project, during which she 

harnessed elements of this 'boundless potential' to engage the local Canna community in 

connecting with the Gaelic song traditions recorded in the archive, is explored more fully 

in Chapter Eight. 

 

In Chapter One, we saw a description of the 'Archive Trails' project which was developed 

and delivered by the SSSA, and which had the dual aim of providing inspiration for 

commissioned artists who explored the archival collections and created new works, and 

of "opening up" the collections to a wider public through these artists' performances and 

interpretations (Macaulay & Roff 2013, p.239). In my interview with Carol Watt at the 

SSSA, she described various different outreach and engagement initiatives undertaken by 

the archive in addition to 'Archive Trails', which had similar dual aims. Indeed, she 

stressed that the SSSA has a continual programme of events and activities aimed at 

ensuring that the archive continues to play a "relevant role" beyond its academic research 

and teaching functions, both in terms of the continuation of tradition and in wider artistic 

practices. Two such projects that she described, while quite different in terms of the artists 

who were involved and the audiences that were reached, were nevertheless similar in their 

objective of using the archive's sound recordings as inspiration for new musical 

performances, which were both deeply connected to an exploration of the traditions 

represented in the collections. 

 

The first of these was 'The Archive Project', delivered in collaboration with young 

musicians from the Edinburgh Youth Gaitherin, a music workshop programme for young 

people. This project invited seven young musicians to explore the SSSA's sound 

collections, with the assistance of archive staff and local professional musicians, and an 

album was recorded of the songs and music inspired by their time there. Carol Watt 

particularly recalled the experience of Pàdruig Morrison, an accordionist and pianist from 

North Uist, who was able to listen to stories and songs recorded from his grandfather. The 

influence of this experience on Pàdruig – and his sharing of his own knowledge of the 

musical traditions of Uist with the other participants – can be heard in several of the tracks 

performed on the album (Edinburgh Youth Gaitherin 2013). 
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The second project that Carol drew my attention to was quite different in character: a 

choral performance entitled 'Return to the Voice' developed by the Year of the Goat 

theatre company in 2012. This Polish company of highly acclaimed international vocalists 

had been commissioned by Creative Scotland to develop a performance inspired by the 

traditional song of Gaelic Scotland for the Edinburgh Fringe. In addition to interviewing 

traditional musicians and ethnomusicologists, the company based a great deal of their 

detailed research on the sound collections of the SSSA. It was an extremely successful 

project – Carol Watt recalled that it had received "rave reviews" for its performance at 

the Fringe, and indeed I had the opportunity to see the performance live when it was 

performed on a later tour that was driven by audience demand. Carol's reason for 

highlighting this particular project was to acknowledge that while the SSSA has a 

responsibility to ensure that the sound collections are used to support the continuation of 

traditional music within practice communities, they also recognise that the collections 

have an immense international significance and can be used to inspire creativity and 

musical connection that goes beyond the 'local'. 

 

These examples of outreach and engagement demonstrate that archivists take creative and 

thoughtful measures to open their sound collections up to potential users and different 

audiences. However, it was also apparent that, for some interviewees, projects such as 

those at the SSSA, which involve the development of 'new performances' of traditional 

material by individual musicians, do not go far enough in ensuring the relevance of the 

archives for the transmission of traditional practices such as singing. Chris Wright, for 

example, felt that in many archival engagement projects of which he was aware: 

 

The tendency, I find, is for archival projects to privilege the performer, they kind 

of do a lot for the individual performer […] The emphasis was placed on the singer 

or the musician, the performer, maybe the song as a product. But the processes 

that people communicate with, within folk music and so on – the things you'd 

experience in a session or a ceilidh or something – were totally not part of those 

projects (Chris Wright interview, June 2019). 

 

The following section will begin to examine means by which some individuals working 

in archival roles seek to overcome this 'privileging of the individual performer' by using 

their knowledge of both archival processes and traditional song practices to develop 

engagement activities which instead involve working with communities or enabling 

communities to work for themselves. Taking this approach moves them into the realm of 
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the "activist-archivist" in that they are not just 'displaying' archival material to them 

through non-participatory musical performances and presuming that this is equal to 

'access'. 

 

6.2 Dual roles: singer-archivists / archivist-singers 

As noted in the interview biographies at Chapter Three, several of my interviewees are 

traditional singers who have worked in archives, or vice versa, people who have worked 

in archives who also have experience of performing traditional song. These interviewees 

include Steve Byrne and Chris Wright, Fiona Mackenzie, Anna McAskill, Gillebride 

MacMillan – and myself. Such overlapping roles are not unique to Scotland – as Åkesson 

describes in her study of traditional singing contexts in Sweden: 

 

I will speak of the roles played by "knowers", that is, scholars, collectors, 

archivists; "makers", for example, … promoters of traditional music; and "doers" 

– singers, musicians and tutors… [S]everal actors belong to more than one of these 

categories (Åkesson 2017, p.188). 

 

In these terms, the interviewees named above might be described as inhabiting a 

combined category of 'knower-maker-doers' – actors who are both archivists and singers, 

and who also "promote" the understanding and the practice of traditional song through 

their activities. The nature of the topics discussed in Chapters Four and Five have 

'separated out' these different aspects of the interviewees' lived experiences and comments 

to some degree. This section now aims to bring these aspects together, to consider some 

of the unique insights that this 'dual role' of the singer-archivist can provide: how being a 

singer can have an impact upon one's approach to working with archival sound 

recordings; and how understanding and being responsible for archival processes, and/or 

being adept at utilising archival resources, can affect one's singing practice (particularly 

in terms of teaching/engaging with others). 

 

6.2.1 'Singers-as-archivists' 

One area in which the knowledge of traditional song practices has had an effect upon 

archival practices that has been evident throughout my varied experience of working in 

archival roles has been regarding the cataloguing of archival sound collections. As 

mentioned briefly in my autobiography in Chapter Three, I had the opportunity to 

participate in a 'researcher-in-residence' post at the AK Bell Library in Perth as part of a 

training-and-engagement programme entitled 'Hear Here' which was run by the Scotland's 
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Sounds network (see Appendix A for a description of this programme). While 

undertaking this residency, I heard an archivist there describing the process of cataloguing 

to a volunteer that they were training. They explained that the provision of a catalogue 

was of vital importance as it is the means by which users "find their way into collections, 

it's how they access the materials." While this process is undoubtedly "vital" to enable 

user access, the reality of providing archival description and cataloguing in a way that 

will be most beneficial to improving access is fraught with complexities, not least since 

both the archivist and the user might assign different meanings and apply different 

categorisations to the same material. As Ketelaar has observed in connection with 

researcher-users of archives: 

 

Archivists know the difficulty of describing the substance of a document by 

assigning a "subject" to that document… Moreover, any researcher, by assigning 

a meaning to a record, can find uses for that record (or vice versa, finding a use 

by assigning a meaning) that no creator, collector, or curator ever imagined" 

(Ketelaar 2012, p.23).  

 

During this residency, I certainly experienced this difficulty when trying to use the system 

of keywords and classifications which were used as standard by the AK Bell Library to 

describe the traditional songs that appeared in the collection of oral histories that my 

residency focussed on: since traditional song was not a particular focus of this particular 

archive, their cataloguing standards limited my options and made it difficult to describe 

the songs in a way that I felt was adequate. The subjective nature of description described 

by Ketalaar above makes it essentially impossible for any individual, whether archivist 

or user, to capture or comprehend all potential meanings or qualities of a particular 

archival record that might be useful from the perspective of another individual. Moreover, 

in practice archivists are not necessarily particularly minded towards trying to categorise 

and catalogue material from a (non-specialist) user perspective – preferring or tending 

instead towards classifying material in line with standard archival categorisations. We 

saw this point raised in Chapter Five, where interviewees commented on how some of 

the challenges in navigability and searchability for general users of the Tobar/Kist website 

arose from the fact that it is "essentially an academic website." 

 

While I was working as a cataloguer for the Tobar/Kist project between 2007-8, I 

observed regular discussion about this very issue between project managers and those 

cataloguers who were working on the recordings of Scots songs. Their discussions 
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debated the desirability or otherwise of including particular descriptive elements (that is, 

specific classification systems and indices which ascribe 'numbers' or 'types' to related 

songs). The Scots cataloguers felt that incorporating these into the catalogue would make 

the resource far more valuable and accessible for any singers (or indeed song researchers) 

using the site, while the project managers felt it would be too time consuming to 

incorporate them. Chris Wright also recalled this particular debate, and the perspective 

brought to it by the cataloguers who were also minded towards use of the archival material 

in their singing practice: 

 

We tried quite hard to lobby internally for a degree of including – how can I put 

this – not exactly 'new' research, but because this was sort of the first time anybody 

had systematically gone through and catalogued everything, we wanted to do it in 

a way that would allow us to join in or collaborate with projects on other 

resources. For example, we were quite adamant that we wanted every song to have 

a certain number of classification references, so the ones we came up with were 

the Child Ballad collection, the Roud index numbers, Greig-Duncan numbers, and 

a few others (Chris Wright interview, June 2019). 

 

In this instance, the cataloguers carried their point, so that when the Tobar/Kist website 

launched it did include references and tags to such classification systems, which allowed 

users to more easily identify and link to other versions of the same song. Steve Byrne, 

who also worked as a cataloguer at Tobar/Kist at that time, also reflected on the inclusion 

of these classifications, acknowledging that it was a more time-consuming process for 

them as cataloguers – and that they were often "chivvied along by managers" because of 

this –  but ultimately, he felt that: 

 

If we hadn't done that, it would be a much lesser resource from a folk song point 

of view. I mean, it's interesting to think why that wasn't included to begin with, 

but again, I suppose it talks to the level at which you bring in specialist knowledge 

in planning your project (Steve Byrne interview, June 2019). 

 

The "specialist knowledge" which Steve refers to is an example of the type of knowledge 

that 'singers-as-archivists' can impart to this process. Knowing themselves that such 

classifications would be useful to them (and others) as singers, and thus able to anticipate 

the potential access needs of other singers who might use the site, they were able in this 

instance to effectively campaign for their inclusion.  
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Fiona Mackenzie similarly emphasised the importance of such "specialist knowledge" in 

her work at Canna House, where she reflected that her knowledge of the Gaelic language 

and song traditions were enabling her to make sense of the complex cataloguing system 

in that archive, and to add to it in a way that would make the catalogue descriptions more 

complete and useful: 

 

In a normal archive setting, how many archivists are you going to have who have 

got that combination of skills? But I can listen to a song that may not be catalogued 

fully, I can listen to it and say, 'yep, yep, I know that voice, I know that line of the 

song' (Fiona Mackenzie interview, November 2018).  

 

As Fiona suggests here, the "combination of skills" in an archival role along with subject 

expertise as a user of the archival material, is far from ubiquitous; and she went on to 

question what might be compromised in cases where such a 'dual role' is lacking: 

 

I'm lucky that I can do that. But the next person to come after me might not be a 

Gaelic speaker, might not be a musician, might not be a singer, and you know, to 

just throw somebody into that mix and say, 'right, here you go, here's a Gaelic 

song archive', and you'd think, 'oh, what?!' (Fiona Mackenzie interview, 

November 2018). 

 

An example of types of problems that can arise when such knowledge is not applied to 

archival cataloguing systems, as implied by Fiona here, were highlighted on an occasion 

when I personally used the Tobar/Kist website to access recordings of the Gaelic song 'A 

Mhic Dhùghaill 'ic Ruairidh' ['Son of Dougal, Son of Ruairi'], which is also known by 

the alternative title of 'Milleadh nam Bràithrean' [translation: 'The Destruction of the 

Brothers']. This song is the focus of the fourth Song Study in this thesis, and I learned it 

by listening to several different versions online, including a version as sung by Kate 

Nicolson, a singer from South Uist. By chance, I happened to look through all the 

recordings of this particular singer that were available on Tobar/Kist, and saw a recording 

titled 'Mhic Dhòmhnaill 'ic Ruairidh' ['Son of Donald, son of Ruairi']. Upon listening to 

it, it turned out that this was a version of the same song which had been catalogued under 

an incorrect title (Kate Nicolson clearly sings the name 'Dùghall' and not 'Dòmhnall' in 

the opening line of the song). In effect, this meant that my previous searches for 'all' 

versions of the song had not revealed this particular recording. Crucially, this version 

included a final verse which Kate Nicolson did not sing in two other recordings of the 

same song by her which were also available through Tobar/Kist, so it was of particular 
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value to me in terms of my research and singing practice. Yet my finding it had been more 

fortuitous rather than facilitated directly by the website's search function and cataloguing 

process, even with my intention to be as thorough as possible in terms of listening to all 

available versions of the song. Without a bit of luck, I could very easily have missed ever 

hearing that final verse; and of course it remains possible that there may be other versions 

still 'hidden' in the archive. 

 

As I noticed that this particular recording had been made by John Lorne Campbell at 

Canna House, I raised this 'incorrect' title in conversation with Fiona Mackenzie when 

communicating with her via email regarding permission to include the Canna recording 

as an audio source to accompany this thesis. Fiona was able to look at John Lorne 

Campbell's original paper catalogue entry for the recording, which revealed that it was 

titled incorrectly there – possibly just a slip of the pen or of the memory, Dùghall and 

Dòmhnall being similar names. Clearly, that inaccuracy had then been repeated in the 

Tobar/Kist title – it may be surmised that whoever catalogued that particular track for 

Tobar/Kist was using John Lorne Campbell's records as a reference, and perhaps did not 

know enough about that particular song to note the 'correct' title. Or perhaps their working 

approach was to copy the catalogue records faithfully and not to introduce changes or 

corrections, regardless of whether they 'knew' the song or not. As Fiona commented in 

her email reply to me, being able to spot and correct this type of discrepancy between the 

catalogue and the material described was "yet another argument I have for the archivist 

here being a Gaelic speaker – you have to use all sorts of imagination and guesswork to 

see how else whatever you're looking for might have been documented!" (personal 

communication, Mackenzie, 2021). 

 

This example of a recording being 'hidden' by dint of a 'wrong title' being applied example 

may be only one isolated record among many which are correctly/usefully catalogued; 

however, it should be noted that this can clearly occur even in a project like Tobar/Kist 

which purposefully employed 'subject specialists' rather than 'professional archivists' to 

carry out the task of cataloguing. Much greater instances of obstacles to access through 

inadequate cataloguing can be found in other sound collections. For example, the 

inaccessibility of the Lucy Broadwood wax cylinder collection of Gaelic songs on the 

British Library's website, described in Chapter Two, is exacerbated by the fact that the 

catalogue records are replete with spelling 'mistakes'. Whether these are mis-

transcriptions of original handwritten records, or whether the handwritten records were 
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mis-spelled in the first place, the inaccuracy of the titles makes it makes it almost 

impossible to find material except by time-consuming chance browsing. To illustrate this 

with an example, one song in the collection is given the title "Sau?arar[?]le dhonn a 

ohruidh" (British Library Sounds n.d.), with the question marks presumably indicating 

illegible letters. Listening to the recording of the song, my familiarity with the song 

tradition and my knowledge of the language means that I can hear that the correct title 

should be "A bhanarach dhonn a' chruidh" ('Brown-haired milkmaid of the cattle'). That 

such errors are easily introduced when transferring handwritten descriptions into a digital 

catalogue in an unfamiliar language became evident during my recent experience of 

working in the NLS sound archive at the Kelvin Hall, during the course of this PhD. 

While I was there, the sound archive was undertaking the digitisation and cataloguing of 

a collection of Gaelic oral histories and songs collected by the scholar Roy Wentworth in 

Gairloch in Wester Ross. The cataloguing work had been begun by a cohort of volunteers 

who were receiving training in different elements of sound archiving at the time. Since it 

was known that I spoke Gaelic, their supervisor asked if I could also have a look at the 

collection. As soon as I looked at the work that had been undertaken thus far, I could see 

that similar errors were being introduced. For example, particular 'consonant clusters' 

which are common in Gaelic spelling but which would be unfamiliar to non-Gaelic 

speakers, such as the combination "dh" had unfailingly been transcribed as "clh". Again, 

this is not intended as a criticism of the diligent, committed work being undertaken by the 

volunteer, merely an observation that, like Fiona Mackenzie, the application of my 

knowledge of the language to the items being catalogued avoided the introduction of 

errors which would have undoubtedly added a layer of inaccessibility to the collection. 

 

6.2.2 'Archivists-as-singers' 

Moving on from examples of how singers can impart their knowledge of the tradition into 

the archive, this section examines how their 'archival' experiences have an effect on their 

approaches to teaching others about the song tradition. Of course, we have seen in Chapter 

Four the significance that using sound archival materials has had on the various singers 

interviewed regarding their own song practice. For Fiona Mackenzie and for Chris 

Wright, this significance was deepened by the opportunity to work with the sound 

archives. Fiona described the opportunity of being the Canna House archivist as being 

her 'dream job': it was the song collecting of Margaret Fay Shaw which had first kindled 

her interest in Gaelic song, and her esteem for the collections had only been heightened 

by the opportunity to learn more about Shaw's life's work through working with the 
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archive. As she expressed: "the sound archive is incredible, and it constantly inspires me." 

Chris felt a similarly strong emotional connection regarding the opportunity that working 

with archival sound collections through Tobar/Kist had afforded him: 

 

It's been an absolute life-changing privilege […] The job changed everything. It 

changed my thinking about songs, it changed the way I sing, it changed my ability 

to have an intellectual and academic interest in stuff, which also has informed our 

Local Voices project, so it changed absolutely everything (Chris Wright 

interview, June 2019). 

 

The Local Voices project which Chris mentions here will be looked at in detail in Chapter 

Eight – in brief, it is an organisation founded by Chris and Steve Byrne which grew out 

of their shared experiences of working as cataloguers for Tobar/Kist. One of the main 

aims of this organisation is to engage local communities and individuals with their own 

heritage – through story, oral history, and song – in large part by exploring available 

heritage resources such as sound archives. This aim builds upon the idea that the 

knowledge that they have gained from the experience of working with archives can be 

passed on to others through outreach and engagement activities. Their aim in this is 

similar, in one sense, to those public engagement activities already discussed above in 

section 6.1, but with the objective here of 'transmitting' the song traditions held in the 

archives to others in the community, rather than privileging the work of individual 

performers, performances or artistic initiatives. As Steve Byrne described, he and Chris 

are able to communicate the songs – and the knowledge of the sound archives as a 

resource – to potential community users through such engagement events and activities: 

 

Basically that's where the likes of myself and Chris and other people that use that 

material come in, because we're essentially interpreting it and re-packaging it in a 

way that supports people and communities to then use it themselves in a 

performative or creative way (Steve Byrne interview, June 2019). 

 

Fiona Mackenzie described how she, too, delivered workshops with a similar aim, and 

how she was able to take a similar 'interpretive' process in her approach to delivering such 

workshops,  using her intimate knowledge of the sound archive materials: 

 

If you're attending a workshop that's using pieces of archives, then the pieces of 

archives that have been selected will have been selected for a particular reason. 

Whether it's a good recording, or whether it's just part of a song that's easy to 
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learn, or the song is from the place you're teaching in […] So I guess workshops 

are a good way in, because everything is kind of condensed and there for a reason 

(Fiona Mackenzie interview, June 2019).  

 

The 'selectivity' of such interpretation for engagement activities might seem problematic 

at first, since the 'archivist-singer' is in essence choosing which songs, according their 

own criteria, they feel will be appropriate for participants. However, as Fiona mentions, 

this issue is mitigated insofar as such activities are intended to serve only as a "way in" 

to the archive, and thereby to the song tradition itself. That is, beyond such interpretive 

engagement activities, lies the possibility of encouraging participants to begin, or to 

deepen, their own exploration of both the archive and the tradition:  

 

Sometimes, all you need to spark somebody's interest is a small piece of a song, 

or a particular melody or particular voice, or something. And that can be enough 

to inspire them to go off to find the whole recording of that singer, or to find 

different versions of it… So yeah, definitely, workshops are a good 'opener', I 

think. (Fiona Mackenzie interview, June 2019). 

 

Examples of such activities delivered by these three archivist-singers will be looked at in 

more detail in Chapter Eight, in an examination of engagement projects which were 

developed and delivered under the auspices of the Scotland's Sounds network. 

 

6.2.3 Flowing in, flowing out: an examination of my own experience 

My recent experience of working in the NLS sound archive at the Kelvin Hall, provided 

plentiful opportunities for the 'inward flow' of my knowledge of traditional song into the 

archive. I was able to apply my knowledge in different ways to fulfil various archival 

tasks – one of which has already been discussed in section 6.2.1, regarding the cataloguing 

of the Roy Wentworth Gaelic collection. Another of these was to research the copyright 

of early commercial recordings of Scots and Gaelic songs. These recordings formed part 

of a vast collection of commercial recordings of Scottish music known as the Dean-Myatt 

Collection, which are in the process of being digitised by the NLS. My task in researching 

the copyright of these recordings was a preliminary step in enabling any such recordings 

that had gone out of copyright to be made available to online users. As I discovered in the 

course of this work, having a great deal of personal background knowledge of both Scots 

the Gaelic song traditions was invaluable in carrying out this task, as I was able to more 

easily identify and navigate relevant resources that could help me to identify the 
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composers of these works. Beyond carrying out the direct task of identifying composers 

and composition dates, I also made careful notes on the resources I had made use of in 

my research, and met with staff who would be continuing the work after my placement 

had ended, in order to pass along my knowledge and working processes. 

 

Another of my tasks at NLS involved giving advice and contributing research to a website 

on Gaelic Music and Song which the NLS had recently developed to showcase its Gaelic 

collections online (Ceòl nan Gàidheal n.d.). This work included researching the copyright 

of some recently digitised recordings from the Glasgow-based music label Gaelfonn, 

which specialised in Gaelic song in the 1960s-70s. Having provided this 'inflow' to the 

archive from the knowledge and experience gained through my practice as a traditional 

singer, I was also able to utilise these recordings for a song workshop I ran as part of a 

launch event for the website (one of several archive engagement workshops which I 

carried out during the course of my PhD). At this workshop, I taught songs learned from 

these early commercial recordings, making 'links' between the Gaelic manuscript, book, 

and audio collections held by the NLS, and demonstrated to workshop attendees how they 

could potentially use the new website to do the same – thus forming an 'outward flow' of 

archival knowledge and experience back out from the archive. 

 

This focus on exploring connections that can be made through navigating archival 

collections continued in a further two workshops which I led in 2019: one held at the 

SSSA, entitled 'Singing the Archives', and another entitled 'Scotland's Secret Sounds' 

which was held at the NLS in Edinburgh. The workshop at the SSSA formed part of their 

ongoing commitment to hosting public engagement activities, and took place during 

'Seachdain na Gàidhlig' ('Gaelic Week'), an Edinburgh-wide series of events aimed at 

promoting the Gaelic language. The workshop at the NLS was part of a series of events 

arranged by the Intercultural Research Centre at Heriot-Watt University for the 'Being 

Human' festival, a UK-wide festival which aims to engage the public in humanities-based 

research.  

 

While these three very different workshops had very different audiences, in each my aim 

was to foster a discussion among participants about what the idea of 'traditional song' 

meant to them, and where they encountered it in their lives. To this end, I started each 

workshop with an exercise which borrowed the metaphor of the 'Carrying Stream': I asked 

the workshop participants to name all of the places where they encountered, or thought 
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they might encounter, traditional songs, and wrote their suggestions on a flipchart 

showing these as source points along a 'stream' of song (see image 6.1). Using this image 

to prompt discussion, I asked participants to reflect on what such a picture might suggest 

to them about the nature of the 'tradition'.  

 

At the 'Singing the Archive' workshop at the SSSA, this exercise provoked an interesting 

discussion about the 'ownership' of traditional songs. Prompted by the inclusion of the 

category "musical scores and notation" on the Carrying Stream image, one participant 

asked what I thought about the 'appropriation' of traditional music by non-traditional 

musicians, such as their inclusion in classical or commercial music. In response to this, 

another participant was prompted to comment that he felt that, as a Gaelic learner, his 

interest in 'experimenting' musically with Gaelic song often drew criticism from native 

speakers as being inappropriate, but that he had observed that musicians who were native 

speakers and who also 'experimented' with traditional forms were not criticised in the 

same way. 

 

At this workshop I happened to be teaching the song 'Tha Bainn' aig na Caoraich Uile', 

along with the related Scots song 'The Yowie Wi The Crookit Horn' (see Song Study One), 

which, along with the flipchart image of the 'carrying stream', provided a useful focus 

around which to centre further discussion of the participants' ideas of ownership and 

appropriation. In my research for the workshop, as well as sourcing archival sound 

recordings of these songs, I had come across a reference to the fact that the Austrian 

composer Haydn (1732 – 1809) had composed an arrangement of 'The Yowie Wi The 

Crookit Horn', and shared a YouTube video of this piece being performed with the 

workshop participants. The classical arrangement and singing style of the Haydn piece 

was, unsurprisingly, musically very different from the archival recordings, yet, as I 

demonstrated to the group, the source which Haydn had used for his arrangement was a 

version of the song from a book entitled The Scots Musical Museum, a six-volume 

collection of Scottish songs published between 1797 and 1803. Chief among the 

collectors who provided material for this collection was the poet Robert Burns (MacAulay 

2012, p.171), that most famous of Scottish song-composers (and song-appropriators). The 

song in question appears in Vol.3 of the book, attributed to 'The Rev. Mr. Skinner', and 

the text of it can be examined thanks to a digitised copy from the NLS (National Library 

of Scotland n.d.). As I explained to participants, the course that this particular song had 

flowed along, then, was from the oral tradition, which had inspired the Rev. Skinner, 
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which was then included in a published song collection, and had from there formed 

inspiration for a classical composer. 

 

 

Reflecting on this, some of the participants felt that it was 'appropriate' or acceptable for 

Robert Burns to have included the song in the collection, but not necessarily for Haydn 

to use the material in this collection for his own composition. Others felt that the Haydn 

Figure 6.1: 'Carrying Stream' discussion exercise carried out at 'Singing the Archive' 

workshop, School of Scottish Studies Archive. Photograph taken by the author, 12.11.2019.  
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piece was not problematic because of the time period it was composed in, whereas if a 

composer today was to do the same it might potentially represent a case of cultural 

appropriation. One participant contributed the view that, since music and its influence 

flows in all directions, who can say where the flow should 'stop'? This comment links 

back to a question posed in Chapter One, that "any heritage is anybody's – or is it?" (Logan 

et al 2016, p.8). As Abi Lightbody observed in the previous chapter, her inclination was 

to decide that ultimately, heritage belongs to everybody, to anybody that is interested to 

make connections to it, and to find meaning in it – however, as the workshop discussion 

indicates, this is a question that will not easily find one single, simplistic answer. Overall, 

the workshop encompassed the aims of not only teaching the 'words' of some traditional 

songs, but also how to locate sources of song in different resources, and beyond that, 

through our discussions, a consideration of the nature of tradition itself. 

 

6.3 Conclusions 

This chapter has looked at some of the ways in which those working in sound archives 

actively seek to enable and encourage access to their collections for wider communities 

of users through outreach and engagement activities. Once again, we have seen the crucial 

element of human interactions in bringing together archive recordings and archive users 

and, in terms of the role of the archivist, an awareness of the importance of reaching out 

to engage audiences and users. The examples we have seen of approaches to public 

engagement with archives have built upon the previous two chapters' exploration of 

archiving as a 'dynamic practice,' and further emphasise the ways in which interactions 

between archivists and users bring meaning, understanding and purpose to the archives 

through their 'activation'. This give credence, at least in the context of the song tradition 

in Scotland, to Carr's observation – expressed in language that is evocative of Henderson's 

metaphor of the 'carrying stream' of tradition – that: 

 

[A]rchivists… must know best that collections are not a static heritage but rather 

comprise countless changing images and ideas; they require reinvention and 

rethinking, generation by generation… [W]e are not living or speaking a text that 

has already been written for us, but one that might best be described as flowing 

streams of the possible, generated in the moment-by-moment conversations and 

questions of users (Carr 2002, quoted in Bastian 2017, p.346) 

 

The meaning of the archive, its possibilities and potential, as an active, changing entity, 

lies in the "conversations and questions of users." In this respect, we have seen, in 
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particular, the value that can brought to the 'public engagement' process by the 'specialist 

knowledge' of what I have termed singer-archivists – active participators who have both 

a knowledge of the tradition that is to be 'engaged with', and of archival processes which 

enables them to do so. Such people can play a role of 'conduits' between sound archives 

and traditional song practice, thereby taking the role of engagement beyond the more 

usual idea of a linear, one-way 'reaching out' to potential users. As was explored in this 

chapter, the singer-archivist's knowledge of traditional song practices can also flow 

inwards towards the archives to inform, for instance, approaches to archival tasks such as 

cataloguing, which (as we saw in the previous chapter) can form obstacles to access when 

guided only by established archival cataloguing objectives. At the same time, the singer-

archivist's archival knowledge of the songs preserved within an archive's collections can 

also add value in shaping the flow outwards of that material towards wider communities 

of practice, through the delivery of engagement activities which have been informed by 

a practitioner's understanding of those communities. 

 

Taken as a whole, the examples of mutual, dynamic engagement between archival 

practices and traditional song practices that we have looked at in this chapter seem far 

removed from the conception of an inevitable disconnect between, on the one hand, the 

materials that archives hold and, on the other, the living experiences that carry on, 

separately, outside the archival domain. This conception is well-exemplified by Conn, 

who states that: 

 

Although archives might someday stand as a simulacrum of community memory, 

they replace the pool of living experience with something that holds musical and 

textual content but not experience, know-how and a nuanced, ever-changing 

reality of the embodied repertoire. Artefacts in a public collection are, obviously, 

disconnected from the process of performance, and so their meaning is altered, if 

not diminished (Conn 2012, p.364). 

 

The evidence we have seen in Chapters Four and Five would suggest that this view is 

perhaps, in at least some respects, naïve to the reality of both traditional singers' and 

contemporary archivists' lived experiences and practices. The examples of such practices 

that we have examined more closely in this chapter add further weight to that assessment. 

In contrast to the notion of an 'obvious disconnect from the process of performance', we 

have seen that singers-as-archivists undoubtedly can and do impart "experience and 

know-how" both into the archive, and also in bringing material out of the archive into the 
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creative and "embodied repertoire" of traditional singers, and the embodied lived 

experience of other community actors. Therefore, at least when lensed through the 

experiences and perspectives of certain practitioners, this picture of the archive as holding 

only something 'diminished', that it is at best a "simulacrum" of living heritage, can be 

viewed as no longer tenable: it reflects neither the "lived experience" of contemporary 

traditional song practice, nor the kinds of active and creative engagement in contemporary 

archival practices that we have examined in connection with the song tradition. 

 

That said, we have also seen a concern among some interviewees in this chapter that, 

more generally, contemporary archival approaches towards 'public engagement' can still 

by undertaken with the ethos of a one-way 'reaching out' – for example, by focussing on 

one-off events and unique performances by professional singers, rather than encouraging 

the transmission of tradition at a more local and deeper community level. In this respect, 

it might be said that, in some approaches to public engagement, it remains that "[t]he 

public… are too often conceptualized as 'empty vessels' or passive consumers of the 

heritage message." (L. Smith 2006, p.32). Such observations suggest that, at present, the 

role of many sound archivists in Scotland is one that is still functioning within a stage 

that Cook has described as the "mediator-archivist" (Cook 2013, p.109) – where the 

'flowing stream' is only going one way, through the archivist 'reaching out' to audiences 

and potential users. Whereas the stage that those 'singer-archivists' acting in the role of 

'conduits' are moving towards, according to Cook's framework, is that of "participatory 

archiving", in which "the activist-archivist" collaborates with communities of users 

through practices in a way that achieves "more democratic, inclusive, holistic archives, 

collectively" (Op. Cit., pp.113-6). 

 

In Part Two, we will continue to consider how these two 'stages' of archival ethos and 

practice currently manifest in the context of the song tradition in Scotland, through an 

examination of the activities and objectives of the Scotland's Sounds network. Before 

that, my second song study provides a further exploration of how the process of flow of 

singerly knowledge into the archive can fruitfully combine with a flow of archival 

knowledge out into song practice, through a reflection on my own experience of teaching 

songs from archives.  
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Song Study Two: Transmitting the archive 
 

This song study examines an aspect of my singing practice which involves deliberately 

seeking out and learning a song from archive recordings in order to then teach the song 

to others. In the example chosen for this study, I selected songs in this deliberate way for 

inclusion in the SSSA 'Singing the Archive' workshop, described in the previous chapter, 

in order to demonstrate to participants how sound archives can be used in the transmission 

of traditional song. As with Song Study One, it is accompanied by an original audio 

recording of my interpretation of these songs, and by archival recordings from which my 

inspiration was drawn, which can be accessed via the 'Supplementary Information' folder. 

 

The particular song that this study focusses on is 'Cha Till MacCruimein', or 

'MacCrimmon's Lament'. Originally a Gaelic song dating to the time of the Jacobite 

uprising in 1746, this very well-known lament has been translated variously into English 

and Scots through the centuries (Purser 1992, p.142). Although there are many variants 

of the song to be found in the archive (in all three languages), I homed in on the pleasing 

coincidence that two pairs of mother-daughter singers had been recorded singing the song 

for the SSSA – in Gaelic, Marion (or Mòr) Campbell and her daughter Kate MacDonald 

from South Uist; and in Scots, Traveller singers Jeannie Robertson and her daughter 

Lizzie Higgins from Aberdeen – and selected their versions to teach. A transcription of 

these version can be found in Appendix B, while the reference information regarding each 

archival recording can be found in the Bibliography. The song is strongly linked to the 

piping tradition – the tale of its composition relates that it was composed by Donald Bàn 

MacCrimmon, piper to MacLeod of Dunvegan, as a premonition of his own death at the 

battle known as the 'Rout of Moy' (Collinson 1966, p.196). In another layer to the rich 

contextual elements linked to this song that have been documented by the archival 

recordings, the two mother-daughter pairs from whose recordings I learned the song both 

came from renowned piping families, which had an effect on their singing of the song, as 

we shall see below.  

 

1. Transmitting song and context using archival sources 

In addition to my own inherent interest in the song as one which exists in both the Gaelic 

and Scots traditions, it was very suitable for this particular workshop for a range of 

reasons. In both languages, the song is relatively short, with a simple melody and 

repetitive lyrics – ideal for a 'one-off' workshop such as this one, where I would not know 
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who the participants might be beforehand. Having taught at such workshops before, I was 

aware that I should not make assumptions about the linguistic knowledge of the 

participants, nor indeed whether they would be singers who would be happy and confident 

to participate in the songs, or attendees who might be mainly interested in hearing about 

the subject matter rather than in singing themselves. Indeed, as the workshop was part of 

a larger programme of events in Edinburgh aimed at promoting the Gaelic language, it 

had been specifically advertised as being suitable for both Gaelic learners and fluent 

speakers. This song, with its rich cultural and musical history, and ample archival 

examples to showcase the sound collections themselves, but relatively simple language, 

therefore fit the purpose perfectly. The fact that there was also a Scots version added 

further to its suitability – even if there were participants who spoke no Gaelic at all, the 

inclusion of the song in Scots would potentially allow them to learn and sing if they 

desired. In the event, the twenty participants who came did prove to have just such a 

variety of experience – some were fluent Gaelic speakers, some not; some were singers, 

some not. Their interest in the workshop varied also: some had attended several other 

events in the Edinburgh-wide programme and were primarily interested in the Gaelic 

language content, others were interested in the archive, others were employees of the 

university, while still others were musicians who were interested to learn about the song 

tradition. 

 

As mentioned above, the particular archival recordings I had chosen to share at the 

workshop also revealed a wealth of contextual elements about the singers and the song, 

which I anticipated could provoke an interesting discussion regarding song sources and 

ideas around 'authentic' transmission, in a continuation of the 'Carrying Stream' exercise 

described in the previous chapter. To this end, after playing the participants a recording 

of Lizzie Higgins singing the song, I also played them a recording of a conversation 

between her and the fieldworker Peter Cooke about her singing style, in which she 

described how she had originally learned 'MacCrimmon's Lament' from a book: 

 

So, I come across a lot o good readin in this book, an I come across this eh, song, 

called 'MacCrimmond'. So I said to my father, "I like this song," ye see? I said, "it 

says 'MacCrimmond'." And my father says, "oh," he says, "we have the 

'MacCrimmon's Lament' on the pipes, in the pipe music." I say, "oh that's fine," 

because I fell in love wi the words. So he played the tune over to me, two three 

times till I got the, the hang o the tune. So he says, "fit in yer words now." So I 

kept hummin and hummin, hummin till I finally got the air perfect, and I fitted in 
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the words just perfect […] So, my father says "oh, you're singin it a bittie too plain 

– so you've to put a bittie more grace notes in, like a piper playin wi his fingers," 

ye see? So I said, "will ye learn me this?" Because I didnae sing this style, at this 

time, I sung just orally. Nice little singer and that was that. My father said okay, 

so for a week or two he learned me to grace note like a man playin the pipes. 

(Lizzie Higgins, SA1970.78.A3). 

 

This conversation is transcribed in full in Appendix B, where Lizzie describes how, at the 

time the recording was made, she still habitually worked with her father in this way when 

learning a new song or melody. This revelation – that the renowned tradition bearer Lizzie 

Higgins sang songs that she had learned otherwise than through oral transmission, and 

moreover that a song learned from a book held a very meaningful place in her whole 

approach to singing  – had quite an impact at the workshop, cutting through some 

participants' previously-held opinions that, to them, songs learned 'orally' held a greater 

degree of 'traditional authenticity' than those learned from other sources.  

 

Marion Campbell and Kate MacDonald were renowned Gaelic singers from South Uist 

from whom a wealth of stories and song were collected by the fieldworkers of the SSSA, 

and their talents and traditional knowledge were passed down to their daughter Rona 

Lightfoot, whose knowledge of piping and singing I was privileged to learn from during 

my time studying in the Western Isles. Indeed, I recall workshops and song lessons during 

which Rona would play archival recordings of her mother and grandmother, and 

complement these recordings with wonderful childhood reminiscences of the 

fieldworkers coming to their home to make the recordings – some of which now form 

part of my own 'personal archive,' as I in turn recorded Rona's teaching. As an interesting 

counterbalance to the account of Lizzie Higgins learning the song from a text, I played 

the workshop attendees a recording of Marion Campbell talking about where the Clan 

MacCrimmon had learned their music, recounting the legend that they had gained their 

skill on the bagpipes from the fairies: 

 

Marion Campbell: Tha iad ag ràdh gur ann as a sin a thug Clann 'ic Cruimein – 

chuala sibh iomradh orra siod? Gur ann as a sin a thog iad a' phìobaireachd. 

Donald Archie MacDonald: 'Se gu dearbh? 

MC: As an t-sìthean. 

DA: O, tha iad a ràdh gum biodh ceòl aig na sìthichean a bha sin gun teagamh 

MC: Bha, o, 'sann as a siod a thog iad e, as an t-sìthean, Clann 'ic Cruimein. 
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Marion Campbell: They say that it was from there that Clan MacCrimmon – 

you've heard tell of them? That that is where they learned the gift of piping. 

Donald Archie MacDonald: Was it indeed? 

MC: In the fairy hill. 

DA: Oh, they tell that the fairies had the gift of music, certainly. 

MC: Yes, oh, it was from there that they got it, from the fairy hill, Clan 

MacCrimmon. 

 (Marion Campbell and Donald Archie MacDonald, SA1966.89.A4)  

 

In terms of the workshop discussion around 'authentic sources' of song and tradition along 

different points of a 'carrying stream', this connection to fairies, the supernatural, the 

ineffable, on the one hand, and the interesting contrast posed by a more tangible, literary, 

published source for the song on the other revealed the rich depth and varied range of 

traditional song practices that could be accessed through the archive's collections. 

 

As this is a well-known traditional song, several participants had already known or had 

heard the song before attending the workshop. This prior knowledge also gave rise to 

some interesting reflections from participants about how our discussions about sources, 

authenticity, and the sharing of the different versions from the archive recordings, opened 

participants up to experiencing the song in a new way that deepened their knowledge and 

appreciation of it. For instance, after I had played each recording of the song, one 

workshop participant – who was a piper himself – commented that the melody of the 

Scots song was closer to the pipe tune with which he was familiar than the Gaelic song 

melody. This surprised him as he thought that it would have been the other way around. 

In this way, both through my linking up recordings of different versions of the song in 

both languages, and through participants bringing to bear further reflections based on 

their own knowledge and experience, the workshops demonstrated to attendees the range 

and value of the context that could be experienced from the archival recordings, and how 

they might also be able to navigate and learn from the archive in this way. 

 

As an aside, the contextual information collected from Marion Campbell about the 

MacCrimmons also provides a good example of the potential for the 'loss of context' that 

can result from Tobar/Kist's presentation of sound recordings as separate tracks, as 

discussed in Chapter Five. In this instance, if I had only listened to the specific track on 

which her version of the song appears, I would have missed the fact that she had only 

begun singing the song in the first place because the fieldworker had asked her what she 
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knew about fairies – it was, in fact, the connection between the MacCrimmons and the 

fairies that brought the song naturally to her mind. Understanding this also makes it clear 

that this is why Marion mentioned the fairies after singing the song as well (see transcripts 

of both tracks in Appendix B) – that is, because the singing of the song itself formed one 

part of a longer conversation. It is worth reflecting here that it was only by virtue of the 

research that I carried out in preparation for this workshop that I was led to all of these 

'discoveries' about the complex interplay of sources and influences comprising this song 

as it was presented to workshop participants. That research of this kind is inevitably a 

time-consuming process, as has been discussed before, adds weight to the perspective that 

the role of the 'singer-archivist,' who can devote time to "interpreting and re-packaging" 

archival material, as Steve Byrne described in Chapter Six, is pivotal in 'activating' the 

archive and the transmission of tradition from the archive. 

 

2. Arranging and recording 

In the workshop, I introduced the Gaelic and the Scots song as two separate, though 

connected songs. For my own performance, however, as with the previous song study, I 

wanted to combine the two into one 'piece' in order to further explore the idea of weaving 

together points of connection between the two song traditions. The process of settling on 

a particular word order for each element of the combined song was quite involved, as 

although the phrases of the song are generally simple and repetitive, in the archive 

recordings each singer had slight differences around which phrases were repeated, 

particularly in the Gaelic song. This can be seen by comparing the transcriptions in 

Appendix B. Indeed, I also listened to other available versions which had been recorded 

from the same singers, and found that in those other recordings, some of the repeated 

phrases occurred in different places. This may be demonstrated in a comparison between 

the first two verses from the singing of Kate MacDonald, one recorded in 1966, the other 

in 1970: 

 

1. Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

Cha till gu bràth gu Latha na Cruinne  

Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

‘S ge pilleadh a' phìob, cha till MacCruimein  

1. Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

An cogadh na sìth cha till e tuilleadh 

Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

Cha till gu brath gu Latha na Cruinne 

 

 

2. Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

Ge pilleadh MacLeòid, cha bheò MacCruimein 

Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

Cha till gu bràth gu Latha na Cruinne 

(Kate MacDonald, SA1966.95.B3) 

2. Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

Ge pilleadh MacLeòid, cha bheò MacCruimein 

Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

‘S ge pilleadh a' phìob, cha till MacCruimein 

(Kate MacDonald, SA1970.309
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In a side-by-side comparison, it can be seen that several of the phrases are sung in 

different places in the two performances of the song (translations can be found in 

Appendix B). The order in which Kate MacDonald sings these particular phrases is also 

different to the order that her mother sang. This allowed me to feel that the particular 

order of these phrases was not particularly vital. My process for learning a Gaelic version 

of the song to sing thereafter followed that of the other song studies: listening to each 

recording and making precise transcriptions, then singing the different versions by myself 

until, quite unintentionally, a particular order settled which 'made sense' for me in the 

singing of it. In an example of how the process of recording does not necessarily 'fix' a 

song, however – when I sing along with either my own audio recording or the archive 

recordings now, I find that these 'floating phrases' remain unfixed in my mind – I still 

sing whichever comes into my memory first, and sometimes this is not the same order as 

that which I recorded myself.  

 

In the case of the Scots song, I also referred to texts to help me settle on a particular 

version to sing – in doing so I felt I was taking my cue from Lizzie Higgins, who, as we 

have seen, originally learned the song from a book. I also referred to a version of the 

Gaelic song from the archive which has a similar melody and similar words to that which 

Lizzie Higgins and Jeannie Robertson sang. For clarity, then, I will refer to the Gaelic 

song as recorded from Marion Campbell and Kate MacDonald as version 'A', and the 

second Gaelic variant as version 'B' – noting, however, that this nomenclature is not 

intended to indicate a 'primacy' of one over the other. This recording of version B, of Kate 

Laing from Harris (SA1953.01.11), is accompanied by piano and is very much performed 

in the 'drawing-room' style with heavy classical influences. In using this recording as a 

source for the song, I was aware that Blankenhorn has shown that, in fact, most 20th 

century recordings of 'MacCrimmon's Lament' are related to a melody and arrangement 

published in 1883 in a sheet music collection entitled 'The Thistle: A Miscellany of 

Scottish Song', and that the words of such versions have their roots in a composition 

believed to be by Dr Norman MacLeod, also from the 19th century. Blankenhorn 

concludes from this that such versions do not "demonstrate any of the qualities of 

authentic Scottish music or poetry" (Blankenhorn 1978, p.66). Yet this 19th century 

version of the song is the one performed by Lizzie Higgins and her mother, as well as by 

Kate Laing. Personally and musically, I felt content to explore and perform both this 

version as well the "authentic" version that can be heard in the singing of Marion 
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Campbell and Kate MacDonald. For me, they all form elements of the layered history of 

the song, and as such bring into question what 'authenticity' in the transmission of 

traditional song really means. In this respect, I see my song studies and audio recordings 

as a celebration of the confluence of sources which have created the musical traditions 

that we practice today.  

 

To return to the matter of settling on what words to sing, now regarding a Scots version: 

I was aware that Jeannie Robertson and Lizzie Higgins sing the phrase "Mild blue e'en 

wi sorrow are streamin" in both verses one and two of the song. Rather than include this 

repetition in the second verse, I instead decided to adapt a line from Gaelic version B, as 

sung by Kate Laing (which is closer in content and in style to the Scots song than the 

Gaelic version A sung by Marion Campbell and Kate MacDonald). This line was "Tha 

ealtainn nan speur feadh gheugan dubhach" [literal translation: "The birds of the heavens 

are amidst gloomy branches"]. In text translations that I consulted, this line was 

alternatively translated as "The warblers, the souls of the groves, are mourning" 

(MacLean 1925, p.260) and "The minstrels of the boughs are singing mournfully" (D. 

Campbell 1862, p.253). Neither of these scanned easily with the melodic phrase, and both 

felt a little over-romantic in expression for the overall tone of the song. Therefore, I settled 

instead for singing "the birds o the air wi sorrow are mournin" – my own translation – 

which kept the structure of the phrase which Jeannie and Lizzie sang, while incorporating 

the image of the mournful birds from Gaelic version B. 

 

I found the third verse of the Scots song, which Lizzie Higgins sings but her mother does 

not, particularly interesting, and wanted to include it in my recording. However, I could 

not quite make out one of the words that she sang, and so, once again, researched different 

text versions in order to fill in this gap. I was aware that Sir Walter Scott had also 

composed a version of the song and, by comparing Lizzie's version with this, it became 

clear that this is where her version had its origin: 

 

MacLeod's wizard flag from the grey castle sallies 

The [oarers] are unseated, unmoored are the galleys 

Gleams war-axe an broad sword, clang target and quiver 

For him that shall never return, MacCrimmond. (Lizzie Higgins, SA1970.78.A4). 
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MacLeod's wizard flag from the grey castle sallies 

The rowers are seated, unmoor'd are the galleys 

Gleam war-axe and broadsword, clang target and quiver 

As Mackrimmon sings, "Farewell to Dunvegan for ever!" 

Farewell to each cliff, on which breakers are foaming 

Farewell, each dark glen, in which red-deer are roaming 

MacLeod may return, but Mackrimmon shall never! (Scott 1833, p.692).  

 

Once again, I felt that there was no need to follow exactly the words that Lizzie Higgins 

had sung, not only in that this would have been to take an 'imitative' approach, but also 

because it would have meant that the last two lines of this verse did not rhyme, unlike the 

other verses. I preferred to sing instead a combination inspired by Lizzie's melody and 

manner of delivery, and Walter Scott's words, with the resultant version: 

 

MacLeod's wizard flag from the grey castle sallies 

The rowers are seated, unmoor'd are the galleys 

Gleam war-axe and broadsword, clang target and quiver 

MacLeod may return, but MacCrimmon shall never. 

 

Indeed, this final line "MacLeod may return, but MacCrimmon shall never" is almost a 

direct translation of one of the 'floating phrases' from Gaelic version A, "Ge pilleas 

MacLeòid, cha bheò Mac Cruimein". This approach of combining sources, and filling 

gaps is not dissimilar to the approach that Steve Byrne described in Chapter Four, in terms 

of using different sources, as putting it through his "own filter" and his "own prism," "to 

do my own thing with it" (Steve Byrne interview, June 2019). Like Steve, this approach 

does allow me to feel a sense of "ownership" of the song, in that the words, the stories, 

and the melodies have "washed in" (to use Gillebride Macmillan's phrase) to such a 

degree that I feel fully comfortable in the performance of it. And yet, ever conscious of 

my "impostor" status (Ó Laoire 2006, p.93), any performance, whether 'live' or recorded 

as here, I would always accompany with a thorough acknowledgement of these sources, 

embedding my own performance in those which have gone before. 

 

In terms of bringing these three versions of the song together into one 'arrangement'– the 

Scots, and the two Gaelic versions – being inspired by connection of this song to the 

piping tradition and the connections of the singers from whom it had been collected to 

the piping tradition also, I felt it would be interesting to combine the songs in such a way 
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as to emulate the structure of a bagpipe pibroch. Pibroch – an anglicised form of the word 

pìobaireachd [literally, 'piping'] – follows a particular form in which a main melodic 

theme, also known as the 'ground' or 'ùrlar', is played at the beginning, followed by 

several variations on the theme which develop in complexity, and then a repeat of the 

'ground' at the end of the piece (Purser 1992, pp.142-3; Blankenhorn 2018, p.116). The 

Gaelic version A already had an element of this structure, with the melodic and rhythmic 

change of its third verse. The Scots song and Gaelic version B have a very similar melody, 

and so the structure fell into place – to sing the Scots song first; followed by Gaelic 

version A, to emulate the variations of a bagpipe pibroch; and then to sing the chorus of 

the Gaelic version B to finish, emulating the return to the 'ground' or main theme.  

 

When recording the song at my brother's studio, we decided once again to keep any 

instrumental accompaniment relatively simple, in-keeping with the austere solemnity of 

the song. To continue the 'piping' connection, I played a low drone on a bellows 

harmonium, while Matt added a fiddle accompaniment, simply but beautifully following 

the vocal melody, and I added some brief touches of harmonies on low whistle. My aim 

in adding this sparse accompaniment was only to 'fill out' the song, "polishing" it by 

enhancing the power of both its words and melody through instrumentation, but without 

overpowering the singing of it. 

 

3. Thoughts and reflections 

Of course, writing out this process in detail makes it seem like a very laborious process, 

to go about learning and performing a song in this way, but in a sense it connects to Iona 

Fyfe's comments in Chapter Four, that she felt that putting in this 'work' to forge a version 

of a song which is "genuine and authentic and unique" builds a sense of authenticity or 

authority (Iona Fyfe interview, February 2020). My performance is not an imitative 

following of any one recording, but rather an informed and carefully considered reflection 

of different elements from the various sources discussed above. It is a rendition that 

communicates not only 'another version' of the song, but also a performative expression 

of the layered nature of the song itself and of the Scots and Gaelic singing traditions, as 

composed of a historical and continuing confluence of carrying streams, emanating from 

many sources of archival recording and text, living and flowing onward in the process of 

performance and transmission. 
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Chapter 7. Scotland's Sounds: A new model of sound archiving 
 

Part Two of this thesis presented a wide gaze over the topic of sound archives and 

traditional singing in Scotland. Part Three now narrows its focus, by an examination of 

the activities and ethos of one particular audio archive-oriented network which has been 

established in relatively recent years – the Scotland's Sounds network described earlier in 

Chapter Two. The following two chapters continue to explore the themes and concepts 

relating to archive use and practice as discussed in Part Two, starting this time with an 

examination of the attitudes, opinions and activities working with sound that have been 

revealed through my observation of and involvement with some of the network's 

activities, and then progressing in Chapter Eight to look at some specifically song-related 

activities led by the network. 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore how the development by Scotland's Sounds of a 

network of support and connection across the sound archiving sector in Scotland 

represents a new approach to the particular challenges of sound archiving. We have seen 

in Chapter One a discussion of collaborative working between archives as a suggested 

'new model' for how archives could operate. Such collaborative working has the potential 

to redress the balance of power between 'mainstream' archives and community archives 

(Flinn 2007, Cook 2013), and to make use of new technologies to make connections 

between collections and improve access for all (Seeger 2002; Ketelaar 2008; Reed 2014). 

We have also seen in Chapter Two a general description of how Scotland's Sounds 

emerged as a collaborative network, noting that it places a particular emphasis on 

'preserving access' to collections, and that its 'network' approach is derived from an 

understanding that many sound collections have strong connections to the place where 

they were created. This non-centralising approach finds a strong parallel in Flinn's 

description of the focus of inclusive 'community archiving': 

 

The custody and care of collections does not occur in the formal archive itself but 

happens distributed within the creating organisation where the records remain… 

[I]nstead of caring for the collections within the archive, archivists seek to support 

the creators and custodians in the stewardship and preservation of the collections 

(Flinn 2007, p.168). 

 

This chapter will analyse some of the main activities of the Scotland's Sounds network 

and discuss how the approach taken by Scotland's Sounds enables those participating in 
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the network to tackle issues such as ownership, use, and the accessibility of sound 

archives. It will also examine how it aims to strengthen the ties between individuals and 

organisations working with archival sound collections in Scotland to form a collaborative 

community of practice. It particularly explores what my own participant-observations of 

the operation of the network and conversations with those working with sound archives 

within the network reveal about current attitudes in Scotland to the role of the archivist, 

and about particular issues specific to working with archival sound, expanding on ideas 

and topics explored in Chapters Five and Six.  

 

Starting in September of 2016 and continuing to the present, I attended a variety of 

different events and activities delivered by Scotland's Sounds, ranging from open 

stakeholder meetings to training events aimed at developing specific sound-related skills 

such as digitisation or outreach and engagement training. I attended these events in the 

capacity of a researcher, and would make this fact known both to other participants and 

to those delivering the events, but I also attended them in the capacity of an active 

participant, as someone who has had a varied experience of working with archives in 

different capacities and has an interest in furthering my practical knowledge of archival 

processes. The individuals whom I interviewed had a range of different experiences of 

the network, having been involved in Scotland's Sounds at different levels, whether 

attending meetings, taking part in training events, or working directly for the network; 

and so my interviews afforded me the opportunity to explore a range of opinions and 

impressions of the network. 

 

7.1 How the network works 

The Scotland's Sounds network is co-ordinated by a small team based at the NLS's sound 

archive facility at the Kelvin Hall in Glasgow, from where it activates and builds the 

network on several fronts. This team is formed of the National Library of Scotland's 

Sound Collections Curator Alistair Bell, and one other part-time member of staff, who 

currently functions under the job title of Scotland's Sounds Co-ordinator. Although this 

team is based at the NLS, a key defining element of the network is that its activities are 

co-ordinated by this national institution, not led or directed by them. The main activity 

of this co-ordination is to build a network of interested parties, via an email newsletter 

which shares news about events and projects from across the country that are related to 

sound collections, and via the arranging regular stakeholder meetings which create a 

forum whereby individuals and organisations from across the sector can meet and discuss 
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matters of mutual interest. It also offers advice and support in terms of being able to put 

organisations in touch with each other, or through the arrangement of different training 

events, led by network demand. 

 

Currently, the network works with, or is aware of, over 100 sound collections and 

organisations across Scotland (an increase from the 78 responses to the 2013 survey 

discussed in Chapter Two) and has around 180 contacts on their mailing list. The primary 

activity through which members of the network are brought together consists of 

stakeholder meetings, which are held regularly in different venues around the country. 

These provide an opportunity for organisations and individuals with an interest in or 

responsibility for sound collections to come together to discuss issues, build awareness 

of the great variety of sound collections in their region and beyond, and to strengthen the 

ties of the network (Scotland's Sounds n.d.), thus forming a point of confluence where 

ideas and issues can be shared.  

 

In addition to these stakeholder meetings, other activities and events are organised in 

response to specific requests and perceived issues that arise through communication 

within the network. A fixed-term project entitled 'Connecting Scotland's Sounds' (CSS), 

which ran from 2016-early 2018, developed and delivered many such activities, focussing 

on two overarching areas of 'Knowledge Exchange' and 'Public Engagement'. A detailed 

list of stakeholder meetings and CSS activities held to date can be found in Appendix A. 

 

The 'Knowledge Exchange' initiative within CSS entailed delivering bespoke training 

events to network stakeholders on a range of relevant subjects. These events were 

delivered by organisations within the network with the broad aim of sharing expertise on 

practical skills and areas of knowledge required for looking after and providing access to 

sound collections – from digitisation to archive management, from copyright issues to 

curation for exhibitions. This partnership-working approach also aimed to strengthen the 

network by building awareness of the sound archiving community among its stakeholders 

– alongside developing practical knowledge and skills, the training events also provided 

an opportunity for attendees to meet and build connections with others working in similar 

situations or with similar challenges to overcome. These events were free to attend to any 

interested party, and often funding was available through the project to assist attendees 

with travel or accommodation costs. Alongside these 'open-to-all' events, CSS also 

provided focussed coaching programmes on preservation and curation, working with 
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specific archive collections selected through an application process. Both the training 

events and the coaching programmes were aimed at achieving a stated project aim of CSS 

to "increase skills and expertise in sound archiving" (Scotland's Sounds 2018, p.6). 

 

The 'Public Engagement' aspect of the CSS project focussed on delivering outreach and 

audience-building activities, with the aim of spreading awareness of sound heritage 

collections to new audiences through various creative projects and activities. These 

activities were also collaborative in nature, bringing together those representing 

collections and organisations in the network, with individuals or groups with relevant 

expertise (such as expertise in creative storytelling, animation, youth work or podcast 

development – once again, a full list of engagement activities and the varied organisations 

involved in delivering them can be found in Appendix A), to develop creative and 

innovative ways of working with sound heritage. These public engagement activities 

aimed to achieve the specific project outcome that "a wider range of audiences will have 

engaged with Scotland's sound heritage" (ibid.). Two such projects carried out under the 

auspices of the Public Engagement side of CSS, which had a particular focus on engaging 

audiences with traditional song in archives, form the focus of Chapter Eight.  

 

An evaluation survey completed at the close of the CSS project, with the findings 

published in an end-of-project report provides a useful indicator of the attitudes of 

participants to the project and the extent to which CSS may be said to have achieved its 

objectives (Scotland's Sounds 2018). The responses to this survey also provide a useful 

resource for exploring attitudes towards the Scotland's Sounds network overall.  

 

Participants were asked what they had valued most about the various events and activities 

offered by CSS. The response, from around 105 participants, showed that they "most 

valued" the "content of the events", and that they felt that "the profile of their sound 

collections had been raised" by taking part in the project (both 42%). This was followed 

by an appreciation of the value of the networking opportunities the project had provided, 

and having a new source of advice and best practice (both 39%). Notably, feedback 

comments indicated that CSS was considered to have offered high quality support and 

training for working with sound collections which participants felt had not been otherwise 

available. A key component of the project was to develop and foster awareness of the 

Scotland's Sounds network itself, and in this regard responses to the survey were similarly 

very positive: 79% of the respondents found CSS to be a useful networking opportunity, 



 

167 

 

and 79% had made new contacts in the sound archiving sector through taking part in CSS 

events (Scotland's Sounds 2018). 

 

Interestingly, although the survey responses were very positive regarding the building of 

relationships within the sound archiving community and the development of professional 

skills to look after song collections, the responses regarding activities aimed at making 

collections more available to users were less positive. Only 20% responded that they 

"most valued" working on public engagement projects, and 15% that they most valued 

"reaching new audiences." In terms of actual engagement with users, only 48% (41 out 

of 85 applicable respondents) responded that they had engaged with new audiences as a 

result of CSS. 

 

At the conclusion of the CSS project in 2018, the project report acknowledged there was 

potential for the impetus built up by the project to drop, and for the relationships that had 

been formed through the project's activities to fade: 

 

As the project draws to a close it is hoped that the network will be self-sustaining 

by way of connections made and actions taken, however there is certainly a call 

for a continuation of in-person and online support, and a concern that adequate 

finances and resources will not be available to fuel the ambitious activity 

stimulated by Connecting Scotland's Sounds (Scotland's Sounds 2018).  

 

This issue of the sustainability of practices and activities made possible by funded 

projects is one that can commonly be found as a matter for concern within heritage circles. 

In the case of Scotland's Sounds, while the CSS project's heightened focus on providing 

training opportunities and audience engagement activities ended in 2018, the wider 

activity of the network's stakeholder meetings have continued to take place, and there is 

a closer examination of these meetings at section 7.2 below. Meanwhile, the training and 

outreach activities delivered by CSS have to some degree been 'taken over' by Scotland's 

Sounds' involvement in a UK-wide project called 'Unlocking Our Sound Heritage' 

(UOSH), which focusses on the preservation of at-risk sound collections through 

digitisation.  

 

UOSH is a 3-year project, managed by the British Library, which since 2018 has seen the 

establishment of ten 'digitisation hubs' across the UK, including one at the NLS in Kelvin 

Hall, Glasgow. Seventeen sound collections from across Scotland were identified through 



 

168 

 

an application process that was disseminated via the Scotland's Sounds network, which 

are now being digitised by a team of four project staff based at the Kelvin Hall. The 

project also runs a programme to train and support up to 100 volunteers across Scotland 

to work with sound collections which, to some degree, 'replaces' the training and skills 

development activities of the CSS project. Similarly, the public engagement aspect of 

CSS may be regarded as being continued through UOSH by way of a series of 'artist-in-

residence' placements, research and curation workshops, as well as the development of 

educational resources for schools, all based upon the newly digitised collections. 

However, this 'replacement' of one project with another, combined with the fact that the 

UOSH digitisation is taking place through the NLS as part of a larger, UK-wide project, 

rather than being a specific 'Scotland's Sounds' project, has resulted in some lack of clarity 

over what Scotland's Sounds' role and function is as an organisation in its own right, as 

we shall see in section 7.3 below. 

 

In addition to working on the 'real world' front of connecting and bringing people together 

– providing a forum for stakeholders to meet; and training and audience engagement 

through specific project working – Scotland's Sounds also has a digital presence and aims. 

As we saw described in Chapter Two, concerns over digitisation, digital preservation, and 

capturing new digital content are all priorities identified in the 2013 Scotland's Sounds 

'Strategic Vision' document. It is widely recognised that it is through digital online 

resources that sound collections can most readily be made available to larger audiences – 

though, as we have seen in previous chapters, there are many barriers that can prevent or 

complicate collections being made available in this manner (Marsh et al 2016, p.366). 

Scotland's Sounds strategic vision document acknowledges these complexities: 

 

Intellectual property rights legislation prevents organisations from making 

content accessible to the public without the rights holder's permission. 

Unfortunately it can sometimes be difficult to trace who has rights to archive 

material… There are other things to consider such as ethics of putting the 

recording of an oral history interview online even if rights are granted. Another 

stumbling block to access is in the financial and resource implications of 

digitisation and the creation of an online presence for a collection. The benefits of 

digitisation and online access are, however, obvious (National Library of Scotland 

2013, p.5).  

 

One of the proposals included in the 2013 'Strategic Vision' document was the 

development of an online portal "to give the sound collections of Scotland a central online 
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focus" (Op. cit. p. 3). The intention was that this portal would operate as a place where 

organisations could share their catalogue information on their sound collections, and also 

a place where archival sound material could be directly uploaded and accessed. However, 

in conversation with Alistair Bell, sound curator at the NLS and head of the Scotland's 

Sounds team, he described how a pilot project, exploring how the catalogues of various 

different organisations might be linked to form a single portal, had proved far too complex 

a task to tackle with the resources currently available. Indeed, this difficulty is not one 

that is localised to Scotland – the desire for simple, central directories of archival 

information running up against the practical difficulty in producing such a seemingly 

'simple' information service, has thwarted many such initiatives worldwide, as observed 

by Nettl: 

[T]he archives of the world, despite energetic efforts (e.g. the International 

Association of Sound Archives) have not found a way to cooperate fully in 

exchanging and combining information. It is, for example, extremely difficult to 

locate all of the field recordings that have been made in one culture or one 

repertory, however small and localized, or all archival versions of one song (Nettl 

2005, p.163). 

 

The network does continue to develop its online presence, however. Currently, the 

Scotland's Sounds website includes a resources page featuring links to guidelines on 

various potentially useful subjects for users, ranging from preservation and digitisation to 

copyright and cataloguing. The majority of these guidelines are from other institutions 

and organisations (such as the British Library, UNESCO, the International Association 

of Sound and Audiovisual Archives, the Archives and Records Association, the Oral 

History Society, the Scottish Council on Archives, and so on), thus signposting existing 

recommendations and standards, rather than describing them anew (Scotland's Sounds 

n.d.). There is also a page providing links to various archive collections currently 

available online, ranging from large-scale national and international collections to smaller 

individual Scottish collections (Scotland's Sounds n.d.). These two pages could be viewed 

as an online networking activity in themselves, building the sound archiving community's 

knowledge of itself via these pages which 'signpost' online resources and digital sound 

collections that are already available. 

 

The idea of developing a comprehensive directory of all sound collections in Scotland is 

one which has been a popular topic of discussion at many of the networks stakeholder 

meetings. As Alistair Bell has frequently pointed out during such discussions, however, 
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the challenge of building such a resource, in such a way as would be practicably useable 

and useful, is that it would involve a great deal of work to develop and to maintain. In 

looking towards the beguiling idea of a 'one-stop' directory which could direct archivists 

and users alike to the location of all relevant sound collections, the stakeholders of the 

Scotland's Sounds network are certainly not alone – an example of a similar desire was 

expressed by the editor of the journal Oral Tradition in a special edition focussing on 

ethnographic archives: 

 

[T]he fact became apparent to us that a searchable database of names, locations, 

and contents of repositories of the world's oral traditions was, as far as could be 

discerned, nowhere to be had. Though the staff consensus that undertaking to 

compile an exhaustive compendium of such archives was out of the question, the 

practical usefulness of a comprehensive rough guide seemed patent (Zemke 2013, 

p.169). 

 

However "practically useful" such directories may seem to be in concept, in reality there 

are already several examples of this type of directory in existence in the UK which are 

difficult to access for different reasons. For example, a directory of sound collections 

gathered by the British Library is available online as a 650+ page pdf document (British 

Library Sounds B, n.d.). Another directory maintained by the organisation 'British and 

Irish Sound Archives' (BISA) is more easily navigable, being presented as a map with 

'pins' indicating the location of different sound collections – but it is far from being 

comprehensive, displaying only 33 collections in Scotland, for instance (BISA n.d.).  

 

A further challenge is the potential "invisibility" of such resources. This was 

demonstrated well by a comment during a discussion I observed at the BISA conference 

of 2017, which was hosted by Scotland's Sounds and the NLS in Edinburgh. A conference 

attendee, whose area of work was in curating exhibitions, explained that she was 

increasingly interested in incorporating sound recordings in her exhibitions, but that she 

often found it frustratingly difficult to find out whether there were any collections relating 

to the local areas she worked in. She asked if there was any such thing as an online 

directory of sound collections, or whether people thought that developing one would be 

a good and useful idea. To this, the head of BISA had to respond, somewhat nonplussed, 

that BISA already offered just such a resource on their website. 
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Notwithstanding these challenges, in mid-2020 Scotland's Sounds did add a fledgling 

directory of sound collections to its website – however, to date it only includes 

descriptions of some nineteen collections: chiefly those that have been digitised as part 

of the UOSH project. As the webpage states, it is "a work in progress at present" 

(Scotland's Sounds n.d.). Organisations and individuals can apply to add their sound 

collections to the directory by requesting a 'collections information' form. 

 

7.2 Building and sustaining the network: a focus on stakeholder meetings 

As described above, one of the main regular activities of the network is to conduct 

stakeholder meetings, which are held three times annually in different locations across 

Scotland. Attending these meetings myself has proven a particularly rich source for 

observing how the network operates. These meetings are open to anyone who has an 

interest in or involvement with working with recorded sound, meaning that the attendees 

often hold a diverse range of knowledge and interests – and equally, a diverse range of 

questions, opinions and challenges regarding how best to handle their particular sound 

collection, project, or situation. 

 

The format of these meetings is often structured around a particular archival theme, such 

as 'collaboration' or 'collecting'. An update on Scotland's Sounds' current projects and 

undertakings is generally given at the outset, and often a guest speaker delivers a 

presentation on a specific project (not necessarily a Scotland's Sounds project) or aspect 

of sound archiving that has some bearing on the meeting's theme. Since the beginning of 

the UOSH project in late 2018, an update on the progress of digitisation and other aspects 

of that project is also shared with the attendees. The remainder of the meeting is generally 

given over to group discussion, during which attendees can raise issues or ask questions 

on any sound-related subject. As this quote from DASG archivist Anna McAskill 

demonstrates, these opportunities for discussion provide a welcome forum within the 

sound archiving community: 

 

I think it's great to have a network where we can all share ideas, issues, you know, 

and have somewhere that we can just discuss things… I think it's really good. 

There are a lot of interesting archives under that umbrella… and we can all learn 

from each other and share – I'm sure there's lots of things that are relevant to 

Gaelic in some archives, and things that are relevant to some of the stories we 

have in other archives as well, so it's good to have a forum to talk about being an 

archivist! Even if you're not an archivist! (Anna McAskill interview, June 2019). 
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Anna's own involvement in working with sound archives professionally was relatively 

new when this interview was conducted – although, as we have seen in previous chapters, 

she had many years of experience of using sound archives as a singer before beginning 

her employment at DASG. Her impressions of the purpose of Scotland's Sounds as a place 

to "talk about being an archivist" therefore gives a good idea of how the network is 

perceived in terms of its focus, while her hope of discovering other "relevant" sound 

collections through interacting with the network gives an indication of how it can operate 

as a place of connection and collaboration. Anna's comment that Scotland's Sounds was 

a useful forum "even if you're not an archivist" was made in the context of an earlier 

conversation we had had about our shared experience of working in sound archives 

despite not being qualified archivists, and having been drawn to work there because of 

the subject matter of the particular archive, not necessarily by an interest in 'archiving' in 

general. This provides a useful demonstration of how the Scotland's Sounds network can 

appeal to a wider range of those working with audio recordings in any capacity, not just 

qualified archivists. It also recalls the discussion in Chapter Six regarding the importance 

of 'non-archivist archive workers' in bringing their own knowledge and expertise into the 

archive environment and, for instance, in effecting interactions between archives and 

users. 

 

The forum for discussion provided by the stakeholder meetings afforded a valuable 

opportunity for me to develop an understanding of the 'ideas and issues' which, in Anna's 

words, were shared within the network – and, in particular, to observe how these 

ultimately relate to the question of access and accessibility of sound archives. For 

example, during one such group discussion at a stakeholder meeting in the Kelvin Hall in 

Glasgow in 2016, a debate arose among participants around the suitability of using the 

audio recording applications currently available on mobile phones to record sound. The 

conversation revealed an interesting divergence of attitudes between sound creators and 

sound archivists over their use. For those present who were working on particular projects 

that involved recording sound, being able to use mobile phones had a democratising 

aspect – they were inexpensive (in the sense that, since many people own or have access 

to mobile phones, this eliminated the need to purchase/provide specialist recording 

equipment); and also, being familiar objects, they were easy for people to know how to 

use. However, for those concerned with archiving sound recordings, concerns were raised 

around longevity issues – that the in-built audio recorders on phones sometimes use 
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unusual or proprietary file formats, and/or record only in low-quality formats, both 

features that could cause problems for future preservation and accessibility. 

 

As this dialogue unfolded, the issue of the intended use of the recorded sound was 

revealed to be an influencing factor. Those present who were working on projects that 

were creating sound recordings were often working with groups of vulnerable people, 

including a radio producer who was working with homeless people, a volunteer who was 

working to record the stories of recent refugees, and an oral history project taking place 

in a small rural community threatened with depopulation. For these individuals, the 

immediate impact on those being recorded was important, and contributed to a sense of 

identity-building in the present. Using phones to achieve that impact had the welcome 

'democratising' aspect described above. The views expressed by those dealing with 

preserving recorded sound, however, tended to stress the value of such recordings as 

having potential importance for understanding current social identities and social change 

in the future. What was interesting to observe here was that ultimately what these two 

views had in common was the theme of accessibility – accessibility to the means to create 

sound recordings here-and-now on the one hand; and ensuring the potential to access and 

re-use those recordings in the future on the other. 

 

As a participant in this discussion, my own response to the idea of using mobile phones 

as recording devices was initially coloured by my having recently undertaken a course in 

digital preservation, which had set out the potential difficulties posed by non-standard or 

low-quality file formats. However, in terms of a practical outcome of this discussion – 

one that attendees, including myself, might take back into their everyday work with sound 

– the suggestion was put forward that considering the archival potential of such digital 

audio recordings can be done at the point of creation. It was pointed out that this need not 

mean that mobile phones cannot or should not be used; but rather that having an 

awareness of the issues affecting the preservability of digital sound files would encourage 

sound creators to take an additional step of converting unusual file formats to more 

standard ones – that is, to 'normalize' the file as part of the recording or post-recording 

process, where: 

 

Normalization is a concept wherein files are converted to standardized formats... 

selected based on considerations about longevity and openness and a 
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corresponding presumption of a lower risk of obsolescence. (Dingwall 2017, 

p.140). 

 

This example of a typical stakeholder meeting discussion demonstrates the ability of the 

Scotland's Sounds network model to provide a forum for attendees to share ideas and to 

develop an understanding of the varying viewpoints, ways of working and also the 

motivations of the many different actors under its wide umbrella of audio creators, audio 

collectors and audio archivists. This discussion also illustrated particularly well the aim 

of Scotland's Sounds to empower participants in the network to consider and find shared 

solutions to the issues facing those caring for sound collections "across the span of the 

whole lifecycle, from creation to archiving and all elements in between," always with an 

emphasis on access, and preserving access (Bell, Lloyd & Harvey 2016). 

 

Another important aspect of these stakeholder meetings, and of the network model as a 

whole, lies in the opportunities they provide for people to simply meet, to make 

connections, and to build relationships. This excerpt from an interview with Amy 

McDonald, the former Engagement & Learning Co-ordinator for the CSS project, 

demonstrates how connections between organisations working in similar fields can 

sometimes be presumed to exist already, but that interactions observed at Scotland's 

Sounds meetings and events can reveal to participants that this is not necessarily the case: 

 

It was lovely to hear about connections, even regional connections which were 

just made on the back of these activities – so, people who, on paper, you might 

assume knew each other and talked to each other – and actually they were meeting 

for the first time. So, you know, it does definitely bring people together (Amy 

McDonald interview, Oct 2018). 

 

A good example I observed of this making of new connections occurred at a stakeholder 

meeting held in Aberdeen in 2017, where the 'theme' of the meeting focussed on 

collecting as an archival activity. During a period of open discussion at the meeting, an 

attendee from Aberdeen museums spoke about an oral history project they were intending 

to embark upon, involving collecting audio recordings among a community of Syrian 

refugees who had recently arrived in the city. They asked if there was anywhere that they 

might seek advice on how to prepare to carry out such a project. One of the responses 

came from an attendee from the Aberdeenshire museum service, who said that they had 

worked on a similar project with Eastern European migrants in the area. From the close 
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geographic proximity of the City of Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire, although they are two 

separate council areas, it might be supposed that one museum service would be aware of 

such a project having been carried out by the other; but this was clearly not the case – in 

fact, it took both being at an event specifically concerned with discussing aspects of sound 

archiving for the connection to be made. Additionally, a member of staff from the 

Elphinstone Institute who attended the meeting suggested that one of their current PhD 

students, who was studying immigration in Aberdeen, might be a useful person to talk to, 

while the Scotland's Sounds staff present also mentioned being able to put them in contact 

with the Refugee Council in Glasgow who had carried out similar collecting projects. 

Thus, by attending this Scotland's Sounds event, the attendee from Aberdeen museums 

had made points of contact with three other organisations that might be able to offer 

advice and support in carrying out their intended project. 

 

Abi Lightbody, sound archivist at DASG, has been a regular participant at Scotland's 

Sounds meetings and events, and we discussed her thoughts and experiences of the 

network at length. She recalled several such connections having been formed through her 

attending stakeholder meetings, which had clearly had a positive practical impact both on 

her role as an archivist and for the DASG archive itself: 

 

For example, it was through Scotland's Sounds that I found out about CREATe 

[the copyright research centre at Glasgow University], and I work at Glasgow 

University and I had no idea about them! I was sitting at one of the meetings, and 

there was a guy from Scran [an educational resource which provides access to 

heritage materials online], I was just sitting next to him, and he said, 'oh you know, 

you'll have been in touch with CREATe', and I was like, 'Who?'… It does take 

things like being at Scotland's Sounds for folk to say, 'Oh, you'll know about this' 

and I think, well no, actually, I don't! So, because of that conversation, I got in 

touch with CREATe, and I met with somebody who was working there at the time. 

And that did just change everything, it just totally changed my attitude to rights 

[…] So it was that kind of thing that I got out of Scotland's Sounds, on top of 

going to events (Abi Lightbody interview, Jun 2019). 

 

The importance of this meeting with CREATe for Abi has been discussed in Chapter 

Five, where it was shown that her conversations about copyright and risk with this 

organisation had helped her enormously in making decisions around making the DASG 

sound collections available online. This conversation provides a clear example of the kind 

of connection-building that Amy McDonald described as being a particular strength of 

the Scotland's Sounds network model. As Amy observed, since both DASG and CREATe 
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are based at the University of Glasgow, it might easily be 'assumed' that each would be 

aware of the other, and yet they had in fact had no contact with each other –there was no 

awareness that the other existed until a chance conversation with a third party at a 

Scotland's Sounds stakeholder meeting. 

 

Another similar example of making valuable connections through the network's 

stakeholder meetings was related by Abi Lightbody. She told me how she became aware 

of a recent donation of a collection of recordings created by the late Gaelic scholar Roy 

Wentworth through attending a stakeholder meeting, and how this led to a productive 

collaboration between DASG and UOSH:  

 

It's just the folk you meet, and you hear what they're working on, different 

projects. The most recent example was [a stakeholder meeting in] Gairloch: me 

finding out that Gairloch Museum has given UOSH Roy Wentworth's recordings 

[…] because his family just gave us his recordings on cassettes, so we were at the 

stage of going 'right, how can we get these digitised?' Whereas now we know 

UOSH are going to be digitising the material, so now we can work together. We 

can do the subtitles and transcription, and they can digitise and catalogue […] So 

you know, if I hadn't come to Gairloch, I would have had no idea, and we would 

have been digitising the same material up the hill as they're digitising down the 

hill! So it's just, it's keeping everyone in touch with each other that are working 

with these kind of materials that, yes, it's really saved us a couple of times and 

pointed us in the right direction (Abi Lightbody interview, Jun 2019).  

 

In saying that "we would have been digitising the same material up the hill as theyre 

digitising down the hill", Abi was referring to the fact that DASG, at the University of 

Glasgow, is situated very near to the Kelvin Hall, where the UOSH digitising hub is 

based. While both had recently taken in collections of Gaelic recordings created by Roy 

Wentworth – possibly even identical copies of the same recordings; one donated to DASG 

by his family, the other given by Gairloch Museum (where he had worked) to the UOSH 

project for digitisation – neither organisation was aware that this was the case until 

hearing about it at a Scotland's Sounds meeting. As Abi observed, this helped prevent a 

potential duplication of work by the two organisations, giving them instead a chance to 

work collaboratively and more efficiently on the recordings (with the permission of the 

collections owners, of course). Abi went on to discuss how such a collaboration will 

potentially lead to an enhancement of the collection from both organisations' 

perspectives: DASG can enrich the accessibility of the collection through their linguistic 

and cultural knowledge of Gaelic, while the UOSH hub will enable digitisation of the 
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material to the highest standard, and ultimately provide multiple opportunities for online 

access of the collection. 

 

A further benefit of the network model was highlighted by this conversation, in that Abi 

mentioned how it provided opportunities for participants to find out useful information 

about sound recordings held by other organisations or individuals: 

 

You know, it was the quick conversations as you're going out the door and 

someone said something, where you went 'oh, you've got that, no way!' Or, 

sometimes folk then contact us asking for Gaelic help, saying 'we've got this and 

we don't know what it is, can you tell us?'… It's good for us to be known of as a 

Gaelic 'help centre' for folk that have recordings [...] We're sort of there with our 

wee Gaelic fishing rod, looking out for any Gaelic recordings! And yeah, we'll 

say, 'we can help you with that if you let us add it to the archive,' and it'll then feed 

into the dictionary. Because the more recordings we get, the more thorough the 

dictionary is going to be, the more local dialects it's going to have. So yeah, it's 

definitely the network of people that was the most useful thing, definitely. It helps 

a lot (Abi Lightbody interview, June 2019). 

 

Abi's comment here that, as a representative of DASG, she attends Scotland's Sounds 

meetings "with our wee Gaelic fishing rod," indicates that, through being part of the 

network, DASG is able to build up a larger picture of Gaelic language audio collections 

held by different organisations that they might otherwise have remained unaware of. As 

the primary aim of DASG is to build a corpus and dictionary of the Gaelic language, the 

network therefore helps them to further this aim by broadening their awareness of 

collections that they might be able to incorporate in some way into their work. Anna 

McAskill expressed a similar view of the value of making such connections through 

Scotland's Sounds in her quote at section 7.2 above, when she described the potential for 

discovering other Gaelic collections, or that other sound archives might find something 

of value in what DASG hold for their own collections: "I'm sure there's lots of things that 

are relevant to Gaelic in some archives, and things that are relevant to some of the stories 

we have in other archives as well". 

 

In addition to the benefit of the network to DASG as an archive, Abi Lightbody also 

reflected how attending Scotland's Sounds events had benefitted her as an individual who 

works in the archival environment. She had spoken earlier in the interview about the 

"fear" and "worry" that she felt when she was not sure whether something should be made 
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available online due to lack of clarity over permissions for use. This issue, as we saw in 

detail in Chapter Five, can create a barrier to access because it can impede decisions about 

whether to make material available to users, which in turn can cause a stem in the flow 

of the traditional knowledge contained on the recordings. However, through her coming 

to know about CREATe at a Scotland's Sounds event, she was able to reach out to another 

individual in the network, whose sharing of expert advice on the matter of permissions 

brought about a change in her own attitude and understanding on this issue. This had a 

beneficial practical outcome for DASG, in that DASG's approach to permissions and 

making audio recordings available has, since then, been informed by a new understanding 

that developed through their relationship with CREATe. Moreover, Abi reflected how her 

own new-found confidence in thinking about copyright and permissions issues had 

developed her attitude towards her own role as an archivist, in such a way as to help her 

make easier and better-informed decisions about allowing online access to certain 

recordings. 

 

Abi's interaction with CREATe provides an excellent example of this type of 

'independent' interaction within the network as one of the ways in which the network 

'works'. Indeed, this 'independent' connectivity and collaboration between participants is 

a key aspect of how the network is intended to function, as demonstrated by a further 

quote from Amy MacDonald:  

 

What was also happening at those events was that people were speaking to each 

other, not just to Alistair [Bell] and me, but to each other, and new connections 

were being enabled that way that could be completely independent of us. And I 

think that's the true, well, that's when a network really works, is when it doesn't 

always connect back to a central hub – it's kind of operating independently. And 

that's what it's really keen to foster, just lots of opportunities for discussion and 

collaboration, in lots of different parts of Scotland (Amy McDonald interview, 

Oct 2018). 

 

This element of the ethos that guides the network is emphasised by the oft-repeated 

message delivered by Alistair Bell during stakeholder meetings, that the Scotland's 

Sounds network and its activities are co-ordinated by the National Library of Scotland, 

not led by it. Surveys (such as the one carried out at the end of the CSS project, described 

above) provide an overall indication that knowledge of, and confidence in dealing with, 

sound collections has been improved through the activities of the network. My own 

findings on such connections being made, as illustrated in the examples above, certainly 
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add to this impression – suggesting that a future exercise aimed at speaking more widely 

to a large number of attendees at the network's stakeholder meetings, to gather more 

examples of these chance encounters and the connections built thereby, would be useful 

to further develop understanding of the extent of the impact that the network is having on 

archivist's working decisions and roles in a more general sense.  

 

7.3 Critical reflections on the network model 

While interviews with network participants therefore suggest that Scotland's Sound has 

built a stronger sound archiving community – one which is more 'self-aware' and that is 

also functioning independently as a network of practice – the fieldwork carried out for 

this thesis also suggested that there is still some lack of clarity around what Scotland's 

Sounds 'is', and what its aims are, even among individuals who have been closely involved 

in its network activities. This section considers some more critical reflections on the 

Scotland's Sounds model, also drawn from the interviews I conducted in the course of my 

research in relation to traditional song and archives. It should be noted that these 

comments naturally reveal something of the individual interviewees' own particular 

priorities and understandings, and that my research did not survey reflections of the 

network from network participants more generally, so these comments cannot therefore 

be taken necessarily to reflect an overall consensus of opinion or impressions of the 

network. However, given that the network is purposefully built of and between such 

individuals, it is certainly worthwhile to examine some of the ways that those involved 

with the network might wish for it to be different. 

 

Firstly, Steve Byrne reflected that he thought that Scotland's Sounds, and particularly the 

CSS project, had missed an opportunity to bring the network and its aims much more 

visibly into the general public consciousness:  

 

I think I would find it difficult to describe to somebody in the street as to what it 

is! Erm, you know, because you would have hoped – and obviously it's all to do 

with the finite nature of funding and all sorts of things – but you would have hoped 

it would have become a big 'badge'. That people would have ultimately known, 

right, 'I've got these old tapes, what do I do with them? I'll get in touch with 

Scotland's Sounds,' and Scotland's Sounds can say, 'here's what to do.' (Steve 

Byrne interview, June 2019).  
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Steve's comment suggests that he feels there is a lack of public 'visibility' of Scotland's 

Sounds, and, for him, a lack of clarity of message about what it is and what it does. His 

comment regarding the effect of the "finite nature of funding" (once the CSS project came 

to an end) indicates that he is familiar with the difficulties around sustaining initiatives 

beyond an initial period of funding. Steve went on to relate how he, as someone who 

regularly works closely with local and community-based song projects, was frequently 

approached by people who had audio recordings of various types, asking for advice on 

how to look after them, how to digitise them, or trying to find a suitable home for them. 

He clearly felt that Scotland's Sounds had not focussed enough on 'badging' itself as an 

organisation that could offer this type of advice or assistance to 'the man on the street'. 

He went on to consider: 

 

Is there a role for Scotland's Sounds to be promoting those kinds of services, if 

not offering them itself? I mean it's getting it into the public consciousness that 

it's, you know, these recordings [on formats like audio cassette tapes] are at risk 

obviously […] There's almost a visibility problem […] but a big project like that 

[the CSS project], that really should have been an obvious outcome: that there's 

more public awareness about what to do with this archive material (Steve Byrne 

interview, June 2019). 

 

His comment that he wondered whether Scotland's Sounds could be "promoting those 

kinds of services" was notable, as this is in fact one of the key messages that is often 

communicated at stakeholder meetings and via email newsletters: that anyone can reach 

out to Scotland's Sounds for advice of any nature in connection with archival sound 

material. However, Steve clearly felt that this message was not getting 'out there', beyond 

the network of people already 'in the know,' and into the public consciousness. He went 

on to suggest that the needs of community organisations and interested individuals could 

be better addressed if Scotland's Sounds were to continue to provide training in key areas, 

such as digitisation, as it had done during the CSS project. Beyond this, he also felt that 

if Scotland's Sounds were to produce a series of simple guidelines and standards, this 

would go some way towards enabling people to care for collections themselves: 

 

That is another interesting process, is how do you skill communities up to do it 

themselves? And I think what would be interesting too is some clear and simple 

guidance on, say, digitisation processes and standards. Because I – even me! – as 

a relatively professional person with sound technology expertise, I'm using 

standards that I find elsewhere, from oral history societies in the States or 

whatever. There isn't really an easy-to-access standard, and an organisation like 



 

181 

 

Scotland's Sounds should really be saying: if you want to digitise it yourself, do 

this that and that, and digitise it at this resolution, and back it up in this way. Then, 

really simple, two sides of paper could do that (Steve Byrne interview, June 2019). 

 

The relationship between Scotland's Sounds and the NLS also sat slightly uneasily with 

Steve: he could perceive that there was a certain benefit to be derived from the connection 

with a prestigious national institution, but that there was also the potential for it to have a 

distancing effect: 

 

I think there's definitely a status about the NLS saying, 'here we are, we're going 

to help you and make you feel good about that' in communities. You know, it's 

the equivalent of communities having their stories published in a book, you know, 

the community feels brilliant about it […] and there's a real community value to 

that […] But I think that the NLS saying, 'we're going to work with you to do this,' 

that doesn't necessarily mean that the automatic answer should be […] to say 'get 

in touch with us.' Because actually, if they did it the other way around, and said 

'here's how to do it yourself,' I think that that's going to have to be the key. Because 

otherwise we're still going to be talking about this in fifteen years, because we 

need to democratise this back to people. (Steve Byrne interview, June 2019). 

 

The idea that the actions of the Scotland's Sounds network are not necessarily managing 

to make connections with communities 'beyond the network' was also evident during my 

interview with Abi Lightbody. We have seen how vital the connections that she had made 

through the network had been to her own practice, as a professional individual working 

with sound. She also recounted how attending the 'Knowledge Exchange' training events 

as part of CSS, and advice offered to her by Alistair Bell, had been invaluable in the 

development of the DASG sound archive, and furthermore she had borrowed equipment 

from Scotland's Sounds in order to be able to carry out some public outreach activities 

herself. However, she confessed to being a little disappointed at some events and meetings 

(of which she was a frequent attendee) that there were not more participants from local 

communities in attendance. For example, she recalled how, in June 2019, Scotland's 

Sounds held one of its three annual stakeholder meetings in the Highland township of 

Gairloch in Wester Ross. This location was selected as part of Scotland's Sounds' 

commitment to ensuring that these meetings are held in a variety of geographical locations 

in order to enable a larger number of stakeholders to attend. On this occasion, however, 

it was also selected due to the fact that the recently-refurbished local heritage museum in 

Gairloch was giving a sound collection to UOSH to be digitised in Glasgow (as we saw 

mentioned in section 7.2 above). Holding the meeting in Gairloch therefore allowed the 
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UOSH team to combine attending the meeting with safely collecting the materials that 

were to be digitised. Abi had observed some interactions at this meeting which caused 

her to wonder about whether the network was really delivering on its aims to connect with 

local communities and to engage users with their sound heritage: 

 

That was great, but it was the whole attitude to being there that I found quite, em, 

interesting. I even heard somebody from Scotland's Sounds say to somebody 

there, 'oh, do you actually live here?' […] So it was fair enough that we went there, 

but overall, there wasn't that many local Gairloch folk there. You wonder how 

much advertising there was. So, we know, because we're in the network, and we 

go to these places, but if you're actually from there, well, it just seemed there 

wasn't lots of folk from Gairloch that were interested… So that was missing (Abi 

Lightbody interview, June 2019).  

 

The result of this relative lack of connection with the local community (the only attendee 

of the meeting who was from Gairloch was a member of staff from the museum – every 

other attendee had travelled to be there) meant that Abi felt that holding the meeting there 

had been "tokenistic" and "a bit ticky-boxy" and that ultimately: 

 

In terms of the content of the meeting and why we were there, it was like, this 

could've been anywhere! Get local folk involved, if you are going to be a network 

that really cares about the Highlands and 'remote' archives. Get them involved. 

Don't just go and do the meetings in the places (Abi Lightbody interview, June 

2019).  

 

This 'tick-box' attitude to holding the meeting in Gairloch was arguably further amplified 

by the language of the email newsletter that was circulated to the Scotland's Sounds 

network later that month, which included this description of the meeting: 

 

The team ventured north last week to Gairloch, where we collected the Gairloch 

Heritage Museum sound collection for Unlocking Our Sound Heritage (UOSH) 

and whilst we were there, we squeezed in a stakeholder engagement meeting 

(Scotland's Sounds e-Newsletter, June 2019)  

 

Various elements of the language of this statement seem to chime with Abi Lightbody's 

feeling that the meeting had been "tokenistic" – saying that the meeting had been 

"squeezed in" in addition to collecting the audio collection certainly does tend to give the 

impression that it was not a priority. Along similar lines to Steve Byrne's observations 

above, the risk of a sense of 'distancing' is exacerbated here by the reference to "the team", 
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and that they had "ventured north" – as though it is to be implicitly understood that 

Scotland's Sounds consists of a specific set of people who are based in the more 'central' 

location of the Kelvin Hall in Glasgow, rather than comprising a distributed network of 

interested and equal stakeholders from across the country. The danger of conflating the 

actions of the specific UOSH project with the wider aims of the Scotland's Sounds 

network was also evident here, contributing to a lack of clarity of messaging regarding 

what Scotland's Sounds is. As Abi Lightbody remarked, regarding the impression she had 

had about the aims and intentions of UOSH, and how this came across to her as a member 

of the wider network: 

 

It's difficult, and it is because – with this whole UOSH thing, they have their 

targets and they have to digitise so much – it is going to come across to us just 

now like they're going through a phase of just, 'nabbing' stuff, because they've got 

to hit their targets. And there are very good intentions behind those targets, I get 

why they're there. Yeah, wow, it's complicated, isn't it! (Abi Lightbody interview, 

June 2019). 

 

By acknowledging the complexity of the situation, Abi clearly did not wish to comment 

negatively on the work of UOSH as such; but, at the same time, it is clear that she felt, at 

that point in time, that Scotland's Sounds as a network had lost some clarity of purpose, 

and indeed appeal. 

 

A final critical observation regarding the Scotland's Sounds network came from Fiona 

Mackenzie at Canna House. As we will see in the following chapter, Fiona had delivered 

a community song project on Canna which was funded and supported by the CSS project, 

and this comment is taken from an interview which took place around two years after that 

community project had concluded. In response to my enquiry as to whether she felt that 

she was a 'part' of the Scotland's Sounds network, and whether she felt engaged in the 

network's aims and activities, she responded: "I would like to think that I feel part of it, 

but I think just due to geographical location, I feel kind of isolated from it" (Fiona 

Mackenzie interview, June 2019). Despite receiving the regular Scotland's Sounds 

newsletter, and despite having taken part in network-led activities, it was clearly difficult 

even for the 'distributed network' model that Scotland's Sounds aims to achieve to 

overcome the sense of isolation for someone located at a 'remote' archive like Canna. 
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Interestingly, during the course of my research, the entirely unexpected restrictions 

created during the coronavirus pandemic of 2020-21 introduced a possible means to 

overcome some elements of the isolation and disconnect that interviewees described in 

relation to the network's activities. In January 2021, Scotland's Sounds held its first online 

stakeholder meeting via the video-conferencing application, Zoom, which was extremely 

well attended by participants from all over Scotland – including Fiona from Canna. 

Although this format restricted capability to hold the open group discussions which are 

usually an important feature of the meetings, as well as the 'chance conversations' which, 

as we have seen, participants so value, a dozen participants were able to share samples 

from the audio collections or projects that they were currently working on for all present 

to listen to. Using the messaging feature of the web-conference platform, people were 

able to post questions at any time during the meeting and to interact with each other in 

this way, for instance to provide information and links to their own work, or to direct 

people towards sources of advice or support that they had found useful. These links and 

comments were then collated by the current Scotland's Sounds Co-ordinator and 

circulated via an e-newsletter. The success of this meeting, in terms of high attendance 

and a palpable sense of enjoyment in 'being together' despite the difficulties of the Covid-

19 lockdown measures, suggests that continuing at least some meetings in this online 

format in the future may be worth consideration for the network. However, as Fiona 

Mackenzie was keen to stress during our interview, she felt that only being in touch online 

was not a viable solution, and she continues to place a high value on the opportunity to 

meet face-to-face with people, and to travel to other archival locations when possible. 

With this in mind, she suggested that one way which might remedy her feeling of isolation 

from the network would be to bring the network to Canna:  

 

If there was a way of being able to ameliorate that isolation somehow, you know, 

maybe in future, it might be possible to have a meeting here, for example […] It's 

all very well hearing about an archive, a certain archive somewhere, but seeing it 

in its actual locality is a completely different thing. (Fiona Mackenzie interview, 

June 2019). 

 

7.4 Attitudes to access and engagement as a priority for the network 

We have seen above that the activities of the UOSH project, although similar in some 

respects to CSS, had not, in the experience of interviewees, really 'replaced' the sense of 

network-building that CSS had fostered. It was also evident that some participants felt 

uncertain about the future of the network following the end of the CSS project. In this 
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regard, following her comment above about feeling isolated from the wider Scotland's 

Sounds network, Fiona Mackenzie continued by expressing how she felt that CSS had 

built the network to a stage where people were "kind of aware of it," but wondered: 

 

Where does it go after that, for a second stage? […] I mean, I'm not really sure 

where the project is all heading now. Because it's all kind of changing, I think, 

isn't it? (Fiona Mackenzie interview, June 2019).  

 

In 2019, a network-wide activity was instigated that aimed to provide a renewed sense of 

progress and to collectively develop a plan for the future of Scotland's Sounds. In this 

final section of this chapter, I draw out some reflections from my own participant-

observation of this collaborative, network-wide discussion, which was held with the aim 

of revisiting and re-defining the key principles and priorities that those involved with the 

network felt it should encompass, building on the original 'Strategic Vision' document 

produced in 2013. It therefore provided a valuable opportunity for me to hear in some 

detail the view of participants in the network beyond those of my specific interviewees, 

and in a more 'formal' group network setting than my one-to-one interviews. My interest 

here, in particular, is to draw out some observations on what this discussion revealed 

about prevailing views and attitudes among these participants – regarding their priorities 

for the network, the responsibilities held by those in archival roles, and specifically the 

place and importance of accessibility of archival material and the public engagement of 

users, within the broader context of the network's strategic priorities. I will then consider 

how this compares with the perspectives of traditional singers, as explored in previous 

chapters, regarding the use of archival material and the importance of archives in 

traditional singing practices in Scotland.  

 

The full process of reconsidering Scotland's Sounds' strategic vison – which culminated 

in the publication of a new 'Principles and Priorities' document in 2019 (Scotland's Sounds 

2019) – took place over various stages of consultation within the network. The first stage 

involved an email survey distributed to the network mailing list, asking contributors to 

rank a series of sixteen statements about different potential priorities of the network in 

order of importance. The survey also invited further comments and questions. This survey 

was then complemented by a group discussion exercise conducted at a stakeholder 

meeting that I explore in some detail below, whereby meeting attendees were presented 

with the same sixteen statements and similarly asked to rank them in order of relative 
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importance to what they felt the network should prioritise going forward. The input to the 

survey and discussion were then both used to draft a new vision statement for the network, 

with further comments and feedback on the draft document being invited via the mailing 

list before it was eventually finalised and published. 

 

The participants at the stakeholder meeting at which these principles and priorities were 

discussed, as is typical for Scotland's Sounds stakeholder meetings, comprised 

participants with various different connections to working with sound collections. I had 

been asked by Alistair Bell to help facilitate a discussion with a group of attendees at the 

event. The group which I facilitated reflected the makeup of the participants in general, 

in that they represented a range of different connections with and vantage points on 

working with archival sound collections. My role as facilitator was to listen to their 

opinions on each of the sixteen statements, encourage discussion that would enable the 

group to decide on the order of priorities together, to record comments and to report back 

to the wider group of participants on the results.  

 

Of the sixteen statements that were to be ranked, roughly five directly described ways in 

which Scotland's Sounds might encourage and enable the access and use of sound 

collections by different audiences and communities. These were: 'public engagement', 

'creative re-use', 'making sound available online', 'learning' and 'skills development'. The 

last two of these were specifically related to a potential focus on developing links to 

educational institutions and curricula, for instance by providing resources for schools 

based on sound collections, or creating formal collaborative training opportunities for 

working with sound archives through schools, further education and/or higher education. 

The full text of each statement which the group had to discuss and rank can be seen in 

Table 7.1. 

 

As the order of priority fell into place in the course of the discussion, it became clear that 

there was a strong focus on prioritising archival processes such as digitisation and 

preservation, while the statements which related to engaging users with archives were 

tending to be ranked the lowest in importance. The top three priorities agreed upon were: 

'digitisation', 'digital preservation', and 'finding storage solutions', which were ranked 

roughly equal in importance, with 'making sound available online' also hovering 

somewhere close to this top bracket. Immediately below these top priorities was a 

statement regarding 'knowledge exchange' – essentially that Scotland's Sounds should 
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seek to continue to offer training events for people working with sound collections, as the 

CSS project had done. Meanwhile, towards the bottom of the scale were grouped the 

statements regarding 'public engagement', 'learning', 'skills development', and the 

'creative re-use of sound collections. Only the idea of creating a physical 'Scotland's 

Sounds hub' was placed lower than this group, mainly due to a consensus of concerns 

over the resources this would require and how difficult it would be to select an appropriate 

and agreeable location for such a hub, given the geographical spread of the network.  

 

Thus, of the five statements which directly addressed the potential use of sound 

collections, only the idea of 'making collections available online' was considered as a top 

priority. This seemed to suggest that the priorities of this group reflected a viewpoint 

often identified as a concern in the literature on archival access, namely that providing 

digital access can be seen as an easy and sufficient route to improving accessibility - 

where accessibility is implicitly viewed as a by-product of digitising audio recordings in 

order to preserve them, rather than as an objective that requires direct attention and 

prioritisation in its own right. As Reed comments in this rather strongly-worded 

observation: 

 

Within the workplace, potentially in the public mind… and rather disturbingly 

within archive institutions themselves, the simplification that digitisation equals 

access is often sloppily to the fore (Reed 2014, p.123). 

 

When I asked participants, as part of the group discussion, why it might be that enabling 

people to make use of the sound collections seemed to be falling at the lower end of the 

list of priorities, one of the group responded: "well, without doing all of this first 

[gesturing to higher-ranked digitisation priorities], you can't make the collections 

accessible." The emphasis here was clearly being placed on archival processes as, first 

and foremost, a means to preserve and care for sound collections; while the objective of 

achieving accessibility to, and use of, archival materials was accordingly seen as a 

secondary consideration. No participant expressed the view that accessibility and public 

use of materials should also be seen as a top priority, or that these objectives could inform 

and be integrated with the development of such archival processes from the outset. 

Instead, as the order presented in Table 7.1 indicates, the overall sense was that collections 

must be looked after and preserved first; then archivists and other heritage professionals 

must be supported to look after them, through an intra-archival sharing of knowledge and  
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MOST IMPORTANT DESCENDING IN IMPORTANCE → LEAST IMPORTANT 

Digitisation: ensure 

there is a service… 

that will be available 

for the sector, so that 

as many vulnerable 

collections can be 

digitised within the 

next decade as 

possible. 

Knowledge Exchange 

run events where 

people share 

knowledge and skills... 

and maintain a service 

of guidance through 

the network in 

published guides and 

an enquiries service. 

Raising the profile of 

sound heritage in 

Scotland: run 

focussed campaigns… 

engage high-profile 

influencers and 

decision-makers to 

raise the profile of 

Scotland's Sounds. 

Sharing Data: find 

ways to connect 

information about our 

collections to allow 

people to cross-search 

across the collections. 

Award Grants: 

source funding in 

order to have a 'small 

grant process' enabling 

organisations and 

individuals to fund 

small projects to open 

up their collections. 

Creative Re-use: 

create and offer 

opportunities for 

people to be creative 

with sound collections. 

Scotland's Sounds 

Hub: create a physical 

space with facilities to 

showcase collections 

to the public to access 

Scotland's Sounds. 

Digital Preservation: 

find solutions to 

ensure that digitised 

and born-digital 

collections are 

digitally preserved. 

  Collecting: set up a 

collecting consortium 

within the network... 

to ensure collections 

without a home will 

find somewhere to go. 

Support small 

projects funding: 

offer guidance and 

support to 

organisations seeking 

funding. 

Learning: explore and 

build a suite of 

resources… for sound 

to be used as part of 

the Curriculum for 

Excellence. 

 

Finding Storage 

Solutions: find 

physical and digital 

space across network 

to house new and 

existing sound 

collections. that have 

no long-term suitable 

home. 

   Large project 

funding: identify, 

scope and apply for 

large-scale national or 

themed projects to 

improve care and 

access to sound. 

Skills Development: 

develop long-term 

formal training 

opportunities delivered 

by experts, in 

collaboration with 

SQA, FE and HE. 

 

Making sound 

available online: find 

key partners to provide 

sustainable access 

online ensuring we 

have as much digitally 

available as we can. 

    Public Engagement: 

run a regular program 

of events & activities, 

connecting sound 

collections to local or 

specialised 

communities of users. 

 

Table 7.1: Table of 'priority statements' set out in the order that resulted from group discussion. Items listed in the same column were grouped as being of nearly 

equal importance, with the highest in each 'grouping' placed at the top of the column. 
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resource; then funding must be sought to support all these activities; and only then could 

or should ways of encouraging access be considered.  

 

Similar attitudes were also in evidence during this discussion when the conversation did 

turn to the issue of engaging with archive users. One archivist from a prominent institution 

offered the opinion that "if you can put things online, people will find you – people that 

are interested will find you." This comment revealed an element of a 'build it and they 

will come' attitude, suggesting a reliance on the type of assumption mentioned above, that 

"digitisation is seen as an efficient way to disseminate archive collections" (Skot 2018, 

p.324). Compare this approach with comments to the contrary from interviews with 

singers – that is, archive users – in previous chapters: for instance the comment in Chapter 

Six made by Gillebride MacMillan, that if a consideration of potential user needs is not 

built-in to the design of digital online resources from the outset, they "might just as well 

be in a box." 

 

As noted above, the wider process of reviewing the network's strategic priorities at this 

time involved an email survey distributed to the network mailing list. At the time that the 

network-wide survey responses were returned, I was carrying out my work placement at 

the Kelvin Hall (as described in my autobiography section in Chapter Two). As part of 

my role there, I was given access to the survey results and invited to discuss them with 

Alistair Bell and the then Scotland's Sounds co-ordinator, Angie Cook. Looking back at 

the notes that I made in preparation for this discussion, I see that I highlighted the fact 

that the first two priorities selected were, in line with the discussion at the stakeholder 

meeting, those concerning 'digitisation' and 'digital preservation'. The five statements 

concerning various aspects of archive access and use were ranked higher and more 

disparately spread out than they had been by the stakeholders at the meeting, as follows: 

'making material available online' (seventh); 'creative re-use' (eighth); 'public 

engagement' (twelfth). 'Learning' and 'skills development', the two statements which 

proposed building links with formal education in order to promote the use of archives in 

educational settings, came thirteenth and fifteenth, respectively. Thus, although the exact 

order of priority differed from that agreed upon during the stakeholder meeting group 

exercise, a similar trend was evident: only one of the statements regarding encouraging 

archival accessibility for users and active use of materials by them was in the 'top half' of 
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the sixteen; and again, this was the statement regarding digital access ('making sound 

available online'). The remaining four fell, once again, into the bottom half of priorities. 

 

In combination, the opinions offered during the stakeholder group discussion together 

with the survey results indicate that the activity of 'sound archiving' continues, in general, 

to be thought of in a way that is separate to, or at least prior to, 'sound archive use'. The 

fact that the consideration of ways to enable, encourage and engage users to access the 

materials tended to be ranked towards being 'least' in importance among archival 

priorities, suggests that prevailing attitudes in the sector are not, or at least not yet, aligned 

with the understanding found in some of the literature we have seen – that "access is the 

raison d'être of an archive" (Lance 1978, p.29), and that "use should come first because 

it [is] the goal, while other functions such as acquisition, description and preservation 

[are] means by which the goal would be reached" (McCausland 2017, p.239). 

As McCausland has observed, a certain disjunction in attitudes regarding the strategic 

priorities of archives is not a new phenomenon, and is one that may have its source in the 

way that the functions of archives have developed historically: 

 

[A]rchival public programming emerged later than other functions such as 

description, appraisal, and preservation in the mid- to late twentieth century. 

Initially, it was not recognized as a function… [even though] [a]dvocates for 

public programs repeatedly claimed that public programs were indeed core 

functions and should be recognized as such, especially since they were aligned to 

organizational missions and they were directed at improving the relationship 

between archives and their publics (ibid.). 

 

It is certainly the case that such "alignment with organisational mission" is evident in the 

final 'Principles and Priorities' document that was published by Scotland's Sounds in 2019 

following the network-wide input described above. Although the stakeholder group 

discussion and survey had revealed a low ranking of public use and engagement as 

priorities, the importance of developing the accessibility of sound archives in order that 

people can access and use them is nevertheless integrated as a prominent value and 

ambition throughout this document. In its section on 'priorities', the original sixteen 

statements have been conflated to four key focus points: 'Preserve', 'Connect', 'Collect' 

and 'Fund', notably with no indication that any of these priorities takes precedence over 

any other. Some specific examples of the focus on accessibility and engaging with users 

within the document include: 
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Whilst sharing responsibility for sustainable access to our sound collections for 

the benefit of the public, the network also aims to proactively increase engagement 

with Scotland's sound heritage by promoting creativity and re-use where possible 

(Scotland's Sounds 2019, p.2) 

 

'Principle 2': Sound is an engaging format. We must make our sounds accessible 

and available as widely as possible… we should help people to use them, re-use 

them and work with them creatively (Op. Cit., p.4). 

  

'Connect': Use our collections to create focused public campaigns to raise the 

profile of our work across Scotland. Inspire local public engagement and 

creativity with sound collections by sharing guidance, ideas and resources with 

stakeholders (Op. Cit., p.6). 

 

The prominent inclusion of this aspect of archival responsibility despite the low 'ranking' 

accorded to such concepts in the survey and discussion results can perhaps be attributed 

to the written feedback that some survey respondents provided. For example, Steve Byrne 

commented during my interview with him that he had included statements to the effect 

that he felt the network should do more to ensure interaction and engagement with archive 

users and with communities in his response to the survey. It should be emphasised, 

moreover, that this document is not simply paying lip service to the value of accessibility 

and use of the network's archives. Public engagement has been, and continues to be, 

something which is actively undertaken by Scotland's Sounds in a range of ways, and 

indeed Chapter Eight will take a look at some of its specific public engagement projects 

which have been focused around traditional song. 

 

However, the evidence above of a consistent and persistent 'preserve first / engage later' 

attitude, which is apparently shared quite broadly among stakeholders in the network, is 

a point that is certainly worth reflecting on. Ericson has argued that "introspective, 

custodial thinking where use always came last in the list of archival functions [has been] 

a factor in the poor status of outreach within the profession" (Ericson 1990, quoted in 

McCausland 2017, p.239). The thinking observed among Scotland's Sounds stakeholders 

could by no means fairly be described as purely "introspective" and "custodial" in nature; 

and the intention here is certainly not to suggest that the outreach activity of the network 

could fairly be described as "poor". It remains, though, that there may be room to consider 

whether the place of accessibility, use and engagement is currently forefronted 
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sufficiently by the network, in practice as well as in vision; and whether a greater 

prioritisation of these functions might help address some of the challenges and criticisms 

we have seen voiced by some users of the network in section 7.3 above. 

 

7.5 Conclusions 

This chapter has examined some of the main activities of the Scotland's Sounds network 

in providing support and connection across the sound archiving sector in Scotland. It has 

discussed how the approach taken by Scotland's Sounds has supported the establishment 

of a distributed network or 'community of practice' that, through centrally co-ordinated 

collaborative working and the provision of advice, support and connection, enhances 

participants' abilities to tackle various issues and challenges facing those working with 

archival sound collections. From the evidence considered in this chapter, it can be said 

that Scotland's Sounds provides an innovative example of a network approach that aspires 

to achieve very similar outcomes to what Bastian describes here: 

 

The cultural archive is not a different physical space – a new archive – but rather 

part of the archival continuum that archivists work within already... Our cultural 

archive weaves seamlessly between past and present… and mediates within local 

and national creators. It supports collective memory and communal identity as it 

embraces an inclusive societal provenance that considers all the elements that are 

essential for the full societal record (Bastian 2013, p.130). 

 

An examination of discussions at Scotland's Sounds stakeholder meetings has shown how 

this collaborative model has indeed had an inclusive and positive impact upon those 

working with sound collections in Scotland. It has clearly had an impact in terms of 

developing participants' confidence and knowledge, and through facilitating the exchange 

of support and advice – including through instances of 'chance conversations' which can 

lead to enhanced knowledge, awareness and the building of useful connections between 

participants and other relevant third parties. We have also seen that, from the perspective 

of archive users, this 'distributed archive' model is attractive from the point of view of 

equitable access and enabling collections to remain in their originating communities. In 

this regard, the Scotland's Sounds approach may be said to have brought about the mutual 

benefits that Flinn has noted of active engagement between institutional heritage 

organisations and community-based sound collection holders: 
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The benefits of partnership and outreach should flow both ways, with advice, 

experience and knowledge benefitting both partners. The aim of such partnerships 

will be to raise awareness of the value of archives and ultimately to ensure the 

preservation and sustainability of important community heritage collections 

(Flinn 2007, p.169). 

 

However, we have also seen evidence of some challenges that the network continues to 

face, some criticisms of aspects of its approach, and something of a disjunction between 

some of the priorities in Scotland's Sounds vision and the attitudes towards those priorities 

expressed by some of the network's stakeholders. In this respect, Scotland's Sounds, 

notwithstanding its successes, can still be said to be falling short in some areas of the ideal 

of the "cultural archive" as described by Bastian above.  

 

Critical reflections from interviewees, who had been involved with the network's 

activities from different vantage points, raise this point in different ways. Firstly, there 

was a perception that Scotland's Sounds is not yet visible enough in the public 

consciousness, so that many local community archives may not yet be engaging with it. 

Secondly, it was remarked that the network's activities are not yet focused enough on 

skilling up users to 'do things themselves', so that its full potential to 'redress the balance 

of power' between 'mainstream' archives and community archives (as noted at the start of 

this chapter) is not yet being fulfilled. Thirdly, we saw that the reach that the network 

does have with community archives can tend to appear as "tokenistic" in some cases, and 

also that even archival participants who are actively engaged in the network can feel 

isolated and unclear as to where the network is headed next – suggesting that the defining 

notion of the network as being co-ordinated, but not led or directed by, any one central 

institution is not necessarily understood or appreciated by all network stakeholders.  

 

This is not to say that Scotland's Sounds is perceived to have an intentionally 'top-down' 

or centralising approach. It is clear from interviewees that it is appreciated that the 

network does already engage with heritage organisations on every level, from the local 

and 'remote' to the national and 'centralised'. However, feedback contributed to Scotland's 

Sounds surveys and comments from some network participants indicates a perception that 

it does not necessarily engage enough with community archives, or with other potential 

user groups of heritage practitioners, in developing the network's strategic aims and 

activities. In this respect, it appears that the weight of Scotland's Sounds' activities has 

thus far been put behind its ambition of providing valuable support to the archiving 
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network, and that more might yet be done towards engaging more closely with 

community archives, archive users, and those whose heritage the collections represent, in 

order to draw on their range of experiences in heritage practices. By engaging a wider set 

of such stakeholders, Scotland's Sounds might move towards a yet more fully inclusive 

and open approach to sound archiving – in particular, to create a greater flow of 

knowledge and expertise into the network's archival activities, its decision-making and 

its ongoing development. As Eveleigh has observed, the full potential for doing so is 

extensive: 

 

There are no real hard or fixed boundaries to the archive or the archival process, 

and so the potential to benefit from the knowledge or skills of people who are not 

professional archivists arises at most, if not all, stages of the archives' life cycle 

(Eveleigh 2017, p.303). 

 

From the perspective of the central interests of this thesis – which is focussed particularly 

on the issues of access to, and use of, sound archives in traditional song practices – an 

interesting implication here is that there may be scope for this archival network to 

consider ways of more closely collaborating with traditional song practitioners and the 

singing communities represented in its sound collections. As Landau and Topp-Fargion 

have observed: 

 

Archives must not only be active producers and arbiters of knowledge, but they 

should also engage members of relevant communities in the archiving process, 

which in turn will continue to create knowledge (Landau & Topp-Fargion 2012, 

p.136-7; my emphasis). 

 

Such enhanced engagement could therefore be aimed, not only to 'reach out' to these 

groups as potential 'audiences' who might make use of archival materials, but also to seek 

to their input in devising approaches to access that are as much user-led as they are 

archivist-led.  

 

At present, however, as we also found in this chapter, while the issues of accessibility and 

user engagement are formally acknowledged among Scotland's Sounds 'principles and 

priorities', attitudes to these aspects of archival practice among some network 

stakeholders suggest that these are seen as secondary to, and separate from, a strong focus 

on prioritising more technical archival processes such as digitisation and preservation. 
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This may be an effect of the fact, that while Scotland's Sounds is certainly fostering a 

collaborative approach to archiving, it is currently doing so largely by fostering a flow of 

knowledge and skills between those caring for archival sound collections. It is perhaps 

not surprising, then, that the prevailing attitude towards user engagement and access 

among this group resembles more Cook's description (as discussed in Chapter Six) of the 

"mediator-archivist" – the professional archivist with an interest in 'reaching out' to 

audiences and potential users –  than the "activist-archivist," who recognises the need to 

engage users in informing the processes of the archive itself. Incorporating a more 

prominent and prioritised user-led voice in developing the ethos, policies and activities 

of the network might help to embed the latter approach. As O'Carroll et al have observed: 

 

Other stakeholders, quite rightly including the communities and individuals 

represented by the collections… are becoming more active partners in these 

conversations. This discussion should continue, and its successive insights must 

be incorporated iteratively into our actions as we shift into a new phase of 

existence. (O' Carroll et al 2018, p.23). 

 

As we also saw in Chapter Six, the role of the archivist-singer (or other archivist-heritage 

practitioner) can play a particularly valuable role here: acting as a conduit in helping to 

achieve a greater flow of information from traditional practices and archive users into 

archival processes and activities; as well as bringing to the archival role a knowledge of 

traditional practices and communities that can help identify and open up potential spaces 

for a productive 'outward flow' through informed public engagement activities. Having 

seen that sound archives can be thought of as playing an active role in the transmission 

of traditional practices such as singing, such engagement activities are potentially pivotal 

in developing and deepening archival practices which create increased opportunities for 

the reciprocal flow of knowledge between the two realms of practice to take place. It is 

with this in mind that we will now turn, in the next chapter, to look in some detail at how 

the role of archivist-singer has played a part in Scotland's Sounds network, in the context 

of two public engagement initiatives which were led by archivist-singers. 
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Chapter 8. Scotland's Sounds and song 
 

This chapter continues an exploration of Scotland's Sounds, this time through an 

examination of some of its public engagement activities, specifically those which have 

involved traditional song. This will allow me to explore the question of how the 

approaches to sound archiving taken by Scotland's Sounds may interact with, and have 

an effect upon, the practice of traditional song in Scotland. The previous chapter 

examined how the network can facilitate a flow of connection, advice and support 

between archival practitioners – this chapter examines how it directs that flow outwards 

towards archive users through engagement in song-based projects. 

 

Several public engagement activities and events were carried out during the CSS project 

which involved incorporating recordings of traditional song from archival sources. Amy 

McDonald, the former Engagement and Learning Co-ordinator for the project, identified 

several of these during our conversation regarding how CSS achieved its aim of 

connecting people with their sound heritage. The first of these that she recalled was an 

event entitled 'Mapping Scotland in Sound', which involved guided audio tours of an 

exhibition of historic maps at the National Library of Scotland, with accompanying 

archive sound recordings that had been selected to complement the themes and places 

illustrated by the maps. Another was the 'Cran of Song' project, based at the Scottish 

Fisheries Museum in Anstruther in 2016. This project involved engaging a student 

researcher as an intern to identify songs from various archival sources which related to 

the fishing industry. These recordings were then used as audio installations exhibited at 

the museum, and the project culminated in a live performance of some of the songs by 

local musicians at the launch of the exhibition. 

 

However, the two projects selected for closer exploration in this thesis were not merely 

focussed on the selection of song recordings from archives and playing them to 

'audiences', but instead involved more actively engaging people directly in song practice 

– whether learning and performing song, or creating new songs inspired by the archives. 

The focus of this chapter then, is to examine the archival interactions carried out by those 

delivering the projects in order to create and develop connections between the archival 

recordings and the (potential) song practitioners who participated in the projects. 
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8.1 Canna House Archive 

The first project to be discussed was based at Canna House on the small Hebridean island 

of Canna. We have seen this collection briefly described in Chapter Two, but a more in-

depth description of the archive and its related communities of practice follows here in 

order that the context and nature of the project can be better understood. The archive is 

the product of the lives' work of married folklorists John Lorne Campbell and Margaret 

Fay Shaw. In 1937, the Campbells purchased the estate of Canna, inclusive of the island 

and the 'laird's house'. Prior to this, Campbell, originally from Argyll, had resided on the 

island of Barra where he collected audio recordings of local singers and storytellers 

(Perman 2013, p.36), while Shaw, originally from Pennsylvania in the United States, had 

lived on South Uist with a local family from whom she transcribed the songs which 

feature in her book Folklore and Folksongs of South Uist (M.F. Shaw 1999a, p.7). After 

their purchase of Canna, in addition to collecting song and folklore from some local 

residents there, they continued to visit Barra and South Uist (and singers from these 

islands also visited Canna ) to make more recordings, and they also went on collecting 

trips to Cape Breton in Canada (M.F. Shaw 1999b, p.117; Perman 2013, pp.60-66; J.L. 

Campbell 1990, p.17).  

 

Fiona Mackenzie, the current Canna House archivist, fondly described John Lorne 

Campbell as having been a "techno-geek" who always invested in the latest recording 

technology of the time (Fiona Mackenzie interview, Nov 2018). She also described how 

neither of the couple ever discarded any item, with the result that Canna House is a 

veritable treasure trove not only of audio recordings but also audio recording 

technologies, copious written records relating to their collecting activities, a Gaelic book 

collection, classical sheet music, art and literature gifted by house guests from all over 

the world, John Lorne Campbell's natural history collections, and Margaret Fay Shaw's 

photography and film collections of life in the Hebrides. 

 

In 1981, the Campbells bequeathed their whole estate to the National Trust of Scotland 

(NTS), including the archival collections. The Trust took on the management of the island 

while the Campbells remained living in the house as tenant farmers until they passed 

away – John in 1996 and Margaret in 2004 at the age of 101. John was a lifelong advocate 

of land reform and improvement and he strived to implement sympathetic improvements 

during his management of the Canna estate (Perman 2013, pp.176-9). However, after the 
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estate passed into the management of the NTS the transition of ownership was not smooth, 

and in the epilogue to Campbell's book on the history of the island, he hints that the 

relationship between the Trust and the local community was not an easy one:  

 

It is hoped that difficulties which have arisen since 1986 owing to the Trust's 

natural lack of experience in dealing with Hebridean people and Hebridean 

farming problems will soon be satisfactorily solved (J.L. Campbell 1994, p.197). 

 

In fact, unfortunately, these hopes have not yet been realised. It can be seen in the 

postscript to the second edition of Perman's biography of Campbell (published in 2013) 

that the relationship with the NTS continues to be a difficult one, both in terms of the 

management of the island and in terms of the upkeep of the collections in Canna House 

(Perman 2013, pp.235-240). It is not necessary to go into all the causes and outcomes of 

this difficult relationship; however it is relevant to observe that these tensions and 

difficulties exist, as they continue to have consequences for the sound archive in terms of 

how it is perceived by the local community. Moreover, the Trust's management of the 

archive has had an impact on how the collections can be accessed and used, both by the 

local community and by visitors. This, in turn, had consequences for the collaborative 

project carried out with Scotland's Sounds, both in terms of how it was received and the 

impact it has had. 

 

As previously mentioned in Chapter Two, the physical collections on the island 

themselves are inaccessible to users at the present time, as the house is currently 

undergoing renovations, so that there is no provision for direct access to the collections. 

However, I was surprised, when I visited the archive myself to interview Fiona 

Mackenzie, to find that, even before the refurbishment commenced, there was little or no 

access provision for archive users in the form of a reading room, study area or any 

resources through which visitors might have been able to access the collections. The NTS 

certainly have had plans to improve access – for example, there was at one point a plan 

to convert an existing building on the island into a residential study centre – but, as 

Perman has observed, these plans have yet to be realised: 

 

Over £1 million was poured into a scheme to convert the abandoned St Edward's 

Church into a study centre – money which, so far at least, looks to have been 

wasted (Perman 2013, p.227). 
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The inaccessibility of the collections has been relieved to a degree by the digitisation 

carried out by the Tobar/Kist project, which means that most of the Canna audio 

collection can now be accessed online (Cheape, 2014, pp.115-6). However, as we have 

seen previously, digitisation and making materials available online does not necessarily 

equate to universal access and use. As one of the participants in the project carried out by 

Canna House and CSS, an island resident, observed: 

 

Well you know, it's been copied digitally, in part as a way of protecting it and in 

part also making it more accessible [...] But in a sense, the sound archive is not 

that easy to access, you know, I couldn't go in there and see Fiona and say, well, 

'can I listen to this?' […] Before Fuaim na Mara, I didn't know much about the 

sound archive (Patrick Smith interview, July 2019). 

 

8.2 The Fuaim na Mara project 

Scotland's Sounds worked with the Canna House archive to deliver a project based on the 

archive's sound collection. This project was entitled 'Fuaim na Mara' ['The Sound of the 

Sea'], and involved the archive hosting a residency for a singer-songwriter and visual 

artist to creatively respond to the sound collection. The archivist based at Canna House 

and the local community were also deeply involved in the creativity of the project, and so 

I will explore it both as an example of how Scotland's Sounds functions as a collaborative 

network model, and also as an example of the creative use of sound archives within the 

context of song practice. The project also had a focus on using the archive as a 'whole 

entity'; that is, on drawing inspiration from the life stories of Margaret Fay Shaw and John 

Lorne Campbell in addition to the contents of their various different archival collections, 

as well as being inspired by the island of Canna itself. We have seen Fiona discuss taking 

this approach in delivering engagement workshops in order to enrich the context of the 

songs themselves earlier, in Chapter Six. When talking about this approach of utilising 

the whole archive, she referred to the collections of Canna House as being like a "jigsaw" 

or "tapestry" of connections: 

 

It's all a jigsaw – I keep coming back to that word 'jigsaw,' or maybe 'tapestry.' It's 

a feeling of things connecting – we're always looking for metaphors to explain 

what's going on, and why it's important (Fiona Mackenzie interview, November 

2018). 
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8.2.1 Working with Scotland's Sounds 

When interviewing Amy McDonald of CSS and Fiona MacKenzie at Canna House, I 

asked about their perspectives on how this project came about, and both interviewees 

recounted their parts in the process of developing the project. Amy recalled that the 

residency aspect of the project had been motivated within CSS by a realisation that 

different methods of 'connecting' with the archives and individuals in the Scotland’s 

Sounds network could elicit different levels of response. As Amy described, while the 

network regularly communicated its willingness to offer support, advice and 

opportunities to collaborate on projects, both through its stakeholder meetings and via its 

email newsletter, it remains that "sometimes a hard deadline really works for some people 

to get their creative juices flowing." It was this notion that was the inspiration for 

developing a "guest sound curator residency" that would involve an application process 

and provide funding for the successful candidate. Fiona described how she had decided 

to apply for the residency to be held at Canna, after hearing Amy talk about the 

opportunity at a stakeholder meeting in Inverness in early 2016: "I instantly thought, 

hmm, this just is right up our street." Taking advantage of her awareness of an "underused 

space" in the waiting room at the pier on the island of Canna, and of a recent gift to the 

NTS of a display screen which could be used as part of an audio installation, she 

successfully applied for the residency funding from Scotland's Sounds. 

 

Evident from both interviews was the existence of a mutual feeling of excitement between 

both parties at the opportunity to collaborate. Amy, on behalf of Scotland's Sounds, 

described how they were "delighted when the National Trust applied" as they regarded 

Canna House as an "incredible sound archive." Echoing this language, Fiona, on behalf 

of Canna House, told how "we were delighted to be able to take part" in the Scotland's 

Sounds project. It is interesting to note that this mutual emotional attachment to the 

process of developing and delivering this project suggests an 'intangible' function of the 

network at play here – the strengthening of the sound archive sector in Scotland through 

the relationships and connections it fosters. 

 

Fuaim na Mara had a dual aim – to involve and engage the local community with the 

archival collections, and to create a permanent visitor attraction in the pier waiting room. 

The first aim was approached by devising a series of song writing and visual art 

workshops, which were delivered by an artist-in-residence, Yvonne Lyon, and Fiona 
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herself. Unfortunately, as mentioned in Chapter Three, I was unable to interview Yvonne 

for this thesis. However, I spoke to Fiona about the project extensively, as she was not 

only the archive project leader for the initiative but also, as a traditional singer, she was 

very closely involved with Yvonne in the delivery of the song element of the workshops. 

The objectives of using this community collaboration to develop a permanent resource 

for visitors was explained by Fiona as being in part informed by a recognition that visitors 

to the island were often frustrated that there was little access to Canna House itself – 

therefore, this exhibition would provide a way of displaying some element of the 

collections, while ensuring that the local community was also a part of the project. 

 

8.2.2 Working creatively with sound archives 

During the course of my interviews, in addition to discussing the development of the 

project, we discussed the process of using sound archives – and recordings of songs in 

particular – to inspire creativity during the Fuaim na Mara workshops. Fiona described 

how she had used archival sound recordings of traditional song, and also of natural 

soundscapes that the Campbells had recorded, as an audible "presence" during a week-

long series of workshops which were held with the local community: 

 

While we were doing these workshops, I had recordings from the sound archive 

playing all the time. You know, just even subliminally in the background, but it 

can inspire people you know [...] So I had little clips from the archive and we 

would listen to them and then get people to think 'oh, how does that make you 

feel,' 'what do you think of the melody?' and so on […] Just giving people, you 

know, song writing exercises, just writing words and thoughts down, and putting 

it all together (Fiona Mackenzie interview, Nov 2018). 

 

These workshops were open to all to attend, and were run on a 'drop-in' basis, with 

attendance varying over the course of the week. The focus of some of the workshops was 

on creating visual art inspired by the recordings, while others focussed on song-writing. 

Yvonne Lyon, the singer-songwriter commissioned for the residency, also carried out 

songwriting workshops with the local schoolchildren. It is relevant to note here that the 

population of the island is very low: currently only eighteen people reside there. Some 

residents have a connection with the island which goes back generations, while others 

have arrived more recently as employees of the NTS (Fiona Mackenzie herself, and her 

husband, number among these 'more recent' arrivals), so that many of the residents do not 

stay on the island with a view to permanent inhabitation there. Indeed, the schoolchildren 
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who took part in Fuaim na Mara are now no longer resident on the island, their family 

having moved away in 2018, and there are at present no children living on Canna at all, 

and the school is currently closed. The effect of this element of transience in the local 

community on the outcome of this project will be considered below at section 8.2.3. 

 

Fiona's description of her role in having "recordings from the sound archive" and "little 

clips" playing as aural inspiration during the workshops, indicates that the role of the 

archivist here was pivotal to the creative process: these clips were pre-selected by her as 

being material that she found suitable for inclusion – and naturally these choices would 

then have consequences for the creative process inspired by them. Given that, as we have 

seen above, there is no facility for easy access to the sound archives themselves on Canna 

–  and since even the existence of the Tobar/Kist website does not alleviate this 

inaccessibility for island residents, as internet access is by no means universally available 

on the island – in the case of this project on Canna, Fiona acting in this 'archivist-as-

creative-curator' role could hardly be avoided for practical reasons. Indeed, Patrick Smith, 

one of the island residents who took part in the songwriting workshops, commented on 

this element of 'pre-selection' of materials (which he recognised from teaching workshops 

himself on other subjects), noting that the idea of trying to engage a creative workshop 

with a "completely blank sheet" would not work in any case: 

 

It’s tempting to say, 'there’s no preconceptions here,' but that's really difficult, you 

know, […] because you’ve got to start off somewhere. So Yvonne had some good 

ideas to start us off, most of which came from the sound archives themselves. And 

in talking with Fiona, they’d picked out some things, you know, particularly about 

Margaret Fay Shaw, or Campbell, that would make a good story […] And we used 

these, within the workshops with the community, to try and put something 

together (Patrick Smith interview, July 2019). 

 

This approach illustrates another example of the notion of the archivist's role as crucial to 

the creative re-use of archival materials (and hence, another way in which they can be 

intertwined with the practice of the living tradition). In turn, this suggests the importance 

of having people in archival roles – or public facing archival roles – who are 

knowledgeable not only about the archive itself, but also about the heritage traditions the 

archive is relevant to, and creative ways in which the tradition can be communicated to 

archive users and the wider heritage community. 
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Patrick, who had lived on Canna for a number of years, described himself as being 

"strictly an amateur musician," a singer and guitarist who would occasionally take part in 

impromptu performances in the small café on the island. He elaborated upon how the 

collaborative song composition process had been inspired by archive recordings:  

 

The idea [for one of the songs], it came from a recorded conversation from the 

archives, that Margaret had had when asked on a radio interview about living in a 

remote place, about living so far away from the world, to which her reply was 

"I’m not, I am in the centre of my world." And that became the key lyric in one of 

the songs (Patrick Smith interview, July 2019). 

 

He explained how this quote functioned as an anchor around which they discussed ideas 

about living on Canna: the difficulties that the local population can sometimes face; 

contrasted with an appreciation of the unique environment and community which 

connects them with the island as a focal place. He also described how the techniques of 

the workshop had inspired him to compose some of the verses of the song, while walking 

around the island: 

 

Now, I have quite an analytical mind, I don’t necessarily come up with things 

straight away. And I just went for a wander about, actually, to sort of think about 

things I'd heard. And I wrote some lines for the song, inspired by the island, and 

took them back to Yvonne [...] She liked it, and I was very grateful that she liked 

it. Some of those lyrics also appear in the woodwork, painted into the woodwork 

around the waiting room as well (Patrick Smith interview, July 2019). 

 

An image of those song lyrics as they appear in the exhibition can be seen in Figure 8.1, 

on the windowsill of the pier waiting room. The Gaelic lyrics written around the ceiling 

are excerpts from a traditional love song from Canna, which John Lorne Campbell 

included in his book on the history of the island (J.L. Campbell pp.259-61). As a visitor 

to the exhibition while on Canna, my impression was that the incorporation of the song 

words into the visual art exhibition, the combination of the newly-composed lyrics with 

the traditional song, displayed alongside newly-created artworks and archival images, and 

accompanied by the songs themselves on the audio installation, all combined to present 

the project, the archive, and the island as a multi-layered phenomenon, in a way that 

recognised the history and heritage of the place while also celebrating the island of the 

present. 
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It has been mentioned above that one of the main aims of Fuaim na Mara was to connect 

the island community with the archive, and so various elements of the project’s approach 

were purposefully designed with this in mind. In addition to the physical barriers to 

accessing the sound archive that have already been described, there is also a linguistic 

barrier: the majority of the sound collections are in Gaelic, but at present few of the island 

residents speak the language. In fact, Fiona detailed that only one Gaelic speaker took 

part in the project, and they were more inclined towards being involved in creating the 

visual artwork than in the songwriting element. Fiona explained that this was, in part, 

why the project focussed on creative song writing, rather than song transmission – as she 

felt that a deeper connection could be achieved by using the archives as a source of 

creative inspiration rather than teaching songs in a language that few participants spoke. 

There was some element of direct song transmission incorporated into the project – Fiona 

taught some simple Gaelic songs from the archive to the schoolchildren – but the main 

focus was on creating their own songs, and thereby fostering a sense of ownership and 

connection through inspirational engagement with the archival collections. 

 

 

 

This concern for linguistic inclusiveness also informed the selection of songs from the 

archive that Fiona and Yvonne used to inspire the new compositions: 

Figure 8.1: The Fuaim na Mara exhibition in the ferry waiting office, Isle of Canna. 

Photograph taken by the author, 10.11.2018. 
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As far as choosing the sound recordings was concerned, it was more, using a 

variety of the different kinds of recordings, and different types of songs. Waulking 

songs for example for the rhythm, and also because they're very inclusive. People 

can listen to a Gaelic waulking song and think 'I cannae cope with the verses, but 

I could do the chorus!' So, it can give confidence, I think. You don't need to speak 

Gaelic to create a vocable chorus, you just make the vocables up. (Fiona 

Mackenzie interview, June 2019). 

 

'Waulking songs' are a particular type of Gaelic song which were performed communally 

to accompany the production of tweed cloth. The choruses of these rhythmic songs were 

generally formed of a series of what are often termed as "meaningless vocables," which 

would be sung by a group, while the verses would tell the narrative of the song and be 

performed by a solo singer (Lorne Gillies 2005, p.xxiv). As Fiona comments, since the 

words of these choruses are comparatively simple, you "don't need to speak Gaelic" in 

order to take part in singing the song, nor in order to compose a chorus in a similar style. 

The song 'Canna Cuckoo' which was created during the workshops was based on this 

waulking song format, inspired by archive recordings of waulking songs and of 

recordings of a cuckoo which frequented the gardens of Canna House – once again 

drawing together the song tradition and the heritage represented in the archives with the 

natural environment of the island.  

 

While Patrick's comments and the engagement of other residents and schoolchildren on 

the island seem to illustrate, from one perspective, a successful engagement of the local 

community in the project, it remained that, from another perspective, there was a 

significant barrier to local engagement (both with this project and with the archive on 

Canna more generally) in the form of the aforementioned historic 'disconnect' between 

some islanders and the activities of the NTS. Since the archive is owned and managed by 

the NTS, anything involving it has the potential to be treated with distrust and/or 

disinterest by some members of the local community. Trying to overcome this by 

encouraging the involvement of the whole community was clearly an important 

motivating factor for Fiona in developing and delivering the project: 

 

I really wanted that outcome, to remind people on the island – whether they'd been 

here for a long time, or not a long time – what there is here, and how you can use 

it in different ways [...] And I really, really, really wanted to get that over to the 

community, and just remind folk you know, you can all be part of this, and it's 

yours (Fiona Mackenzie interview, Nov 2018). 
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The insistence indicated by the repetition of the phrase "really wanted" relates directly to 

the fact that there exists this element of disconnect between Canna House archives and 

(at least some of) the island's residents. In her role as archivist, it is clear that Fiona 

Mackenzie is committed to building relationships with the community and seeking out 

ways of enabling them to access and connect with the materials held there. Fiona 

elaborated upon this by explaining that this was why the workshops were designed to be 

delivered in such a way as to be open to anyone in the community to take part in whatever 

way they wished. This was also part of the motivation for including the visual art element 

alongside using the archives as inspiration for new songwriting: it was considered that 

painting or drawing might help appeal to more people, including some who might not be 

interested in the musical side of things. Despite Fiona’s efforts, however, this approach 

was not entirely successful, as Patrick Smith observed: 

 

And the community were invited, you know, they could choose whether they 

wanted to get involved or not. And, I remember, you know, quite a few people 

didn't, because, it’s not everybody’s cup of tea. Maybe some people would feel 

possibly challenged by it (Patrick Smith interview, July 2019). 

 

The difficulty that Fiona faced in regarding this disconnect is well-illustrated by a 

conversation that I had with a local resident on my first visit to Canna to interview Fiona. 

I had struck up a conversation with an islander while disembarking from the ferry, and 

said that I was visiting the island in order to do some research about Fuaim na Mara. 

When I mentioned that I was particularly interested in the community involvement in the 

project, the person I was speaking to said "I suppose you'll want to know if the archive 

has anything to do with the community here. Do you want the short answer? The answer 

is no. It doesn't." This very matter-of-fact, emphatic, and perhaps even angry response 

made it immediately and indubitably clear to me that the sense of community vis-à-vis 

the archive, and the heritage materials it contained, was by no means straightforward; 

indeed, a sense of fracture and even resentment was clearly evident. This dynamic was 

confirmed later in conversation with Fiona who, as we have seen, was nevertheless 

determined to build bridges and to foster a sense of togetherness through engagement 

with the archive. 

 

8.2.3 Project outcomes and reflections: attachment and connection 

The 'tangible' outcomes of this residency were the composition of eight new songs 

inspired by the sound archive, accompanied by videos created from archive film, the 
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installation of the art and audiovisual exhibition in the pier waiting room, and a CD of the 

songs which is available to purchase in the local community shop. As Amy McDonald 

commented, Scotland’s Sounds was very pleased at the outcome:  

 

So yeah, the output was fabulous! Really, I guess, we didn’t expect it to be so 

prolific! And the quality of the recordings themselves are great […] And there 

was a launch concert with a lot of the members of the community on Canna as 

well, so it was nice that they were celebrating, I guess, not only the new music 

that had been inspired by their island but also the fact that the ferry waiting room 

was now a more kind of sociable space! (Amy McDonald interview, Oct 2018). 

 

The intangible outcomes are, naturally, harder to quantify, but are suggested in Amy's 

words regarding the social aspect of the launch event and the longer-term impact of the 

transformation of the waiting room. Responses from those involved also help to give an 

impression of the ongoing impact of the project. As mentioned above, I was unfortunately 

unable to interview Yvonne Lyon, the singer-songwriter who led the song writing element 

of Fuaim na Mara, but she did reflect on her experience in a blog posted on the NTS 

website: 

 

Working as a Guest Sound Curator on Canna has been enormously inspiring. To 

have the opportunity to mine old archives and have space and time to re-imagine 

them, breathe new life into them, create new work and involve the community has 

been a profound privilege. Hopefully the new art created will encourage others to 

explore the old!" (National Trust for Scotland, 2017) 

 

Although the workshops focussed mainly on engaging with the archive as a creative 

space, rather than the direct transmission of specific songs, the effect on her musical 

practice as a singer appears from this to have been in some respects similar to that 

discussed by other traditional singers working with archival material, as explored in 

previous chapters. 

 

In terms of its aim of making the archive more accessible to the local community, the 

project can be said to have been broadly successful. Patrick Smith, while at first indicating 

that he thought it was mostly visitors who enjoyed the outcome of the project, went on to 

say that the community – including himself – did experience an ongoing connection to it, 

thanks at least in part to the well-selected location of the permanent installation:  
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It's mostly visitors that would see it, well, though I still would stop in. Waiting for 

the ferry is almost a community event. Most of the island would be down on the 

pier when the ferry comes in, which is, well, five days of the week in the summer. 

And chances are I'll go into the waiting room, and very often I happen to walk in 

when that particular song happens to be playing! (Patrick Smith interview, July 

2019). 

 

As Patrick had indicated, the project is also clearly popular with visitors to the island, 

which indeed was part of the 'dual aim' of the project: 

 

It's remarkably staying alive, and people are still commenting on it. The visitors' 

book is full of lovely comments, recent ones you know, just people saying: 'oh my 

God, this is the best waiting room in the whole of Scotland!', you know. So it's, it 

still has that, it wasn't a flash in the pan type thing, because of the transient nature 

particularly of visitors to Canna, it's always a fresh influx of people every week, 

and it's new for those people (Fiona Mackenzie interview, June 2019). 

 

Interestingly, Fiona observed that even those who had been reluctant to take part seemed 

later to take an interest in the songs and the exhibition, suggesting that the local 

community as a whole does feel some sense of ownership of the project, or at least of its 

intangible outcomes: 

 

Some folk didn't want to be involved, or didn't have time, or whatever reason, and 

that's absolutely fine. But now we find that, waiting for a ferry, they'll go in and 

they'll sit, and they'll watch and they'll listen […] They feel an attachment. They 

might not admit it! But they do. They don't comment on it – it's just that Hebridean 

thing, isn't it? You know, you just, you don't comment on it! You know what I 

mean! So that wee project there, has had a huge impact on the island, and on the 

locals as well as on the visiting population (Fiona Mackenzie interview, Nov 

2018). 

 

In reflecting on the effects that she could observe among those from the local community 

who had taken part in the project’s activities, Fiona noted that: 

 

The children who were involved, they love it, and they love their videos, and being 

able to say: 'that was the song we wrote about Canna' and 'oh yes, that's Margaret's 

films.' So they remember it, they still talk about it (Fiona Mackenzie interview, 

Nov 2018). 
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As we have seen above, these particular participants have now moved away from the 

island, which raises an interesting question about the nature of the impact of this project, 

and others like it, on more transient members of the local community, and on the functions 

of the archive itself. Certainly when I returned to Canna to interview Fiona for a second 

time, she was actively looking into ways to continue to refresh the exhibit and perhaps to 

revisit and expand the project in future. She had also developed and delivered further 

projects modelled along similar lines to Fuaim na Mara, but which involved other 

'communities of users' with a connection to the archival collections. 

 

8.3 Local Voices 

This section and the following one explores another project delivered in collaboration 

with Scotland's Sounds which aimed at connecting local communities with their sound 

and song heritage. In this instance, rather than collaborating with a particular sound 

archive, as in the case of Fuaim na Mara, Scotland's Sounds worked with an organisation 

called Local Voices in order to deliver a series of workshops for primary schools in 

Dundee, Angus and Fife. 

 

Local Voices was founded in 2013 by ethnologists and musicians Chris Wright and Steve 

Byrne, following on from their employment with the Tobar/Kist project. As we saw in 

Chapters Four and Five, Chris described how his work with archival Scots song 

recordings for Tobar/Kist fundamentally changed his understanding and performance of 

traditional song. During this same interview, he also described how it was the experience 

of working for Tobar/Kist that led to the development of this organisation, that the 

"rationale for Local Voices, and our methodology, evolved from working in the archives" 

(Chris Wright interview, June 2019). In an article written around the time of the launch 

of the Tobar/Kist site, Steve Byrne commented: 

 

In this internet age, with the Tobar/Kist website as the major portal, it seems 

obvious to me that a major next stage is to seek ways to encourage young people 

to engage with the project, to 'dig where they stand' and connect with, revive and 

take ownership of their local songs (Byrne 2010, p.31)  

 

When I interviewed Steve, he described how he and Chris had acted upon this perceived 

need for a "major next stage" of encouraging the use of this newly digitised and accessible 
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material, by securing a small amount of funding to enable them to carry out a pilot project 

in his hometown of Arbroath: 

 

Chris and I […] realised there was a catalogue of material there that wasn't going 

anywhere, insofar as, it's catalogued now, but how do you bring it to people's 

attention? So a logical follow-on for Kist o Riches was really to take some of that 

back to the communities in which it was recorded. So we did a pilot project, and 

then subsequently I got some funding through, at that time, it was the what-did-

they-call-it, the Traditional Arts Small Grants fund, which is now 'Tasgadh'. And 

so that ran as a project in Arbroath in a few schools (Steve Byrne interview, June 

2019). 

 

Following on from this, Chris further detailed how he had a similar opportunity to carry 

out a school project in his own hometown of Dundee. After the success of these two 

projects, they decided to build on this experience by founding their organisation Local 

Voices to continue the work of encouraging the use of archival resources in exploring 

local heritage and traditions: 

 

Since then, what happened is that Steve and I realised that we could potentially 

access more funding for things if we formalised an arrangement between us to do 

similar kinds of work, based wherever. So we tried to come up with a name, and 

we came up with the name 'Local Voices' which… it's kind of pretty accurate – 

you know, we're working with – and we're trying to elicit – local voices […] So 

what we try to do, when we sort of inaugurated the company in 2013, was to 

develop piece by piece, and project by project, a methodology and kind of a 

language (Chris Wright interview, June 2019). 

 

The Local Voices website identifies the organisation's purpose as being "a mission to help 

communities across Scotland identify, collect and engage with their local heritage." 

(Local Voices n.d.). They achieve this by offering a range of workshops for schools and 

community organisations, and also offer training in fieldwork and project planning in 

which "participants learn to use and exploit archival resources of traditional material in 

projects, and to develop ways to document contemporary folk culture within their own 

catchment areas." (Op. Cit.) 

 

8.4 The 'Finding Our Voices' Project 

It was with this objective that Local Voices came to collaborate with Scotland's Sounds 

in the delivery of a project which was called 'Finding Our Voices'. This project explored 
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the process of 'repatriating' songs from archival sources to local communities through 

school workshops, and had a focus on illuminating archives in general as resources for 

traditional song, and through song, for enabling a process of learning and discovery 

regarding local heritage and customs. The development and delivery of this project is 

explored in the section below.  

 

8.4.1 Developing the project with Scotland's Sounds 

In the section on Fuaim na Mara above, we saw how the creation of a residency project, 

for which interested parties could apply for funding and support from CSS, was the 

motivating factor for Fiona Mackenzie to get involved with the network's activities. When 

I discussed with Amy McDonald the different approaches that CSS took towards 

instigating and developing the various public engagement projects that were carried out 

under its auspices, she explained that the Finding Our Voices project had developed 

through quite a different approach: 

 

Finding Our Voices would probably be one of the projects where we thought about 

the audience first, as opposed to thinking about a particular collection… We 

decided that school audiences were really important, where we felt that the project 

needed to have an impact… So, we knew that Local Voices had experience in 

working with schools groups, looking at archive sound, and we knew that there 

was expertise within the team in terms of musicianship, but also in terms of 

understanding what archives are all about (Amy McDonald interview, Oct 2018). 

 

According to Amy, therefore, it was a consideration of the importance of a particular 

target audience which Scotland's Sounds wanted the CSS project to reach which led them 

towards identifying Local Voices as a suitable organisation to lead the project. CSS then 

worked together with Local Voices to decide upon an appropriate approach for the 

workshops: "we did create a sort of, outline, of what we were after, but they very much 

co-created the model with us" (Amy McDonald interview, Oct 2018). A decision was 

taken to build upon the experience that Local Voices already had of working with schools 

on traditional song, but to add to this an element aimed at introducing the children to 

concepts around creating sound recordings and keeping audio archives. As Amy 

described: 

 

The schools project would very much be starting from zero as a line of [the target 

audience's] knowledge about old sound formats, and 'archives' would also be quite 
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a new concept really, for upper-primary aged children (Amy McDonald interview, 

Oct 2018). 

 

Steve described the incorporation of this element as having been "a really nice and natural 

progression of what we'd already been doing," and went on to describe the means by 

which they approached introducing ideas to the children around the history of sound 

recording technologies: 

 

We were commissioned to put together a 'handling box' and approach it from the 

point of view of explaining the history of sound recording within a Scottish 

context, taking it up to the point where we were looking at field recordings that 

then had a local relevance for the kids. So in a way it was another iteration of what 

was our model, but probably with added depth and much more integration and 

connectedness to ideas around recording song, as regards the Scotland's Sounds 

project (Steve Byrne interview, June 2019). 

 

Chris elaborated upon this by describing the different sound formats that they were able 

to show through this "handling box" – which provided the children with an opportunity 

to see and handle 'real world' physical examples of different historical types of audio 

recording and playback formats: from examples of early wax cylinder and wire 

recordings; to shellac and vinyl records; reel-to-reel and cassette tapes; moving forwards 

in time towards CDs and digital music formats which the children were potentially likely 

to be more familiar with. These different formats also provided an opportunity to let the 

children see a range of different musical recordings from different historical periods (and 

to hear them – Amy explained that this wasn't possible for all the sound formats, but that 

Local Voices had sourced a reel-to-reel player, for instance, so that the children could see 

how they operated and hear the recording. Chris mentioned that for older formats, they 

had found examples of the playback technology in YouTube videos, which they showed 

to the children as well). The examples that they chose include focussed on Scottish 

commercial music recordings, from Harry Lauder and Jimmy Shand through to the 

Corries and the Proclaimers – again, building towards performers with whom the children 

might have been familiar with.  

 

Chris explained that, in order to introduce complex ideas around memory and 

documenting memories by creating recordings, he and Steve were always careful to craft 

their workshops so that concepts and ideas built up in a series of intuitive 'links' that the 



 

213 

 

children would be able to make for themselves. For instance, the workshop about 

recording technologies was designed to start off with a focus on commercial music as a 

concept with which the children would be familiar. After introducing the notion of 

recording commercial popular music, they moved on to show how recording technologies 

had also been used to collect songs and stories from everyday people, and to discuss with 

the children why that might be an interesting and important thing to do. As Amy 

described: 

 

Local Voices had some great principles in terms of their approach, in going from 

common ground and how you remember things, and 'what's important to 

remember' and 'what makes us feel like us' and kind of funnelling down from those 

kind of really big questions down, slowly, slowly, slowly, to sound recording, and 

then in particular, song, and then, in particular, song about that local area (Amy 

McDonald interview, Oct 2018). 

 

The workshops also encouraged the children to talk to their families about what they were 

learning, to ask whether their parents, grandparents or carers remembered any of the 

recording formats they had learned about, whether they knew any songs or stories from 

their own childhoods, or if they had any customs that they passed down as part of their 

family memory and heritage. This was done with a view to enabling an 'intuitive link' to 

be formed between heritage, memory and sound recordings, and the idea of recording 

memories and passing on heritage through sound and through song: 

 

And then, they're ready at this point, once they've thought about recording 

technologies and… things in their own families, to maybe start to valorise things 

that they hadn't thought about before. They're ready to make a leap into 

understanding an archive recording of somebody that has some connection to 

them, of a song that has some connection to them (Chris Wright interview, June 

2019). 

 

By incorporating these ideas into the workshops, this project therefore went beyond the 

aim of introducing the children to learning the words of traditional songs from the archive, 

to include learning about the notion of traditional practices, as well as processes of 

transmission. It also purposefully developed in the participants an intuitive appreciation 

of the part that archival recording and collecting, and then engaging with archival 

material, can play in sustaining and transmitting the tradition. 
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8.4.2 Delivering the workshops: local heritage through local songs 

The Finding Our Voices workshops were delivered at eight different primary schools, in 

Dundee, Arbroath, Leuchars, Balmullo, Pittenweem and Crail. A series of four half-day 

workshops were delivered at each school over a period of four weeks, with the first 

workshop at each providing the introduction to the history of sound recording described 

above. Thereafter, the workshops focussed specifically upon the songs and heritage of the 

local area. These songs were sourced from a variety of different archival sources, which 

they would also introduce the children to. As Amy described: 

 

They tailored the sessions to the particular local areas, so they didn't change 

maybe the structure of every individual workshop, but they absolutely changed 

the content, every time […] A lot of it was drawn from the sources that they could 

research on Tobar an Dualchais, but I know that they were looking into the 

Springthyme archive too, particularly for Fife… I think sometimes there would 

have been recordings based on their own personal archives as well (Amy 

McDonald interview, Oct 2018). 

 

Steve described the songs that they selected to teach the children as being generally quite 

simple in structure and in content: 

 

The songs themselves, as folk songs, are nothing complex and complicated, and 

would probably not be of huge interest to a folk song scholar. But as a community 

project, for community access, they're really valuable because you can see the 

potential of what you can build from that local connection (Steve Byrne interview, 

June 2019). 

 

Through the careful selection of suitable archive recordings, the workshops introduced 

the idea of exploring the songs as not only 'songs to sing' but also as sources of knowledge 

and history about the children's local area:  

 

With the 'Awa Wi My Laddie' song that I taught in Arbroath, there's a little 

preamble in the recording where the woman, Mabel Skelton, talks about a mill in 

the town, the mill building that the song relates to. And basically that just opens 

up an obvious thread of how you could build a conversation with kids, based on 

local history, and the mill environment, and you can build from there, all from the 

audio and song heritage (Steve Byrne interview, June 2019). 

 

Chris explained that the different content of the workshops for each school meant that "in 

each place we tried a slightly different technique," depending on the songs that they had 



 

215 

 

found related to the area. In some places, this entailed using online resources to explore 

some of the songs' contents, such as using a website of historic maps created by the NLS 

which allowed the children to find placenames of farms and landmarks that were perhaps 

mentioned in the songs but were no longer in common use. Other workshops involved 

elements of using the songs to inspire creativity, as Steve explained: 

 

There were aspects of writing our own words to the songs, with Chris they made 

a 'crankie' scroll [a kind of hand-operated moving panorama which illustrates the 

events in a song using a paper scroll, drawn by the children], and all that sort of 

thing. So ultimately, we were learning the songs and performing them, but all sorts 

of other things went on along with that. In some of the Arbroath workshops, the 

kids developed their own hand actions for one of the wee songs, so there was a bit 

looking at playground and clapping games sort of thing. So, we often went more 

actively down the creative route (Steve Byrne interview, June 2019). 

 

In addition to building in learning about local heritage, history and place and using the 

songs to inspire creativity in different ways, the language of the songs was also used as a 

way to begin teaching about the Scots language. Although, as Steve mentioned above, the 

songs they taught were "nothing complex and complicated", Chris described how they 

could also use them to build up the children's knowledge of Scots, as well as an awareness 

that some of the terms that they perhaps were familiar with "outside the classroom" 

belonged to this language, with a richness of dialect and expression all its own: 

 

And as we learned each song, we'd kind of take the song apart a little bit by 

looking at the words […] Then in the next song, the Scots gets a little bit more 

developed, the grammar of the Scots is a bit more sophisticated, it's stuff they 

might not have heard very often. The song also melodically, or maybe the scansion 

of the song is a little bit harder, so they have to up their game a bit (Chris Wright 

interview, June 2019). 

 

As has been noted above, the workshops were also designed in a way that aimed to build 

in wider community and inter-generational interaction, with a view to teaching song in a 

way that incorporated the concept of the transmission of song at a community level. As 

Amy McDonald explained, it was this objective in particular that informed the idea of 

holding a series of workshops, rather than one-off events, so that the children could be 

encouraged to talk to their families between workshops, both to learn from them what 

they could about their own family traditions, as well as to pass on the songs that they had 

learned to them: 



 

216 

 

We were really conscious that we could do loads of one-off workshops in lots of 

schools, but it just would not have the same impact as a series of four workshops, 

where we felt that that would create a sustained experience, and time: time for 

those pupils to have conversations with their families and carers about what was 

going on. Because I think a lot of those conversations were quite a key part of the 

learning, where other generations could also be contributing towards their 

understanding of their local area and its heritage (Amy McDonald interview, Oct 

2018). 

 

8.4.3 Project outcomes and reflection: stories of impact 

As with the Fuaim na Mara project, there were 'tangible' outcomes to Finding Our Voices 

in the form of performances of the songs by the children which can be found as audio 

recordings and videos on the Local Voices website (the project is described in great detail 

in a series of blog posts, starting at: localvoices.co.uk/finding-our-voices-introduction). 

The potential intangible outcomes for the participants are hinted at in this comment from 

Amy McDonald, and will be looked at in more detail below:  

 

The last of the four workshops was a performance, so the class that the Local 

Voices team were working with performed songs that they had learned as part of 

the series of workshops, and they performed them to the rest of the school […] 

but also their parents and grandparents and carers were invited as well […] We 

always got a good crowd who were interested to hear, and again I think that that 

will hopefully enrich conversations between those groups, because they'll have a 

feel for the songs that were sung, and I like to think that they might try to 

encourage the children to sing them again at home (Amy McDonald interview, 

Oct 2018). 

 

Chris discussed the difficulty of being able to measure the true impact of any project in 

which the aim is to impart some form of intangible knowledge or practice. He commented 

that what he found more valuable in terms of gauging impact, for himself as an ethnologist 

and a song practitioner, was to gather 'stories' of impact, rather than the figures, numbers 

and statistics that funding bodies often want to see in order to gauge the 'success' of a 

project:  

 

There's always sort of anecdotal things, that, to us, suggest that we're activating a 

kind of an awareness of the value of oral traditions that is probably not really there 

much anymore, with book learning and so on […] And that's something that's hard 

to communicate to funders, because they want every kid to be able to demonstrate 

you know, specific outcomes (Chris Wright interview, June 2019).  
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Such 'stories of impact' ranged from emotional and personal connections that were made 

with the archive recordings, to evidence that the wider community was making contacts 

and connections with the songs and heritage learned through the project, beyond the 

confines of the workshops themselves, as Amy and Chris recounted: 

 

It was wonderful to see the results. You know when I was in Arbroath, there was 

a little girl who stood up and said, 'you just played a recording of my great auntie! 

She died before I was born, I've never heard her voice before.' So there was some 

lovely, very kind of personal connections to the recordings (Amy McDonald 

interview, Oct 2018). 

 

What we tend to find is, anecdotally, we find evidence of impact. Like, for 

example, in Dundee, the teacher of a class that I worked with […] maybe three 

weeks after I finished the project, she emailed me out the blue to say that she'd 

been peeling spuds or something at the kitchen table, and she heard the songs that 

her class had learned – but it was from her own son! And she realised that I'd also 

given workshops at her son's school. So, she sang him the songs, and he didn't 

realise that she knew them. And they sat down to sing them. And she said that 

every so often, maybe once a week or so they'd sit down and sing them together 

(Chris Wright interview, June 2019).  

 

These anecdotes powerfully indicate that the project was successful not only in teaching 

the songs themselves, but also in imparting something of the traditional practices and 

local intangible heritage bound up within the songs. Amy also commented upon the 

strengths of the workshop model from the point of view of its educational outcomes: 

 

I think the teachers were impressed at how much local history was woven through 

it […] I think expectations were exceeded on behalf of the teachers and pupils as 

well, and also just, you could really see, maybe some of the less confident children 

either really enjoying the handling bit of things, or the visual arts activities, or the 

singing itself. It seemed to be able to have enough variety that really appealed to 

different types of learners or different types of learning, so there were a lot of 

happy faces. Yeah, and they did say 'we never get to do stuff like this!' (Amy 

McDonald interview, Oct 2018).] 

 

Looking to the future, the experience of the collaboration with Scotland's Sounds also had 

an effect on Local Voices' own approach and methodology, with Chris observing that 

they intend to carry on some of the ideas that were generated through this collaboration 

into their future work: 
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Amy MacDonald was an extremely good project administrator. She would, she 

gave us the right impetus, the right push, but also, she gave us a lot of support. 

She came and helped, she came and met the kids […] So, that was great, it was a 

wonderful collaboration. And we've actually been keen to incorporate this 

handling box idea into the all the projects that we do, because it's great, it's 

interesting, and the kids really respond to it (Chris Wright interview, June 2019).] 

 

His reflections indicate that the effects of the project are not a 'one-way' flow of 

information and ideas from themselves towards the participants. Bringing together the 

interaction they have had with participants at the workshops, the feedback they have 

received about the wider impact of the project, and the input from their collaboration with 

Scotland's Sounds, is all implemented in helping Local Voices to shape how they go about 

designing and delivering such activities in the future. 

 

8.5 Conclusions 

As discussed in Chapter Four, we have seen that traditional singers inhabit and move 

between different contexts of practice and performance, with the flexibility to balance 

individual expression and creativity with an understanding of communal context and 

resonances of meaning inherent in traditional practices. From the archival activities 

described in previous chapters, and what we have seen regarding the song projects 

examined in this chapter, it can also be concluded that those working within sound 

archives can also inhabit different contexts of practice: moving between archival tasks, 

such as cataloguing and preservation, and outward-looking activities which seek to build 

engagement with communities of archive users.  

 

Additionally, it can be seen that the contents of sound archives represent, and are of 

relevance to, many different communities of practice. These include a spectrum of 

communities, from the 'professional' community of the archive sector itself, to a plethora 

of 'heritage' communities to whom the contents of the archive could be said to be relevant, 

or to 'belong', in different ways. Therefore, insofar as their aim is public engagement to 

encourage and facilitate use of archival materials, the contemporary sound archivist is 

required to be aware of these different dynamics, and to seek out a balance between the 

needs of the archive and the needs of such communities and heritage practitioners, in 

considering how best to make archival materials available to them. Doing this well 

requires knowledge not only of archives and archival practices, but also of relevant song 
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or other heritage traditions, a range of potential users, and their various needs and 

perspectives.  

 

For this reason, it can be seen in principle that it can be helpful in achieving this objective 

if the person in the role of archivist inhabits a 'dual role', as described in Chapter Six. In 

this current chapter, we have seen how both the Canna and Local Voices projects illustrate 

the value and importance of this dual role in practice. Fiona Mackenzie, as both a 

traditional singer and archivist, is clearly able to see the Canna House archive as a creative 

space, and prioritises in her work the aim of continually encouraging its use by all its 

various 'communities'. Chris Wright and Steve Byrne also, as singers and ethnologists 

with a wealth of archival experience, function as 'conduits' through the work of Local 

Voices, where they may be said to be putting into practice the argument that: 

 

If one of the aims of (applied) ethnomusicology is to sustain musical practice, then 

creating ways to encourage performance and transmission must be a central 

activity (Landau & Topp-Fargion 2012, p.131).] 

 

The work of Local Voices provides, moreover, an example of "applied ethnomusicology" 

being carried out in Scotland through close collaboration with the sound archive network. 

Equally, Scotland's Sounds, through working collaboratively with organisations like 

Local Voices, and through offering support to develop and deliver other public 

engagement activities such as Fuaim na Mara, provides a model that can potentially 

encourage greater "performance and transmission" of the song tradition as a central 

activity of the sound archive sector in Scotland. 

 

In considering how archival access and engagement approaches might be affecting the 

practice of traditional song in Scotland, we have seen in this chapter that evaluating the 

impact of such approaches on intangible cultural heritage practices is by no means 

straightforward. As O' Carroll has observed, 'impact' measurements are usually 

quantitative in nature, but such measures may be difficult to establish when it comes to 

intangible practices, as Chris Wright had observed at section 8.4.3 above. Evidence of 

'impacts' on the song tradition, therefore, may need to be looked for in other places and 

gauged in other ways, as O' Carroll indicates: 

 

The most powerful impact of the Memory Map project that I have witnessed has 

been when we have used it in group settings to share the work of the project. The 
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shared glances, laughter rippling through groups, thoughtfulness, disagreement 

and lively discussions that have followed even two minutes of listening reminds 

me always that these resources are ultimately worth what someone makes of them, 

and that to create such a resource and then not to prioritise its use in 'real-world' 

work with interested people, or actively support its used by individuals, groups, 

or in education, is short-sighted (O' Carroll 2018, p.356; my emphasis). 

 

This sense here of the 'short-sightedness' of holding archival heritage resources without 

prioritising their active engagement suggests that a longer-term, qualitative perspective 

may be more appropriate to gauge the impact of such engagement activities and their 

'rippling' effects. As we saw in the Chapter Seven, this prioritising of 'real-world work' is 

not a currently a main focus for many of the archivists who participated in the Scotland's 

Sounds network 'Principles and Priorities' exercise. But the potential to observe whether 

archival sound recordings become "re-established as oral traditions in their home 

communities" (Marsh et al 2016, p.347) through engagement projects has been suggested 

as a powerful way to assess impact: 

 

And what fascinated me as an anthropologist was, I never would have thought of 

this, was maybe one way we can measure the effect in this, and the impact, is 

whether it becomes the oral tradition again. So you think about it was made on a 

wire recording… converted to digital form, and then it turned back into the oral 

tradition. That to me is awesome. (Research interview response, quoted in Marsh 

et al 2016, p.347). 

 

This notion of the "awesome" transformation of archival recordings into living traditions 

– stemming from what O' Carroll describes above as the immediately "powerful impact" 

of personal and emotional connections engendered by "even two minutes of listening" to 

archival recordings – resonates closely with the observations and views of archivist-

singers interviewed for this thesis, in considering the potential impact of their own 

practices. Explaining the wider motivation that drive the activities of Local Voices, Chris 

Wright observed:  

 

Because we believe in it, because we've got our own experience of being impacted 

by hearing things that we had no idea were in the archives, we're sort of 

consciously playing the long game. And we fully expect that out of the hundreds, 

maybe thousands of kids that we've worked with now, there might be two that 

decide to go on and go to the School of Scottish Studies, you know? Or maybe 

ten that become singers. Or twenty that end up going to a session and then 

deciding they want to take up the fiddle or something. We don't expect all of the 
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kids to somehow suddenly become interested in it – we're very much focussed on 

the long game (Chris Wright interview, June 2019).  

 

As we saw in Chapter Four, the singer Fiona Hunter expressed a similar hope that archival 

sources provide the potential for future singers to be inspired – describing her desire to 

reach even "a handful of people, or one person" through her teaching and performance of 

songs from the archive, which was, to her, "all part of keeping the tradition alive" (Fiona 

Hunter interview, March 2020). Anna MacAskill also indicated that the acknowledging 

of the archive as a source of song to children that she teaches has the potential to reach 

future generations: 

 

I still have a folder of every song I ever learned at a Fèis… and I see that my 

teachers have done that for me, you know, they've noted 'this song is from 

whoever's singing.' So now when I teach, if I was giving out written words, I'd 

probably write the archive source on it, because they might keep a folder too! And 

they might go back in ten years and think, 'oh, that's where it's from' (Anna 

MacAskill interview, June 2019). 

 

The aspirations of 'singer-archivists' (and also of traditional singers who regard the use of 

archival materials as central to their practice) for the long-term transmission of song from 

the archive therefore could hardly be further removed from some prevalent notions in the 

literature, which we saw in Chapter One, that "[f]olklore archives are nothing but 

collections of dead artifacts" (Lauri Honko 1989; quoted in Carrassi 2017, p.7), and that 

it is "fantasy that we can commune with the voices of the dead" through engagement with 

archival recordings (Sterne 2009, pp.57-8). On the contrary, the evidence from 

interviewees recalls Lancefield's experience that "[w]hat once might have seemed dead 

things re-entered a living tradition… [e]ven as we listened" (Lancefield 1998 pp.57). On 

this basis, then, it can be said that sound archives, particularly when engaged through 

activities led by singer-archivist 'conduits' such as those seen in this chapter, have the 

potential to function not only as an integral part of current traditional song practice, but 

moreover to contribute to the future sustainability and vitality of the tradition itself. As 

Brinkhurst has observed in the context of a different oral tradition:  

 

I believe that sound archives have the potential to contribute to the continuation 

of Somali oral tradition following dislocation. However, long-term commitment 

is required in order to embed archival recordings within social life and empower 
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heritage communities to own, develop and engage with archival collections 

(Brinkhurst 2012, p.256). 

 

The question then arises: in the context of the song tradition in Scotland, what might such 

a 'long-term commitment' towards the aim of 'embedding archival recordings' in 

traditional song practices and in the 'social life' of the wider heritage communities in 

which these practices function look like? The evidence we have seen in this and previous 

chapters suggests a number of different components that could contribute to such a 

commitment. Firstly, a commitment to more deeply embedding public engagement as a 

strategic priority across the sound archive sector through the Scotland's Sounds network, 

to the point that it is widely seen by sound archivists as a 'central activity', on an equal 

footing with other priorities and practices of the sector – effecting, in Cook's terms, a 

further shift from a 'mediator-archivist' to an 'activist- archivist' ethos and approach. 

Secondly, a commitment to focussing that public engagement to include more activities 

aimed at a participatory, local community level, rather than activities aimed solely at 

'passive audiences' or inspiring professional performances. And, finally, a commitment 

to developing a more tightly interwoven confluence of practice between archives and 

traditional song/heritage practices, where each works together and informs the other. In 

all these respects, the Scotland's Sounds network model, together with a greater 

understanding, appreciation, and utilisation of the role of 'singer-archivist conduits', 

would seem to provide a means to deliver on such a commitment in practical terms.  



 

223 

 

Song Study Three: A journey of song 
 

This study explores my encounters with three connected songs; 'Jamie's on the Stormy 

Sea', 'Tha Mo Ghaol air Àird a' Chuain' ('My Love is on the High Seas'), and 'Johnny 

Todd'. These were the songs that started to shape the idea of exploring the 'song journeys' 

that I have undertaken in the course of researching this thesis, due to an unexpected 

encounter with an archival recording of a strangely familiar, yet unfamiliar song, when I 

was working on a piece of research for Scotland's Sounds. As with the previous Song 

Studies, this exploration is accompanied by an original audio recording of myself. In this 

instance, I was only able to secure permission to include the audio of one of the archival 

sources that inspired this study. The archival sources are all noted in the Bibliography, 

and a transcription of each can be found in Appendix B.  

 

The idea that songs 'journey' is taken from the autoethnographical field journal note which 

I quoted in Chapter Three: my observation that I am "interested in the journeys that songs 

go on, from singer to singer, place to place, from this language into that." In addition to 

this personal reflection of my own approach to learning and singing traditional song, 

when considering the interviews I conducted with singers, I became aware that several of 

them also commented on the idea of songs, or the act of singing, as consisting of some 

form of 'journey'. Fiona Mackenzie, for example, recounted some research she had written 

regarding her exploration of archival sources of a particular song which had been 

collected in different places: 

 

It's just the story of how the song travels across the world, and changes, or what 

it retains and what it doesn't retain, how it changes lyrically and musically… [I 

was writing about] the song 'Diùram' that John had recorded in 1932 in Loch 

Boisdale [in South Uist], and then he'd recorded it again in 1937 in Nova Scotia. 

Same song, but there it had a completely different melody (Fiona Mackenzie, 

November 2018). 

 

In another example, Iona Fyfe described her particular process of researching songs from 

various sources as being a 'journey' from which her sense of authority and authenticity in 

singing derived:  

 

You've known the journey that it's went on, and you've taken it on that journey of 

figuring out the words, figuring out the melody, the structure, the arrangement… 
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I think that, like, you know that you've done the legwork and you have more 

conviction and ownership, or authorship over the song (Iona Fyfe interview, 

February 2020). 

 

These two notions of the 'journey' related to song differ a little, in that Fiona Mackenzie's 

comment emphasises the journey of the song itself, while Iona Fyfe refers to her own 

journey as a singer and how she forms a relationship with the songs she sings. One further 

example came from my interview with Fiona Hunter. In addition to singing with the band 

Malinky, Fiona Hunter is also a member of the Grit Orchestra, the group of musicians 

described in Chapter One as having 're-performed' the musical creations of musician 

Martyn Bennett of his album 'Grit' – electronic music compositions which themselves 

used samples of archival recordings of Gaelic and Scots songs (see Section 1.9). I was 

therefore interested to ask Fiona about her experience of 're-singing' these archival voices 

in the context of Martyn Bennett's compositions. Unexpectedly, she recounted a memory 

of having taken part in a concert tour when she was a student several years before, at 

which Sheila Stewart, one of the singers whose archival recordings of song Martyn 

Bennett had 'remixed', was also performing. At a rehearsal for one of the performances, 

Fiona was present when Martyn played Sheila a track entitled 'Move', which featured her 

voice. As she recounted:  

 

I would never have imagined that the journey of that song was going to end up 

including me in it in some way! That was the first time that Sheila Stewart had 

heard it… there was also a whole moment of not knowing, what was she going to 

think about how the song was being used, you know, chopping bits up and all the 

rest of it. But she loved it, and just the memory of being there, and seeing Sheila 

dancing around to it… at the time that was just a very in-the-moment thing for 

me… And actually for me then being asked to sing it [with the Grit Orchestra] 

was amazing. Nobody knew that that was kind of where that whole wee journey 

for that song had started for me… So it was lovely to have that kind of personal 

connection for me, a real memory (Fiona Hunter interview, March 2020). 

 

For Fiona Hunter then, the song itself has a 'journey', and through her points of connection 

with it, she also becomes part of that journey: in memory, in emotion, and in performance. 

All three points of view expressed by these singers are very similar to the way that I have 

always felt about traditional songs and my encounters with them: that the songs 

themselves journey, that we as singers 'go on a journey' when learning a song, and that 

we become part of the song's journey ourselves, through performance and transmission. 
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1. Encounters with the songs 

There were two main encounters which formed my journey of discovery among the songs 

which this study examines, which occurred almost a decade apart. The first of these took 

place, years ago, in that best of arenas for sharing songs – around a friend's kitchen table 

in the course of a night of music and socialising. One of my friends sang for us a song 

called 'Johnny Todd'. There's a very well-known song by this name which was recorded 

by various singers and folk bands between the 1950s and 1970s, including Ewan McColl 

and Bob Dylan. Although I didn't know this popular version of the song particularly well 

at the time, I knew of it. The narrative of the song generally describes a sailor heading off 

to sea, leaving a forlorn 'true love' looking out to sea after him. In most versions of the 

song, there's some form of a sad ending – either Johnny never returns, or he does return, 

only to find that his true love has married somebody else. However, in the version that 

my friend sang on this occasion, there was a happy ending: Johnny returned and married 

his true love. The melody was different also, to the 'Johnny Todd' that I half-knew.  

 

As I listened to her sing, and as the story unfolded through the verses of the song, suddenly 

my mind made a connection to another song I knew – a Gaelic song titled 'Tha Mo Ghaol 

air Àird a' Chuain' (My Love is on the High Seas). The melody was very similar in places 

– particularly the last phrase of the chorus – and when I thought about it, the story was 

also similar. The Gaelic song similarly depicts a forlorn woman looking out to sea, 

lamenting the absence of her true love who has sailed off on the high seas. At the end of 

the song, it is revealed that the song's 'narrator' is in fact her true love, who has returned 

to her. I knew this song from an album released by Topic Records of field recordings of 

singers made in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia in the 1970s, and I had made a tape copy of 

the album from Glasgow University library while I was a student. I had since heard it 

sung by the popular Gaelic singer Julie Fowlis at a concert while I was living in Benbecula 

– and recalled her acknowledging that she had learned the song from this very recording. 

 

I remember saying that night, once my friend had finished singing, that I wondered if 

there might be some connection between the songs, as they seemed so alike. As 

mentioned previously, as a singer I've been interested for a long time in songs that occur 

in both Gaelic and Scots tradition, and even a decade ago I was noting any such possible 

connections, thinking of one day perhaps developing a musical project to explore such 
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links. But I did no more about it at that time, other than to file the possible connection 

away in my "memory archive" (Bartleet 2009, p,715). 

 

Although I had recognised this narrative and melodic similarity between 'Johnny Todd' 

and 'Tha Mo Ghaol air Àird a' Chuain', they were clearly not translations of each other. 

'Johnny Todd' is told in simple, direct language, while 'Tha Mo Ghaol' has a more poetic, 

romantic tone. A fairly unique aspect of this poetic language in the Gaelic song is that the 

song opens with this description: 

 

Feasgar ciùin an tùs a' Chèiteinn 

Nuair bha 'n ialtag anns na speuran 

Chualam rìbhinn òg 's i deurach 

Seinn fo sgàil nan geugan uain'  

(Whyte 1920, p.137) 

  

On a calm evening at the start of May 

When the bat was in the skies 

I heard a young maiden, weeping, 

Singing below the green branches 

(My translation) 

 

The mention of a bat is quite an unusual image in traditional song – in fact, as a singer, I 

can't think of any other song I know, in Gaelic, Scots or English, that makes mention of 

a bat. It was this uncommon image that was to spark my memory of these songs, in 2019, 

in the course of the placement I undertook at the sound archives of the NLS. One of my 

tasks during this placement was to explore the websites of sound archives in different 

European countries to investigate how they made their holdings available to the public as 

part of a research for a report on potential future plans for the Scotland's Sounds network. 

And so it happened one day that I was exploring the website of the Irish Traditional Music 

Archive (ITMA) as part of this research, and was listening to a curated playlist of archival 

song recordings that was posted on the website entitled 'Songs of the Sea.' This particular 

playlist had been compiled from a collection of live performances recorded at the Góilín 

traditional song club in Dublin. Suddenly, through my headphones came the opening 

words of a song:  

 

Ere the twilight bat was flitting 

In the sunset at her knitting 

Sang a lonely maiden sitting 
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Underneath the chestnut tree 

   (Jane Cassidy, 950-ITMA-MP3) 

 

It had the same melody (and the same bat!) as 'Tha Mo Ghaol air Àird a' Chuain' – indeed, 

it was the same song, sung in English. Harrison has described this type of personal 

interaction with collected heritage materials, whether displayed in a museum or preserved 

in a sound archive, as  

 

[T]he interaction between the object as historical and material witness, and the 

moment of recall in the mind of the person in the present which produces a spark 

of charged memory (Harrison et al 2008, p.5). 

 

Energised by this 'spark', I can recall the excitedness with which I momentarily stopped 

what I was researching, and began looking for more information about the song and the 

singer. From the ITMA's online information, I learned that it was a fairly recent recording 

from the collection of recordings from the Góilín, made in 2001 of the singer Jane 

Cassidy, and that the title of the song was 'Jamie's on the Stormy Sea' (950-ITMA-MP3) 

What I was most curious to know, having listened to the full song, was whether it was a 

translation of the Gaelic song, or whether the Gaelic was a translation of it. 

 

Thanks to the plethora of online digital resources that have been created by libraries and 

archives across the globe, just a few keystrokes gave me an answer – that an American 

song titled 'Jamie's on the Stormy Sea' was translated into Gaelic in around 1880 by a 

man named Henry Whyte. And not only did I have an answer, but I also instantly had the 

ability to look at the song itself in a digitised copy of a book of Whyte's song translations 

on the NLS's own website (National Library of Scotland B, n.d.). Further research 

revealed that 'Jamie' was a 'parlour song' or 'art song', composed by Bernard Covert of 

New England, some time around 1848, and was subsequently published in many forms, 

as broadsheets and as sheet music with piano and vocal arrangements. 

 

That the song became popular beyond the parlour is testified by its appearance in various 

text collections of traditional songs from both sides of the Atlantic, including a fragment 

in the Greig-Duncan collection which indicates that it must have been sung in Scotland 

(Shuldham-Shaw, Lyle and Campbell 2002, p.313). It was also collected in Ireland, where 

it appears in the weighty tome Songs of the People, a collection of songs gathered from 

traditional singers by Sam Henry in the 1920s-30s (Huntington 1990, p.484). 
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Additionally, in a wonderful demonstration of the song making its journey across oceans, 

it is also found in a collection called Songs the Whalemen Sang, which was compiled 

from a series of logbooks created by sailors on whaling boats in the 19th century which 

recorded the songs that were sung by the men on board (Huntington 1970, pp.252-5). As 

Huntington states, the fact that this was a "literary song pure and simple" (Op. Cit. p. 255) 

made no difference to the whalemen: "to them a song was a song, and if they liked it, they 

sang it" (Op. Cit. p.232). Furthermore, there were various other such 'art songs' composed 

around the same era which share striking similarities in narrative theme: 'Willie's on the 

Dark Blue Sea' was one, 'Bonnie Jamie' another, which indicates that potentially all three 

'art songs' had taken inspiration from more 'traditional' sources (Op. Cit. p. 236). 

 

Having been translated into Gaelic in Scotland by Henry Whyte, the song 'Tha Mo Ghaol', 

as it now was, was included in a popular collection of Gaelic song arranged for choral 

singing: A' Choisir-chiùil: The St. Columba Collection of Gaelic Songs, published some 

time around the turn of the 20th century (A' Choisir-chiùil, p.79). It was from this printed 

source that the singer in Cape Breton, Tommy MacDonald of North Shore, had learned 

the song, when it was recorded from him in the 1960s. I am certainly not the first singer 

or song researcher to be aware of the links between these songs. Indeed, having recently 

replaced my old cassette copy of the Topic Records album with a version that was 

released on CD and have access to the liner notes, I can see that the fieldworker who 

recorded the songs – Professor John Shaw – had noted this 'literary' background of the 

song there (Topic Records TSDL353, 1978). 

 

2. Serendipity and connection 

Having explored the transatlantic back-and-forth journeys of 'Jamie's on the Stormy Sea' 

and its translation 'Tha Mo Ghaol', the question remained: what, if any, was the 

connection between these two related songs, and the version of 'Johnny Todd' that my 

friend had sung? As chance would have it, when I began to look at different sound archive 

websites to see if I could possibly track it down, I came across a recording of it on the 

RareTunes website, described earlier in Chapter Two as "a curated audio scrapbook" of 

live performance of songs (RareTunes n.d.). The recording was of Tony Cuffe, a well-

known singer and guitarist from Greenock, performing at the Stonehaven Folk Club in 

1987. In another instance of connection, one of the creators of the RareTunes archive, 

Stuart Eydmann, was a regular attendee of Scotland's Sounds stakeholder meetings, and 
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I had spoken to him on various occasions about his collection. At the next Scotland's 

Sounds meeting, I took the opportunity of speaking to him again – to have one of the 

'chance conversations' which have been remarked upon as one of the features of the 

network.  

 

Stuart Eydmann had been a personal friend of Tony Cuffe, and following our 

conversation about the song at one meeting, he generously looked through the paperwork 

that went along with his collection of recordings, and also spoke with his wife (Tony 

Cuffe having sadly passed away in 2001). Meeting again at the next Scotland's Sounds 

event, he told me what he had learned about the version of 'Johnny Todd' from the 

recording: that in fact, Tony Cuffe had taken the first verse and chorus from a book called 

Kerr's Guild of Play, where the song is titled 'My True Love's A Sailor' and the hero of 

the song is named "Johnny Johnstone" (Kerr n.d. p.25). Tony Cuffe had taken the first 

verse and chorus from this source, and had composed the remainder of the verses himself. 

He had done this, Stuart said, due to his mischievous sense of humour, and that he enjoyed 

performing a version of the song that was entirely different to the well-known song. So 

the similarity I had heard between the narrative, and even the melody, of 'Johnny' and 

'Jamie', appeared to have been entirely coincidental. A quote from my field journal made 

at around this time states that:  

 

As a singer, I don't always want to pursue these links to their absolute limit – lost 

in a maze of dates and 'authenticity' – rather I prefer the serendipity of the 'find', 

and the musical song-links this creates, rather than a hunt for an 'absolute origin'. 

So archives and databases can seem full of dead ends – I can only get to a certain 

point – and that's ok, then I can start talking to people! (Harvey, unpublished 

journal entry, October 2019) 

 

From one perspective, the outcome of this song journey may seem to be rather 

disappointing, in not having been able to determine a definite link between one song (and 

its translation), and the other. While my academic researcher's mind may not be satisfied, 

my musical, 'singerly' mind is happy to retain a sense that they are connected, as my 

journal entry indicates. One other detail that Stuart Eydmann told me about Tony Cuffe's 

version of 'Johnny Todd' was that he had apparently based the melody he sang on a 

popular traditional tune called 'Far From Home'. The origin of this particular tune is 

unclear as to whether it may have originated in Scotland or Ireland or even in North 

America: the first documented record of the melody was collected by Francis O'Neill in 
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California, and it first appeared in his printed collection Dance Music of Ireland in 1907. 

O'Neill was an Irish-born American police officer and piper who collected music 

extensively among the Irish and Scottish population of Chicago, and further afield, in the 

early 20th century. Indeed, O' Neill was "at pains to point out the connections between 

Irish and Scottish repertoires" in his published works (Dillane 2016, p.81) In another 

tantalising could-be-connection, John Shaw commented in the liner notes for the Topic 

Records album that "the striking air of ['Jamie's on the Stormy Sea'], considered by some 

authorities to have originally been a Scots pipe tune, may be the reason for its curious 

history" (Topic Records TSDL353, 1978). Could the two melodies have a common 

ancestor? Whether there is any 'tangible' link between the melodies or the song words 

may never become clear. As Sheila Douglas observed, "the carrying stream of song may 

change and may drop and pick up material as it flows along; it may even go underground, 

but it goes on" (Douglas 1992, p.i). Perhaps what I am seeking is a connection that has 

run underground, but resurfaced in these two separate-but-similar songs.  

 

In one final moment of serendipity connected with this song journey, I taught these three 

connected songs at a workshop at the NLS in Edinburgh, which introduced participants 

to the concept of the Scotland's Sounds network, and also to the idea of a network of 

sources of song that flourishes in human interactions and in archival recordings. When I 

was leaving at the end of the workshop, who should also be walking down the stairs of 

the NLS but Professor John Shaw – who had been my supervisor in my first ever archival 

role at the Calum MacLean archive project, and who had been the fieldworker who had 

collected 'Tha Mo Ghaol' from the singer Tommy MacDonald in Cape Breton back in the 

1960s. We chatted for a few moments, not having seen each other in perhaps seven or 

eight years. When I described to him the topic of the workshop that I had been teaching, 

he guessed which song I had taught before I named it. These moments of coincidence and 

of connection all constitute part of my own journey of song. 

 

3. Recording the songs 

Although the archival recording of 'Jamie' from the ITMA is quite beautifully sung, when 

I tried singing it myself in preparation for recording in the studio, I found the romantic 

'art song' phrasing to feel un-natural in my voice. Therefore, I took the decision to reflect 

the somewhat 'literary' origin of the song by reciting it as a poem – which also added an 

element of variety into the whole piece, since otherwise two of the songs would be sung 
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to exactly the same melody. To form an audible 'link' between the three songs, to weave 

them into one narrative from three tellings of the same 'tale', my brother made use of a 

sample of wave-sounds which I had recorded while on a holiday beside the sea on Orkney. 

I would like to have been able to use elements of the archival voices in my own recorded 

song tracks, perhaps sampling phrases of the songs or snippets of conversation from the 

original recordings in a similar fashion to the sounds of the sea. However, I was unable 

to secure permission to include the audio of two of the archival recordings from which 

these songs were learned (the recording of 'Tha Mo Ghaol air Àird a' Chuain' is the 

property of the record label Topic Records, rather than a non-commercial archival 

institute, while the ITMA were unfortunately unable to secure permission from the singer 

for me to use the recording of 'Jamie's on the Stormy Sea'.) Perhaps in the future I might 

be able incorporate this idea in some way in future performances, as I continue my 

journey with these songs. For now, I can be content to hear the archival voices in my own 

mind while I sing, and to acknowledge and share the sources from which I learned them. 

 

4. Thoughts and reflections 

Which elements and expressions of orality function, in a cultural environment 

characterized by fast changes, access to innumerable cultural items, and music as 

a mediatized, processed, and often digitized phenomenon? And what are the 

consequences for affinity-centered and long-term qualities of oral tradition, such 

as learning songs across the kitchen table and performing and developing one's 

repertory during a lifetime?" (Åkesson 2012, p.67). 

 

My own experiences and encounters with this 'song journey' has shown that access to 

"innumerable cultural items and music as a mediatized phenomenon" can sit comfortably 

alongside the orally learned aspects of my song practice – so a song, coincidentally first 

heard across a kitchen table, has found its place in this performative exploration of 

archival access, research of digital resources, and human interactions and connections. 

This may not be the 'same' as the oral transmission experienced by previous generations 

of singers, but these experiences are no less real and emotionally present when I perform 

the songs. From my conversations with other contemporary traditional singers, I believe 

that the same is true for them. And through the actions of singer-archivists such as those 

discussed in Chapters Six and Eight, it may be true also for future generations of singers 

to whom the archives have been opened, especially if initiatives and projects such as those 

fostered by Scotland's Sounds continue to be developed and delivered with a view to 

engaging communities with their heritage.  
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Conclusion 
 

In this thesis, I have explored uses made of recordings of traditional song in archival 

sound collections in Scotland, looking both at the archival activities and processes which 

preserve access to these materials, and at the experiences and perspectives of singers and 

performers (including myself) who access and make use of them. To conclude, I return 

to the overarching research questions outlined in the introduction to this thesis and 

summarise my findings.  

 

This thesis posed the questions (a) How do sound archives play a role within current 

practices of traditional song in Scotland? and (b) In what ways do contemporary 

approaches to sound archiving have an impact upon such practices? 

 

Through asking these questions, I have explored the potential implications of access to 

sound archives, both for deepening our understanding of the experiences and processes 

entailed in the performance and transmission of traditional song, and for the archives 

themselves in terms of their ethos and activities. Central to this was an exploration of 

whether and how an increasing accessibility of archives through different approaches 

allows for the 'activation' of archival sounds, for the transmission of tangible recordings 

back into intangible cultural practices. My findings suggest that sound archives and 

recordings are not 'fixed repositories' of past collections, but that through processes of 

their activation and creative use (carried out by archivists, archive users and a special role 

of 'singer-archivist'), sound archives can be regarded as 'co-performers' of heritage 

practices, and as playing an active role in the transmission of tradition. 

 

My data was generated through a combination of ethnographic research methods, 

comprising: interviews with traditional singers and also individuals working with sound 

archives; participant-observation of the Scotland's Sounds network; and autoethnographic 

reflections upon my own experiences as a traditional singer, and of working with archival 

sound collections.  

 

1. Key findings and summary of discussions 

My key findings below consider together the discussions and conclusions from Parts Two 

and Three of the thesis, noting that both parts present findings regarding attitudes to 

singing from archives, findings on archival roles and responsibilities, and discussions 
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about the pivotal role of the 'singer-archivist' or 'conduit' between archives and song 

practice. The discussion of key findings also interweaves relevant themes from the 

literature reviewed in Part One, and shows how my research either supports or challenges 

the main topics discussed there. 

 

In answer to research question (a), regarding the role that sound archives play within 

traditional song practice, I found that among those singers interviewed and primarily 

discussed in Chapter Four, there was a clear indication that they felt comfortable in 

integrating the use of archival sound recordings into their approaches to learning, 

performing, and teaching song. Moreover, several of the singers indicated that they felt 

that this approach imparted a sense of authenticity and authority to their singing, and that 

they were aware that at least some other singers also commonly made use of sound 

archives in this way.  

 

In the literature discussed in Chapter One, we saw that there is a commonplace concept 

that the act of recording traditional song 'freezes' it, so that it becomes something 'else', 

something other than its authentic self. This also extends towards the idea that learning 

song from archival recordings is not, or cannot be, an 'authentic' form of traditional song 

transmission. My research with singers has shown that they do not experience the 

recordings as 'frozen' or 'inauthentic' in this way. Rather, through their interactions with 

archival recordings these recordings become 'unfixed', or are experienced as 'non-fixed', 

since they are changeable within the singers' active and creative song practice, in which 

they bring their own 'singerly' knowledge to what they encounter in the archive, imbuing 

it with fresh meaning. In this respect, my findings raise a similar question, and point to a 

similar conclusion, as has been remarked by McKean: 

 

So where exactly does authority lie? Perhaps in the singer's mind, in the 

performance, the performance context, in the audience's, community's, and 

fieldworker's perceptions, or in a recorded or transcribed version that is heard or 

read, or perhaps in all of these loci, the shared space where these different 

manifestations of a song intersect… [I]nterpretation takes place anew at each 

intersection of time, performance, and reception. Meaning, therefore, is as 

multiform as the ballad and the audience itself (McKean 2003, p.7). 

 

The attitudes revealed through interviews with singers also challenged notions of the 

archive as merely a "simulacrum" of cultural memory (Conn 2012 p.364) or a repository 
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of "dead artifacts" (Lauri Honko 1989; quoted in Carrassi 2017, p.7). Archives, rather, 

were clearly perceived to be vital sources of song which aid in "keeping the tradition 

alive" (Fiona Hunter interview). We saw that although a recorded song is in a format that 

may be listened to repeatedly, the processes of creative listening, learning and re-use of 

archival recordings in performance meant that they were experienced as 'not fixed', and 

that interaction with them does not mean being reduced to 'imitating' them. Interviewees 

explained this in a range of ways, including: that singers naturally "put their own dreach 

on it", that they sing it in their own way (Anna MacAskill and Gillebride MacMillan); 

that the recorded voices become part of a vibrant presence of the song in the mind and 

memory of the singer (Fiona Mackenzie and Chris Wright); and that they form a 

"foundation" for the  continuation of traditional song practice (Iona Fyfe and Fiona 

Hunter). In these respects, singers' experiences of archives are well-encapsulated by 

Ketelaar's concept of archival 'activation', wherein:  

 

The meaning of the record is indeed in the eye of the beholder: the user finds and 

makes meaning in an archive or a record […] Each activation leaves fingerprints 

that are attributes to the archive's infinite meaning. The archive is therefore not 

static, but a dynamic open-ended process (Ketelaar 2012, pp.27-8)  

 

My autoethnographic Song Studies extended this exploration of "the shared spaces where 

different manifestations of a song intersect" (McKean, see above) with a focus upon my 

own practice as a traditional singer. Through examining my own lived experience of the 

place that archives hold within my own song practice, I found that, as with my singer 

interviewees, archival recordings are not experienced as frozen echoes of a past which 

can no longer be 'accessed'. Rather, the songs – through the processes of locating, 

learning, teaching, performing, and recording them – are experienced as being (as 

recorded sound itself has been described) "unmoored in time" (Sterne 2003, p.1).  

 

The responses of interviewees, and my own experience, regarding approaches to making 

use of sound archives within their wider song practice also provided insight into what I 

have termed the 'confluence' of sources that can comprise each instance or event of song 

in the transmission of tradition. In this respect, the living experience of song by traditional 

singers that we have seen accords with Hamish Henderson's well-known metaphor of the 

'carrying stream' of tradition. Indeed, the image of flowing waters to describe the flow of 
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song through time and place, and between singers, is earlier even than Henderson's use 

of it:  

 

Every song existing in the popular memory takes the complexion of the period 

through which it has lived, just as the stream takes the colour of the different soils 

through which it has flowed (MacDonald and MacDonald 1911, p.lxxvii). 

 

As I found through exploring this 'carrying stream' metaphor in more detail with 

workshop participants, the presence of a 'confluence of sources' in giving rise to each 

version or variant of a song in the tradition can be well-expressed by the concept of a 

'song journey' – the notion that songs 'travel' from singer to singer, from source to 

performance, flowing through time. This notion of 'song journeys' was also echoed in the 

words of other interviewees regarding their own interactions with songs and with sound 

archives, as we saw in Song Study Three, and can also be found in commentary on song 

performance in the literature: 

 

Meaning can take many different forms of course, but to sing [a traditional 

song]…  is to say, 'Listen, this is old, it is from the past… it has been reshaped on 

its journey, and it has something important to say to me. Come with me and I think 

it will have something to say to you.' (West 2012, p.159). 

 

Following these metaphors to their conclusion, then, allows us to become unconstrained 

by notions of a traditional song as something paradoxically requiring to be at once both 

'authoritative' in its provenance and yet also diversified in its expression by each 

traditional singer. Instead, it becomes possible to follow West's advice, seen in Chapter 

One, not to hold current practices in comparison to some imagined concept of past 

"golden era" of authentic oral transmission (West 2012, p.83); but rather to acknowledge 

and affirm the understanding that is revealed when we focus on the actual lived 

experience of singers: that to sing a traditional song is always to sing in this moment of 

present experience; and that it is therefore, inevitably, to allow the song to take on the 

'colour' of this present time. This means that, even when one place from which a song is 

being sung is an archival source, this too forms part of a 'confluence of transmission' – 

since, in the moment of singing, the song is not only experienced anew by the singer, but 

also becomes available for listeners to 'make it their own' in turn, including through being 

inspired to access and activate the archive once again in yet another new way. 
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With this established, regarding research question (b), the impact of current archival 

practices upon traditional song practices can be observed in several ways. In the review 

of literatures in Chapter One, we saw that initiatives to provide access to sound archives 

can lead to the desire for, and expectation of, more and yet more accessibility (Landau & 

Topp Fargion 2012, p.128). In Chapters Four and Five, among interviewed singers it was 

clear that certain archival activities, such as digitisation and outreach, were in many ways 

making access to archives easier, to the extent that accessing digital resources such as 

Tobar/Kist is experienced as a natural aspect of many singers' song practice. Furthermore, 

it was seen that several archivists interviewed felt that their role in working with sound 

collections involved a strong sense of responsibility towards connecting archival 

collections with archive users and/or heritage communities. This includes a sense that the 

provision of access can and should contribute towards 'righting the wrong' that was 

perpetrated historically when songs were collected and then 'removed' from their 

communities of origin to be kept, in effect, 'inaccessibly' by the archive. In particular, 

Chapter Seven's consideration of Scotland's Sounds as a 'new model' for caring for sound 

collections, found it to be one which strengthens the ability of organisations across 

Scotland to care for sound collections without 'centralising' them, and which can increase 

the confidence of those working locally with sound collections through its establishment 

of a network of professional support, advice and connection – a "community of practice". 

 

Notwithstanding this recognition of increasing accessibility and its benefits for 

contemporary traditional song practice, in Chapter Five we also saw that many of the 

singers interviewed noted several challenges that they (or other potential archive users) 

experienced with regard to making use of sound archives, including some feelings of 

intimidation or 'not-belonging' when using both physical and digital archives. The feeling 

was also expressed, in Chapter Six, that many approaches to archival 'outreach' could be 

directed too much towards 'privileging individual performers' rather than fostering the 

transmission of collective traditional practices at community level, or towards 'passive 

audiences' rather than towards engaging active participants. When taken together with the 

observations in Chapter Seven regarding archival attitudes among stakeholders within the 

Scotland’s Sounds network, which revealed a relatively low prioritisation of access and 

pubic engagement as strategic priorities, this could indicate that, in a general sense, the 

approach to sound archiving in Scotland is currently in the stage of what Cook terms the 

'mediator-archivist' (Cook 2013, pp.109-11): where there is a willingness to 'reach out' 
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from archives in order to engage with 'audiences'; but not yet a fundamentally embedded 

commitment to building active and dynamic relationships with archive users as a core 

priority, which would allow the archive to function in a more 'participatory' way. 

 

In terms of how it may be possible for archives to move towards a more participatory 

approach, the importance of human interactions with sound archives, in enabling them to 

function as active vehicles of song transmission, was observed at various points 

throughout the thesis. In Chapter Four, we saw this exemplified by the fact that most of 

the singers had been introduced to the notion of using sound archives by other people – 

by teachers and by other singers – and that they themselves now carried forward a practice 

of acknowledging the source of their songs and imparting awareness of the archives to 

others, thereby continuing the flow and interweaving of song between archival recordings 

and living practices.  

 

In Chapters Six and Eight, this focus on human interactions was sharpened by the 

observation that certain individuals, by dint of their close relationships both with 

traditional song practice and with working in/with archives, can become points of active 

connection and interchange between the two areas of practice – enabling their knowledge 

to flow from one to the other, both out from and into the archive. In particular, their 

knowledge of traditional song practices and communities of practice has the potential to 

inform and affect archival approaches and activities. Such individuals could be seen as 

embodying the role of what Cook terms the "activist-archivist" (2013, p.113). In Chapter 

Eight, we saw how public engagement activities carried out by such 'singer-archivists', 

under the auspices of Scotland's Sounds, can enhance the role played by sound archives 

in the transmission of tradition – in the sense of facilitating learning about local heritage 

and song through archival recordings; and of using archival recordings to create new 

songs which, in turn, fostered a sense of place and community through engagement with 

such archival materials. 

 

Taking these findings further, the 'carrying stream' metaphor can be extended towards 

understanding the dynamic nature of the archive itself. When viewed through the lens of 

its engagement and activation in living heritage practices, the 'dynamic' archive can be 

seen as representing "flowing streams of the possible" (Carr 2002, quoted in Bastian 2017, 

p.346). As Cook and Schwartz have observed, this points to a need for a more responsive 
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and shared approach to archiving, one that better reflects the experiences of both the 

archivist and archive user, to create a dynamic focussed on the use of the archive in 'actual 

activity': 

 

The script for "thinking archives" needs to become a shared dynamic resonating 

in the daily work of "doing archives". As Shakespeare said, "The play's the thing," 

the actual acting out of the script (Cook and Schwartz 2002, p.183). 

 

An overarching theme in this thesis has been to observe the currents and eddies of what I 

have described as points of 'confluence' in such activity. This provides a particularly 

useful concept for understanding what this research has found about the nature of the song 

tradition, of songs themselves, and of the interaction between archival practices and the 

practices within the song tradition. In the first instance, as commented upon above, we 

have seen that traditional singers encounter and employ a 'confluence of sources' in their 

practice. Secondly, the thesis has also touched lightly upon a 'confluence of traditions', of 

Gaelic and Scots song, which has been explored through the Song Studies. It has also 

observed a 'confluence of practice' between sound archiving and the transmission of 

traditional song – whereby archival decisions can have an effect upon the practice of 

tradition, while the interactions of traditional heritage practitioners (such as singers) with 

sound archives can similarly inform and influence archival practices. Those inhabiting 

the role I have described as the 'singer-archivist' have been shown to enable this 'point of 

confluence' between archives and song practice by forming a 'conduit' between the two. 

Such 'conduits' increase opportunities for the confluence between archival and song 

practice to flow in both directions – and therefore hold much potential both to creatively 

influence the song tradition, and to transform the ethos of the archive itself. 

 

I will close this summary of key findings by sharing a final anecdote from the course of 

my research on the idea of 'conduits', by way of illustrating and affirming both its utility 

and appropriateness as a concept that captures something close to the heart of the 

confluence between archives and contemporary traditional song practice. At the BISA 

conference of 2019, held in Dublin, I had the opportunity to present a paper about 

Scotland's Sounds and spoke of the idea of 'song journeys' and the possibility of 

transmission of traditional songs from sound archive sources. I also discussed the Fuaim 

na Mara and Finding Our Voices projects – somewhat hesitantly, as Steve Byrne, who 

had delivered the Finding Our Voices project, was also a conference attendee – and 
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proposed the idea that projects such as these had the potential to function as 'conduits' 

between the archive and song practice. Later that evening, I attended the Góilín folk club, 

where Steve had been invited to perform as a guest singer. I was delighted to hear that 

one of the songs that he chose to sing was the song 'Awa Wi' My Laddie' – a song which, 

as we saw in Chapter Eight, he had learned from an archival recording and which, through 

the Finding Our Voices project, he had taught to school children in Arbroath, where it 

was originally composed and collected. When Steve introduced the song, he 

acknowledged its archival source and described how he had taught it to the children – and 

then took a moment to remark upon the importance of acting as a 'conduit' from archives, 

with a nod to myself in the audience. There was a ripple of comment, of affirmation 

around the room – to the audience of traditional singers assembled there, the idea spoke 

truly. 

 

2. Implications of the research 

The Scotland's Sounds network seems to provide a model that is particularly suited to 

encouraging and supporting a confluence of practice between the sound archiving sector 

and the song tradition in Scotland. We saw it had many strengths in this regard, including 

its 'distributed model' aimed towards local empowerment, and its track record in 

supporting public engagement initiatives connecting song practitioners and local 

community users with sound archives. However, we also saw some areas where 

Scotland's Sounds could seek to develop further a deeper confluence of practice with the 

song and other heritage traditions. While it is not necessarily an aim of this thesis to make 

specific recommendations as to how the Scotland's Sounds network could or 'should' 

develop, reflecting on what can be learned from experiences and views about this network 

it is nevertheless possible to offer some observations and suggestions from my findings 

about how the network might continue to further its aim to improve "the care of 

Scotland’s recorded sound heritage, and access to it" (Scotland's Sounds 2019, p.1).  

 

In this regard, the observations of interviewees in Chapter Seven point towards some 

relatively simple means which might help to some degree in creating a greater 'two-way 

flow' within a distributed 'community of practice' model like Scotland’s Sounds. These 

include: adopting the use of inclusive online meetings to supplement (but certainly not 

replace) the 'travelling' stakeholder meetings in order to alleviate feelings of isolation or 

disconnect within the network; developing simple, accessible guidance on key archival 
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skills and good practice to enable heritage practitioners and community groups to upskill 

themselves to better maintain, use and make accessible local sound collections; and 

continuing to foster opportunities for archives and heritage organisations to deliver 

engagement activities which focus on developing participatory and dynamic relationships 

between sound collections and communities of users (such as those seen in Chapter 

Eight).  

 

In addition to practical measures such as these, my findings also suggest, if a truly 

"activist-archivist" approach (in Cook's terms) is to be achieved across the sound archive 

sector in Scotland, there is a need to more deeply embed an ethos that sees public 

engagement and access as core strategic priorities for archives, with a corresponding 

commitment to developing a more tightly interwoven confluence of practice between 

archives and traditional song/heritage practices. In principle, the Scotland's Sounds 

network model, together with a greater understanding, appreciation, and utilisation of the 

role of 'singer-archivist conduits' within it, would seem to provide a means to deliver on 

such a commitment in practical terms. 

 

It should be noted that, since Scotland's Sounds is a network for sound archives – focussed 

on sound recordings in general as an archival format requiring a particular approach to its 

preservation and access – and not, therefore, dedicated specifically to a particular type of 

sound recording such as traditional song. The network has many audiences, many 

potential user groups, many communities of practice to represent and connect with, not 

only traditional singers. Therefore, the idea that every archival action undertaken by the 

network might involve some form of 'user' or 'community' input is to some degree an 

impractical or implausible one; a shift towards a more widespread attitude that embraces 

Cook's ideal of the "participatory-archive" through adopting the approach of the "activist-

archivist" would no doubt need to be developed gradually over time. However, in the 

shorter-term, there does seem at least to be scope to find a greater place in the 'principles 

and priorities' set forth by the network (and accordingly in the practical activities of the 

network guided by those) for incorporating a more prominent and prioritised user-led 

voice. In this way, users might come to be engaged with more routinely on a level more 

fundamental than the prevailing one that views them (albeit with good intentions) as 

'audiences' or passive 'consumers' of the sound heritage being made available 'to' them. 
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Moving to consider the wider implications of my research for understanding the practice 

of traditional song among contemporary singers in Scotland, which sees sound archives 

as 'co-performers,' or 'co-transmitters' of tradition, and the singer-archivists as conduits 

who enable transmission. There is a common image in the heritage discourse of 

describing tradition bearers as being 'living archives' or 'human libraries'. This metaphor 

is also often seen to be problematic, in that it seems not to capture the elusive 'aliveness' 

of a changeable tradition and the humans who transmit it, by describing them in terms of 

the same supposed rigidity and fixedness of the archive (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004, 

p.59). The findings of my research, however, allow us to revisit this 'problem' through the 

lens of a reconfigured notion of the 'activated archive' (drawing on Ketelaar) and its 

engagement in the song tradition, which has been revealed through my focus on the living 

experience of song practitioners. In both my own experience and that of other singers, 

archives themselves are not experienced as fixed – that is, that their uses, or activations, 

bring to them the very quality of mutability that is so often seen as a defining 

characteristic of living traditional practices. The problematic nature using the concept of 

'living archives' to describe human tradition bearers is thus undone: tradition bearers can 

indeed be seen as 'living archives' (as Anna MacAskill remarked in Chapter Four), 

because archives also can be seen as functioning within and supporting the 'living 

tradition'.  

 

Understanding and accepting this perspective of the 'living' function of the archive allows 

us, consequently, to celebrate rather than problematise its use in the contemporary 

practice of traditional singing. In this regard, we have seen many examples of archives 

'performing' alongside living performers: singers performing songs learned from 

archives, respectfully acknowledging them as a source, and doing so as prominent feature 

woven into the performance itself; and creative projects involving collaborative 

endeavours being enjoyed between archives and communities engaging in the 

performance of living heritage. Examples like this, seen in this way, can help open up the 

role of archive to be appreciated more as a source, not as 'fixed', 'frozen' or 'fossilised' 

relics of past history forever gone, but rather of new meaning and inspiration in the 

transmission of heritage traditions. In this respect, the findings of this thesis accord with 

Rigney's observation, in speaking of the archive record as a dynamic rather than a static 

entity – and in terms that bear a striking resemblance to McKean's description (2003, p.7) 

of 'meaning' in singing that we saw above – that:  
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Meaning as such is never fixed once and for all, but is something that happens in 

the way events, texts, and other cultural products are appropriated (over and over 

again, always with a difference) (Rigney 2010, quoted in Ketelaar 2011, p.63).  

 

Underpinning this, "preserving access" to the materials is key, and my research has shown 

that human interactions with the archive are also key – in terms of personal, individual 

creativity with the materials, and also in terms of singer-archivists, of "activist-archivists" 

acting as a conduit, performing the transmission of the tradition, of the archive, from one 

person to the next 

 

3. Directions for future work 

This thesis has taken some steps towards exploring how sound archives play a role within 

current practices of traditional song in Scotland, and how contemporary approaches to 

sound archiving have an impact upon, and potential to impact, such practices. It has 

proposed that a greater emphasis upon enabling traditional practices to inform archival 

practices, particularly through seeing access and engagement practices as core priorities 

for archives, might see a move towards a more holistic, truly participatory approach 

between archives and the living song tradition. However, the study has had various 

limitations in its scope. Reflections on these limitations provide indications where there 

is potential for future related study going forward.  

 

For future research in this area, the range of interviewees from both the worlds of 

traditional singing and of archiving could certainly be widened or shifted. These might 

include, for instance: interviews with a broader range of singers than 'professional' 

traditional singers; a focus on more examples of community-level song practice; and 

consideration of the experiences of more archive users who have taken part in engagement 

activities such as those that 'conduits' deliver. Furthermore, while this thesis has focussed 

specifically on traditional song, similar studies could be conducted regarding other 

intangible cultural heritage practices – such as storytelling, instrumental music, oral 

history – which have also been collected, recorded and preserved in sound archives. 

Comparative studies looking at similarities and differences in the experiences of both 

archivists and heritage practitioners across a range of such cultural practices, might also 

enrich the understanding of the idea of the 'confluence of practice' that has been developed 

through this thesis. 
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With regard to the further exploration of the Scotland's Sounds network specifically: my 

findings in Chapter Seven suggest that more might be done to further develop 

understanding of the extent of the impact that the network is having on archivists' working 

decisions and roles. This might be pursued by, for example, by a future exercise aimed at 

speaking more widely to a larger number of attendees at the network's stakeholder 

meetings, or further survey work, to gather more examples of how stakeholder 

interactions, 'chance encounters' and the connections that are built thereby impact on their 

practices. Similarly, such studies might seek to gather more data on attitudes towards the 

network's priorities, and to access and engagement specifically, and how these attitudes 

may be changing over time. Such findings could enhance (or, indeed, challenge) the 

conclusions suggested by the fieldwork carried out for this thesis, that in general the 

prevailing attitude among those working with sound collections  lies towards encourages 

a 'preserve first, engage later' approach to heritage practice. This might then provide an 

enriched understanding that could help inform strategic decision-making in the sound 

archive sector. 

 

Finally, insofar as an element of this thesis (though not a critical focus of it) has included 

drawing connections between the Scots and Gaelic song traditions, it is clear that there is 

potential to do much more work to further understanding in this area. This might include 

seeking out further points of connection between the two traditions within archival 

sources – for instance, to locate more examples like Betsy Whyte's version of  'The Yowie 

Wi the Crookit Horn' that featured in Song Study One. Much might be done, also, to 

compare current perceptions of differences or connections held by singers from both 

traditions – including, as part of this, a closer consideration of whether the 'archive' plays 

a similar 'role' for singers from these two traditions. Such exploration would be both 

fascinating and important in furthering understanding of the history and confluences of 

these two traditions, and for continuing to deepen understanding of the role that sound 

archives have played, continue to play, and can yet play in supporting the future of the 

song traditions of Scotland. 
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Song Study Four: Confluence – an epilogue 
 

[This epilogue is taken directly from a piece of writing in my field journal, written in 

November 2020, after the period of my data collection, research and studio recording, 

during a period of writing and discerning meaning from my data. It therefore differs in 

tone and style from the main body of the thesis, but captures many of the themes explored 

therein. As in previous song studies it is accompanied by an original audio recording of 

my own singing, which, together with the archival sources from which the song was 

learned are provided in the Supplementary Information folder. Transcriptions of the songs 

can be found at Appendix B.] 

 

I think to myself, should I record one final pairing of songs? Sitting in my car on a dark 

night, having driven with my partner up to the glen, to sit by the river in the quiet after a 

day of writing, or rather, struggling to write. Why shouldn't I record them? I feel I'm 

running out of time, won't be able to record them in the studio due to Covid-19 

restrictions, are they really relevant, what will they add to the thesis? Why was I even 

thinking of recording them? I'll sing a verse or two as we drive home, since they've come 

to mind. And, as I sang, a confluence of memories and connections began to flow... 

 

I ri iù ò ro hù o.  

 

The plaintive vocable chorus of a Gaelic lament, 'Milleadh nam Bràithrean' (The 

Destruction of the Brothers), heard on a digitised copy of an old shellac record from the 

collections of the NLS (Joan MacKenzie, DM.78Rec.Gaelfonn.GLA1701). A recording 

which featured on the 'Gaelic Music and Song' microsite I worked on, and delivered a 

workshop about, while on placement at the Kelvin Hall. I played this recording at the 

workshop, and the attendees, a group of Gaelic learners, learned this chorus by singing 

along. When preparing this song for the workshop, I looked for other versions online. 

Through the website Bliadhna nan Oran, a project carried out for the BBC, I came across 

a different version of the song performed by Ishabel T. MacDonald as a young competitor 

at the Mòd – the tradition bearer and song collector of whom Gillebride MacMillan and 

Anna McAskill spoke in our interviews. Also, in a dim memory of attending the Fèis on 

Barra as a child, Ishabel T. had been one of my first Gaelic song tutors, one of the first 

singers to start me upon my own journey of traditional song. Continuing my search on 

Tobar/Kist, I found many other versions. I located several sung by the same person that 



 

245 

 

Ishabel T. had learned the song from herself – Kate Nicolson from South Uist. One of 

these versions was recorded by John Lorne Campbell at Canna House in 1958 – the 

recording which had been 'mis-named,' (as discussed in Chapter Six), from which I 

learned the 'missing' final verse (Kate Nicolson, NTS CannaOT.35).  

 

The song has a haunting melody, and intriguing words. I decided to learn it, and so began 

the process of repeated listening, transcription, comparing versions from different singers, 

versions from the same singers recorded at different times. Images of the story of the song 

began to form in my mind. A lament. A family betrayal, an ambush, a murder. A drinking 

of blood from the wounds of a loved one – a striking image. As Derick Thomson has 

observed, "the reference to drinking the blood of the dead loved one occurs in quite a  

wide  range  of  Scottish  Gaelic songs" (Thomson 2000, p.204). Struck by the image, a 

memory arose… is there a similarity here? 

 

Yarrow. 

 

It's not the same song, not at all – it has a different history, and flows from a different 

tradition. One of the best-known ballads of the Scottish Borders – 'The Dowie Houms of 

Yarrow'. But how very similar is the tale! Lament, family betrayal, ambush, murder. The 

same drinking of blood. An ancient image, of despair, of hope for healing. A connection. 

 

Where did I learn this ballad? As a child, but not from my parents, family or community 

(remember, I'm an imposter). I learned it from a cassette tape of a singer and clàrsach 

player named Isobel Mieras. My parents bought me tapes of her to listen to because I 

learned to play clàrsach as a child. And we would listen to these tapes together in the car 

– on childhood holidays in Barra, en route to the Fèis. And I kept singing this song 

throughout my life – even though I was primarily a singer of Gaelic song for many years. 

I used to sing it to my partner when we lived on Benbecula, as he enjoyed my singing, 

but didn't speak Gaelic. I slightly changed the version that I sang, adopting some words 

and phrases from a version collected by James Hogg for Sir Walter Scott's Minstrelsy of 

the Scottish Border. And I sang it the first time I ever went to the Glasgow Ballad 

Workshop in around 2011, during a 'singaround', where the form was to sing a few verses 

of a ballad you were learning, and then be supportively 'critiqued' by the founders of the 

Ballad Workshop, the redoubtable and hugely respected singers Gordeanna McCulloch 
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and Anne Neilson. I sang four or five verses and stopped, awaiting criticism. Gordeanna 

leaned forward. Pointed. "That's how you sing a ballad." Anne Neilson added, "I'm not 

familiar with that version you're singing, but I'd like to hear the rest of it some time." 

Encouraged by their comments, so began my foray into the world of ballads, and from 

there, into the wider world of Scots song. And from there, into exploring links and points 

in common between the two song traditions, Gaelic and Scots.  

 

And from there, many years later, to a bench in the sun, eating lunch on a break during 

my sound archive placement at the Kelvin Hall. I read the news on social media that Anne 

Neilson had passed away suddenly. Singers of all ages from across Scotland paid tribute 

to her warmth and support, sharing stories of her words of encouragement online. 

Gordeanna McCulloch had also passed away just a few months previously, after a long 

illness. The end of an era, and an irreplaceable loss to the traditional singing community. 

 

In the dark, in the car, my emotions rise up and I stop singing. But I have decided to 

record the songs – somehow, they encapsulate the course of my own journey in song, my 

journey in sound archives, and the journey of this thesis.  

 

…Moving forwards from my journal entry, having taken the decision to include these two 

songs, the recording process was very different to the three previous song studies. 

Coronavirus restrictions prevented my being able to travel to the studio to record them. I 

recorded the songs alone in my study, using what equipment I had, feeling as I sang that 

the Gaelic lament had not quite "washed in" to my singing yet, to use Gillebride 

MacMillans's phrase: another effect of the lockdown meaning that I had had no 

opportunity to sing it to or to talk about it with other singers, a process which, for me, 

usually lays a patina of 'settling' over a newly-learned song. I then relayed the recordings 

to my brother to add musical accompaniment, and we discussed ideas and approaches 

over the phone. When he sent the recordings back to me, he had added a harmonium 

accompaniment to 'The Dowie Houms of Yarrow'. An unusual, almost incongruous 

accompaniment. But as I listened to it, I was reminded of the accompaniment on some of 

the gramophone recordings in the sound collections of the NLS, and was also taken back 

to the sounds of my childhood – the harmonium he recorded himself playing is an 

instrument we used to have in our family home.  
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All of these thoughts, these memories and experiences are bound up with these songs. 

They all become part of "dwelling in the musical habitation," where I can "stand within 

the openness" that the songs create (Benson 2003, p.148-9). All these voices, these layers: 

from the wavering crackle of the shellac disc in the NLS sound archive to the field 

recording from Canna; from the cassette I listened to as a child to the room full of singers 

at the Ballad Workshop. All of the conversations I had with singers and archivists about 

their own journeys with archival song over the course of this PhD. None of these 

experiences take precedence over the others. None of the voices are more real, or less 

authentic to my experience of the songs, than any of the others. The recordings and the 

singers, they will take the songs on different journeys with other people who hear them. 

The songs journey on, flowing from the archive, flowing from the voice, carried on by 

the stream of tradition. 
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Appendix A: Scotland's Sounds Events & Activities 
 

The following information has been collated from the Scotland's Sounds website 

(scotlands-sounds.nls.uk/), email newsletters and updates sent by Scotland's Sounds, and 

from my own attendance at a range of these events. It demonstrates the wide range of 

activities delivered by the network during the period of September 2016 – January 2021. 

 

1. Stakeholder Meetings 

06.09.16 Inverness 

06.12.16 NLS Kelvin Hall, Glasgow (Theme: Collaboration) 

09.05.17 Maritime Museum, Aberdeen (Theme: Collecting) 

05.09.17 AK Bell Library, Perth (Theme: Curation) 

29.01.18 Edinburgh 

13.06.18 Lews Castle College, Stornoway 

14.06.18  Liniclate, Benbecula 

19.11.18  NLS Kelvin Hall, Glasgow 

13.03.19 NLS George IV Bridge, Edinburgh (Theme: Principles & Priorities) 

10.06.19  Gairloch Heritage Museum, Gairloch 

02.09.19  Scottish Music Centre, Glasgow (Theme: Discography) 

20.01.20 Sir Duncan Rice Library, Aberdeen 

Hiatus in meetings due to Covid-19 pandemic. 

18.01.20 Online listening event and stakeholder meeting, via Zoom. 

 

2. Connecting Scotland's Sounds: Training/Knowledge Exchange Events 

20.09.16 Dundee: Analogue Preservation & Cataloguing Recordings 

04.10.16 Perth: Resourcing Your Sound Archive: Volunteering & Fundraising 

25.10.16 Aberdeen: Sound Digitisation & Digital Preservation 

15.11.16 Edinburgh: Management Discussion for Sound Collection Holders 

17.01.17 Glasgow: Demystifying Copyright & Sharing Sound Collections Online 

01.02.17 Glasgow: 'Hear Here' Training Day for PhD Researchers 

07.02.17 Glasgow: 'Hear Here' Training Day for PhD Researchers 

15.02.17 Edinburgh: 'Hear Here' Training Day for PhD Researchers 

21.02.17 Edinburgh: Management Discussions for Sound Collection Holders 

09.03.17 Edinburgh: 'Hands-on' Digitisation Day 

http://scotlands-sounds.nls.uk/
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24.03.17 Glasgow: Archival Management of Oral History Collections Course 

29.04.17 Glasgow: Oral History & Archives Conference 

06.06.17 Dundee:'All Ears': telling stories with sound 

06.10.17 Inverness: Archival Management of Oral History Collections Course 

 

'Sound Advice' Curation Coaching Programme with Education Consultant Douglas 

Roberts 

   - Tomintoul & Glenlivet Landscape Partnership 

   - Gairloch Museum 

   - Scottish Maritime Museum, Irvine 

   - University of Aberdeen Special Collections 

   - Royal College of Physicians, Edinburgh 

 

'Sound Advice' Preservation Coaching Programme 

    - The City of Edinburgh Council Museums & Galleries team 

with mentor Beth Delaney from AVPreserve 

    - Aberdeenshire Museums team  

with mentor David Lee, tutor at the University of Dundee 

 

3. Connecting Scotland's Sounds: Public Engagement Events 

01.10.16: Puppet-making workshop with Zenwing Puppets at Elgin Library, using 

recordings from Greentrax Record Label (a traditional music label based in East Lothian), 

delivered in collaboration with Inverness Museum & Art Gallery.  

 

19.10.16: Community engagement session in Collin near Dumfries with the European 

Ethnological Research Centre, sharing local history recordings. 

 

27.10.16: 'Talking Shop' event at the University of Dundee, exploring archive recordings 

about the world of commerce in Dundee through oral history clips, songs and poetry. 

 

29.10.16: 'A Cran of Song' event at Scottish Fisheries Museum in Anstruther, focusing 

on memories of fishing music with a soundtrack trail through the museum's galleries and 

a performances event. 



 

250 

 

 

12.10.16: 'Community heritage conference at the Town House in Aberdeen, in partnership 

with Historic Environment Scotland. 

 

09.11.16: 'Pantomime in Scotland: looking back through film and sound' at the NLS (part 

of the Library's social programme for people living with dementia and their carers). 

 

02.02.17: 'Coming In', a celebration of LGBTQI oral histories, in partnership with 

OurStory Scotland and LGBT Health & Wellbeing at the NLS. 

 

28.02.17 & 28.03.17: 'Mapping Scotland in Sound', tours of the 'You Are Here' exhibition 

at the NLS, with archive sound recordings to complement exhibition themes. 

 

02.03.17: 'Fuaim na Mara / The Sound of the Sea', launch of waiting room soundtrack 

and visuals created by the Canna Community, musician Yvonne Lyon and visual artist 

Anne Mackay, supported by Canna Archivist Fiona Mackenzie. 

 

15.06.17: 'Sounding Borders: the spark of spoken memories', an event marking the 

culmination of 5 months of creative workshops which involved people from across the 

Borders responding to the oral history collections held by the Scottish Borders Archive. 

 

19.06.17: 'Press Play: animating the voices of the Borders', children's workshops using 

oral history recordings as a soundtrack to create animations. 

 

11.08.17: 'Library Social: all the fun of the fair', a reminiscence event in Inverness, using 

oral history recordings for people living with dementia and their carers.  

 

14.08.17: 'Drop-in discovery area' at the Edinburgh International Book Festival. Oral 

history recordings from a variety of sound collections were shared with attendees of the 

festival via an audio post and printed posters.  

 

20.09.17: Scottish Learning Festival, Glasgow. A collaboration with Tobar an Dualchais 

to draw attention to ways in which archive recordings can be used in the classroom. 
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26.10.17: 'Sounds like Scotland', an "animated mixtape" featuring audio clips from 12 

collections from across Scotland to celebrate UNESCO World Day for Audiovisual 

Heritage. 

 

29.11.17: 'Jazz Stories from Scotland', the launch of a Scotland-wide initiative for the 

establishment of a national jazz archive, a collaborative event between Edinburgh Napier 

University and Connecting Scotland's Sounds.  

 

2017: 'Finding Our Voices', a Scots song in schools project, in partnership with Local 

Voices and the Scots Language Centre. School classes in Dundee, Angus and East Fife 

participated in song workshops learned from archive recordings. 

 

2017 'Unheard Of', a project to co-create podcasts, featuring archive audio recordings 

from Helmsdale, Orkney, Glasgow and Fife and the voices and interpretation of local 

community groups. 

 

2017: 'Hear Here', a continuation of the training programme listed above, involving three 

researcher-in-residence placements working with sound collections based in Perth & 

Kinross, Dumfries and Oban. 
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Appendix B: Song Transcriptions and References 
 

Sources for Song Study One: The Yowie wi the Crookit Horn 

 

Transcribed from Tom Speirs at Glasgow Ballad Workshop (personal archive recording)  

1.Gin I wis able tae rehearse 

My yowie's praise in proper verse 

I'd sing it oot as loud an' fierce 

As ever piper's drones could blaw 

  

Chorus  My yowie wi the crookit horn 

 My yowie wi the crookit horn 

  O sic a yowie ne'er was born 

 Near aboot or far awa' 

 

2. Fan ither yowies loupt the dyke 

An et the kale for aa the tyke 

My yowie never did the like 

But bade ahint the barn wa'. 

 

3. She needed neither tar nor keel 

Tae mark upon her hip or heel 

Her crookit horn it did as weel 

Tae ken her oot amang them a' 

 

4. But last Saturday, for a' my keepin 

There cam a nickum fan I was sleepin 

I canna help mysel' fae greetin, 

He ta'en my yowie, horn an' a' 

 

5. And gin I had the loon fa did it 

I hae sworn an' no just said it 

That though the de'il himsel' forbid it 

I wad gie his neck a thraw! 

 

6. Aa that kent her wad hae sworn 

That sic a yowe was never born 

But now my yowie and her horn 

Are ta'en fae me an' stown awa 

 

7.The nicht is cauld an hoolets screamin 

There's thirsty men an' thirsty weemin 

There's thirsty men an' thirsty weemin 

Since my yowie's stown awa

 

Transcribed from Lucy Stewart, SSSA recording SA1960.138.A2 

My yowie wi the crookit horn 

My yowie wi the crookit horn 

My yowie wi the crookit horn 

Is stole frae me an ta'en awa 

 

1. Pair wee thing, for a' my keepin 

There came a nickum fan I was sleepin 

There came a nickum fan I was sleepin 

An stole my yowie, horn an' a' 

2. She neither knowed tar nor keel 

Tae mark upon her hip or heel 

Her crookit horn it did as weel 

Tae ken her owre amang them a' 
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3. If I had the lad that did it 

I hae sworn as well as said it 

Though the laird himsel' should forbid it 

I wad gie his neck a thraw! 

 

 

Ned Stewart discussing the melody with Hamish Henderson (transcribed from SSSA 

recording SA1955.069 .A10) 

Ned: [diddling] …dai dee deedee, dai dee dlee di didi dee… That's the way it ye hear it 

[inaudible] 

Hamish: Well, what was I singin then? 

Ned: Well, you were singin the pipe strathspey o 'The yowie wi the crookit horn', which 

is two different airs.  

Hamish: Oh aye aye, 

Ned: That's the, the old ballad, is the old ancient Gaelic ballad, ye see. Of course it was 

written by the Revered Skinner in…  

Hamish: Lang…? 

Ned: No, Langside 

Hamish: Langside I mean 

Ned: The tune was not composed by the Reverend Skinner, see that was an old ballad, he 

put them to that. But the words is […tape cuts off] 

 

 

Transcribed from Donald Joseph MacKinnon, SSSA recording SA1956.23.B6b 

Tha bainn' aig na caoraich uileag, 

Caoraich uileag, caoraich uileag 

Tha bainn' aig na caoraich uileag 

'S gallan aig an aon tè chruim (x2) 

All the sheep have milk, 

All the sheep, all the sheep 

All the sheep have milk 

And a gallon at the crooked one 

 

Uan aice cho mòr ri gamhain, 

Mòr ri gamhain, mòr ri gamhain, 

Uan aice cho mòr ri gamhain 

'S e cho sleamhainn ris an ìm (x2) 

She has a lamb as large as a stirk, 

Large as a stirk, large as a stirk, 

She has a lamb as large as a stirk 

And he's as slippery as butter 
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Transcribed from Peggy MacRae, Canna recording "box_06_D05-A" 

Chaora chrom a bh'air a' leacaig 

Chaora chrom a bh'air a' leacaig 

Air a' leacaig, air a' leacaig 

Cha leig i duine na taobh 

The crooked sheep that was on the slab 

The crooked sheep that was on the slab 

On the slab, on the slab 

She wouldn't let anyone near her 

 

Chuireadh i le sèid a sròineadh 

Chuireadh i le sèid a sròineadh 

Sèid a sròineadh, sèid a sròineadh 

A' chaora smògach air a druim 

She would put, with a blast from her nose 

She would put, with a blast from her nose 

Blast from her nose, blast from her nose 

A clumsy sheep on its back

 

Tha bainn' aig na caoraich uile 

Tha bainn' aig na caoraich uile 

Caoraich uile, caoraich uile 

'S gallan aig a' chaora chruim 

All the sheep have milk 

All the sheep have milk 

All the sheep, all the sheep 

And a gallon at the crooked sheep 

 

Chaora chrom a bh'air a' leacaig 

Chaora chrom a bh'air a' leacaig 

Air a' leacaig, air a' leacaig 

Cha leig i duine na taobh 

The crooked sheep that was on the slab 

The crooked sheep that was on the slab 

On the slab, on the slab 

She wouldn't let anyone near her 

 

 

Transcribed from Betsy Whyte, SSSA recording SA1975.12 

There is a conversation between Betsy and Bryce Whyte (her husband) and the two 

fieldworkers who made the recording, Peter Cooke and Linda Williamson, at the 

beginning of the recording: 

Bryce Whyte: You mind yon song that Duncan and your mother and them used to sing, 

when they were sitting at the fire, you mind yon 'Yowie wi the crookit horn'? 

Betsy Whyte: Och but it's a common song that. 

Bryce: Oh but it's a good one, it's a good one [three people talking over each other]. 

Peter Cooke: We'd like to hear your version of it. 

Linda Williamson: Well, oh, you said that it was a Gaelic tune that you had. 

Betsy: But I've only got two or three verses o it. Well, the way they used to sing it was 

like this: 

 

1. Oh my yowie wi the crookit horn 

Sic a yowe was never born 

Sic a yowe was never born 

Hereaboots nor far awa  
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Chorus Ha gallan ag a chona chronie 

Gallan ag a chona chronie 

Gallan ag a chona chronie 

  Gallan ag a chona chron 

 

2. Ilka yowie leapt the dykie 

Ilka yowie leapt the dykie 

My yowie never done such likie 

Picked about the barn wa' 

3. Ilka yowie has her lammie 

Ilka yowie has her lammie 

Ilka yowie has her lammie 

Crookit horn, she has twa 

 

Betsy: But what that means, I don't know. 
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Sources for Song Study Two: MacCrimmon's Lament / Cha Till MacCruimein 

 

Transcribed from Jeannie Robertson, SSSA recording SA1953.196.12 

Round Cuillin's peak the mist is sailin 

The banshee croons her note o wailin 

But mild blue e'en wi sorrow are streamin 

For him that shall never return, MacCrimmon 

 

Chorus No more, no more, no more for ever 

  In war or peace shall return MacCrimmon 

 No more, no more, no more for ever 

  Shall love or gold bring back MacCrimmon 

 

The beasts on the brae is mournfully mournin 

The brook in the hollows is plaintively mournin 

But mild blue e'en wi sorrow are streamin 

For him that shall never return, MacCrimmon 

 

 

Transcribed from Lizzie Higgins, SSSA recording SA1970.78.A4 

Round Cuillin's peaks the mist is sailin 

The banshee croons her note o wailin 

Mild blue e'en wi sorrow is streamin 

For him that shall never return, MacCrimmond 

 

Chorus No more, no more, no more for ever 

  Shall love or gold bring back MacCrimmond 

 No more, no more, no more for ever 

 Shall love or gold bring back MacCrimmond 

 

The breeze on the braes are mournfully moanin 

The brooks in the hollows are plaintively moanin 

Mild blue e'en wi sorrow are streamin  

For him that shall never return, MacCrimmond 

 

MacLeod's wizard flag from the grey castle sallies 

The [oarers] are unseated, unmoored are the galleys 

Gleams war-axe an' broad sword, clang target and quiver 

For him that shall never return, MacCrimmond 
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Transcription of Lizzie Higgins describing learning the song 'MacCrimmond' to Peter 

Cooke, SSSA recording SA1970.78.A3 

Lizzie Higgins: My Uncle Isaac had met some people, and they gave him some old books, 

because I was just a kid of fourteen. Said, 'would the little girl like these books to read?' 

All type o educational books. So my uncle took this big bundle o books, and I came across 

this. In fact, the day, the book I think would be quite valuable. […] So, I come across a 

lot o good readin in this book, an I come across this eh, song, called 'MacCrimmond'. So 

I said to my father, 'I like this song,' ye see? I said 'it says 'MacCrimmond''. And my father 

says, 'oh,' he says, 'we have the 'MacCrimmon's Lament' on the pipes, in the pipe music.' 

I say 'oh that's fine,' because I fell in love wi the words. So he played the tune over to me, 

two three times till I got the, the hang o the tune. So he says, 'fit in yer words now.' So I 

kept hummin and hummin, hummin till I finally got the air perfect, and I fitted in the 

words just perfect. 

 

Peter Cooke: You found they fitted alright? 

 

LH: Perfect, without any difficulty at all. 

 

PC: The way he played. 

 

LH: Yes, no difficulty at all, Peter […] 

 

PC: Do you know how the pipe tune goes without the words? 

 

LH: Ah it's the same as the words, exactly the same, I had no difficulty at all. As I picked 

up my book, I looked at my words, and my father was humming to me in the background, 

and I hummed the tune. He was diddlin, and I was just hummin, orally. The tune fitted no 

bother, no difficulty at all to fit it in. So, my father says 'well, you're singin it a bittie too 

plain – so you've to put a bittie more grace notes in, like a piper playin wi his fingers,' ye 

see? So I said, 'will ye learn me this?' Because I didnae sing this style, at this time, I sung 

just orally. Nice little singer and that was that. My father said okay, so for a week or two 

he learned me to grace note like a man playin the pipes. An this was in the human voice 

I'd to learn this. And to tell you the truth it was hard work! Ye see? So, through then, as 

the years rolled on, I modelled my style, through my father, on this. And now if I'm 

singing a old fashioned tune, if I've got to borrow a pipe tune, he just keeps at me until I 

get it perfect, note-for-note with the human voice as he does wi the pipes. 

PC: Do you still work with him? 

 

LH: Yes, I was workin with him all last week upon this 'Lady Maryann' 

 

PC: I see […Description of her learning the song 'Lady Maryann' and altering her 

phrasing to emulate pipe rhythms… ] Do you always accept his ideas? 
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LH: Yes, to me he's a god on the pipes, so there you are! And I'm crazy on the pipe music 

[laughs]. I love all type o music, but eh, I like the pipe music. It just, does somethin for 

me, emotionally, does somethin for me. I mean, I was brought up on it […Description of 

her father and uncle's prowess on the pipes…] I love tae hear the both o them playin. But 

my father starts playin a sad air, I've heard his fingers sobbin like a human voice. That's 

true. That's possible. If you get them really, set in the motion. He can make his fingers 

sob like a human bein sobbin. 

 

PC: You feel that yourself? 

 

LH: Yes. Yes. And he tries to model my eh, singin on this. An I've no objection, because, 

well, I love all type o music - modern, oldish, folk singing, pipe music or anything. But 

this is my best love, to learn his style. 

 

 

Transcription of a conversation between Marion Campbell and Donald Archie 

MacDonald about the fairies and the Clan MacCrimmon, SSSA recording SA1966.89.A4 

Donald Archie MacDonald: 'S an cuala sibh fhèin riamh dad a naidheachd air na 

sìthichean a bha sin? 

 

Marion Campbell: […] O, bha naidheachdan aca mu na sìthichean… [Recounts various 

things about the fairies: that putting an iron object in the door of a fairy hill would keep 

it open; that fairies would grant gifts to anyone that went into a fairy hill; that a woman 

of a local family, the Laings, was supposed to have learned great skill at spinning from 

the fairies.]… Agus tha iad ag ràdh gur ann as a sin a thog Clann 'ic Cruimein – chuala 

sibh iomradh orra siod? Gur ann as a sin a thog iad a' phìobaireachd. 

 

DA: Se gu dearbh? 

 

MC: As an t-sìthean. 

 

DA: O, bha iad a ràdh gum biodh ceòl aig na sìthichean a bha sin gun teagamh. 

 

MC: Bha, o, 'sann as a siod a thog iad e, as an t-sìthean, Clann 'ic Cruimein. 

 

Donald Archie MacDonald: And did you ever hear any tales about the fairies? 

Marion Campbell: Oh, they had plenty tales about the fairies […] And they say that it 

was from there that Clan MacCrimmon – you've heard tell of them? That that's where 

they learned the gift of piping. 

DA: Was it indeed? 

MC: In the fairy hill. 

DA: Oh, they tell that the fairies had the gift of music, certainly. 

MC: Yes, oh, it was from there that they got it, from the fairy hill, Clan MacCrimmon. 
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Transcribed from Marion Campbell, SSSA recording SA1966.89.A5 – 'Version A' 

Marion Caimbeul: (spoken) Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein…. 

Donald Archie MacDonald: A bheil an t-òran sin agaibh? 

MC: Oh, chan eil. (singing) Cha till, cha till… (spoken) – 'Se pìobaireachd tha siod. 

DA: 'Se. 'S ciamar a bha e 'dol? 

 

MC: (spoken) MacCrimmon will not, will not return…. 

DA: Do you know that song? 

MC: Oh, no. (singing…) Will not, will not return… (spoken) – That's a pibroch song. 

DA: It is. And how did it go? 

 

 

Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

‘S ge pilleadh a' phìob, cha till MacCruimein 

Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

Cha till gu bràth gu Latha na Cruinne 

MacCrimmon will not, will not return 

The pipe returns, but MacCrimmon will not 

MacCrimmon will not, will not return 

He will never return until Judgement Day 

 

'S mo chùl ri d' chùl gun dùil ri tilleadh 

'S mo bheul ri d' bheul 's na deòir a' sileadh 

My back to your back, no hope of return 

My mouth to your mouth, the tears streaming 

 

Mo chùl tuille' riut gun dùil tille' riut 

Mo chùl tuille' riut gun dùil tille' riut 

Mo chùl tuille' riut gun dùil tille' riut 

Mo bheul ri d' bheul ‘s na deòir a' sileadh 

My back ever to you, no hope of return 

My back ever to you, no hope of return 

My back ever to you, no hope of return 

My mouth to your mouth, the tears streaming 

 

 

MC: (spoken) O, Mhac Cruimein. 

DA MacD: 'S cha chuala sibh ciamar a fhuair esan an ceòl idir? 

MC: Cha chuala. O tha iad ag ràdh gur as na sìthichean a… Chan eil guth air sìthean an-

diugh. 

DA: MacD: Chan eil, chan eil, cha chluinnear guth air an-diugh.  

MC: Cha chluinnear guth air. 

DA: Ach 's tric a bha mo sheanmhair a' bruidhinn air. 

MC: Ah-ha. 

 

MC: Oh, MacCrimmon. 

DAMacD: And did you ever hear how he composed the melody? 

MC: I did not. Oh, they say it was from the fairies that… You never hear fairies spoken 

about today. 

DAMacD: You don't you don't hear a word about them. 

MC: Not a word. 

DAMacD: But my grandmother often spoke about them. 

MC: Yes. 
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Transcribed from Kate MacDonald, SSSA recording SA1966.95.B3 – Version A 

Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

Cha till gu bràth gu Latha na Cruinne  

Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

'S ge pilleadh a' phìob, cha till MacCruimein  

MacCrimmon will not, will not return 

He will never return until Judgement Day 

MacCrimmon will not, will not return 

The pipe returns, but MacCrimmon will not. 

 

Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

'S ge pilleadh MacLeòid, cha bheò 

MacCruimein 

Cha till, cha till, cha till MacCruimein 

Cha till gu bràth gu Latha na Cruinne  

MacCrimmon will not, will not return 

Though MacLeod will return, MacCrimmon 

is dead 

MacCrimmon will not, will not return 

He will never return until Judgement Day 

 

Mo chùl ri d' chùl gun dùil ri tilleadh 

Mo bheul ri d' bheul 's na deòir a' sileadh 

Mo chùl ri d' chùl gun dùil ri tilleadh 

Mo bheul ri d' bheul 's na deòir a' sileadh 

My back to your back, no hope of return 

My mouth to your mouth, the tears streaming 

My back to your back, no hope of return 

My mouth to your mouth, the tears streaming 

 

Mo chùl tuille' riut gun dùil tille' riut 

Mo chùl tuille' riut gun dùil tille' riut  

Mo chùl tuille' riut gun dùil tille' riut 

Mo chùl ri d' chùl ‘s na deòir a' sileadh 

 

My back ever to you, no hope of return 

My back ever to you, no hope of return 

My back ever to you, no hope of return 

My back to your back, the tears streaming 

 

Transcribed from Kate Laing, SSSA recording SA1953.01.11 – 'Version B' 

Dh'iadh ceò nan stuc mu aodann Chuilinn 

Is sheinn a' bhean-shidhe a torman mulad 

Gorm-shùilean ciùin 's an Dùn a' sileadh 

On thriall thu uainn 's nach till thu tuille 

The mist on the peaks shrouds the Cuilinns 

The fairy-woman has sung her lament 

Mild blue eyes in the Dun are weeping 

Since you have left and will never return 

 

Cha till, cha till, cha till Mac Cruimein 

An cogadh no sìth, cha till e tuille 

Le airgead neo nì cha till Mac Cruimein 

Cha till e gu brath gu latha na cruinne 

MacCrimmon will not, will not return 

In war or peace, he will never return 

With money or possessions he'll not return 

He will never return until Judgement Day

 

Tha osag nam beann gu fann ag imeachd 

Gach sruthan 's gach allt gu mall le bruthach 

Tha ealtainn nan speur feadh geugan 

dubhach / A' caoidh gun d'fhalbh 's nach till 

thu tuilleadh 

The breeze on the hills drifts feebly 

Every stream and burn flows slowly 

The birds of the air flit among dark branches 

Lamenting that you left and will not return 
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Sources for Song Study Three: Jamie's on the Stormy Sea / Tha Mo Ghaol air Àird 

a' Chuain / Johnny Todd 

 

'Jamie's on the Stormy Sea' transcribed from Jane Cassidy  

Recorded in February 2001, singing at An Góilín folk club, Trinity Inn, Dublin. ITMA 

reference: 950-ITMA-MP3. Part of the Brian Doyle Collection. 

 

1. Ere the twilight bat was flitting, 

In the sunset at her knitting, 

Sang a lonely maiden sitting 

 Underneath the chestnut tree; 

And ere daylight died before us, 

And the vesper star shone o'er us, 

Fitful rose the tender chorus, 

 "Jamie's on the stormy sea." 

 

2. Curfew bells remotely ringing 

Mingled with that sweet voice singing 

And the last red ray seemed clinging 

 Lingeringly o'er tower and tree 

And the angel notes ascending 

With the scene and beauty blending 

Ever had the same sweet ending 

 "Jamie's on the stormy sea." 

 

3. How could I but list, but linger, 

To the song, and near the singer, 

Gently praying Heaven to bring her 

 Jamie from the stormy sea? 

And, while yet her lips did name me,  

Forth I sprang – my heart o'ercame me – 

"Grieve no more, for I'm your Jamie, 

 Home returned to love and thee!" 

 

4. Ere the twilight bat was flitting, 

In the sunset at her knitting, 

Sang a lonely maiden sitting 

 Underneath the chestnut tree; 

And ere daylight died before us, 

And the vesper star shone o'er us, 

Fitful rose the tender chorus, 

 "Jamie's now come home to me

 

'Tha Mo Ghaol Air Àird a' Chuain' transcribed from Tommy MacDonald  

Recorded in September 1976 at North Shore, Cape Breton by fieldworker John Shaw. 

Released on 'Music of Cape Breton Vol.1' by Topic Records in 1978. 

 

1. Feasgar ciùin an tùs a' Chèitein, 

Nuair bha 'n ialtag anns na speuran, 

Chualam rìbhinn òg 's i deurach 

Seinn fo sgàil nan geugan uain' 

'S bha a' ghrian 'sa chuan gu sioladh, 

'S reult cha d'èirich anns an iarmailt, 

Nuair a sheinn an òigh gu cianail –  

"Tha mo ghaol air àird a' chuain." 

 

On a calm evening at the start of May 

When the bat was in the skies 

I head a young maiden, weeping 

Singing in the shade of green branches 

The sun was setting into the ocean 

And the stars had not risen in the skies 

When the maiden sang longingly 

 "My love is on the high seas
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2. Thòisich dealt na h-oidhch' ri tùirling, 

'S lùb am braon gu ciùin na flùran, 

Shèid a' ghaoith na h-òiteig chùbhraidh 

Mhaise 's dùrachd do gach cluain 

Ghleus an nigh'nag fonn an òrain, 

Sèimh is ciùin mar driùchd an Òg-mhios, 

'S bha an t-sèis seo 'g èirigh 'n còmhnaidh  

 "Tha mo ghaol air àird a' chuain." 

The dew of the night began to descend 

And the droplets gently bent the flowers 

The wind blew, in a fragrant breeze, 

Beauty and blessings over the meadows 

The lass arranged the melody of her song 

Tranquil and calm, like dew in June 

And the same refrain ever arose: 

 "My love is on the high seas"

 

Chiar an latha is dheàrrs na reultan 

Sheòl an rè measg neul na speuran 

Shuidh an òigh, bha bròn ga lèireadh 

'S cha robh dèidh air tamh no suain 

Theann mi faisg air reult na h-òig-bhean 

'Seinn mu ghaol air cuan bha seòladh 

O bu bhinn an caoidhrean brònach 

 "Tha mo ghaol air àird a' chuain" 

The day faded and the stars shone 

The moon sailed in the firmament 

The maiden sat, sorrow tormenting her, 

There was no wish for peace or rest 

I drew close to this star among women 

Singing of her love who sailed the seas 

Oh, her sad lament was sweet 

 "My love is on the high seas" 

 

Rinn an ceòl le deoin mo thaladh, 

Dlùth do ribhinn donn nam blàth-shul, 

'S i ag ùrnaigh ris an Àrd-rìgh 

"Dìon mo ghràidh th'air àird a' chuain" 

Bha a cridhe le gaol gu sgianadh 

Nuair a ghlac mi fhèin air làimh i – 

"Siab do dheòir, do ghaol tha sàbhailt', 

Thill mi slàn bhàrr àird a' chuain." 

 

The music drew me willingly closer 

To the dark maiden of the kindly eyes 

She, praying to the Lord above 

"Protect my love on the high seas" 

Her heart with love was breaking 

And I caught her in my arms: 

"Dry your tears, your love is safe 

 I've returned from the high seas"

 

'Johnny Todd' transcribed from Tony Cuffe 

Performance recorded in 1987 at Stonehaven Folk Club, by Kenny Hadden. 

RareTunes web address: https://raretunes.org/tony-cuffe/ 

 

1. Johnny Todd he's ta'en a notion 

For tae sail across the sea 

And he's left his ain dear Jeannie 

Weepin on the Greenock quay 

 

Chorus Weep nae mair, my ain dear Jeannie 

  Tak' yer bairn upon yer knee 

  I'll return and we'll be married 

  Doon upon the Greenock quay 

 

2. Johnny's gone in search of riches 

For Australia he is bound 

Handsome in his canvas britches 

https://raretunes.org/tony-cuffe/
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All to sail the world around 

 

3. Many's the winter's night she's waited 

For his ship out on the bay 

Freens may tell her she's forsaken 

But she still could hear him say 

 

4. Then one morning, bright and early 

In the springtime of the year 

She spied a sail out on the waters 

Bringing Johnny tae his dear 

 

 Weep nae mair, my ain dear Jeannie 

 Tak' yer bairn upon yer knee 

 I've returned, noo we'll be married 

 Doon upon the Greenock quay! 
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Sources for Song Study Four: A Mhic Dhughaill 'ic Ruairidh / Dowie Houms o 

Yarrow 

 

'Mhic Dhòmhnaill 'ic Ruairidh' transcribed from Kate Nicholson, NTS Canna 

CannaOT.35 

 

A mhic Dhùghaill 'ic Ruairidh 

A chuir am buaireadh fom chèil-se 

 

Son of Dougal, son of Roderick 

Who has left my senses in turmoil

A chur an tainead mo ghruaidhean 

'S dh'fhàg mo ghruag air dhroch glèidheadh 

 

Who has left my cheek thin 

Who has caused my hair to be unkempt 

Mo mhìle mollachd dham phiùthar 

Nighean bhuidh' a' chùl steudaich 

A thousand curses upon my sister 

The fair maid of the wavy hair

 

'S gura diombach mi dham mhàthair 

Ged is màthair i dhomhsa 

How I resent my mother 

Although my mother she be

 

Gura buidheach mi dha m'athair 

'Se nach cuireadh droch sgeul orm 

I am grateful to my father 

He never cast rumours about me

 

'S mo mhìle mollachd aig a' bhuachaill' 

A bha 'g uallach na sprèidhe 

My thousand curses on the cowherd 

Who was watching the cattle

 

Mac bodachain shuaraich 

Dha bu dual bhith 'n gleann geugach 

Son of a worthless old man 

Who deserves to be in a glen of thickets 

 

Chaidh a dhùsgadh nam balach 

Moch sa mhadainn mun d'èirich 

He went to waken the boys 

Early in the morning before they had risen 

 

Air thòiseach bha triùir ann 

'S air thùs bha da-reug ann 

In front, there were three 

Coming behind, there were twelve 

 

'S thuirt am bràthair bu shine 

'Leigibh na balaich gu chèile' 

The oldest brother said  

'Let loose the lads together' 

 

'S thuirt am bràthair a b'òige 

'Chan e chòir ach an eucoir' 

The youngest brother said 

'This is not just, it is a wrong' 

 

'S ann a' dìreadh a' ghàrraidh 

A leig thu, ghràidh, a' chiad eubh as 

It was climbing the enclosure 

That you let out the first cry, my love 

 

'S ann a teàrnadh a' bhrùthaich 

A fhuair thu 'm brùthadh a lèir thu 

It was descending the brae 

That you received the fatal blow 

 

'S gu robh fuil do chom chùbhraidh 

A' struileadh rod lèinidh 

The blood of your fragrant body 

Was seeping through your shirt 
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'S ged a dh'òl mi, a ghaoil, pàirt dhi 

Cha do shlànaich do chreuchdan 

And though I drank part of it 

Your wounds did not heal 

 

O nach robh mi 's tu m'eudail 

Am Beal Feairst na Dùn Eideann 

How I wish we were, my darling 

In Belfast or Edinburgh 

 

Na Tìr na Fear Dubha 

Na Còigeamh Mumha na h-Eirinn 

In the land of the dark men 

Or in Munster in Ireland 

 

Man do chuir mi riamh ùidh unnad 

Luib ùr a' chùl cheutaich 

Before ever I knew you 

Fine young man of the comely locks 

 

'S man do chuir mi ort [grabail?]* 

Moch sa mhadainn 's tu g'èiridh 

Before ever I hindered you* 

Early in the morning when you arose  

 

*Dictionary translation: 'Grabail': preventive/impdediment, possibly 'Grabair': 

Obstructer, hinderer, opposer. 

 

'Milleadh nam Bràithrean' transcribed from Joan MacKenzie 

Recorded for Gaelfonn records, released circa 1957-60. Accessed from the Dean-Myatt 

Collection at NLS, shelfmark DM.78Rec.Gaelfonn.GLA1701. 

  
I ri dhiù o ro hù o 

I ri dhiù o ro eile 

I ri dhiù o ro leannain 

Se bu mhath leam bhith rèidh riut 

Hi-ri iu o ro hu o 

Hi ri iu o ro eile 

Hi ri iu o ro sweetheart 

I would long to be with you 

 

1. Bha mnathan a' chaisteil  

Dha do choimhead 's tu 'n eiginn 

'Sann a dìreadh a' ghàrraidh 

Leig mo ghràdh a cheud eibhe 

1. The women of the castle 

Were watching you in your need 

It was climbing the bank 

That my love let out the first cry 

 

2. 'Sann a' dìreadh na brùthaich 

'Sann a rug iad air m'eudail 

Thuirt am brathair bu shine 

'Leig na sginean gu cheile' 

2. It was climbing the braes 

That they attacked my beloved 

The eldest brother said 

'Let loose the knives together' 

 

3. Thuirt am brathair bu shine 

'Leig na sginean gu cheile' 

Thuirt am brathair a b'òige 

'Chan i chòir, ach 's i'n eucoir' 

3. The eldest brother said 

'Let loose the knives together' 

The youngest brother said 

'It is not just, it is an injustice' 

 

4. Tha mo mhollachd aig mo phiùthair 

Gruagach bhuidh' an fhuilt ghlè-ghil 

'S i a dh'innis do m'bhràithrean 

Thu bhith air Àirigh a' Cheitinn 

4. My curses on my sister 

The fair maid of the bright hair 

It was she that told my brothers 

You'd be at the shieling.
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'The Dowie Houms o Yarrow'  

Source of text: Child Ballad 214, Version E a (Child 2007, p.198). 

1. Late at een, drinkin the wine, 

Or early in a mornin, 

The [sic] set a combat them between, 

To fight it in the dawnin 

 

2. 'O stay at hame, my noble lord! 

O stay at hame, my marrow! 

My cruel brother will you betray, 

On the dowy houms o Yarrow.' 

 

3. 'O fare ye weel, my lady gaye! 

O fare ye weel, my Sarah! 

For I maun gae, tho I neer return 

Frae the dowy banks o Yarrow.' 

 

4.She kissd his cheek, she kaimd his hair, 

As she had done before, O; 

She belted on his noble brand, 

An he's awa to Yarrow. 

 

5. O he's gane up yon high, high hill –  

I wat he gaed wi sorrow – 

An in a den spied nine armd men 

I the dowy houms o Yarrow. 

 

6. 'O ir ye come to drink the wine, 

As ye hae doon before, O? 

Or ir ye come to wield the brand, 

On the bonny banks o Yarrow? 

 

7. 'I im no come to drink the wine, 

As I hae doon before, O, 

But I im come to wield the brand, 

On the dowy houms o Yarrow.' 

 

8. Four he hurt, and five he slew, 

On the dowy houms o Yarrow, 

Til that stubborn knight came him behind 

An ran his body thorrow. 

 

9. 'Gae hame, good-brother John, 

An tell your sister Sarah 

To come an lift her noble lord, 

Who's sleepin sound on Yarrow.' 

 

10. 'Yestreen I dreamed a dolefu dream; 

I kend there wad be sorrow; 

I dreamed I pu'd the heather green, 

On the dowy banks o Yarrow.' 

 

11. She gaed up yon high, high hill –  

I wat she gaed wi sorrow –  

An in a den spy'd nine dead men, 

On the dowy houms o Yarrow. 

 

12.She kissd his cheek,she kaimd his hair 

As oft she did before, O; 

She drank the red blood frae him ran, 

On the dowy houms o Yarrow. 

 

13.'O haud yer tongue, my douchter dear, 

For what needs a' this sorrow? 

I'll wed you on a better lord 

Than him you lost on Yarrow.' 

 

14. 'O haud yer tongue, my father dear, 

An dinna grieve your Sarah; 

A better lord was never born 

Than him I lost on Yarrow.

Notes on the source of this version: "In the handwriting of James Hogg the Ettrick 

Shepherd, about 1801; now in a volume with the title "Scotch Ballads, Materials for 

Border Minstrelsy," No 136, Abbotsford. b. Scott's Minstresly III, 72, 1803; III, 143, 

1833." (Child 2007, p.198). 
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