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ELECTRIC FOLK


INTRODUCTION

A holiday, a holiday, and the first one of the year
Lord Darnell’s wife came into the church the gospel for to hear.
And when the meeting it was done she cast her eyes about
And there she saw little Matty Groves walking in the crowd.

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

In the course of the nineteen verses of Child Ballad no. 81, young Matty Groves is seduced by a noble lady, yet both, betrayed by a servant, are caught in flagrante delicto by her cuckolded husband. After killing the inexperienced Matty in a dramatic duel, the enraged lord also murders his wife, who refuses to renounce her dead lover. The tale concludes with the memorable lines

“A grave, a grave!” Lord Darnell cried, “to put these lovers in.

But bury my lady at the top, for she was of noble kin.”

This dramatic ballad, its first printed version dating back to the early seventeenth century (Bronson 1959–72: vol. 2, 267), can still occasionally be heard in one of the loveliest parts of England’s Oxfordshire countryside—in the fields of Cropredy near the old town of Banbury. The performer, however, is not an elderly lady whose furrowed face might only allow a guess of her age, but rather the energetic electric folk group Fairport Convention, which has been hosting the annual Cropredy Festival since 1980.

Even though keywords like acculturation,1 hybridization, or world music have become central issues for modern ethnomusicological scholarship, electric folk music—whether in England, which is the focus of this book, or elsewhere—has been marginally treated in theoretical writings until recently. This is true not only for ethnomusicological studies but also for the fields of popular music and music sociology. This book thus tries to close a gap in musicological research by drawing attention to a relatively unknown yet highly influential musical genre. Furthermore, it also addresses central questions related to the current situation of traditional music, such as the nature of the interaction of traditional and popular music, the relationship of revival musicians to traditional material, and the importance of the tradition at present.

BALLADS ABOUT DROWNED sailors and wren hunting set to an electric sound, sword dances performed in vast rock arenas—the genre that has become known as electric folk or English folk rock first developed in the late 1960s, reaching its musical and commercial peak between 1969 and 1975. These two terms denote a music that emerged in the greater London area from the interaction of traditional English, Scottish, and Irish music (with a strong emphasis on the English side)2 with contemporary music idioms. The genre comprises, roughly speaking, individual musicians and groups from the whole musical spectrum of rock, jazz, and the singer/songwriter scene who absorbed elements of traditional music and combined them with their own styles.3 The most eminent exemplars in England have been groups such as Fairport Convention, Steeleye Span, Pentangle, and the Albion Country Band, as well as solo musicians such as Bert Jansch, John Renbourn, Shirley Collins, Richard Thompson, and Maddy Prior.

Electric folk in England is neither simply an “electrification” of traditional songs, ballads, and dances, nor is it an isolated, artificial product that was solely constructed for commercial purposes. Rather, it resulted from a long-term musical interaction process between Great Britain and the United States: initially modeled on the American folk and folk rock scene, the development in England later became a counterreaction to the dominant American musical cultures. Contrary to the general disappearance of vernacular musics, the traditional material in England has become a new means of musical and cultural identity for the performers—who have subsequently revived a general interest in the tradition with their modern interpretations and compositions. Electric folk thereby has not only overcome the romanticized nineteenth-century ideas of traditional music but also the stagnant development of the second English folk revival of the 1950s and 1960s. Moreover, as one of the first—if not the very first—western European examples of a lively interaction between traditional musical structures and modern media, this genre also exerted a strong influence on neighboring cultural areas such as Ireland, Scandinavia, and Germany.4

The only comprehensive study of this genre so far is The Electric Muse, by Laing, Dallas, Denselow, and Shelton.5 Published in 1975, it was written when Steeleye Span had just reached its commercial peak with “All around My Hat,” while other groups had apparently disappeared or were struggling with a constant change of members. Originally accompanied by a set of three records,6 the book offered a mixture of critical journalism on American music (Laing, Shelton), elaborate theories about the relationship between folk and rock (Dallas), and a sketchy yet vivid first-hand account of electric folk history (Denselow).

Owing to its rather fragmentary historical account of the English development (Denselow’s chapter comprises only forty pages), The Electric Muse proved controversial.7 Moreover, parts of the book were occasionally difficult for lay readers to understand, as the authors assumed familiarity with insider stories, nicknames (e.g., Ashley “Tyger” Hutchings), particular discussion topics, and complex professional histories caused by numerous group splits. This limitation also applies to the carefully researched biographies on groups and performers like Fairport Convention, Richard Thompson, Bert Jansch, and Sandy Denny.8 As The Electric Muse has never been revised or updated to reflect the developments of the next twenty-five years, a restudy of electric folk in England seemed to be more than overdue.

BORN IN THE YEAR when Fairport Convention produced its groundbreaking album Liege & Lief—which also included the aforementioned Child ballad “Matty Groves”—I did not experience the emergence of this music firsthand. Instead, like so many listeners and performers of my generation, I found out about electric folk by chance. After a visit to Scotland in 1990 I began leafing through the folk section at Tower Records in London. The “Celtic” sound had just become popular in Germany; Enya had recorded her best-selling second album Watermark in 1988,9 and Clannad’s single “In a Lifetime,” recorded in 1985, had been on the radio for some time. It was easy to discover more of what I considered then to be “authentic-sounding” (i.e., acoustic) music via Clannad, because each previous recording of the group sounded a bit rougher (i.e., featured fewer electric instruments) to my 1990s ears. It was also easy to learn about Scottish music; although I had come to Glasgow, 1990s “European City of Culture,” to play and to listen to classical music, traditional music was always present. One could see bagpipe players at Highland games, and many classically trained musicians from that area could easily lapse into a traditional tune or knew someone from “around the corner” who would know how to play some folk songs.

As a consequence, I soon wanted to see what written material on traditional music was available. I found a considerable number of books on American, Irish, and Scottish music, but to my surprise it proved to be much more difficult to locate sources that treated English folk music—even in England itself. By chance, I came across a copy of An Introduction to English Folk Song by Maud Karpeles (1987) that had rested half-forgotten on the shelf of a Cambridge bookshop. It systematically described the features of English folk song, discussed collectors such as Francis Child and Cecil Sharp, and listed some songs that looked familiar, but it did not seem related to anything in the present or to what might have been currently familiar from the radio or other mass media. Although originally published in 1973, the book included no mention of anything called “English folk” or “electric folk.” Rather, Karpeles (1987: 103) deplored the

misuse of the word ‘folk,’ which is to be seen in the present habit of attributing the term ‘folk song’ to any popular, or would-be popular, song that is composed in what is thought to be a folk-style. This is not merely an academic question. It goes to the heart of the matter, for nothing is so likely to debase the currency as the issue of counterfeit coins.

However important as a study of the English folk song tradition, neither Karpeles’s text nor the enclosed updated recordings list by Peter Kennedy was helpful in learning about the living or recorded music of my time.10 None of the recordings listed were currently available in any record shops. Instead, I found many other recordings by Pentangle, Fairport Convention, and Steeleye Span filed under “English folk music,” although I did not really connect these groups to anything in the present. I finally decided to buy No More to the Dance (1988) by “Silly Sisters” Maddy Prior and June Tabor, probably also because Prior’s name was vaguely familiar as the singer on the “Song to Hiawatha” selection from Mike Oldfield’s Incantations (1978).

By a year later I had almost completed my Clannad collection, had added some June Tabor records, and bought the first Steeleye Span album, Hark! The Village Wait (1970), which had just been reissued. It contained a short introduction by music journalist John Tobler that offered my first glimpse into the history of that music. Although rarely ever hearing or reading anything about English folk rock in Germany at that time (again, very much in contrast to Scottish and Irish music), I slowly found an access to this music via the material I had obtained in Britain and the United States.

Yet I still puzzled over the strange position of traditional and folk (revival)11 music in England, and when I began looking for a dissertation topic—which served as the basis for this book—in the field of systematic musicology at Hamburg University, it seemed almost natural for me to turn to electric folk. Furthermore, on my first research trip to England in May 1995, I encountered a particular situation that corresponded with my first observations.

“Electric folk” or “folk rock” was something many people I met had heard about, but it seemed to be identified with a distant past, and the existence of a coherent current music culture or scene was not easily identifiable for an outsider. “Folk music” was far more accessible, via the folk clubs. Yet when I talked with people outside the clubs it became immediately obvious that “folk music” was seen as a synonym for dilettantism—and a music “one did not listen to.” This view seemed to be confirmed during my first visit to a folk club, the Half Moon in Cambridge, and again later at the White Horse in Whitby. The Half Moon had a strongly amateurish character and was predominantly frequented by young performers who introduced themselves shyly and played adaptations primarily from contemporary rock/pop music—almost always on guitar. In contrast, the White Horse clientele consisted only of drunken middle-aged men howling songs and telling dirty jokes.

Similarly, “traditional music” was perceived as “exotic.” Some older people still remembered Peter Kennedy’s radio show As I Roved Out, which had presented traditional recordings during the early to mid-1950s, and the English Folk Dance and Song Society (EFDSS) was a well-known institution, although many regarded it as slightly eccentric and disconnected from reality, which seemed to confirm the impression conveyed by Maud Karpeles’s book. I was also surprised to meet only few British scholars during my numerous visits to the EFDSS’s Vaughan Williams Memorial Library. It was basically used by American and Canadian academics, British amateur researchers, and numerous folk musicians as a prolific source of new material—but only by a few musicologists.

With the general subject of English folk music being thus marginalized, the reputation of electric folk within academia appeared to be even worse. When I talked with English students from various fields during a stay in Cambridge, my research topic, whether described directly as “electric folk” or as the “interaction of traditional with popular music,” was often considered to be rather bizarre or even improper for a scientific work at that time. Moreover, the electric-acoustic fusions of the late 1960s and ’70s had been strongly attacked by the acoustic, folk club–based revival scene, and the conflict of electric (i.e., popular) versus acoustic (i.e., folk) music was also a theme of The Electric Muse. Likewise, leafing through issues of the British rock music newspaper Melody Maker, one could find headlines such as “Hester—Not Ashamed to Do Some Folk Rock” (October 15, 1966)12 or “Would Tim and Maddy Ever Consider Electric Backing for Singing?” (August 2, 1969). With these first observations in mind, I concluded that the mere documentation of this complex music scene should be only one aspect to be covered. It seemed equally important to investigate the present role of vernacular music, given that electric folk is both a revival music and a cultural expression—a movement that has restored a musical tradition and heritage.

GENERALLY SPEAKING, traditional and revival cultures often represent two completely different structures with different sociomusical environments (see fig. I.1). This is especially the case in England, where the modern revival culture has in fact split into two different directions—the revival scene that emerged in the 1950s and ’60s and the subsequent electric folk scene that started in the late 1960s. Tradition and revival are set further apart by another factor: the notated collections predominantly established by the first revivalists of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Strongly influenced by contemporaneous late Victorian ideas (“offensive” and sociocritical material was either ignored or edited), this written form of traditional music was fixed outside its original social context and collected for an educated urban audience that was no longer close to the traditional structures. On a sociocultural level, this additional layer of reinterpretation is embodied in the EFDSS.13 Despite the coexistence of tradition and revival, the folk and electric folk musicians of the 1960s and ’70s obtained their material primarily from these collections, working with the changed material and absorbing, often unconsciously, some of the early ideas and ideals about traditional music. The later Pogues-era folk rock direction, which predominantly works with idiomatic traditional phrases (e.g., characteristic melodic turns and instrumental sounds), represents another layer, as it is almost completely detached from even the collected source material—and partly from the sociocultural network of the revival and electric folk scenes as well.14
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FIGURE I.1. The various English music cultures centered around traditional music and material

ACADEMIC LITERATURE AND ELECTRIC FOLK

Electric folk as a revival culture is inseparably intertwined with the topic of change and transformation. Alan Merriam pointed out in The Anthropology of Music that “change is a constant in human experience” (Merriam 1964: 303), for culture is not stable but dynamic, regardless of whether the change is internal (innovation) or external (acculturation). The musical change within musical transformation processes, summarized as a revival, can likewise be understood as a reinterpretation involving alterations of both value and form. As Merriam argued further, despite the element of selectivity (some items are accepted while others are rejected), the extent of change seems to be limited: under normal circumstances, “it is not reasonable to assume that at some point in time West Africans will suddenly begin singing Chinese opera” (ibid.: 305).15 Similarly, the electrified fusion music of Fairport Convention and Steel-eye Span still maintains a distinctly English character with recognizable roots in the tradition.

But how did the change and transformation process of vernacular music in England actually take place? As early as the 1960s, Merriam (ibid.: 319) had asked for more studies dealing with “the dynamics of music change,” yet studies that documented actual changes appeared very late—especially with regard to the folk revivals. One significant general contribution regarding the fusion processes in Anglo-American music was Neil Rosenberg’s essay collection, Transforming Tradition (1993). Focusing on the American revival, it provides a good introduction to the diverse aspects of folk song revivals and the interaction of popular and folk music in the 1950s and 1960s. Although Rosenberg, an expert on the bluegrass revival, proposes no general theory or overall view, his collection offers abundant insight into various central issues such as changing values, as in the case of Riverside recording artist and folklorist Ellen J. Stekert. In her article in the Rosenberg volume, “Cents and Nonsense in the Urban Folksong Movement: 1930–66,” Stekert describes how her original enthusiastic and in many ways restricting Marxist ideas of the 1960s increasingly gave way to a self-reflective distance. Another example is Burt Feintuch’s essay on “Musical Revival as Musical Transformation.” In addition to Merriam, Feintuch has been among the few to point out that “rather than castigate folk music revivalists as if they had somehow corrupted what does not belong to them, as some folklorists tended to do, it seems to me that we should understand folk music revivals as transformations” (Rosenberg 1993: 192)—an idea that became key to this book. To elucidate these different layers of transformation, I have written Electric Folk partly in the style of a “thick description”16 by portraying this complex genre from a variety of angles, including the attempt to depict musical change from an inner perspective.

Moreover, by existing at different sociocultural and musical levels, electric folk can be considered a hybrid genre. This factor not only posed many interesting questions but also made it difficult to decide whether to apply a popular music or an ethnographic perspective. As a consequence, my methodological approach became a mixture of various elements. The focus is nevertheless on ethnomusicology, for I have tried to approach the topic with an emphasis on the traditional material rather than on popular music, which would have required a stronger focus on the elements of rock music and audience behavior codes.

In this context, Edward Macan’s study of English progressive rock, Rocking the Classics (1997) has been exemplary. The work was valuable to me not only because electric folk and progressive rock share many common features, but also because Macan’s eclectic approach focuses on the creation of artistic messages through the specific combination of music, visual images, and verbal expressions. By combining analytical tools from musicology and sociology, Macan provides an effective model for studying the contemporary music scene. Furthermore, he commendably refrains from restrictive metanarratives and focuses on the interaction of musicology and sociology.

Because I decided on a different emphasis (the transformation), however, I had to add a historical description that supplied the framework for my further work. Rather than exhaustively covering all groups and events, my intention was to draw developmental lines between singular but crucial elements and events, including also preliminary developments such as the First and Second Revivals. Because I wish to emphasize the various layers of the musical adaptation and transformation process, this book’s investigation of the English music scene is also embedded in a description of the preceding revivals in the United States and an outline of similar developments in neighboring music cultures such as Scotland and Ireland. The historical focus is on early electric folk from the beginnings in 1964 until the late 1970s, with a brief overview of the developments of the last twenty years and the current situation.

Concerning British folk music in general, apart from The Electric Muse, only a few comprehensive studies were available for further background information. For example, Munro (1996) portrayed the folk revival in Scotland with a focus on the relationship to the political climate. Munro also devoted a brief chapter (by Morag McLeod) to recent developments, including groups such as Capercaillie and the Simple Minds. There are some investigations of the historical and sociological background of traditional music and the Second Folk Revival, including those by Pegg (1976) and Harker (1985). These books provide a comprehensive analysis of early collectors’ motives and sociocultural background. However, these works allowed only a limited approach to contemporary developments, as they were too strongly dominated by neo-Marxist “metanarratives.”17 One of the more helpful recent approaches has been The Imagined Village by Georgina Boyes (1993), a critical investigation of the ideologies of especially the first English folk revival. Refraining from overly restrictive metanarratives, she was, one of the first to point out that the folk clubs were the result of a sociocultural process. Yet, as with Harker, an empirical investigation is missing here. The small literature list is completed by a number of focused studies, such as an investigation of the contemporary situation of British folk clubs (MacKinnon 1993) or an analysis of the American revivals (Filene 1995).

A study by Livingston (1999), which appeared after my original research had been finished, helped to confirm several observations regarding the electric folk scene. Feintuch (Rosenberg 1993: 184) earlier pointed out that revival cultures should be understood as separate, complete cultures: “in reality, each revival achieves its own momentum with its own standard repertoire and its own selective view of the past.” Livingston, however, became more specific by developing a helpful model for the general description of revival cultures. She pointed out six essential elements that constitute a revival music culture: (1) a core group of revivalists, who make use of (2) original informants and historic sources; at the same time evolving an (3) ideology with a distinct discourse around the concept of “authenticity”; completed by (4) a group of followers, with a network of (5) festivals and (6) enterprises such as magazines or recording companies. These six aspects, although essential to describe a music culture in general, may not be sufficient to grasp the specific peculiarities of a revival culture, since they do not occur with the same clarity in the case of electric folk as they do in the folk club scene. Nevertheless, Livingston seems to be correct in emphasizing that the discourse around the concept of “authenticity” is a major feature of revival cultures. The aspect of “having gone electric” has always been a predominant issue in the discussions that emerged concerning the genre of electric folk, which developed partly as a counteraction to the restrictive “authenticity” of the folk club culture.

The major theoretical ethnomusicological approach I decided to use as a tool to describe the complex transformation process, however, is taken from Slobin’s Subcultural Sounds: Micromusics of the West (1993). Faced with recent developments in sound-producing technology and a global media network, he worked out a flexible scheme to describe modern interaction processes more efficiently.18 He suggested viewing present societies as an intersection of three types of cultures: superculture, subculture (or microculture), and interculture. As Slobin realized, hegemony—here defined as an “overarching, dominating—if not domineering—mainstream that is internalized in the consciousness of governments, industry, subcultures and individuals as ideology” (Slobin 1993: 27)—is neither monolithic nor uniform. Hence, the first type can be described as one (or more) umbrella-like superculture(s) that consist(s) of at least the following elements: (1) a technoscape, mediascape, and finanscape network, such as the music industry, television, or advertising systems; (2) the state and its institutionalized rules and venues such as schools; and (3) the body of culturally shared assumptions, including social stereotypes, standardized styles, and repertoires. The term “superculture” hence also replaces the expression “mainstream,” with its negative connotations imposed by earlier metanarratives.

Underneath this so-called superculture exists a large number of subcultures (“micromusical cultures”), each unified, for instance, by a distinct set of rules and musical codes. The term “subculture” is nonnormative within that context, for it is not restricted to the sociological idea of a youth culture. The third type of culture is the so-called “interculture,” a crosscutting system or a “kind of large-scale superculture, where whole societies act as the role of subcultures” (Slobin, 1993: 61) that results from the interplay of two partners (e.g., consumer/state in the case of the industrial interculture, immigrant culture/mother country in the case of the diasporic interculture, and audience/performers in the case of affinity interculture).

Of particular interest for this study is Slobin’s observation that despite (or maybe because of) the growth of supercultural elements, those microcultures are by no means disappearing, “despite dismal forecasts of earlier commentators. If anything, they are proliferating today as a part of a great resurgence of regional and national feeling and the rapid deterritorialization of large populations” (Slobin 1993: 11). Although he originally developed his “imaginary landscape of musical supercultures, subcultures, and intercultures” (ibid.: 23) on the basis of clearly visible multiethnic societies like the United States and non-Western cultures like Afghanistan, this way of viewing a culture can also be transferred to more homogeneous western European industrialized regions, such as Britain. My investigation of the electric folk scene and the concurrent folk club scene in England confirms Slobin’s observations that, despite the dominance of the American popular music culture, general musical diversity is not disappearing. Rather (and somewhat contradictorily), the increasing dominance of the superculture seems to reinforce the development of new musical microcultures and genres, often combined with a revival of older music genres.

OUTLINE OF THE BOOK

These first impressions and a scientific survey led to the three-part conception of this book. Part I frames the historical and theoretical background. Starting with a clarification of the confusing terminology, chapter 1 sketches the developments and underlying sociocultural/political factors of American folk rock and outlines the emergence of electric folk in England. Chapter 2 provides an introduction to the various viewpoints in the theoretical discussion about the relationship between traditional and popular music; this includes the theories of the nineteenth century (with a focus on Cecil Sharp, who strongly influenced the dispute and later criticism regarding electric folk by his strict polarization of traditional, art, and popular music), the American debate on folk rock, and the small number of recent approaches.

Part II portrays the electric folk scene: chapter 3 profiles major groups and individual artists, while chapter 4 analyzes the sociocultural background and hybrid character of a fusion music that exists simultaneously in various performance spaces (e.g., in folk clubs and in progressive venues). Chapters 5 and 6 then focus on musical aspects.

Part III addresses the transformation and adaptation process English traditional music has undergone. Chapter 7 takes up the personal perspectives of various performers, describing their inner adaptation process by analyzing predominantly my own interview material on a comparative level. Finally, chapter 8 considers the revival process within a larger context—first of all, by returning to the United States. Since the 1980s, it can be observed that English music also plays a major role in the search for a new cultural identity within a growing mainstream U.S. superculture. This chapter thus takes a look at the current (English) electric folk scene in the States and its interaction with other immigrant microcultures, especially with the Irish music scene. The chapter also outlines similar developments in related European cultural areas, such as Ireland, Scotland, and Scandinavia.

PRACTICAL NOTES: THE SOURCES AND THE FIELD

Written Sources: Journalistic Magazines

Not having experienced this genre live at its peak in the late 1960s and early 1970s, my first sources about this music were indirect ones such as journalistic articles, especially retrospective ones. My principal literary research took place at the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library at Cecil Sharp House in London, at the British Library, and at the Melody Maker archive. Although the EFDSS is said to be extremely conservative, it was, surprisingly enough, the Society’s Vaughan Williams Memorial Library that gave me my first access to that music scene, as it holds not only folk song collections and EFDSS-related publications, but also folk magazines, newspaper articles, and studies of modern revivals.

English folk and electric folk, similar to other music revivals, have been the object of numerous journalistic articles and books. Contemporary British music magazines such as Melody Maker and New Musical Express were the first to provide space for this music from about 1965, when it started to reach a more popular level, until the mid-1970s, when sales deteriorated (except for Steeleye Span’s) and the music thus became less interesting for the mainstream-oriented magazines. Although the scene was still developing, the magazines increasingly wrote retrospective and analytical articles from 1974 on, which eventually led to the first major book about the genre, The Electric Muse (Laing et al. 1975). I have examined the weekly magazines Melody Maker and New Musical Express from 1965 to 1975, as these articles reflected what was considered (by the writers) to be important at that time. These sources have long been avoided by musicological researchers, yet it should not be forgotten that journalistic writing and the music industry as well created many terms—such as electric folk, folk rock, and folk baroque—that were later also used in works such as The Electric Muse and The Democratic Muse (Munro 1996) or scholarly studies such as Macan (1997) and Livingston (1999).

The writing style in Melody Maker during the investigated time span differed clearly from the usual writing style for rock music, which was dominated by an interest in nonmusical aspects such as the private life and interests of the stars. In contrast, English folk, starting around 1965, was presented with a much more serious, intellectual touch, often with music analyses and sociocultural interpretations. The electric groups were portrayed in a similar style, although they were simultaneously treated as rock groups—which again illustrates their hybrid character. Pentangle and Fairport Convention frequently appeared in the normal rock sections, and Steeleye Span in particular was often treated like a rock group (e.g., the musicians were asked about their personal interests).

Despite its distinctive headline style, which presented musical events as if they were important political or economic news, Melody Maker’s data were highly accurate owing to its weekly publishing frequency. Yet citing these articles as major written sources is not without problems, as some of these writings are strongly opinionated. Many texts focused on selected aspects and stories that were repeated continually. One recurring concern, for instance, was the large number of member changes and the continual “splits,” which are normal for jazz groups and likewise occurred frequently in rock groups, but were extremely confusing for the music audience of the 1960s that focused on individual stars as identification figures. Although numerous lineup changes were indeed unusual, they were nevertheless not as important for the performers as Melody Maker’s emphasis suggested. Furthermore, journalistic writing styles for music can tend to be highly individualistic, revealing more about the writer than about the object. This factor is especially of consequence in the case of folk and electric folk, as the majority of the corresponding articles were contributed by a small number of writers, with Karl Dallas being the most prominent and influential. Dallas, who often pointed out his connections to the scene and thus familiarized readers with insider names such as “Tyger” Hutchings, frequently wrote highly complex articles based on his own theories about folk music that have seeped, partly unnoticed, into the national dialogue.

In contrast to Melody Maker, New Musical Express, which represented a much more popular rock writing style that was less intellectualized and completely focused on performers at a personal level, did not become aware of electric folk until Fairport Convention and particularly Steeleye Span began selling well. Fairport ads appeared in New Musical Express only after 1971. Likewise, the revival was not noticed until electric folk had become established as a musical genre, yet performers such as Shirley Collins, the Watersons, and Jeannie Robertson were not presented to the New Musical Express audience. Electric folk musicians were treated in a “rock” style in the beginning; Sandy Denny, for example, was presented as a “girl” singer, although the image of folk as synonymous with honesty was also obvious in connection with Fairport.19 Yet, with such writers as Charles Shaar Murray, the magazine soon started to develop a much more distanced, descriptive style than Melody Maker. Often issues such as the discussions concerning electric folk, which were described in Melody Maker as being very dramatic, were relatively unimportant for New Musical Express, which presented only basic facts.

While in the mid-1960s rock, folk, and jazz were covered almost equally well, after 1971–72 rock had developed such a vast number of styles that groups such as Fairport Convention were given increasingly less space in the popular magazines. This trend is unfortunate in retrospect, as especially in the early ’70s a large but noncommercial stylistic variety started to emerge. At one point Ashley Hutchings completely disappeared from these magazines, while earlier stars such as Bert Jansch and Ralph McTell were only present through the listings of their concert dates. Coverage was gradually taken up by specialized folk magazines like Folk Review that continued and extended the style of Melody Maker, also including writings from several folk rock musicians such as Peter Bellamy, who interviewed Steeleye Span (Bellamy 1973).

My primary sources for retrospective articles and the documentation of present developments were the magazines fRoots (Great Britain) and Dirty Linen (United States). fRoots, the successor of Southern Rag, started in 1985 (the magazine changed its name from Folk Roots to fRoots in 2000) and is currently one of the major resources for folk music worldwide, giving the broadest overview of performers and styles, as well as events, clubs, and festivals. It is edited by the former English folk/blues guitarist Ian A. Anderson, who is relatively close to the English folk / electric folk scene, which has remained one of the magazine’s focuses. However, with its distinct terminology like “roots music,” the magazine can occasionally be biased against modern developments of the so-called Celtic branch, most prominently represented by Clannad. Dirty Linen was founded in 1981 by American fans of British/Irish music. Although more focused on the developments in America (both Canada and the United States), it also extensively covers European musicians, including the Celtic groups. At the time of my research, Living Tradition (founded in Scotland in 1993) was regarded by many performers and insiders as the most objective, yet more specialized, magazine dealing predominantly with Irish-British folk music.

The primary magazines of the EFDSS, Folk Music Journal and English Dance and Song, reacted, generally speaking, indifferently to the emergence of electric folk, although one can detect some differences. Folk Music Journal, which focused on English traditional music (especially from a historical viewpoint), showed almost no reaction to the current trends between 1970 and 1974. English Dance and Song (1965–75), which aimed at a more popular audience, was more open. Its Winter 1970 issue, for instance, featured Pentangle and the Incredible String Band, and also reviewed recordings by Steeleye Span and Shirley Collins. Yet even at present (2002–3), features on contemporary revival or electric folk—like “Ashley Hutchings on Morris and Dance” (Hemsley 1994)—are rare.

The Musical Sources

Due to the strong influence of cultural anthropology, ethnomusicological studies naturally tend to focus on the conceptualization of music and the analysis of behavior related to music, although Alan Merriam put the same emphasis on the sound of music. Trying to maintain a balance among these three aspects, this book devotes two chapters music analysis. Owing to the lack of previous research on the musical level, I have stayed with the classical analytical approach, focusing on the elements of melody, harmony, and rhythm, while other analytical tools proposed by Tagg (1982) and Moore (1993) are used only as occasional additions. Regarding vocal styles, I have also added some physical descriptions such as the position of the vocal cords. This emic perspective, based on an outside viewpoint, was enhanced further at an etic (internal) level by investigations of performance practice and musical conceptualizations.20 In general, however, I decided to refrain from any interpretations that would venture beyond the musical texture itself.

Although this book focuses on the description of a single genre, the scale of traditional elements incorporated in contemporary electric folk, as well as the actual musical transformation process (especially regarding vocal styles) could only be assessed by a comparative approach. The source material, which served as the basis for the music analysis, is thus composed of (1) printed material of earlier collectors such as Cecil Sharp; (2) early recordings of English traditional music (with the problems that only a limited number of pre–World War I recordings are available, as earlier collectors preferred written transcriptions to recordings, while later recordings such as Peter Kennedy’s recordings and Topic’s The Voice of the People [1998] are mainly based on post–World War II material); (3) recordings of the Second Revival; (4) recordings of 1960s and ’70s electric folk; and (5) recordings of the 1980s and ’90s (including folk rock and acoustic works). A list of selected recordings can be found in the appendix. The majority of this material is commercially available, while the traditional and revival recordings can also—sometimes only—be found in British folk archives such as the Vaughan Williams Memorial Library.

This part of my research would have been difficult had it started three or four years earlier, as many recordings had been out of print for twenty years. By chance, the beginning of this research coincided with the reissuing of these recordings on CD. Although generally speaking this was an alleviation, it also caused several problems; many reissues were not identical to the original ones, owing to added or substituted recordings. While extra tracks did not cause a problem, the picture could still become confusing when such changes were not clearly noted in the accompanying booklets. Such was the case when extra tracks were not specifically mentioned or when they were scattered among the original ones in a new order, as on The Iron Muse (Topic 1956/1993) and Blow the Man Down (Topic 1964/1993). Sometimes the original album was not completely reproduced, as occurred with Shirley Collins’s Amaranth (1976), which was only partially included in the rerelease of Anthems in Eden (EMI/Harvest 1993), or the original versions were replaced by different but not specified song editions, as was the case on Sandy Denny and the Strawbs (Hannibal 1973/1991).

Other problems were caused by changed or incompletely reproduced sleeve covers and, quite frequently, original notes omitted from the rereleases. Because album covers played an especially strong role in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the significance of these sleeves and covers is therefore lost for the present-day audience. A good example is the cover of Fairport Convention’s Liege & Lief. While the outer sleeves of the 1969 original and the first CD reissue from 1986 are identical, the inner one—decorated with numerous pictures from the English tradition (which also gave a good insight into the group’s perception of its music)—was missing in Island’s CD reissue. Similarly, many arguments in the historical discussion that can only be understood from a historical point of view, such as Fairport’s reference to Cecil Sharp on Liege & Lief, could thus not be completely validated.

Empirical Research

When I started my research in 1995 it was, especially from my German standpoint, uncertain whether many musicians who had experienced their largest success between 1965 and 1975 were still active and accessible. Obviously, several groups and musicians still went on occasional international concert tours. I was actually able to see many groups for the first time in Germany or in the United States. I also knew that several performers worked as session musicians (such as Fairport drummer Dave Mattacks) or as regular members of other groups (such as Dave Pegg, who was also a bass player for Jethro Tull). Articles in folk magazines like Folk Roots and Dirty Linen also gave me some indication that there still might be an active electric folk scene in England.

When I finally gained access to the scene, its venues were very much removed from the notice of the general public. The best example probably is Fairport Convention’s annual festival in Cropredy. Although never extensively advertised in weekly magazines like Time Out, it usually is visited by 16,000–19,000 people, among them a large number of young people who were not born when the group started. Cropredy not only presents the current Fairport lineup and former members like Richard Thompson and Dave Swarbrick as guests, but it also features highly established folk musicians like Beryl Marriott (in 1996) and younger bands like Edward II (1996) and Tempest (1997). Apart from the festival scene with venues at Cambridge, Sidmouth, and South Bank, the musical life is more focused in smaller folk or general music clubs—guitar wizard Bert Jansch, for example, played regularly in the blues/jazz/folk-focused Twelve Bar Club at the time of my research.

Moreover, many groups who had contracts with a major label (like Steeleye Span with Chrysalis or Fairport Convention with Island) were now on independent labels. Consequently, new releases were not always extensively promoted and thus noticed by popular music magazines—as had been the case in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Instead, one had to consult specialized folk magazines like Folk Roots or Dirty Linen to find out about the newest releases, unless one were included on the bands’ direct mailing lists.

It was particularly the written journalistic sources that raised many key questions—not only in terms of gaps in the history and the validity of statements, but particularly with regard to the relationships among the tradition, performance practice, and the current situation. Apart from my own observations during concert visits, personal interviews with leading musicians therefore became an essential empirical part of the research. Despite the former popularity and celebrity status of some performers, the scene in general is quite open, and personal contacts could easily be established at concerts and via journalistic contacts. The atmosphere was always informal; I met the musicians in cafés, pubs, and hotels, via telephone, or by correspondence—but more than once also in their homes, where I enjoyed generous hospitality.

I chose a qualitative, ethnographic approach for these interviews, focused on a highly selective group of informants distinguished by their musical and cultural competence rather than merely being representatives of a larger population. The main focus was on the leading folk / electric folk musicians such as Maddy Prior and Martin Carthy, yet I included also manager Joe Boyd and singer Frankie Armstrong, the latter to check specific questions regarding vocal styles and the impact of Ewan MacColl. The number of interviewees (thirteen) was considered adequate to represent a good cross section of this music scene.

In constructing the interviews, I used a flexible, episodic approach—a mixture of predominantly narrative elements, held together by an identical structure for all interviewees that allowed a subsequent comparative evaluation.21 Except for some general questions about the past (e.g., how the performers started to make music), I asked biographical questions only to fill in some gaps or to verify controversial aspects. With most events already thirty years in the past and an extensive contemporaneous journalistic documentation available, personal recollections often only remained on a comparatively superficial level. For instance, Shirley Collins’s highly detailed account of names and facts in Karl Dallas’s “Conversation with the Misses Collins” (Dallas 1978c) had become much less precise in my interview of 1996. Many musicians preferred to talk about present events and current projects anyway, instead of repeating—or “reciting”—stories of the past that had been told a dozen times to numerous journalists in previous years.

I therefore decided to set the focus clearly on the subjective level of the performers’ perceptions, expressed in their ideas about making music and their awareness of traditional music, thus trying to find a way to understand the music from the inside. The influences of Alan Lomax, A. L. Lloyd, and Ewan MacColl were obvious; Oysterband fiddler Ian Telfer, who had studied English literature, was still familiar with Lomax’s systems of Cantometrics and Choreometrics, which were often discussed in MacColl’s house where Lomax had visited frequently. As the interviews form a major portion of the source material they are, unless otherwise stated, not separately marked in the text. Names and dates are listed in the appendix.


PART I

THE HISTORICAL AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK


ONE

APPROACHING ELECTRIC FOLK

A History of Music Revivals, Fusions, and Ideologies

I don’t play folk-rock. . . . I like to think of it more in terms of vision music.

BOB DYLAN

Electric folk or folk rock is not just a mere technical combination of acoustic or electric elements—or of folk and rock music. Rather, the musical fusion has also affected the seemingly established sociocultural boundaries of traditional music (ideally noncommercial, orally transmitted, fragile, and working class–related) and rock music (commercial, mass media–related, dominant, and middle class–based). As will be discussed below, these aspects became especially apparent in the heated ideological discussion that evolved with the emergence of folk rock’s American predecessor more than thirty-five years ago. Yet the controversy about the relationship between traditional and rock music can be traced even further back, starting with the conception of folk song as defined by Cecil Sharp and further shaped by the ideologies of the subsequent American and English folk revivals and various theoretical approaches (see chapter 2). From the very beginning, expressions like “folk” and “electric folk” were thus highly mutable terms inseparably intertwined with these disputes.

THE PROBLEM OF DEFINING A HYBRID MUSIC STYLE: FOLK ROCK AND ELECTRIC FOLK

The term “folk rock” first emerged in discussions regarding Bob Dylan’s appearance with an electric guitar at the Newport Festival in 1965. This nearly legendary incident is one of the most reported and retold performance disasters in rock history: Dylan, at that time one of the central American folk revivalists, was—according to many rock histories and journalistic accounts—booed by his outraged audience for musical and for ideological reasons. As Irvin Silber (1965b: 5) wrote in Sing Out!’s “What’s Happening” pages:

The Festival’s most controversial scene was played out on the dramatically-lit giant stage halfway through the final night’s concert when Bob Dylan emerged from his cult-imposed aura of mystery to demonstrate the new “folk rock.” . . . To many, it seemed that it was not very good “rock,” while other disappointed legions did not think it was very good Dylan. Most of these erupted into silence at the conclusion of Dylan’s songs, while a few booed their once-and-former idol. Others cheered and demanded encores. . . . Shocked and somewhat disoriented by the mixed reaction of the crowd, a tearful Dylan returned to the stage unelectrified and strained to communicate his sense of unexpected displacement through the words and music of a song he made fearfully appropriate, “It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue.”

Truth or myth? As Bruce Jackson, one of the directors of this Newport Folk Festival, pointed out in an Internet essay, “it wasn’t Bob Dylan they were booing.” Jackson, whose personal recollections have always deviated from what he could read in rock encyclopedias, finally decided to transcribe the original tapes made from the stage microphones—only to find that the audiences’ booing referred to Dylan’s leaving the stage. In agreement with the festival management, Dylan and his pickup group (members of the Paul Butterfield Blues Band) had only prepared three “electric” songs—after which the audience yelled, according to Jackson’s transcriptions, “We want Dylan” when he left the stage. Dylan then returned to perform “It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue” acoustically, plus “Mr. Tambourine Man,” after which the audience, when the next group was about to appear, in fact yelled “No! Bob!” Dylan was indeed booed for his electric guitar at subsequent concerts, but Jackson (2002) wondered “if those boos were from people who were really outraged and affronted at the electric power or people who read some of the first renderings of the Legend of Newport ’65 and thought that was the way to behave to be cool.” Yet it is still amazing that even apparent eyewitness accounts, such as Irvin Silber’s above, could have misinterpreted the situation (although the stage acoustics seem to have been poor, and, as Jackson also reported, it was announcer Peter Yarrow [not the audience] who first pointed to the significance of the electric guitar—which then could have alerted the journalists who were in the audience).1

Nevertheless, the subsequent debate centered on three aspects that would also characterize the discussion evolving around electric folk in England: On an ideological level, the use of the electric guitar was subsequently interpreted by some writers and parts of the folk scene as a betrayal of their ideals, the instrument itself being seen as a symbol of commercialized music. At the same time, writers criticized, maybe also due to the image of electric music, the low sound technical and musical quality. For example, Silber (1965a: 4) complained already about the low quality of the inadequate sound system at the 1965 New York Folk Festival for guesting pop performers such as Chuck Berry, which “did not allow for a full appreciation of the incredible vitality of . . . his music.” Others like contemporary observer Josh Dunson (1966a: 17) remarked that “his side men can keep a beat but there is no soul. When the words come through they don’t mean very much,” while Melody Maker writer Bob Dawbarn (1965c) worried about the hybrid nature of Dylan’s new music that broke clearly defined borders: “The trouble comes when he starts mixing the roles. ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ will offend the folk purists with its strings [sic] and electric guitars. It is unlikely to appeal to pop fans because of its length, monotony and uncommercial lyric.”

Despite its initial negative connotation, the American expression “folk rock” soon started to encompass two relatively neutral meanings: (a) a style that combined acoustic and electric instruments (but not necessarily for the interpretation of traditional material) and (b) rock music outside (or in opposition to) the commercialized mainstream, and especially played by groups related to the hippie movement. The expressions “British/English folk rock” and “electric folk,” in contrast, were much more restricted to the first meaning: Being either borrowed from the American original (“folk rock”) or newly invented (“electric folk”), they were used by British journalists, music producers, and record stores as collective labels for a variety of new (“progressive”) hybrid forms of contemporary interpretations of traditional English music. In contrast with America, where the discussion about folk rock was always strongly focused on aspects of commercialism, the English debate was much more centered around musical criteria, particularly the unaccompanied singing style of the folk clubs versus the electric versions.

Melody Maker writers like Karl Dallas and Tony Wilson preferred the expression “electric folk” at first.2 One of the few cases in which “folk rock” was actually used in that early time was Island’s advertisement of Fairport Convention’s album Liege & Lief as “the first (literally) British folk rock LP ever.” The New Musical Express likewise made little use of this expression. As a technical term, “folk rock” seems not to have really been established until 1973–75. The change became obvious after the publication of The Electric Muse (Laing et al. 1975). While Dallas still avoided the expression, Robin Denselow’s chapter on “Folk Rock in Britain” made extensive use of this term. After that, “folk rock” started to emerge in many other journalistic and, later, scholarly texts.

From the beginning of this movement, the terminology was used and discussed controversially. English musicians were never happy with the expression “folk rock”; it not only implied a never really intended polarization between folk and rock, but also suggested a clear orientation toward rock, which was not always the case. Many progressive approaches that were also labeled as “folk rock” had little to do with rock music—such as the experiments of Shirley and Dolly Collins or Pentangle’s jazzier style. Yet even those playing clearly rock-based music disliked the expression. The former Fairport Convention guitarist Richard Thompson felt the term to be a burden, putting him under an unwanted label. When asked how to define his music, he once replied that the band played “traditional based contemporary British music” (Frey and Siniveer 1987: 250).

Although a terminology like “folk fusions” might therefore have been a much more adequate description of this music, expressions like electric folk and folk rock are historically established and will remain in use. I use “electric folk” in this text not only because it was predominantly used by the earlier British writers, but also because of its predominantly musical connotations. Electric folk is a relatively broad expression encompassing a number of musical fusion styles that are based upon traditional material in various forms. Fusion and change are two further important elements here—a folk musician merely amplifying his acoustic instruments is not playing electric folk. In contrast, the whole complex of synthesizer-based Celtic music as established by the Irish group Clannad is a specific form of electric folk—their sound is very distinct.

The distinction between English electric folk and American folk rock also relates to their different musical sources.3 Folk rock, as originally coined for Bob Dylan and the Byrds, basically refers to newly composed songs with a form loosely based on traditional ballads and songs. The relationship of folk rock to traditional music is particularly obvious in the use of characteristic instruments like the fiddle or the accordion, although the style otherwise clearly makes use of the rock language.

The folk rock direction in Britain became especially evident with the popularity of the Pogues and the Levellers. Historically speaking, however, this approach already emerged shortly after the first electric folk music had appeared: English bands like Lindisfarne and Irish groups like Horslips had pointed in that direction as early as 1970, followed by groups like the Strawbs and the Home Service. I have nevertheless decided to omit these folk rock groups from this study, since traditional material played only a minor role in their repertoire and their music therefore touches my central research question—the interaction of traditional and popular music—only marginally.

By the expression “electric folk” I thus mean English groups and musicians of the 1960s and 1970s, as well as their successors, who combined traditional music with contemporary music styles. My research focused on English traditional and rock music; despite many musicians actually being Irish or Scottish, this genre nevertheless originated in the London area and developed some distinctively English features. The core materials included, first of all, the Child ballads and songs in the English language that were handed down orally until the nineteenth century. These, in most cases, were mixed with Irish and Scottish material. Many electric folk groups also used material that was predominantly found in England, such as seasonal songs or particular dance forms like the morris dance. Moreover, by incorporating particular instruments (such as the fiddle, accordion, and sometimes brass instruments) or local singing and playing styles, combined with individual arrangement techniques, the English approach became clearly distinguishable from American folk rock, as well as the Celtic (Irish, Scottish, Breton) styles.

It is probably inevitable that some of this terminology will be challenged in the future. However, I propose that a fruitful discussion of this genre should—as will be demonstrated in this book—focus on structural aspects, history, and the prevailing conditions behind the creation of these expressions, rather than on attempting to pinpoint the exact meanings of these once deliberately chosen words.

FROM REVIVAL TO FOLK ROCK: AMERICA

“Folk music” was probably never a purely neutral, descriptive concept, as was evident in the earliest theories regarding traditional music in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Likewise, in the context of the various twentieth-century folk revivals, the terminology was always combined with political or ideological meanings, in particular with the idea of traditional or folk music as a counterpoint to popular (i.e., commercial) music. Such was the case both in the United States and in Great Britain. At the same time, the story of the folk revivals and electric folk reflects a long-term interaction between the English and the more dominant American music cultures. This process was by no means transparent; the Second Revival in England, for instance, initiated partly by American collector Alan Lomax, was a reaction against both the dominant American music and the isolated First English Revival.

The Folk Revivals in America (1930s–1965)

The beginnings of the American revival of English, Scottish, Irish, and blues music are inseparably linked with the activities of the left-wing organizations that emerged after the social and economic breakdown during the Great Depression. Although left-wing groups had encouraged the use and creation of “proletarian music” from early on, traditional Anglo-American songs had largely been ignored for decades before the mid-1930s (Filene 1995: 97).4 As Robbie Lieberman (1995: xix) points out in his political analysis of the American folk revival, the transition toward an inclusion of folk song started around 1935, when the Communist Party began to change its cultural focus from mass music to vernacular music. The party adopted the assumption that “folk songs had been created by ‘the people,’ often in opposition to the dominant culture, and that singing folk songs brought people together to form a community” (ibid.)—an approach that was later adapted by rock theorists.

It was especially the leftist cultural organization People’s Songs that in its three years of existence developed the idea of using songs as political weapons, with traditional songs taking a predominant role as means of protest, education, and morale. Founded in 1945, People’s Songs not only arranged concerts, meetings, and classes, but also published a vast amount of collected musical material in songbooks, on sheets, and in its central magazine, the Bulletin. As social criticism was central for this movement, the focus was less on musical aspects than on textual reconstruction.

At the same time, a new folk-style body of songs, again with a strong emphasis on the textual side, started to emerge—most prominently collected, adapted, or written by Woody Guthrie (1912–1967) and Pete Seeger (b. 1919) who, along with Alan Lomax, also served on People’s Songs’ board of directors. Music was an integral part of Guthrie’s political activities in the strike movement and in the Communist Party. Having left his home in Oklahoma at the age of thirteen and journeying with the Dust Bowl victims to Los Angeles in 1935, Guthrie not only absorbed a vast amount of songs during his tramplike youth but also became a prolific songwriter. He wrote more than one thousand songs—the most famous one being “This Land Is Your Land”—between 1932 and 1952, many of them with a political or socially critical background. In 1939 he went to New York, where he came to know both Lomax, who recorded him for the Library of Congress, and Seeger.

Seeger, the son of musicologist and composer Charles Seeger, had been exposed to traditional American music at home from an early age. He became acquainted first-hand with country ballads and the five-string banjo when accompanying his father on a field trip through rural North Carolina in 1936. Seeger expanded his knowledge further while assisting Lomax on his diverse recording trips for the Library of Congress in 1939 and 1940. These trips enabled Seeger to acquire a vast repertoire of traditional black and white American songs, and he later played a key role in canonizing the material of Leadbelly (“Rock Island Line”) and Woody Guthrie. Like Guthrie, he became a prolific songwriter (which included the adaptation of existing tunes and texts).5 He was also highly active in the union movement and a member of the Communist Party, and his songs showed a strong political and sociocritical edge, most prominently evident with “Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” and “We Shall Overcome.” Yet studies of the folk revival such as Cantwell’s (1996) have never failed to point out the two men’s different social backgrounds; in contrast to Guthrie, Seeger embodied many of the characteristics of the later urban revival that tried to disguise its middle-class background by inventing a new identity.

In 1941 Seeger founded the Almanac Singers, which also included Guthrie. The Almanacs became the most popular music group of the Left and a forerunner of vocal folk groups like the Weavers, the Kingston Trio, and Peter, Paul, and Mary. The group disbanded in 1942 when their members were drafted into the war. The beginning of the Cold War marked a clear change for the left-wing movements, because activists like Seeger and Guthrie were banned from larger public events during the McCarthy era. The Weavers (“Goodnight Irene,” “Tzena, Tzena, Tzena”), founded by Seeger in 1949 as the successor to the Almanac Singers, found their commercial career cut short by the McCarthy ban in 1952.6 Although the group reformed in 1955 and continued to perform until 1963, the First Revival had lost its initial influence and vitality.

Meanwhile, a second, predominantly urban, folk revival started to emerge in the late 1950s. This new music scene first thrived in the intimate atmosphere of the numerous coffeehouses that had sprung up between 1958 and 1960. Besides San Francisco and Los Angeles, the Greenwich Village district of New York—a section of lower Manhattan that was inhabited and frequented by artists, writers, and students and had also hosted the Almanac Singers—especially developed into a central location. Performance venues later expanded to university campuses and to emerging festivals such as the Newport Festival, which started in 1959, first organized, among others, by Pete Seeger.

This Second Revival took off with the Kingston Trio, a vocal group from California, whose smoothed, popularized version of the Appalachian murder ballad “Tom Dooley” sold almost four million copies, offering the first access to an alternative culture in a business that was dominated by the payola scandals of the late 1950s. The revival also found a public platform in the folk music–oriented Hootenanny television show that started in 1962. It was named after the hootenanny meetings that had been started by Seeger and the Almanac Singers as an informal way for people interested in folk music to meet with active musicians. (“Hootenanny” was an American slang word similar to “thingumabob”—a thing whose name is unknown or forgotten—that Seeger had picked up on a concert tour.) Although the show was controversial for its popularized aesthetics, it also brought the music of then unknown high-quality performers like bluegrass/country guitarist Doc Watson into millions of households.

The Second Revival, which like its predecessor of the 1930s and ’40s was very political, was musically extremely open and fertile. It quickly became a college-based movement, oriented toward an academic, intellectual, and middle-class audience. Although representing a sociocultural group different from the First Revival, it was still closely interwoven with the political and musical activities of its predecessor. For example, Seeger maintained a key position as performer and organizer, while Sing Out!, the Second Revival’s primary monthly magazine, was the successor of People’s Songs’ Bulletin.

The revival actually comprised a large number of different yet related directions. The most prominent camp was represented by political performers like Seeger and the Weavers, as well as by more commercial groups like the Kingston Trio or the Limelighters, whose repertoire consisted of a mixture of partly popularized traditional and original songs. The other camp was strongly based on the traditional body of Anglo-American music. It was especially in this earlier stage that a large number of female singers such as Joan Baez, Judy Collins, Carolyn Hester, and Buffy Sainte-Marie incorporated many Child ballads into their repertoire. Several of these musicians, notably Baez, later became politically oriented singers; starting to write their own material, these singer/songwriters would later, together with Bob Dylan, Phil Ochs, and Peter de la Farge, form a core group of protest artists. From the middle to the late 1960s on, the Second Revival also witnessed more poetic songwriters like Paul Simon, Richard Fariña, and Joni Mitchell.

Likewise, the revival would offer room and a more popular platform for traditionally grounded performers, such as the Appalachian singer and dulcimer player Jean Ritchie and bluegrass performers (most prominently guitarist Watson) who had previously been part of a different musical scene and community. It was not solely restricted to white Anglo-American music: although blues elements had already been inherent in the music of Seeger and Guthrie, it was especially this urban revival that started to rediscover the country blues. This interest was not only focused on Lomax-promoted musicians such as Leadbelly and Muddy Waters, but also included performers of the 1930s like Big Bill Broonzy, Brownie McGhee, and Reverend Gary Davis, as well as songs from the early Lomax recordings.

Modern media played a central role in the development of this revival. An important basis for the rediscoveries of Anglo- and African American music were the field recordings of the American folk music collectors John Avery Lomax (1875–1948) and Alan Lomax (1915–2002). Father and son made a famous recording tour for the Library of Congress in 1933, recording ballads, work songs, and field hollers in Mississippi, Louisiana, Kentucky, Tennessee, and the prisons of the South. This material also became a countervailing influence against the Child canon that, once promoted as the true folk music of America, was still a prevailing ideal at that time. John Avery Lomax had already made important progress toward defining a distinctly American body of folk song with the publication of his book Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads in 1910. But it was especially black musicians like Leadbelly and Muddy Waters, promoted by the Lomaxes to mainstream popularity in the early 1950s, who demonstrated that the United States had a rich folk song heritage independent of Britain’s.

The Lomaxes used a large number of radio shows to promote their material, most prominently a weekly radio program, Back Where I Come From, which Alan Lomax presented on CBS in 1940 as a mixture of songs and readings addressing specific topics. Furthermore, the Lomaxes’ recordings were also made available to the public through the Library of Congress archival recording series Folk Music in the United States. Created in 1942 as the first documentary anthology of American folk music, featuring performers such as Muddy Waters, it became highly influential on revival performers, both in the United States7 and in Britain.

The Folkways label, which was founded by Moses Asch in 1947, became particularly important for the commercial distribution of original field recordings as well as contemporary recordings. Folkways was founded by Asch after he had gone bankrupt with his Asch Recordings, which had featured such artists as Brownie McGhee, Lead-belly, and Sonny Terry. With its central policy of always keeping the records available, Folkways became essential for the recordings of many folk artists, including Seeger, Guthrie, and the influential Anthology of American Folk Music, compiled by Harry Smith and first issued in 1952.

After the death of his father, John Avery, Alan Lomax, who had won a Guggenheim Fellowship, went to Britain in 1949 to set up the Columbia World Library of Folk and Primitive Music. Partly assisted by Seamus Ennis and Ewan MacColl on his trips in Scotland, England, and Ireland in the 1950s, Lomax compiled a still unsurpassed field recording collection of British folk music. After his return to the United States, he embarked, accompanied by his assistant, English folksinger Shirley Collins, on his famous “Southern Journey” from 1959 to 1960. In 1960 he received a grant from the American Council of Learned Societies to develop his new classification system for folk music that became known as Cantometrics (and Choreometrics for dance music), a project he directed at the anthropology department of Columbia University until the early 1990s.

The Second Revival already seemed to have started its decline as early as the mid-1960s, when folk music was increasingly integrated into youth activism such as the demonstrations against the Vietnam War. The major portion of Joan Baez’s repertoire in 1965, for instance, still consisted of traditional ballads. Soon, however, she became increasingly active in politics and started to use folk songs in demonstrations and marches “as diffusers” against police who wanted to dissolve the assemblies (Hunt 1996a: 27). The revival began mixing with the hippie movement, which diffused the already hybrid scene even further.

The relatively broad term “folk music” was increasingly less related to musical sources and more focused on the idea of a noncommercial performance setting, with Bob Dylan as a major figure. This notion became a major contradiction when the Newport Folk Festival destroyed itself partly through sheer size. Established as an antithesis of the commercial marketing of Anglo-American folk song—as embodied by country music’s Grand Ole Opry8—in 1959, it quickly became the largest folk festival in the States (hosting 80,000 visitors in 1965). Increasingly mired in financial and organizational problems that were not solved by the appearance of prominent performers of the “rock revolution” such as Janis Joplin in 1968, it was discontinued in 1971 after the Newport Town Council banned the festival in fear of the civil disturbances that had become part of the festival.9

American Folk Rock (1965–1970)

Songwriter-poet Bob Dylan (born Robert Allen Zimmermann in 1941) played a key role in the development of what was later to be known as “folk rock.” Dylan started to perform in the folk clubs of New York’s Greenwich Village in early 1961, mainly with songs by Woody Guthrie whom he also came to know personally at that time. His debut album, Bob Dylan (1962), included a large number of traditional songs, yet he soon became famous for his original songwriting, combining traditional structures with contemporary social, political, and poetic messages—such as the immortal “Blowin’ in the Wind” (1962) and “The Times They Are A-Changing” (1963). In this early stage, Dylan also borrowed traditional tunes for his songs. For example, “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall” on The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1963) was based on the tune of the Child ballad “Lord Randall.” Having created a Guthrie-like bohemian mystique, Dylan became extremely popular in the States as well as in Europe, epitomizing the anticommercial attitude with which much of the popular music of the early 1960s was identified. This image became so prevalent (even Seeger saw in Dylan’s early music the ideal of contemporary folk music) that a conflict with further musical change was almost inevitable.

Bringing It All Back Home (1965) marked Dylan’s break with the folk revival style that had been strongly dominant in his songwriting until that point. For Dylan, his growing distance from the folk revival had diverse reasons (Filene 1995: 324). As contemporary accounts indicate, he increasingly seemed to feel restricted by the audience expectations he had created himself with the persona of the rambling singer/song-writer. Moreover, sensing the decline of the folk scene, Dylan, with his highly developed ability to embrace everything as potential influence, seemed to have been looking for a more multifaceted musical language, which he found in contemporary rock music. He had never made a strict separation between folk and pop for himself. As he commented in various interviews (Filene 1995: 322–30), he had also been strongly influenced by country and rock ’n’ roll musicians such as Hank Williams, Elvis Presley, and Little Richard—and he made clear references to these influences with Bringing It All Back Home. Yet, with the prevailing idea of folk music still representing an ideal of noncommercial music, his use of an electric guitar, additionally backed up by a blues band, at the Newport Festival in 1965 could easily be interpreted as a betrayal of the folk audience—which also seemed to have been put into a different, more distanced role as spectators.

The seeming rejection of Dylan’s new music, however, was only brief; the Byrds’ electric arrangement of his “Mr. Tambourine Man”—the title cut of what is considered to be the first complete folk rock album, Mr. Tambourine Man (released in June 1965)—marked the beginning of the commercially successful American folk rock phase that peaked between 1965 and 1967. The expression “folk rock” was actually a collective term used for a large range of styles, as was evident in Rolling Stone’s definition of folk rock as a musical “hybrid with which many young urban folk musicians attempted to fuse revered teachings from the past (Woody Guthrie, Leadbelly, the Carter Family . . .) with an immediate and more personally relevant knowledge of the present (the Beatles)” (De Curtis and Henke 1992: 313).

Musically, the term would soon coalesce into a combination of Dylan’s lyrical style with a strongly Beatles-influenced sound that had swept over America with the so-called British invasion of 1964. The folk rock sound was characterized by well-arranged harmonies and a jangling twelve-string guitar sound. This combination became especially evident with the Byrds’ version of “Mr. Tambourine Man” and with Peter, Paul, and Mary’s interpretation of “Blowin’ in the Wind,” but was also true for performers like Simon and Garfunkel, Sonny and Cher, and the British singer/song-writer Donovan.

Nevertheless, the expression “folk rock” would later also convey the image of a location (California), as well as referring to a style shared by California-based bands like the Mamas and the Papas or Jefferson Airplane, none of whom had much in common with the folk revival itself. Traditional songs and instruments, for example, played only a marginal role for these new groups—revival and folk rock artists were, apart from the festivals, parts of different scenes. At the same time, for many musicians and journalists the term “folk rock” suggested a rock music that was opposed to the dominating music industry because it focused on self-expression and personal experience rather than profits. The term was occasionally used to describe groups such as the country folk band Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young, four of the most prominent American songwriters. First and foremost, however, it became a term for the various bands of the hippie culture who experimented with drugs and would go, like Jefferson Airplane, in the psychedelic direction.

American folk rock remained a time-restricted moment. Although The Band would still endure with its highly original fusions, the decline of the hippie culture around the mid-1970s paralleled the decline in American folk rock’s commercial success. From that point on, folk rock or electric folk became increasingly associated with a Great Britain that had, starting with the “British invasion,” found its own musical language after a long period of imitating American styles. As Happy Traum (1969: 7–8) wrote in Rolling Stone: “What American group with ears is not influenced by the Incredible String Band, or Pentangle, or even the Young Tradition, all from England, and all under the spell of trad., in much of the same way that the British bands were influenced by our blues and jug band music?”

THE SECOND BRITISH FOLK REVIVAL AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF ELECTRIC FOLK

Beginnings of the Second Revival (1950s and 1960s)

Although the Second British folk revival that started in the 1950s had a leftist background similar to that of its American counterpart, the development in England went in a completely different direction. The initial situation was also different, as the English Folk Dance and Song Society (EFDSS)—formed in 1932 as a union of the Folk Song Society (founded in 1898) and the Folk Dance Society (1911)—had maintained an influential, almost authoritative, position in terms of scholarship and revival activities. As with the American movement, however, the Second World War became a dividing line for the revival. Traditional music had been disappearing since at least the mid-nineteenth century. Yet its marginal role in English public life became especially apparent in the 1950s, when traditional communities appeared to reject their music even more strongly as unwanted reminders of their class and prewar lifestyles. Despite having been extremely active in collecting the disappearing material and promoting the tradition, the EFDSS found itself in an isolated position that required a change in its politics if it wanted to keep the revival going (Schofield 1994a).10

The public rejection of the tradition was only part of the problem, for the Society itself was—and partly still is—closely associated with the upper class, remaining rather secluded and detached not only from those communities it had collected its material from but also from the general public—a contradiction that later became one of the principal accusations of the Second Revival against the EFDSS. While the EFDSS had previously focused on the dance revival—teaching and organizing new morris dance groups, for instance—it now extended its activities to song as well. Additionally, it started to reach out to the public, sponsoring recordings and launching the innovative EFDSS-BBC series As I Roved Out by Peter Kennedy (son of EFDSS director Douglas Kennedy) in the early 1950s. This radio show not only presented a large variety of traditional material from England, Scotland, and Ireland but also introduced the singers, who talked about their lives in short interview segments. As I Roved Out is still well remembered among the older generation in Britain. Moreover, the EFDSS also established several influential new festivals such as Keele and Sid-mouth, the latter one in particular hosting traditional singers.

However, many active impulses for what was later to be known as the (English) Second Revival came from the outside. Alan Lomax, fleeing postwar McCarthyism, had arrived in the British Isles to do fieldwork for Columbia Records. Lomax, who also worked with some of the leading collectors such as Kennedy (England), Hamish Henderson (Scotland), and Seamus Ennis (Ireland), soon began presenting a large quantity of material in various radio series like Ballads and Blues (together with A. L. Lloyd and Ewan MacColl) and BBC television shows like The Ballad Hunter. Lomax also seems to have been a motivating force behind the early activities of MacColl, who with Lloyd was a central organizational figure of the revival. As MacColl (1990: 271) recalled in his autobiography Journeyman, Lomax “had been fascinated by the waulking songs he had recorded on the Hebridean island of Barra and argued that they could eventually provide us with a musical form as popular as the blues or the corridas of Mexico. His enthusiasm was infectious.”

MacColl (1915–1989), born James Miller, grew up in Lancashire but was born of Scottish working-class parents—his father worked as an iron molder and his mother “went into service when she was fourteen” (Woods 1973a: 4)—a background on which he would always fall back when he became involved in leftist socialist activities.11 His father had been a militant trade unionist from the 1920s on, and Ewan started to be politically active at the age of fourteen when he began to work, joining the Young Communist League and being frequently involved in strikes. Strongly influenced by Bertolt Brecht, he became a verse editor of the factory papers and started to write songs around 1931. MacColl moved to London in 1945, working as an actor and later becoming known as a playwright before he started to focus on traditional music at the end of the 1940s. He had picked up a vast Gaelic repertoire from his parents, as well as numerous urban songs. Recorded by Lomax as early as 1951, MacColl became one of the first folksingers who could be heard on commercial record in England. In addition to Lloyd, MacColl would also be one of the first collectors to investigate the industrial songs that had been almost completely neglected by the First Revival movement.

Albert Lancaster Lloyd (1908–1982), who grew up in Sussex and London, was similarly involved in socialist/Marxist politics (Arthur CD 1994). His father was a war invalid, and when his mother died in 1924 he was sent through the British Legion to Australia as a migrant worker, employed mainly on farms and at sheep stations. After his return to England in the 1930s, he joined an intellectual left-wing group that included such prominent figures as Dylan Thomas and A. Leslie Morton, who probably facilitated Lloyd’s first contact with the Communist Party. The influence of Morton’s A People’s History of England (1938) became especially obvious when Lloyd developed his Marxist theories of folk music in his influential work The Singing Englishman, published in 1942. Lloyd was also vice president of the Workers’ Music Association, which had been founded in 1936 to promote the musical activities of the working classes and attracted prominent members such as composers Aaron Copland, Benjamin Britten, and Hanns Eisler.

Lloyd was basically self-educated, having participated extensively in self-education programs in Australia. He started to study folk music intensively in the Reading Room of the British Museum in the mid-1930s. He had already acquired a large repertoire of folk songs in Australia and expanded this even further with thematic material such as whaling songs, which he learned when he went to work for half a year on a factory ship in 1937. He subsequently became a highly respected performer, winning the EFDSS Folk Music Festival Competition at Cecil Sharp House in 1948.

Lloyd started to work for the BBC in 1938 with the radio series The Voice of the Seamen. About a year later he broadcast one of the first English radio shows to combine recorded traditional folk music with new material he had collected while visiting Leslie Morton in Suffolk. Due to the Cold War, Lloyd found that his Communist background made employment at the BBC and other journalistic work impossible after 1948. He thus decided to work full-time as a folklorist, writing and lecturing about music for left-wing magazines and groups and undertaking extensive folk song research in Eastern Europe, to which he had, owing to his political connections, more access than most Westerners at that time. The National Coal Board hired him to organize a competition to collect mining songs in 1951, which became the basis for his song collection Come All Ye Bold Miners. Despite his background and conflicting ideas, Lloyd joined the EFDSS in 1948 and became a member of the editorial board of the Society’s Folk Music Journal in 1952. In the same year he formed the Ramblers, who were modeled after Pete Seeger’s Almanac Singers.

Lloyd met Ewan MacColl in the early 1950s. Both were convinced that British folk music could provide an antidote to the strongly American-dominated popular music of that time. The Second Revival hence became a very conscious attempt to create a genuinely English music. MacColl, for instance, proceeded in three steps, starting with efforts to popularize the English folk music of the nineteenth century, in particular the sea shanties, followed by “classic” traditional ballads and industrial songs, aiming to convince the younger generation that this music was as vital and good as American popular music. His last step was the Radio Ballads documentary series, produced by Charles Parker, Peggy Seeger, and himself. The Radio Ballads, which were very popular from 1958 to 1964, constituted a new approach to broadcasting—a collage of music and original sound recordings and interviews on contemporary social issues. They encompassed a broad range of topics: the life of English railway workers as in the first program’s ballad, “John Axon,” or teenagers in England and Scotland of the 1960s, herring fishing at the Doggerbank, and boxing. Many songs from these shows entered the revival repertoire; in fact, they became so popular that they were thought to be traditional.

The leftist organizations again played a central role in making this material available to the public in the form of recordings.
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