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Folksongs and F o l k l o r e  o f  South U i s t ,  i n  p r o v i d i n g  
t h e  s t u d e n t  o f  B r i t i s h  f o l k l i f e  w i t h  a  c o m p e l l i n g  i n t r o d u c -  
t i o n  t o  a s p e c t s  o f  S c o t t i s h  G a e l i c - s p e a k i n g  c u l t u r e ,  a l s o  
f o r c e s  a  r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  B r i t i s h  f o l k s o n g  i n c l u d e s  f a r  more  
t h a n  t h e  u s u a l  E n g l i s h  l a n g u a g e  b a l l a d s  a n d  s o n g s  c o l l e c t e d  
a n d  e d i t e d  b y  t h e  l i k e s  o f  H e r d ,  S c o t t ,  G r e i g ,  S h a r p ,  a n d  
K a r p e l e s .  F i r s t  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1955  b y  R o u t l e d g e  a n d  Kegan  
P a u l ,  t h i s  book  i s  b a s e d  o n  f i e l d w o r k  u n d e r t a k e n  b e t w e e n  
1930  a n d  1935  b y  t h e  A m e r i c a n  b o r n  M a r g a r e t  F a y  Shaw. 

Shaw was n o t  t h e  f i r s t  t o  s t u d y  t h e  f o l k l o r e ,  a n d  
s p e c i f i c a l l y  f o l k s o n g ,  o f  t h e  H e b r i d e s .  E a r l i e r ,  A l e x a n d e r  
C a r m i x h a e l ,  one  o f  t h e  c o l l e c t o r s  e n c o u r a g e d  b y  J o h n  F r a n c e s  
C a m p b e l l  o f  I s l a y  ( s e e  h i s  w o r k  o n  O s s i a n i c  b a l l a d s ,  Leabhar 
l a  Fe inne) ,  h a d  g a t h e r e d  much m a t e r i a l ,  some o f  w h i c h  was 
p u b l i s h e d  i n  Carnina Gadel ica.  I n  1 9 1 1  t h e  F o l k s o n g  S o c i e t y  
h a d  p u b l i s h e d  G a e l i c  s o n g s  o r i g i n a l l y  c o l l e c t e d  b y  F r a n c e s  
T o l m i e  i n  Skye ,  w i t h  comments a n d  a n n o t a t i o n s  b y  G e o r g e  
H e n d e r s o n ,  A n n i e  G i l c h r i s t ,  L u c y  B r o a d w e l l ,  a n d  J.A. F u l l e r -  
M a i t l a n d .  E d i t e d  v e r s i o n s  o f  G a e l i c  s o n g s  h a d  a l s o  b e e n  
w i d e l y  c o n c e r t i z e d  b y  M a r j o r i e  K e n n e d y - F r a s e r .  M a r g a r e t  
F a y  S h a w l s  w o r k  b u i l d s  o n  a n d  goes  b e y o n d  t h e s e  e a r l y  ap- 
p r o a c h e s  t o  G a e l i c  s o n g  b y  p r o v i d i n g ,  i n  a  l e n g t h y  i n t r o -  
d u c t i o n ,  a  d e s c r i p t i o n ,  a l b e i t  b r i e f ,  o f  t h e  c u l t u r a l  m a t r i x  
i n  w h i c h  s h e  o b s e r v e d  t h e  f o l k s o n g s  a n d  f o l k l o r e .  She h a d  
o r i g i n a l l y  i n t e n d e d  t o  l i m i t  h e r  s t u d y  t o  t h e  s o n g s ,  b u t  
h e r  e x p e r i e n c e  o n  S o u t h  U i s t  a n d  e l s e w h e r e  i n  t h e  H e b r i d e s  
l e d  h e r  t o  see  t h e  s o n g s  as a n  i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  l i f e  a n d  
r e l a t e d  t o  o t h e r  a s p e c t s  o f  o r a l  f o l k l o r e .  L i k e  A l f r e d  
W i l l i a m s  (Folk-songs o f  t h e  Upper Thanes. L o n d o n :  D u c k w o r t h  
E Co., 1 9 2 3 )  s h e  u s e s  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  b a s e d  o n  e x t e n s i v e  
k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  l a n d  a n d  p e o p l e ,  t o  p r o v i d e  a  m i n i  c o n t e x t  
f o r  t h e  i t e m s  w h i c h  f o r m  t h e  b u l k  o f  t h e  b o o k .  P h o t o g r a p h s  
a t  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  o f  t h e  w o r k  p r o v i d e  v i s u a l  a m p l i f i c a t i o n  
o f  t h e  w r i t t e n  d e s c r i p t i o n .  



The b u l k  o f  t h e  book s u r v e y s  t h e  f o l k l o r e  and f o l k s o n g s  

e x t a n t  i n  South  U i s t  i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s  and t a k e s  an i t e m -  

c e n t e r e d  approach. P raye rs ,  b a l l a d s ,  p r o v e r b s ,  cu res ,  
r e c i p e s ,  s t o r i e s ,  and songs a r e  p r i n t e d  i n  G a e l i c  and i n  
E n g l i s h  t r a n s l a t i o n .  A l l  song t u n e s  a r e  t r a n s c r i b e d  and 

i d e n t i f i e d  by mode. However, t h e r e  i s  no d i s c u s s i o n  of  
t h e  g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  o r  t r a n s l a t i o n .  Sometimes 
t h e  i n f o r m a n t ' s  name and r e s i d e n c e  are g i ven ,  and a d d i t i o n a l  
m a t e r i a l  i s  p r o v i d e d .  Where c o m p a r a t i v e  m a t e r i a l  e x i s t s ,  
as i n  Aarne-Thompson t a l e  t y p e  numbers o r  i n  e a r l i e r  work 
i n  S c o t l a n d ,  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  r e f e r e n c e  i s  g i v e n ;  t h u s  t h e  
book o f f e r s  a  b i b l i o g r a p h i c  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  r e l e v a n t  
s t u d i e s  o f  Sco ts  G a e l i c  f o l k l o r e  and f o l k l i f e .  There a r e  
ample r e f e r e n c e s  t o  John Lo rne  Campbel l ,  Shawls husband, 
who i s  c e r t a i n l y  one o f  t h e  unsung he roes  of S c o t t i s h  
f o l k l o r i s t i c s .  E a r l y  c o l l e c t o r  o f  S c o t s  G a e l i c  m a t e r i a l s  
w i t h  a  s t r e s s  on i n f o r m a n t s  (see The Furrow Behind Me, An 
Autobiography o f  a Hebridean Crofter--Angus MacLe l l an ) ,  

Campbel l  has engaged i n  e x p l o r a t i o n s  o f  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  f o l k -  
l o r e  s t u d y  (see F r .  A l l a n  McDonald o f  Er iskay ,  1859-1905: 
P r i e s t ,  Poet,  and F o l k l o r i s t  and, w i t h  T r e v o r  H. H a l l ,  
Strange Things: The Story  o f  F r .  A l l a n  McDonald, Ada 
Goodrich Freer ,  and t h e  Society  f o r  Psychical  Research's 
Enquiry i n t o  Highland Second S i g h t ) ,  has e d i t e d  e a r l y  
h i s t o r i c a l  works (see t h e  F o l k l o r e  S o c i e t y  M i s t l e t o e  S e r i e s  
f o r  Campbe l l ' s  e d i t i o n  o f  James K i r k w o o d ' s  A C o l l e c t i o n  
o f  Highland R i t e s  and Custones), and has encouraged many 
f l e d g l i n g  f o l k l o r i s t s .  I n  1947 he e s t a b l i s h e d  t h e  F o l k l o r e  
I n s t i t u t e  o f  S c o t l a n d  t o  encourage t h e  s t u d y  o f  f o l k l o r e ,  
and he has been i n v o l v e d  i n  t h e  development o f  t h e  Schoo l  
o f  S c o t t i s h  S t u d i e s .  

The c e n t r a l  p o r t i o n  of  Marga re t  Fay Shawls Folksongs 
and F o l k l o r e  o f  South U i s t  i s  devo ted  t o  songs, c a t e g o r i z e d  
by c o n t e n t  and theme ( p r a i s e ,  war, e x i l e ,  l amen t ,  h u n t i n g ,  
l o r e )  as w e l l  as by f u n c t i o n  ( m i l k i n g ,  s a i l i n g ,  danc ing ,  
s p i n n i n g ,  w a u l k i n g ) .  The l a t t e r  seem t o  dominate ,  and songs 
f r o m  t h e  women's t r a d i t i o n  o f  w a u l k i n g - - s h r i n k i n g  c l o t h - -  
a r e  t h e  most e x t e n s i v e .  I n  t h e  case o f  w a u l k i n g ,  more t h a n  
t h e  tunes  and t e x t s  a r e  p r o v i d e d .  Shaw says t h a t  t h e  songs 
"are  g i v e n  i n  t h e  o r d e r  i n  wh i ch  t h e y  m i g h t  n a t u r a l l y  be 
be sung a t  a  wau lk ing. "  A n a l y s i s  o f  t h i s  o r d e r  i n d i c a t e s  
t h a t  w a u l k i n g  may have been f ramed by songs d e a l i n g  d i r e c t l y  



w i t h  t w e e d  m a k i n g  a n d  w a u l k i n g ,  w i t h  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  l y r i c  
s o n g s  d e a l i n g  w i t h  l o v e  a n d  i t s  c o m p l i c a t i o n s  a n d  d e a t h ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  b y  d r o w n i n g ,  i n  t h e  m i d d l e .  I n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 6 0 ' s  
t h e  S c h o o l  o f  S c o t t i s h  S t u d i e s  made a  f i l m  on  w a u l k i n g  u s i n g  
f o r m e r  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h i s  now d e a d  t r a d i t i o n .  The f i l m ,  
p l u s  i n f o r m a t i o n  s u c h  a s  t h a t  p r o v i d e d  b y  Shaw, a r e  o f  g r e a t  

i m p o r t a n c e  i n  r e c o n s t r u c t i n g  c o n t e x t u a l  a s p e c t s  o f  w a u l k i n g .  
Many o f  t h e  s o n g s  c o n t i n u e  t o  be  s u n g  t o d a y  i n  c e i l i d h  a n d  
i n  more f o r m a l  p e r f o r m a n c e  c o n t e x t s .  

I d e a l l y  a  book  w h i c h  d e a l s  d i r e c t l y  w i t h  s o n g  s h o u l d  
be  a c c o m p a n i e d  b y  r e c o r d  a s  i s  R o b i n  M o r t o n ' s  Come Day, 
Go Day, God Send  Sunday  ( L o n d o n :  R o u t l e d g e  a n d  Kegan P a u l ,  
1 9 7 3 )  i n  t h e  L e a d e r  r e c o r d  o f  t h e  same name--Leader LEE 
4062.  F o r t u n a t e l y ,  some p a r a l l e l  m a t e r i a l  w h i c h  g i v e s  an 
i n d i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  s o u n d  o f  t h e  m u s i c  i s  a v a i l a b l e ;  mos t  
n o t a b l y  i n  t h e  t w o  r e c o r d s  p r e p a r e d  b y  t h e  S c h o o l  o f  
S c o t t i s h  S t u d i e s  a n d  d i s t r i b u t e d  b y  T a n g e n t  r e c o r d s :  
I I S c o t t i s h  T r a d i t i o n  2: M u s i c  f r o m  t h e  W e s t e r n  I s l e s "  a n d  
" S c o t t i s h  T r a d i t i o n  3: W a u l k i n g  Songs f r o m  B a r r a . "  

The l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  F o l k s o n g s  a n d  F o l k l o r e  o f  S o u t h  
U i s t  r e f l e c t  t h e  t i m e  i n  w h i c h  i t  was u n d e r t a k e n .  The l o r e  
and  s o n g s  a r e  i s o l a t e d  a n d  d e t a c h e d ,  t h o u g h  t h e  e t h n o g r a p h i c  
and  g e n e r a l  c o n t e x t u a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  p r o v i d e  a  v a l u a b l e  
i n t r o d u c t i o n .  I t  i s  u n f o r t u n a t e  t h a t  Shaw d i d  n o t  t a k e  
t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  o f  t h e  s e c o n d  e d i t i o n  t o  d e s c r i b e  t h e  
c h a n g e s  w h i c h  h a v e  o c c u r r e d  i n  S o u t h  U i s t  a n d  t h e  s t a t e  
o f  t r a d i t i o n  t o d a y .  R e c o g n i z i n g  t h e s e  f a c t o r s ,  h o w e v e r ,  
does n o t  d i m i n i s h  t h e  w o r t h  o f  t h e  b o o k ;  i t  i n t r o d u c e s  t h e  
g e n e r a l  s t u d e n t  t o  some v a l u a b l e  and  b e a u t i f u l  f o l k l o r i c  
m a t e r i a l  w h i c h  s u r v i v e s  t r a n s l a t i o n  t o  e n r i c h  o u r  u n d e r -  
s t a n d i n g  o f  a  r i c h  a n d  c o m p e l l i n g  a s p e c t  o f  S c o t t i s h  
c u l t u r e .  


