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SUMMARY

This study focuses on Song. I intend to establish the 
aesthetic criteria by which song can be judged, to analyse 
the power of song to influence people's perceptions, and to 
examine and illustrate the compositional process.

I suggest that the context in which song is written and 
performed is vital to establishing the aesthetic criteria, 
and therefore I will analyse the phenomenon of the English 
folk song revival. Incorporated in this analysis is a 
consideration of the lifestyle of performers, performance 
itself, the philosophy of the milieu, and the folk club 
scene and how it operates.

Having established the contextual foundation for song in 
the English folk song revival I will then analyse the 
creative process of songwriting through its various but 
distinct stages. I will specifically focus on creativity and 
the compositional process as applied to song. This section 
will be in three parts; a study of four professional 
songwriters, an analysis of the creative process using 
myself as a case study and a synopsis of the significant 
points.

Though the English folk song scene developed in reaction 
to mass popular music of the time and attempted to be 
largely autonomous, it nevertheless affected and was 
affected by the mass media. I suggest that as a result of 
this mass exposure the influence of the songwriter spread 
further than the confines of the folk scene (which was
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largely a converted audience), to potential songwriters 
aiming at a larger audience in the wider musical scene of 
pop music. These particular songwriters writing so-called 
pop songs began to consider subjects of social and political 
importance and inspired an audience to appreciate and demand 
higher lyrical quality.

My sources of reference include literary studies of 
creativity and the compositional process; documentation by 
early folk song collectors; various accounts of the folk 
song revival both historical and philosophical; research in 
the field of ethnomusicology; self analysis of my 
compositional process; empirical research through 
interviews; and an examination of my own experience of being 
a professional performer and songwriter.

I conclude by suggesting that rather than being a 
minority interest which, according to some opinions should 
be confined to the museum, the folk song scene was and 
continues to be a dynamic milieu which could still play a 
significant part in the general music culture of society. Of 
late its influence has been largely ignored by the media, 
and automatically by the public in general who are unaware 
of the fact that some of the songs which are popular today 
can be traced in content and message, if not in style, to 
the songwriters of the folk song scene.

Previous studies have arrived at their conclusions 
through external observation of performers and composers. I 
suggest that this study benefits from internal as well as 
external analysis, in that the writer is a performer and 
composer. However, mention should be made that in some
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sections throughout this thesis I am acting both as the 
source of information and as the observer; disseminating, 
analysing, structuring and presenting the information. The 
inherent problems of being in such a position are concisely 
stated by Aguilar:

. . . some advocates of insider research argue 
that because outsiders lack member knowledge - 
existential participation in a society's covert 
culture of implicit rules and ineffable sentiments 
and orientations - their research results are 
necessarily superficial. Critics of insider 
research, on the other hand, have characterized 
such knowledge as mere subjective involvement, a 
deterrent to objective perception and analysis. 
(Aguilar 1981:15)

I should therefore declare my position and my 
participating interest which may affect the presentation of 
information. I will use the term key informant to signify my 
role as the source of information in this discussion. (1) 

First I will state what I feel are the possible reasons 
for any bias I may display, and second I will elaborate on 
what I believe to be the advantages of being a key 
informant. As an observing participant rather than a 
participating observer (the inference being that I was and I 
still am a participant first and an observer second, for the 
purposes of this study), I naturally endorse the whole ethos 
of the folk song revival and consider it to be an important 
part of Britain's music culture. Furthermore, I feel that 
the songwriter played a vital role in the revival and in its 
continuum. Through the course of my research I have come to 
see song as a powerful artistic medium through which 
songwriters can articulate a variety of ideas, from the 
intensely personal to the social and political (the terms
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are not mutually exclusive, as will be shown in Chapter 4), 
and by which an audience can be entertained (I use the term 
entertainment to mean stimulation on an emotional and 
intellectual level). The reasons why I hold such opinions 
are perhaps obvious: I have spent virtually my whole adult 
life working as a songwriter and performer in the folk song 
scene, and regard it as something more than merely being the 
means to earn a living. Having devoted almost twenty-five 
years in the pursuit of creative fulfilment in a cultural 
(or sub-cultural) milieu it would be unusual if I did not 
hold the above views. Furthermore, I am aware of the 
temptation to over-estimate my own role as a performer and 
songwriter, and therefore, apart from Chapter 8 concerning 
my own compositional process, I have only employed value 
judgements of my own work when they have been expressed by 
my informants.

Having elaborated on the problems of insider research and 
specifically on my role as a key informant, I will now 
discuss what I feel are the advantages.

I did not suffer the problems familiar to anthropologists 
and sociologists concerning acceptance by the informants; I 
was not treated with suspicion of being a charlatan or 
someone who might in any way treat them and the folk scene 
with anything less than respect or even as an academic who 
might over-intellectualise a phenomenon they did not 
consider as such. I did not have to be invited into their 
social milieu as was already part of it; each knew me well 
through my years as a professional performer and songwriter.
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To the songwriters it came as a surprise that someone 
would want to study the compositional process, as none had 
ever attempted to analyse their own process. Each regarded 
their profession in simple terms; they were performers and 
songwriters, that is what they did and it was as simple as 
that. I made plain my objectives to all I interviewed, which 
was that I wanted to research song, songwriting and the 
songwriter in the English folk song revival out of my 
interest in the subject and commitment to the folk scene, 
and through this process hopefully gain a Ph.D. Having 
stated as such, each person I approached gave me 
considerable help, in the time they allowed me to interview 
them and with the information they offered. In the case of 
the songwriters some of the information, especially 
regarding their background was intensely personal, and I 
felt privileged that they had trusted me with such 
information. (2) Their enthusiasm in helping me was 
gratifying, and I felt that all of those I interviewed 
wanted such a study to be done as previous studies had not 
considered in such detail so many aspects of the folk song 
scene nor had they given it the credit the participants felt 
it deserved. The songwriters in particular felt that at last 
their contribution to an important music culture would be 
recognized.

Problems may have arisen had I come from outside and 
attempted to enculturate myself into their social milieu. 
However, participation and observation (but not necessarily 
observation from an academic point of view) has been a 
continuous process throughout my career. Furthermore, the
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descriptions are not subject to the problems of memory (and 
the temptation of remembering how one wants to remember), as 
the study is a current living experience; the interpretation 
of specific points and the temptation to colour them to 
one's pre-conceived bias can all too easily be contradicted 
the next time one enters a folk club, which may possibly be 
the following day as one continues as a participant. As 
Spencer states:

We live in a world where the possibility of 
ethnographic subjects contesting the 
anthropologist's description is more and more 
likely; not only is this a thoroughly good thing, 
we should make every effort to encourage it. 
(Spencer J. 1989:159)

This was the situation I found myself in, having
undertaken my academic studies alongside my performing and
songwriting activities. Over the years as a professional
performer I had acquired a great deal of information without
realizing it. It was through my academic training that I was
better equipped to analyse the data. Each complimented the
other; experience combined with academic objectivity
revealed more information than pure academic research which
would lack the advantage of inside knowledge, or the
recounting of personal experience which could be merely a
series of anecdotes. As Cohen suggests:

It has to be recognized that ethnographers, if 
doing their work properly, are never merely 
observers: they are also an integral part of the 
field of study. (Cohen 1984:227)

I did not have to participate for the "pragmatic demands 
of data gathering" (Holy 1984:23) as I had been an active 
participant long before I started this study. This gave me a 
wide range of knowledge about the folk song scene as a
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whole, which is the major advantage of being a key
informant. What might be seen by an outsider as a series of
isolated incidents, could in fact be considered as stages in
the development of a particular phenomenon when the whole
scene is considered, as Hennigh illustrates:

The key informant comprehends the entire system 
and is therefore able to place component parts 
into their proper perspective. (Hennigh 1981:132)

For example, it is necessary to be aware of the 
development of guitar-playing styles, from the skiffle strum 
(where the right hand, usually holding a plectrum, merely 
touches the strings in an up and down movement) in the early 
days of the revival to the much more intricate styles of the 
seventies to understand how the style of songwriting is 
influenced by guitar playing technique.

In producing an ethnography of the folk song scene I did 
not follow or feel constrained by any anthropological 
methodology, as my initial foci were the power of song and 
the compositional process; the ethnography was there merely 
to place the foci in context. However, during my research 
certain factors came to light which I had previously 
regarded as peripheral, such as the songwriter's lifestyle, 
the importance of songwriters to the revival and the legacy, 
if any, they left to the music culture of Britain. It then 
became clear that a more thorough ethnography was vital to 
understanding song, songwriting and the songwriter, and as a 
key informant I was ideally placed to embark on such a 
project. As Spencer states:

. . . good ethnographic practice involves the 
attempt to make methodical what may have been 
first discovered by chance. (Spencer J. 1989:152)
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This approach became my methodology; what I had learned 
by experience, or chance, as Spencer suggests, became 
organized into a series of related facts for the 
ethnography. My interpretation of the facts I found not to 
be unique. Many of my informants had arrived at similar 
conclusions, although it is necessary to note that I was 
unaware of their opinions before I interviewed them, and 
they were not chosen in order to endorse any pre-conceptions 
I may have held.

On the question of possible bias, it is also necessary to 
consider the bias of my informants. Each informant was and 
is a committed participant and is obviously biased, 
specifically when it comes to considering the importance of 
folk song and the folk song revival. No doubt a Heavy Metal 
enthusiast would see the folk song revival in entirely 
different terms. As Cohen states:

. . . there can be no definitive rendering of 
culture: there are versions of it, and these 
versions will vary according to who offers them. 
(Cohen 1984:223)

Therefore I have attempted to balance the views of my 
informants with the study of published accounts about music 
culture in general, and specifically those accounts dealing 
with popular music in its broadest sense over the last fifty 
years. Such accounts usually contain a section dealing with 
the folk song revival, and I have used this information 
alongside the information and opinions of participating 
informants to place folk song and the folk scene in the 
context of the whole music culture of England.
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As a key informant, there are times when I do not keep an 
authorial distance and where my personal voice enters. 
However I feel this to be justified after having declared my 
interest and commitment to the subject. The alternative to 
this would be to deny many years' experience, and valuable 
information could be excluded. For example, the ethnography 
is not merely a series of facts; I have interpreted the 
information I gathered to arrive at certain conclusions.

Furthermore I use what is termed by Geertz as thick
description (in Spencer J. 1989:146). Spencer quotes an
example from Gilbert Ryle of the various interpretations
which can be drawn by using thick description from the act
of a boy winking, whereas thin description would merely be a
description of the physical act. In a similar vein, when I
describe the physical stance of the songwriters of the late
sixties and early seventies (cradling the guitar in a
sitting position), I also offer reasons for this, suggesting
that it is only a small manifestation of a larger and more
prevalent attitude; the body language is just one obvious
sign of a covert and more obscure set of attitudes. The
alternative, thin description I found unworkable in that it
restricted the amount of information available for analysis
and more importantly, given that I was actively involved, it
was an impossible position to maintain. Spencer explains:

"thin description" by itself - the attempted 
refusal of textual mediation between the actual 
field encounter and the reader of the ethnography 
- is as much a barrier to ethnographic 
representation as is the more conventional 
practice of authorial omniscience. (Spencer J. 
1989:157)
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In defence of my approach I have stated the 
unavoidability of subjectivity; were I to have taken a 
different approach, given my active involvement in the field 
of study, my objectivity would be in question.

In the section devoted to the creative process, I have 
attempted through the information gained from interviewing 
four songwriters and analysing my own process to outline a 
stage by stage synopsis. Though it is tempting to assume 
that my analysis and conclusions could be applied to all the 
creative arts I cannot claim that this is the case. My 
specific area of knowledge lies in Song in the context of 
the English folk song scene; I am not qualified to comment 
on song in other contexts or on other disciplines. I will 
therefore not be making comparisons between different art- 
forms, neither will I be comparing songmaking between 
different societies and ethnic groups. Detailed comparisons 
will however be made between songwriters working in the same 
genre. The concluding Chapter on creativity (Chapter 9) will 
be a summation of the information from the previous two 
Chapters placed alongside the results of the research into 
published works on creativity. I cannot claim that it is 
definitive; in broad terms it works for the songwriters I 
interviewed and for me. It is possible that a survey of 
other songwriters would result in a different conclusions.

Throughout the thesis I use various terms applying to 
folk music and folk singers. These terms need to be defined 
or explained, as, for example, any definition of folk song 
is open to different interpretations, as Hamish Henderson 
suggests:
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There is no classic definition of a folk song . . 
there are approximations to definitions of a folk 
song. But there is hardly a definition which, in 
the long run, will not yield to manipulation. 
(Henderson 1973:12-13)

Prior to the second folk song revival which started in
the 1950s, folk song was more easily defined as it consisted
almost entirely of traditional songs and music. In the
dictionary of "Folklore, Mythology and Legend" (Funk and
Wagnall, 1950) fifteen pages are devoted to defining folk
song, of which the following is an excerpt:

Folk song comprises the poetry and music of groups 
whose literature is perpetuated not by writing and 
print, but through oral tradition. (Ed. Leach, 
1950:1032)

The above definition is no doubt a consensus of opinions 
from various interested parties, specifically, I suggest, 
the International Folk Music Council, which at it’s 
conference in 1954 stated:

Folk Music is the product of a musical tradition 
that has been evolved through the process of oral 
transmission. The factors that shape the tradition 
are (i) continuity, which links the present with 
the past; (ii) variation, which springs from the 
creative impulse of the individual on the group; 
and (iii) selection by the community, which 
determines the form, or forms, in which the music 
survives. (Quoted in Karpeles 1973:3)

Taking the three stages quoted above as reference points, 
and considering the songs written since the start of the
folk song revival it is evident that many of the songs 
qualify in one, two or all of the criteria required by the 
above definition. Continuity with the past (in terms of 
influence) can be found in subject matter and melody in many 
songs in the revival (see for example "The Old Man's Lament" 
by Ian Campbell). Variation is also a characteristic found
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in songs which are adapted to fit similar situations
(similar in theme though different in specific
circumstances, as in "Which side are you on?" by Joe Hill).
(3) As for the third point in the above definition, this has
been proven by the amount of songs written at the start of
the revival which are still popular today (for example, most
of Ewan MacColl's songs), confirming Karpeles' statement
that "In the long run the song is subject to the verdict of
the community." (Karpeles 1973:10-11)

In most attempts at defining folk music, the term oral
seems to be vital, yet oral is open to various
interpretations, as discussed by Finnegan (1977:7-24). Of
the many examples Finnegan offers regarding the problems of
defining what is oral, one example concerns the situation
where songs have been learnt orally for generations, but
which, when collected and traced have been found to be in
Broadside form. This fact suggests that the song may not
have originally been learnt orally, but from a printed
source. This and other examples lead Finnegan to conclude:

The idea of pure and uncontaminated "oral culture" 
as the primary reference point for the discussion 
of oral poetry is a myth. (Finnegan 1977:24)

Though songs written in the folk song revival are not
orally transmitted they do conform in many ways to the
criteria set by those in the folk music scene. Toelken makes
the point that.

Folksongs, like other genres of traditional 
expression, do not have to be ancient, or rural, 
or backward or quaint in order to be called 
folklore. (Toelken, 1986:148)
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Karpeles, however, focussed on the fact that the age of a
song was vital to its folk character and it was the passage
of time which shaped folk song:

... the revival of folk song, as we have already- 
seen, has had a fertilizing effect on individual 
creation; but, however good the composition of an 
individual may be, it is different in character 
from folk music which, being the product of 
countless generations, does not bear an individual 
imprint. Therefore, to attach the term "folk song" 
to a newly composed song, besides being erroneous, 
is injurious to the conception of folk song. 
(Karpeles, 1973: 103-104)

However, if we accept that,
A folk song begins its life like any other song: 
as a musical and poetic expression of some 
person's feelings or ideas. A song becomes a 
folksong when it begins to be passed along and 
rephrased or used by others for whom it also 
functions as a way of articulating shared 
attitudes or feelings. (Toelken, 1986:147)

then the term folk song can be used to cover songs that 
have become accepted in the folk song scene, both 
contemporary and traditional, which are concerned with 
fundamental emotions and issues and which have a timeless 
quality and an obvious integrity and honesty. I suggest that 
songs written since the start of the folk song revival are 
folk songs in the making, in that, according to Karpeles, 
time will tell whether they become folk songs. In terms of 
the time-span during which songs are said to change, songs 
written during the revival are relatively young when 
compared to traditional songs. Perhaps in time there will be 
more obvious changes in songs written during the revival, 
and future studies could be made on why and how these took 
place to fit the contemporary needs of an audience. In this 
respect, "contemporary folk song" is a contradiction of
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terms, in that a song written since the start of the revival 
is generally learnt from a record or published source and 
does not change fundamentally apart from a particular 
performer's artistic interpretation, usually in the form of 
arrangement and accompaniment. However, the same could now 
be said of traditional folk song in the folk song revival as 
we no longer have the oral tradition and performers of 
traditional songs generally learn them from a recording or a 
printed source.

The folk song revival stimulated potential songwriters to 
work within the framework of the developing folk music scene 
and there was obviously a need to categorize the songs of 
these new writers, which would mean modifying the old 
definitions to encompass the new songs. They were clearly 
not pop songs, but were they contemporary folk songs? Pop 
songs (which are also contemporary) are not necessarily 
designed to be timeless (although some pop songs have become 
so) and are generally created for quick profit and fame. The 
value of a particular pop song is often judged by how many 
copies it sold, and hence how popular it and the writer or 
performer became. I maintain that folk song and folk music 
conform to higher aesthetic values, values which are 
fundamental to the folk song scene in general. (4)

Despite the objections of the more reactionary collectors 
and folklore academics, by general usage of those within the 
folk club scene the terms "traditional folk song" and 
"contemporary folk song" came into being. It is therefore 
obvious that those in the folk scene had accepted the new 
songs as being folk songs, and that there was a clear
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understanding of the difference between contemporary folk 
songs and pop songs.

A similar problem arises in the usage of terms applying 
to the singers of folk songs. There are traditional folk 
singers (those who learnt their songs in the traditional 
manner), revival traditional folk singers (those who learnt 
from records, published sources and even from the 
traditional singers themselves) and there are contemporary 
folk singers who are usually the singer-songwriters (in this 
sense the word contemporary applies to the song and not the 
singer). By common assent with those in the folk song scene 
all of the above are known as folk singers, with the 
qualifying prefix used when needed.

The milieu in which the folk song revival established 
itself is referred to as the "folk scene" (Henderson, 
1992:1), which is an abbreviation of the term "folk song 
scene".

Songwriters will be referred to as "he" throughout the 
study rather than "he/she" for general readability, although 
it is recognized that songwriters of both sexes exist.

Footnotes.
1. Other terms used to convey the same method of study are: 
insider anthropology, insider research, autoethnography, 
introspective research, peer group research, native 
anthropology. (Messerschmidt 1981:13)
2. The interview procedure is discussed in Appendix 3, and 
full transcripts are in Appendix 4.
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3. Though this song was written during the period of Trade 
Union unrest in America in the thirties, it was used to good 
effect by the singer and songwriter Dick Gaughan during the 
Miners' strike of 1984 in Great Britain, who added an extra 
verse to make it applicable to contemporary issues.
4. There are however exceptions to this loose definition; 
some pop songs, most notably in recent years, do conform in 
essence to the same criteria as folk songs, something which 
I discuss at length in Chapter 10.
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CHAPTER 1
SETTING THE STAGE

At the present stage of writing I have been a 
professional singer-songwriter for twenty-five years. My 
interest in folk song started at the age of fifteen when I 
bought a record by the black blues/folk-singer Huddle 
Leadbetter (often known as Leadbelly). I then collected 
records by Peter, Paul and Mary and Joan Baez, which led me 
to the songwriters of the American folk song revival, such 
as Tom Paxton, Bob Dylan and Phil Ochs. I looked for their 
inspiration and found Woody Guthrie, Pete Seeger and the 
various groups they played in, (the Almanac singers and the 
Weavers). At this time (1960), what is termed by Georgina 
Boyes (Interview G.B.) as the second folk song revival was 
establishing a foothold in the music scene of Britain. I 
became interested not only in the British revivalists (Ewan 
MacColl, the Clancy Brothers, Robin Hall and Jimmy McGregor 
etc.), but also the innovators who were taking the 
traditional forms and using them with other influences.
Davey Graham's work with Shirley Collins, the former a fine 
guitarist using influences from American blues and Eastern 
modes, the latter a singer of traditional songs was and 
still is the most important stage in the emergence of a new 
style of music, which influenced the songwriters who were to 
make their mark on the British folk scene. I studied their 
work and taught myself to play the guitar. I imitated those 
I felt the greatest affinity with: Davey Graham for his
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unusual, complicated yet empathetic guitar style, Tom Paxton 
from America for his simple (but not simplistic) lyrics and 
Bob Dylan for his social comments of what was happening and 
what he predicted would happen. By 1967, at the age of 
twenty-two I started travelling throughout the folk scene 
trying to get work as a performer. This eventually led to 
several records, radio and T.V. performances and tours 
throughout Europe and America. My own songwriting developed 
to the point where I now only sing my own songs except on 
rare occasions. My songs are frequently sung in folk clubs, 
not only in Britain but throughout the rest of Europe, where 
some have been translated and recorded by other performers.

In 1981 I enrolled at Leeds University (Bretton College) 
for a B.A. in Combined Studies, which involved five units, 
broken into one of music, two of English and two of a 
relatively new subject called Inter-Arts. It was at this 
stage that my interest in song from an academic point of 
view, its social significance and the creative act began, 
mainly because the course syllabus concerned the philosophy 
of the Arts. My interest initially centred on the creative 
act, and I used my own work to analyse the creative process. 
Study of the process caused me to approach the product with 
a different perspective; aspects such as the scene for which 
it was designed, transmission of the product, that is, 
performance, became integral to the understanding of what I 
came to believe is the most powerful and accessible art 
form. However, combined with the other work in the B.A. 
course, my interest remained largely at a superficial level. 
I then took an M.A. course in creative writing at Lancaster
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University, during which time I wrote a novel, several short 
stories and critical essays. I set aside my interest in song 
and songwriting as an academic study until 1986 when I 
started this thesis.

I have continued to write, record and perform whilst 
taking the degrees and writing and researching this thesis, 
firstly because that is how I earn my living and secondly 
because performing and being actively involved in the folk 
scene, which obviously involves writing and presenting "the 
product", gives the study its focus. Conclusions drawn in 
isolation from lengthy study can lack the perspective of the 
subject matter being seen from the other side - from the 
performer's perspective.

I first analysed my own position as a singer-songwriter 
to establish certain key elements of my life as a performer 
and writer. Central to the study was a more detailed and 
incisive inquiry into the creative process than I had time 
for during my B.A. course, but influencing factors had to be 
considered, such as performance, the scene in general and 
trying to establish what is a "good" song.

Just prior to starting on the B.A. course, I suffered a 
common complaint amongst singers, namely, nodes on the vocal 
chords. This effectively means that pitching a note becomes 
impossible. Nodes are a sympton of incorrect technique in 
the projection of the voice, mainly involving lack of breath 
control, causing one to force the voice from the throat 
instead of supporting the air from the diaphragm. Other 
factors such as tension due to the lifestyle as a performer,
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and, especially in the early days of the folk song revival, 
having to sing in clubs far too large to be played 
acoustically resulting in a constant effort in the striving 
for volume come into effect.

After a three-month period of complete silence which 
allowed the vocal chords to rest, I avoided having to 
undergo surgical treatment to have the nodes removed. 
However, my voice was very weak and needed training. I took 
speech lessons from a drama teacher and singing lessons from 
a self taught singer who had learnt his craft through 
singing opera with his local choral society. Neither teacher 
actually changed my voice, they merely "brought it out" and 
developed what was already there. This process of training 
my voice and hearing for the first time my body resonating 
to sound led to an interest in the question of why people 
sing. What is it about singing that excites the human psyche 
more than speech? Why do people sing in moments of crisis? 
What is the power of song? A preliminary medical study of 
voice production and the possible, and probable, self 
produced stimulants such as endorphins and adrenalin soon 
became obvious that it would constitute being a thesis on 
its own, and whilst acknowledging its importance, I 
reluctantly left it. Consideration of the above did however 
lead to an interest in the power of song especially as my 
formative years were in the decade when protest song was 
seen as the new style of songwriting, and the English folk 
scene was fertile ground for this new style to develop.

Because of my position as a working musician in the folk 
scene I have access to other songwriters, to journalists and
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authors who have written about the folk scene, and to 
audiences. Analysis of my own creative process enabled me to 
isolate the topics I would need to discuss with other 
writers (see Appendix 3 for topic schedules). These topics 
are specific but flexible in allowing the interviewee to 
elaborate in his own way. This was necessary as each writer 
I interviewed had never considered his own creative process 
in depth, and merely asking, "How do you write a song?" 
would I suspect have resulted in a superficial answer. I 
needed to have detailed knowledge of my own process of 
composition in order to keep the interviewees on track, and 
even to suggest certain points. On issues such as the power 
of song and factors involved in performing they were more 
articulate, having considered these issues at greater 
length. Most writers I know have often stated they do not 
want to know how a song comes and is written. Another major 
consideration was an attempt to discover what is a "good" 
song. This required aesthetic criteria to be established, 
and involved gathering information from songwriters, 
journalists and audiences. Taking this point further, I 
wanted to find out why there is often a different set of 
criteria between songwriters, journalists and audiences. For 
example, some songs are extremely popular, yet are not 
always well crafted; and conversely, there are songs widely 
regarded by songwriters as being exceptional but which never 
become widely accepted. How songwriters and performers tread 
a fine line between these two sets of criteria involves 
fundamental questions regarding creativity. For example, how 
far should one go to meet an audience's expectations? How
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much will one compromise? At what stage does a writer say, 
"This is me, this is as far as I go in writing what the 
audience expect." Furthermore, what does an audience expect, 
and how do they perceive a performer and his songs? To what 
extent are they influenced by extraneous factors to 
aesthetic criteria, such as image, clothing, style? There is 
very little written information specific to these points and 
focused on the British folk scene, and therefore my study 
involved interviewing my colleagues who are part of the 
scene and who would have observed this situation and come to 
some conclusions.

To establish the aesthetic criteria of song it is 
necessary to consider the context for which it was intended, 
and I shall describe how the folk scene started and 
progressed to the present day At one stage during the last 
twenty-five years of the folk song revival, folk song almost 
became pop song, and some have argued that it did in the 
early sixties, albeit for a short time. However, I will 
attempt to illustrate that some of the most powerful and 
socially relevant pop songs of today have their roots in the 
songs written during the second folk song revival, or even 
further, going back to the time of Woody Guthrie. The 
travelling troubadour, writing songs about the times and the 
people is still a powerful image. Witness some of the most 
popular singers and writers of today, such as Elvis 
Costello, and Bruce Springsteen, and how they have recently 
appeared solo. Bruce Springsteen even sings Woody Guthrie's 
"This land is your land." Billy Bragg, though playing an 
electric guitar is in essence no different from the Bob
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Dylan of the early sixties. Both sing songs of social 
significance, and to their followers, each represents the 
social conscience of his time. However, neither is part of 
the folk scene; Dylan was rejected by the scene when he 
"went electric", and Bragg was never part of it, simply 
because, I suspect, he saw the folk scene as most of the 
public see it, archaic and quaint. Any songwriter writing 
songs he thinks has great social significance wants to reach 
as many people as possible, and the folk scene is definitely 
a minority interest. I suggest that this is because it has 
failed to move with the times. It has not embraced the new 
style of performer and song, missing the point perhaps that 
the change in style is merely cosmetic. The concern these 
new performers and writers have for major social and global 
issues is well within the perameters of what those who were 
in at the start of the folk scene decided constituted a folk 
song.

To place the focus of this study in context, I will 
describe the English folk scene, how it started and 
progressed and the stage it is at now.
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CHAPTER 2
THE FOLK SONG REVIVAL

A description of the folk scene from the late 1950s to the
present-day

This chapter is concerned with the folk song revival, the 
emergence of a scene in which folk song and related music 
was and is played, tracing its birth as a counter-culture, 
its flirtation with the "popular" world of music and its 
gradual decline in mass popularity. I will suggest reasons 
for these stages of progression illustrating each with 
examples of the attitudes of the time from songwriters, 
performers, journalists and folk club members.

By describing the folk song revival I will attempt to 
provide a context in which the discussion of the aesthetics 
of song, songwriting and the compositional process takes 
place. (1)

I will confine my analysis to the English revival; in 
Scotland and Ireland folk-music had not suffered the same 
decline in popularity, having retained its place in the 
social life of the people and was consequently less in need 
of a revival as such.

The English folk song revival (the second as G.Boyes 
points out [interview 1989]: the first being at the turn of 
the century) started in London in the late 1950s, although 
the seeds were sown by the emergence of "skiffle" earlier in 
the decade. Skiffle was a totally British phenomenon, though 
it had its roots in New Orleans jazz and the rural blues of
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the southern states of North America. Ken Colyer, who 
specialised in playing traditional jazz in the New Orleans 
style was the first to play and develop the new style of 
skiffle. The banjoist, also doubling on guitar was Lonnie 
Donegan, and together they formed the nucleus of a skiffle 
group which played during the intervals of the main band's 
performance. Its immediate popularity and success was due to 
a younger generation's disenchantment with the popular music 
of the day, which consisted largely of superficial lyrics 
sung by an older generation, such as Guy Mitchel and Dean 
Martin.

However, not only was skiffle stimulating and anti
establishment, it had the extra dimension of being 
accessible. Skiffle music was based on three-chord 
sequences, usually G, C and D, D, A and G, or E, A and D. 
This was no doubt the source of the frequent condemnation " 
a three chord trick" applied by the older musicians to the 
new band of "Skifflers". The result of this accessibility 
however was that scores of youngsters who could learn nine 
chords, or at least three, could form a group if they could 
find a washboard player (easy enough to play by anyone with 
a sense of timing), a tea chest bass (again rhythm was more 
important than the actual note played - in fact it was 
almost impossible to play an accurate note) and a singer who 
only needed to be able to sing in tune. Pilfering of each 
other's material was rife but accepted as the repertoire was 
extremely limited. Lonnie Donegan went on to form his own 
group and was so successful he achieved twenty-six top-ten
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hits in Britain before skiffle faded in popularity by the 
early 1960s.

It was through the songs and not necessarily the 
packaging that the interest in folk song was stimulated. 
Skiffle was influenced by styles ranging from rural blues, 
such as those sung by Huddie Leadbetter (known as 
"Leadbelly") and Big Bill Broonzy to the songs of Woody 
Guthrie, but once these songs were separated from the 
skiffle style it was evident to enthusiasts that the songs 
worked just as well in a different format. These songs could 
be sung solo with a guitar or in groups, and a new style was 
developed. As more songs were drawn into the repertoire, 
especially from groups such as Peter, Paul and Mary, 
aspiring performers realised that many of the songs coming 
from America had in fact originated in Britain. For example, 
Peter, Paul and Mary recorded a traditional song they called 
"Polly Von", which was in fact a version of the Child 
ballad, number 24, vaiants of which are known as "Molly 
Bawn", "Bonnie Annie", and "The shooting of his dear". Joan 
Baez was another performer who chose traditional ballads, 
such as "The unquiet grave", Child number 78 and "The death 
of Queen Jane", Child number 170 (Refer to Appendix 1, song 
number 3).

It was at this stage that the divide in the British folk 
scene began, which still exists today. For a short while 
Blues, contemporary songs and traditional songs had existed 
quite happily together; followers of this new music were too 
busy enjoying it to worry about the finer points of 
"purity". However, American packaging of folk-music smacked
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of commercialism, and the fact that "British" songs were 
being packaged in America and being sold back to "us" was 
too blatently opportunist to be ignored by some, and the 
search for a British style came to be considered vital to 
the formation of a "British folk song revival". It is worth 
noting that this prevailing perception that all American 
folk music was being commercialised was in fact inaccurate. 
There were many writers/musicians who stayed close to their 
roots, such as Woody Guthrie (1912-67) who stimulated an 
interest in the cultural roots of their audience which led 
to groups and individuals playing the traditional music of 
America in the way it had always been played. (2)

But before this particular issue came to be seen as being 
important, folk song (traditional and contemporary) was 
already established as being founded on fundamental facets 
of life, subjects which were not covered in pop music. To 
that extent it was seen as an alternative culture. The 
skiffle era was unemcumbered by such thoughts, being merely 
"good-time" accessible music, a music which invited the 
audience to join in, allowing them to become part of the 
performance rather than passive receivers. Equally important 
in its role as a counter-culture was its a reaction against 
what was then currently popular. The folk music revival 
however had a certain shared philosophy, an unwritten 
manifesto which concerned itself with national and 
international issues. This concern attempted to prescribe 
what was authentic. Simon Frith comments:

Folk "authenticity" was ... judged in two ways:
according to its political correctness and
according to its popular origins. The radical
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trick was to equate these two measures. Folk 
performers represented the people, both 
instructing and learning from them. Popular 
interests were thus mediated through folk 
performers, who were expected to operate 
anonymously, impersonally, as a sort of musical 
instrument, played by their audiences. (Frith, 
1984:31)

In America this shared philosophy was mainly political, 
coming from the persecution of anyone considered by the 
House of Un-American Activities to be working against the 
conventional moral and social code existing in America at 
the time. Effectively it was an anti-communist witch-hunt, 
and many artists who had endorsed the communist cause during 
the thirties, musicians amongst them, came to the attention 
of Senator McCarthy who headed this organisation. Musicians 
and songwriters such as Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger helped 
the cause of the Unions by writing songs and performing at 
rallies. They became spokesmen for those who objected to the 
persecution of the workers and their unions, which in the 
case of Pete Seeger made him a prime target. Although he was 
vigourously persued through the courts and his means of 
making a living by performing was disrupted and in some 
instances curtailed he never acquiesed to their demands.
When the committee was disbanded in disgrace and Pete Seeger 
emerged victorious he became a figure to be emulated. (See 
Dunaway 1981 for more detailed information on Seeger.) As a 
result a new breed of folk-singers came to prominence, 
exploiting the stand which he had made.

Pete Seeger and his colleagues made Protest a viable 
commodity (this statement is not meant to denigrate their 
stand) and other issues came to be used as subject matter 
for songs. Bob Dylan furthered the cause, releasing his
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first album in 1962, and throughout the 1960s became the 
most important spokesman in song for his generation, 
covering the major issues and concerns of the day. Nigel 
Schofield, a journalist and broadcaster with a particular 
interest in the folk scene and the folk song revival 
observes:

... he [Bob Dylan] latched on to the fact that 
people became popular by writing protest songs. He 
actually sat down and went through newspapers and 
found something that was reasonably contentious 
and controversial and made it into a song and went 
on stage and performed it. (Schofield, interview 
1988)

Furthermore, Dylan personified what the new breed of folk 
singer should be, and most of the aspiring writers who 
followed his example felt compelled to write songs on major 
social issues if only to gain acceptance from a socially 
aware audience.

In Britain, by the late 1950s the Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament became an important focus for protest. Inspired
by what was happening in the folk scene in America, and
seeing what could be used as subject matter in song there,
it was natural for aspiring songwriters to write songs on
what concerned the society in which they were living.
Journalist Alistair Clark comments:

I think it began very much as a political 
movement; the early folk clubs seemed not so much 
to be interested in folk music as a form of 
heritage but as a form of getting up and singing 
what you thought about things. And what was very 
clear was that there was no way of getting across 
any form of political message through the popular 
song of that time. You couldn't say the things 
that the folk musicians or the singers wanted to 
say in a popular musical context, you would never 
get your song broadcast, you would never get a 
recording company to make a record. So folk clubs
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became the alternative platform. (Clark, interview 
1989)

Because the most obvious issue of the day was the threat 
of Atomic war, "The Bomb" became the subject most written 
about (refer to Dallas's "Strontium 90", Appendix 1, song 
number 4). The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (C.N.D.), 
embraced and was embraced by the folk scene. Folk singers 
became a common sight at C.N.D. rallies, devising or 
borrowing songs which would further the cause.

Up to this time (coming in to the 1960s) both
comtemporary and traditional folk music had been accepted by
performers and audience alike, with the performers
exercising a catholic attitude towards what they chose to
sing. Armstrong comments on this situation and the impending
rift that was to follow:

It is probably fair to say that almost all the 
early revivalists were intent on creating what 
might be called a popular "peoples'" music. 
Unfortunately, there was less than perfect 
agreement as to exactly what this entailed. To 
some the important thing was simply to get people 
singing and creating their own entertainment. 
Little concerned with matters of repertoire or 
style, they sang anything that could vaguely be 
considered a folk song from any part of the world, 
using whatever musical approach seemed most 
natural or easiest. They cared little for 
standards and were cheerfully contemptuous of 
theory. Participation was the thing to aim for. 
Others (who came to be misleadingly referred to as 
"purists") placed great stress upon the need for a 
more coherent approach and emphasised questions of 
style and commitment to British material. Their 
aim was to recover an understanding and mastery of 
traditional elements as the basis for a new 
popular culture that would reassert and combat the 
flattening of indigenous musical styles by the 
American jugggernaut. (Armstrong, 1979:95)

This "American juggernaut" was the growing popularity of 
folk music (due especially to the emergence of Dylan and 
groups singing his material) with its taint of
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commercialism, and this began to anger the more
puritanically biased followers and performers. The
performers and songwriters then began to divide and disagree
on such fundamental issues as the function of song, its
integrity and that of the performer and its place in the
consciousness and cultural life of society, which resulted
in a rift amongst their audience. As Geogina Boyes remarks:

"Commercial" was the worst thing you could say 
about a performer. Was this person aiming to be 
commercial? Was their writing commercial? Did they 
look commercial? (Boyes, interview 1989)

With the increasing popularity of "folk" music it
naturally had to enter the world of commerce; the public
wanted records and they wanted to see the performers. Market
forces came into play and many "folk" performers made a
considerable amount of money. One notable and notorious
example of this occurred in America, as Dunaway points out:

"Tom Dooley" made thirty thousand dollars a week 
for the Kingston Trio, while Frank Warner, the 
song collector, and Frank Profitt, the singer, 
barely earned gas money. (Dunaway, 1981:202).

Even performers and/or songwriters who kept their 
integrity as their careers progressed made money. Pete 
Seeger made a significant amount of money from his records 
and performances, yet few would doubt his integrity. Though 
financial gain may not have been the driving force of their 
involvement in folk music, the accusation of being 
"commercial" was still directed towards them. Dave Barker 
observes:

But what did stick in the craw were the 
pretensions of those who wanted to hang on to the 
radical elements in the folk-club movement, while 
at the same time screwing the punters for all they 
were worth. (Barker, 1980:156)
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Such accusations are usually directed at those who seem
to have the greatest integrity. With the "entertainers" it
is generally accepted they are in it for the money (though
this is not necessarily the case), but those who generally
take a strong moral and social stance are more likely to
seem at odds with their success, as Schofield suggests:

Who are the most expensive artists on the stage 
today? Dick Gaughan, Christy Moore, Leon 
Rosselson, Roy Bailey, and it's very strange to 
find that because what they're saying is popular 
and acceptable they become more expensive and yet 
if you look at their actual standpoint which is 
extreme left then they ought to be playing for 
nothing almost. It's an absolute anomaly; a folk 
singer who is really concerned about getting his 
music to the people shouldn't be absolutely 
concerned about making as much money as he can out 
of every gig. (Schofield, interview 1988)

The question of which performers are exploiting the folk 
scene for their own personal financial gain is persistently 
asked, and, as in the case quoted above, the facts speak for 
themselves. However, because folk music is increasingly 
becoming a minority interest, the financial rewards are 
becoming less, to the point where the stain of being 
"commercial", or "in it for the money" will have little 
foundation.

The divide which existed in the folk scene of the middle
1960s in Britain and America had far reaching effects on the
developments to come. Cohn, though writing about the
American folk song revival accurately reflected what was
happening in the English revival during that period:

At that time, the folk scene had been split into 
two very distinct camps. On the one side there 
were the ethnics, and on the other side there were 
the commercials, and between them there was a 
seemingly unbridgeable gulf. Simply, they made no 
contact. (Cohn, 1969:194)
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Though this was true about the English scene it did 
develop into something quite different. The two sides of the 
revival, the contemporary and the traditional, influenced 
each other and inevitably a third style emerged which in a 
music sense was revolutionary. To the forefront in 
developing this style during the middle 1960s was Martin 
Carthy, and later, Nic Jones. Based on the guitar (a style I 
will be describing later in this chapter), it managed to 
please both sides of the divide, which was well established 
by the middle 1960s. On the one hand the traditional folk 
song area was dominated by Ewan MacColl (1915-1989), who 
made an immense contribution to the British folk song 
revival, and on the other a scene centred around the guitar
playing songwriters.

Ewan MacColl came to the attention of folk enthusiasts 
through organizing the Ballads and Blues club (which was an 
attempt to unite jazz and folk music) in the middle and late 
1950s and through his involvement in a radio series 
illustrating the lives of "working people". From 1958 to the 
early 1960s the Radio Ballads, as the programmes were known, 
were comprised of songs written by MacColl using the 
vernacular expressions of the people being interviewed. An 
actor by profession and involved in "agit-prop" theatre, 
MacColl founded, along with his wife Joan Littlewood, "The 
Theatre Workshop" in 1945 and was actively involved until 
1953. He had learnt many traditional songs from his family 
and this no doubt influenced his approach. Prior to this, 
all interviews were transcribed and read by actors using 
received pronunciation English. MacColl's completely new
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approach meant the songs were immediately accessible, having 
the effect of being real. In fact, many outlived the series 
and became part of the repertoire of singers working in the 
folk scene and are still sung thirty years later. For 
example, "The Shoals of Herring" is a folk club standard 
(refer to Appendix 1, song number 5).

As MacColl's popularity and hence influence grew, he 
moved to a more extreme stance and insisted to the point of 
making it his club's policy that a singer could only sing 
songs from his own country, a policy described by Georgina 
Boyes as musical fascism (Boyes, interview April 1989). He 
even insisted on auditioning prospective floor (amateur) 
singers the week before they hoped to play, a policy which 
was an anathema to the ideals of the folk song revival. This 
single-minded insistence on traditional purity caused a 
situation where performers of one style were refused the 
chance to sing in, and in some cases enter, clubs which 
followed another style. Schofield adds:

... you must have encountered the "we don't like 
singer-songwriters at our club" attitude, and that 
is an image that has been developed out of what 
folk is actually about. Nobody says "somebody 
wrote the songs once and all we're getting are 
people who are interpreting somebody else's song", 
and I don't know if you've done it but certainly 
Pete Coe and Peter Bellamy have written songs and 
deliberately said they were traditional purely so 
they could perform them. (Schofield, interview 
1988)

The acquisition of a repertoire of traditional folk songs 
posed few problems, as a source of material was the library 
at Cecil Sharp House which was the centre of the English 
Folk Dance and Song Society. This housed an extensive 
collection of songs in manuscript and on records and tapes.
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In addition, Penguin Publishers printed a small collection
of English folk songs, to be followed by other publications.
For a new generation of potential singers who had no
tradition to draw on, not coming from a folk singing family
or community, these sources were invaluable and became the
foundation of the folk song repertoire. The situation in
Scotland was different in that singers were still learning
their repertoire directly from tradition bearers as well as
books, mainly because there were still authentic traditional
singers available (See Smith, 1988). In England however,
learning from such sources did create several curiosities,
such as the English traditional accent, the a-dialectic
dialect. Schofield comments:

I think that a lot of revival singers were 
imitating source recordings often made by people 
past their prime . . . later in their life, so
they had a lot of vibrato and hesitancy and quite 
often they were nervous, so what they were 
actually imitating were people's faults, rather 
than people's real approach. The source recordings 
have got a very obvious regional accent and in 
order to take things from various parts of the 
country you kind of got an amalgamated accent, 
which had some of the eccentricities from all over 
the country. Martin Carthy seems to believe that 
if you get a letter Y you should pronounce it "Gi" 
so he says "gregihounds" which is not from any 
English accent, it's purely an artificial 
mannerism that for some reason he has cultivated. 
(Schofield, interview 1988) (3)

On the "contemporary folk song" side of the revival, as 
it came to be known, a situation occurred which was peculiar 
only to the English revival. Guitar orientated and 
influenced very much by rural blues from America, it gave 
birth to some of the most innovative music in the whole of 
the revival. A guitar playing style developed which involved 
using the same modes prevalent in traditional tunes, which
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had caused so many problems for the early collectors and 
especially pianoforte arrangers.

For this the guitar was often retuned to an open tuning, 
that is, a major or minor chord, and sometimes guitarists 
took it a stage further to more obscure tunings which were 
neither major or minor and which consisted mainly of strings 
tuned in fifths. The effects were eclectically unusual, and 
provided the base for the songs which were to follow. The 
foremost exponent and originator of this style was Davey 
Graham, who came to the attention of guitar enthusiasts in 
the early 1960s. He used many influences: blues, eastern 
scale structures, and modes used in many traditional songs. 
Others followed his example, such as Bert Jansch, John 
Renbourn, and John Martin, securely establishing it as a 
recognisable style by the late 1960s. However, it was Graham 
who made the most impact, especially when he accompanied a 
singer of traditional folk songs called Shirley Collins. As 
John Renbourn states:

Their one album together, "Folk Roots, New Roots", 
included arrangements of British songs in which 
Davey accompanied Shirley using the D A D G A D 
tuning to weave sinuous support and counter lines 
against the melodies. The album shook a lot of 
preconceived ideas and inspired guitarists to look 
at ways of accompanying, and also adapting as solo 
pieces, material that was closer to home.
(Renbourn, 1988:51)

The result was revolutionary in the English folk song 
revival, and I suggest it was the signpost to other 
innovative styles which appeared later (refer to Appendix 1, 
song number 6 for illustration: Graham and Collins 
performing "Nottamun Town").
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Using this guitar style as a base, potential songwriters 
developed a style of songwriting which came to be an 
important part of the revival. The guitar style as used in 
skiffle consisted mainly of a full strum, usually with a 
"flat-pick" (a triangular piece of plastic usually between 
half an inch and an inch wide and held between the thumb and 
the first finger) played across all six strings. The guitar 
was used solely as accompaniment, a layer on which the song 
rested, and little attempt was made to incorporate the tune 
within the chords. Guitar styles during the early days of 
the revival were much the same as they were in the skiffle 
days, although a slight innovation developed (borrowed from 
American country music), where the root note of the chord 
was played and isolated before the strum. (4) However the 
style remained basically simple.

The innovation which revolutionized guitar playing was a 
right-hand technique called the "clawhammer", or as it was 
sometimes known, the "rolling clawhammer". It can be traced 
back to American country music, rural rather than urban, and 
was used by Peter, Paul and Mary, Tom Paxton and many of the 
young folk singers of the early 1960s. This style provided a 
constant arpeggio-like accompaniment, and involved the 
thumb, first finger, second finger and in some cases third 
finger. The effect was similar to that of piano playing 
where the thumb took the role of the left hand and the 
fingers the role of the right, though in a much more 
simplified form. (5) Once this basic style was mastered, 
permuations within it were possible, and further, melodies 
could be incorporated within the chords (refer to Appendix
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1, song number 10 for illustration played by Tom Paxton).
The style is effective in its most basic form as an 
accompaniment, but taken further it becomes integral to the 
melodic line, and hence the lyrics. The next major 
development was the use of different tunings for the guitar, 
illustrated to good effect on Davey Graham's records 
released in the early 1960s. A tuning such as D A D G A D 
became popular for its drone-like effect, where the thumb, 
playing on the sixth and fourth, both of which are D, acts 
as a drone to the melody played on the first second and 
third strings. Further tunings were developed, the most 
popular and inventive being those which were neither major 
nor minor, which allowed either the interpretation of 
traditional tunes of unusual modes or the composition of 
tunes quite unlike those which were coming from the American 
songwriters who had not embraced this innovative style. 
Though they sometimes used the clawhammer style, they stayed 
mainly within the standard major and minor modes, which 
obviously effected the tunes they wrote. I would suggest 
that songwriting in the folk song revival would not have its 
distinctive characteristics were it not for the variations 
and developments of and from the "rolling clawhammer". In 
Chapter 7, Ralph McTell talks of "getting a riff" and then 
developing it into a tune, which in turn may inspire the 
lyrical content. This style of the right hand technique with 
various tunings lends itself more easily to musical 
experimentation than the strum and standard tuning. I am not 
suggesting, however, that one approach is better than the 
other, nor that one will result in better songs; there are
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many more factors involved in creating a "good" song. What 
is interesting is how songwriting in the English revival 
developed, and how different and unique it became (refer to 
Appendix 1, song number 11 for an example from John Martyn 
and compare with those of Bob Dylan and Woody Guthrie). The 
consequences of this style, however, had far-reaching 
effects. The British guitar style developed largely as a 
solo performance instrument. The intricate guitar and 
melodic accompaniment was a complete arrangement and 
designed as such, whereas, for example, Dylan's style (as 
described above) consisted mainly of a flat strum. When 
Dylan decided to move towards Rock music and use extra 
musicians, they had few problems about playing on the songs 
as there was enough space for other instruments. In the 
British style, however, due to the intricate arrangements, 
extra instruments could easily clutter the sound, obscuring 
the subtleties and overpowering the song itself.

It is generally acknowledged that this unique British 
style of songwriting and playing was completely new, unlike 
the songwriters in the traditional folk song camp who were 
writing mostly pastiche traditional folk songs. Subject 
matter was also quite different. Where the songwriters in 
the traditional folk song style were concerned with subjects 
such as glorifying and romanticising rural life, and the 
role of "the workers", the songwriters writing in the new 
style I have described were writing about their personal 
feelings, which coincided with that of a great many of the 
public. For example, Al Stewart's album, "Bedsitter Images" 
spoke directly to a student public living in bedsits
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throughout London, a contemporary situation not covered in 
pop music and certainly not in the traditional camp of folk 
music. As a consequence, songwriters who followed and 
furthered this approach became popular, and as their 
popularity spread further than the confines of the folk 
scene they found themselves crossing over to the broader and 
more popular music scene. The likes of Ralph McTell and Al 
Stewart became so popular they no longer played in folk 
clubs, but progressed to solo concerts in city halls, 
carrying with them, however, their hard core following from 
the folk scene.

The reverse happened as well. A group of British rock/pop 
musicians known as Fairport Convention became attracted to 
folk music and attached rock influences to traditional folk 
songs, shown to good effect on their album, "Liege and Lief" 
released in December 1969. Ballads such as "Sir Patrick 
Spens" (Child 58) and "Matty Groves" (Child 81) became a 
powerful part of their repertoire (refer to Appendix 1, song 
numbers 12 and 13). They started a genre which inspired many 
to follow, among them Steeleye Span and Five Hand Reel.

After the skiffle era, which was based mainly in coffee 
bars, the folk scene established itself in public houses and 
settled into a format which has survived to the present 
time. A club evening will run from eight o'clock until 
closing time, half past ten or eleven o'clock depending on 
area and the day of the week. It will usually be in a 
function room away from the bar and hosted by the organizer, 
who will introduce the evening with a few songs. This is 
generally followed by "floor singers", amateurs who are

Page - 24



considered to have reached a good enough standard to perform 
although the criteria as to what is good vary from club to 
club. The guest performer, who is being paid for his 
services will then perform for half an hour, after which 
there will be an interval. The same procedure is then 
repeated for the second half of the evening. At the present 
stage of writing there are between twelve and fifteen 
hundred folk clubs in Britain; during its most popular time 
the figure was closer to three thousand. (6)

From the mid 1960s to the end of the 1970s, when the folk 
scene was at its height, the social side of the club was 
integral. Clubs would exchange audiences by hiring coaches; 
other activities were actively supported by a hard core of 
the audience. Also important was the type of beer which was 
sold in the pub, and it has been known for a club to close 
because of the high cost of the beer, or the low quality.

The format of the evening allowed new singers and 
potential professionals to learn their trade by watching and 
trying. Known as floor singers, they were usually allowed 
free entry, and the attraction of the folk club was that 
anyone could ask to sing with a good chance of being 
allowed. Further, the guest singer was accessible and not 
remote from the public as was the case in the pop scene. 
Aspiring performers were not intimidated by "the star", and 
could ask him or her about the songs or a certain guitar 
technique. As Rosselson, himself a performer and writer 
states:

And by demystifying technique and breaking down 
the great divide between performers and audience, 
it offered just a blurred glimpse of a situation
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where the music is not the property of an elite 
but a shared experience in which everyone, in a 
sense, is a participant. (Rosselson, 1979:44.)

The folk song movement also took folk song away from the 
school and pianoforte accompaniment approach. British 
traditional folk song was largely unknown by the general 
public except in its sterile form, sanitised and bowdlerised 
for school children's education or for drawing room 
entertainment, which had more or less died out due to radio 
and television. In such a state its original power and sense 
of belonging to a culture and tradition was divorced from 
the product. How it had been conceived and nurtured, and the 
conditions which had caused its conception were ignored. 
Moreover, its unique musical and lyrical qualities were 
sometimes dismissed or changed to fit standard practices and 
music criteria of the establishment. Marjory Kennedy-Fraser 
is a case in point, and openly admits to changing songs she 
has collected:

I gather and write with great care the valuable 
syllabic refrains polished by generations of 
communal use, and with these I note also such 
verse-lines as may still cling fragmentarily to 
the tunes. In this matter we are very thrifty, 
Kenneth [her partner] and I. We preserve all the 
good lines, [my italics] single words even, from 
the Gaelic originals, and piece these together.
For instance, the words to the tune I used for 'To 
people who have gardens' were but a string of 
Christian names. These in the Gaelic had rhythmic 
and resonant value. But what of their English 
equivalents? In the case of ancient, classical, 
heroic lore a literal translation is called for; 
but to translate literally, or even to paraphrase, 
songs which owe their popularity and longevity 
merely to a felicitous musicalness of language in 
the original is beside the mark.

In the many cases where there is something of 
value in the original, Kenneth lets it filter 
through his own mind and gets the essence of it 
sometimes, the Gaels themselves have admitted 
this, in a more beautiful [my italics] form than 
in the original. (Kennedy-Fraser, 1929:145)
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This is an example of a collector imposing her own 
aesthetic criteria on an artform. Margaret Bennett in 
response to such blatent ignorance of a peoples' culture 
states:

What Mrs Kennedy-Fraser regarded as a string of 
meaningless Christian names was, in fact, the 
naming of generations of family patronyms, a 
complete and vital geneaology preserved in song. 
She missed the point completely and replaced them 
with the names of flowers! Kennedy-Fraser may call 
it editing, others may call it destruction. 
(Bennett, interview 1990)

This practise was not confined to a few; The collector 
Thomas Percy (Reliques of Ancient Poetry, 1765) admits to 
changing texts for publication (no tunes were published with 
the texts). Robert Burns also changed or invented texts for 
his collection "The Scots Musical Museum". Even where one 
would expect authenticity and accuracy to be prerequisite, 
as in the Journal of the Folk Song Society, many of the 
songs published were edited by collectors, as noted by 
Karpeles:

The patching was in most cases done with 
discrimination, though one must admit that some of 
the earlier editors allowed their gifts of 
literary composition too free a hand. (Karpeles, 
1973:89)

In some cases collections of traditional songs became 
"high art" by being arranged by influential composers (refer 
to Appendix 1, song number 14: Benjamin Brittan's version of 
"The shooting of his dear", sung by Peter Pears. Also, it is 
worth comparing it with Peter, Paul and Mary's version, as 
in fact it is essentially the same song). This approach 
placed the songs out of reach of a great many people not 
versed in the criteria imposed by the classical music world.
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In its traditional setting, traditional folk song was 
largely sung unaccompanied and applying a musical 
accompaniment posed problems for those unused to such 
sounds:

In fact, some older traditional singers have been 
known to fail to recognize a tune played with an 
accompaniment. The point of view of the 
traditional singer was put to me by a Dorset 
singer in criticism of a B.B.C. concert singer's 
interpretation of a folk song. "It's all too 
smoothed out," he said, "and the piano does spoil 
the song." And then he added: "I suppose it's very 
nice for the singer to have a piano, but it does 
make it very awkward for the listeners."
(Karpeles, 1973:28-29)

A more damaging and patronizing attitude put forward by 
the musically educated hierarchy was that music of such 
complexity could not be understood by so-called common or 
ordinary people. An alternative view, equally patronizing, 
was that the source singers were singing the tune 
incorrectly (see Karpeles, 1973:78).

Those in the folk scene however tried to look at the song 
in authentic ways, to interpret the song as close to how 
they thought it would have been performed originally. There 
was a conscious effort to show folk song as it really was, 
and commendable though these objectives may have been it 
sometimes resulted in afficionados going too far and 
becoming a caricature. There are examples of organizers who 
went to the extreme of prescribing choice of material and 
instrument. For example, in some traditional clubs guitars 
were not permitted. Merely carrying a certain instrument 
could denote which camp a person supported; a concertina 
meant traditional, a guitar meant contemporary. At its 
worst, a form of musical apartheid existed; contemporary
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folk song performers were not booked in traditional folk 
song clubs and vice versa. However the club scene was 
healthy enough to survive and each side of the divide was 
well enough catered for. It was only when the clubs 
decreased in number that the divide between the two styles 
became the instrument of its potential demise.

To understand the decreasing popularity of the folk
scene, it is worth considering the attitudes of either side
of the divide and how they were manifested. On the
traditional folk song side,

The country repertoire dominates the scene, 
pastoral idylls, together with rugby club chorus 
songs and jolly sea shanties removed from any 
context in which they might make sense,(and at its 
most extreme,) the "traditional only" clubs have 
become exclusive establishments for the 
gratification of a cultural elite. (Rosselson, 
1974:10)

This resulted in the material ceasing to be relevant in 
the way in which it was conceived, and becoming a "museum 
exhibit" (Rosselson, interview:1979).

On the contemporary side, because the songs had a greater 
relevance to a wider public, many of the performers 
consequently became so popular they ceased to work in the 
club scene, playing large halls and university concerts, and 
taking their club followers with them. This resulted in a 
lack of professional performers capable of drawing an 
audience into the clubs and a nucleus of amateurs who were 
either unable to present a professional performance or who 
had yet to master the technique. Without the professionals 
to nurture the scene by example, standards fell and 
audiences dwindled.
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The perennial argument of what was closer to "the real 
folk" continued, with the traditional folk song enthusiasts 
and the contemporary folk song writers blaming each other 
for the current problems. Natural social factors had an 
effect, as audiences became older, married and had children 
and drifted away. The original verve which had inspired a 
dynamic scene was replaced by encroaching middle-aged ideas 
of folk music as a comfortable diversion. From being an 
anti-establishment movement it became a safe haven for a 
reactionary audience, anathema to a younger generation 
looking for a scene they could feel part of. Neither were 
young musicians and songwriters encouraged, as will be 
illustrated in Chapter 9. Songwriters who could have played 
an important part in the folk scene by-passed it and went 
straight to the pop scene.

Recent years have shown a slowing down of what was a 
potential demise. The clubs that were failing to attract an 
audience have closed, and the traditional folk song clubs 
which operated strict rules about choice of material and 
performance have become "singers clubs", where a guest is 
rarely, if ever booked. However, clubs which operated a more 
eclectic attitude have not only survived but have provided a 
solid foundation to the folk scene, and the divide which 
caused such harm is narrowing to the point where some clubs 
are operating a policy of quality criteria rather than style 
criteria.

The folk scene continues to provide a source of 
entertainment and intellectual stimulation to a great many 
people, and it is these enthusiasts who will decide its
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future. Frankie Armstrong, a performer and writer warns of 
possible apathy and the dangers of becoming isolated from 
people's interests:

Our heritage of folk song, proof of the creative 
powers of "ordinairy " people, must not be allowed 
to go to waste. The original dream has not been 
realised, but that is not to say that it can never 
be. To retreat to the past is bad, but to be in 
contact with it allows one to orientate oneself in 
a present that to many seems meaningless. The 
revival must re-establish its links with society 
at large. (Armstrong, 1979:99)

The folk scene is currently at a stage where the balance 
is being redressed. In very recent years, world/roots music, 
which is a term applied to traditional music from various 
countries, has become popular, not only in the broader 
musical field but also in the folk clubs. One of the prime 
instigators of this interest was the Radio One Disc Jockey 
Andy Kershaw who was perhaps the first person to play 
records of music from many countries and styles in the same 
program. Prior to this, music from Africa or Asia, for 
example, was seen from a more academic point of view, and 
presented through documentary-type programs in its folk 
context. Kershaw accepted roots music as a part of the world 
of music and saw no reason for it not to exist alongside 
rock and roll or folk or blues or any other "popular" type 
of music. Wim Chielens, a producer with B.R.T. Radio in 
Belgium, wrote to Folk Roots magazine to suggest it was a 
question of definition:

I actually avoid the term "folk" in my programme, 
when there's an alternative to describe the sort 
of music. (Chielens, 1988:69)
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He suggests a way of programming which would negate the
use of definitions, where the audience will listen to music
as music, and not pre-judge because of the terms used:

The next step, however, should be that the popular 
D.J. who has just played The Pogues, has the guts 
to play Swan Arcade, Dave Deighton, Dick Gaughan 
or Heather Hayward, before playing Tiffany or Wet 
Wet Wet. (Ibid:69)

The influence of world and roots music spread to the folk 
clubs which before had generally accepted only British and 
American styles. This new influence has had more exposure at 
the folk festivals, due mainly to the expense of booking 
performers from abroad. It is a healthy sign, and may gain 
converts from outside the folk scene. The magazine Folk 
Roots has championed the cause of world/roots music and 
covered the subject extensively. For example, four issues 
taken at random during 1989 featured ten articles about 
British and Irish performers, and sixteen about foreign 
performers.

In this chapter I have described the context in which
this thesis is focused. Scholars in recent articles on song,
creativity and performance have emphasised the importance of
understanding the context in which song operates, which
includes a consideration of the performer's background. This
approach is endorsed by Boyes:

Empirical research on individuals and their 
relationship with specific types of expressive 
culture can only increase our understanding of the 
processes involved in artistic creation. (Boyes, 
1986:11)

As a result of this brief history of the English folk 
scene, the following chapters specifically concerning
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aesthetic criteria and the creative process will be seen in 
context.

Footnotes.
1. For a more detailed description of the revival see Boyes 
(1985, 1986), Laing (1975), Watson (1983), Woods (1979), 
Mackinnon (Thesis, 1988).
2. For a more detailed analysis of the American revival, see 
Smith 1988.
3. See also Karpeles, 1973:102-103.
4. For example, in common time, the root note was played on 
the first and third beat of the bar, and the strum on the 
second and fourth. Occasionally the tune or part of it was 
played alongside the strum, but because the style of flat
picking did not incorporate the fingers of the right hand 
(that is of course if the player played the guitar right- 
handed), the melody could not be played within the chords. 
This style of playing was used by Woody Guthrie, who 
influenced Bob Dylan, who in turn influenced many in the 
forefront of the revival (refer to Appendix 1, song numbers 
7, 8 and 9 for examples of the skiffle strum and the guitar 
style of Guthrie and Dylan).
5. In common time, and in the chord of G for example, the 
thumb played the root note G on the sixth string on the 
first beat of the bar, moving to the fourth string, D, on 
the second beat. On the second half of the second beat, the 
first finger would play G on the third string, allowing it 
to sustain. The thumb would then play the third beat on the 
root G of the sixth string and the second finger the second
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half of the third beat on the second string, B, again 
allowing it to sustain. On the fourth beat the thumb would 
play D on the fourth string. The third finger, covering the 
sixth string, G, could be used simultaneously on the first 
beat of every bar, with the thumb. This constant arpeggio 
gave rise to the term "rolling clawhammer".
6. For a more detailed analysis of the club format see 
MacKinnon's Social Identity and the Nature of the Musical 
Event, 1988.
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CHAPTER 3
WHAT IS A GOOD SONG? 

Establishing the aesthetic criteria

Any line drawn nowadays between high culture and 
popular culture, between fine art and folk art, is 
arbitrary. Those who might want to maintain the 
old distinctions - that fine art has more internal 
complexity, that it appeals to a more educated 
audience - have been stunned into silence by 
American studies, folkloristics, film criticism, 
and other disciplines bent on showing how complex 
are the ideas and expressions of ordinary people. 
(Bowden, 1982:3)

In this chapter I will be analysing Song in the context
of the English folk scene, although I will occasionally
refer to the American folk scene for comparison.
Specifically I will focus on its intention, delivery,
reception and its overall interaction with an audience. Song
is a performed art, and as such it cannot be judged in
isolation. Pickering discusses song in relation to its
social context and states:

Song, as an artistic product and activity, cannot 
be understood simply in its own terms, or viewed 
as an autonomous realm of creative work isolated 
from its contexts of production and consumption. 
(Pickering, 1986:74)

In one sense song does not exist on paper, as factors such 
as presentation, ambience, milieu and objectives come into 
play when it is performed, and these factors are 
instrumental in the listener's evaluation. Therefore I will 
be applying general music and lyric aesthetics, taking into 
account the established and developing aesthetic criteria of 
the folk music scene in the British folk song revival since 
the early 1960s. I believe that fundamentally "folk"
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songwriters are as concerned with beauty and fineness,
finesse and skill, use and effectiveness, passion and
tragedy, joy and spiritual stimulation as any artist in any
discipline, but I will not attempt to prove this by
comparison to artists in the so-called high art fields; I am
more concerned with illustrating and analysing these ideals
in the context in which they are applied.

Anthropological aesthetics is concerned with folk 
estimations of beauty per se, as a human attribute 
and not only as a cultivated capacity. (Blacking, 
interview 1989)

Thus, I am not concerned with the philosophy of 
aesthetics, partly because philosophers have not paid 
attention to the aesthetics of folk and popular music, and 
there are therefore no guide-lines, and partly because 
aesthetic philosophy seems to be more concerned with a 
debate among philosophers about some presupposed absolute 
values rather than the realities of ordinary people's 
responses to what they find beautiful. This chapter argues 
that criteria of beauty are not to be found in art objects 
per se but in the ways that people respond to them and 
define them as art.

Important in such an analysis is the need to discuss Song 
as words and music, as each is designed with the other in 
mind, the total of which is more than the sum of its parts; 
a case of one plus one equals three.

I will attempt to establish certain fundamental criteria 
in the conception, perception and reception process. These 
criteria, however, are not necessarily definitive nor are 
they stagnant, in that they are always in a process of re-
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evaluation in a dynamic milieu, which itself is not uniform 
throughout.

Accepting the fact that the aesthetic criteria endorsed 
and applied by the artist are not necessarily the same as 
those of an audience, and that there is a distinction 
between art and craftsmanship I will highlight some of these 
differences and offer explanations for them.

Finally I will relate the opinions of "informed" 
observers, that is journalists who have written about Song 
in the context of the folk scene.

I suggest that aesthetic quality of Song can be divided 
into two parts: conception and reception. Accepting that it 
is not always a shared aesthetic quality (that is, it is an 
aspect of individuals making sense of the world and not 
referring solely to objective factors), I will first isolate 
what I see as the three major points of reception.

Some writers, especially those concerned with political 
issues, regard Song as a tool. They are therefore concerned 
with effect: does it do the job for which it was intended? 
Mikis Theodorakis says that "art ought to communicate at 
every moment with the people" (Giannaris, 1973:xi), a 
sentiment which I would expect every songwriter to endorse 
as Song's potential to influence a course of action is not 
achieved until it is performed, and the object of 
performance is communication.

The fundamental point here is the difference in Song 
being used as a means to an end or as an end in itself. If a 
song is being used as a means to an end, the end could be
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the acceptance of a particular point of view, possibly 
resulting in some form of action, or the popularity of the 
performer, or both. Song as an end in itself is more subtly 
received in that there is less chance that an audience will 
feel manipulated. It is here that we must consider the 
intention of the performer and/or writer. Considering the 
general aspirations and commonly held philosophy of the folk 
scene, if an audience suspects that a performer is 
attempting to bend them to his will it may provoke them to 
question his integrity. Therefore if the song does achieve 
what the performer and/or writer sets out to do, it must be 
done in such a way that this contrivance is not obvious. 
Assuming that all writers desire a response to their songs, 
the question to ask is why did they write the song.

This specific point is discussed at greater length in 
Chapters 7, 8 and 9, but briefly, this question leads to 
another, which is: did the writer choose the subject or did 
the subject choose the writer? Accepting that all artists 
are exploitative, in that they use a situation or emotion 
and develop it into the form of their discipline, when 
judging a song's aesthetic quality we need to know for whose 
benefit the song's subject matter is being exploited. If, 
for example, the subject matter concerns an issue with which 
the audience are familiar through the mass media, then a 
distinction must be made between merely relating the facts, 
which amounts to journalism using a tune for its own ends, 
and going a stage further by, perhaps, focusing on some 
unexplored aspect of the issue. The former is safe for 
audience and performer alike, whereas the latter has the
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potential to develop and show the subject matter from a 
different perspective and is, I suggest, more adventurous. 
Some folk club audiences are happy to be told what they 
already know, but songwriting would not have improved the 
way it has if these clubs were in the majority. In the 
latter case the performer/writer is less sure of its 
reception and its effect. He has to trust his instinct and 
belief in himself to write/perform such material. One 
approach is not necessarily better or more commendable than 
the other, it only comes into question when one feels 
alienated from the subject and context.

For example, take an emotional and/or ecological issue 
such as the wilful destruction of the rain forests, or the 
wholesale slaughter of whales (refer to Appendix 1, song 
number 15). For a writer to choose such a subject and write 
a song that could be used in the advocacy for the protection 
of the environment and habitat would seem an admirable thing 
to do, and it is possible that organizations such as 
Greenpeace would commission such songs. This is a case of 
the writer choosing the subject and highlighting the issue 
for the issue's sake but not necessarily for his own. The 
song could become popular and in turn make the writer 
popular, but the important question is why the writer wrote 
the song. As for the case of the subject choosing the 
writer, if he writes what amounts to self-indulgent angst, 
which no-one outside of his own circle of friends can relate 
to, then the answer to the question Does it do the job? has 
to be No. This is not to say that personal emotional issues 
cannot communicate with an audience; it is the skill and
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intention of the writer which decides whether an audience 
can relate to the emotion. Therefore consideration of effect 
must take into account intention.

A further point worth considering is whether complex 
issues can be tackled in a song which will only last a few 
minutes. I believe they can, but it is the skill of the 
writer which decides whether it is possible, not 
necessarilly the complexity of the idea. Take for example 
the racist situation in the United States of America. It is 
a widely held but inaccurate generalization to say that the 
southern whites are racist and the northern whites are 
liberal, sharing equal opportunity with blacks. In the song 
"Rednecks", the songwriter Randy Newman speaks as a 
"redneck" (which is a term used for southern racists), to 
illustrate why they feel intimidated by northern whites and 
how in practice the northern whites are no better because of 
the black ghettos they have created in most of the large 
cities of the northern states and in effect have denied 
blacks equal opportunity. Newman has exposed the "grey" area 
of what seems to be on the surface a straightforward 
situation but which is in fact complex (see Winkler, 
1988:24). Taking a contentious issue and writing in headline 
slogans may raise an audience's awareness, but it may not 
raise their understanding. The obvious object of attack in 
an issue such as the destruction of the rainforests is the 
government of the country in which it is happening. However, 
the government may be doing it to increase the financial 
resources of the country and to pay for a better welfare 
system. It is not necessarily corrupt. To turn the attack

Page - 40



around and expose our over-use of paper and demand for ever 
more supplies may be closer to the truth, but may not be as 
popular as the former approach. To follow opinion is to 
court popularity: to attempt to lead opinion is a harder 
path to follow and requires greater skill from the 
songwriter.

In establishing the aesthetic criteria of Song I will now 
consider the expectational aspect. As Davies points out, 
"People do not listen to music in a vacuum" (Davies, 
1978:79), suggesting we approach music with all our social, 
educational and emotional background which obviously affects 
our analysis and interpretation of the work in question. 
Pickering states:

... the realization of a song's meanings, and the 
consequences of those meanings for both individual 
and group, are also profoundly influenced by the 
social and cultural world people inhabit in the 
present, and by their relationship to the 
inherited, congealed experience of the past. 
(Pickering, 1986:77)

Members of an audience carry with them the preoccupations 
and philosophy of the milieu, and their commonly held 
beliefs influence their judgement of what they are being 
presented with. Songs which fail to reach the criteria of a 
particular scene consequently fail to communicate or reach 
the objectives set by the writer and/or performer. It is 
important to note that aesthetic criteria changes in 
sympathy with general cultural beliefs. For example, folk 
songs (traditional) of whaling and fox hunting are rarely 
sung (or written) these days (if they are the singer always 
makes it plain he is not in fact advocating the killing of 
whales or foxes or whatever), whereas twenty-five years ago
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they were a large proportion of the folk scene's repertoire. 
Another example of songs going out of favour due to changing 
aesthetic criteria is the unpopularity of Irish rebel songs, 
once the prominent feature of groups like The Clancy 
Brothers. Attitudes in general have changed towards issues 
such as ecology, politics and sexual liberation and this is 
obviously reflected in the tastes of the folk club audiences 
(See MacKinnon 1988 for his sociological analysis of folk 
club audiences). However, what is curious about this 
situation is that when the second revival started in the 
late 1950s, it was to a large extent a reaction against 
current and commonly held beliefs and preoccupations. 
Politically the fifties' revival was left-wing, and in a 
time of increasing prosperity it was decidedly anti
commercial. Now the revival is politically more to the 
centre, even reactionary as the songwriter Leon Rosselson 
suggests. This is obvious by the reception given to certain 
songs. Contemporary songs written about the so-called joys 
and glories of the past, of the workers' simple but 
rewarding life seem to have not taken account of the 
sociological studies and first hand accounts of what life 
was really like for "the workers" in the "good old days", 
and meet with great approval by some sectors of the folk 
scene. I suggest that this is because people in general tend 
to filter out unpleasant memories of their past and prefer 
to remember the happier times in their lives. Therefore 
songs which conform to this way of thinking meet with 
approval. Sociologists are concerned with issues on a wider 
scale rather than the memories of individuals, and do not
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have to seek approval from the public in such an immediate 
way as the performer and songwriter.

For example, the Glasgow writer Adam McNaughton has been 
accused of sentimentalizing tenement dwelling in his song, 
"The Glasgow I used to know" even though the song was 
popular in the folk scene. One writer, Jim McLean went so 
far as to write his version of how he remembered tenement 
living. In his song, "Farewell to Glasgow" he claims to set 
the story right, and talks of the outside lavatories, the 
damp conditions which caused so many ailments, the 
overcrowding and generally the poor conditions people were 
forced to live in (refer to Appendix 1, song numbers 16 and 
17).

The romanticizing of the past is in no way different from
society's general interest in Arts and Crafts. An equally
popular subject for song is the humble dignity of "the
worker" who has given his life for what amounts to "the
golden handshake". This would have been an unlikely attitude
for those in the vanguard of the movement in the late
nineteen fifties who were advocating, amongst other
objectives the abolition of such practices. Leon Rosselson,
writing in Folk Review expands on this point;

It is possible to turn folksong into a pleasant 
sound, into something twee and Merry Englandy. It 
is possible to select more docile-sounding songs 
to sing, in which the men are obedient to their 
masters and the women are those passive 
acquiescent, coy maidens so gratifying to male 
fantasy. (Rosselson, 1974:11)

During the Falklands war in 1982, for example, there were 
a few songs which were popular and which were written in 
rather jingoistic terms, as were most of the traditional
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folk songs about "the soldier". When certain clubs in the 
folk scene rejected songs such as "Ghost Story" (Jim 
Woodland, refer to Appendix 1, song number 18), which does 
not extol such characteristics as the British Empire's right 
and might, or "Malvinas Melody" (Alan Hull, refer to 
Appendix 1, song number 19), which is a song written in the 
first person about a soldier asking the timeless question of 
why he is there, it is evidence that the scene in general is 
no longer the alternative and liberal scene it claims to be. 
This attitude is not particular to specific subject matter; 
"Stand up for Judas" (Rosselson, refer to Appendix 1, song 
number 20) has had a similar response.

Satisfying an audience's expectation is vital for 
popularity; gauging what that expectation is is to a greater 
or lesser extent dependent upon how the performer/writer 
equates popularity with artistic fulfilment and integrity.
It is this fundamental point which differentiates the folk 
scene from the wider pop scene. In the latter there is an 
obvious and conscious striving for popularity, whereas in 
the former it is more subtle.

I suggest that this has been the case throughout the folk 
song revival. The instances where performers/groups/writers 
have produced and presented the unexpected are in most cases 
the result of a cosmetic difference. Songwriters are 
generally writing about the same subjects as they did thirty 
years ago at the beginning of the revival. It is the 
packaging and in some cases the attitude which changes with 
the times. (For example, compare "Go down you murderers" by 
Ewan MacColl and "Let 'em dangle" written by Elvis Costello
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thirty years later and in a different genre. Basically they 
are about the same issue, and equally committed. Refer to 
Appendix 1, song numbers 21 and 22.)

The above brief description of some of the attitudes of 
the folk scene is only by way of illustrating how 
expectation plays its part in the reception of song, and 
hence how it influences aesthetic criteria.

The final stage in the reception process involves the 
performance of the material. Performance per se is discussed 
at greater length in Chapter 6; what I am concerned with 
here is how performance effects value judgements regarding 
the song itself. The most obvious way of directing an 
audience's attention and appreciation is through its spoken 
introduction. This is sometimes termed as "setting up the 
song". Dunaway suggests an example in the context of 
political song:

Should a singer introduce a song with "I learned 
this one from a friend, who used to sing it as a 
child," he will evoke a less political reception 
than if he begins: "This next song was written 
forty years ago, during a bitter mining strike in 
Harlan County ..." (Dunaway, 1987:270)

Furthermore, emphasis can be gained by strategic placing 
of the song in the set. This is usually termed as "getting 
the flow right". A powerful political statement can have 
greater effect if sandwiched between two more subtle songs. 
Conversely, a set comprised solely of overtly powerful songs 
can paradoxically have the opposite effect. Performers talk 
of "light and shade" in the context of flow, which in 
practice means balancing the mood of each song against 
another. The ability to direct the audience from one song to
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another, that is, to lead them out of the previous mood, and
to set up the next is vital for the song to achieve its
potential. Smith endorses this point:

The singer plays an important role in creating 
meaning in the song for the audience through 
spoken introductions to the song, thereby drawing 
attention to what he or she considers important in 
the song. (Smith, 1988:258)

We can see from the above that a performer's skill can 
have an influence on the subjective aesthetic criteria from 
an audience member's point of view

Alex Campbell (1926-1987) was a powerful and charismatic
performer, capable of presenting often-heard songs in a
fresh and dynamic way, no doubt due to his total commitment
to the songs. As Eric Winter points out:

I happen to think that "Been on the road so long" 
[see Appendix 1, song number 23] is not a good 
song, but when you hear Alex [Campbell, the 
writer] sing it, it was magic. It would transcend 
the rather pedestrian lyrics. (Eric Winter, 
interview 1989)

The above highlights the point that, when read, most song 
lyrics can seem pedestrian. I suggest this is because we 
expect written text to read as poetry, which it is not.
Betsy Bowden comments,

A song that could mean only what its printed 
lyrics say would be at best, time bound ... lyrics 
malleable in performance tend to include textual 
ambiguity ... because of such performance elements 
as vocal inflections, instrumentation, tempo, 
phrasing, sliding pitches, pauses. (Bowden,
1982:2)

To a large extent school curricula are to blame for this 
as the study of old ballads focused on its written (rather 
than its music) content. Fifty verse ballads with a second 
and fourth line repeat can bore the reader, as the repeat
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lines seem to act as padding. When sung however, the 
significance of these lines becomes apparent. Norman Buchan 
gives an interesting account of the first time he heard 
ballads sung. Prior to this, as a teacher of English, he had 
taught ballads as poems, the inference being that he thought 
of ballads as poems. He describes how he went to a ceilidh 
for a night of Scottish song and heard John Strachan sing a 
ballad:

I'd taught ballads as poems. They were frozen on 
the page. And he sang ..."Johnny o'Breadislea".
All forty verses of it. I didn't know people still 
sang these things, I didn't know they were songs, 
really. I think that was the first time I knew 
that ballads were really songs. Just turned all my 
ideas round. This was living, these were real 
people, still singing it. (A full account is 
quoted in chapter three of Stephanie Smith's Ph.D 
thesis, 1988 . )

In a performance situation, the communal aspect comes 
into play and the audience will be invited to join in, and, 
if sung correctly, the repeat lines will not be sung exactly 
the same every time. Other effects can affect its reception, 
such as the hypnotic quality of the inexorable returning to 
the repeat lines, lines which usually act as a base for the 
narrative to rest upon, or which somehow tie the story down 
to the theme and/or moral.

The success and appreciation of a song can be enhanced by 
the performance. It is possible that the overall excitement 
of a live performance can add to the power of the message in 
the song. Conversely, it can disguise faults in technique 
and even persuade an audience into accepting what they might 
otherwise reject were it to be analysed in isolation.
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The above points regarding the reception of Song are 
justification for analysing Song in the context of 
intention. Just as "people do not listen to music in a 
vacuum" (Davies 1978:79), neither do writers write in a 
vacuum.

If we look at the question "what is a good song?" from 
the point of view of what is popular with an audience, my 
research and interviews have shown that several of the 
following criteria should be considered:
1. It tells you what you want to hear. It appeals to your 
prejudices.
2. It is in a form you understand and are familiar with.
3. It illuminates a subject you find interesting.
4. It shows a situation you are familiar with in a different 
light, but does not disagree drastically with your own 
views.
5. It crystallizes, synthesizes and articulates your own 
possibly vague ideas. You may find yourself saying, "Yes, 
that's how I would like to say it".
6. It tells a story which you may or may not know which has 
an underlying philosophy you endorse (e.g. The ballad of Joe 
Hill, refer to Appendix 1, song number 24).
7. It has an immediately singable "hook" by way of chorus or 
repeat lines.
8. It allows/invites voyeurism. It allows an audience to 
experience extreme situations/emotions in safety, that is 
second-hand.
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9. The language/lyrics have a certain poetic turn of phrase, 
that is they are in everyday language yet seem formed into 
an order which is at the same time poetic and accessible.
10. It has the effect of making one feel united with others, 
in that it speaks of a problem you thought you alone had, 
and exposes it. You then feel a bond with the performer 
and/or writer, and depending on the subject matter, perhaps 
even on a wider scale with a movement.
11. It is authentic rather than contrived. It has obvious 
integrity.
12. It speaks an emotional truth, which may not be actual 
truth. This particular point is open to abuse, for obvious 
reasons of propaganda.

Clearly, some people attach more importance to one 
criterion than to another, and again the same person may 
apply different criteria on different occasions.

John Booth Davies (Davies 1978) compares the degree of 
interest in a particular piece of music with the degree of 
unexpectedness, but only so far as the latter falls within 
the perameters of one's understanding. At its most 
predictable the interest is low, increasing as it becomes 
more complicated or unexpected and trailing off again as the 
unexpected element becomes too complicated to be 
intelligible within the listener's terms of reference. 
However, Davies considered only music and from that 
perspective the theory is plausible, but once we consider 
words and music other factors come into play which are not 
so easily quantifiable.

Page - 49



For example, some simple songs can continue to charm 
because of certain associations drawn from the words and 
tune. Lullabies have such a capacity (usually in respect of 
the tune, or the sonority of the voice), as do some 
political/group action songs (usually through the words), 
such as those used on demonstration marches. From the 
interviews I have conducted it seems that a song's aesthetic 
value and popularity rarely rest on one aspect of its 
composition. Good or bad lyrical technique makes little 
difference when subject matter, tune and singability are 
enjoyed by the audience. Further, function can override 
aesthetic judgement when commonly held criteria, by 
performer and audience alike, is satisfied (See Merriam,
1964 and Smith, 1988). Truth and fact become subservient to 
function. In the case of Guthrie's "Pretty Boy Floyd" (refer 
to Appendix 1, song number 25), he shows Floyd in a similar 
guise to Robin Hood, stealing from the rich and giving to 
the poor. He is seen as a hero fighting against a cruel 
capitalist system, and, given the commonly-held opinions in 
the folk scene at that time, which was politically left-wing 
and therefore anti-capitalist, the song's popularity was 
secure. The fact that Floyd was a villain equal to any of 
the gangsters in America had little effect on the popularity 
of the song as it served the function of endorsing the 
beliefs of the audience. Conversely a good tune that carries 
an unpopular political thought, or perhaps is too 
chauvinistic is not enough to make it popular.

At this point we can now consider the degree of artistry 
in songwriting, from craftsmanship to art.
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There is a difference between music that is 
occasional and music that enhances human 
consciousness, music that is simply for having and 
music that is for being. I submit that the former 
may be good craftsmanship, but that the latter is 
art, no matter how simple or complex it sounds, 
and no matter under what circumstances it is 
produced. (Blacking, 1976:50)

Using the above statement I will now consider the element 
of artistry in folk song writing. The term "folk" when 
applied to Song and the context in which is performed has no 
definitive and all-encompassing interpretation (see Summary 
for a discussion on this point). It is often the case that 
when a song is sung in a folk club it is called a folk song; 
when it is sung at a rock concert it is a rock/pop song. It 
is sometimes merely a cosmetic change of style approached by 
an audience from a different point of view. In this section 
I will occasionally refer to writers who work in the field 
of rock and pop music, such as Bruce Springsteen and Elvis 
Costello. This is because I believe that their songs satisfy 
the criteria I am attempting to define, and justify being 
called folk songs.

Songwriting is a craft which can also be an art. I will 
deal firstly with the craft of songwriting and the framework 
in which it exists, suggest a transition stage and finally 
discuss the criteria for calling it art.

Craftsmanship is a knowledge of technique, and a good 
craftsman has learnt and has command over technique. The 
process of learning technique is discussed in Chapters 7, 8 
and 9; what I am concerned with in this section is how that 
technique is applied and used for the purposes of 
transmitting ideas in song. In some cases technique has been
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learnt to such a high degree that it is applied 
unconsciously and this is where the form can become art. 
Whilst I do not wish to denigrate all songs written at this 
craftsmanship level (they are the majority of songs written 
in the folk scene since the revival), I would suggest that 
the technique and how it has been applied is evident. It is 
at this stage of development that the difference between 
contemporary written folk songs and pastiche is small, and 
in some cases non-existent.

There is a pattern of development in the artist's 
creative life. It generally starts at simplicity and 
naivety, continues through the acquisition of skill and 
technique and finally reaches art. First attempts at any 
discipline are usually simple, through lack of knowledge of 
the form. The subject matter may be as valid as any other, 
at whatever stage, but there is a lack of control over the 
form. As one acquires knowledge of the form and hence 
technique the product becomes more professional, in that 
everything fits as it should; one has become a craftsman. As 
the writer moves to the third stage, technique and craft act 
merely as the means to say what one wants to say. Though 
still important technique is sublimated to the point of 
becoming instinctive. Factors which are prominent at this 
stage are economy of expression (every note and word should 
count), subtlety of description (melodically), use of 
metaphor, and universality of context yet at the same time 
specific of theme. The product, in this case the song, may 
be simple sounding, but unlike the beginner, it is simple of 
expression (and not simplistic) with control. If it is
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simple it is because the writer wants it to be so and not 
because he has no other choice.

The middle stage is where the form has been learnt and
technical skill has been acquired. Examples of the types of
songs written at this level of craftsmanship are:
Story songs; most common in this category, where a writer
uses myths, folk-tales and legends, re-writes the story in
verse form and then composes a tune to fit the verse. The
objective is to make it sound as close as possible to a
traditional song (refer to Appendix 1, song numbers 26 and
27 for examples; "The Boy and the Mantle" and "The Birth of
Robin Hood"). Included in this category are songs glorifying
the past, rural and idyllic, idealizing the relationships of
close-knit communities and simple pleasures.
Political songs; using specific instances of political
unrest/upheaval/revolution, even prophesying what will
happen as a result of specific situations. These songs are
often used at political rallies and demonstrations as a
means of uniting people in a common cause. Often they are
blatant propaganda, or received as such, as Boyes suggests;

I always have trouble with Ewan MacColl's songs 
because I don't like being treated as a public 
meeting. (Boyes, interview 1989)

As in most political slogans there is no grey area; 
people are good or bad and situations are black or white. 
Disaster/Elegiac songs; written after such disasters as 
mining explosions; written about certain characters who are 
either popular or infamous, usually after they have died 
(for example, "The Trimdom Grange Explosion", refer to 
Appendix 1, song number 28).
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General formula songs; involving a conscious effort to find 
out what is currently popular, or what is prevalent in the 
social conscience (this is usually done simply by reading 
the newspaper), and then putting the information into verse 
and song form.

All of the above types can exist at the higher level of 
songwriting where it approaches, and is, art. What makes the 
difference is how the subject matter is conceived, treated 
and presented. I would refer the reader to the statement by 
Blacking quoted earlier in this chapter as it may seem that 
I am dismissing the simple over the complex which is not the 
case. Though emotional truths can exist in any of the above 
categories, truth does not necessarily make art. It is the 
perception of the artistic eye which makes art and this does 
not rest solely with the intellectual and the educated.

The re-telling of myths and legends in song can be 
considered as mere escapism and entertainment, unless of 
course they are used as metaphors or parables which talk of 
timeless situations and emotions, merely placed in a 
particular time for effect (refer to Appendix 1, song number 
29). Songs romanticizing past communities may appeal to 
audiences' social conscience, where they are led to believe 
that it was a more caring society, and that we now live in 
an apparently care-less society. However, the basic needs 
for the old or sick are still often met by individual 
charities rather than a democratically elected government, 
and in general songs at this level rarely touch on such 
complexities; they are usually confined to the idealization 
of the past. (1)
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In the case of disaster and elegiac songs, criticism in 
public is made difficult by the emotion they provoke. 
Schofield points out:

You sometimes hear people performing songs that 
are actually bad songs, because of what they say 
rather than because it's a good song that happens 
to say something they agree with. "Palaces of 
Gold" (Rosselson, see Appendix 1, song number 31) 
is a good example. It's not a song that raises a 
sense of tragedy of the kids who've died, or a 
sense of sympathy for the parents who've been 
bereaved; it's a song which sets out to raise 
aggression against the people who run the pits. 
(Schofield, interview 1988)

Songs which deal with such emotive subjects can, in a 
sense, be seen as emotionally blackmailing an audience into 
accepting and appreciating a song which they might otherwise 
reject, were they to be separated from the milieu. To 
criticize adversely an emotive song about a popular figure, 
even if that criticism only calls into guestion the 
technique, or whether it is in fact exploitative, is to be 
accused of attacking the subject matter rather than the way 
it is written. Therefore songs of this type tend to be 
accepted and even become popular, and this perhaps explains 
why there are so many songs of this type on the folk scene.

It is in the realm of political songs that the difference 
of art and craft is made obvious. Since some political 
thought is anti-art, it is not surprising that writers and 
audience treat Song for utilitarian purposes and describe it 
as such. For example, in Germany there is a distinct 
difference between a songmaker and a songwriter. A 
songwriter (they use the English expression), is of the 
contemporary songwriting style used by the English speaking 
countries, specifically Britain, the U.S.A. and Australia.
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To be a songmaJcer, in German a liedermacher is in itself a 
political statement, because liedermachers regard themselves 
in the social context of being no more or less important in 
terms of usefulness than a plumber, mechanic or any blue 
collar worker. Therefore, political songs written with this 
philosophy in mind do not necessarily aspire to art, because 
they tend to remain within the realms of repeating what has 
already been published in manifestos and newspapers. In 
short, they tell the audience what they already know in a 
form which is acceptable to their political persuasion.
Peggy Seeger, having written many songs of social 
consequence speaks from years of experience in the folk 
scene;

Political groups I find are, on the whole, very 
philistine as far as regards new songs. They often 
want their slogans set to music. (Seeger, 1980:4)

Some political writers would argue that this is what Song 
is for, a tool to be used in the struggle for political 
freedom or control, depending on one's viewpoint. Such 
groups are usually playing to their own followers, and songs 
which are so obviously propagandist rarely convert, they 
merely endorse their own prescribed sentiments. At this 
stage it is worth considering the views of Wolf Biermann 
("... one of the really great poets of the German language 
... in the class of Rilke and Brecht". Beck 1987. Personal 
correspondence). Biermann is a songwriter, novelist and poet 
often, though inaccurately, known as a political writer. 
Though he has written on a wide range of subjects, it was 
mainly in the context of political songwriting that I 
interviewed him in Hamburg in 1987. When he was expelled
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from East Germany he arrived in the West with a formidable
reputation for political commentary in his work. During the
interview he talked of the pressure, and as he saw it, the
trap of becoming "a professional dissident, who leaks his
wounds in public" (Biermann, interview:1987), writing to
order on subjects of social injustice and whatever was at
the forefront of political consciousness. Such a moral
dilemma (he saw it in these terms), caused him to think
about the difference between art and craftsmanship, between
the artist and the professional dissident. He uses the term
engagement meaning an unconsummated relationship, and
applies this term when discussing the writer's relationship
with the subject. He adds:

In the German language this word has a certain 
sense that you join into political fights with 
money. I'm engaged with ten thousand marks ... I 
send this to South Africa to Winnie Mandela. This 
I would say is engagement. For, I am very far from 
South Africa. I was never there. I wanted to go 
but they didn't allow it. However, it's not my 
life ... I hate engagement. I do it for moral 
reasons, but for an artist I hate it. It's a most 
dangerous poison for a writer.I think you have to 
make solidarity and not engagement. I am allowed 
to make a song only when I get to this point, a 
point that is in living relation with my real life 
... it has to cross my existence. (Ibid.)

It is clear from the above statement that Biermann feels 
writers should be aware of the problems of exploitation; for 
whose benefit are they exploiting the subject, and how are 
they exploiting it, in so far as, is it merely 
sensationalism and attention seeking or is the commitment 
and integrity of purpose evident in the performer and/or 
writer and the song. Has the subject matter "crossed the 
existence" (Biermann, ibid.) of the writer? This is not to
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say, however, that a writer must be actively involved with 
the subject or the cause, but that it should have entered 
his consciousness and his heart, and touched on what Leon 
Rosselson calls his "sympathetic experience" (Rosselson, 
interview:1989). (2)

One way of finding out the motive of the writer is to ask
the question what does the song tell us that we did not
already know or could find out by reading a newspaper
article? Leon Rosselson refers to an anti-nuclear record
called "Out of the Darkness" which has

... an awful lot of stuff which just says how 
awful nuclear war is. What's the use of that?
There is nothing on the record which helps us to 
understand what is going on in the world and why 
we've reached this situation. I am becoming more 
and more bored with statements about what is 
happening. I know what's happening and I know how 
awful it is, and somewhere or other there has got 
to be connections being made that will help us to 
understand why.(Rosselson, 1986:19)

Songs become art when they consider the fundamental 
points in creativity. For example, the questions "why, what 
if and how?" have to be addressed even if they are not 
answered. The writer must set the criteria, as Boyes 
illustrates:

It's the difference between two aesthetic ethoses; 
it's the songwriter as aesthetic creator as 
opposed to the songwriter working within a 
particular aesthetic field. (Boyes, interview 
1989)

Songs which have reached this stage illustrate rather 
than dictate, allowing the audience to come to their own 
conclusions based on the evidence given and their own 
intellectual capacities. The craftsman stops at journalism; 
the artist takes the journalist's facts and uses them as a
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foundation for his art. Given the information, he
disseminates, analyses, and re-forms it into story or
parable, never losing sight of the fundamental issue,
enquiring and inviting the audience to enquire with him.
W.H. Auden states:

You cannot tell people what to do, 
you can only tell them parables; 

and that is what art really is, particular stories 
of particular people and experience, from which 

each according to his own immediate and peculiar needs 
may draw his own conclusions.

(Auden 1935:20 sic.)
This concept is further amplified by Leon Rosselson,

... a songwriter cannot be a mouthpiece for any 
cause or class, (he or she) can only have a 
responsibility to translate into song form (as 
honestly as that form allows) what she or he feels 
about the world, in the hope that others will 
share those feelings and will find their voice in 
those songs. (Rosselson, 1987:25)

The above quotations act as a foundation for attempting
to define what is art as regards song. Taking it further I
suggest that such songs transcend time and place, can take
repeated listenings exposing a little more information each
time, and to a certain extent are open to interpretation.
They cannot be completely taken apart, in that close
analysis can only go so far; its chrysalis has an element of
mystery which defies definition. It exudes authenticity and
integrity, in that the listener believes that the writer has
empathized with the subject to the degree of being
intimately effected by it, and impressed his personality on
it. Schofield illustrates this point thus:

A lot of songwriters are writing statements, 
political, social or whatever, which happen to 
rhyme, and setting them to a tune, which is not 
really the way it should be. With "Roll on the 
Day" [Taylor: Appendix 1, song number 32], a
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protest song about the conditions down the mines, 
you sing that song and you become the person it's 
about, and when I hear that song I become the 
person it's about. (Schofield, interview 1988)

Sophisticated and advanced technique does not, on its own 
make a good song. Nor does "a good cause necessarily make a 
good song" (Biermann, interview 1987). Those who use 
technique and skill as a means for the personal expression 
of an idea and not as a means in itself are in the realms of 
creating art.

In this chapter I have suggested a set of criteria by 
which song can be judged. I have also pointed out that a 
"good" song is not necessarily a popular song, and that 
consideration of effect can affect one's judgement. In the 
following chapter I will analyse this effect, that is, the 
potential power of song.

Footnotes.
1. There are of course exceptions, as in the case of Watt's 
song, "Upstairs fast goin' doon" sung by Ray Fisher, which 
is about an old man in sheltered housing refusing to be "put 
away". Refer to Appendix 1, song number 30.)
2. As an example, Biermann tells of how he wrote a song 
about the oppressive and brutal tactics of the Chilean 
police force. Though he empathized with the Chilean 
situation, understanding the peoples' fight against Fascism 
after the C.I.A. backed coup, he could find no specific 
approach other than merely recounting the facts. However, he 
found his approach when he watched a documentary on the 
peoples' riots in Chile. The cameraman filmed a protest
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demonstration, and at one stage a soldier was seen to shoot 
into the crowd. When the soldier became aware of the 
cameraman and the fact that he had filmed this atrocity, he 
turned his rifle on the cameraman and fired. Through the eye 
of the camera, it was as if the viewer was being shot. The 
camera continued to roll as the cameraman fell to the 
ground, and Biermann describes how he felt as if he had been 
shot and was about to die. It was at that moment the 
situation ceased to be one of "engagement"; it had "crossed 
his existence" and become personal. Only then could he write 
the song.
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CHAPTER 4
THE POWER OF SONG

In this chapter I will be considering the power of song.
I will discuss its ability to affect a person's view of 
events, and its role in major issues and how it has affected 
the communal consciousness off those involved. The most 
obvious arena for evaluating the effectiveness of folk song 
is in its political aspect, and I will discuss the views of 
the political songwriters I interviewed. Less esoteric but 
still within the brief of the power of song is the part it 
plays in the world of commerce, and its ability to generate 
vast financial returns. A consideration of how the media can 
affect song's potential power will put the previous views 
into perspective, as any consideration of song in the 
western world must involve the media as it is through this 
medium that we are exposed to song.

What is song?
People are more musical than their words suggest.
(Blacking, interview 1979)

I interpret Blacking's statement to mean that people have 
a wider musical knowledge than they assume. For example, 
most people, I suggest, could tell the difference between 
the musical strains of a lullaby and a marching tune or 
national anthem, even before they heard the words. As Davies 
states:

So far as emotional responses to music are
concerned, virtually all the evidence points to
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the central importance of some form of cognition, 
or knowing, rather than simple sensation, or just 
hearing. (Davies, 1978:66)

Given that music is a series of tones formed in a 
particular way and in perpetual motion its accessibility 
depends upon the cognitive powers of the listener, and,

... the person who has a fund of experiences of 
ways of organizing particular types of material 
upon which to draw, is at a distinct advantage 
when confronted by new material which he has to 
organize. (Ibid :84)

Taking this statement further, I suggest that the bias of 
an individual would affect a particular piece of music's 
accessibility, though not necessarily whether the listener 
understands it or not. I will discuss this at greater length 
in the next section.

When words are added to music to make song, the result is 
a potent form of communication where cognition takes place 
on several levels. This is highlighted by the effectiveness 
of parody, especially when the words express an opposite 
viewpoint to that which the music may suggest. As Frith 
states:

Songs are not just any old speech act - by putting 
words to music, songwriters give them a new sort 
of resonance and power. (Frith, 1988:121)

For example, if lyrics expressing the harsh realities 
many people experience while existing on the dole were to be 
parodied to the tune of "Land of Hope and Glory" the result 
would have an even greater impact because of its apparent 
contradiction.

In song, both words and music influence each other and 
therefore cannot be analysed separately. A phrase such as,
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"When we were together" can have several different meanings, 
two of which could be, for example, in the minor key, a song 
of regret, in the major key, a celebration (in standard 
western musical parlance)• This points to the fact that we 
come to song with certain pre-set ideas and cultural music 
biases. (1)

The above example point to the fact that we are more 
aware and au fait with song than we admit or realize, and 
this is because of the integral part song plays in our 
lives. Because of accessibility we have, from an early age, 
absorbed, learned and accepted its conventions to the point 
of being able to judge a song quickly after barely pausing 
to study its various facets.

The effectiveness of song does to a large degree depend 
on involvement and a willingness to expose oneself to music, 
even though one's involvement may be passive. However, music 
is no less effective when one is exposed to it unwillingly, 
as in the case of muzac (ambient music). In such a case it 
produces the opposite to the desired effect, and some 
people, especially musicians, find it intolerable. In non
musical situations an audience will be united by a common 
cause or interest, as in the case of football matches, 
holiday outings and parties. Song can turn passive receivers 
and observers into a more involved and committed audience, 
as in the above cases. (2) Although there is little creative 
involvement, people show their empathy by joining in. In 
such cases the most popular songs, that is, the most widely 
known are the ones used and songs unknown to such audiences 
obviously would not be sung.
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In a folk club however, the situation is different. The 
use of choruses and/or last line repeats make the song 
accessible. If members of an audience already know the song 
they will often sing a harmony to the melody, usually in 
simple thirds and fifths. If the song is new to them, an 
audience can still join in with the choruses, albeit in 
unison, and are, in fact, encouraged to do so by the 
performer. In this situation it can be seen that a folk club 
audience can be highly creative.

From the very beginning of the second folk song revival 
there was a strong emphasis placed upon active involvement. 
Audiences were encouraged to join in and still are in the 
folk scene today. This does not only apply to traditional 
folk songs: contemporary folk songs work in the same way, 
and some are in fact deliberately written with choruses to 
promote a sense of community in the audience. Whether it is 
because the writer/performer chooses that particular form 
for his songs or whether it is considered prerequisite 
within the ethos of the milieu to write such songs is open 
to discussion. I suspect it is much of both.

In the political arena song has been seen to be virtually 
integral to any meeting or rally. From the Union activities 
of "The Wobblies" (The International Workers of the World), 
with songs such as "Which side are you on?" to the civil 
rights movement, "We shall overcome" (both from America), on 
to the C.N.D. marches and the miners' strike in 1987 in 
Britain, song is always evident. (3) This type of song is 
enthusiastically encouraged by the American songwriter,
Bruce Phillips:
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... the use of song in organization tactics is 
demonstrably effective as any good labour history 
will reveal. Certainly song material of this type 
very seldom approached the degree of literary 
polish exhibited by contemporary folk-style songs, 
many of which are characterized as protest songs. 
The sentiments expressed in the more utilitarian 
action-oriented protest songs of the past were 
over-simplified, the language was monosyllabic, 
much of the verse was doggerel, and they avoided 
subtlety to the point of being blatantly 
propagandistic. But they did achieve results. 
That's what any movement is interested in - 
results. (Phillips, 1970:6)

It is a measure of how important song was regarded in 
such circumstances that in many cases songwriters have been 
persecuted because they were songwriters. Examples of this 
are Joe Hill, Victor Jara and Mikis Theodorakis. In a 
political situation song is used in its functional aspect, 
where participation shows solidarity rather than merely a 
desire to sing, as in the case of the same song sung in a 
folk club for example, where the subject is distanced from 
the function.

At this stage it is worth considering song in the 
political arena, if only to illustrate the degree and type 
of participation entered into by an audience. I suggest that 
political song can be divided into two sections, and I will 
refer to each as "overt" and "covert".

Overt political songs generally have a specific set of 
objectives. They are seen as functional, as a tool to be 
used in specific circumstances for specific and desired 
results, and I suggest the criteria for this kind of 
political song to be effective are:
1. It appeals to an audience's prejudice, that is, it 
endorses their point of view.
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2. It compartmentalizes situations in an accessible fashion, 
presenting them in right and wrong, black and white 
perspectives.
3. It either creates slogans or uses existing ones, usually 
at a point in the song where an audience can join in.
4. It will relate a political dilemma, offer an answer and 
be optimistic (or, more often, adamant) that the required 
goals will be reached.
5. It will give support to the cause and the individual, 
encouraging him in the face of adversity.
6. It must be musically and lyrically accessible. Musically 
it should be well within the range of the average singer, 
with a tune based on generally accepted melodic form, with 
intervals which can be sung easily by untrained voices. 
Lyrically it should be in plain language whilst continuing 
to use the catchphrases or slogans generally accepted by 
those within the cause. (4)

At its most effective and in its functional setting, it 
can achieve the desired objectives, and as Phillips has 
already stated, doggerel it may be, but if it works it will 
be used. An overt political song remains powerful only for 
as long as the situation it is protesting about exists. 
Furthermore, the form of protest, that is, what it is 
actually saying, should continue to be endorsed by the 
people; a change of attitude by the people will make the 
song obsolete.

By using the term "covert" I am not implying that the 
song is secretive or that it is used in a secretive way, but 
that the subject matter can be and often is, secreted within
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the song, as in the case of metaphor. (5) An example of this 
type of song is "Four Green Fields" (Makem, refer to 
Appendix 1, song number 37) which is about a woman who 
laments the loss of her four sons in the context of the 
Irish fight for freedom from colonization.

Covert political songs have the potential to be equally
effective but not in such an immediate fashion. Their
effectiveness is more subtle and extended over a period of
time. They deal in subject matter which can transcend time,
for example, using a specific situation to illustrate a
fundamental facet of life which can be applicable to any
time. This point is made by Henderson:

The moral is clearly that one must expect a 
partisan song to go under unless it contrives to 
give voice to an emotion which transcends the 
actual political moment. (Henderson, 1980:8)

In the song, "The morning lies heavy" (Taylor, refer to 
Appendix 1, song number 38), the subject of the song, a 
young man who has been drafted into the army, asks his 
father why he has to fight in a distant war he knows little 
of and why those who are forcing him to go are not going 
themselves, questions any young man might ask at any time in 
history. The song does not specify race, creed or time, yet 
it was inspired by my brother-in-law's imminent drafting 
into the American army during the Vietnam war. Nowhere in 
the song is that specific war mentioned, nor is he mentioned 
by name. Consequently the song still has something to say 
about the feelings of any young man, and the apparent 
ruthlessness and pointlessness of fighting in such a war. 
Therein lies the power of such songs. They deal in emotions
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which transcend specific incidents to universal emotions 
which are fundamental to our lives.

Political songs are only effective if played to a 
sympathetic audience, and in that respect, though they may 
enlighten and interest an audience, they usually can only 
endorse or articulate what the listener already feels.

The question which follows from the previous section is, 
can song change events? What evidence is available, and is 
it in fact quantifiable?

I believe that song has the potential to change events, 
but it is dependent upon several factors. To be the 
instigator of action or change it has to reach the people, 
and in these days of mass communication, whether it gets to 
the people or not depends to a large extent upon the media. 
It is only in the areas of political and moral subject 
matter that the media exercises censorship. Songs concerning 
any other subjects are seemingly free to compete in the 
market on equal terms with any other song.

The B.B.C. operate a system of censorship with songs and 
have banned those they deem to be not in the public 
interest. One such song, "Malvinas Melody" (Hull, refer to 
Appendix 1, song number 19) tells the story of a soldier 
who, in the first person, reflects on the fact that the 
Argentinian soldiers are not so different from him; confused 
and wondering why they are there. The song was banned by the 
B.B.C., and when the record company contacted them to ask 
why it had been banned, they were told it was on the basis 
of the title. They could not comment on the lyrical content 
as they had not listened to it. Ironically, when Alan Hull
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was questioned as to why he had called the song "Malvinas 
Melody", he replied by saying, "Have you ever tried to rhyme 
anything with 'Falklands'" (Related by Heslop, 1989). This 
is a very recent example of the mass media controlling which 
songs will be heard. However, the censorship exercised by 
the B.B.C. is not consistent. Producers have to consider the 
audience at the time of transmission, that is to say, a song 
that would not be suitable for a morning programme could be 
suitable for late night transmission, as the audience will 
be different.

In 1975, Rolling Stone magazine conducted a survey asking 
which song actually changed people’s opinions. Considering 
that the western world had come through a period which saw 
more political protest songs written than at any other time 
in history with the likes of Bob Dylan standing out as the 
spokesman of his generation on social and political matters, 
it was surprising to see that a song called "Cat's in the 
Cradle" (Chapin, refer to Appendix 1, song number 39), 
became a popular winner. By certain definitions it is a 
protest song, but more in the personally emotive sense than 
a political sense. The song talks of the relationship 
between father and son, and how the father is always too 
busy to play and spend time with his son. The boy grows up, 
marries, has children of his own, and the father retires.
The father then asks his son to visit, but the son is now a 
father himself and is too busy; the pattern repeats itself. 
The theme of the song made its impact at a time when society 
was intent on progress, when children were relegated to 
child minders with both parents working. It served as a
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warning, and obviously pricked the conscience of many 
parents.

As previously discussed, it is difficult to firmly 
establish an event which has changed because of a particular 
song, due to the many factors involved. What is easier to 
establish is its power to change people's perception of 
events or emotions, as in the song quoted above, which may 
at a later stage lead to a desire to change a situation. 
Another aspect of song's power is the potential to 
articulate emotions for those who may find it difficult or 
even impossible to do so. This has occurred with some of my 
songs as it has with Tom Paxton. "Listen to the radio", 
(refer to Appendix 1, song number 40) recorded by Don 
Williams, articulates this point precisely. In this case the 
song has the power to articulate feelings for the listener, 
who is unable for whatever reason to do so himself.

Certainly song has the ability to console, as in the case 
of lullabies, although it obviously has more to do with the 
voice and melody rather than lyrical content. Gaelic 
waulking songs from Scotland and British and American sea 
shanties are functional, in that they help keep the rhythm 
of work as well as relieve the boredom. It is difficult to 
imagine a group of soldiers marching without singing, or a 
charabanc outing without the day-trippers singing. In these 
cases song has a function: it has the power to do 
"something", and there is evidence to support this as the 
above examples show. It is in the most extreme cases, 
however, that it is difficult to quantify.
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As Eric Winter, a songwriter and journalist from the
earliest days of the revival asks:

How do you measure it? If the bomb were banned 
tomorrow, how much of it would you say was due to 
the fact that people marched fifty-one miles from 
Aldermaston to London, and how much of it was due 
to the fact that they all sang John Brunner's 
song, "The H bomb thunder"? The things are 
intertwined. It must have some effect, but the 
song itself is not what brought about the banning 
of the bomb. (Winter, interview 1989)

There is no doubt that song is regarded as a potential 
weapon by authorities, but whether it is in fact solely 
responsible for events is open to question. Dunaway quotes 
Fletcher in saying:

If a man were permitted to make all the ballads, 
he need not care who should make the laws of a 
nation. (Dunaway, 1987:268)

However, we have moved on from the oral tradition, where 
people were active consumers, disregarding that which was of 
no use. Nowadays, with society being more passive in its 
consumer tastes, the quotation might now read, "Give me 
control of the media and I'll write my own songs". When 
considering the absence of songs at political rallies these 
days, whereas in the 1930s, for example, there would be many 
composed for the event, Rosselson focuses on the problem by 
asking:

Is it because the mass media and the market place 
have annexed song, divided people into performers 
and consumers, turned the song idiom into a 
package to be purchased for leisure consumption? 
(Rosselson, 1984:60)

It is tempting when discussing the power of song to look 
for concrete examples where events have changed as a result 
of a particular song. I suggest however that change is never 
the result of one particular ingredient; it is more a
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culmination of many, of which song may be one component. A 
more fruitful and useful exercise is to analyse what song 
can do, using what evidence is available and then discuss 
specific situations to see where song played some part.

It is in the political field that song's potential power 
is most evident, be it political song per se, or any song 
used in performance with a political objective, such as the 
Amnesty International tour in 1989. In such a situation 
people are more likely to show their response. Not as 
tangible is the area where emotional empathy is achieved, 
such as in love songs, lullabies or story songs.

In Chapter 8 I analyse my compositional process, and 
specifically how I wrote "Jimmy's Song". Briefly (because 
the full account is related in that chapter), it is a song 
which portrays certain details of a drug addict's life. In 
my experience of performing the song I have found it to be 
powerful in its ability to move people emotionally. This is 
evident by the comments from certain individuals after the 
performance. I have spoken with people who are parents of 
drug addicts who thank me for writing the song. I understand 
from this that they have found some comfort from the song, 
in the knowledge that someone cares enough to share their 
grief and show it by writing a song. Also, because it 
universalizes the problem, using Jimmy as an example, they 
feel united with others who have suffered the same grief. 
Substitute the name Jimmy for the name of their own child, 
or brother or whoever, and the song tells their story.

But not everyone in the audience personally knows a drug 
addict, so how does it work for them? Firstly it exposes
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them to a problem they may not have considered and solicits 
their empathy by focusing on one person and one set of 
circumstances. In such a way an audience can relate more 
intimately with the subject, whilst at a secondary stage 
understanding the wider implications. "The last of the great 
whales" (Barnes, refer to Appendix 1, song number 15) is 
another song which focuses on a specific individual, in this 
case a whale, and written in the first person it makes the 
pain of the mortally wounded whale more intense and the 
message, which is the enormity of man's systematic 
destruction of a species, more powerful. The wider 
implications are again received secondarily, but have 
greater effect because of the intimate empathy with the 
subject. The same applies when Margaret Bennett sings "Mo 
Run Geal Og (My Fair young love), a 240 year old song about 
Culloden. The subject matter is different, but the power to 
provoke a similar response is the same because it deals with 
fundamental emotions. These are examples of song's power to 
elicit an emotional response.

Love songs at best work by articulating common 
experiences, actual or imagined, and it is through the 
articulation of such emotions that the listener can in a 
sense become the creator and feel he has exorcised his 
problems in a tangible form. If the situation is beyond the 
experience of the listener, then it is the skill of the 
writer that decides whether the song is accessible or not.
If it is, its power lies in the ability to invoke an 
atmosphere allowing the listener to experience an emotion
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outside their own experience at that time. As Rosselson 
asserts:

Songs are basically a way of sharing something. 
(Rosselson, interview 1989)

and speaking as a performer, he goes on to say:
. . . they [the audience] feel part of the great 
mass crowd but there is still a sharing between 
you and each of the audience. I think that is the 
power of song: it makes people feel that they are 
not alone, that they are the people who all share 
the same feelings, beliefs, concerns, whatever.
(Ibid.)

In the political arena, if one considers the major events 
of the past even in this century, song is evident. For 
example, it is difficult to think of soldiers of the first 
World War without hearing the strains of "It's a Long Way to 
Tipperary", or during the Second World War, "The White 
Cliffs of Dover". These examples may seem isolated cases, 
but as the media and hence the means of communication and 
recording became more sophisticated, more songs associated 
with important events became evident.

The most fertile period for political, protest or social 
conscience songs was undoubtedly the 1960s (a period of 
social emancipation not only for black and white but for 
youth in general), though, certainly in America, it had some 
roots in the union songs of The Wobblies (The International 
Workers of the World) during the 1930s. It was during this 
period that songs of social observation had been so widely 
accepted in such quantity. In America it was a time of great 
social upheaval, with the racial problem foremost in 
society's mind. Buoyed undoubtedly by the disbanding of the 
H.U.A. (The House on Un-American Activities, a committee
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chaired by Senator McCarthy whose prime objective was to 
persecute those he considered to be Communists), artists of 
all disciplines felt free to comment on any subject they 
chose, and from any perspective. It was therefore natural 
that songwriters would seize on the most important issue of 
the day which was racial segregation, and write songs to 
further the freedom cause, to highlight the problem and 
offer hope of eventual victory and to encourage those 
committed to the cause. Bob Dylan, Phil Ochs, Tom Paxton and 
Pete Seeger were at the vanguard of writers writing about 
social issues. Dylan's "Blowing in the Wind" has been called 
"the civil rights anthem" and "the famous integration song. 
It became that by usage" (Shaw, 1971:70).

In Britain the major issue was "the Bomb" and the threat 
of nuclear war, and this acted as a stimulus for many songs. 
The song and the subject matter fed off each other and the 
question this poses is, had it not been for such political 
and social issues, would there have been such a 
proliferation of songwriting? Whatever the answer to such a 
hypothetical question may be, the result was a movement 
which had its own songs, songs which articulated its 
interests and preoccupations. Sales of guitars rose 
considerably as the guitar was the most common form of 
accompaniment. The songs, and the issues they spoke of, 
inspired an active following of people wanting to take part 
in a cause. It also encouraged potential songwriters to try 
their hand. In retrospect the justness of the cause 
sometimes carried the song (see Chapter 3 on the aesthetics 
of song), but whatever the relative qualities of the songs
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were, they did make a vast movement of people feel involved.
As Shaw states in his analysis of the American folk scene:

The troubling search of young people for positive 
ideas and a cause with which they could identify 
was over. Active involvement began to supersede 
cool spectatorism. (Shaw, 1971:70)

In the research and interviews I have conducted I have
found completely opposing views as to the effectiveness of
song. For example, Bruce Phillips, an American songwriter
reflects on the struggles of the I.W.W.:

The I.W.W. developed a pretty good team of 
songwriters. They could write a song or two 
tailor-made to any kind of struggle and get it out 
overnight. And these songs, crude, heavy-handed, 
often clumsy, helped to change the face of 
America. These songs were there during the 
Colorado Industrial Wars, when miners fought for 
the eight hour day. They were there in Harlan 
County, Kentucky when workers struggled for mine 
safety laws and a living wage. We need songs like 
these today ... (Phillips, 1970:9)

Another American songwriter, Tom Paxton expresses similar 
sentiments:

Listen to "Joe Hill" or "We Shall Overcome". These 
songs can transform people from frightened victims 
to courageous activists in the face of cattle 
prods and police dogs. They're accessible because 
whoever we are, whatever our talent, we have only 
to learn the words, lean back our heads, open our 
mouths and let it rip, and let tyrants beware. 
(Paxton, personal correspondence 1987)

Paxton's statement is, I suggest, more realistic in that 
it is probable that whilst song may not have actually 
brought about change it did give people a sense of unity 
once they were singing together on the freedom marches 
throughout the southern states and into Washington D.C. or 
on the Aldermaston marches in Britain.

Song is clearly an instigator of solidarity but its power 
to instigate change is more open to debate. The journalist.
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Alistair Clarke, whilst agreeing that "song brings people
together" nevertheless feels that song can only go so far:

I would be very hard put to find a song that 
changed the world. (Clarke, interview 1989)

Frederick Woods, a journalist and writer with a specific
interest in the folk scene, is adamant in his rejection of
the idea that song can change events:

Power of song? No, I really don't believe it. Can 
you name one song that has changed events? "Go 
down you murderers" [Ewan MacColl] didn't get 
Evans his pardon, or stop hanging. [After Evans 
was hanged it was found he was innocent.] 
"Universal Soldier" [Buffy St.Marie] or whatever 
hasn't stopped war. "Streets of London" [Ralph 
McTell] hasn't emptied the streets. [Referring to 
the homeless.] (Woods, personal correspondence, 
1989)

Whereas I agree with Woods regarding those particular 
songs, there are examples where a song has changed events, 
such as "Happy Birthday" by Stevie Wonder, which persuaded 
through mass support the American government to declare 
Martin Luther King's birthday a national holiday.

It is useful at this stage to return to the theory that
songs change people's perception rather than specific
events. For example, Eric Winter asks, if the streets of
London were cleared of the homeless, to what extent would it
be due to the popularity of the song "The streets of London"
(by Ralph McTell), or to the changing moral conscience of
society? Turning the question around, is the changing moral
conscience of society in any way effected by the popularity
of a particular song? Certainly the latter is probable and
conforms to Dunaway's views:

Music has encouraged and even inspired 
revolutions: thus governments tortured musicians 
like Victor Jara or Mikis Theodorakis hoping to
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destroy a song by silencing its composer. But a 
song is made of unbreakable stuff, words and music 
that need only breath and spirit to live. Crude 
censorship creates partisans rather than vassals. 
(Dunaway, 1981:229)

However true the last sentence may be, it does not stop 
regimes trying to stamp out songs which endorse an anti
regime cause, and censorship and (in some cases murder) of 
songwriters indicate that political regimes consider songs 
and songwriters dangerous and therefore powerful. This is 
illustrated by one who did suffer under such a system in 
Greece, Mikis Theodorakis:

One of the first measures that the militarists 
took was to ban my music, a ban which still 
exists. This fact places starkly before us the 
relationship between music and politics, which is 
to say, art and politics. (Giannaris, 1973:XI)

To summarize, from the evidence it is possible to list what
song can do;
1. Unite: a) by sharing in the collective consciousness,

b) by appealing to the committed to join in and 
build solidarity.

c) by offering the means for active involvement.
2. It illustrates identity.
3. It encourages and gives hope, suggesting a way forward, 
offering a direction.
4. It ”... expresses and gives access to a state of 
experience". (Booth, 1981:24)
5. It promotes, accentuates and encourages conversion for 
those already interested.
6. It offers (in the case of political song), an alternative 
to media-controlled interpretations of events or policies, 
or as Rosselson states:
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...it asserts subversive qualities, a sturdy 
independence, disrespect of social conventions, 
defiance of authority ... (Rosselson, 1974:11)

7. It can become a symbol, of a movement, of an era, similar
to the visual symbols such as the clenched fist or the
victory salute.

Not yet considered in my analysis of song is the 
performance aspect and all that it entails. Performance 
falls mainly into three categories; writer/performer, 
environment and marketing.

In Barker's analysis of Bob Dylan's career ("One for the
money" Barker 1980), he suggests reasons for Dylan's
dramatic change from solo "folk singer" to the songwriter
backed by a rock band. Even at that stage of the revival,
though "folk music" was big business, it was still competing
with rock and roll. The question considered by the music
business world and no doubt by the musicians and writers was
could a solo performer successfully operate in such a vast
arena, given that the record buying public were used to, and
perhaps demanded a bigger sound. As Barker states:

Like Guthrie, Dylan had used the song rather than 
the novel or poem because it reached more 
people.(Barker, 1980:140)

Using a rock-style backing facilitated the crossing of 
musical borders, from folk to rock and back again, achieving 
the desired objective of reaching a larger audience. Using 
the loose definition that folk music is for the people by 
the people, it is logical and desirable to use the 
vocabulary (musical, lyrical and presentational) which the 
public are accustomed to, and in this respect Dylan was as

Page - 80



much a "folk singer" as his fellow solo performers, such as 
Pete Seeger and Ewan MacColl. Though he broke the prescribed 
rules, established by and for the folk scene's hierarchy, 
and based on premisses which no longer applied, he conformed 
to the new rules, or put another way, to existing conditions 
within the popular musical world. For song to have any power 
at all it has to be heard; the greater the audience, the 
greater the potential power.

This serves to illustrate the importance of presentation 
to the effectiveness of song. (Actual performance is dealt 
with in Chapter 6.)

Just as Dylan got into step with his environment, by 
which I mean the musical climate, so others, notably the 
"folk singers", failed to do likewise, and did not reach 
their potential of a larger audience than they had or have.
I suggest that if Dylan had stayed a solo folk singer, he 
would not have the vast influence and popularity he now has. 
Furthermore, if he had arrived on the scene fifteen years 
earlier, he would not have made the same impact, and 
probably the same applies to fifteen years later, in the 
mid-seventies.

This poses the question whether an artistic movement 
creates the social and artistic environment or whether a 
dynamic social and artistic communal consciousness gives 
birth to specific styles of art. I suggest the latter is a 
more probable, although there is possibly a certain amount 
of cross-fertilization. The point is, however the 
environment is created it must be such that the product can 
be exposed and exploited for it to be successful.
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To an extent marketing can influence the musical 
environment, although it is usually the case that major 
record companies follow a trend rather than create it. 
Marketing is tied to commerce, and as the folk scene is seen 
as commercially unviable, songs which potentially have great 
power are not given the exposure.

Although it is a hypothetical question, it is still worth
asking: if more people heard "The last of the great whales"
(see Appendix 1, song number 15), would the aims of
Greenpeace in stopping commercial whaling be helped? The
fact that it is confined to the folk scene and usually sung
by a solo performer who does not have the inclination or
knowledge or high powered management to promote himself and
the song means that the song only reaches the converted. To
an extent, Schofield's comment rings true:

No matter how many people sing "We shall overcome" 
they can be written off as cranks. Band Aid, the 
song and the event, stopped more people dying than 
"Blowing in the wind" ever did. (Schofield, 
interview 1988)

I suggest, however, that "Blowing in the Wind" (Dylan) 
started a genre, or at least became typical of a genre which 
in turn laid the foundations for events of this type to 
happen. The songwriters of the 1960s focused world attention 
on social issues for the first time in the history of 
popular music, which in turn stimulated and established a 
concern amongst a large section of the listening public for 
the lyrical content of a song. I suggest that this in turn 
led to an expectation that popular singers, performers and 
writers should be concerned about social issues even though 
it may not always be reflected in their work.
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This point leads to the situation where song is used as 
an event, when in fact the song itself may have no 
particular message or political content. Few of the songs 
sung at the Band Aid concert in 1988 spoke of the need to 
consider the starving millions in Ethiopia, yet the event 
itself mobilized millions to donate money for the cause of 
helping those survive. What we saw was a situation where 
song had become so powerful through the performers (again 
referring to the above point about performers being expected 
to be socially aware), that it attracted vast media 
exposure. The folk scene, content and perhaps complacent in 
the belief that it alone was concerned with social issues of 
great importance, and that the pop scene was merely mindless 
pap, found itself almost impotent in being able to influence 
events.

Footnotes.
1. In Birmingham there is a group called "Mad Jocks and 
Englishman". As a novelty they sing the words of The Who's 
"Pinball Wizard" to the tune of "The White Cockade". The 
musical introduction is so immediately recognizable that 
once they start singing the words the effect is both 
startling and hilarious, mainly because the audience are 
aware of both songs and the genre they originate from. 
However, to the uninitiated it might not seem at all 
amusing.
2. The Glasgow Herald, reporting on the rugby match between 
England and Scotland made special mention of the fact that 
50,000 people were singing "Flower of Scotland" during and
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for some time after Scotland had won the match. Glasgow 
Herald, March 19 1990:1.
3. For a more in-depth study of song and politics see "When 
the Music's Over", Denselow 1985.
4. It is interesting to note that few advocates of the 
Labour Party can get past the first verse of "The Red Flag" 
(Connell, refer to Appendix 1, song number 36) because of 
the convolutions of the language, and how incidentally the 
tune was changed from the original Irish version of "The 
White Cockade" to the German tune of "Tannenbaum" which is a 
great deal easier to sing.
5. This is invariably the case in Russian contemporary 
songs: see "Song for seven strings", G.S.Smith 1984.
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CHAPTER 5
THE LIFESTYLE OF SONGWRITERS AND PERFORMERS

In the previous chapter I suggested that the power of 
song is related to the context in which it is exposed, and 
that, to a large extent, a song is more powerful for those 
who are already converted to its content and message. In 
this chapter I will describe the lifestyle of songwriters 
and performers who are working in the folk scene, and just 
as the power of song is related to context, so the style and 
aesthetic quality of song is related to the lifestyle of the 
performers and writers. Working within a scene which shares 
certain philosophical values automatically results in a 
style reflecting those values. A description of the 
lifestyle of folk performers will therefore place the 
following chapters concerning performance and the 
compositional process in context.

In describing the lifestyle of performers/songwriters in 
the folk scene I will cover such topics as how they were 
first introduced into the scene, and how they went on to 
become performers. Included in the description will be a 
consideration of the economics of the scene, an analysis of 
a typical tour and how one's time is used. I shall also 
explore the possible dichotomy between how performers 
perceive themselves and how they think they are perceived by 
the public and media. Finally I will consider the question 
of why performers and songwriters choose to work in the folk
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scene, when some are obviously competent enough to work in 
other spheres of the music world.

Chapter 2 described the folk scene as it was at the start 
of the second revival, how it progressed, and the stage it 
is at now. The folk scene is the context in which the folk 
performer works, and I will therefore refer to it to 
illustrate certain points.

The folk song revival started as a counter culture and 
appealed to those who were unsatisfied with the popular 
music of the day and needed a platform for their own 
creative fulfilment, or merely entertainment which satisfied 
their own criteria. The emergence of folk clubs provided not 
only a meeting place for like-minded people, but a training 
ground for potential performers. This was made obvious to 
anyone going to a club for the first time, and was in fact, 
as I describe in Chapter 2, one of the fundamental 
objectives of the folk scene, namely that anyone could "have 
a go".

In discussions with my colleagues regarding how they 
became interested in the folk scene, and how they eventually 
began performing I found we had all followed the same route. 
Therefore I will describe my own background, using it as an 
example typical of all. When I first went to a folk club I 
had already been playing the guitar for three or four years. 
At the age of thirteen I started playing skiffle music, 
attracted by the fact that most songs only required three 
chords. The songs were easy to learn and sing, and 
interesting in that they were quite unlike anything that was
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popularized through the mass media, until it became widely 
popular with performers such as Lonnie Donnegan. Skiffle 
consisted mostly of American songs, including black work 
songs and white folk songs. As I have described in Chapter 
2, skiffle attracted an audience which then moved on to folk 
music, and folk clubs began operating throughout the 
country. In 1963 in my home town of Brighton there was one 
folk club (progressing to three when the folk scene became 
established in the late sixties), and I went to it for the 
first time when I was eighteen. My initial impression was 
one of surprise, but I was to realize later that what I saw 
was typical of the folk scene; the performer was 
approachable, and part of the audience. The audience sang 
with the performer, and were encouraged to do so, and the 
performer actually spoke to the audience, describing the 
songs, explaining and teaching the audience the choruses. It 
was encouraging for me in that, given the standard of 
playing at that time, it was within my capabilities to play 
at the same level. Moreover, I was encouraged to play, and I 
soon became a regular "floor singer", that is, an amateur 
capable of performing alongside the guest as a support act. 
This led to visits to other clubs, all the while learning 
the form and style of the music and involving myself in the 
general philosophy of the scene.

The club situation consisted of "residents", amateur 
performers who generally organized the club and who sang as 
a support to the guest, or in some cases carried the evening 
themselves, and "floor singers" such as myself, still 
learning their craft in comparative safety, having only two
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or three songs to sing. I soon became a resident singer, 
which led to offers from other clubs to visit and sing, 
sometimes with the inducement of a nominal payment for 
expenses.

I then made the most important decision of my life, which 
was to try to become fully professional and dependent solely 
on performing for my livelihood. This involved several years 
of traveling from club to club and playing for nothing in 
the hope that the organizers would feel I was capable of 
holding an evening on my own, and worthy of a future booking 
for a fee. In the interviews I conducted with my colleagues 
I found that every one had started in the same way, which 
endorses the admirable philosophy of the folk scene which is 
it actively encourages all to try, believing that everyone 
is capable of participating in some way. Had it not been for 
such an attitude, many performers may never have become so, 
and the scene would not have developed in the way it has.

The folk scene, as opposed to the pop music scene, was 
overtly anti-commercial, and this affected the way potential 
performers were booked. The personal approach was vital; 
performers had to go to the clubs to be seen, rather than 
try to sign with an agent in the hope that he would be able 
to get the booking. Even as the scene exists today, some 
club organizers are reluctant to book through an agent, 
although there are agents working solely in the folk scene 
who comply with the generally accepted mode of operation and 
philosophy. Twenty-five years ago, entertainment agencies 
were concerned with commercial product and folk music 
firstly was not a commercial proposition, and secondly, even
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if they agreed to sign a "folk" performer, very few, if any, 
clubs would deal with agencies, suspecting the motives of 
the performer being offered.

The method employed in the early days of the revival for 
getting bookings is still the only way a new performer can 
get exposure. Rarely will a club organizer book a performer 
without seeing him first. However, agents are more effective 
now and no longer have the stigma of commercialism although 
they generally act only for established and well-liked 
performers. In only a few cases are they accredited with 
introducing a completely new and unknown act to the scene.

In 1963 when I first went to a folk club "folk music" was 
seen as a minority interest and a counter-cultural 
phenomenon. By the seventies it encompassed the general 
field of popular music, having embraced "contemporary" folk 
music which opened the door for the singer-songwriter. At 
times there was little difference between the singer- 
songwriter and the "pop star"; even traditional music had 
success in the wider commercial pop scene with groups such 
as Steeleye Span and Fairport Convention. Colleges and 
universities opened their own clubs, and a thriving youth- 
orientated musical culture became a rival to the pop music 
of the day. Some performers found and used the college clubs 
as a platform to even bigger venues. The progression went as 
follows; floor singer, club resident, professional folk club 
performer, college and university bookings, and with the 
help of record/album exposure and an agent who understood 
the ideals of the folk music scene as well as the business 
of music, city halls and large festivals.
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The scene today has returned to being a minority interest 
but without the excitement of being a counter-culture 
capable of attracting the interest and support of the youth. 
The college and university clubs no longer book folk 
singers, having found their own ideas of a counter-culture 
in Punk and New Wave music. Recently the situation has 
changed slightly with the popularity of world/roots music, 
which can occasionally be seen in the colleges and 
universities. However, this has had little effect on the 
core of British folk music performers. This is discussed at 
greater length in Chapter 11. Consequently, there is 
generally no half-way point between the club scene and the 
city hall concert for the performer, resulting in the 
situation where those who made the transition in the early 
seventies, such as Ralph McTell, are safely placed there, 
but those who might have been able to do likewise today find 
the gap too large between club and concert hall.

Naturally this has an influence on the lifestyle of the
performer/songwriter. Any potential performer looking for a
milieu in which to perform must realize that the folk scene
is a minority interest, and consequently the financial
rewards will be limited. In fact, the last ten years have
seen many performers leave the scene because they were
unable to earn a living wage. Others have taken part-time
jobs to support themselves during the lean times, or jobs
which they can do alongside performing. Mike Silver, a
professional performer for twenty years is an example:

I supplement my income with carpentry ... just 
occasionally when gigs are thin. It isn't usually 
planned. Someone will call for a job to be done
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and I fit it around my music. (Silver, interview 
1989)

Those who were not reasonably well-established before the 
mid-seventies found they could not increase their number of 
bookings. Many clubs closed and the policy of booking only 
performers guaranteed to attract an audience became standard 
practice. When the folk scene was at its most popular, a 
sizeable audience was almost always guaranteed because the 
public trusted the organizers to book performers of quality. 
There was also a strong social aspect to the club scene, 
which was, in a sense, a meeting place of people who shared 
an interest in a dynamic musical scene. By the mid-seventies 
however, folk music and the scene in general was not 
attracting the youth of the day, and in consequence a great 
deal of the vibrancy diminished. The most common complaint 
by those in the scene about the scene is that it did not 
move with the times, and failed to represent the 
preoccupations of the populace. Audiences were not 
guaranteed for any act other than well-established 
professionals; club organizers became more careful about who 
they booked, or they booked cheaper acts who in some cases 
were incapable of holding an evening together. This turned 
away more people and the decline began.

The lifestyle of performers has changed little 
fundamentally in that they are still attracted by the ideals 
of the scene, which at best it has retained. These ideals 
naturally influence the economic structure, in that a scene 
which rejects the trappings of commercialism but which 
endorses and embraces such principles as songs of 
consequence and timeless human values will ultimately belong

Page - 91



to a minority while the majority, the wider field of pop 
music, is concerned with fashion and "product". As one folk 
club organizer states:

Folk is competing as a form of entertainment with 
industries that have millions of pounds spent on 
presentation and publicity. The entertainment 
industry has become more sophisticated, polished, 
choreographed, staged etc. There are light shows, 
costumes, dry ice. That is what the average 
person's only experience of music is. Folk has an 
image of being amateurish, cheap entertainment 
usually held in beery, smokey and dirty pub 
premises. There are certain misconceptions which 
still persist, i.e. Arran sweaters, pewter 
tankards, beery men with big guts, finger in the 
ear, unaccompanied, interminable ballads etc. 
(Barker, interview 1989)

However, it is not as strictly defined as this, as the 
last few years have seen the emergence of pop orientated 
songwriters and groups who display considerable social 
awareness in their work, such as Sting, Simple Minds and 
U 2. (I will elaborate on this point in Chapter 11.)

As will be seen in the following section where I describe 
the economics of the scene, the lifestyle of the traveling 
performer is precarious, not only in the financial sense but 
with regard to personal relationships, health and security.

In terms of the general music scene the folk scene is 
unusual in that a small amount of professionals 
(performers), depend for their livelihood on a large number 
of amateurs (club organizers). Some organizers run a club 
for no other motive than a love for folk and acoustic music, 
and admirable though this motive may be, it has inherent 
problems. As the organizer does not depend on the club for 
his livelihood there is a tendency to treat it as a hobby, 
forgetting that performers are reliant on it for their
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livelihood; if the club had to close unexpectedly it would 
not affect the organizer drastically in the financial sense, 
but for the performer it could mean an inability to pay his 
home expenses for that week. Some performers do, in fact, 
live that close to making a profit or loss. Clubs rarely 
make a huge profit, but what profit they do make they will 
use to carry them over less well-attended nights. 
Consequently, the fees charged by established professional 
performers have to be determined with the confines of the 
scene in mind.

When I interviewed Jim McPhee of Acorn Entertainments 
about the number of clubs he may deal with, he stated that 
he knew of twelve hundred clubs, four hundred of which were 
"singaround clubs", clubs which rarely have a paid guest, 
leaving eight hundred which were capable of paying up to two 
hundred pounds for a guest. The average attendance is about 
seventy people, paying from one pound fifty to three pounds 
fifty entrance fee. This is general knowledge amongst 
performers, and applying simple mathematics allows the 
professional performer to adjust his fee accordingly. There 
would obviously be little point, for example, in charging a 
fee of two hundred and fifty pounds when a club is only 
capable of taking in one hundred and fifty pounds on 
average. If a performer insists on the higher fee, as a few 
do, it has to be supplemented by other nights when the club 
may make a profit on cheaper guests.

The fees charged by the folk club performers I 
interviewed ranged between seventy-five pounds and one 
hundred and fifty; if a performer plays ten bookings a
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month, which is normal, it would appear that an income of
twelve thousand a year would be an acceptable wage. However,
expenses (which mostly arise through traveling) amount to
between thirty and forty per cent of income, which reduces
the net income drastically. Mike Silver calculates his
expenses to be: "44.9% average over the last three tax
years" (Silver, interview 1989). The majority of performers'
expenses are concerned with traveling; buying a car,
maintaining it and paying for the petrol, or using public
transport. This fact is confirmed by the professional
singer-songwriter, Harvey Andrews:

My biggest expense is my car. When I had petrol 
cars I traded in every two years. Now I have 
diesel it's every 120,000 miles. I do 30,000 miles 
a year. (Andrews, interview 1989)

Other expenses can include buying and maintaining a P.A. 
system and instruments, records (to try to stay au fait with 
the music scene in general), stationery, for the business 
side of music (writing for bookings, confirmations, posters, 
biographies etc.), and telephone expenses.

Club expenses consist of advertising, printing handouts, 
accommodation (although most guests stay with the 
organizer), room rental and of course, the guest's fee. 
Elaine Barker is the organizer of the Colchester Folk Club, 
and supplied the following analysis of the club's expenses 
for 1988: (All figures are in pounds sterling.)
Income:
Admissions 7787.00
Raffle: 779.30
Sundry Income: 130.56
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Total: 8696.00

Expenditure:
Artists' fees 6385.00
Raffle prizes 407.00
Raffle tickets 25.60
Hospitality 191.60
Printing 227.20
Secretary's expenses 260.50
Residents' expenses 70.00
Sundry expenses 216.90
Folk club cassette 361.50
Rent for room 240.00
TOTAL: 8385.60
PROFIT: 310.40

It is obvious from these figures that folk club 
organizers are involved in folk music for reasons other than 
financial gain. Indeed, it seems it has to be the case, and 
in this sense, the folk scene still adheres to the 
principles it had at the start of the revival.

With only a few notable exceptions, folk clubs are run in 
public houses, usually in a function room away from the bar. 
Sometimes the room is given free to the club, as the 
audience will buy drinks and the landlord is guaranteed a 
profit from the night. Most landlords encourage folk clubs 
because of the income they bring to the pub, and because it 
is rare to find a folk club audience who create a 
disturbance other than wanting more music after time has 
been called. However, since the introduction of discos,
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landlords have tended to favour them over the folk clubs as
they bring in more income, and in some cases it has been 
difficult for clubs to find a venue.

The songwriter's earning potential is greater than that 
of the performer who interprets traditional or other 
writers' material, in that his income can be increased by 
royalties from the rights of his songs. There are two 
systems of royalty payments; performance and mechanical. 
Performance royalties are collected by The Performing Rights 
Association, and are collected when a writer's song is 
performed live (by himself or any other performer) or if his 
recorded material is played on the radio or television. The 
payments can be substantial; B.B.C. television are obliged 
to pay on average two hundred pounds per song, depending on 
length. Channel four will pay considerably less as their 
audience is smaller. The amount payable is relative to the 
size of the audience.

Mechanical royalties are collected by The Mechanical 
Copyright Protection Society, and are mainly collected from 
the record company which uses original songs. For example, 
if a songwriter has one of his songs recorded by a top ten 
pop singer who sells several thousand records, his royalties 
can be considerable. However, the system can become 
complicated by publishers, who "sign" a particular writer 
exclusively for a share of the royalties on the 
understanding that they, the publisher, will promote the 
writer's material by offering it to well-known performers 
and recording artists. This leads to the situation where the 
publishers receive the royalties first, and after taking
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their percentage they pay the writer. This system is open to
abuse, and many songwriters have not received what was due
to them. Garfield has catalogued the many ways performers
and songwriters have been exploited and deceived by
publishers in particular:

Talk to five record company hacks about the 
changing face of the music industry as a whole, 
and you'll conclude that publishing is a very lame 
parasitic relative of the recording business. It's 
obvious: it generates about a fifth of total 
industry wealth, seldom takes big-money risks, 
does next to no work that a trained monkey and a 
computer couldn't do better, and continually rips 
off artists. (Garfield, 1986:62)

Further income can be accrued by performers from selling 
their albums at the venue. This practice has only happened 
during the last ten years, since performers were allowed to 
buy their albums from the record company. Prior to this, 
companies felt that local record shops would object on the 
grounds that they were losing business. However, as the 
large record distributors lost interest in "folk" records, 
regarding it as too small a market, record companies agreed 
to sell the performer's records to the performers; it was 
apparent that people would buy a record after the 
performance if it was available but would not go to a record 
shop the next day and order it. (Very few shops stock "folk" 
records.) "Impulse buying" helped the performer sell his 
records and add to his income. At current prices, a 
performer can buy his records on average at three pounds and 
sell them in the clubs for between five and six pounds.

The last ten years have seen the proliferation of home 
produced records by the performers themselves, who have 
formed their own record company and who pay the recording,
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pressing and printing costs. There are several reasons why 
this situation came about; certain performers found it 
difficult to get a recording contract as record companies 
became wary of promoting folk music; there is potentially 
greater profit to the performer as, for example, he does not 
have to pay himself or anyone else a wage; he has complete 
artistic control, and succeeds or fails by his own criteria; 
he can sidestep the whole business of music which some 
performers find so disagreeable, and, by setting his sights 
lower, sell his records only at his own bookings. The result 
is that the performer is more in control of his life and 
music, and though home produced records are rarely a quick 
and sure way of success and fame, the performer has usually 
accepted this condition and felt the venture worthwhile.

I have illustrated the general economics of the folk 
scene, and will now consider the day to day lifestyle of the 
performer. The most common question put to performers is, 
"What do you do during the day?", sometimes followed by, "Do 
you have a proper job?". The public see only the most 
glamorous part of a performer's life, but club organizers 
are closer to the reality of the performer's lifestyle. Dave 
and Helen Howard are folk club organizers and as such have 
had close contact with professional musicians over the last 
twenty years:

We have no illusions about the "glamourous" 
lifestyle of a performer. Years of building up 
from an unknown ... maybe driving all day for his 
"hour's" work on stage ... away from wife/family 
for long periods. Even the highest paid singers 
only earn an average wage compared with the "real 
world". He must really want to do it as there are 
easier ways of earning a living. (Howard, 
interview 1989)
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The Howards are typical in that all the responses by 
organizers to the questions regarding lifestyle were similar 
to the above.

Musicians who are fully professional and take their work 
seriously regard it as a "proper job", hence their day is 
usually occupied by activities pertaining to writing and 
performing. Unless a performer has an agent (many still 
remain completely independent), time is spent on the 
business side of music, which involves the pursuit of 
bookings by letter or telephone, confirmation of bookings, 
that is, preparing contracts, accounts and so on. Time is 
also given over to practising and rehearsing, writing and/or 
learning new material and general maintenance of instruments 
and P.A. equipment. Obviously the focus of attention and 
energy on any day is the performance itself. Therefore what 
happens during the day directly influences the performance, 
and the general rule is, the better one is prepared before 
the performance the greater is the chance of success.

The structure of an evening in the British folk scene 
differs from that of touring on the continent in that 
British clubs are constrained by the licensing laws. This 
means in practice that a club will usually have to finish by 
eleven o'clock, with perhaps fifteen minutes allowed for 
encores. Furthermore, in the British clubs a performer is 
supported by residents and floor singers, whereas in the 
continental clubs the performer is the only performer, and 
will generally play longer sets, starting later in the 
evening and obviously finishing later. Each has its specific 
pressures; being the only performer allows one to create the
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mood, whereas being supported by resident and floor singers
means one has to adjust the mood. On the other hand, in the
former case one has to have the ability to create the right
atmosphere for his music, in the latter case, good residents
and floor singers can, with their skill, create a receptive
mood for the guest, making his job easier. There is a
further dimension to the difference between a folk club and
a folk concert. Harvey Andrews feels the former is treated
as social event, the latter as a musical event:

When you're working abroad you're working for 
people who respect it, who treat it as a 
professional exercise. They respect it the same as 
any other music. Because it's presented as a 
concert performance it's more a sense of occasion, 
like they're going to a musical event. (Andrews, 
interview 1990)

Andrews goes on to illustrate how the folk scene's
general attitude, which is that "anyone can have a go" can
at its worst destroy an evening:

In the folk scene here, the way it's set up, good 
residents are vital. If they're bad, the audience 
are pissed off before you get on, especially when 
they've paid a lot of money to see you. And it 
happens. It's the only field of music where rank 
amateurs and top professionals work side by side. 
Can you imagine some kid scraping out a tune at 
the Birmingham city hall just before Simon Rattle 
comes on to conduct the orchestra? (Ibid.)

In a sense, as soon as the performer enters the club, he 
is performing. However natural he may seem, he is still on 
show. Also, he is actively involved, in that he most 
probably was the first one at the club in order to set up or 
check the sound system and will sit in the club amongst the 
audience once it starts. This allows him to gauge the mood 
of the evening and judge the audience. He may even be 
composing the order of songs in his set by decisions he
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makes from watching and being part of the audience. 
Furthermore, he is seen to be part of the audience by his 
physical presence, but more importantly in a communal 
consciousness sense, he is endorsing the fundamental ethos 
of the folk scene.

When the performance has finished, the performer is the 
last to leave, sometimes with the organizers if he is 
staying at their house, or to drive home. It is unlikely 
that the performer will be able to sleep for sometime 
because of the "high" from performing, which is similar to 
that which comes during the creative process, described in 
Chapters 7 and 8. Personally, from a creative point of view, 
I find this to be the most productive time, when I am alone 
and when, because of the performance, my mind is already 
focused. I can continue the "high" from the performance, and 
will sometimes work through the night until four o'clock. In 
this I am typical, in that performers will rarely be able to 
sleep for at least two hours after the performance. Andrews 
equates it with a work situation, enjoyable though it may 
be:

Yeh, well you've been at work, you've been on 
stage, winding yourself up. Singing is a physical 
experience, you feel great, you need at least two 
hours to get back to normal. (Andrews, interview 
1990)

The working day of the performer, if we take the main 
focus of work being the performance, can last ten hours a 
day, from the time he leaves his home or where he is 
staying, drives to the club, follows the evening through, 
drives home again, or generally relaxes wherever he is 
staying. Add to this the administrative work concerning the

Page - 101



business of music, and the result can be an intensive 
workload. I suggest that this is not the image the public 
would have of the average performer. However, the folk scene 
has encouraged the idea of independence from the commercial 
world of music, which in practice means the absence of 
managers and agents, road managers to set up the equipment 
and publicity teams to promote the artist. The professional 
performer in the folk scene does all of the above himself, 
and as a result he is seen to be following the general 
principles of the folk scene. However, this is more from 
necessity than honourable motives; the economics of the 
scene dictate this independence.

When one tours abroad there is usually more traveling 
involved, and consequently expenses are higher. Therefore, 
the prime objective in arranging a tour is to fill every 
night with a booking. It is not unusual on a two-week tour 
of Germany, for example, to drive three thousand miles and 
perform every night. This can mean driving an average of 
four hours a day, bearing in mind that bookings can be in 
large towns, and time is lost in finding the venue. As I 
have mentioned, the performer is usually the only performer, 
and consequently plays longer sets; two sets of forty-five 
minutes, with the second set overrunning to an hour with 
encores is normal. Because of the relaxed licensing laws on 
the continent, the performer may stay at the venue; food is 
often offered after the performance by the organizers, who 
know by experience that performers rarely eat before a 
performance.
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Though the day-to-day administration work is usually 
avoided whilst on tour abroad, the time a performer spends 
at the venue is increased, and the working day is as long if 
not longer than when working in Britain.

Working to such a hard schedule is one reason why so many 
performers have had problems with alcohol and drugs. The 
pressure of having to stimulate oneself enough to perform 
when tired, and to calm oneself down after the performance 
in order to sleep can induce a reliance on drugs and 
alcohol, and it is a problem peculiar to performers.

The situation has changed slightly over the last few 
years, in that some performers are making an effort to be 
fit and healthy by taking exercise and moderating their 
alcohol intake. Drugs are not so much part of the folk scene 
any more, and the image of the drunken folksinger is now 
largely a myth. This could be, in part, because the average 
age of performers in the folk scene is around forty, and to 
survive such a hard workload, one has to have natural 
stamina; a reliance on drugs and alcohol will only stimulate 
for a limited time before the consequences start to destroy 
the body and one's performance. Andrews is conscientious 
regarding performing, and is aware of the potential 
problems:

I gave up smoking because I felt it was essential 
for my voice and health. And I decided I could 
only take so many gigs and then no more. Now I 
take it very seriously. On the day of the gig I 
always sleep in the afternoon, so I've got the 
energy. My job is to be up when everyone else is 
coming down. And rather than stay on after the 
gig, when you're still "up", which means I'll want 
to drink, I'll now drive home because I'm wide 
awake. (Andrews, interview 1990)
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The previous generation of traveling performers have 
served as an example to those who followed, in that their 
problems, especially concerning alcohol dependence resulted 
in shortened careers. For example, the folk singer Alex 
Campbell (1926-1987), considered by many in the folk scene 
to have done more for British traditional and contemporary 
folk music throughout Europe than any other performer, took 
on such a workload he depended greatly on alcohol, and was 
eventually to die from tuberculosis, from which he could 
have been cured if his liver had not been damaged by alcohol 
abuse. He had made over one hundred records during thirty 
years as a performer, yet during his final days had to rely 
on a pension generously allowed by the Danish government. 
When he died, a collection had to be made to ship his body 
to his home town of Glasgow for burial as his estate 
amounted to nothing. Whereas all performers in the folk 
scene admired and respected Campbell, he served as an 
example of one who was supreme in performance, showing 
integrity, commitment and skill, but who was unable to deal 
with the general management of the business side of his 
profession.

Further pressures on the performer are in the form of 
emotional strain. Loneliness figures high in this form of 
pressure; most performers have wives and families, and are 
forced to be apart from them because of their occupation. 
This creates great strain not only on the performer but on 
his family and explains the high rate of separations. Of the 
ten musicians I interviewed, eight had been separated or 
divorced.
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Songwriters face added pressures by the fact that they 
expose themselves and their opinions through their songs, 
and a rejection of their performance can be taken as a 
personal attack. Developing a resistance to recover from 
such problems can leave emotional scars. Performers 
naturally seek approval of their work and performance, 
which, if forthcoming, manifests itself in constant 
attention. This can be a pressure, as, in a sense, one is 
always performing when at the venue (which can be as much as 
eight hours a night), and even, in some cases, at the house 
of the organizer so finding time to relax can be difficult.

How the performer sees himself may be at odds with how 
the public see him, and he may feel a pressure in having to 
live to a certain prescribed image. Obviously his image is 
inextricably tied to that of the scene in which he works, 
and changes in sympathy. As I have stated above, when the 
folk revival began it was considered to be a counter
culture, and those performers at the forefront of the 
movement enjoyed the status which accompanies the ideals of 
a dynamic youth-orientated movement. As it changed and 
split, with the songwriters generally joining the 
contemporary folk song side, so the added glamour of 
potential popular media exposure increased the romantic 
image of the performer. However, as I have illustrated, the 
folk scene is no longer perceived by the youth as a counter
culture, but as something quaint, safe and of a previous 
generation. As singer and writer Peter Bellamy states, it is 
seen "as a mildly exotic curiosity, but essentially 
irrelevant" (Bellamy, interview 1989).
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Consequently, the role that was placed on the performer
has changed, but the ideals he had and has worked to further
have not changed. He therefore has to live with this
contradiction, which is on the one hand being made to feel
like an anachronism, and on the other trying to live by the
principles he has always believed in. Andrews explains:

We're not considered at all, we're not considered 
as artists. We never get into the colour 
supplements. You wonder if we're doing anything of 
value at all . . . and then you meet your audience 
and you know you are. (Andrews, interview 1990)

Furthermore, all of the performers I interviewed feel 
that folk music is, or has, the potential to be as dynamic 
and relevant to society today as it was in the early days of 
the revival, yet through a variety of factors, the folk 
scene has become a museum exhibit of how things used to be. 
Bellamy considers that, as far as the mass media is 
concerned, the folk scene is seen as, " ... a largely 
irrelevant anachronism - but worth watching for the 
occasional gimmick, particularly for film/T.V./ad. 
soundtracks" (Bellamy, interview 1989).

Given the considerable pressures and workload and the 
limited financial rewards, the obvious question is, what is 
it about the folk scene that attracts potential performers 
and continues to attract? I asked this question to several 
performers and their answers were similar, if not the same.

First and foremost, and absolutely vital is a love of the 
music, and the immediacy and intimacy of performance.
Andrews speaks from twenty-five years of playing in folk 
clubs:
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It's that rapport with the audience, it's quite 
unique, I love it. I then realize how wonderful 
our audience is ... we are the last of the 
foreground activity people. Society generally 
regards music as background, because in so many 
cases it is being used as background. But we're at 
the front, getting them involved. (Andrews, 
interview 1990)

This attitude is not merely ego-orientated (if for 
example one plays one's own music); it is fundamental to the 
reasons for being part of the folk scene and shows a love 
for the music in general. Performers, though they may be 
distinguished by a particular style are invariably more 
catholic in their tastes than audiences perceive. For 
example, Peter Bellamy, known and respected as a folk singer 
and songwriter in the traditional style, has a vast 
collection of blues and rock and roll, and at home always 
has a guitar ready tuned in an open blues tuning, though he 
never would play such music in performance. The most evident 
sign of performers' wide appreciation of music is seen at 
sessions (informal groups of musicians playing together), 
where musicians of varying styles play with each other in 
any style the song or tune dictates. Sessions usually occur 
at festivals where many performers are collected together at 
the same time, and it is perhaps the only time musicians do 
come together in a professional situation as they are 
usually travelling and working alone. This feeling of 
camaraderie and being part of a fellowship, of respecting 
each other's music and integrity is another important 
attraction for the performer. Each knows the problems the 
other encounters, and working in such a difficult occupation 
breeds mutual respect.
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On a practical level, the folk scene is the only scene 
where one can play songs of consequence in the manner I have 
described in other chapters. The wider field of popular 
music generally demands the "bigger" sound of a band (a fact 
recognized by Bob Dylan), more accessible lyrics and an 
overall "show". The folk performer generally prefers to work 
solo. This is certainly the case with songwriters, and is 
determined by their rejection of the "pop" sound, and the 
economics of the scene. Taking this idea further, there is 
the added dimension of working in a scene where the 
performer is in such close proximity to the audience, 
producing an extreme experience. In such a situation there 
is nothing to distract the audience from the performer; 
there is no "show" of lights and sophisticated electronic 
effects, and there is no glamour to hide behind. The 
performer succeeds or fails by his skill alone, and pop 
singers I have interviewed have said they would be terrified 
to play in a folk club completely solo. Amongst performers 
it is generally acknowledged that it is easier to play a 
large concert of three thousand people than a folk club of 
thirty, for example. The satisfaction for the performer who 
succeeds in a club situation is in connecting with members 
of an audience whilst still "performing" capably and not 
being intimidated by them.

A further attraction of the folk scene is the 
independence from commercial interests, and in essence this 
means the freedom to play and write the songs one believes 
in rather than pandering to market forces. There is also the 
independence of lifestyle, though this is only in a
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superficial sense, in that once one has accepted a booking, 
one is tied to the agreement. A performer works to a 
schedule, as I have described, from the day-to-day 
management of his business to the performance itself, and in 
this respect he is no more free than an office worker. 
However, the extreme difference of the lifestyle gives an 
impression of freedom. More tangible is the freedom it gives 
for creativity and self-expression, hopefully leading to a 
greater sense of fulfilment. Mike Silver is explicit and to 
the point when he states: "I do it because I have to. I love 
it!" (Silver, interview 1989)

In this Chapter I have described the lifestyle of the 
performer, which I suggest is influenced by the folk scene 
in general, and which in turn influences the style and 
subject matter of the songs, the performance and the 
compositional process. Each is inextricably linked with the 
other, and this will be evident in the following chapters.
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CHAPTER 6
PERFORMANCE

In this chapter I will illustrate the factors which
contribute to the successful performance of song. Accepting
that song does not fulfil its potential until performed, how
it is performed is vital for its success. Previous chapters,
specifically Chapter 2, have illustrated the context in
which song is performed; I will now consider performance
itself, which entails an understanding of the expectations
and perceptions of an audience in general, and the English
folk scene in particular. The parameters and the terms of
reference to the folk scene are similar to that of any
scene, firstly in that there are rules, and secondly in that
they are at the same time dynamic and yet confined within a
genre. As Merriam states:

Musicians behave socially in certain well-defined 
ways, because they are musicians, and their 
behaviour is shaped both by their own self-image 
and by the expectations and stereotypes of the 
musicianly role as seen by society at large. 
(Merriam, 1964:123)

I will confine this analysis to the communication of song 
within the folk scene, whilst accepting that song can be 
performed by the amateur and still be regarded as 
impressionable. For example, songs sung in extreme 
circumstances, at rallies and in times of distress have 
little to do with formal performance as such, but I suggest 
the situation dispenses with and negates considerations such 
as style and stage-craft. (The potential power of song is 
discussed in Chapter 4.)
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When I discuss the various factors involved in
performing, it is assumed that a prerequisite level of
proficiency has been achieved by the performer. For example,
he has been engaged by an organization to perform to a
paying audience, but not one which necessarily knows the
performer beforehand. It sometimes happens, especially at
festivals, that there will be performers appearing whose
work is not familiar to all of the audience. Such a
performer may find himself following a well-known and
popular singer-musician and his success or failure will
depend on several factors I will isolate and analyse
regarding performance, just as much as it will depend on his
technical ability, quality of song and other subjective
considerations. There are cases of performers who are liked
more for their performances than their records. As the
broadcaster and writer Nigel Scholfield states:

For example, take Nic Jones, [a singer of mainly 
traditional material] his albums tended to be 
over-produced and hid the very thing that he was 
good at, which was getting inside a song and 
interpreting it. And you had to see him feel the 
song. (Schofield, interview 1988)

Conversely, some performers' work is more popular on 
record than in a live situation because they are isolated 
from the trappings of performance, and can concentrate fully 
on the interpretation of the song. Technical points also 
come into play, especially for the performer whose ability 
to play, or pitch accurately is limited. In such a case a 
performer can be accused of reciting rather than performing. 
For example, when Tracy Chapman (a songwriter who came to 
prominence in the late 1980s with songs showing great social
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commitment) played at the Mid Fyn festival in Denmark to an 
audience of 75,000 she played without the benefit of the 
band which had accompanied her on her album. Without talking 
to the audience she merely played through the songs, and 
made no attempt to actually perform. Consequently, the 
audience were disappointed, and this is perhaps an example 
of a singer-songwriter being thrust into stardom before 
actually acquiring the skill to perform.

A different set of criteria come into play when judging a 
performance in public as opposed to a performance on record. 
The success of a musical performance depends to a large 
extent on the atmosphere existing or created by the 
performer. Excitement, intensity, a communal feeling of one
ness and all being there for the same purpose are factors 
which can on occasions override musical and/or technical 
shortcomings. The question as to whether the technical 
aspirations of the performer will be reached, as Copland 
suggests, adds to the excitement:

Wonderful performances can be of many different 
kinds, but the virtuoso performance that is 
breathlessly exciting, to my mind, always implies 
this almost-but-not-quite out-of-control quality, 
the antithesis of the well rehearsed execution. 
(Copland, 1963:53)

A reasonably talented fiddle player can generate such a 
feeling playing jigs and reels progressively faster, taking 
himself and his audience to a state of animation which when 
isolated on record may show the lack in skill regarding 
delicate embellishments such as grace notes peculiar to 
traditional fiddle playing. Equally there are those who 
cannot, or will not, perform their work and show it off at
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its best. Nic Jones who often refused to use a P.A. system 
and consequently left some of the audience straining to hear 
is an example of this. This can be because of an inability 
to absorb, learn or consider , or even a deliberate 
rejection of the factors I will be discussing.

Firstly we should consider what a "folk audience" is, as 
far as the folk scene exists today, and to understand this 
we must consider the music of the scene as opposed to that 
of the Rock scene, which serves as a useful comparison. One 
of folk music's greatest components is its inherent 
timelessness regarding subject matter. The theme of "All 
things are quite silent", a traditional song of a woman 
lamenting the departure of her loved-one to the war, is as 
relevant today as it was when it was first sung, perhaps 
over a hundred years ago. It was music conceived for the joy 
of singing and playing, or as a release from toil, or as an 
aid to work and devoid of any commercial aspect (excluding 
of course the broadsheets and the ancient troubadour who 
lived by pleasing his patron, and those who carried the 
news). A large proportion of songs written since the revival 
have that quality of timelessness and are still being sung 
and appreciated. The songs of Ewan MacColl seem to be 
integral to the folk scene as do those of Bob Dylan (his 
early material), and Tom Paxton. It is therefore natural to 
assume that people are part of the folk scene because they 
want these qualities in music. This is not to say that the 
pop scene does not possess some of these qualities, at least 
in part, but pop culture has been seen to be a disposable 
commodity since the 1960s, designed for quick appreciation.
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transitory by nature, fashionable and commercial. Popularity 
is of prime importance especially when one considers how 
huge the music industry is, with a correspondingly enormous 
financial turnover. When a style of music wanes in 
popularity it becomes yesterday's news, and a new style must 
be developed to keep the industry turning over. Consequently 
there are other aspects the industry must consider when 
presenting music; titillation instead of contemplation, 
glamour instead of beauty, sentiment instead of tragedy. 
Aimed at an audience whose support and hence buying power 
may last only as long as their teenage years, it has no need 
to consider the lasting effect of music.

However it is not as clearly delineated as I have 
described; some so-called pop songs do have lasting quality 
which will survive as long as those written in the folk 
scene, but it is a question of to what degree each scene has 
the other's characteristics. Although the folk scene I have 
described seems to have rejected all that pop music stands 
for, this is not completely the case. In fact it has taken 
on some of the considerations, covertly perhaps, which I 
will illustrate in this chapter.

In the early 1960s when the drug culture came of age and 
had not yet acquired the sordid image it has now (since the 
numerous examples of excess resulting in the early deaths of 
performers such as Janis Joplin and Jim Morrison), it was 
considered "hip", the "in thing", and fascinating to be 
involved in drugs. The knowledge that a particular performer 
was often under the influence of, for example, marijuana 
increased the fascination. In fact, in most cases it became
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prerequisite to be au fait with the drug "culture". 
Performers on stage would make reference to drugs 
deliberately, veiled, but obvious to those familiar to the 
terms. Some performers even rolled "joints" (marijuana 
cigarettes) on stage, and some alluded to it when in fact 
they did not actually take it. When drug use progressed (or 
degenerated) to heroin and cocaine (before it became 
associated with the Yuppie age), it simply added an even 
deeper, more intense fascination and disappointingly poor 
performances were excused on the grounds that it was all 
part of the show. It was often the case that the audience 
were in the same condition, uniting in a common "high". As 
Nigel Schofield notes:

John Martin was one such performer. He began by 
peppering his songs and his stage act with 
reasonably subtle drug references, soft drugs, and 
I've been to his gigs where he's actually passed 
joints around from the stage and it was part of 
his appeal ... it was a little secret we were all 
sharing. If you watch the B.B.C. compilation video 
of his career there are a couple of live gigs 
where he manifestly has a joint sticking in the 
guitar and there is no doubt about what it is . .
. and there are little references in the way he 
introduces songs and so it was like, "this is our 
little secret and we're getting one over on the 
establishment". The first time I interviewed him 
he sat rolling joints and passing them around the 
band throughout the entire interview. (Schofield, 
interview 1988)

At the Woodstock festival in New York State in the mid
sixties, one performer, John Sebastian, was so intoxicated 
by drugs he could not finish the song and yet so "high" was 
the atmosphere he was cheered and applauded and sent off 
smiling. It does not follow, however, that every performer 
took drugs; it was more a case of alluding to them. Ralph
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McTell, himself a performer who came from this particular 
period, states:

The thing is that most performers didn't do it, 
there was only the will, the wish if you like of 
the punters to believe that they [the performers] 
did, that would foster it ... you want to be 
excited by the tight-rope walker but you don't 
want to do it. (McTell, interview 1989)

Control is all important in performing, and playing under 
the influence of drugs leads to a lack of sense and time, 
and almost inevitably a poor performance. McTell admitted 
trying it once and realizing he was incapable of controlling 
his playing:

I know that I would have been totally incapable of 
playing after taking anything. (Ibid.)

To make an impact it is not enough to write good songs
(and what is "good" is discussed at greater length in
Chapter 3). Songs have to be performed to be presented to
the people, and their effectiveness can depend on the
ability of the performer. The amount of people the song
reaches depends on the popularity of the performer, and his
popularity depends partly on his image. A change in social
attitudes and context can make a once highly regarded and
acceptable song unwelcome. Consider, for example, the
hunting songs from the traditional repertoire:

You go to a folk club today and hear someone 
performing a hunting song or ballad, of which 
there are a huge number, and try to find someone 
who'll perform it without apologizing first. 
(Schofield, interview 1988)

This is more noticeable in the field of political songs, 
where having the right message at the right time is of the 
utmost importance. Largely because of Pete Seeger's 
political interest and concern about the injustices
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experienced by the American worker, his group, The Almanac 
Singers (1941-44), were heavily involved in political song 
but suffered from the subtle change in their audience's 
affiliation. In some cases this change preceded any shift in 
position on the part of the group. As Dunaway states in his 
biography of Seeger:

The group [The Almanacs] had learned a bitter 
lesson in politics: to survive ... one has to read 
the wind. Those preoccupied with art instead of 
doctrine fall behind ... often with humiliating 
results. (Dunaway, 1981:90)

The songwriter/performer must consider image, and if he
is fortunate he will have acquired an image without
apparently making an effort to do so.

There is large part of the folk scene which has 
developed quite consciously an image which is 
apparently not having an image. (Schofield, 
interview 1988)

This is a fundamental point. One expects image 
consciousness to be the case in pop music where creating an 
image is more obvious and acceptable to an audience, 
evidenced by the sometimes drastic change of image in a 
performer's career, such as that of the Beatles and David 
Bowie, but not in the world of folk music when one considers 
that its early philosophy constituted in part a rejection of 
anything commercial.

A performer in the folk music scene is more likely to 
stay with his image throughout his career, or certainly he 
will not change it dramatically mainly because the music is 
supposed to have a timeless integrity not found in pop 
music. However there is usually a nod in the direction of 
fashion. One only has to look at album covers of the last
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thirty years to see how appearances have changed, not as 
dramatically as those in the pop scene but never-the-less 
there is a shift in emphasis which coincides with current 
trends. For example, in the early days of the folk revival 
P.A. systems were almost non-existent in folk clubs. Some 
organizers actually prohibited their use on the grounds that 
it created a barrier and smacked of commercialism. Electric 
guitars were likewise considered taboo until the popularity 
of groups such a Fairport Convention and Steeleye Span, who 
used such equipment, proved that folk music could still keep 
its integrity while trying different modes of expression. 
This was achieved not only because of the credibility of the 
group members, gained through learning their craft as solo 
and duo performers on the club circuit (as in the case of 
Steeleye Span), but because their group image was carefully 
controlled. They were seen to be committed to the music by 
their empathetic interpretation of traditional folk song 
(avoiding the temptation of writing pop songs), and by their 
apparent shunning of the mass commercial world of pop music. 
This reinforced the belief that folk music is built on a 
foundation of lasting truth. To change one's image would be 
either to question or to negate all that had gone before and 
perhaps, even more incriminating, admit the importance of 
image. Perhaps stating the obvious, Bobby Darin is quoted as 
saying:

Anybody who would change his name from Zimmerman
to Dylan is much more aware of theatrics than he
would like to appear [referring to Bob Dylan].
(Shaw, 1971:73)
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Image is what a person is perceived to be, but not always 
necessarily what he is. We are all concerned with image, 
proved by the fact that we choose our mode of dress and the 
face we present to our immediate circle of acquaintances 
(within certain restrictions), using criteria which we have 
spent time considering. If we accept that a performance, 
that is, a person or persons appearing in front of an 
audience, is an enlarged, extreme and greater mode of social 
interaction, then the factors of this interaction will 
therefore take on greater importance.

Image; a type; symbol, embodiment. The total 
impression created by a person as a result of 
practices, policies. (My emphasis) Webster's Third 
New International Dictionary of the English 
Language. (Gove,1990)

The questions this section is concerned about are: to 
what extent is a performer concerned with his image? Is his 
image only an extension of his personality or is it 
influenced by the prevailing conditions of the scene in 
which he is working? From the point of view of an audience, 
to what extent is their evaluation of a performer and his 
music influenced by his image?

Ewan MacColl writing in the folk magazine "Sing Out" 
(1964) attacks "the riff-raff that swarm over the body of 
our folk music" alluding to the "fake hoboes" et al, yet 
(while acknowledging the unequalled contribution he has made 
to the folk scene), he felt it necessary to change his name 
from Jimmy Miller. His work in the theatre prior to becoming 
involved in folk music no doubt impressed upon him the
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importance of image. Each part in the overall package must 
be seen to fit. Obviously he felt that the name "Ewan 
MacColl" blended with the singing of traditional Scottish 
ballads in a way that Jimmy Miller did not.

Image can be based on sparse information, and in fact,
the more illusive, vague and intangible the image is, the
more fascinating it becomes, paradoxically, because it
leaves room for personal perception. The lifestyle of a
performer can be alluded to or highlighted depending on the
issue. For example, a folk singer who lives in a mansion
(regardless of how he got it), and could therefore be
considered bourgeois would be advised to keep that part of
his life private, but were he to be involved in political
causes of the left then the occasional allusion to this
would add to his credibility in the eyes of his public. This
is endorsed by Schofield:

There's a certain left-wingedness about the folk 
scene which cuts outs a lot of the repertoire. 
(Schofield, interview 1988)

Each could be writing "good" songs, but there is little 
doubt about who would be more popular if their lifestyles 
were common knowledge. (1)

By working on a careful strategy of image promotion a 
great deal of groundwork is side-stepped. The long hard 
round of small gigs, playing as a support act to a headliner 
for small fees and the build-up of a following is then 
unnecessary if the image promotion has been successful.
There are many ways to do this. For a songwriter it helps if 
an already successful performer sings his songs; the songs 
carry the name of the songwriter before him. The media,
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always on the look-out for something new, can sometimes be
influenced to write articles in praise of a certain
performer. The music journalist Eric Winter recounts:

I remember being approached by a record company 
executive to write a totally spurious biography of 
a female songwriter they were promoting. They 
wanted me to fabricate a background of working- 
class origins, how she had seen her father 
constantly looking for work and how this had 
determined her to write protest songs. It was 
ridiculous, untrue, and of course I refused. 
(Winter, interview 1989)

Promotion is a case of trying to influence the 
influential. If it works the performer arrives on the scene 
to a receptive audience who have been seduced by the 
promotion. At its best the performer has not lost the 
vigour, enthusiasm and freshness by putting in years of 
ground-work and is able to play to the audience he feels he 
deserves. At its worst a performer arrives before he has 
learnt his craft and cannot follow through with lasting 
quality. In the folk scene, however, there are few such 
extremes. Most performers learn along the way which image 
they should promote; they may even become the image, though 
it should be noted that it is an image and though it may be 
part of the performer it is not definitive. Tom Paxton 
elaborates:

When we're on stage what we're showing is an 
edited version of what we are ... what we try to 
do is edit out the boring parts and just leave the 
interesting parts, so it is a conscious act of 
projecting what we think the audience will be 
interested in. (Paxton, interview 1989)

Part of the image presented to the public is attitude, 
awareness of and kinship with the culture of which he is 
part, and personality. Much of this will be out of the
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control of most performers as it will be instinctive. An
aspiring performer is attracted to a certain kind of music.
He listens to it, absorbs it and develops his style within
the parameters of that style (and in some cases adds other
influences). He will watch other performers as well as
listen to them, and being part of an audience he will learn
the rules of the scene. Although the folk scene has been
described as a subculture and an alternative to the
generally accepted culture, it has its own rules which
delineate its culture, as Frith states:

Members of subcultures carry out certain 
behaviours that are codified or implicit in the 
rule governed patterns that help define and 
characterize particular groups. (Frith, 1987:164)

If the performer is to continue in the scene, he will
embrace the principles endorsed by fellow performers and
audience alike. This is a subtle permeation of influence,
unlike that of the pop scene, where a conscious effort to be
accepted has to be seen to be made, such as in the creation
of video tapes to sell "the product", which is of course the
performer. It is paradoxically a democratic anarchy,
democratic in that he conforms to a generally accepted set
of guide-lines, anarchic in that he outwardly rejects all
specific restrictions to his development as musician-writer-
singer (unless of course he is deliberately conforming to
and furthering a specific style such as the Shetland style
of fiddle playing). A process of what Herndon and McLeod
call "enculturation" takes place,

... which means the development, through the 
influence of members of a society, of patterns of 
behaviour ... that conform to the standards deemed
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appropriate by the culture. (Herndon, McLeod 
1979:32)

To a large extent the material will dictate the attitude 
because the personality dictates the type of material 
chosen, and it is rare to find a performer who is entirely 
remote from the sentiments expressed in his songs.

However, considering the above, it can be the case that a
performer's personality is accentuated on stage. The
expression often used is "to come alive" on stage.
Performing can induce a sense of freedom, and through his
work a performer is able to express himself. A failure to
relate on a one-to-one basis becomes successful when
confronted by a large audience. A performer can then choose
how much of himself he wishes to show and share. The
opposite can also happen; a performer becomes more serious
and intense because the material demands that kind of
presentation, whereas he may in fact be reasonably content
with his life. This apparent clash between image and the
real person is illustrated by Schofield:

Take, say Dick Gaughan [who is known for his 
extreme left wing views and strong political 
content in his choice of songs] who very 
reluctantly admitted after playing a set with 
Fairport Convention [when they were jamming on 
some rock and roll songs at the end of a festival] 
"don't mention that will you". It was like ... his 
image was that of a very serious singer who sang 
very committed songs and didn't enjoy himself, and 
yet when he could get on stage and boogie he was 
actually in his element. (Schofield, interview 1988)

Attitude, however, cannot always be so easily controlled, 
being influenced by personality and character. What can be 
controlled and learnt is stage-craft, involving body 
language, timing, pace of material, attention to the
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technical side such as sound systems, microphone technique 
and lighting. The experienced performer will be ready to 
adapt to varying conditions without compromising his 
material by using the tools of performance.

Part of stage-craft is awareness of the culture one is 
working in, and conforming within the boundaries. Body 
language is dictated, or certainly influenced by the 
environment, the scene and what the audience expects. In the 
early days of the folk revival there was a deliberate 
attempt to break down the barriers between performer and 
audience. Frith, in his chapter on the folk song revival 
states:

In the folk clubs there was, in theory, no 
separation of performer and listener; anybody 
could get up and sing. The aesthetic emphasis was 
less on technique than on truth and the musical 
"honesty" of performers was measured by what they 
didn't do. (Frith, 1984:29)

Such an attitude against the conventions which had 
preceded it became a pose in itself. Frith goes on to quote 
singer Jean Ray:

"Young people in the sixties who had any touch on 
the pulse of folk music couldn't be satisfied with 
going and doing all the external movements of 
selling a song like pop singers do, with hand 
movements and all. It became taboo to do that. You 
were just to stand up straight and deliver your 
message. No frills. No fancy phoney stuff."
(Ibid:29)

The new convention still exists. For example a folk 
singer performing without playing an instrument will stand 
more or less still with his hands in his pockets or with one 
hand over his ear (to be more sensitive to pitch and 
timbre). He may tap his feet, he may even hold a glass of 
beer, but his actions will be minimal and his eyes will
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often be closed, compared to the cabaret performer who will
be more outwardly expressive and more involved in
histrionics. This considered anti-pose developed into a more
subtle style than the cabaret singer, but one which I
suggest was still perceived by an audience, albeit at an
unconscious level. The art was in making it seem completely
natural, as Peggy Seeger says of her brother, Pete:

He's perfected certain motions and things you say 
to an audience until it seems entirely 
spontaneous. (Dunaway, 1981:207)

During the 1960s when the singer-songwriter emerged and 
was seen as a new phenomenon, part of his appeal was his 
rejection of what had gone before. He no longer stood and 
encouraged the audience to join in, but sat enveloping his 
guitar (not, however, as a classical guitarist would sit, 
which is a position designed to facilitate playing). This 
form of body language became a style, and those who embraced 
this mode of expression, among others, were John Martyn, 
Ralph McTell, Bert Jansch and John Renbourne. Unlike the 
classical way of guitar playing, which is "clearly related 
to the task of performing music" (Herndon, McLeod 1979:51), 
it was concerned more with image, seeming "mainly to be the 
end result of what might be called virtuostic 
embellishment". (Ibid:51)

It was a very definite folk mannerism. You go into 
the solo and you bend over the guitar and you look 
at what you're playing and shake your head in time 
with the music. It's the intense "I'm 
concentrating on my guitar and what I'm singing, 
and you're not important." (Schofield, interview 
1988)

The songs of that time were extremely personal, making 
the performer seem vulnerable, and almost by way of
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protection they would enfold the guitar exposing as little 
of themselves as possible. This was peculiar to European 
(mainly British) performers, although James Taylor from 
America adopted the same method. Another facet of this style 
of performing was the lack of projection. No-one sang very 
loudly; it is difficult to project in such a position as the 
chest cavity is contracted and breathing is shallow. This 
self-effacing stance almost forced a respectful silent 
concentration from the audience. The gregarious almost rowdy 
and lusty style of singing was relegated to the singers of 
traditional songs, such as the Clancy Brothers, The 
Dubliners and The Corries.

As with most styles it waned, and by the mid seventies 
only a few still practised it. McTell changed his stance 
because,

"It was getting too posey ... my back was getting 
rounder ... you can11 breathe properly ... the 
energy level was getting slower ..." (McTell, 
interview 1989)

Song styles changed as the writers matured; they no 
longer felt vulnerable and exposed singing their songs of 
fragile emotions, but became confident and experienced 
performers and writers, introducing more social comment into 
their work, or merely writing in such a way that all could 
relate to the music and the words. The audience became less 
voyeuristic and more participatory.

This experience in performing helped the performers as 
they travelled further afield. The folk scene started to 
spread across continental Europe as the 1960s turned into 
the next decade. Songwriters were at a distinct disadvantage
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singing in English, unlike the groups who played tunes. It 
soon became obvious that to convey the meaning of a song to 
a non-English speaking audience body language, especially 
facial expressions were vital, and there was a marked 
difference in a singer's performance when he sang to such an 
audience. When Peter Bellamy (a singer of traditional and 
self-penned songs) performed abroad, his facial expressions,

... became more extreme ... I made more gestures, 
to punch home particular phrases. I considered 
that in such conditions I needed all the help I 
could get. It's a case of laying it on with a 
shovel instead of a pallet knife. (Bellamy, 
interview 1988)

Whether playing at home or abroad all successful
performers seem to have considered, consciously or not, body
language, and in particular facial expressions.

I have always used facial expressions, but I never 
knew to what extent I was doing so until I saw a 
video recording of one of my gigs. (Ibid.)

It follows from this statement that facial expressions to 
the sensitive performer are automatic, dictated by the mood 
of the song. As Tom Paxton says, "Let the song happen on 
your face" (Paxton, interview 1989). Once recognized, they 
can be worked on to enhance the mood, and whilst the 
performer sees it as part of the performance, that is, part 
cultivated and contrived, to an audience it will seem 
spontaneous and in keeping with the mood of the song. The 
performer, Peter Bellamy, has obviously considered this when 
he says, "You have to put on a show; it is and has to be a 
performance" (Bellamy, interview 1988).

The singers I interviewed all mentioned the fact that a 
stage is reached where in some cases they are also thinking
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of the next song as well as controlling the dynamics of the 
voice and instrument. In fact, throughout the performance 
experienced performers are making a considerable amount of 
decisions whilst to the audience they are totally immersed 
in the song and oblivious of anything else. As Rosselson 
states:

I can think of the next song while I'm singing ... 
it's more commonplace than people care to admit. 
But you must be careful not to let the song become 
mechanical. You must perform it. I think it would 
be discernible to the audience if you were singing 
mechanically. I suppose it comes with performing 
experience, doing both things at the same time. 
(Rosselson, interview 1988)

Unlikely though it may seem it is the case that technique
and emotion can co-exist in performance without detriment to
either and should not be seen as merely a virtuostic display
of skill. Herndon and McLeod talk of "the flow":

The individual experiences a loss of ego as he is 
immersed in the "flow" of an experience. The 
suggestion is made that the self is forgotten 
during the experience, but this does not mean a 
loss of self-awareness, since when the "flow" 
experience is broken, recollection of the 
experience will produce increased consciousness. 
(Herndon, Mcleod 1979:93)

One final aspect of body language concerns eye contact.
Pin-pointing a person with eye contact can easily
intimidate. That person will feel exposed and ultimately
embarrassed. However, performers have developed a way of
seeming to make eye contact for a split second with almost
everyone in the audience, making each feel a direct link
with the performer. Bellamy explains his technique:

J generally look ohex the audience when I'm not 
singing with my eyes closed ... if I pin-point 
someone I usually look just above their heads 
... I rarely make eye contact. (Bellamy, interview 
1988)

Page - 128



The personality of a performer must be discernible, and 
this concerns not only the writing of the song but the 
performance. (The writing aspect is covered in Chapters 7, 8 
and 9.) Most of the writers I interviewed said they prefer 
their personality to be subservient to the material; the 
songs should stand on their own to be judged as songs and 
not as an extension of themselves and their beliefs. This is 
a conscious and logical statement and one which gives 
credibility to the performer and at the same time it is seen 
as a rejection of the trappings of show business. However,
I suggest that once a performer performs he knows he is 
doing something different and therefore must have considered 
and accepted that it is a show, regardless of how socially 
committed he may be and whatever the content of the 
performance. He is

... saying in effect, "I am doing what you cannot 
or do not do and I am displaying it back to you". 
(Herndon, McLeod 1979:91)

Professional performers however take care that this
attitude does not become one of arrogance and neither is it
seen as an obvious pose, even when,

There were those who carefully tried not to put on 
a show, which in fact became a show. (Bellamy, 
interview 1988)

For the material to be credible he has to impress his 
personality on the audience. It is possible that this 
personality has been invented, but whether it is true or not 
it must be evident. Audiences want to believe that what they 
hear is what they see, even though the information may come 
piecemeal. Bellamy talks of Ewan MacColl's style of 
performance:
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Ewan MacColl, by the sheer power of his 
personality can sell poor songs, but part of his 
reputation is on having written great songs, and 
then, he's an actor ... it's all theatre. (Ibid.)

This is often achieved by what a performer says between 
songs, and every performer I have seen has taken this point 
into consideration. The objective is to create a state of 
"flow", leading the audience from one song to another by 
directing the change of mood without losing the impact of 
either. How a performer does this directly affects the 
song's reception. The skill of controlling the "flow" comes 
from years of learning rather than by design; that is, it 
has not been a conscious decision but more a subconscious or 
unconscious realization of when the songs are easily moving 
from one to another. Over the years of performing this skill 
becomes instinct and seems to the audience to be natural, 
rather than "a show". There is no apparent effort of trying 
to win an audience, though fellow performers can usually see 
how he is doing it. In fact it is usually a sign that a 
performer has considered this aspect of performing by the 
comments he makes when watching others perform.

Connected to all the previous facets of performance is 
the most obvious part of the performer's desire to set the 
scene, which is appearance. It involves image, attitude and 
personality in the most tangible form. It is immediately 
accessible and understandable to an audience and is defined 
by strict boundaries, as McTell says "... you nod to 
convention in terms of performance" (McTell interview 1989). 
It is the part of performance that most performers in the 
folk scene will deny to the public but reveal in the
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interviews I have conducted. Admittedly it is often the case 
that a performer will wear on stage what he wears off stage, 
but then what he wears off stage could still be influenced 
by what he thinks the public want to see. In a club 
situation the performer arrives in full view of the 
audience; he is on show from the moment he walks into the 
club (unlike a cabaret performer who will have a backstage 
area for dressing into stage clothes), and so will not 
change his clothes. This would be seen as embracing show 
business. Nigel Schofield, in his capacity as a broadcaster 
illustrates:

I know of people who are performing at "The Topic" 
[Bradford] or "The Dacca Pipes" [Keighley] or 
where-ever who have gone on having put on their 
"shabbies". They'll turn up at the house they're 
staying at, or at the Radio Station looking quite 
sensibly and normally dressed, like Joe Soap 
turning up off the street, and then you see them 
at the club and they've put on the frayed shirt 
without the collar, and the jeans with the 
innumerable patches ... and they've actually 
dressed down for the occasion.(Schofield, 
interview 1988)

And such performers would obviously be reluctant to admit 
this:

For example, when I last interviewed Dick Gaughan 
at Radio Pennine he turned up in a suit and said, 
"There's nobody going to take photographs is 
there?" with a great sense of trepidation because 
obviously a lot of radio stations take photographs 
of people being interviewed to put in their 
magazines, and I knew that if I said yes he would 
disappear somewhere and come back wearing 
something more appropriate. And sure enough, that 
night when I saw him, it was the collarless shirt, 
corduroy trousers and Doc Martin boots, so he 
quite obviously had made a decision that one way 
was O.K. for day-time and whatever he was doing, 
but it would not work for a folk club audience. 
Audiences are influenced by the visual look 
because in folk clubs there is a definite inverted 
snobbishness. (Ibid.)
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This attitude is evident in performers who take a
political stance, especially when they see their performance
as. a political act. In "iKaraxu" (Fairley, 1989), Fairley
discusses how important the group regard stage presentation,
from lighting and the physical placing of equipment to the
"wearing of hand-knitted multi-coloured waistcoats bearing
indigenous motifs" (Fairley, 1989:6). The first and most
immediate way of showing empathy with subject matter is by
dress, and in a politically-inspired performance, performers
must be seen to be part of the political environment, even
though they may have had a different background and
upbringing. As Frith points out:

The party's intellectuals became "people's 
artists" by singing folk songs dressed in Oakie 
clothes. (Frith, 1984:28)

The journalist Eric Winter was part of the folk scene 
from the beginning of the revival, and on the subject of 
dress offers further evidence that even in a counter or sub
culture, certain rules apply and performers generally 
conform to how an audience expect them to:

Stan Kelly was one ... he'd put on torn jeans and 
a sweater. He was a computer engineer working for 
I.B.M. and he would actually turn up in the suit 
and tie and shirt, but before the gig he'd go and 
change into a pair of jeans and a tatty old 
sweater, 'cause that was the image he wanted to 
project. I think that was because he thought that 
was the way the audience would identify with him. 
They [the audience] would have had a perception in 
their own minds that people like that, [that is 
dressed in a suit and tie] if they were singing 
folk songs were, at the very least, suspect. 
(Winter, interview 1989)

Although generally accepted dress styles have changed 
since the folk song revival, each style has been anti
establishment, from the Arran sweater style of the Clancy
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Brothers in the late 1950s, through the Hippie era of the
1960s, and now to an indeterminate soft street credibility
style. Performers who did not come from a largely working
class background (although most did) soon found they would
have to adjust, not only their dress but their accent. Pete
Seeger, who came from a middle-class family, took the most
obvious step by trying to change his appearance to one which
fitted in with the class of society he wanted to be part of
(or to be seen to be part of):

"He [Pete Seeger] tried hard to lose his Yankee 
ways. On arriving in Birmingham [Alabama] he had 
walked into a department store and bought a set of 
overalls. Unfortunately his New England accent 
gave him away to the clerk as soon as he opened 
his mouth. Pete had a bad case of proletarian 
chic. (Dunaway, 1981:62)

Not adhering to the sometimes intangible conformities can
alter the success of a performance, but even this can differ
from club to club. The folk scene ranges from the extreme
left/working class style through a vast middle ground to the
sing-along easy listening type of club. A well-liked
performer in the latter category would definitely dress
differently and would not be accepted in the former group.
Leon Rosselson, usually, although inaccurately, known as a
political songwriter states:

I wouldn't wear a suit ... it doesn't go with the 
alternative underground scene we work in. 
Appearance can definitely effect one’s credibility 
as a songwriter. There are certain things you 
couldn't wear ... there are restrictions as to 
what you can wear in the folk scene. (Rosselson, 
interview 1988)

The boundaries are obvious to performers, evident by 
tracing their careers through publicity photographs. In the 
early sixties in Greenwich Village, New York, Paul Simon
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wore a suit and tie for his album cover photograph showing 
that even with the folk scene's anti-establishment stance 
when it came to mass media exposure performers would comply 
to established rules. Even Woody Guthrie complied, as early 
photographs of the Weavers folk-group will show. It took 
time for the rejection of these conventions, but with the 
liberalization of society in the middle 1960s the media 
began to accept the performers in more casual dress, until 
both performer and audience member looked alike. It was a 
complete rejection of what had gone before, and to wear a 
suit was to invite professional obscurity. This is simply an 
illustration and not a history of the importance of 
appearance and the self-delusion practised by performers and 
audience alike every time they pass into a new phase and 
reject the old.

There emerged on the folk scene in the late 1960s a fine 
traditional folk singer called Fred Jordan, who was a farm 
worker. Like many traditional singers who were "found" by 
collectors and thrust in front of a concert audience which 
was quite unlike singing in the local pub he dressed for the 
occasion with his Sunday suit and polished shoes. It was 
pointed out to him by those already established on the scene 
that it would be better if he looked on stage as he really 
was, a farm-worker. He took the advice and started wearing 
his work clothes; collarless shirt, boots, and string tied 
under the knee of each trouser leg. He would swig from a 
pint bottle of beer rather than a glass. The audiences loved 
it, he became successful and continues to be so today.
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It is evident that even on the folk scene with all its

outward show of disregarding anything commercial, dress is

of great importance, from shoes/clogs/boots to hairstyle and

everything in between, and adherence to the rules combined

with a streak of originality within the form differentiated

the performer from the audience whilst still embracing the

same principles. One makes a statement by one's appearance

before actually playing or singing, either to ingratiate

oneself with an audience or to alienate them, as in the case

of Dylan's appearance at the Newport Folk Festival in 1965:

The Newport audiences were a pipe smoking, 
flannel-shirt-and-denim crowd. (Dunaway, 1981:246)

What appeared was not what they expected:

A new stylish Dylan darted on stage. Black leather 
jacket and black slacks set off his yellow dress 
shirt and pointed boots. He walked out in the 
night black square shades, carrying a shiny 
electric Fender guitar. (Ibid:246)

The crowd reacted angrily, forcing him to leave the stage

after three songs, and leaving Pete Seeger in tears. Bob

Dylan had left behind the ragged solo singer-songwriter,

heralded by Pete Seeger as being the new type of folk

singer, and became a Rock Star. It seemed there was some

truth in the statement by Robert Reisner; " All you need are

some dirty clothes". (Ibid:248)

Ultimately what performers strive for is kinship, and in

a sense all popular music and not only folk music embraces

this ideal. As Lee argues:

... it is possible to argue that the popular 
artist is likely to be most successful when he is 
most representative. (Lee, 1970:195)
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It is the ideal that suggests the performer and the
audience share certain fundamental beliefs. It is a
transaction where performer, while being obviously different
by the mere fact that he is a performer, tries nevertheless
to be part of the audience and share their interests. As a
result, what occurs is:

... the concept of "communitas" ... a direct, 
immediate, communal experience of one-ness in 
which an individual senses, if only for an 
instant, a merging of his consciousness with all 
of mankind. (Herndon, McLeod, 1979:92)

The audience sees in the performer an articulation of 
their feelings. He is part of and yet separate from the 
audience; though each member of the audience may share the 
same emotions, he chooses to expose his while they guard 
theirs. "The performer is a risk-taker", and " the potential 
for risk is an attractive quality of performance" (Ibid:91). 
The performer is one of those who chooses to develop his 
talents toward music; he is the rebel they would like to be; 
he is the hard-travelling romantic they expect to see; he is 
their conscience, a taste of something other than the 
pursuit of material gain, a nod in the direction of 
enriching their soul rather than their pockets. He is 
escapism or realism as they see it. He is confirmation of 
their ideals and conforms to their expectations. In other 
words, he is a people's singer, a folk singer.

In the preceding chapters I have illustrated the context 
in which Song works. I suggest that the context influences 
the composition, and in the following three chapters I will
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illustrate this by describing in detail the creative- 
compositional process.

Footnotes.
1. As an interesting aside and merely to show that actual 
association with a scene or class does not necessarily give 
the work greater credence, Bertolt Brecht, one of the 
greatest poets and songwriters for "the workers" remained 
firmly bourgeois in his lifestyle throughout his life and 
had no inclination to mix or even meet with them. See Volker 
1978.
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CHAPTER 7

AN EXPLORATION OF SONGWRITING THROUGH THE STUDY OF FOUR
SONGWRITERS.

This and the following chapters 8 and 9 are an attempt to 
devise a stage by stage analysis of the creative process, 
from personal experience, from interviewing other 
songwriters and from research of published works from 
composers, ethnomusicologists and social anthropologists. 
What I initially thought would be the same process for all 
songmakers and musicians in general has not in fact proved 
to be so. I am therefore not suggesting that my conclusions 
are universal pertaining to different societies or with 
different artforms. There are occasional common points, as 
with Aaron Copland and Tom Paxton in the way they work for 
inspiration (discussed in chapter 9), but equally there are 
points on which the two disciplines do not agree, as with 
Hindemith (Hindemith:1969) or Stravinsky (Stravinsky:1970) 
and Ralph McTell in the way they regard inspiration itself.

In my research of published works by scholars in the 
field of folklore and ethnomusicology who have dealt with 
the creative process regarding song and music (1) I have 
found some similarities with my findings. However, it must 
be stressed that their experience is not completely my 
experience. I am dealing with a western, urbanised and 
educated society, where a folk song genre and milieu exists 
and where traditional folk song and contemporary composed
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song flourish together in established venues. Performers are 
paid to perform and the audience pay to listen; the 
performance is seen as diversionary (entertainment) as 
opposed to being integral to the social functioning of the 
community (2). Each society and context has its own 
preoccupations and objectives which provide the vocabulary 
(the musical and lyrical formats) and which influence the 
compositional process. Prevailing social and cultural 
conditions may also decide why a person becomes a songmaker.
(3) .

Finnegan's study (1977) is of oral poetry, of which folk 
song is a part. In her discussion of the oral formulaic 
theory she considers the question of composition and re
composition, suggesting that performance is a continuation 
of the compositional process (Finnegan, 1977:52-87). As an 
example, Finnegan cites performers who re-compose a text to 
include specific names and circumstances, whilst still 
relying on a prescribed format which is both familiar and 
acceptable to the audiences and applicable to the situation, 
as in the case of work songs sung by Texas prisoners:

The songs which accompany critically-timed tasks, 
such as a team of men cutting down a tree, give 
little scope for change or development in the 
singing, though "one can interject names in 
formulaic lines - names of guards, fellow-workers, 
people one has known or heard of, and so forth - 
and there are chorus lines and repeats that give 
the singer time to think up another verse" 
(Jackson, 1972, p.34). But songs for less 
rigorously timed group-work like cotton picking or 
sugercane cutting give more opportunities for solo 
songs and for lyrical and ornamenteal development 
by the leader (ibid., p.33). (Finnegan 1977:57)

Finnegan offers further examples of the oral-formulaic 
theory, where performers rely on the motifs and formulae of
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the ballad, the epic form and indigenous song form either to
remember an existing song (which has generally been learnt
orally) or to compose one in that style:

Here the poet in a sense composes his heroic epics 
at the actual moment of performance, relying on a 
known fund of conventional "oral-formulae" which 
he has built up from his own practice as well as 
from hearing other poets. (Finnegan 1977:18)

The songwriters in this study do not rely on such methods 
in their compositional process, although there are 
similarities; contemporary songwriters, in writing their 
songs are organizing culturally acquired formats in their 
own individual way, and in this sense their songs could be 
seen as a development of traditional folk song (see summary, 
pages 10-15 for a more detailed discussion on this point).
In performance, though there is no fundamental change in 
text and melody, subtle changes do occur in presentation, 
similar to the performance of traditional song as noted by 
Finnegan:

This is partly musical variation - often forgotten 
in the concentration on verbal texts - but it is 
also often accepted that a performer can inflect 
the message or atmosphere of a poem by his own 
dramatisation, speed, singing style, pauses, 
rhythmic movement, gestures, facial expression and 
so on. (Finnegan 1977:125)

In this respect the creative process continues through to 
performance.

Closer to the focus of this thesis are the studies of 
songwriters which appear regularly in the periodical 
"Popular Music". For example, Winkler's study of the 
songwriter Randy Newman is detailed and informative, yet it 
differs from this study on three fundamental points. Firstly 
it is a study of the product, with assumptions made of the

Page - 140



process. Secondly the songwriter is not quoted, and 
therefore the assumptions cannot be corroborated. Thirdly 
the songwriter is working in a different context to the one 
I am considering and therefore, I suggest, different factors 
affect not only the product but also the creative process. 
Similarly this is the case with Shelton's biography of Bob 
Dylan (Shelton, 1986). In his explanation of Dylan's style 
from folk song singer to rock song singer Shelton describes 
the early times of the folk song revival in America. Though 
similar to the English folk song revival in some ways, I 
suggest it differed on the fundamental point that the 
potential to become major high profile performers whose 
earning power could be considerable had greater influence 
regarding not only the writing style but the whole 
presentation of the songwriter. I have attempted to 
ullustrate thoughout this thesis how the context influences 
not only the compositional process but the end product, and 
therefore other studies of songwriters have to be seen in 
their own specific context (4). I accept that a comparative 
study of songmakers in various societies would be useful, 
but it is not within the brief of this thesis to do so (5).
I am concerned solely with the differences and similarities 
of the compositional process within the same society and 
context.

The fundamental stages I suggest and describe serve as a 
base from which each songwriter expresses himself in his own 
individual way, though occasionally leading to differences 
in application. For example, the stage I describe as "The 
Trigger", the moment when an idea takes hold can be
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different from one songwriter to another; Ralph McTell talks 
of getting ideas from certain guitar figures played 
spontaneously wheres Pete Morton talks of how a television 
documentary stimulated an idea. Furthermore it can be 
different with the same songwriter, in that the stimulus can 
come in different forms. The point is that with each 
songwriter there was a significant moment when an idea took 
hold and signalled the start of composition.

What I hope to show in the following three chapters is 
how the compositional process works in the context of the 
folk scene. From the interviews of four songwriters I have 
suggested significant points worthy of consideration (points 
highlighting the differences and similarities), from an 
analysis of my own compositional process I have used myself 
as a case study, and from the results of both these chapters 
I have suggested a general outline of the stages of the 
compositional process.

This chapter is concerned with the creative process of 
four songwriters. The information was gathered from personal 
interviews over the course of three years and the results 
helped me to devise a general synopsis of the creative 
process. To arrive at the point where I felt confident of 
interviewing the songwriters I had to prepare a list of 
subjects I wanted to discuss. Through my own experience of 
being interviewed I know that one tends to develop stock 
answers to stock questions. I therefore felt it necessary to 
analyse my own creative process in detail to devise the 
questions which would interest the interviewee and elicit 
the information I required. It was vital to be well prepared
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as I suspected that, were I to ask the question, "How do you 
write a song?" I would have met with a blank stare. I was 
conscious of the fact that unlike most other studies of 
songmaking, I was dealing with living songwriters whom I 
knew personally and whom I had worked with professionally. I 
was therefore in a position to get information which had 
never been recorded before and to miss such a chance by 
being unprepared would have wasted a valuable opportunity.
To this end I looked at my own songs, for example, what had 
triggered them off, where was I at the time of composition, 
where had the idea come from - the more questions I asked 
myself the more ideas I got for questions to ask other 
songwriters. Eventually I was able to compile a list of 
topics that led to specific questions, although I 
did not always follow the same plan for each interviewee. It 
was obvious that each person had his own way of answering; 
some needed the flexibility to stray from the point, and as 
I was aware that information could possibly come from a 
loose format I tried to keep the interview spontaneous 
whilst still being aware of the topics I wanted to cover. I 
tried to guide and control the interview by waiting for the 
right moment, for example when it was polite or tactful, to 
bring the interviewee back to the point.

There are very few studies of how the songmaker operates 
(in the context I am using). Probably the most notable 
research on songmaking has been done by Edward D. Ives, who 
has published three excellent books on the songmakers Larry 
Gorman, Lawrence Doyle and Joe Scott (he refers to them as 
woods poets, folk poets, songwriters, songmakers at various
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times throughout the books). However, the books are more 
concerned with a study of the ethnography, the songs and the 
songmakers themselves than they are with the creative 
process. I suspect this is due to the fact that the 
songmakers were dead by the time Ives did his research, and 
his information had to come second-hand. Consequently 
suppositions have to made based upon the information 
available, and as a result there will always be questions 
about the accuracy of any conclusions drawn. When I 
interviewed Ives (June, 1992) I asked what would be the 
first question he would ask were he to be face to face with 
Gorman, Scott or Doyle. He replied, "I would ask them, 'did 
I get it right?'", highlighting the fact that we can never 
be completely sure we have made the correct deductions when 
we are denied, for whatever reason, direct access to the 
songmaker himself. Anecdotes from informants about the 
songmakers as people, their interests, their background, 
their education and a whole series of points about each 
individual which may have revealed how the songs came to be 
can be lacking in the kind of detail necessary for an in 
depth study of the creative process. Ives admitted as such 
by saying that his biographies of the songmakers were "... 
confected out of the data I had ... [and] as far as the 
actual process of writing a song, since that was never a 
possibility I don't know that I ever thought about it." 
(Interview, Ives, June 1992) I suggest therefore that 
because of this problem more emphasis has hitherto been made 
on the study of the songs, the product as opposed to the 
process. However, a study of songs (usually with more
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emphasis on the study of the texts) will not always reveal 
why they were written. Speculation is a tempting trap when, 
for example, the answer seems obvious. This is the case with 
Tom Paxton's "Lesson too late for the learning", the chorus 
of which is;

Are you going away with no word of farewell,
Will there be not a trace left behind?
I could have loved you better, I didn't mean to be 
unkind,
You know that was the last thing on my mind.
(Paxton)

The sentiments expressed in the song however bear no 
relation to Paxton's state of mind and his family situation 
at the time he wrote the song (see interview, Paxton 1989). 
Another example is a song I wrote in 1971 called "My 
Father's room". Written in the first person, the song 
describes the feelings involved in being in a familiar room, 
where, for example, the piano and the chair are very much 
associated with a father who is obviously no longer there, 
each object suggesting the absence of the one who used them. 
Over the years I have been performing this song it has been 
requested many times at my concerts. People whose fathers 
have died, (recently or otherwise) have seemingly found 
comfort in the song, and several have talked to me in such a 
way that it was obvious they believed I had written the song 
as a response to my own father's death - how else could I 
have written such a song? In fact my father, at the time of 
writing the song was perfectly well; I simply said to myself 
one evening I would not go to bed until I had written a 
song, and I walked around the room playing with chord 
sequences on the guitar, singing words as they came to me in
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any melody which fitted the chords and occasionally stopping
to write down a line. I continued doing this until I had
finished the song. Ives quotes two of his informants who had
observed a remarkably similar process of composition in the
songmakers Lawrence Doyle and Larry Gorman. Firstly Doyle;

As Jim Whitty put it, "He was gifted, of course." 
Then he added, "He'd sit down [and] he'd make one 
of them poems in one night. In fact, he'd sit up 
and wouldn't go to bed until it was done."

Whitty's statement certainly suggests that 
Doyle made up his songs with a kind of off-hand 
ease (a song in one night, imaginel), but it 
suggests the kind of consuming concentration that 
keeps a man working on something all night. (Ives, 
1971:9-10)

Similarly, as in the following anecdote about Gorman,
what is interesting, aside from it being a description of
the creative process in action, is the inference of the
songmaker's intense concentration:

One Sunday morning not long after that, while the 
Jim O'Brians were at church, Larry made up a song. 
Young Harry, who had not gone with his father, 
told me that he watched Mr. Gorman pacing slowly 
and steadily back and forth between the living 
room and the parlor, his hands behind his back 
and his head down, too absorbed in what he was 
doing to notice he was being watched. Every once 
in a while he would stop, walk over to a high desk 
in the living room, write busily for a moment, and 
then go back to his pacing. (Ives, 1964:42)

Though the above is interesting evidence of the method of 
composition from a practical sense, what Ives was unable to 
ascertain was which song was being composed when Gorman and 
Doyle were observed, and their state of mind at the time of 
composing. To return to the point, one's state of mind does 
not necessarily reflect the end product. I suspect that were 
someone to analyse "Lesson too late for the Learning" or "My
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Father's Room" without talking to Paxton or me they would 
draw the wrong conclusions as to why the songs were written.

Ives did however provide extensive information on the 
lifestyle of the writers, and set in the context of the 
ethnography it did explain how the songs came to be written 
in the style they were. Similarly I asked questions about 
the lifestyle of the songwriters I was studying, and though 
it may at first seem that such information is not relevant 
to the compositional process it does play its part in the 
whole development of the songwriter. In answer to the 
question that if the songmakers Gormley, Scott or Doyle were 
still alive how would he set about studying their creative 
process, Ives stated:

I think I would have followed him around, just to 
see what he did, what turned him on, how did it 
get started. In the stream of things that go by us 
all, which we're all involved in all the time, why 
do you [the songwriter] select certain things to 
write about and not others? (Interview 1992.)

Consequently the extracts I have chosen from the 
interviews of the songwriters are not solely confined to the 
compositional process.

The songwriters in this study are still alive; I have 
interviewed each of them several times and they are 
available to prove or disprove my analysis and the 
conclusions I have made. Should my work stimulate interest 
amongst scholars who, in the next few years wish to take the 
study further there is every likelihood the songwriters I 
interviewed will still be available for further interviews. 
As for this chapter I have included large sections of the 
interviews concerning not only the compositional act but
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peripheral factors such as lifestyle, background (social and 
educational) and the milieu in which the songwriters chose 
to work, as I feel these factors play a vital role in how 
the song is composed. I felt it was important that the 
songwriter should be allowed to speak for himself before I 
made or suggested conclusions, and although I have edited 
the transcripts for this chapter, full un-edited versions 
are in Appendix 4. Furthermore, full transcripts were sent 
to the four main songwriters interviewed to ensure that what 
I transcribed was in fact what they wanted to say.

In this chapter I am mainly concerned with the 
development of the individual from when he first became 
interested in making songs to the present day, the thought 
process behind the compositional act and the compositional 
act itself. I will not be analysing specific songs although 
I may refer to a specific song (appendix 1) to illustrate a 
point I am making.

None of the songwriters included in this chapter actually 
writes his tunes in musical notation, during the act of 
composition or even afterwards. Apart from Leon Rosselson 
none can read or write music; composing generally takes the 
form of a response to some inner emotion (a memory, an 
experience, a response to a certain issue) which could be 
stimulated by a guitar riff, or by the suggested emotion of 
a set of lyrics stimulating ideas for a tune. Memorizing the 
tune is done by repeatedly singing it whilst working on the 
lyrics. Technical considerations from a musical point of 
view seem to be used unconsciously, either because they are 
not considered (because they are not known), or because they
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are subliminal in that the form has been learnt by doing for 
so long it has become instinctive. This is seemingly no 
different from the way it was done by traditional songmakers 
and musicians, and permutations of the phrase, "The tune 
just came to me" seem to be commonplace (in some cases 
songmakers used existing tunes learnt orally, a practise 
which continues). Because of this inability on the part of 
songwriters to think of music in technical terms (they are, 
from a music theory point of view illiterate), I was unable 
to elicit much detailed information on how their tunes were 
composed, apart from general observations on how guitar 
riffs and lyrical phrases (i.e. text) might stimulate 
musical ideas. Furthermore I have not been able to establish 
why a certain sequence of notes was chosen by the writer 
other than they fitted a certain chord structure and, to the 
writer, they sounded right.

The main problem concerned with writing this chapter was 
choosing which writers to analyse. Since my primary aim is 
to analyse their creative process a thorough knowledge of 
their work, in terms of style and content, is a 
prerequisite. Further, the fact that each songwriter has 
reached an international level of popularity implies that 
they have learnt their craft, or at least taken it to a high 
level of proficiency. Other criteria for choice were that 
they should be, or have been, working in the folk scene 
since the revival, and that they were available for 
interviewing. Thus, important though his views might be, it 
would have been impossible to have had an interview with Bob 
Dylan. Finally, I felt it was important that they all knew
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of me and my work, firstly because they would appreciate my 
empathy with the subject and secondly they would not be 
performing during the interview as they might be with a 
journalist. Over a period of years of being interviewed many 
times a professional performer develops a technique of 
guiding the interview in a way he wants it to go, feeding 
the interviewer with the questions he wants to be asked; I 
obviously wanted to avoid this situation.

The songwriters I chose to interview were Ralph McTell, 
Leon Rosselson, Tom Paxton and Pete Morton and there were 
particular reasons why I chose them. Ralph McTell epitomizes 
the singer-songwriter (as regards his style of songwriting) 
of the folk song revival, starting as a club performer who 
now plays concerts throughout the world. Leon Rosselson has 
a more political slant to his songwriting, and has also 
written various articles about the many aspects of song in 
the folk scene. Tom Paxton is an American who spent his 
formative years in Greenwich Village, New York, where so 
many songwriters congregated, and who, through his frequent 
visits to Europe influenced many songwriters in the English 
folk scene. Pete Morton is the youngest of the four, and I 
felt that his views would be interesting as he is not 
typical of his generation; when he started to perform in 
folk clubs the folk scene was already in decline and his 
contemporaries were not looking to the folk scene for their 
musical entertainment.
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Before I had analysed my compositional process and 
consequently prepared a list of interview topics, I had the 
chance to meet the German songwriter, Wolf Biermann. I 
interviewed him in his house in Hamburg, and the 
transcription shows an early stage of preparation (in terms 
of questions) in the planning of this chapter. I was later 
to devise questions covering a wider range of issues, but at 
the time of interviewing Biermann I was still exploring the 
possibilities. However, it did help me structure subsequent 
interviews and some interesting information was gleaned from 
the interview. Although it does not necessarily apply to the 
English folk scene in particular, it nevertheless 
illustrates certain aspects of songwriting in general and I 
have therefore used quotations from the interview throughout 
this thesis and a full transcription is in Appendix 4.

What follows is a summary of each songwriter's background 
followed by an edited transcription of the interview. Though 
I asked each songwriter the same questions they were not 
necessarily in the same order. Therefore, for general 
readability I have edited the transcripts to follow the same 
pattern, covering the following subjects in the same order. 
(Sections deleted from the transcription are indicated by 
ellipses)
1. The attraction of music, song and the folk scene.
2. The learning process.
3. Can it be taught?
4. The compositional process, motivation, writing for whom? 
Finishing the song, first performance.
5. The power of song, what makes a "good" song.
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6. Image and performing.

7. Observations on the folk scene.

Points 1-4 will form the basis of an analysis of the 

creative process as this is the main focus of this chapter. 

Points 5-6 are discussed in greater detail in their own 

respective chapters.

Ralph McTell (b.1944, London)

Born in London where the English folk song revival 

started, McTell established himself early in his career as a 

songwriter and performer who embodied the image of the new 

breed of folk singers. Though he now plays only at concerts 

and not at folk clubs, his songs have been, and still are, 

widely sung by amateurs and professionals alike throughout 

the folk scene.

Of the four writers interviewed, McTell had the most 

deprived background. His father left the family when McTell 

was two years old, leaving his mother as the sole provider 

for him and his older brother. Consequently his mother 

worked long hours "in service", leaving him at a nursery at 

eight o'clock in the morning and not collecting him until 

seven o'clock in the evening. The only period of any length 

he could spend with his mother was on Sundays, the only day 

she had free from work. However, she did exert a positive 

influence on him by reading to him, "at least until I was 

ten." (Interview 1991) Furthermore, she declined the offer 

of a free television on the assumption that reading would 

stimulate his imagination in a more fruitful way. As is the
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case with many children whose parents have separated, McTell
felt responsible for his mother's unhappiness, "'cause we
were the reason she stayed, to look after us." (Ibid) This
feeling of guilt affected his physical and mental condition:

I was very ill, dangerously ill on a number of 
occasions 'cause I wouldn't eat ... I was 
disturbed emotionally, but not in a violent way 
... I had a terrifying imagination, I used to wake 
up in all kinds of panic and anxiety through vivid 
dreams.(Ibid)

McTell was an introverted child and a daydreamer. "That's
part of the reason I was in so many accidents, I used to
walk into things." (Ibid) He was no happier at school:

I loathed it, I loathed school. If I walk into a 
school now and smell chalk I get this most 
terrible stomach churning feeling, I loathe it. I 
once got a prize for being a good all-rounder, so 
that meant I was mediocre in just about 
everything, you know, that's what it meant. I 
liked stories ... I was no good at anything 
scientific or mathematical. I liked being read to 
... I was no good with my hands. The school I went 
to was very brutal and very strange, lots of 
bashings and beatings and so on. (Ibid)

Although he passed the eleven plus and went to a grammar 
school, he left to join the army when he was fifteen. 
However, by this time he was already interested in music. He 
loved listening to the radio, and like many boys during that 
time, he had a harmonica. He can still remember the first 
tune he "made up". For a Christmas present McTell was given 
a one-stringed fiddle on which he learnt to play tunes by 
sliding his finger up and down the string. He had "three or 
four" piano lessons, until the teacher realized that he was 
not reading the music but playing from memory, having 
memorized what the teacher had played. He has never since 
attempted to learn to read music. He attended various
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churches in order to join the choir, and even asked to join 
the Salvation Army as he wanted to learn the trombone. When 
he realized he would not be given one for several weeks he 
lost interest. However, music became an important part of 
his life; "Music was a comfort rather than an escape", and 
as he grew older, "I always thought of music as the thing 
that rescued me from the bewildering circumstances of 
getting older and having to earn a living." (Ibid) His time 
in the army was short (he bought himself out), and then he 
went to Paris to "busk" on the streets. On returning, he 
managed to get into Teacher Training College, but only 
stayed a year.

At this time the folk revival was a new and exciting
phenomenon, and songwriters were in demand. McTell began
playing the folk clubs and was soon "spotted" and given a
recording contract. Since then he has earned his living
solely from composing and performing his own songs. Asked
why he performs, McTell replies by saying:

It's because you want more loving, you want to be 
loved a little bit more. You need more than the 
average person, because it's hard getting out on 
stage. (Ibid)

McTell is a reluctant performer, who claims that "the
whole integrity, the truth, the honesty and the passion goes
in the writing" (Interview 1989) and treats the actual
performance as the commercial side of being a songwriter,

... where you actually do comply with the 
expectation of the audience. You only comply with 
the commercial pressure when you actually have to 
present them. (Ibid)
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The interview with Ralph McTell took place in the office 
of his manager, in London, on 19th. January, 1989. Unless 
otherwise stated all quotations are taken from the interview 
of that day. A subsequent interview took place on the 
telephone, on 17th. January, 1991, and any quotations taken 
from that interview are listed as "2nd interview".

A.T. Now what attracted you to the world of folk 
music as opposed to the pop scene when you 
started?
R.M. ... I always loved skiffle, I don't know why, 
I always loved that and there was something very 
exciting about the sound of those thrashing 
guitars and that was the first time I was aware of 
what a guitar was, you know. [McTell relates how 
he felt when he first heard Woody Guthrie] ...and 
it was the sound of the guitar coupled with the 
strength of the lyrics, you know. What these songs 
were about - "Pastures of plenty" [Woody Guthrie] 
you know, and all that sort of stuff, this was, to 
me, this was a great sound, an honest - I remember 
thinking that at the time, there's no frills here, 
and it isn't like patronizing the "well Boy, I'm 
going down south and - " you know, and all that 
sort of Country [and Western] sort of stuff, this 
was - it had warts on it, it had dirt under the 
fingernails, you know, and it was straight ahead 
honest. It sounded to me like an uneducated man 
passionately believing in something and working at 
it to the best of his ability and it thrilled me.
A.T. If the instrument of the day had been a 
concertina it wouldn't -
R.M. No.
A.T. It was the guitar.
R.M. Yeah, it wouldn't have been the fiddle, it 
wouldn't have been any of that. I mean, it was the 
sound of the acoustic guitar - wonderful bass, and 
all this going on, you know, and Jack [Elliot] was 
a better guitarist than Woody [Guthrie] was and 
those runs [guitar figures] - what's going on 
here, this is one man playing the guitar and it 
was funny because I was talking about it or I 
played it to mates and they said there's a geezer 
down at the pub who plays that stuff - oh yeah - 
do you know Jack Elliot, and it was a guy who
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played some Carter Family songs, you know, and he 
liked the way I flat-picked [a right-hand guitar 
technique] and I remember, literally, he swapped,
I swapped him the A seventh [chord] out of "San 
Fransisco Bay Blues" for the E minor in "Willowy 
Garden" because I didn't - there was no way of 
getting chords, you know, there was no books.
A.T. Do you remember the first time you heard a 
rolling clawhammer? [I asked this question because 
McTell uses this technique, a right hand finger- 
style guitar technique so much so that it seems 
integral to his songwriting style.]
R.M. Yes, it blew me away. ... I sat down with 
this old guitar and I went dah-dah-dah [imitating 
the picking technique] - I remember getting really 
angry with myself over it - you know what to do, I 
was talking to my fingers, you know what it sounds 
like and I left it for a day and I went back, 
picked up the guitar and did it straight off, and 
then it was like. Oh listen to this everybody, and 
then of course, you know, through this guy, he 
knew somebody else, and I got into blues and that 
was still the guitar, exploring and playing the 
guitar and the very last thing on my mind was the 
thought of writing something.
A.T. Do you think song writing can be taught?
R.M. Well the answer to that is it has been hasn't 
it, because by certain definitions, not by mine, I 
mean, we all learnt to write songs by listening, 
and I suppose in the end that teaching is about 
listening and then hands-on experience. Like, you 
buy your guitar and you get on with it.
A.T. Do you wait for inspiration or do you set 
aside specific times.
R.M. Oh I wait normally, unless I have to meet a 
deadline. ... When I had to do "Alphabet Zoo" [a 
weekly T.V. programme] for example which was very 
much writing to an order I had to sit down and 
make time in the day, and almost say to myself 
you've got to come away with two songs today. ...
I found that a useful discipline. But they weren't 
my songs, they weren't, you know, from here 
[patting his heart/chest], they were coming out of 
the air, off the page of the script, but that was 
a real workman-like approach.
A.T. Do you differentiate then between, it seems 
to me you're differentiating between the sort of 
craftsmanship and the actual, like, for want of a 
better phrase, songs of the soul.
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R.M. Yes, I am differentiating. There is a very 
big difference. One of the things, you know, 
having always written, if you like, from the soul, 
... to have had to write songs for T.V. shows is 
discipline, ... but the songs that I used to wait 
to happen would be all born out of the guitar, 
it's fair to say that first of all. I would very, 
very seldom have a thought as to what the song was 
to be about, ... and I often felt that part of the 
delight of songwriting was seeing where it ended 
up, you know, how it resolved, what thought led on 
and to what sort. With me, nearly always was, play 
the guitar, getting the feel for the song - any 
line coming up or a last line or a first line of a 
chorus, which is built to a thought.
A.T. So when you start on one of those songs that 
comes from the guitar, like a riff, or chord 
sequence or something, you've no idea where it's 
going to go?
R.M. No, quite often I don't.
A.T. When you're in that position where you're, 
when you haven't actually deliberately sat down 
and said I want to write a song about this or 
that, which is a more studied, methodical way of 
approaching it, right, when you do it from the 
other point of view, you get a riff, you get 
excited and everything, are you conscious, are you 
aware of being on a kind of a high?
R.M. I can say yes, most of the time you are, you 
know that, or you're pretty sure that this has not 
been done before, or no-one's quite come up with 
this sequence of notes, or this weight, or this 
blend of sounds, or this particular key or 
whatever it is. Yes, you are. I think I could say 
that you're on a high. It's nothing like the high 
I get when it's finished. I mean, I actually feel 
unbelievable when I've just finished a whole song 
and I know it's good, you know, and when I say I 
know it's good I don't care if it doesn't, on some 
levels, I don't care if it doesn't impress other 
people. If I know it's good, I feel, yeah - you're 
in a- there's a flush of creativity, there's a 
little glow around it.
A.T. As you write it, are you forming it as you go 
or do you leave the cleaning up process to the 
end. Do you let it all come out in a rush or is it 
more studied as it comes out?
R.M. It's more studied with me, yeah.
A.T. If you were stuck for a rhyme though, ... 
what would you do there?
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R.M. I would probably, depending on whether, on 
what I was rhyming it with, I would go back and 
make sure that the thought was sound in the first 
place.
A.T. You wouldn't leave it and go on to another 
verse?
R.M. If I knew where the other verse was, by that 
time, yes, I probably would go on to the other 
verse if I knew where I was going, if I knew where 
the song was going, I'd already made up my mind - 
but that's the point, you know, if I wasn't I'd 
probably, if I was still not sure I would - I'd 
probably work on that until I got that to rhyme.
A.T. ... does the subject choose you or do you 
choose the subject, ... when you hear a song, 
supposing you hear someone else's song, ... if you 
were to ask yourself, now did that guy choose the 
subject or did the subject choose him, do you 
think there's a difference?
R.M. Yes I think there is, I think one, the 
subject choosing him is the one I prefer in most 
cases because it intimates that the feelings you 
have or it suggests that the feelings that produce 
a song are always there and just came out when you 
hit the right chord seguence, you know, and that's 
the one I prefer. ... I think, like, I probably do 
think that I've got songs that are a bit special 
and they tend to be the ones that just came out of 
the air, that I didn't know where they were coming 
from or how they would end. I tend to think 
they're the ones that I suppose I regard as the 
better ones because they've got something, a bit 
of magic about them.
A.T. Yeah, and do you find on the songs you feel 
are rather special, is it always that the music 
stimulates - ?
R.M. No, I must say that not always, no, in the 
main, because I, it's hard to explain I know 
because this is very analytical but sometimes, you 
know, we're all restricted by first of all our 
ability to play. I don't read music, I only know 
when something sounds right and I've got quite a 
good technique I think now, and obviously if I 
knew, if I flattened that third, or augmented that 
fifth I'd get different - I don't know, it's all 
like, haphazard, sort of things, and when that 
sort of work evolves into a song it's all a bit 
magical and a bit special.
A.T. So it's an emotional response rather than an 
academic response?
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R.M. It is with me most of the time.

A.T. When you've finished a song, do you know 
immediately that it's a good song or a bad song?

R.M. I know if it's a good song as far as I'm 
concerned. I mean. I'm pleased with the poetry in 
it, I'm pleased with the thought in it, I'm 
pleased with the tune.

A.T. Do you know immediately that it's - ?

R.M. I like to think I do, because I think of all 
the songs I've written I still play most of the 
ones that I've felt like that about, and I very 
seldom change it.

A.T. When you've finished the song and you decide 
that it's good, do you know how it's going to be 
received.

R.M. No, and I must admit that with songs like 
"Water of dreams" ... when I was about to debut 
that song I was very nervous because I didn't know 
whether it would force people to go "Oh God, he's 
not getting political" [the implication being that 
the audience did not want him to be political].

A.T. So what made you carry on then, if you were 
that scared?

R.M. Because I believed it had to be said ... .

A.T. I mean, it doesn't shake your [confidence], 
when an audience, I mean, when a song doesn't go 
down well with an audience, it doesn't shake your 
confidence in a song does it?

R.M. A little bit because I'm out there to 
communicate and if a song continues not to go down 
well it will probably be dropped.

A.T. Not because you think they're right 
necessarily?

R.M. No.

A.T. ... have you reached a stage where you’ve 
asked yourself or discussed with yourself, what am 
I, what am I good at, what am I not good at?

R.M. Yes I have reached that and I've tried to 
discuss it with people in management and that sort 
of thing and I think we understand each other. 
What's hard is getting the record industry in this 
country to understand where we're from and that 
there is a market for us there too. I have spent 
hours trying to analyse, not just myself but other
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people in the same scene and any other country in 
the world would, all the writers of our type have 
been much better appreciated than we are in our 
own.
A.T. If you're going to write about [a certain 
issue], do you feel you have to be involved in an 
issue before you can write about it?
R.M. No, not necessarily. ... I write about how I 
personally feel about it. Sometimes I have to, 
what is the word, to dampen the language down a 
bit, dampen the passion down a little bit because 
I don't ever want to write a ranting song, you 
know, I'm not a ranter at all. So I just trust 
myself to be as honest as I can and say how I 
really feel about it.
A.T. When You've finished a song, presumably there 
is a period of time when you've finished it before 
you play it live. What's actually going on during 
this time, and does it ever change in any 
fundamental or substantial way before you perform 
it?
R.M. Now what happens is that it stays there and 
it stays there and tends to be produced for a live 
stage performance under two criteria. One is, will 
the audience, given this is a live situation, be 
able to get into this song in the time it takes me 
to sing it, or to set it up, and two, is it easy 
enough to play, as a new song. Very often the 
songs I write, I know they don't sound it, I find 
extremely difficult to play, and the recording of 
them is kind of traumatic to me, because they are 
hard to play. I find them hard to play - I find 
them hard to play and sing them at the same time, 
so they might never be performed out on a stage. A 
good 60-70% probably, of my written work has never 
been played live. ... I think the music very 
seldom changes. What changes is the phrasing and 
so on.
A.T. But when you've actually said, "This song is 
finished", it doesn't change fundamentally?
R.M. No, no it doesn't. No it wouldn't change 
fundamentally.
A.T. And that first performance, could you just 
describe what's happening?
R.M. Oh God, it's very hard. It's the hardest 
thing to do and sometimes the most rewarding. No, 
that's not fair - it's one of the hardest things 
to do, is to go on stage and show your new baby to 
all those people or whatever. I find it very 
difficult personally, but my heart is beating even
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faster, the fingers wobble, the mouth is dry, you 
close your eyes and you're sort of judging 
yourself as you're singing it, hoping to Christ 
that at the end of it they like it, although 
there's no appreciable difference between, in 
applause, for a new song or an old song. Sometimes 
it's thunderous, sometimes it's quiet. It depends 
on what's in it, but it's a very special moment. 
And then gradually the new song becomes an old 
friend. It's a special moment for a new song - 
nerve-wracking. (2nd interview)

The departure of McTell's father from the family was no 
doubt significant. It lead to a closeness with his mother 
whose influence was manifest by her reading to him and 
declining a television. Perhaps this fostered his 
imagination, evident in his songs. It also had the effect of 
making him seek recognition to enhance his self esteem, 
damaged from his guilt feelings of being responsible for the 
break-up of the family. Unable to settle in anything regular 
or so-called normal, music became a means of self-expression 
and a channel for his imagination. McTell talks of Skiffle 
as being the music which led him to the folk music scene, 
and it was in this milieu that he found his place. The sound 
of a guitar obviously affected him greatly; apart from a 
very few books on jazz guitar playing there were no books on 
how to play folk-style guitar and it is interesting to read 
how he learnt to play the instrument. As for learning how to 
write songs, he learnt by doing. McTell's songs are always 
closely linked to his guitar style, and it is therefore not 
surprising when he says that he needs the guitar when he 
composes. He differentiates between writing to order and 
writing from sudden inspiration (when the idea has not been 
worked for) and clearly enjoys the latter the most. Though
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he claims he writes songs to his own criteria, I suggest 
that the influence of the genre, though intangible is 
nevertheless influential, and though he may think he is 
independent he is in fact conforming to certain perameters 
of style accepted by the folk scene. This is perhaps evident 
by the fact that if he does not play a new song to an 
audience it is not because it is unacceptable for one reason 
or another, it is because he has written beyond his ability 
to physically play it.

Leon Rosselson (b.1934, London)
Rosselson came to songwriting via the satirical songs of 

the late 1950s to emerge as a songwriter with sharp insight 
into society's problems and interests. His dexterity with 
words has always been articulate and on the mark, yet never 
predictable or cliched, and has set him apart as a 
songwriter of individuality quite unlike any of his 
contemporaries. Of the writers considered in this study he 
is the most overtly political (though not party political) 
and his songs display a controlled wit along with a 
sensitivity for humanity.

Rosselson went to a grammar school and then to Cambridge 
University, where he studied English literature. He also had 
a formal musical education; he studied the piano, took an 
'A' level in music and went to an academy of music on 
Saturdays. This is no doubt due to his family background as 
his father was a professional violinist and sang opera. The 
family had a tradition of being involved in music:
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We weren't terribly well-off, but in class terms, 
professional class is what he would be. And 
culturally of course, also being Jewish there is a 
tradition of books and learning, so I suppose 
culturally we were not working class. (Interview 
1991)

Rosselson does however talk of his mother being "working 
class, coming from the East End of London ... left school at 
fourteen and went to work in a paper-bag factory." (Ibid)
His father seems to have exerted great influence on his 
life, although not always in the way the father hoped. For 
example:

He was very dogmatic about the only music that was 
valuable, which was classical. Anything other than 
opera, as far as singing went, or classical music 
was not considered to be music. (Ibid)

Before the folk revival began, Rosselson became 
interested in jazz and blues and in retrospect feels it may 
in part have been:

... a sort of rebellion against that classical 
background. I think it is probably true that what 
is not exactly forbidden, but looked down upon 
when you're young becomes quite desirable later 
on. (Ibid)

After getting his degree, Rosselson spent a year in 
Israel, became a teacher for a short time, "which I hated 
and will never do again" (Ibid) and then decided that he 
wanted to write. "What I didn't want to do was to settle 
down in to some kind of steady job." (Ibid)

When Rosselson decided to become a professional 
songwriter, the reaction from his parents was one of 
confusion, and though he was not discouraged, neither was he 
encouraged. Although his father had dogmatic views on music, 
"What I was doing didn't count as being a professional 
musician in his terms", his main concern was for his son to
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be able to earn a living, and "its unpredictable financial 
aspect they saw as a problem." (Ibid)

Rosselson went to his first folk club whilst at 
university, and became involved in the Skiffle boom. Though 
he does not think of himself as a guitarist, "I never 
actually learned the guitar - I just used to pick up what I 
could" he was asked to join a group called "The Galliards" 
which at the time "were the representatives of the folk 
world." Consequently the group had considerable radio 
exposure as the folk music boom got underway. The impetus 
for attempting to write songs came when the group broke up 
and "I was faced with what was I going to do. The folk clubs 
were growing, there was a platform clearly for performers of 
new songs." Rosselson regards the early days of the revival 
as being "completely open, there were audiences looking for 
new songs and there was every encouragement to do it."
(Ibid) However, as I have suggested in chapter 2, certain 
biases became apparent in the folk scene which excluded 
performers and writers from some clubs. Rosselson suggests 
that Ewen MacColl was largely responsible for this attitude, 
as he insisted that if one was British, one should sing 
either British traditional songs or songs written in the 
traditional style. This affected Rosselson because he gained 
a reputation as a political songwriter (although he does not 
regard himself as such), who did not write in a traditional 
style. (His influences include such "un-folky" writers as 
Jacques Brel.) He felt alienated from certain parts of the 
folk scene because he was "trying to evolve new forms to 
accommodate the things I was writing about" (Ibid) rather
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than attempting to accommodate the folk scene's pre
conceptions. As such, he stands outside of the general 
mainstream of the folk scene although that is his chosen 
platform. He regards his position as being neither in 
fashion nor out of fashion, as one who stands on the 
periphery, and in this sense it mirrors his memories of 
being a child. As a child from a Jewish family, he and his 
family had always felt a certain amount of distance from the 
society in which they lived. During the interview he 
recalled how his mother "came from the East End [of London] 
where her experience of the English working class was one of 
fear and horror" (Ibid) due to anti-semitism. It is 
therefore not surprising that though he stands politically 
on the "left", he is never in danger of romanticizing or 
idealizing the "working class".

The following interviews took place in Rosselson's house, 
in Wembley, London on 8 February, 1989 and 15 January 1991.

A.T. What was it that attracted you to the folk 
scene?
L.R. ... At that time, I think it was very 
different than anything I'd heard before 
musically, ... I suppose it was, like, a 
completely different sort of music than I'd ever 
been - I'd listened to classical music I suppose - 
I was brought up on it - and then of course the 
pop music at the time was fairly dire, even after 
Elvis Presley it didn't really interest me that 
much, ...
A.T. What was the, was there sort of an underlying 
philosophy that was, that the folk scene were 
putting out in those days, was it an alternative - ?

L.R. ... It was an alternative music, certainly an 
alternative music to what was on the radio, ...
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and without the folk clubs there probably wouldn't 
have been a song writing tradition established in 
this country. That was the only place you could 
sing these songs anyway - there wasn't anywhere 
else ...
A.T. I'm curious though as to what came first, 
whether the scene opened up a place where these 
songs could be sung, that is, that the songs were 
written first and then the scene developed or 
whether the scene developed through traditional 
songs and songs of the thirties and forties from 
The States and so on and then that generated the 
need to write songs.
L.R. I think the scene was established and that 
generated the need to write songs and the fact 
that things were happening at the time, there were 
movements at the time which generated songs and 
the folk clubs provided a platform and an 
audience, but also the, it was a deliberate policy 
of the people who were, who were involved in the 
folk song revival that this was not a dead thing, 
that the folk tradition was not something that had 
happened and was finished. It was something that 
had to be continued and it had to be handed back 
to the people and then they would sing their own 
songs and they would be songs about what was 
happening now, ... that was the idea in the folk 
revival, that this was a continuing tradition and 
therefore it needed new songs, ... you see Skiffle 
was the big thing I think that actually is 
responsible, probably more than the folk revival 
itself, I mean, the folk revival complimented 
Skiffle but it was a still a minority thing, but 
Skiffle was a mass thing. All the young kids of 
that time suddenly discovered that they could play 
music and all they needed was three chords and a 
guitar, an acoustic guitar. This was a revelation 
because up to then music was the province of the 
professionals, you know, people weren't writing 
their own songs at all. ... I think Skiffle was 
the trigger for the whole of the music scene that 
followed.
A.T. This may sound like your general newspaper 
question, but how did you develop your skills?
L.R. ... I suppose you learn from everything you 
listen to ... I was listening to Ewan MacColl I 
suppose ... I had a degree in English Literature, 
[that] has also given me a sense of how to write,
I mean, I've read a lot of poetry and I suppose 
that helped. If you're writing satirical stuff it 
probably helps to have read something like Pope 
probably more than to have listened to anybody, 
certainly I like something like Tom Leahrer but 
within his limitations I think probably I learnt
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things from that. I used to work with Adrian 
Mitchell [the poet]. I'm sure I've learnt things 
from him. It's difficult to know exactly what 
you've picked up from people, I mean, you do steal 
all the time and turn it to your advantage.

A.T. That's about craft though - do you think it's 
possible to develop intuition?

L.R. Yes I think it is possible to develop that 
because I don't think it is an instinct in the 
sense that it's born into you, I think it's 
something you do actually learn, a sense of what a 
song should be like and how it will work. I think 
you do develop that by writing and you know, over 
25 or more years I think I probably have developed 
that ...

A.T. Do you think song writing could be taught?

L.R. Well, there are different courses in song 
writing.

A.T. But do you think it can be taught?

L.R. I think some things can be taught. I think 
technique can be taught to a certain extent and 
certain ways of dealing with problems in song 
writing can be taught ... I think it's probably not 
as mysterious as words like intuition and 
hyperstate, I think there are quite a lot of, 
well, techniques and knowledge about song which 
you can learn. In the end though ... there has to 
be, I think, an individual personality in the 
expression of the song so you may be able to - 
there are a lot of good, well-made songs I suppose 
which don't seem to me to have any inner, any 
sense of anybody behind the songs, if you see what 
I mean, and I do think that that's probably the 
important part of the song. I think a song should 
be personal, ... the personality of the song 
writer should emerge through it. Quite often that 
doesn't and it's probably what makes a difference 
between a song which lives and a song which simply 
formed without any emotional content.

A.T. ... Do you wait for inspiration or do you 
actually sit down and say, I'm going to work on a 
song, I'm going to write a song, and is that 
different now to how it was when you started?

L.R. ... What I have found over the years is that 
the inner, could you call it inspiration, the 
inner urge to write songs diminishes and in fact I 
probably write fewer songs off - which have no 
external compulsion, if you see what I mean. I 
think I was, I think I'm more likely to write a 
song now if there is an external need, for example
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[if] I'm writing or making a record and so I need 
a couple more songs, I've got to write them, you 
know, and I think - because, actually writing 
songs has become more and more difficult.
A.T. Did you find early on in your career then 
that more songs came to you just on a pure 
inspirational basis like walking down the street 
or - ?
L.R. Yeah, I think that's true and maybe there was 
more time as well - this is the other thing - I 
find that when I was actually doing part-time 
teaching it seemed to me I had more time to write 
songs ... whereas now there doesn't seem to be any 
space at all, because when you're self-employed 
you're always doing something, in a sense, to 
generate work or related to all that business. ... 
When you start writing it's all exciting isn't it 
- it's all new and it's all experimental and you 
don't worry too much about the technical things 
like rhymes, which worry me much more now.
A.T. ... If you put in that concerted concentrated 
effort, do you find that the inspiration can still 
come as it did in the early days ... ?
L.R. ... I think, yes ... I think what I have 
learned over 25 years of song writing was of help 
in overcoming the technical problems of creating a 
song out of material which really was not song
like in itself at all ... I have found that being 
put in a position where I have to write something 
with [to] a deadline even ... it seems to be to 
enable me to produce songs as good as songs I've 
written without any external stimulus at all, so I 
reckon that the inspiration is possibly a bit of a 
myth really. You can write songs without that 
discovery or feeling that you have, overwhelming 
feeling that you have to express something inside 
yourself. ... I know there are certain songs which 
obviously perhaps are expressions of personal 
experience or feelings which still have to be 
translated into song form, which are different 
from, if you like, songs which are about issues, 
but in the end, I'm not sure that they're any 
better than songs for having been, for having had 
a different starting point ... mostly I've found 
that a lot of it is just hard work.
A.T. Do you find, do you ever get songs that 
germinate for a long time?
L.R. Well, I know the songs that are germinating 
in a sense that I may write a bit of a song, think 
of an idea for a song and it actually doesn't ever 
get finished and it seems as if it's never going

Page - 168



to get finished and then maybe years later for 
some reason you can finish it.
A.T. Do you form a song as you go or, do you clean 
it up as you go or do you get it all out and then 
go back - or do you find it comes out quite 
orderly?
L.R. No it doesn't come out orderly I don't think 
... I think my songs are very wordy ... and tend 
to be quite complicated in the form, so it's 
always a struggle to express what I want to say 
within quite a complicated and tight form and I 
usually cover quite a lot of paper ... before I 
get it down to, you know, the right form for it.
A.T. Do you work hand in hand with a musical 
instrument ...?
L.R. ... There have been very very few occasions 
when I've come up with the music, with a musical 
form or a phrase or a bit of a tune and then tried 
to build the words into that ... most of the time 
the music seems to me to derive from the words.
... I think that for me the words are central and 
the tune, the music I suppose I use as a support 
for the words ... quite often, I've simply written 
words and put a tune to it afterwards which I 
don't find as too much of a problem. ... It's the 
words that suggest the tune most of the time 
rather than the other way round.
A.T. Getting onto the actual act of writing, do 
you ever go through a sort of altered state of 
consciousness - do you experience a high?
L.R. ... Probably more of the creative process is 
in the thinking that you do. ... I sometimes have 
the impression that I've written a song in my head 
and of course when you try and write it you 
realize you haven't at all, but if there is, 
enough has gone on before you've actually started 
writing to make that process easier.
A.T. ... Are you conscious of the audience when 
you write a song?
L.R. Yeah, I'm conscious of the audience and 
always thinking of a song as something that is 
going to be performed. ... I think I assume that 
the audience will be made up of people like me, so 
... I don't worry that much about whether 
audiences will misunderstand or anything like 
that, I'm just conscious of the fact that it is a 
performed thing and it doesn't actually exist 
until you perform it and so I'm interested in it 
being first of all something that I personally can 
perform - that's very important.
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A.T. Do you feel any responsibility to write on 
certain issues?
L.R. No, not really. I know that there are people 
who feel that they have a political duty to write 
about - Ireland, all the issues you can possibly 
think of ... There are certain things I cannot 
write about because they are beyond my experience 
in some sort of way or beyond my sympathetic 
experience ... if I'm to write a song about an 
issue, it's more likely to be from my personal 
experience in some way, and there are some things, 
some issue, some subjects that just don't, that 
are just beyond my experience so I don't think, I 
don't feel any political duty to write about 
anything.
A.T. ... When you've actually been writing a song 
and you've decided that you've said what you 
wanted to say, and the first performance - does 
anything go on between that time?
L.R. Well, you practise doing it. ... I rehearse 
it and try to find a guitar accompaniment and try 
to get to know it as well as I can so that I'm not 
thinking about how I'm doing it when I'm 
performing. I think sometimes when you're 
rehearsing it, and even after you've started 
singing it things get changed. I don't even know 
I'm doing it quite often, but then I realize I'm 
not singing it exactly the same way, although it's 
only the odd word here and there.
A.T. It's not a fundamental difference?
L.R. I don't think there's a fundamental 
difference. I think that mostly when my songs are 
finished, they're finished, but they get edges 
polished up a bit and the odd word and things you 
find are not quite singable as you'd thought 
they'd be, so you change a few things, but on the 
margins - I'd say it's not fundamentally.

Though Rosselson had a formal musical education, no doubt 
influenced by his father, it is significant that in his 
chosen field of music, in the folk music scene he is self- 
taught. He taught himself to play the guitar and though he 
cites the influence of poetry and an English Literature 
degree he taught himself to write lyrics. This was obviously
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learnt by being part of the folk scene. He remarks on the 
importance of Skiffle, and how this paved the way for the 
folk song revival. Perhaps it was a reaction to his father's 
authoritarianism in the musical sense that made the folk 
scene so attractive, with its lack of musical restrictions 
and accessibility (although as has been shown throughout 
this thesis this is not necessarily the case - musical rules 
do exist although they are not as easily defined as in, for 
example, the field of classical music). An extension of this 
attitude is his insistence on avoiding a regular job.

As for the actual composing, Rosselson has attempted to 
devise his own style of songwriting; he sees it as a 
challenge to put what are sometimes complex issues into song 
form. He writes the words first, feeling that the melody is 
there to support the words, and consequently never writes 
with an instrument. Given Rosselson's reputation for sharp 
political and social comment one might expect him to take a 
journalistic approach and be an objective observer, but he 
stresses the importance of having either direct experience 
or sympathetic experience with the subject matter. In this 
respect he is aware of the trap of writing about subjects 
with which the folk scene is preoccupied but with which he 
has no personal involvement (albeit sympathetic rather than 
active). He regards a finished song as his best attempt; he 
does not change the song, feeling that he could not improve 
it once he had decided it was finished.
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Tom Paxton (b.1937, Chicago U.S.A.)

Though an American and not part of the English folk 

revival as such, Paxton influenced many songwriters on the 

English folk scene. He was part of the nucleus of 

songwriters in Greenwich Village, New York, who had come 

from various States in America and started the great boom of 

songwriting that began in the early sixties. His 

contemporaries were Bob Dylan, Phil Ochs and Buffy Saint 

Marie, all of whom influenced their generation. During his 

career he has worked in Europe more than in America, mainly 

because the songwriting boom faded through changing fashions 

in America, while in Europe it is still very much alive, 

though not in the forefront of public consciousness.

Paxton's first exposure to folk song was a chance 

encounter as a young boy with a rancher who sang cowboy 

songs. As a result he became interested in folk song before 

he knew the term existed. Due to his father's illness the 

family moved from Chicago to Arizona in the hope that the 

dry air would cure him, but it did not and his father died 

within a year creating "a void, which was never successfully 

filled." (Correspondence 1991) Whilst at school (at the age 

of twelve) he played trumpet in the school band; he got his 

first guitar at the age of sixteen which he found in an 

aunt's closet. He cites as an important musical influence 

the fact that he lived next door to "two very gifted young 

brothers whose piano repertoire included Chopin, Debussy, 

Liszt, etc. I loved hearing them practice and have no doubt 

it had an influence on me." (Ibid) Paxton enjoyed school and 

university, graduating with a Fine Arts degree, and
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immediately upon leaving university was conscripted into the 
army.

During his time as a conscript, Paxton was stationed near
New York City, and when he was discharged he "stayed on and
began scuffling for gigs like everybody else." (Ibid) The
folk revival was about to begin, and most of the clubs which
catered for folk music were in Greenwich Village. The folk
revival started in the coffee houses and soon became a
"scene" of which potential songwriters wanted to be part.
Paxton felt it was vital to be part of this new movement if
he were to become a songwriter and performer. Even at this
early stage there were unwritten rules by which the newcomer
had to abide in order to be accepted (as discussed in
Chapter 6). Paxton was well aware of this:

I would say I complied a great deal. I was 
definitely part of the scene. I wanted to 
experience, I wanted to grow, I wanted to be 
accepted. I was certainly in my element, put it 
that way. (Ibid.)

Success came quickly for Paxton, who soon became known as 
one of the foremost singer-songwriters. He played at major 
Rock festivals, still as a solo performer, and had 
considerable exposure in the media. Because of this 
attention he was enticed into trying for even greater 
stardom by using a commercial producer for a record.
However, by his own admission, it was a mistake:

... the abomination called "Saturday Night" was 
the result of that. It is an inexcusable piece of 
shit and actually it represented a break-through 
for me because when I heard that thing my first 
reaction was I went out and got drunk ... the next 
day I thought well that's it, here I fucking 
stand. I'm going to do my kind of records ... if 
it costs me success I don't care because, I mean.
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the worst thing that could happen was this thing 
be a success because it's awful. (Ibid.)

It was after this episode that Paxton settled into a
style which he has kept. He does not shirk from using the
term professional when he describes himself (a word which
some members of the folk music scene use in disparaging
terms alongside the word commercial):

I'm a professional performer. I love what I do, I 
respect what I'm doing, I do it for a living. An 
amateur has a romantic notion, you know, of being 
overwhelmed with song and it's all bursting out 
and singing like a bird. Even a bird is a 
professional; a bird does that for a living!
(Ibid)

The interview with Tom Paxton took place in his apartment in 
Manhattan, New York, on 5 January, 1989.

A.T. ... What was it that got you into it [the 
folk scene] in the first place and what was the 
fascination?
T.P. Lifelong fascination of folk songs. I didn't 
even know you called them folk songs - I just knew 
that they were songs I loved.
A.T. That was long before you knew about the life
style or -
T.P. Oh my God yes. I was a boy. I was a little 
boy. I knew that I loved their songs - they told 
stories. I know that when I was, this will take me 
a minute, when I was nine my father who was, we 
didn't know it but he was dying, after an 
operation, he took us for the whole winter down to 
Arizona, to get away from Chicago, to a dude ranch 
[a ranch for paying guests] and we were there the 
whole winter of forty-seven, forty-eight, and I 
went to school every day but I rode a horse every 
day and it was incredible. What an amazing 
experience and I'll never forget, I mean, here it 
is these many years later and I never forget one 
night, a feller, I think he was a rancher who 
lived around there, he must have picked up pin- 
money or extra spending money by, he would go
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round to these various dude ranches and do about a 
half-hour I think it was, of true cowboy songs ...

A.T. Did he use a guitar?
T.P. Yeah, he played the guitar and sang his 
songs.
A.T. ... When you saw the guitar and first heard 
it did that have a tremendous impact on you?
T.P. Oh yeah, much more than I realized, I mean, I 
knew that this was wonderful but then, it's not as 
if I thought of nothing else for days thereafter, 
that's not it, but -
A.T. Was it a different sound, I mean, when you 
heard a banjo for the first time did that have the 
same effect?
T.P. Oh absolutely. When I heard a banjo played 
the way Pete Seeger played it, which was actually 
from a guy in Oaklahoma who played it extremely 
well, I mean, he was a good guy to hear, I just 
fell to pieces. It was like hitting a tuning-fork 
in me, saying, oh my God, this is mine.
A.T. But why did you choose the guitar as opposed 
to the banjo, say?
T.P. I don't know. I think because I had already 
begun playing the guitar. I did get a banjo, I 
played on it a bit but I've always been more 
interested in writing and performing than I was in 
learning an instrument. I mean I've kind of 
evolved on the guitar but I'm certainly, any 
guitarist will listen to me and say, "Well, he 
plays well what he plays but he doesn't play a 
lot" .
A.T. When you first got here [New York] though, 
Tom, and you started hanging out in the scene 
here, I mean, what was it like, ... was there a 
buzz in the air?
T.P. Definitely. It was the tail-end of the Beat 
generation. People forget that, but when I got 
here in March of 60, I was still in the army, we'd 
get in on weekends, you still would hear beat 
poets performing in the coffee houses in the 
village, and they were very important, and they 
would recite their poems and now and then "fuck" 
would work into the poem and the tourists would be 
titillated by all this.
A.T. But how did you actually learn?
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T.P. By writing.
A.T. And listening?
T.P. Writing and listening. I listened, I 
listened, I listened and I wrote the way I heard.
I wrote the songs I was hearing, so I tended to 
write in a traditional folk style ...
A.T. ... Imagine the early days back in the 
village (Greenwich Village, New York) when you 
started out, how much did that lifestyle influence 
the way you were writing. I mean, could you have 
written the songs you wrote if you hadn't been 
involved in that whole kind of movement.
T.P. No I don't think so, but I think that it 
wasn't so much the fact that I was living in 
Greenwich Village, it was that I was in daily 
contact with other songwriters, and other 
musicians. I was hearing acoustic folk music every 
day and talking to other guys who are writing, 
hearing new songs, singing new songs for them, 
constant feed-back, constant ferment. ... I think 
that all artists need a period, a gestation period 
of really rubbing up against other artists like 
themselves. Really, I think that interaction, I 
think is vital.
A.T. Do you think songwriting can be taught?
T.P. I think it can be coached. ... All you can do 
is help them get started and then, you know, if 
they've got the fire in their belly belt they'll 
find it.
A.T. Do you, for example, wait for inspiration or 
do you set aside a specific time to write, and 
then possibly work into an inspirational mood?
T.P. I never wait for inspiration. I've had 
inspiration come to me but I figure they're 
bonuses. I think, if you think of yourself as a 
song writer then you write songs, that's what you 
do. You write songs and sell them. The way you 
write songs is you pick up a pencil or a word 
processor, or whatever your implement might be and 
you get on with it.
A.T. Was that always the case?
T.P. Mnn, no. Of course not. I used to have a much 
more romantic view of it than that, that songs 
were, they would drop, because a few of them did. 
You see I began to think that was the method but 
that didn't last long. It was gone very early 
actually. I've always, nearly all my working life 
I've thought of myself in more professional terms.

Page - 176



you know, that this is what I expect of myself, as 
you write, and if I'm not writing it I'm blowing 
it, and so I do, I sit down and I write.
A.T.Do you feel a pressure to write, I mean, the 
pressure to write, is it self-imposed or is it 
other ... ?
T.P. Well, it's mainly, I would [say], ninety per 
cent self-imposed.
A.T. ... When you start to write then, do you have 
an idea before you start, or do you sometimes find 
that you just write for the sake of writing, to 
get in the frame of mind, the rhythm of it, and 
then the idea comes?
T.P. It happens both ways. Very frequently 
nowadays, I find that I've set myself certain 
tasks so I know before I write what I’m going to 
write.
A.T. I'm interested in this question of whether 
you choose the subject or whether the subject 
chooses you, and if you want to use illustrations 
that's fine. I'm thinking of something like "Jimmy 
Newman" [a Tom Paxton song about a Vietnam veteran 
in a military hospital].
T.P. Absolutely. There isn't any question in my 
mind that subjects choose themselves. Certainly 
they come to us. I think that's when we're working 
at our best, I think that when we work, in a way, 
at the top of our talent at whatever point the 
development is, then we do leave ourselves open 
for that sort of process to happen, and that's the 
really exciting process because that's where, I 
mean, things happen, ... it's fun ... there's 
craftsmanship and I take pride in it and a lot of 
joy, but I'm also working on some things that kind 
of astonish me because I have no idea where they 
come from.
A.T. It seems to me that now you start and write 
more with the lyrics and work on the tune later, 
is that the case?
T.P. I almost always do it that way.
A.T. Was that always the case?
T.P. Pretty much - there've been a few exceptions, 
one of them was "Bottle of wine" which was 
something of a hit, so I've always thought maybe I 
should go back and try to do it that way.
A.T. You had that tune first then?
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T.P. Yeah, and I had the little guitar figure 
[chord sequence/riff] for "Peace will come".
A.T. ... When do you think, say, the song is
finished, can you judge it then or do you have to 
leave it some time before you feel you're in a 
good position to judge it, like, is it a good 
song?
T.P. I can almost always judge it, right away. I 
can't judge whether it's going to appreciated or 
not, whether it's going to be popular or not, I 
can't judge that, but I can judge if I've done a 
good job.
A.T. Have you ever been wrong, have you ever 
salvaged a song from way back and brought it back 
to life?
T.P. No, I tend to, if they don't happen, I just 
let them go.
A.T. Have you ever been in a situation where 
you've got what you think is a damn good song and 
it just doesn't work?
T.P. Yes, oh yes, that's happened to me. It's 
happened to the extent where I've finally revised 
my opinion - said, well I guess it wasn't very 
good after all, but I'm usually right.
A.T. As you're writing it down are you forming it 
as you go along?
T.P. Yeah. I call it, I have an expression that I 
use, called cracking the code, and there's a 
certain point where you're kind of stumbling along 
writing the words down, not exactly sure what 
you're doing and then it comes like a kind of 
moment of, not inspiration, but illumination - you 
say, "Ah this is what I've been doing, this is 
where I've been going all this time", and then its 
simply a matter of completing that task because 
once the task is clear it's easier to finish it 
than it was when you didn't know what you were 
doing when you were just - we're talking now about 
the songs where you sit down without an idea, 
without knowing what you're going to write about.
A.T. But you don't actually get stuck on rhymes 
and scanning and everything like that?
T.P. Well I do, but I tend to, just like you, I 
kind of give it a little bit of time and then go 
on. ... If I'm stuck for a rhyme I'll, I've 
learned to leave it alone and go on to the line 
after that if I can and carry on and come back to 
it, because when I come back to it, if I don't
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have an idea something else might have suggested 
itself that would be better there anyhow, ...
A.T. Have you ever experienced in the, during the 
creative act an altered state of consciousness, a
high?

T.P. Definitely. Very hard to describe. It's not 
orgasmic or anything like that, but I think the 
best way I could describe it as, I have had 
feelings of the rightness of what I was doing. 
This is what I'm supposed to do, among other 
things, this is one of the things that I am by 
nature, by a gift of God or whatever, created to 
do, is to make these songs. I have felt at times 
almost kind of an exultation of realizing that to 
one degree or another, these songs really are 
gifts, to me first of all, and then to people 
around.
A.T. Are you aware of what is going on around you 
when you are in this - ?
T.P. Oh yeah, sure.
A.T. But you can shut it out?
T.P. I don't know, I haven't tried.
A.T. I mean, have you written a song when Midge 
[his wife] and the kids were round and that?
T.P. Oh sure. I wrote "The last thing on my mind" 
[one of the most well-known Paxton songs] when 
Midge and her sister were talking in the same 
room.
A.T. So you must have the ability when you're at 
that moment of supreme concentration -
T.P. Oh sure, I can write on planes -
A.T. - although you hear them you have the ability 
to shut it out?
T.P. Yeah, that's right. ...
A.T. Would you say that there are some songs which 
are well crafted and good as far as they go, and 
there are some songs which go further?
T.P. Oh yeah.
A.T. And what makes the latter go further?
T.P. Oh God, I haven't a clue, I mean, no idea.
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A.T. I mean, there are some songs of yours, 
obviously.
T.P. Absolutely. Some songs of mine that transcend 
the rest of them.
A.T. Or transcend time and transcend place and 
everything?
T.P. Absolutely, there are a few of them.
A.T. I mean, in a way that's one of the things 
isn't it that makes them go further, that they do 
transcend.
T.P. Well yeah. That's why we, I think that's why 
we keep writing songs, you know, to try to write a 
couple more like that. They're not necessarily the 
songs that make us a lot of money either. 
Definitely there are some songs that have a little 
magic touch to them and I've no idea why, no idea 
what sets them apart from the ones that are well 
crafted and the people invariably enjoy - that 
make them - you know, the meat and potatoes of a 
performance, keep the standards up, that sort of 
thing, but certain songs just jump and I don't 
know why, and you just don't seem to be able, I 
don't seem to be able to control when a song like 
that's going to come out so I have found that what 
I have to do is write as many songs as I can and 
trust the law of averages to give me one or two 
real nice ones.
A.T. Getting back to the actual songs, Tom, how 
much personal involvement do you think is 
necessary before a song rings true?
T.P. I don't think any of this is true. None. The 
best example I can give you is "The Last Thing on 
my Mind". I wrote it in the early days of what is 
still a happy marriage. There was no trouble in my 
life at the time. Nothing remotely resembling the 
sentiment of that song was present in my life. 
Nothing. ... I really do feel that it's possible 
to create great art without walking the walk. It's 
possible to write a thrilling song of the 
barricades without ever seeing them and that's 
what's mysterious about art. ... I don't think 
it's possible to write that song, a great song of 
the barricades if your heart isn't there. I don't 
think you can fake it.
A.T. I can suggest that to you because I know you 
to be too modest to suggest it yourself, that 
there are songs obviously that you've written 
[even though] the very experiences you haven't 
been through.
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T.P. Well I wasn't in Vietnam was I. You're 
talking about "Jimmy Newman" a while ago. I wasn't 
in Vietnam, but I wrote "Jimmy Newman" and I've 
had guys who not only were in Vietnam but were in 
Medevac hospitals tell me that the song is true, 
that they lived through it, that the guy in the 
next bed was dead, so yeah, it's possible. It just 
depends on where your heart is.

Paxton's experiences as an adolescent have had far 
reaching effects. Because of his father's illness he was 
exposed to a lifestyle he was unfamiliar with; he heard a 
cowboy singing songs, and he heard the guitar and the banjo 
for the first time. Another significant experience seems to 
have been hearing his neighbours playing classical music on 
the piano. As for his time in the army he mentions it only 
in passing; it was a means to get to New York and to become 
part of the new folk music scene. Being part of a scene he 
suggests is vital. He had no formal training on the guitar, 
nor did he have any tuition in songwriting. He learnt both 
by watching and listening, and no doubt there was ample 
mutual encouragement in the folk song cafes of Greenwich 
Village. He now treats songwriting and performing as a 
profession and talks of them in those terms although he 
accepts that in the early part of his career more of his 
songs came from spontaneous inspiration. He rejects the idea 
that personal involvement in an issue is necessary to write 
a song on that issue, although it is evident from his songs 
that he is sympathetically involved in the subject matter.
He writes the words first without using an instrument; the 
guitar accompaniment merely acts as a layer on which the 
words rest.
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Pete Morton (b.1964, Leicestershire)
Morton is the youngest of the four songwriters I 

interviewed, and new to the folk scene. His views are 
interesting to this study because of his youth and the fact 
that he became a professional songwriter and performer when 
general interest in folk music had ebbed and fashion had 
moved the public to other types of music. It is not assumed, 
however, that because of his youth the subject matter of his 
songs is any less important than those of the other three or 
that his songwriting ability is any less regarded.

When referring to his social background, Morton, rather
than placing it into any particular class describes his
parents' occupation: his father was a plumber, his mother
was a "dinner lady". He went to a state school in Leicester
and his earliest musical influences appear to be brass band
music which his father was interested in, and choir music.

I went into the choir because my mum wanted me to. 
I found it very powerful ... I was into the drama 
of it. The services I found a bore, but it got me 
into singing, it influenced my songs. (Interview 
1991)

Morton remembers little regarding music lessons at 
school, and as for school in general, "I never liked 
school - I loved learning but it was the institution I 
didn't like." (Ibid.) Outside of school he became interested 
in popular music, specifically the band Slade. Punk music 
was the new music phenomenon (with bands such as "Squeeze" 
and "The Buzzcocks"), and it was this style which attracted 
Morton because:
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... it went against the grain, anarchic, it went 
for it, it got rid of a lot of energy. (Ibid)

Although he had piano lessons as a child, he taught
himself to play the guitar and at fourteen years of age was
already playing in a punk-style band and writing songs.
However, when he first heard Bob Dylan it changed his
perception of song and all that song could convey.

When I was sixteen I heard Bob Dylan. It was what 
I wanted. It was the same as punk but it did it 
more articulately. It was more intelligent. (Ibid)

Obviously the anarchic element in punk music and Dylan's 
lyrics struck a sympathetic chord in Morton, as he "always 
wanted to be different ... to do something different. For a 
start I wanted to be famous." (Ibid)

Morton left school at sixteen with one 'O'level and went
to a college of further education but never finished the
course. He left to travel through Europe, paying his way by
"busking". His parents were against him making music as a
career, and as Morton perceived the situation:

... they were worried, they didn't understand. 
Everyone's telling you not to do it when you want 
to be a "muso" [musician]. If you're a songwriter 
you've got to be a bit of a headbanger. It's 
tough. (Interview 1991)

Since then Morton has become a respected performer and 
songwriter, performing throughout Europe and America, and 
now has three records to his credit. It is perhaps 
surprising that he has chosen the folk scene as the platform 
for his songs, given his musical background (punk and new- 
wave) and age, but as he explains "I wanted to be a 
songwriter", and he sees the folk scene as being comprised 
of people who will listen to songs in a much more
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concentrated way than those who attend a rock venue. As a 
result:

I've grown to find out what it (folk music) is and 
understand why and grown to like it and understand 
why others like it. I learnt quite a lot of 
traditional songs, quite a few that I put in my 
set and I'm quite influenced by traditional 
songs." (Interview 1989)

The interview with Morton took place in his flat in 
Leicester, on 7 February, 1989.

A.T ... Why did you go the way you went [that is, 
the folk scene] as opposed to going into the pop 
scene?
P.M. Because I wanted to be a songwriter ...
A.T. How did you develop you skills?
P.M. Through learning what you don't do I suppose, 
instead of what, through making a more positive 
sort of apprenticeship at it I suppose. ... I 
started off by singing other people's songs.
A.T. What were you listening to at the time?
P.M. Sqeeze, Buzzcocks - at the time it was a lot 
of pop stuff ... and then due to the Punk thing I 
started realizing that, you know, lyrics can be 
... used to actually change things, ...
A.T. ...Did you find that by listening to Dylan, 
to Buffy St. Marie, that it had some kind of 
effect on the way you developed as a song writer.
I mean, you may not have been conscious of it at 
the time, but did you feel that it gave you a 
great sense of form and whatever, you know, and 
the way a song is balanced?
P.M. Oh yeah, I remember when I was at college,
... when I came across Dylan's Yellow Book with 
all his songs in it and some of the early songs I 
noticed how he'd used the folk tradition. ... It's 
really strange because the stuff that I was 
listening to just didn't write like that and this 
really fascinated me, ... I used to write songs 
... in this form and you know, they weren't very
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good songs but I was really into writing in this 
structure, this sort of disciplined structure.
A.T. ... Do you think that song writing could be 
taught.
P.M. There's got to be a flair there but, yes, it 
can. ... You can only get somebody to craft a 
song, right, that's all rational thinking ... the 
only thing you can say is, look, if you really 
want to write a song there has to be emotional 
involvement in it and I think that that is the 
root of it and you have to really feel the need.
A.T. If someone came to you, a T.V. producer came 
to you now and he said they were doing a programme 
on whatever, say urban unrest in Leicester and 
they needed a song to introduce the programme, 
could you do it, would you take the commission - 
not forgetting also that you might be paid 300 
pounds for writing it and you'd have enormous 
P.R.S. [royalties] and all the rest of it?
P.M. I'd have a go at it. I think I'd have a go at 
it. ... I'd actually prefer if I had a song which 
I'd already written that would fit into it and 
offer them that somehow because like I said 
earlier on, I’m not the best at actually, somebody 
telling me to go write a song ... I'm not 
particularly good at that.
A.T. Can you see a point when maybe you will do 
one day?
P.M. Yes I think so - do you mean - 
A.T. Write to order.
P.M. The only point in it would be money wouldn't 
it.
A.T. Yes.
P.M. I think that as I keep writing I think I'll 
just reach a stage where I'll find it a lot easier 
to do that, you know. I still feel very much that 
I’m learning about song writing you know.
A.T. ... Do you wait for inspiration or do you set 
aside specific times when you want to write a 
song?
P.M. I wait for inspiration all the time. I've 
found that when I attempt to discipline it, to 
organize it, it doesn't work, so I've just 
gradually come round to realizing that my policy 
for me is to wait for songs to come to me.
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A.T. How do you find that inspiration comes - does 
it - is it spontaneous, could it, could you be 
anywhere for example?
P.M. That's right. The more spontaneous it is 
usually the sharper it is, the better the song it 
is.
A.T. Have you ever, when you actually get the idea 
on this song, when you start writing a song are 
you conscious of what sparked it off?
P.M. Yes I am.
A.T. Have you ever written a song where you 
couldn't trace back the original inspiration?
P.M. No - I'm curious of, I’m curious of I'm 
thinking about it, yeah, I'm thinking about where 
it came from and I'm, and I think that initial 
inspiration for however short a time space it was, 
you know, those few seconds are the important 
thing really - I mean, I've written songs that 
have developed into something else so I'm 
conscious of where it originally came from, yeah.
A.T. Would it come from for example, if you were 
reading the newspaper?
P.M. No, not newspapers for some reason.
A.T. Or a television documentary?
P.M. It's, yeah, yeah, there are, I can think of 
one song - "Mothers' Day", a song which I wrote 
after seeing a documentary on nuclear warheads 
being installed in Europe.
A.T. "Think of your Mothers' Day"?
P.M. Yeah, that's the one, yeah, which is an anti 
nuclear-war song. I was at home at the time, 
living at home, and I was sitting downstairs with 
my mum and dad and watching this documentary and I 
think I left half way through it and just picked 
up the guitar with - and just started playing the 
guitar, you know, with all the emotions built up 
inside me. I had no words at that time and I just 
started singing - I just started singing and 
things came, you know. It's - I'm a very haphazard 
writer, you know, I believe in being sort of that, 
you know. It's a rocky ride if you're going to 
sort of - you've almost got to live your life 
around it almost ... if you feel what you're doing 
here is to write songs then you've got to wait for 
them to come to you, you know.
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A.T.So would you find that, in answer to, does the 
subject choose you or do you choose the subject -
P.M. The subject chooses me.
A.T. ... are you ever in a situation where you get 
an idea for a song but for whatever reason you're 
not able to sit down there and then and do 
anything about it, do you find, I'm thinking about 
the germination of a song, do you ever experience 
the germination of a song over a period of time, 
say weeks or months?
P.M. Definitely, yeah. It's like, it's - you don't 
know you're actually going to come round and write 
a song about it and it's going to be the finished 
thing and it's going to be worth something but you 
know that it's, something, we're talking about 
very negative songs here really in my case, 
because I feel that if something irritates you, 
you know, and you carry it around for weeks and 
then you may sort of get a few lines and you write 
them down but they're not really what you want and 
then it may sort of just turn up weeks and weeks 
after that, you know ... it's usually with 
negative type songs ... but positive songs like 
love songs which are just saying that are sort of 
very positive, emotionally positive, usually come 
out of the blue and they're what you want to 
experience all of the time anyway so they don't 
germinate, if you see what I mean, they just 
happen.
A.T. So the songs that do germinate, have you any 
reason or answers to why it doesn't work first 
time and why it works eventually. Why do you think 
that after two or three weeks it does come 
together?
P.M. Because it's got to have the right time to, 
just to click, I suppose. I don't know, I honestly 
don't know, I don't know.
A.T. ... How much importance do you place on it's 
reception to [from] an audience as to whether you 
think it's a good song or not?
P.M. Quite a lot, quite a lot ... I feel my 
judgement's pretty good but you're never one 
hundred per cent sure, so I always think I'm not 
going to be convinced that this song actually 
works until I've played it and I've got some 
reaction from it - I do - I'm very conscious of 
that really.
A.T. Yeah, so if you, for example, if you had a 
song and you weren't sure whether it was going to 
work or not would you be tempted to play it and if
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it went down very well would that sway your 
judgement?
P.M. To a degree yes, yes it would.
A.T. And what about from the other point of view - 
if you have a song which was dynamite, that you 
thought was dynamite and you played it and it 
didn't go down very well, I mean, would you 
persevere with it?
P.M. Yeah, if I'm absolutely convinced that it 
really is something special ... you must know that 
... it's some sort of intuition of actually 
knowing that this song, because of the subject I'm 
dealing with needs - this can take seven verses, 
this can take eight verses, this can be, this will 
be stronger if it's in a ballad that goes on for 
six minutes, you know, but, you know, it depends 
what you're dealing with, it depends how light the 
song is or how heavy the song is, what you're 
actually, yeah, what that subject can actually 
take, you know, you just feel it.
A.T. So you do sometimes overwrite -
P.M. Yeah.
A.T. - and chuck out a verse of something for 
whatever reason?
P.M. Yeah, but usually I'm, as regards that, I'm 
pretty accurate, I'm pretty good at that - I can 
judge that quite well.
A.T. And is the best time to judge it do you 
think, I mean, when is the best time to judge the 
song, you know, immediately after you've written 
it or the next day or - ?
P.M. Well, you can't help but judge it as soon as 
you've written it, and then it's like what we were 
saying earlier about once you play it to other 
people. Songs, you know, it's like, you can, once 
you've written a song and you start practicing it 
you've still got to go out and play it once, you 
know, and it takes maybe five or six performances 
at least for it to settle in and then it starts 
changing shape, and you're judging it all the 
time, but as regards just finishing the song 
itself, you do judge it, you can't help but do 
that.
A.T. Do you know for example when you've finished 
a song that you're likely to change your mind 
about it over a period of time?
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P.M. Oh yeah, yeah, I know that yeah. Sometimes 
you get something and you actually think, God, 
this really has just come down and there's 
something about this song and then next morning, 
if you like, you actually cannot see, it doesn't 
hold together, you know, you remember what the 
essence of it is, but somehow, it's not that good, 
it's usually after a few beers or something.
A.T. When you're actually writing the song and 
you're sitting down, you've got the pen and paper 
there and the guitar and everything, do you form 
it as you go along. I mean, for example, you get a 
couple of lines and you know what you're trying to 
say in that verse and you need two more lines and 
for whatever reason you can't get a rhyme or 
something, I mean, what happens in that case?
P.M. I have, you know, like every songwriter I 
suppose, tried to sort of, you know, fit a square 
peg in a round hole and tried and sort of force 
things down, and it's like for the sake of a 
rhymes, you know, sometimes. It was only about six 
months ago I suddenly realized that when you're 
writing a song, say you've got three lines and the 
first two have rhymed quite nicely - they've just 
been your first inspiration - you're walking down 
the street and found those, and then you've got 
this fourth line, and if it doesn't come straight 
away I've realized just to leave it because there 
is a line that's waiting to be written.
A.T. So you kind of rush through it do you, get 
all the information out?
P.M. Get all the information out and don't worry 
too much about the rhymes.
A.T. And then you go back do you and smarten it 
up, clean it up, shorten the lines - ?
P.M. Yes, and I think that's when you should take 
your time. It's like the first part of writing a 
song I find is it pays to be impatient, right, 
because you've got your inspiration to get out and 
then the cleaning up of it, the tidying up of it I 
find is the time to be patient because then there 
is lines to be written that are waiting to be 
written.
A.T. ... When you're actually writing a song do 
you experience a kind of "high"?
P.M. Definitely, yes.
A.T. And can you explain what that is?
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P.M. It is, impossible to describe 1 It's just the 
excitement I suppose of dealing with inspiration.
I think I'm scared as well. That is a high. When 
you know that the fear of actually losing it, 
because I have always had that fear in song 
writing of actually having inspiration and then 
losing it and that is why, why I say I'm impatient 
when I'm first writing things down.
A.T. So you believe that that level of 
concentration when that song comes, that high, I 
mean, is obviously finite, and you're frightened 
of not getting down all the information before the 
big rush of inspiration goes, is that it?
P.M. That's right. You use the word concentration 
and that's a point I'd really like to make where I 
do think I'm different from other songwriters 
maybe, in some senses, I don't know, [I'm] a bit 
of a fraud compared to songwriters who actually 
sit down and concentrate. I'm not a concentrated 
writer, I'm not somebody who, when I'm writing the 
song and I'm getting it and I'm feeling excited 
and high about it I'm not, the sort of songs I 
write are written by a person whose concentration 
levels are not particularly high.
A.T. There's not a conscious effort of trying when 
you write a song?
P.M. Not now, no. Because that's from experience 
of knowing that the songs which ... I've written 
have flowed through me, they have not, you know, 
they have not come from trying, I mean, you know, 
you try but you don't try too much. ... When I get 
something that I know I'm really keen on doing,
I'm really keen on writing this, this is exciting, 
this is, I'm going to make this into a song, I 
become completely oblivious if you like, and 
domestically incompetent, you name it.
A.T. How do you feel afterwards?
P.M. It depends how I feel I've done.
A.T. Well, if you know you've written a good song 
and it's exciting, you know, you've been excited, 
you've been stimulated.
P.M. I feel sort of, I feel happy. ... I feel 
confident again, I feel I've regained an identity.
A.T. Do you have a coming-down period?
P.M. Yes, gradual, that's gradual.
A.T. Could you go to sleep say, could you go to 
bed immediately after writing a song?
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P.M. No, not really.
A.T. Why is that?
P.M. Because I think about it, I keep thinking 
about it once I've finished it, and I change it 
around and just thinking, you know, is it what I 
think it is, you know, is it good enough. No, I'm 
pretty restless actually.
A.T. When you write a song do you use the guitar? 
... do the tune and the words, do you keep them 
going alongside each other?
P.M. ... What I tend to do, sometimes I may come 
in, pick up the guitar and I may get a riff - I 
may sort of mess around and I think, oh that's 
nice, I'll use that.
A.T. Is that on chords?
P.M. Chords, yeah. Sometimes I may jot down words 
on a train or a bus or whatever where I can't get 
the guitar out but I can never really get the, get 
anything out. I've got to have the guitar. What I 
tend to do is pick up the guitar, play a bit more, 
write a few more lines, pick up the guitar again 
but not in a straight line sort of thing - I'm 
very, as I say, I'm very haphazard about it.

Morton relates how the Punk music scene was influential 
in his desire to play music. I suggest that in this respect 
Punk music served the same purpose as Skiffle did for McTell 
and Rosselson; the two musical styles are similar in that 
they served as an alternative to a more formal approach to 
music and as importantly, because of the seemingly simple 
musical and lyrical construction they were accessible to 
musicians with no formal music education. Song, as opposed 
to simply playing music seems to have been the focus of 
Morton's attention and it was the folk song scene which 
provided the context for him to learn to write songs. He is 
self-taught, and still at a stage in his career where he
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waits for songs to come by spontaneous inspiration. He does 
not reject the idea of writing to order but he infers that 
he distrusts this approach. I suggest that this another 
indication of his youth; the other writers I interviewed 
suggested that the ideas for songs are more difficult to 
find after one has written and recorded many songs, and 
inspiration has to be worked for on a more disciplined 
basis. In this respect Morton differentiates clearly between 
the two methods of composing. Though he uses the guitar to 
write songs, writing words and tune together, the idea for a 
song does not necessarily come from experimenting with 
certain guitar chord shapes and figures.

Observations
To conclude this chapter I will summarize what I feel are 

the significant points of the preceding interviews. Some are 
common to all of the four songwriters and illustrate how an 
alternative and minority music culture has a structure, 
however anarchic it may at first seem (indeed it was its 
liberal philosophy that attracted so many songwriters and 
performers to the folk scene). Other points are specific to 
each songwriter, most notably in the compositional act. It 
is evident that each has devised his way of working and 
though it may alter slightly from song to song, it generally 
stays within a certain method of operation. Morton had yet 
to reach the stage of being able to write to order whereas 
McTell, Paxton and Rosselson have had to learn through being 
commissioned to write for specific projects, and I suggest
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that this ability comes with age and experience. On a purely 
financial level it is a way of subsidizing one's income, 
though McTell, for example, stated he did not treat writing 
to order with any less commitment than writing solely for 
himself. Each mentioned the discipline involved in writing 
to order, either by being commissioned or by the need to 
have new songs to perform.

Common to all was the importance they placed on a scene. 
Each felt it was vital to the learning process, and as each 
was self-taught in terms of learning technique having a 
scene where they could watch and listen and hence learn was 
important to their development. Having examples to aspire to 
and be stimulated by was part of their pragmatic education. 
This was the attraction of the folk club scene; beginners 
were encouraged to perform, and professional performers were 
approachable for help and advice. The folk scene provided a 
context, not only for learning but for establishing guide
lines for style and subject matter. I suggest that these 
guide-lines, though never couched in such terms exerted an 
influence on the writers, consciously or otherwise. Each 
songwriter has his own distinctive style, (Rosselson states 
how he worked on developing his own style, inferring that he 
wanted to avoid writing pastiche folk song) but each plays 
to the same audience which leads one to assume there are 
perameters of style where certain songs will be acceptable 
and others will not. I suggest that each songwriter takes 
this into account when developing his style of writing and 
as he continues to write as a professional performer. As a 
consequence, when he presents his songs he will therefore
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have an audience to perforin to. Developing a style outside 
of the confines of what is admissible to a folk club 
audience would be counter productive as the songwriter would 
not be able to present his songs.

The guitar is integral to the folk scene, and for each 
songwriter it was an attraction even before the thought of 
writing songs took hold. With McTell and Morton it is vital 
during the act of composition, with Rosselson and Paxton it 
has a lesser role, being used after the lyrics have been 
written to develop a tune to fit the words, and obviously 
later as an accompaniment. Their motivation to learn the 
guitar must have been considerable as each taught himself to 
play, a considerable achievement when one considers the 
standard of playing they have achieved. The first few months 
of playing a guitar is painful for the fingers of the hand 
which frets the string (the left hand for right-handed 
people) and it takes dedication to persevere.

Each songwriter I interviewed takes his job seriously. 
Moreover, each takes the product of his efforts seriously, 
striving to capture an idea in words and music to the best 
of his ability. Though initially the idea of being famous 
may have been attractive (Morton admits to having the desire 
to be famous when he first started playing) not one of the 
songwriters mentioned fame or money as a driving force. The 
earning power of the four is considerably different, yet 
each started with nothing with varying degrees of success.
It is apparent in all of the interviews that during the 
compositional act each songwriter was concerned solely with 
following the idea in song to its fruition. Its potential
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reception was not considered. Each songwriter seemed well 
aware of his capabilities, what he was capable of and what 
was beyond his ability or interest.

Though it is not readily apparent from the above 
interviews a study of the songs produced by the songwriters 
reveals a political persuasion left of centre. Perhaps this 
is bound to be the case when one considers the political 
persuasion of the folk scene in general (this point is dealt 
with in Chapter 2). Paxton and McTell have earned 
considerable amounts from royalties and performances, yet 
they still hold to the same social and political principles 
they had when they started.

It may be significant that each songwriter left his home 
environment before becoming involved in the folk song 
movement; McTell and Morton left to busk (perform on the 
streets) through Europe, Rosselson left for Israel and 
Paxton left for New York. I suggest that leaving the 
confines of familiar social surroundings was a way of 
breaking the mould. Apart from Rosselson (and even in his 
case as his father had no interest in music other than 
classical) it is unlikely that the parents of each 
songwriter ever considered music as a career, and in this 
respect it was perhaps necessary to create a distance 
between a family's idea of the means to earn a living, which 
in most cases is a regular job, and what the person really 
wanted to do. It is also worth noting that the Sixties were 
a time of great social and artistic change, when the youth 
of the day were active and vocal in their rejection of past 
values. Even though Morton became interested much later,
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there was a similar social revolution taking place, 
epitomized by Punk music. I suggest social conditions had an 
effect on the songwriters I interviewed, but how much effect 
and what form it took is difficult to quantify as I have no 
evidence, and none mentioned it in his interview.

It is apparent from the information gained through these 
interviews that each songwriter has his own specific way of 
writing a song, although I have shown there are similarities 
in their learning process and approach, in their interests 
and aspirations, and in their lifestyle. In the following 
chapter I will use myself as a case study, covering the same 
points as in this chapter but in much greater detail (made 
possible by the fact that I am both interviewer and 
interviewee).

Footnotes.
1. See Kiel:1979, Nettl:1973 and 1983, Finnegan:1977, 
Merriam:1964, E.D. Ives:1964, 1971 and 1978, Blacking:1976 
and 1987.
2. See Blacking, 1976:32-53 regarding the integral role of 
music in Venda society.
3. See Keil 1979 regarding songmakers and musicians in Tiv 
society.
4. See also Griffiths 1988:27-34, Roos and O'Meara 1988:35- 
50, Fieri, 1987:37-44.
5. See Nettl 1983, 26-35 for an examination of the creative 
process using as examples various songmakers from different 
cultures.
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CHAPTER 8
THE CREATIVE PROCESS: A CASE STUDY

Taking the current thinking in folklore studies that an 
analysis of song making can only be fully understood through 
understanding other factors, such as the lifestyle and 
background of the singer/writer into consideration, I felt 
that any study of creativity could be better understood if 
analysed alongside a case study. Given that there are 
different views as to how songs are made, there is obviously 
a need for performers and songmakers themselves to explain 
their methods, and my own personal knowledge may add to 
this. In the previous chapter, four songwriters explained 
how the creative process worked for them. In this chapter I 
am using myself as a case study, firstly because I obviously 
know my own work intimately and secondly because my research 
has involved a great amount of self-analysis where I have 
had to consider in detail the creative process. (1) On this 
subject I am playing a double role, the provider and the 
interpreter of the information (known as being a key 
informant, discussed in the summary, pages 2-10).

It is no simple task to explain how a song is made -
previous studies have generally failed to get detailed
information of the compositional process, as Nettl states:

... music scholars actually know very little about 
the way in which music comes about ... (Nettl, 
1983:26)

Empathetic interaction due to a shared occupation between 
informant and interviewer can elicit information denied to

Page - 197



the outside observer no matter how enthusiastic his efforts
are at enculturation; for the songwriter to play the role of 
a key informant there is greater potential for detailed 
information to emerge. I cannot claim that the following 
analysis applies to all songwriters although there are 
certain similarities. This is to be expected as we not only 
share the same culture but through a mutual interest in the 
folk scene we share similar preoccupations. Furthermore, we 
all perform in the same milieu, and as I have illustrated, 
the context to an extent dictates the form. (In the 
following chapter I will attempt to bring these similarities 
together from this and the previous chapter for a general 
analysis.)

Finnegan (1977:53) emphasizes the relevance of the
context in which composition and performance takes place and
how vital this methodology has become. Just as "People do
not listen to music in a vacuum" (Davies, 1978:79) neither
do people create in a vacuum. The creative artist is the
product of his culture, and his knowledge and aesthetic
criteria are determined by his culture. Therefore,
fundamentally, the creative process is a gathering together
of acquired artistic formats and rearranging them in a way
unique to each practitioner. How he does this is not simple
to determine, as Nettl confirms:

To some extent music is inspired, in the sense 
that we cannot analyze [sic] the way in which it 
finds its way into the thinking of a musician; it 
is also the result of the manipulation and 
rearrangement of the units of a given vocabulary, 
of hard work and concentration. (Nettl, 1983:27)
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Consequently the context of the English folk scene which
I have described in previous chapters should be considered
alongside my description of the creative process as it is in
this context that the vocabulary is acquired. In Finnegan's
study of oral poetry which in part deals with composition,
memorization and performance, a discussion of the oral-
formulaic theory illustrates the use of key phrases and
motifs in composition "... from the common stock of formulae
..." (Finnegan 1977:62) prior to and during performance
serving not only as reference points in the poem (for
performer and listener alike) but as an aid to memorization.
This is an example of the compositional process in
operation, often referred to as improvisation. Buchan (1972)
uses this theory in his study of the ballad singer Mrs.
Brown of Falkland although his findings are called into
question by Andersen and Pettit [1979] who ask:

... whether the literate compartment of Mrs. 
Brown's mind did not impinge on the oral, 
particularly with regard to her transmission of 
ballads. (Andersen and Pettit, 1979:8)

I suggest that what is at issue is the definition of oral
(which I have discussed in the summary). Finnegan states:

There is no clear-cut line between "oral" and 
"written" literature, and when one tries to 
differentiate between them - as has often been 
attempted - it becomes clear that there are 
constant overlaps. ... Oral poetry is not just 
something of far away and long ago. In a sense it 
is all around us still. Certainly in most 
definitions of oral poetry, one should also 
include the kinds of ballads and "folksongs" (both 
those dubbed "modern" and "traditional") sung 
widely in America or the British Isles, ... 
(Finnegan, 1977:2 and 4)

The oral-formulaic theory applies mainly to performers 
and writers working within a tradition where specific
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parameters of style and subject matter exist. In societies 
where tradition is still fundamental to their social 
structure and performance of song is still considered 
integral to their everyday lives rather than merely 
diversionary, performers receive text and music (usually 
orally) but do not always perform the songs exactly the same 
way every time. Finnegan (1977:58-69) suggests that re
composition takes place with the skillful performer who 
adjusts the song to suit his audience. Though the performer 
may not have created the initial product, he creates, 
through interpretation, the end product,

So the "formulaic style", far from being an 
inducement to passive receptivity by the singer, 
provides him with the opportunity to make each 
performance unique and his own. (Finnegan,
1977:65)

This is not as far removed from the way modern 
songwriters work and perform as it may at first appear. With 
songwriters working in the context of the folk scene the 
perameters are variable and consequently not so clearly 
defined but it is possible to suggest a link with the 
performance of traditional song. The structure of 
contemporary folk songs may in many cases be similar to that 
of traditional song (the use of a chorus and repeat lines, 
the four-line verse format etc.) and the tunes often show 
the influence of traditional music (most notably in the use 
of traditional modes) but when it comes to subject matter 
the influence of traditional song is minimal, largely due to 
the fact that modern urban living differs greatly from the 
context where traditional song flourished. In the context I 
am considering the creative preoccupations of the singer-
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songwriter are quite different as the creative emphasis is
on composition rather than performance. (I am not
discounting the fact that each songwriter knows the product
will be performed eventually, but how much effect this has
on the creative process is difficult to quantify.) However,
this is not to say that the creative process stops after
composition, nor is it that each time a song is performed it
is performed exactly the same, as the influence of the
audience and the context of performance has to be
considered. As Finnegan states:

The skill and personality of the performer, the 
nature and reaction of the audience, the context, 
the purpose - these are essential aspects of the 
artistry and meaning of an oral poem. Even when 
there is little or no change of actual wording in 
a given poem between performances, the context 
still adds its own weight and meaning to the 
delivery, so that the whole occasion is unique. 
(Finnegan, 1977:28)

In this respect it is only the degree of change which 
differentiates the performer of traditional songs in their 
original context from the performer of contemporary songs. 
The performer of the epic and the ballad, composing 
spontaneously, may alter story-line, plot, location and 
names whilst still adhering to a recognized and accepted 
format, whereas with the singer-songwriter (singing his own 
songs) or the performer of contemporary songs (which he has 
learnt from a printed or recorded source) the change is not 
so obvious and could be termed artistic interpretation in 
performance.

On several occasions performers have performed and 
recorded my songs. Usually they have learnt them from my 
recordings, and given that it is a recording and can
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therefore be played many times during the learning process, 
it often surprises me how many different interpretations 
there are and how they differ from the original version. In 
some cases lines have been deliberately changed. For 
example, in a song called "It's good to see you" there are 
the following lines:

There's a constant thread that's never broken.
And it ties me to my friends and home.

When a performer called Ralph Walters (2) recorded the 
song, he sang:

There's a silver thread that's never broken.
And it ties me to my friends and home.

Walters contacted me to say that he changed the line 
because to him it sounded better, something I understand 
because I have similarly adjusted other writers'songs when I 
have perfomed them. When I heard the recording by Walters I 
noticed there were further changes, in tempo, key and even 
chord progressions, which refers to the point I made earlier 
- there is a connection in the theories of composition and 
performance of oral poetry between performers of traditional 
folk song and performers/writers of contemporary folk song, 
a point made by Nettl:

... there seems no reason to regard composition in 
cultures with oral and written traditions as 
different species. (Nettl, 1983;29)

Before I start on this analysis of my creative process I 
feel I should relate certain details about my personal 
background (as in the previous chapter with the other 
songwriters) as they suggest reasons why one needs to
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create, which I suggest exists in us all, and the way one 
learns one's craft.

Because of a chance remark made by my mother recently, I 
was able to trace my interest in song back to an early age. 
Until I was seven I suffered from severe bronchitis. I was 
not allowed out of the house during the winter months apart 
from one hour at midday, but invariably the cold affected me 
so badly, inducing violent coughing, that I would have to 
return home. Much of the time I was weak from coughing and 
would lie wrapped in a blanket in front of the fire 
listening to the radio. I learnt many of the popular songs 
of the day: the words were written down hastily by my 
mother, and after a few listenings over the course of a week 
or so, she would have the entire song written. The music of 
course was learnt by ear: neither of us could read music. 
Apparently I was a quiet child, quite happy with my own 
company. There was no outward manifestation of the degree of 
my intelligence, small or great. I seemed to be happy with 
my own thoughts.

The next stage of my life which seems significant in 
retrospect was in my early teens when, to learn set pieces 
of poetry at school I would compose a tune for the poem and 
sing it to myself during the day. It made learning easy. I 
was still unable to write music notation, but I could carry 
a tune easily and harmonize and embellish tunes 
spontaneously, albeit simply. I did not learn to write music 
until I was thirty-six, when I took a B.A. at Leeds 
University.
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Around the age of fifteen or sixteen I heard Traditional 
Jazz and Skiffle music (both popular at the time, almost as 
a counter-culture), which led me to the Blues, and 
specifically, to the guitar. It was the solo aspect which 
fascinated me, highlighting the independence of song. I felt 
that a song performed with guitar could stand on its own. It 
was full enough. The Blues led me to folk music, mainly 
because it spoke of experiences I could, or would perhaps in 
the future, identify with. The only folk music available on 
record then - the late fifties - was American. What British 
folk music I knew of I had learnt at school and my response 
to it was apathetic as it seemed lifeless and, paradoxically 
(for folk music), highbrow. (Refer to the comments on folk 
music in schools in Chapter 3.) Eventually, however, I 
traced many of the American songs back to Britain and their 
source, or to their most basic state and not as they had 
been arranged for schools, and this coincided with the folk 
song revival. In it I found a place for my musical 
fulfilment.

Where the urge to create comes from I can only guess; a 
psychological analysis would no doubt be enlightening, but 
would involve an in-depth understanding of one's 
educational, social and emotional background which is not 
within the scope of this chapter. I have merely sketched my 
background briefly to put into context my creative process, 
which is the focus of this chapter. However, the following 
points are suggestions, based on my own experience and the 
experience of those I have interviewed why one creates.
1. To communicate, consisting of:
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a. Emotion (although some composers insist that this is 
not a factor [Hindemith, 1969, Stravinsky, 1970], it has 
been my experience that with songwriters emotion is 
important and part of the personal voice they consider vital 
to a song).

b. Message, moral, story (as in the case of many folk
songs which tell a story, sometimes in metaphor, and finish 
with a verse explaining the moral of the tale).
2. To make order of chaos; to try to capture one's thoughts 
and dreams and articulate them in an accessible form. This 
is a form of exorcism.
3. To record and capture a specific time or incident which 
is special to the writer.
4. To give one's point of view, to enlighten. For example, 
to take a well-used subject and show it from a different 
perspective, as in the case of Leon Rosselson’s "Stand up 
for Judas" (refer to Appendix 1, song number 20) where the 
composer shows the betrayal of Christ from the point of view 
of Judas.
5. To make one's mark and stand out from the crowd: a "this 
is me" statement. In my own case, it was a way of coping 
with the shyness and insecurity of my earlier years.

Folk music and the scene in which it was popular was a 
music and an environment (for it was as much the environment 
as the music) which appealed to me directly. It seemed to be 
a reaction against what I regarded as commercial pap, the 
pop music of the day, and a rejection of post war values of 
conventional lifestyle and respectability.
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Learning the form came effortlessly. I was so completely 
captivated by the songs I quickly learnt one after another, 
and learning form, balance and all the other facets of song 
were taken in almost unconsciously. Similarly, learning to 
play the guitar was done in the field, in that the folk 
scene encouraged interaction between musicians, professional 
and amateur alike. Chords, chord progressions, guitar 
figures, left and right-hand techniques, guitar tunings and 
songs were exchanged in an atmosphere of mutual 
encouragement.

When, during my late teens I had something to say which 
had not been said in any existing song I knew, or even if I 
were to imagine myself having something to say, I found 
writing a song comparatively easy. The more I learned, 
however, the more I realized there is a great difference 
between writing an acceptable song, one that reaches a 
reasonable level of craftsmanship and writing a song which 
goes a stage further to become special. (I have explored 
this particular point at greater length in Chapter 3.)

It can be seen from this brief description of my 
development why I write songs as opposed to, for example, 
paint pictures. My artistic sensibilities were stimulated by 
song rather than visual images at a pre-formal learning 
stage and absorbed in an atmosphere of deprivation from a 
so-called normal childhood. I hardly attended school until I 
was seven, so severe was my ailment, and by the time I 
actually did go I was comparatively well developed 
musically.
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From the beginning of the 1960s to the present day as I 
write this, I have continued to write and perform, learning 
and striving to write songs which reach my self-imposed 
standards (which are no doubt influenced by the standards of 
the scene in which I work). My experience and knowledge of 
the scene in general now gives me the confidence to be able 
to analyse my own songs and method of writing. A fear held 
by many songwriters and one which I once held is that 
detailed knowledge of one's own creative procedure can 
somehow cause one to dry up. "Leave well alone" seems to the 
maxim. Fortunately I have not found this to be the case, but 
I accept that it can be a risk.

This chapter will be a stage by stage analysis of how I 
see the creative act applied to my writing. I will 
occasionally illustrate a certain point with reference to 
songs I have written, some of which I have kept from the 
original scribbled notes (see Appendix 2:4-24), through 
their changes to the finished product. Recordings of the 
relevant songs will be included on cassette for reference 
purposes. Unfortunately, they are all finished versions; I 
have never recorded half-finished songs, or songs I felt 
were not ready to be recorded.

Preparing the Mind
The first stage in writing a song is preparation. I use 

the term writing to mean the whole compositional process, 
involving the thought and aural process, the oral practice 
of playing with ideas, the act of writing down the words 
through to the finishing process concerning form and
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singability. Preparing the mind implies a degree of 
conscious will, but that is not necessarily the case as some 
songs demand to be written. The idea comes with such force 
that I cannot rest until I have written or played it 
through. There are two stages to preparing the mind; the 
first consists of simply saying, "I am going to write a 
song", and the second (much more difficult to analyse and 
explain), is where one lays oneself open to experiences. I 
will take the second point first.

I believe that the very act of performing regularly to 
different audiences of differing cultures and language makes 
one alert to the ambience of a situation and the subtle 
shifts in the mood of people. To respond, one must absorb, 
and the successful performer is one who can discern the mood 
of a situation and respond accordingly. At the other end of 
the scale he will spend a large part of his time traveling 
alone in all forms of transport. A great deal of time is 
spent simply waiting, in hotels, train stations and cafes. 
Even in the performing situation, before and after "gigs", 
when surrounded by people, he can feel, paradoxically, 
alone. This generates a certain patience in a person, 
patience to wait and see how a situation may develop, and/or 
to analyse a particular situation. An independence of spirit 
develops, and the ability to pass the time through what are 
often long periods of boredom become essential. There are 
songs, novels and pictures almost everywhere; they only have 
to be noticed, and the writer is one who looks closer at 
what everyone else sees. But it goes further. The artist 
asks why?: why situations occur and why people act the way
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they do. It is this inquisitiveness which is the most 
essential facet of creating, and having the time to ponder 
why is the vehicle for the question. Continuing from why? is 
what if? Imagination is valued in varying degrees, depending 
on the style of the writer: not necessarily what he is 
trying to say but how. I suggest that writing in metaphor 
takes more imagination than recounting a story, as in "The 
Trimdon Grange Explosion" (refer to Appendix 1, song number 
28) where all the information is available, and songwriters 
who write in this style tend to stay with the known facts.

Imagination comes into its own when one wants to write 
about an experience one has not had. This calls into 
question the two extremes often voiced by critics. On the 
one hand a critical response is, "he is writing about things 
he has not experienced" and on the other,"his songs are too 
personal". Without debating these statements at length, it 
is enough to say that both statements are missing the point, 
which is, it is the skill of the songwriter which decides if 
the idea is communicable, not whether the songwriter has 
actually experienced it or not. In the first critical 
response, imagination plays a great part (using available 
information and imagining oneself in the situation and 
asking questions such as, "How would I feel, what would I 
do?" etc.), whereas in the second statement imagination 
could be detrimental to the communication of the song; 
losing sight of the basic idea through wandering too far 
into the imagination.

I suggest that an idea which seems to come in a flash of 
inspiration has been at some time received and has lain in
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the subconscious over a period of time (see Finnegan, 
1977:80-84 for a discussion of prior-composition regarding 
oral poets of various cultures). This is hardly ever 
discernible at the time of composing as one is involved in 
following where it will lead rather than analysing where it 
has come from, but in retrospect one can sometimes trace the 
idea to its initial reception. However, I have never tried 
to trace a song back to its conception (apart from when I 
became involved in this study), as the song, when finished, 
should be able to stand on its own. It has to; the audience 
does not share my specific experiences and if the enjoyment 
and understanding of the song depends on the source of the 
idea and how it was received and perceived by me, rather 
than the result, it would not, in my opinion, be a good 
song. (I use the term my opinion as initially one has to use 
one's own set of criteria. As regards good, see Chapter 2 
regarding aesthetic criteria.)

An idea can lie dormant for some time. I have written 
songs and later realized that the idea, the situation and 
the experience had occurred some years before. I believe 
that subconsciously it is being put into an order, or at 
least it is being shifted around, considered, and roughly 
assembled, because there are times when a song seems to 
write itself. It comes out formed, rhymed and balanced with 
just the occasional correction needed. I have experienced 
this on a number of occasions when the first draft has been 
the final draft apart from the changing of one or two words, 
and I cannot believe it can all be put down to skill, that 
is, the conscious execution of a craft.
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The other way of preparing the mind which was my first 
point lies in the statement, "I will write a song". Aaron 
Copland expresses what has become my experience regarding 
this point:

One of the first things most people want to hear 
discussed in relation to composing is the question 
of inspiration. They find it difficult to believe 
that composers are not as preoccupied with that 
question as they had supposed. The layman always 
finds it hard to realize how natural it is for the 
composer to compose. He has a tendency to put 
himself into the position of the composer and to 
visualize the problems involved, including that of 
inspiration, from the perspective of the layman.
He forgets that composing to a composer is like 
fulfilling a natural function. It is like eating 
or sleeping. It is something that the composer 
happens to have been born to do; and, because of 
that, it loses the character of a special virtue 
in the composer's eyes. The composer, therefore, 
confronted with the question of inspiration, does 
not say to himself: "Do I feel inspired?" He says 
to himself: "Do I feel like composing today?" And 
if he feels like composing, he does. It is more or 
less like saying to yourself: "Do I feel sleepy?" 
If you feel sleepy, you go to sleep. If you don't 
feel sleepy, you stay up. If the composer doesn't 
feel like composing, he doesn't compose. It's as 
simple as that. Someone once asked me, in a public 
forum, whether I waited for inspiration. My answer 
was: "Every dayl" But that does not, by any means, 
imply a passive waiting around for the divine 
afflatus (sic.). That is exactly what separates 
the Professional from the dilettante. The 
professional composer can sit down day after day 
and turn out some kind of music. On some days it 
will undoubtedly be better than on others; but the 
primary fact is the ability to compose.
Inspiration is often only a by-product. (Copland, 
1963:24)

Once a certain level of expertise has been acquired it is 
possible to write to order, for example, by self-motivation 
or from a commission by a third party. It may not be a great 
song, or even a good song, but it will nevertheless be a 
song in a discernible form which can be sung. However, if 
the songwriter is striving for excellence, unattainable
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though that may be, he will continue writing until the good 
song comes. I have found that the more I write in one 
session, the closer I get to writing a good song. For 
example, if I work to a routine of four to five hours every 
night (I work better at night), eventually, after a few poor 
songs a song will come which stands out from the rest. The 
criteria here are stamina and persistence. After this period 
of intense concentration the idea will come as "a flash of 
inspiration", much the same way as a song can come sitting 
on an aeroplane or a train or even driving, when I am not 
consciously trying to write. The essential point is focus, 
and this can be worked at until it is achieved, if during a 
specific period it cannot come spontaneously.

The latter method I have just described has, for me, 
become normal practise. During the early years of my career 
I relied solely in the inspiration of the moment, mainly 
because it happened so freguently. However, after having 
written and recorded many songs I began to exhaust the 
number of subjects to write about. The inspiration did not 
come so often; it had to be worked for. Now, after over 
twenty years of writing and recording, I rarely get a song 
from spontaneous inspiration. When I feel the need to have a 
new set of songs I have to work myself into the routine I 
have described and keep working until the songs come. The 
need comes from the desire to justify my description as a 
songwriter, which means I should continue to write, and not 
live off a repertoire of past songs, and from the basic urge 
to create. In fact I am convinced I would continue to write 
even if it were not my full-time profession.
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That is not to say, however, that I am in a state of 
consciously waiting, or pouncing on any subject in the hope 
that it will lead to a song, but more that I am always ready 
to explore an idea. In short, I try to be in a state of 
preparedness.

The Trigger.
The trigger is the musical or lyrical phrase (or both - 

they sometimes come together) that starts the process of 
composing. An idea comes which is interesting enough to 
stimulate more images and ideas which can then be formed 
into words and music. Being prepared and actually 
recognizing a good idea however are not one and the same 
thing. Experience counts a great deal, if only to save time. 
Too often one can follow an idea, thinking that the harder 
one works the more fruitful will be the result, whereas the 
opposite is generally true. When it seems easy and when it 
flows, the more likely it is that one is on to a good idea. 
Watch any craftsman at work and it looks easy; he knows his 
work, his material and his tools, and it is much the same 
with songwriting. Recognizing and knowing that the idea has 
potential is all important. It is a snap decision, although 
it would consist of questions and answers formed from the 
years of practising the skill. For example, has the subject 
been covered before? If so, do you have anything new to say 
about it, and/or will you be saying it in a different way?
Do you believe it? Is it something you can stand behind and 
present? How much is it observation and how much from some 
deeper personal involvement? Are you writing for yourself or
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are you already considering its reception? Are you playing 
at it or do you really want to do it? This last point does 
not necessarily discount "doodling" which sometimes can lead 
to a song.

In my case (it may be different for other writers)
"doodling" takes the form of playing the guitar and singing
any melody and words which come to mind. I play through my
repertoire of chord patterns and guitar figures moving
through the various styles I have learned. Alongside of this
I will sing any melody which fits with what I am playing. I
try to open my mind to be responsive to the slightest hint
of an idea. At this stage, words and music are completely
spontaneous - the tune has no form and the words are
gibberish. What is happening is a form of improvisation, of
shifting received ideas and acquired techniques into
previously unconnected patterns, and as Nettl suggests, this
is part of the creative process:

Improvisation and composition are frequently 
regarded as completely separated processes, but 
they may also be viewed as two forms of the same 
kind of thing. (Nettl, 1983:28)

When a melody, a chord sequence and/or a set of words 
start to fall into a discernible idea I can then start on 
the actual composing; seeing where the idea leads and 
putting it into song form. Through "doodling" one is able to 
experiment, and often ideas come that may not have come had 
one been concentrating on a specific theme. Though 
"doodling" may seem trivial it has in fact been the initial 
stimulus of many songs. Learning a new guitar tuning can 
lead to musically uncharted territory as one cannot use
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existing chord structures, necessitating in establishing 
different and new ways of fingering chords. Ideas are often 
stimulated through experimenting with new tunings as, in 
attempting to find certain chord structures, one finds new 
combinations of notes.

Writing to order means that one is given the idea in a 
brief; from then on it is a matter of skill and 
craftsmanship. It differs from the previous description in 
that it does not involve preparing oneself. If one is a 
professional, one is prepared when one gets the brief and 
starts working. In a way this method of writing is easier as 
the hardest part of songwriting is getting the idea. For 
example, a commission from a producer of a T.V. programme 
will provide an outline of the programme which very often 
will dictate the form, length, subject and even key words. 
Sometimes one will even be shown pre-edited visual shots 
which all help in the composing. The only similarity with 
the previous description of being prepared is that when 
given such a commission I am excited by the idea and anxious 
to start, although the motivation is external.

Starting from nothing however requires sel-f-motivation, 
great or small depending on the circumstances, and, as I 
have found, it is greater the more one has been a 
songwriter. Greater because I can never be sure how long it 
will take, and the thought of sitting for many nights 
writing rubbish in the hope that a good song will finally 
come can be a huge obstacle. I have to remind myself of the 
extreme sensations and pleasure of writing a good song 
(which I describe later), to keep the motivation prominent
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and strong enough to overpower the doubts, or simply, the 
laziness.

The most prevailing feeling in either case, however, is 
one of restlessness, but before I expand on this point I 
should recap a little on the state of preparedness. It may 
seem that I have described a state of sitting and waiting, 
but this is not always the case. One can be prepared without 
even knowing it, the idea coming when sitting in a bar, or 
walking along a street, or anything equally mundane. But 
whatever the conditions, a change certainly takes place when 
the idea is coming. An analogy is the state I am in before 
going on stage to perform. It is a feeling of expectation, 
of wanting to get on with it to see what will happen and how 
it will happen. The longer I have to wait, be it waiting for 
the previous performer to finish, or trying to find pen and 
paper, the more agitated I become. It is a sense of knowing 
the moment has arrived, and it is possible, as in performing 
to lose the impetus. In the case of performing one can 
"peak" before going on, and as for writing, the idea can 
fade.

To sum up, starting is a matter of sensing the right 
moment and disregarding all other things as far as possible, 
and going with it. The more single-minded one is the easier 
it is. A consideration of extraneous matters only gets in 
the way and diffuses the idea. The stronger the urge to 
write, the more likely it is that it will be fruitful. But 
there is still the actual composing.
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Composing
A song will start with a line (words) or a chord sequence 

which I find interesting. (I think in chords rather than in 
melody which I will explain later.) Taking words first, I 
can look back on most of my songs and find or remember the 
first line that came to me, and all of them, were they to 
come again new, would stimulate me enough to follow the idea 
through. I will have to use examples here because I cannot 
explain without illustrating what I mean by a line which 
fascinates me.

"You were misty on the water" was a first line which came 
to me after several hours of working on another song which 
ultimately proved fruitless. Not only does it illustrate 
what I mean by an interesting line (what does it mean 
exactly?; a good enough reason to follow it through and find 
out), but I can remember where the idea came from, even 
though I wrote it sixteen years ago. The day before I 
actually wrote the first line I had been driving along the 
coast with my wife. There was a haze hanging over the sea, 
and my wife said, "Isn't it misty on the water". I thought 
no more of it until the phrase, "Misty on the water" came 
later the next evening. When it came, the whole song came 
out in the space of half an hour (refer to Appendix 1, song 
number 44). I did not think it anything special and left it. 
Not until the next day did I realize it was a good song. The 
important point here is it came after I had been working 
very hard on another song, trying too hard perhaps. Only 
when I stopped trying did it come. This leads me to believe 
that objective criticism must be side-stepped as much as
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possible until the song has been written. The place for the 
conscious application of technique comes much later.

An analogy to this can be found in Zen, and specifically 
in "Zen in the Art of Archery" (Herrigel, 1953). Herrigel 
spent seven years learning not to try to hit the target.
Only when he released himself from the conscious effort of 
trying could he allow instinct to take over. Provided he had 
learnt the technique thoroughly and relegated it to its 
specific role as a foundation, the act of pulling the bow 
and loosing the arrow seemed effortless. This is certainly 
the case with the songs I have written. Judging as one 
writes stilts the flow and weakens the strength of the idea. 
If the first line that comes is interesting enough to 
follow, then I try to trust to instinct and write whatever 
comes, however illogical it may seem. (Forming the song 
comes much later in the compositional process; this stage is 
discussed later in the chapter.)

Another song which came in a similar fashion started with 
the line, "Jimmy sleeps in the bathroom, he loves the colour 
white" (Appendix 1, song number 45). To understand the 
following description of the song it is necessary for me to 
explain the background of the song. It concerns my brother- 
in-law. We (our family), had heard just a week before that 
he had finally admitted to being a heroin and cocaine 
addict. Around the same time, but before I had heard this 
news, I had been asked to be part of a record featuring 
several folk singers and songwriters that was being compiled 
to raise money for a drug rehabilitation centre. Naturally I 
had agreed, preparing a new unrecorded song (which they had
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asked for from each performer). Consequently the issue was 
fresh in my mind although I was not deliberately trying to 
write. It was in the afternoon, not my usual time for 
writing, and I was in the living room "doodling" on the 
guitar. My wife and children were moving around the room 
doing various things. In short, it was not the environment I 
would associate with the creative act, but the line came and 
interested me enough to follow it with: "He'll stay in there 
for hours, sometimes through the night." Only then did I 
leave the room and go to my study to continue, isolated from 
the distractions. Several days later I was able to trace 
where the line had come from, although I was not conscious 
of it at the time. This refers to the point I made earlier 
about the subconscious germination of an idea. I remember my 
mother-in-law telling me how Jimmy spent so much time in the 
bathroom when he came to stay, and how she would hear him 
during the night moving around. Obviously he was taking 
drugs, but I had not come to this conclusion at the time.

As can be seen from the photocopies of the original notes 
(see Appendix 2), the song, in parts, came out almost 
formed. Once I had focused on the situation, more 
information came out, which at the time I had received it 
had not seemed significant. For example, the amount of money 
he had been using, evident when I found out from various 
members of the family how much money he had borrowed, and 
for which he had nothing to show. I remembered seeing photos 
of him by the swimming pool and how swollen his body seemed, 
especially his legs. Then I found out that many addicts 
inject between their toes to hide the needle marks, known as
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"track marks". It also came to me that he elicited a great 
deal of attention, although it was rarely reciprocated;
"Then he steals your money, steals your love and bleeds you 
dry". Finally, I realized that Jimmy was one of many. The 
symptoms were the same for each, and those who were 
emotionally involved with an addict suffered the same 
feelings of rejection and helplessness. Trying to 
universalize the theme; "He's there in every city, he's 
there in every town", by making "Jimmy" just a name, and one 
of many I could have chosen was an attempt to stand aside 
from a situation I was involved in, which could influence 
how an audience would receive it. In the event this was 
unnecessary for these specific reasons because Jimmy not 
only gave his permission for the song to be recorded but 
also asked for his letter to be shown, and it was printed on 
the cover of the album. The universalizing of the theme then 
took on a different significance. In the song, "Jimmy" 
became a brother, a friend, a friend of a friend, and his 
problem became one that could happen to any one of us.

But a song is not just words, and I will now attempt to 
describe how the tune was formed. It was conceived more or 
less as the words developed, with no conscious effort to 
compose the tune. What follows is a logical analysis of the 
tune; however, at the time of composition, it was 
instinctive. (3)

The phrase,"Jimmy sleeps in the bathroom, he loves the 
colour white falls naturally into four bars, as does the 
second line, "He'll stay in there for hours, sometimes 
through the night". Already a rhythm has been established.
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As for the music, it is based around the chords of G,C and 
D, and this is mainly because G is an easy position to play, 
and does not require much stretching of the fingers. The 
chord of C can be inverted within the G chord, involving the 
movement of two fingers, and D gives a release from G and C. 
I mentioned earlier that I think in chords and I will now 
expand on this. Folk-style guitar playing is mostly a matter 
of accompanying a melody, therefore its polyphonic qualities 
are used rather than duplicating the melody, or harmonizing 
with it in a monophonic manner. Consequently, whenever I 
practise, or in this case "doodle", it is always in chord 
shapes. Occasionally a melody will be played, but it is 
always within the chord, that is, the notes of the chord 
will sustain while the melody is played over or through it. 
To compose music I need a polyphonic instrument, either to 
play at the same time or to refer to after I have thought of 
a melody, or part of a melody. It is the relationship 
between the notes of a chord and between one chord and 
another which, for me, stimulate melodic ideas. It is not 
without exaggeration to say that everytime I play an 
instrument I can make a tune. Tunes come to me naturally, 
and uncalled for, and this has been the case since my 
teenage years. My main problem with composing a melody is 
deciding which tune to pick. I never play from music 
notation; whatever I play (when composing) is entirely 
spontaneous and instinctive. Although I can analyse the 
melody in retrospect, if I were to be asked to explain at 
the time of composition why I chose a certain melody I would 
not be able to answer, nor would I want to if I was actually
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composing a song. For me, composing is an intuitive, 
instinctive and spontaneous re-arranging of existing melodic 
structures which I have absorbed during a life of listening 
to music. Consequently I will not be stretching the 
boundaries of musical composition when I compose a tune 
because I stay within the form I know, using the modes I am 
familiar with. For example, I would never compose a tune 
using Eastern modes as this type of music has not been 
absorbed into my musical repertoire. When a melody comes to 
me it is always in a song form I am familiar with. I know 
the end product will be a song as that is what I will be 
attempting to write. Furthermore, when I write a lyric, it 
usually falls into a song form metre. I think of lyrics and 
music in terms of speech; question-answer, statement- 
observation, one line leading naturally to another either as 
a response or as an addition.

To return to the analysis of "Jimmy's Song", the first 
line is a statement; it states a fact, and accordingly the 
melody, as in conversation, starts in the middle range of 
the scale, on D and ends on the root note, G. It is a 
finished sentence, unlike the second line which suggests it 
needs explaining because of the inexactness of "hours" (how 
many?), and "sometimes" (when? how many times?), and the two 
lines together pose the question of, why is this happening? 
Musically, the second line starts much the same, but goes up 
the scale as if questioning the statement (as if it has not 
yet finished, as in speech), and ending on the root of the 
chord but an octave higher. To confirm that the statement 
has not finished, the melody continues on the same note;
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"Mum and Dad wait in the kitchen, drinking coffee and 
holding hands", which goes down the scale suggesting the 
information is coming to an end, ending a third above the 
root, that is, B, and meaning it cannot rest there. The 
fourth line musically echoes the first part of the third 
line as if to say there is one more thing you should know, 
as an afterthought: "They talk around in circles", and then 
comes to rest on the root note, "'cause they don't 
understand."

The lyrics of the song have set the scene, given a little 
information and shown the hopelessness of the situation; sad 
but inevitable. Musically it follows the A A+ B B+ pattern; 
two statements followed by the consequences of those 
statements.

Having established the tune, it is merely repeated for as 
many verses as it takes to tell the story, but before I go 
on to analyse the other verses it is worth discussing the 
tune further. Normally, considering the subject of the song 
I would have used a minor key, that is to say if I were to 
be given the lyrics of "Jimmy's Song" and asked to write a 
melody, I would start with a minor chord, because of the 
reflective, sad nature of the words. However, when the first 
line came (lyrically), I was playing in major chords. The 
words and the tune came together and fitted perfectly, and I 
trusted to instinct and followed it. The important point 
here is to keep the flow going and not analyse what is 
happening. If it feels right it is right is the maxim I work 
by. Rhymes can sometimes be a problem, as one can stop the 
flow to find a rhyme and the ability to pull out all the
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information decreases the longer one works at it, as the 
"high" or altered state can only last for so long. The point 
is to write all one can while the "high" exists. (I will 
expand on this point later.) See for example the copies of 
the first draft, from the bottom of page one to the top of 
page two (appendix page nos. 5-6). There are nine lines 
instead of eight, but they were left so I could move on. The 
corrections were made later the next day (line four was 
discarded). Only several months later did I realize that the 
power of the song was greater for being written in a major 
key because of the contrast of content and form. The melody, 
simple, gentle and in a major key suggests something quite 
different from what the song is really about. Even during 
the first verse the words are not completely explicit; one 
is not quite sure what the song is about, so one is lulled 
into a comfortable state. This gives the lines which follow 
much more impact because of the unexpectedness of their 
content. Lines such as, "Steals your love and bleeds you 
dry", and especially, "He shoots up between his toes", have 
greater impact when they come because one has had no 
warning. Were it in the minor key one might expect a sad 
song; were the melody and delivery to be more forceful, one 
could expect some bitterness or anger. But a tune such as 
this not only gives no fore-knowledge of the content, it 
actually suggests something quite different, and therein, I 
feel, lies part of its power. This however, is all 
retrospective analysis.
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Further analysis of the words can be better explained 
when I discuss the shaping and editing of the song in the 
latter part of this chapter.

The "altered state" during composition
This is both physical and mental. Mentally it is a state 

of extreme focus. The mind focuses only on that which is 
important to the action of writing. It is quite normal, as 
one goes about one's daily life to do two things at the same 
time. For example, listening to a play on the radio and 
cooking at the same time poses no problem for many people. I 
suggest, however, that in a case such as this the intellect 
is not being stretched to its limits. Artistic creativity 
however does stretch the mind to its limits, and the ability 
to blot out all that is extraneous is fundamental to 
focusing. As anecdotal reference, I seem to have always had 
the ability to blot out what is going on around me. On 
several occasions a situation has occurred where I have sat 
amongst a group of friends oblivious of the fact that they 
are talking, sometimes about me, when they realize I have 
drifted off, and it has always been the case that I was 
thinking about something which had captured my complete 
attention. I have even written verses in these situations, 
provided I was not addressed directly and purposefully 
distracted. But this has been a chance situation and what I 
am considering and expanding upon is the "high" which comes 
from actually composing. As I explained earlier in the 
section, "Preparing the mind" it can be self-induced, in 
that it is a state one strives to reach through continuous
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work, or it can come unannounced. Whichever way it does 
come, when it comes it is immediately recognizable, like 
putting a powerful car into overdrive. In top gear the 
revolutions are straining, as if trying to stay within the 
confines of its design, and then it slips into overdrive and 
surges forward; the power increases but the revolutions 
decrease. So it is with an altered state. Copland refers to 
it as a "superconsciousness ... that is the antithesis of 
self-consciousness" (Copland, 1952:43). This state is 
further evidenced by Edward Ives in his account of the 
songmaker Larry Gorman during the act of composing (see 
Chapter 7).

Intense concentration involves discarding irrelevant 
thoughts, piece by piece. The mind becomes sharper and 
sharper still until it centres on the subject. Perception 
becomes more accurate, and the conscious act of thinking and 
finding become one and the same thing. No sooner is a word, 
a phrase or line searched for than it is found. One's 
vocabulary, musical and lyrical seem to be laid out clearly 
like a box of paints. In such a state I feel supremely 
confident, but devoid of any form of ego or will to prove 
it. Everything other than that which I am concentrating on 
seems to be out of focus, such as in the periphery of one's 
vision, and I feel I am a centre or focus of energy, ready 
to process ideas as they come.

Physically it starts with the centre and emanates from 
it; "butterflies" in the stomach lead to a restlessness 
throughout the body, comparable to pre-performance nerves. 
Pre-composition irritability is a symptom of something about
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to happen, although I am only aware of an inability to 
relax. It is manifest by a short attention span for anything 
which does not pertain to one's preoccupation, and enquiries 
about mundane matters are usually met with a blank face, or 
unfinished sentences. It is important at this stage to be 
either alone or with someone who is familiar with the 
situation. One needs to be ignored; fascinating though it 
may seem to onlookers, their interest, if shown can only 
distract. (4)

But to continue describing the physical sensations, my 
skin seems to be extra sensitive; I become aware of my shape 
and size and feel bigger than I actually am. Obviously this 
comes from the excitement of embarking on a new project; the 
journey may be similar to those which have gone before, but 
the point of destination is unknown. It is a delicate 
balance between having the confidence from having done it 
before and the trepidation of not knowing where it will 
lead. Strangely, though, I am oblivious to sensations like 
the room getting cold or to hunger or thirst.

It is the context of time which is most affected by this 
altered state. Time ceases to exist; not only is it not 
considered, being irrelevant, but one's body clock is held 
in suspension. After such a period of being in an altered 
state I have very little idea of the time passed. I could be 
as much as two hours out in my reckoning were I to be asked 
how long I had been writing. One hour or three would be the 
same to me, and I would believe whatever I was told having 
no constant to judge it by.
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The "high" can be prolonged, but not indefinitely. What 
generally signifies its demise is when the song seems 
finished, when all the information available has been 
written down, when the story has been told and when I have 
said what I wanted to say. The text may be jumbled; some 
lines may be illogical, they may not rhyme, they may be too 
long or too short, but as long as the essence is there it 
can be left. I am confident enough at that stage to know 
that I have the skill and technigue to form it later. 
Copland talks of the mind being split in two:

. . . one half of the personality emotes and 
dictates while the other half listens and notates 
The half that listens had better look the other 
way, had better simulate a half attention only, 
for the half that dictates is easily disgruntled 
and avenges itself for too close inspection by 
fading entirely away. (Copland, 1952:43)

Coming down from the "high" takes a very short time, 
perhaps half an hour, unlike a performance which takes much 
longer, and it is only then that I become aware of the 
effort it has taken to write. I am usually tired physically 
but my mental condition, though tired takes longer to rest 
as I cannot dismiss the words and tune. They continue to 
sound in my mind. It is not the creative situation where I 
am still writing, but a situation of enjoying the words and 
tune so much I need to repeat them constantly. However, the 
enjoyment can change to annoyance when I try to sleep and 
still cannot lose the song. On occasions I have eventually 
fallen asleep mentally singing the song only to wake the 
next morning still singing it. Incidentally, I never write 
the music down in notation, and perhaps that is why I sing
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the song repeatedly to ensure I do not forget the tune.
Every songwriter I know is terrified of losing a good tune.

It is sometimes the case that what I write during a 
session is only part of a song, although it would be the 
essence of what it could be, and this is where the question, 
"is it worth continuing?" is subdivided into; does it have 
that special chrysalis, a centre of inspiration? Is there 
something on which I can build and take further, or does it 
end with this part of a song? Does it sound like another 
song? Do the words cover familiar ground/subjects I have 
already written about or is it really new? Do I like it, do 
I like playing and singing it? (because at this stage 
instinct and subjectivity still outweigh objective 
analysis). Do I believe it? The final question is, if it is 
not all that I had hoped, can it be salvaged; is it possible 
to back-track to where I started to lose it and pick it up 
and take it in a different direction?

In the case "Jimmy's song" I knew it was basically all 
there and I had said what I wanted to say. The images were 
clear, yet not obvious and not glamorized. I had started 
with the situation and then described how his condition 
affected those around him. I had four lines for the last 
verse and though it needed eight I knew they would come 
eventually, because the original idea was strong enough to 
exploit further, although, as will be seen from the final 
draft, I re-used lines from the previous verses in a 
slightly different way. There have been cases, however, when 
I only have part of a song, where I cannot see how I can 
take it further, even though I may feel it has something
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special. In these cases I usually file it away and leave it 
for sometime before I judge it again.

Some songs need a longer time between writing and 
judging. It could be because the chrysalis of an idea is 
there but I have not thought about the experience or subject 
for long enough or at a great enough depth to complete it. 
For example, it can be seen from the enclosed photocopies of 
the original notes of "The Veteran" (Appendix 2:18-24) that 
there is almost a year between the first and second drafts, 
and eighteen months between the initial verses and the 
finished version. The song was originally inspired by the 
Vietnam war, but I was specifically interested in what 
happened to those who came back. With the benefit of 
hindsight I now realize this interest came from the time I 
spent with a Vietnam veteran in North Carolina. He was the 
organizer of a music club in which I was booked to appear 
for a week. During that week we spent a lot of time 
together, sometimes talking through the night after the 
performance. Much of what he talked about must have stayed 
with me, although I was not conscious of storing the 
information. During the following years I read a great deal 
about the subject and I watched T.V. documentaries, although 
it was not for the express purposes of writing a song. I 
also visited war memorials in Flanders, France and Holland, 
which may have influenced the fact that I dropped the 
reference to Vietnam after the first draft. The veteran 
became any man a listener could relate to, and also a 
symbol, referring back to my point of universalizing the 
theme but making the subject accessible in a personal sense.
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There are some songs or fragments of songs, however, 
which are so obviously poor the only reason I can think of 
for having written them in the first place was that I was 
intoxicated by the "high" and deliberately fooled myself 
into thinking it was good, either because I was enjoying the 
"high" or because I wanted the exercise. This usually 
happens when I have not written a song for some time and I 
start worrying that I may have "dried up".

The song is still a long way from being finished and in a 
state ready for singing. Assuming the decision has been made 
to carry on, then the next stage of the process is to decide 
what one has and what it needs to be completed.

Finishing.
This stage encompasses the extremes of creating and all 

that is in between; from instinct, going back to the 
"writing on a high" stage, to objective craftsmanship, which 
is fine-tuning the song. The stage one starts at depends on 
the condition of the song. If it is a fragment, it may be 
necessary to return to the initial idea and try to pick up 
the motivation and momentum to continue. It is a matter of 
trying to recapture the excitement of writing the song in 
question, re-focusing into its centre and then allowing the 
idea to spread out. This can sometimes be difficult, because 
that centre can be elusive; the smaller the fragment, the 
harder it is to recapture the momentum.

If we consider "The Veteran" the reader will see that in 
the first draft of November 1986 the basic idea is there; 
they, the veterans, all have a certain look, or so the song
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suggests; they are alienated from society because of what 
they have done; they were, in some cases, forced into war 
before they had the maturity to consider the moral 
implications ("a confirmation under fire"); their war 
continues, but now it is personal.

In this song finishing was merely a matter of 
craftsmanship, although when I actually typed a draft 
(usually a sign that I think it is finished), I realized 
that there was still more to be said, hence the verse about 
the condition of the returning veterans, suggesting a 
universal veteran, as in the third verse of the final draft. 
This led to pages one and two of the second draft, where the 
deliberations of writing are obvious. For example, the 
phrase "ticker-tape parade" sounded too syncopated and hard 
to be sung (the T sounding at the front of the mouth), 
whereas "waving flag parade" flows easier off the tongue but 
suggests the same image. The final major decision was 
focusing the song to one man, making him stand for them all. 
It is easier for the listener to relate to one man, though 
he may represent thousands. I have found over the years that 
the songs which work best with an audience are those which 
describe one person's predicament, but which, paradoxically, 
make that person anonymous and representational of a type.
In "Jimmy's Song", for example, if I had written about the 
thousands of addicts living horrendous lives and affecting 
all those who cared for them it would have generalized the 
problem as in a factual journalistic or social report. 
Centred on one person, I feel an audience get to know Jimmy, 
not as my brother-in-law, but as a person they could know.
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Only in the last verse do I let the song spread out to 
encompass the thousands like Jimmy, but even then I bring it 
back to a one to one situation of how the audience would 
react to him, and how he is finally left alone in the 
bathroom.

When I have decided that all the information is there, 
and I have said all I want to say about the subject, I go 
through the song and "fine-tune" it. Invariably I sing it as 
I correct because the nuances of phrasing and rhythm are 
sometimes only evident when being sung. There is a danger at 
this stage of going too far, making it too literate and 
precise, and losing what are interesting phrases merely 
because, for example, the rhyme is not exact, or the grammar 
is incorrect by conventional standards.

In the first verse of "Jimmy's Song" I tried to rhyme 
"hands" with "understands", but this meant using the word 
"neither". I wanted the words and lines to sound as if they 
took no effort in construction, the way one would tell a 
story in conversation. The phrase, " 'cause they don't 
understand" sounded as if it would be used in conversation 
rather than, " 'cause neither understands" but this meant 
losing an exact rhyme. In this case I felt the feel of the 
song was more important than the rhyme, which was very close 
anyway.

The rhythm of the words and how they fit the tune is 
important; where the emphasis comes; which phrases have to 
be sung in one piece. In "Jimmy's Song", "drinking coffee" 
flows easier than "they drink coffee" (and again, it is more 
conversational), as does, "hanging in 'til the next day"
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rather than "hanging in until the next day". At this stage 
alterations and additions are minute, and some are even made 
after a few performances. It would be idealistic and untrue 
to say a song is not performed until one is completely 
satisfied with it, and equally so that it is never altered 
after the first performance, but one must be very close to 
the finished article, because one of the criteria for a 
successful performance is conviction and being seen to 
believe in the song.

Preparation for performance
The most difficult part of performing a new song, 

especially a song such as "Jimmy's Song", is control. As I 
have said in the chapter on performance, a performer has to 
be seen to be emotionally involved in the subject for it to 
be credible, but in fact to be too involved can make one 
lose control of the song in performance. There are many 
things to consider when performing and total emotional 
involvement usually results in mistakes. Therefore the more 
one practices the song before performing in public the more 
one can become at ease with it. It is only when this stage 
is reached that one can go back to re-introducing the 
emotion, but this time with control. I know of singers who 
cannot sing certain songs because of the emotional content, 
but in the case of writer-singers this rarely occurs, as it 
is prerequisite in a writer-singer's approach that the song 
will be sung, and during composition the articulation of 
emotion is a form of exorcism. (Refer to point 2 regarding 
the reasons why one creates.) The emotion is then gradually
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brought under control; one has dealt with the problem.
O'Madagain considers this particular point in "Control
through the expression in song" and guotes Bowra:

Just because he [man] can put even the most 
tumultuous emotions into song, he is no longer 
their helpless victim, but sees them with some 
degree of objectivity and knows what they mean. 
(O'Madagain, 1985:149)

During practising I find the lines start to flow easily. 
At first they are sung too much on the beat, and it is only 
through practise that I can cut across the beat and sing the 
line smoothly. Furthermore the arrangement is sometimes 
developed to use more than the basic chord structure, 
because it is only through repeated playings that I know if 
I will become bored, and if I become bored it is quite 
probable the audience will too. If this were to be the case, 
I would consider using different chords, or I would keep the 
basic chords and try to add interest through the 
accompaniment. For example, on a chord sequence of Am, G and 
Em, I might add, on the higher strings the notes B and C, 
alternating in half beats within the chords throughout the 
sequence. The melody and the chords stay the same, but the 
accompaniment makes both more interesting.

Choosing the key in which the song should be sung is not 
as straightforward as it may seem. Invariably when I am 
writing a song I am playing quietly, usually late at night.
I find it easier to sing in the lower part of my register 
when I have to sing quietly, but when I have to perform the 
song to an audience the key may be too low to project. 
Putting it too high may result in forcing the song, which 
can affect the phrasing. The factors involved in choosing a
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key are; projection, ability to reach all the notes without 
straining and empathy with the subject. Using as examples 
the two songs I have referred to in this chapter, "Jimmy's 
Song" should not be sung loud, or even in a higher key 
because it demands intimacy, like telling a secret. Likewise 
the arrangement (refer to Appendix 1, song number 45) should 
stay simple. This is unlike "The Veteran" (Appendix 1, song 
number 46) which is almost accusatory in tone; "When you 
sing do you sing for the man who's broken?" requires greater 
projection in performance, and hence the accompaniment 
consists of a series of chords kept more or less in their 
basic shapes and played on the beat with few decorations. In 
this case it is more like relating a story for all to hear.

Each part of the song must play its part without 
subjugating another part. For example, an intricate 
accompaniment can distract interest from the lyrics; a 
melody can be too complicated for a set of lyrics to be sung 
to it. A song has three parts; the words, the melody, and 
the arrangement. It should not be judged on any one of these 
parts alone, although it could be judged on words and 
melody. An interesting arrangement or accompaniment cannot 
make a bad song good; an un-empathetic arrangement can make 
a good song fail with an audience because it can divert 
attention from the words and melody, which is the essence of 
the song.

The creative act continues through to performance, though 
it may vary in intensity through its various stages. The 
performance of a song is in itself creative as one adjusts 
to an audience's expectations. A song is just one part of a
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package of perhaps twelve songs in a performance, so 
introducing a song, which is sometimes termed as "setting 
the scene" requires an ability to judge the mood of the 
audience and respond accordingly. For example, one may shift 
from a self-prescribed song order, feeling perhaps that the 
audience needs to be emotionally stimulated in a different 
direction. Furthermore, and stating the obvious perhaps, the 
performance of a song is more than a matter of simply 
learning the words and the tune and repeating them. 
Creativity is evident in the ability to empathize and convey 
the subtleties and nuances of the song, using skills 
acquired through experience. Intensity, dynamics, 
decoration, expression and phrasing are some of the tools 
used in performance, and it is the ability to use these 
tools which signify the successful performer. A further 
consideration is the almost intangible power of the creative 
performer, referred to as "duende" and "conyach" by Hamish 
Henderson (Henderson, 1992:313-318) to communicate through 
performance. The closest interpretation of the above is the 
word "charisma", which has come to mean something other than 
its correct meaning by popular and modern usage. It is 
manifest by a performer's ability to convince an audience 
that the song and the performer, and even the audience 
themselves are inextricably linked. The key word is 
integrity; the audience must believe the performer, to the 
point of openly submitting themselves to whatever he may 
offer.
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Unlike other studies on singer, song and songwriter, the 
songwriter in this and the last chapter has spoken about the 
creative process in his own words, and as a result valuable 
and hitherto unknown information has been revealed. In the 
following chapter I will attempt to analyse the information 
of the preceding two chapters and present it in a concise 
and objective manner.

Footnotes.
1. Until I interviewed them the four songwriters in the 
previous chapter had never considered their own method of 
writing songs. This is not because it is an impossible feat; 
though there may be a certain reluctance to analyse their 
compositional process due to the fear of losing spontaneity 
and intuition, it is generally because it is not something 
songwriters consider or discuss. This could be due in part 
to a certain amount of inverted-intellectualism which exists 
alongside inverted snobbishness in the folk scene, and to be 
seen to be academic could affect one's image detrimentally.
2. "Progress" by Ralph Walters, Rox Records, ROX LP003.
3. From the accompanying cassette tape to the appendix (song 
number 45) the reader/listener will hear a simple tune, 
similar to a lullaby. The recording is in Ab (I use "b" to 
represent "flat", a flattened note), although I wrote it in 
G, and I will describe the tune as if it is in the key of G. 
It is worth explaining at this stage a technical point 
regarding the guitar and the choice of keys. It is possible 
by using a capo, which consists of a bar held over the 
fretboard by thick elastic, for a guitarist to change key
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and yet continue to use the same chord shapes. Therefore, in 
the above example, although the guitar was capo-ed on the 
first fret, making the chords Ab, Db and Eb, the chord 
shapes remained as G, C and D. To play in Ab for example 
makes fingering difficult, due to the characteristics of the 
guitar. Open strings, that is, unfretted strings ring and 
sustain to greater effect; playing in Ab, Db and Eb require 
all of the strings to be fretted, whereas playing in G, C 
and D requires only three strings to be fretted in each 
case. It also facilitates inversions, such as G with C 
inverted, which is used in the accompaniment of "Jimmy's 
Song".
4. Once when I was being filmed for a T.V. documentary the 
director asked if he could film me practising, perhaps 
giving the impression I was composing. He also asked my wife 
to sit by me and watch, to which she replied, "but I have 
never done that, and I would never think of doing it ... I 
am so used to it, it seems quite natural, and the last thing 
he needs is me watching him compose." The director found 
this difficult to believe but reluctantly accepted it.
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CHAPTER NINE
A SUMMARY OF THE CREATIVE PROCESS

What follows is my interpretation of the creative 
process, drawn from the information supplied in the 
interviews, from analysing my own compositional and creative 
process and from my research into creativity in general. It 
is specific to songwriting (sometimes referred to as 
songmaking) although general observations on creativity are 
used to endorse or illustrate a certain point I am 
attempting to explain.

I have referred to other studies of song composition in 
the introduction to Chapters 7 and 8, and explained why I 
have come to the conclusion that songwriting in the context 
I am using is unique and cannot be used as a model for all 
songwriting in all contexts. In this study the songwriter is 
literate, urbanized and working in a milieu subject to the 
pressures and advantages of modern mass communication. The 
conditions, social, educational, artistic and financial are 
different from previous ethnomusicological studies and 
therefore this analysis is only justified in the context I 
am using.

What is peculiar about songwriting in the folk song scene 
is that is done mainly by untutored (but educated) 
individuals who have gained their skills by teaching 
themselves. In an educated urban society it is unusual for 
an art form to evolve from a medium of expression where no 
formal training was required, but the folk song revival
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provided a platform for those eager to express themselves in 
song. As a result, an artform developed which, though 
traceable to a tradition (in this case, traditional folk 
music) served the needs of a contemporary audience.

Though each is quite different in style, what is 
interesting about the songwriters' explanations of the 
creative process and their views on songwriting is the 
similarity of their approach. Likewise, other songwriters I 
have interviewed (who do not feature in this thesis) 
experience a similar process, and I therefore suggest the 
method serves, in broad terms, as a pattern which is 
followed by all songwriters writing in the folk song genre.

It begins (as an idea, impression, climate, 
tradition) among the people and the times; it 
passes through the sensitivity of the creator, who 
gives it his own expression and form, and 
continues on to attain completion there where it 
began, that is amidst the people and the times.
(Theodorakis, quoted in Giannaris, 1973:XI)

The above quotation refers to an earlier statement in 
this chapter about the choice of writers; folk songs 
(traditional and contemporary) stimulate in the songwriter a 
communal interest in subject matter. Divorce one from the 
other and the style, subject matter and even the 
compositional process might be different. Of the writers 
discussed, each has written songs on the same subjects, such 
as the threat of war, racial tension and equality, the fight 
against bureaucracy and the infinite variations and 
complexities of inter-personal relationships, which are all 
issues that command the attention of the folk singer and 
songwriter in general and of these four songwriters in
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particular. Each has a distaste for the superficial,
attempting to explore the issues at great depth and to give
the song a life after as well as during the listening.
Furthermore, each songwriter is working in a genre where
such issues are shared amongst songwriters and audience
alike. In this respect the genre fulfils the criteria Edward
Ives sets out for being regarded as a folk tradition;

Folk tradition can be thought of as having three 
aspects: the creative, the prescriptive, and the 
conservative. For the first, the question is, was 
there a tradition of making up songs? For the 
second, once a man decided to make up a song, did 
his culture provide him with a stock of formulae 
upon which he was not only able but expected to 
draw? For the third, once a song had been created, 
how far might it spread and how long might it last 
in oral tradition? (Ives, 1964:168)

The first stage of the process is the receptive mind
being in a state of preparedness, or, "aware of our
awareness" (Copland quoting Richards, 1979:45). This
interest and state of preparedness allows the idea to enter,
consciously or otherwise, and a period of mental gestation
takes place. Austin refers to the creative person's

... meandering of attention, a readiness to free 
associate, to daydream, to unleash one's thoughts 
into broad unclassified paths only tangentially 
related either to the starting point or to each 
other. (Austin, 1977:105)

An example of the above statement is recounted by Ives:
Wherever Larry [Gorman] was, he was constantly at 
work on songs. "Even playing cards he'd be humming 
and looking off into space half the time," one man 
told me, while another recalled seeing him walking 
down the street, hands behind his back, looking 
abstractedly around and humming a piece of a tune. 
"When Father would see him doing this, he'd say, 
'Well, I wonder who's getting the rap now'". If 
you stopped him on the street and talked to him, 
his clear blue eyes seemed to bore holes in you; 
suddenly they would light up and he would smile,
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"and you’d know he'd though of something he could 
use in a song." (Ives, 1964:112)

This gestation period applies not only to the subject 
matter but to the songwriter, as immersion and involvement 
in the scene is integral to the creative process, as Tom 
Paxton mentioned when he talked of his early days as a 
songwriter in Greenwich Village, New York, "You've gotta 
hang out. Hanging out is important." (Paxton, interview 
January 1989)

Developing perception and craft is difficult in 
isolation, even impossible as Paxton suggests. For subject 
and songwriter therefore, immersion within the scene is 
vital. The fact that it decreases in importance and 
availability with the passage of one's career may be due to 
an increased workload. However, an alternative view could be 
that with one's perceptions honed and used to a high degree, 
and one's craftsmanship at an advanced stage, time and space 
once used for gestation is no longer necessary, and is 
filled with more pressing duties. It is a common complaint 
amongst creative artists that there is never enough time to 
spend on the subject. However, there are numerous accounts 
of writers/artists who work best when presented with a 
deadline, when time is short and pressing, which might lead 
one to assume that mature artists merely find the whole 
procedure and expected effort involved as daunting, having 
lost their youthful enthusiasm. That is not to say that they 
do not enjoy it when they actually do create, but their 
motivation can dissipate and their attention be distracted 
by occupations which involve less effort.
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The trigger, the combination of the idea and the 
motivation to explore it, can be divided into two types; 
external and internal. External motivation I would class as 
being where the songwriter composes deliberately by being 
commissioned (as in the case of a theme tune for a T.V. 
programme), or by the deliberate, conscious act of saying "I 
will write a song about such and such a subject" and then 
doing it. Internal motivation is often described as "a flash 
of inspiration". I will discuss the latter first.

Internal motivation can be further subdivided; when 
inspiration comes where there is no conscious act to summon 
it, and when it is worked for from a period of concentrated 
effort,

It must either be entirely spontaneous, or if not 
spontaneous, then cajoled, induced, gradually 
perceived . . . (Copland, 1979:41-42)

This can vary with the number of years spent writing, in 
that cajoling an idea takes discipline, usually attained 
through continued application to the craft. The "flash of 
inspiration", in the case of Paxton, McTell and Rosselson 
came more often in their youth than later in their careers; 
Paxton now resorts to working for inspiration, rather than 
waiting for it to drop, and actually sets aside specific 
times to write. A large part of his writing is now concerned 
with working on commissioned projects, but occasionally he 
will start writing with no preconceived ideas. Some writers 
will use their instrument, usually the guitar, to stimulate 
ideas (a kind of musical and oral "doodling" described in 
Chapter 8), using it as a means for concentrating the mind 
whilst enjoying the resonance of sound. Musical figures will
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suggest rhythm, mood, and perhaps subject matter and 
ultimately lyric lines.

At this stage of the compositional process it is worth 
considering how a certain guitar style can effect the lyric 
style. For example. Bob Dylan mainly plays with a flat-pick 
strum, usually on each beat of the bar. In 3/4 time he will 
strum three times, rarely picking out individual notes.
Ralph McTell's style is much more intricate, playing a 
finger-picking style, where an accompanying or counter 
melody plays alongside the main melody. If one were to use 
this latter style of accompaniment to the long and lyrically 
complicated songs of Bob Dylan it could possibly detract 
from the power of the words. Dylan's guitar style acts as a 
layer on which the words rest, whereas with McTell's style 
the music is more integrated with the words, highlighting 
the importance of "doodling".

The fact that Pete Morton was not consciously searching 
for a song (when he described the time he got an idea for a 
song whilst watching a documentary film on television) and 
yet was able to write in a spontaneous fashion supports the 
theory that a creative person is always in a state of 
preparedness. In basic words, it goes with the job.

A performer is naturally receptive to the ambience of a 
situation, and even more so if he actually writes songs.
This becomes a way of life, not solely because it is a 
chosen vocation but because any creative person is always 
looking for the next creative work. The urge to create 
cannot be manufactured (nor can it be denied), whereas the 
personal application may have to be. Writers with whom I
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have discussed this subject said they were in a no-choice 
situation; they had to follow the idea through if only for 
the fact that ideas come increasingly less frequently with 
career years, and a songwriter knows by experience that 
ideas only stay for so long and must be captured and 
exploited.

Despite the differences and contrasts in the source of 
inspiration and motivation, external motivation also 
requires concentration and a focusing of the mind. However, 
the compulsion and the motivation have been given 
(commissioned), usually along with the subject and it is 
then merely a case of adopting a professional attitude. To 
paraphrase Sammy Cahn's response when asked what motivated 
him to write, and which came first, the words or the music, 
he replied, " The cheque". A flippant and humorous remark 
perhaps, but one which endorses the fact pointed out by 
Paxton, that the songwriter is writing for a living, and 
whichever way inspiration comes, come it must if one has to 
compose. Nettl discusses the issue of inspiration and 
concludes:

In most cultures, and perhaps everywhere, we find 
the composer being inspired but also perspiring, 
the contrast of improvisatory decision-making and 
planning with preparation, execution, and 
revision. One might use these continuums as 
initial devices for the comparative study of 
composition, and perhaps also of performance. 
(Nettl, 1983:30)

Technical expertise is acquired as and when the result 
demands it. By writing from internal motivation, from pure 
inspiration, one learns form and technique almost 
subconsciously; the desire to create, to capture an idea or
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emotion is strong enough to carry the songwriter over this 
obstacle. No songwriter I know has ever mentioned the 
problems of learning technique because, I suggest, they have 
all learnt it in this way. It is required as an aid rather 
than learnt independently and divorced from the process. 
Consequently, if one has been subject to this method of 
learning, when one is commissioned to write to order one's 
technical vocabulary is sufficient.

When it came to the actual writing procedure, none of the 
writers interviewed had analysed his own creative process, 
although Rosselson had been involved in songwriting 
workshops and Paxton was preparing a book to help aspiring 
songwriters. However, when pressed for more information a 
pattern emerged where there were similarities in the 
process, even though on specific points there were 
differences. When the idea comes and the songwriter has 
decided it is persuasive enough to be explored in song, he 
starts to compose. In each writer's case this is accompanied 
by a high or an altered or advanced state of consciousness, 
resulting in a period of intense concentration. Not one 
songwriter mentioned the will to achieve; the idea leads and 
the songwriter follows. Instinct takes over from the 
conscious act of trying to reach a certain stage or product. 
Of course the desire to create must be there, but it is 
subjugated to the exploration and exploitation of the idea. 
Pursuing the idea resembles the reckless ride of the roller
coaster, in that even in the most exciting parts, when one 
is simultaneously thrilled and scared, one does not check 
the mechanics of the machine, whether the wheels are
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securely fastened or the safety bar is attached correctly. 
One's attention is on the ride, and so it is with composing. 
Keeping the flow and going with it is more important than 
checking the grammar or searching for an illusive rhyme and 
so running the risk of stalling. Frequently this can lead to 
a mass of information which has to be pruned later, that is 
assuming of course that the information comes. Extracting 
the information may take time, and playing with one verse 
may give the space for further information to come, as in 
word association. It is what Austin refers to as flexibility 
of sensitive perception. As he suggests:

... the word "dog" might lead to "bone", thence 
to "cave" and from then on to "painting" or even 
to a variety of chance. (Austin, 1977:106)

Furthermore, the songwriters were not always sure of what 
they were trying to say in a song, believing that the song 
already had its own direction. The songwriter's job 
therefore is to find that direction by playing with what he 
has already and working on the possibilities.

Economy of effort is important with all writers as they 
see the creative output as not only finite but short-lived, 
each song having its own different life-span. Too much time 
spent on one line can mean less time on equally important 
lines, ultimately meaning that creativity dries up before 
the song is completed.

I have not been able to find a common pattern in the 
creative process of the writers interviewed in relation to 
what comes first, the words or the music, or even if they 
are written simultaneously. Pete Morton and Ralph McTell 
tend to write with the guitar, playing through chord
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sequences and working on riffs, hoping that a particular 
sequence or riff will suggest a lyric line, whereas Tom 
Paxton and Leon Rosselson almost invariably write the words 
first, although Rosselson admits to having some idea of a 
tune as he writes.

There are times when it is impossible to work with an 
instrument, but the creative person cannot, or will not, 
stop the flow of ideas if they come in a moment of 
inspiration. For example, some songwriters have mentioned 
the times when ideas have come while they are traveling and 
do not have access to their instruments. Ideas come, words 
fall into place, and lyric lines are written. Later, when an 
instrument is available, a tune may come. At this stage what 
seems to be happening is the conscious act of putting a tune 
to words. However, another possibility is that the tune, or 
some semblance of it was in fact already there in the mind 
but was disregarded as the words had taken precedence. When 
the words have been formed into a satisfactory order, the 
tune is summoned at will. By the word "semblance" I mean a 
melody already falling into a form (four lines, for example 
A, A+, B, A++), major or minor key, a determined rhythm and 
tempo. The tune may reflect or even suggest the mood of the 
words.

Returning to the creative process I have been describing, 
in its continuous method, that is in simple terms, 
conception, articulation/verification and forming in one 
sitting, we now reach the point of finishing and knowing 
when the song is finished. It is a temptation, which is 
unavoidable in some cases, to over-write, and if we accept
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that song lyrics should have a certain simplicity of 
articulation, then ideas and emotions in lyrics can be left 
unexplored to their fullest because the mood of the music 
can add information. We all approach music with some shared 
knowledge of its conventions; we generally associate the 
minor key with sadness and the major with joy and so on. It 
is not always necessary to write, "I'm feeling sad" when it 
can be suggested by the key, which can set the scene for the 
listener while the songwriter goes on to explore the emotion 
at greater depth. The objective is to reach a state where 
music and words are equally balanced, not only sharing equal 
importance but adding to the interpretation of both and 
where the total is more than the sum of its parts. (This 
point is discussed at greater length in Chapter 3.)

In the case of knowing when a song is finished, each
songwriter trusts his experience (Morton refers to it as
intuition) gained from a knowledge of the form and
experience. Deciding when a song is finished takes a degree
of objectivity, gained from a period of separation from the
song and only possible once the inspirational flow and rush
of ideas is over. This varies from writer to writer; some
performers refuse to sing a song until they are convinced it
is finally formed, while others may consider the performance
part of the continuing creative process, as in the case of
Morton and Paxton. It is therfore the nature of the medium
and the context which influences the continuation of the
creative process, endorsed by Finnegan:

The skill and personality of the performer, the 
nature and reaction of the audience, the context, 
the purpose - these are essential aspects of the
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artistry and meaning of an oral poem. Even when 
there is little or no change of actual wording in 
a given poem between performances, the context 
still adds its own weight and meaning to the 
delivery, so that the whole occasion is unique. 
(Finnegan, 1977:28)

Obviously, for the song to be performed, a certain level
of completion is vital, but from the obvious (one verse too
many perhaps) to the subtle (inclusion or cuts of "ands" and
"buts" depending on sense, breathing and phrasing),
revisions can and are made. This leads to the question,
"What is a good song?" (which is discussed in Chapter 3) but
briefly, the question of "why say in four verses what you
have already said in two?" has to be answered and justified
and it is questions such as these that the songwriter will
be asking himself during the forming and finishing of the
song. What is vital is a knowledge of the form and genre;
one has to eventually perform the song and its reception
will depend on factors such as its compatibility within
familiar perameters. I suggest familiarity of the form is
assimilated during the whole learning process:

I suppose I assimilated a lot of these songs 
rather than learned them consciously ... 
assimilated them almost by a process of osmosis. 
And I was also interested very early on in writing 
songs. ( Ewan MacColl quoted in Woods, 1979:105)

Even the earliest of MacColl's songs show a familiarity 
with the form which I suggest was learnt by assimilating the 
traditional songs he talks of. Information such as form, 
balance and metre are received subliminally, eventually 
becoming part of one's instinct. Curiously, each songwriter 
was able to separate craftsmanship from inspirational 
writing before but not after the event, as in writing to 
order or writing from inspiration, and I would suggest that
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the parameters are more clearly defined before composing. 
After coming through a period of intense creativity where 
ideas have been developed into a structure, shaping the 
structure, though still creative, is more a matter of 
craftsmanship.

There is a case for saying a song is never really 
finished (in a static, fixed form) as, especially in the 
world of folk music, songs, traditional and contemporary, 
are constantly (though subtly) changing. Creativity 
continues through to performance either by the writer or the 
interpreter. Admittedly this is sometimes due to the 
individual’s interpretation or misinterpretation, or simply 
what is referred to as the "folk process", where performers 
change songs slightly to suit their style and/or the 
occasion, and even the composers themselves change the song 
in performance without always realizing it. A skilled 
performer can modify the delivery of a song to suit the 
audience, without changing the tune or the words. The 
modification is evident in the dynamics, phrasing and even 
the body language employed (see Performance, Chapter 6). The 
acceptance of a song by an audience is largely dependant on 
the performance. Initially the quality of a song is 
invariably judged by the performance, and it follows 
therefore that a song can be termed good or bad depending on 
the skill of the person who performs it (see the latter 
section of Chapter 8 for a discussion on this point).

All of the songwriters I interviewed stated that when 
they decide a song is finished they never change it 
fundamentally. Of course there is a preparation period when
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the accompaniment is arranged, phrasing and emphasis is 
decided and the overall dynamics of the song are practiced, 
but apart from minor changes (for example, incidental words 
or carry-over words cut or inserted) the context and the 
tune remain the same. What is interesting at this stage is 
to what extent the audience's response affects the writer's 
evaluation of the song. If for example the reaction is not 
positive would this cause the songwriter to re-write certain 
parts? Rosselson states that he would not continue to sing a 
song rather than attempt to rewrite it if it did not work, 
because by the time it had reached the stage of being 
performed he had done his best and he could do no better. 
Paxton admits to once changing a verse after criticism from 
a member of the audience, but it was the only time he had 
done so and considering he has written over two hundred 
songs it is obviously out of the ordinary.

The criteria for deciding whether or not to perform the 
song are not necessarily the same as those which decide 
whether one is satisfied with the product. McTell talks of 
not performing at least sixty per-cent of his compositions, 
not because the quality falls below his standards but 
because of his inability to play and sing them to the 
standard he has set for himself. A further consideration is 
whether an audience can "get into" the song in the time it 
takes him to play it, that is, whether a song works with an 
audience. The test of whether it does or does not work is 
obviously during the performance, and this can 
understandably be a traumatic experience for the performer. 
Rosselson, admits to the importance of performance in making
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a decision and to the "high" which accompanies a first 
performance. McTell is prone to the afflictions of the more 
nervous performer: "... my heart is beating even faster, the 
fingers wobble, the mouth is dry ..." (McTell, interview 
1991) and admits to finding it one of the hardest things to 
do.

Can songwriting be taught?
In his book, "Songwriting" (1985), Citron deals with 

popular song. It is a thorough analysis of popular song in 
all its aspects, and he suggests that the aspiring 
songwriter, using his book as a guide, will be more able to 
write songs. This is also the case with Davis' "The Craft of 
Lyric Writing" (1985). However, the inference is always on 
popular song, with the aesthetic criterion being whether it 
is popular or not. I suggest that both encourage and endorse 
a business-like approach to an artistic subject, and this 
approach is not within the context of this thesis 
considering the type of songs and songwriters I am concerned 
with.

The desire to create must be there in order to acquire 
the necessary skills, and this is particularly appropriate 
when applied to songwriting. Unlike so called "high art", 
where training consists of the formal acquisition of 
technique, that is, learning a large vocabulary prior to 
the creative act, learning how to write songs, in the case 
of the writers I interviewed and in my own case, was learnt 
by starting with a limited vocabulary. Skills were learned 
piecemeal, in the field, as and when they were required. In
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fact, each songwriter (apart from Pete Morton who was too 
young to have heard it) said how important Skiffle was as an 
introduction to folk music, as one only needed to play three 
chords to be able to play most songs. Perhaps the parallel 
for Morton was the Punk movement; musically it was limited 
and socially it was rebellious, and like Skiffle its appeal 
was its great energy. As for the lyrics, the attraction of 
Skiffle and Punk music was that they were mostly in everyday 
language, also an inherent strength of folk music, making it 
accessible to all. Writing poetry or composing 
"serious/classical" music required extensive knowledge of 
the conventions and specialized vocabulary and having the 
skill to use it. Songwriters have a limited formal musical 
vocabulary compared with serious/classical musicians. 
Furthermore, compared to poets most songwriters' knowledge 
of the technicalities of lyric writing in the poetic form is 
limited. However, in the folk scene a cheap guitar, three 
chords and a desire to say something is an accessible goal. 
Perhaps if there had been educational establishments which 
gave songwriting courses aspiring songwriters might have 
taken advantage of them, but this I doubt for the following 
reasons. The nature of songwriting in the folk song revival 
was, amongst other things, a reaction against the 
establishment which was seen to regard "high art" as the 
only form of art worthy of inclusion in a society's culture, 
and an alternative subculture by definition lasts only as 
long as it remains isolated from the establishment. A great 
part of its fascination for aspiring songwriters was the 
idea of breaking the rules, musically, instrumentally,
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lyrically and vocally (although it has to be said that it is
unlikely that they actually knew the rules, being untrained
musicians and writers). That is not to say however that it
was rough and simplistic. There was and is as much attention
to detail; there is an artistic striving for beauty, though
it is never couched in such terms. The criteria have
changed, but they are not of a lesser quality. From a
technical viewpoint the style of the music, traditional and
contemporary was and is influenced by, and in some cases
written in, unusual modes, and a formal education in music
can be a hindrance. As was illustrated in previous chapters,
classically trained folk song collectors encountered
problems of notation when confronted with modes they were
unused to, and in some cases actually rewrote a tune to fit
their conception of what was musically correct, as Woods
states in his book on the folk revival;

Hundreds of songs were collected and printed, 
usually with piano accompaniments and frequently 
adapted away from the modes in which they were 
sung; to the Victorians the modes sounded wrong, 
and they found it hard to believe that untutored 
labourers would instinctively sing modally.
(Woods, 1979:13)

The collector Kennedy-Fraser (in collaboration with 
Macleod) actually admits to changing tunes and texts of 
songs she collected in Scotland (Kennedy-Fraser, 1929:146- 
152) .

Hence, given the prevailing orthodoxy of music 
educational establishments it was perhaps as well that any 
potential songwriter/performer chose to learn his skill "in 
the field", unhampered by the obstacles of prescribed 
musical rules. However, though the musical rules were
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discarded or ignored, as is the case with any new movement
or counter-culture a new set of rules were established,
which, whilst not completely static, prescribed and defined
the product of the milieu. As Nettl states:

The absence of an articulated music theory does 
not imply the absence of rules which a composer 
must follow; on the contrary, the composer in a 
folk or tribal [I suggest also alternative] 
culture is likely to be surrounded with musical 
limitations, to which he feels it necessary to 
adhere. (This is partially related to the need of 
having one's compositions accepted by performer 
and listener in order for the music to remain 
alive.) (Nettl, 1973:18)

When Bob Dylan first came to prominence with his 
characteristic voice, considered by many at the time to be 
nasal whine, and his extremely limited guitar playing and 
wordy texts (which, unlike the platitudinous pop songs of 
the day, dealt with social issues), he spoke for a 
generation that was his own, eager to exploit their social 
conscience by being heard. Authority in the form of 
educational and governmental institutions would and could 
not at first take it seriously because of its seemingly 
primitive delivery. Pop songs, even rock and roll, were 
understood even if they were not accepted, and whatever 
threat was posed by them had been taken in control. The 
music business, itself seen as authoritarian, had exploited 
and commercialized it, and if any threat still existed it 
was toned down and packaged for the general public and was 
in consequence seen as controlled. In the folk song revival 
and the subsequent folk song scene it was the very lack of 
sophistication that appealed, and had it been immediately 
accepted by the establishment it would have seemed to have
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been tamed and so would not have held the same attraction.

It is important to note however that singers, performers and 

songwriters generally have a very extensive informal musical 

background, though in some cases it is important in the folk 

scene to deny it. (This comes under the category of Image, 

which is discussed at greater length in Chapter 6.)

The absence of the star system (in fact the folk scene 

deliberately rejected it), meant that aspiring songwriters 

could get close to those who were writing and singing their 

own songs. The accessibility of the scene, of the performers 

and of the influences in general resulted in easy 

assimilation, and learning was by doing, listening and 

watching. This was the training. The entire process of 

listening with, and to, and having other aspiring 

songwriters listen, helped to establish a common set of 

criteria not only in the writing process but in performing.

The songwriters I interviewed have mastered the skills or 

at least gone a long way towards achieving expertise, and 

they infer that songwriting in the folk scene has now become 

formalized and is no longer the alternative scene. It is now 

competing with a new set of values in music, and the 

question is whether it can be taught in its entirety, that 

is, technique and the desire for artistic fulfilment, in 

line with the communal preoccupations of the folk scene 

given that its philosophy and conscience may be out of step 

with more popular trends. All of the songwriters agreed that 

the craft of songwriting could be taught, but Tom Paxton was 

more precise in saying, "I think it can be coached",

(Paxton, interview 1989), agreeing with Rosselson who
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suggested it was impossible to teach someone "how to hear". 
(Rosselson, interview 1989) By practice and illustration the 
form can be taught in a similar way to teaching a foreign 
language but the initial desire to create cannot.

This leads us to the problems of differentiating well 
crafted songs from songs which may go some way further, 
which is discussed in Chapter 3. The fundamental point is 
that it is impossible to plant the desire to create, in a 
teaching capacity, although I acknowledge the subliminal 
influence in a close relationship where teaching is 
seemingly not taking place.

The last three chapters have focused on the creative 
process, the context of which is initially the English folk 
scene. However most of the performers I have referred to now 
work throughout Great Britain and Europe (and even further 
afield) suggesting that the English folk scene has 
stimulated interest outside of its boundaries. In the 
following chapter I will discuss the possibility of the 
influence the songwriters of the folk scene may have had on 
the wider scene of music, and whether the philosophy and 
generally held beliefs of the folk song revival still 
prevail as we progress through the 1990s.
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CHAPTER 10
CHORUS: OPINIONS FROM THE AUDIENCE

Throughout this thesis I have considered the opinions of 
informed observers and participants. However, were it not 
for the audience there would not be a folk scene, and for 
the sake of balance the views of various members of the 
audience should be part of this study. It should be stressed 
that what follows is not a statistical study; I have not 
attempted to recount opinions and value them by statistical 
percentages. Moreover, I have not chosen ten members of an 
audience arbitrarily. My methodology was to interview ten 
people whom I knew had been part of the folk scene for at 
least twenty years, as I have discussed issues which have 
been relevant over this period. It was vital that whoever I 
interviewed had at least observed these issues and had 
formed some opinions, as anyone coming into the folk scene 
during the last two or three years would be unaware of its 
importance and the changes it went through since the revival 
started. On a more practical note, the interviews were such 
that they took a degree of time and effort to participate 
in, and I naturally chose various friends throughout the 
country who knew the importance (to me) of my study. The 
interviews took place in June and July of 1990, and in the 
following chapter I will only mention the name of whoever I 
will be quoting.

All of those interviewed first attended a folk club when 
they were in their teens, which places it between 1965 and
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1975, when the folk scene was at its height of popularity. 
This is a significant point, one which I have briefly 
discussed in Chapter 2 and will consider further in the 
final Chapter regarding the future of the folk scene. For 
the scene to live up to its potential as a dynamic milieu, 
it has to attract a new, younger audience in much the same 
way as it did for the interviewees. If and when the folk 
scene has such an audience, and if it continues to keep 
apace of the times both musically and in terms of subject 
matter, it will not only keep its audience but continue to 
attract. For the interviewees, the initial attraction was 
not only the music; the social aspect was important, and, as 
one woman pointed out, it was and is a place where a single 
woman can go without fear of being mis-interpreted. There is 
a tendency in certain music-performance situations for an 
unattached woman to be treated as one who is looking for 
something more than a musically and socially enjoyable 
evening and is hence the object of harassment. This is not 
the case in the folk scene, although it has been and is used 
as a meeting point and a way of finding companionship. Along 
with the social side of a club is the intimacy aspect; to 
hear music in a more immediate and participatory way. As Bob 
Wood remarks, it is the "general intimacy and informality of 
the settings in which it is performed" which a major pop or 
rock concert cannot replicate. The attraction for Graham 
Andrew was initially the music, which he saw as "simple and 
unpretentious, yet powerful and full of imagery". None 
mentioned style or fashion, which, when considering how, in 
recent years, music and fashion are linked is unusual and
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points to the fact that it was the music and its social 
aspect which was the attraction. However, for a scene which 
overtly shunned commercialism and relied on more fundamental 
facets of life and culture (albeit counter or alternative), 
it is hardly surprising that those who would be interested 
in style, fashion and form over content would not be 
attracted to the folk scene. Included in the social aspect 
is the security of being with like-minded people, although 
in recent years a curious situation has occurred where 
audiences of the sixties have become middle-class 
professionals who return to the club scene almost, I 
suggest, as if returning to one's roots. Wood qualifies this 
point by suggesting that an audience becomes like-minded 
during the space of the evening, almost as if disparate 
members of society become a community for one night a week.

On the question regarding the gulf which existed between 
traditional and contemporary folk music most interviewees 
felt that it had largely disappeared, whilst accepting that 
it had once been significant. During the early days of the 
revival in the sixties, contemporary folk music almost 
became pop music, and so had the stigma of being commercial 
and by inference, American. As it faded from mass 
popularity, contemporary folk songs returned to the 
repertoire of songs sung in the folk scene, and, as Kathy 
Taylor points out:

Contemporary [folk song] is more acceptable than 
previously and doesn't have to be American based. 
English contemporary [folk song] now has its own 
style. (Taylor)
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As I have suggested in other chapters, it may be 
difficult in years to come for the listener to differentiate 
between what actually was traditional folk song and what was 
newly written in the style. This point is endorsed by Julia 
Chadwick:

Songs that were considered yesterday to be 
contemporary can become tomorrow's traditional 
songs. (Chadwick)

The contemporary folk songs were largely responsible for 
using issues of the day as their subject matter, although I 
accept that there are traditional folk songs which in 
essence deal with timeless issues and this is still the 
case. The interviewees felt that people are generally more 
politically and socially aware nowadays, but songwriters 
working in the folk scene have less influence than they once 
had merely because their audience has diminished, not 
because they are out of touch with current events. However, 
each person I interviewed is no longer a teenager or even in 
their early twenties, so it is difficult to establish what 
they think are the major preoccupations of people in this 
age bracket and whether in fact contemporary folk song 
writers are reflecting their views.

From the views expressed by those I interviewed it is 
obvious that they place the songwriter not only in high 
regard, but as being vital to the folk scene. Graham Andrew 
states that the songwriter is, "essential, otherwise the 
music just becomes a museum". The songwriter could also be 
seen, as Kathy Taylor states, as being a way for people to 
find a voice which speaks for them in a society which seems 
at odds with the individual thinker:
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People appear to need more metaphorical 
stimulation and to identify their emotions in 
someone else's phrases; perhaps a reaction to a 
general sense of personal isolation and 
powerlessness over big events like unemployment, 
political issues and so on. (Taylor)

It is in this sense that song's power is seen. If it is 
able to speak for the people, or a proportion of the people 
it can unite by common consent. Once united, people have the 
power to change events. Song can focus attention on a 
specific issue, and "heighten people’s awareness by 
highlighting events, and consequently some people may well 
be spurred into changing them." (Chadwick)

I have claimed throughout this thesis that songwriters 
are concerned with the art and craft of songwriting, and 
approach it with an integrity equal to any artist in any 
artform. This is evident in the songwriting lectures and 
workshops given at festivals, where songwriters explain 
their methods and techniques and show a concern for detail 
that surprises many in the audience. The technique and craft 
of songwriting, involving rhyming pattern, the way a line 
"sings", the balance and form of song are skills which the 
songwriter attempts to master. Once attained, they provide a 
vehicle for the expression of ideas and emotions. I suggest 
that this point is significant; the songwriter in the folk 
scene is concerned with the expression of issues of 
consequence over and above so-called "fame and glory". The 
economic structure of the scene is such that this has to be 
the case.

What is interesting to establish is whether this concern 
for technical expertise is discernible to the audience. For
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example, what do they hear first, the words or the music?
Are they aware of the metre and whether the lines rhyme or 
not? Do they know if the tune is in a minor or major key? 
Some interviewees heard the melody first, some heard the 
words first and some heard the complete item; there was no 
common answer. However, what did seem to be shared by all 
was the fact that when the words matched the tune perfectly, 
the song was heard as one. Only when there was an obvious 
"bad" line, that is, one which did not scan or which was out 
of context with other lines did a listener notice. I 
conclude from this that a great deal of the reception and 
assessment of song goes on at a subliminal level, and only 
when something is obviously wrong does it leap into 
conscious thought. I would suggest that this is as it should 
be; a conscious awareness of technique can detract from what 
the song is actually saying. Furthermore, a folk club 
audience expects the lyrics of a song to have some substance 
and are prepared to hear the song a few times to understand 
it fully. It seems that "enjoyment" of the song, that is, 
enjoyment at a superficial level is most important, but 
conditioned by the fact that on subsequent listenings 
something more substantial will become evident. Several 
interviewees mentioned hearing songs they had previously 
accepted as good performed inadequately or badly, but most 
suggested that it did not alter their evaluation of the song 
itself, merely the performance. However, if they were 
hearing the song for the first time how it was performed 
could affect their initial response.
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When it came to the actual content of song, and what 
would be acceptable or not, the response was conditioned by 
the subject matter. For example, songs advocating extreme 
right-wing views would not be acceptable, but hunting songs 
might be even though a person may be against blood-sports.
As one person remarked, "Art has to be understood in its 
historical context" (Taylor). The songs of hunting and 
whaling are almost exclusively traditional and could be 
excused on the grounds of different attitudes that we now 
see as unacceptable, but which were part of life in the 
times when they were made. However, there are many songs 
within the tradition which conform to the stereotyped male- 
female situation, which have been attacked by the women's 
movement for continuing sexist attitudes. The inference is 
that equality for women will not be achieved whilst outdated 
attitudes are still being promoted in song, and they should, 
therefore, no longer be sung. To conclude on this point, 
there is an inconsistency regarding what is acceptable and 
what is not and each subject is decided upon individually.

The performance aspect is vital to song, and the general 
opinion amongst the interviewees was that the standard of 
performing and writing has risen since the sixties. This 
applies also to the musicians in the folk scene who play 
traditional music. However, their opinions are qualified by 
being applied to the professionals; the standard of "floor 
singers" and "residents" has not improved significantly and 
therein lies a fundamental problem. Audiences have become 
less prepared to spend half the evening listening to 
inadequate performers, merely to hear the guest for one

Page - 266



hour. Perhaps this is due to the materialistic eighties, 
where quantifiable entertainment (in terms of cost), has 
become general practice. I base this assumption on the 
example of the European club scene. In Germany for example 
(which is accepted by many as Europe's leading materialistic 
country), the club format is in the form of a mini-concert, 
with no amateur performers supporting the guest. In this 
case the audience pay to see a certain performer or group 
and get neither more nor less than they expected and paid 
for.

It was on the question of image where the audience 
members differed in their views from the performers, and 
specifically when it came to dress. I have discussed this 
issue in Chapter 6 from the point of view of the performers. 
However, their opinions are at variance with those of the 
audience. There is ample evidence to show that many 
performers regard their appearance as important to the way 
the audience receive their performance. It was apparent from 
their comments that they were concerned with their general 
presentation, which naturally involved what they wore. In 
contrast, all of the interviewees stated that it did not 
consciously concern them. There are two conclusions to draw 
from this. Firstly, the folk scene is no longer the obvious 
counter culture it was at the start of the folk song 
revival. It was important during the early days of the folk 
scene to show visibly that it was against other forms of 
musical entertainment whereas the folk scene of the present 
day has merged with other minority music scenes; it is no 
longer a counter-culture, and is merely an alternative
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rather than the alternative culture. Secondly, the folk 
music audience consists mainly of people over thirty, where 
their own style of dress may have become less extreme than 
it was in their youth. Nevertheless, I suggest that a 
performer who has a reputation for being left-wing 
politically, socially committed and in general serving as a 
voice for the deprived and oppressed would cause an audience 
to question his integrity and motives were he to be dressed 
in an Yves Saint Laurent suit, a Cartier watch and Gucci 
shoes. Although this is hypothetical conjecture, if it were 
to be the case then it is logical to assume that less 
extreme modes of dress will have some affect, albeit of a 
lesser degree.

It is apparent that there is a distinct difference in 
perception regarding visual image. What the performer thinks 
the audience expect is at odds with what they actually do 
expect, and this difference of perception continues. For 
example, the Cambridge folk festival in July of 1990 saw the 
first performance of the union between June Tabor (a female 
folk singer), and The Oyster Band. A festival audience is 
unlike that of the average folk club, in that the age group 
is wider. The most notable difference is the number of 
younger people attending, younger than in a typical folk 
club. June Tabor appeared on stage (after having changed 
from her so-called everyday clothes) in a black leather 
jacket, short black skirt and black tights. This was 
obviously a deliberate attempt to present a certain image, 
one which I suggest is aimed at a younger audience. It would 
be interesting to know whether the band's reception would
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have been different had Tabor not changed her clothes, but 
it is a question which would be impossible to test. Judging 
from the opinions of the folk club members I interviewed, it 
would not have made a difference in their appreciation of 
the performance and the material, but from the opinions of 
the festival audience, it may have.

I conclude from this that performers think they have to 
present a certain image, evident by their concern for the 
way they look. If they present what they think the audience 
expect, they can feel confident in having initial 
acceptance, which allows them a certain sense of security to 
perform.

Most members of the audience who have been attending folk 
clubs for twenty years will have befriended a performer at 
some time or other, and will have had chance to see the 
lifestyle of a folk singer at close quarters. All the 
interviewees are familiar with at least one musician, and in 
most cases several, so their views are credible because of 
their experience. None envied the lifestyle, as Bob Wood 
explains:

I suspect that hand in hand with the glamour, the 
foreign tours, the hour of glory on stage, the 
album sales, there's another side, of being away 
from home, strained relationships, broken-down 
cars, rainy afternoons in unfamiliar towns waiting 
for the evening show. In other words, I think 
performers pay dearly for any adulation they earn. 
(Wood)

There was a consensus of opinion as to why the folk song 
performer chooses such a way of life, although one 
interviewee was concise in suggesting it was simply a matter 
of "ego" (Bloomer). However, in general the comments ranged
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from "the addictive nature of public approval and challenge" 
(Taylor), and "the satisfaction of creating music and the 
pleasure of performing it to an appreciative audience" 
(Andrew), to the simple "love of the music" (Johnson). In 
this respect the views expressed were in accordance with 
that of the performers themselves, noted in Chapter 5.

As for the future of the folk scene the response was 
generally optimistic. Most felt that the interest amongst 
the general public in Roots and World music could only help 
and encourage people into the folk scene as long as it 
encouraged the performers into the scene. Obviously the 
audience follows the performers; the future could depend on 
whether this encouragement is forthcoming or not. In the 
following chapter I will discuss this particular point in 
the context of what the folk song revival achieved and how 
the folk scene may continue.
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CHAPTER 11

IS THERE A CONTINUUM?

In the preceding chapters I discussed the songwriter, his 

lifestyle and the creative process in the context of the 

English folk scene. There is no doubt that folk song made an 

impact on the music scene in general and in this chapter I 

will be considering what that impact was, what it has led to 

and whether it will continue.

The folk scene has declined since its heyday in the early 

1970s, yet it still remains an important part of musical 

culture in Britain. The factors which contributed to its 

decline are manifold and far from definitive, but are worth 

exploring nevertheless if only to see how the folk scene 

could progress to one with a higher profile. The interest in 

"world music" and "roots music" (discussed in Chapter 2), 

could be a contributory factor. I suggest that this interest 

was in part stimulated by the enormously successful 

"Gracelands" album, by Paul Simon. It is worth noting that 

Simon came from the folk scene, and through the seventies 

established his work in the wider scene of pop music. That 

he should have been one of the first to incorporate various 

ethnic styles in his songs is significant.

What is seen generally as a decline in the folk scene is 

in fact a thriving minority scene, no longer in decline but 

having leveled out and serving a useful purpose to a devoted 

following. In comparison with the early days of the revival 

the folk scene is a considerable part of the music scene in
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general. However, folk music is more often related to the
mid-seventies when it was at its most popular, and seen from
this perspective the interest in folk music has declined. At
this stage it is necessary to isolate where and how the
decline has occurred. There has been a decline in audience
numbers since the mid-seventies, and consequently a decline
in the number of clubs. To some extent this is due to a
change of image. What started out as being a counter-culture
progressing to being almost the popular culture has become
an alternative culture which is largely reactionary. One
professional folk musician describes it thus;

It's now a pot bound aspidistra, and altogether 
too parochial. (Jones, interview 1990)

It is now solidly based in the folk clubs, where it 
originally started, and the format has changed little if at 
all. Resident singers still run the evening, floor singers 
still have their chance to perform, and the guest still 
performs two sets of between thirty and forty minutes. 
However what has changed is the type of audience. 
(MacKinnon's sociological study covers this aspect in 
greater depth: MacKinnon, 1988.) There has been a decline in 
people under twenty-five attending clubs, with no signs to 
show that this trend will change. Consequently its image is 
that of a scene frequented by an older generation. As Ralph 
McTell states:

Anything that relies upon an audience has to have 
that audience reflected on stage. There has to be 
some sort of reflection age-wise and peer-wise and 
it doesn't matter to the audience that we get 
better as performers and musicians, we also get 
older. (McTell, interview 1987)
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This leads us to the role the media has played. The music 
media, in practice preoccupied with youth music culture, 
perpetuates this image, which in effect deters the youth 
from becoming involved. Furthermore, the music played in 
folk clubs has generally been a music which requires a 
degree of attentive listening, and as one folk club 
organizer points out:

Current trends have led to people being less able 
to concentrate on the aural and responding more to 
the visual. They have become passive consumers of 
music and T.V.. Anything that isn't action packed, 
fast-moving and colourful doesn't keep their 
attention. To listen to folk music the audience 
has to put in effort, and they are called to do 
that less and less in other areas. (Elaine Barker, 
organizer of Colchester folk club, interview 1989)

The media might say in defense they are merely reflecting
what is happening, but the question remains: was it youth's
rejection of the scene which influenced the attitude of the
media, or was the media (which depends for its existence by
being seen as the leader of public opinion, and responsible
for creating trends) to blame for folk music's image?
Paradoxically, considering the early ideals of the folk
scene which in part was a disaffected youth reacting against
an older generation dominating the musical scene, the
audience of today's scene is largely middle-class and
middle-aged, as is fully documented in MacKinnon's study
mentioned above (specifically on pages 55-63 of the
appendix). As the organizer previously quoted describes:

The enthusiasts of the sixties and seventies have 
grown up and had families. They have had less 
freedom and less money while raising their 
families so have left the clubs and there have not 
been new people to replace them. We are getting 
the original enthusiasts back now their children 
are older. (Ibid.)
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Although audiences may be returning, the clubs are not
attracting a new youth audience, and as a consequence the
media show little interest in the scene. In MacKinnon's
survey of folk club enthusiasts, he states:

It is clear that the appeal of the folk clubs used 
to be very much a youth one. Forty-nine per cent 
of the sample first came to a folk club as 
teenagers or younger. Yet today this age grouping 
is not being brought into the folk club movement.

The evidence here indicates that from roughly 
1960 until the late seventies the folk clubs were 
drawing in people in their late teens but from 
this point onwards they ceased to do so. I would 
surmise that the folk scene is set to contract as 
the 'bulge' works its way through. (MacKinnon 
1988:62 in appendix)

In sympathy with the attitude of the media is the lack of
interest shown by the business side of the general music
scene, as one professional songwriter from the folk scene
points out, having experienced huge success:

What's hard is getting the record industry in this 
country to understand where we're from and that 
there is a market for us there too. I have spent 
hours trying to analyse it, not just myself but 
other people in the same scene and in other 
countries of the world all the writers of our type 
have been much better appreciated than we are in 
our own. (McTell, interview 1987)

Ralph McTell is referring to other European countries
which continue to attract a younger audience, and which
provide work for British-based musicians. He uses Denmark
and Germany as specific examples:

I think I know why it is in Denmark because 
Denmark still has a social conscience as a nation, 
and they go out and support, or go out of interest 
to hear people sing songs that perhaps reflect 
their attitudes. I mean they're not subjected to 
the weight of opinion altering propaganda that we 
have here, the fashion you know. And in Germany, I 
think there's got to be a reaction to the 
materialism of Germany; the lifestyle and the 
clothes and the modern cars and everything and
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there will always be people who seek out that 
alternative. (Ibid)

Perhaps it is indicative of folk music's continued
attraction, albeit to the same audience, that the standard
of professional performers has improved rather that
declined. Those performers who have survived twenty years as
professionals have usually done so by adopting a
professional attitude to their work, and in a musical sense,
an open mind to various influences rather than an insistence
on a definitive style. In this respect Edward Lee accuses
the folk song traditionalists:

The type of purism that will accept only 
unaccompanied song, or songs of attested antiquity 
can only result in fostering the image of the 
traditional folk singer as an eccentric, singing 
with eyes closed and finger in ear, of the three- 
field system or the defeat of the Spanish Armada. 
To attract the people, folk music must be felt by 
them to have relevance to them, and to be directly 
reflective of their lives and aspirations. (Lee 
1970:198)

The folk scene itself must accept some of the blame for 
its low profile in the musical culture of England.
Journalist and broadcaster Nigel Schofield suggests that it 
is endemic in the folk scene to alienate itself from any 
part of the populace which is not specifically its own 
audience (Schofield, interview 1988). This particular point 
is enlarged upon by Harvey Andrews, a singer-songwriter who 
started performing in the early days of the revival, and is 
still a firm favourite in the folk club scene. His comments 
should be taken in the context of the revival of interest in 
the singer-songwriter, a point I enlarge on later in this 
chapter:

As the singer-songwriter once again becomes 
commercially successful, so the folkies have to
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try to find a new obscurity to patronize, that is, 
world music, most of which I find is intolerably 
boring ... but that's what they like. (Andrews, 
interview 1989)

The point being made is that the criteria for what is 
fashionable do not necessarily comply with what is good or 
bad, and there are cases where music from another culture is 
applauded merely because it is different. The problem arises 
from not knowing the criteria of quality and performance 
specific to a music which is alien to one's accepted terms 
of reference.

To an extent the folk scene was elitist, in that during
the time of folk music's great popularity those in the scene
did not realize that though the music had become fashionable
it would inevitably become unfashionable. The elitist
attitude then became the instrument of its decline in that
once it had become unfashionable, rather than open the doors
to wider influences and to embrace the current
preoccupations of the populace, the folk scene closed its
ranks and in effect reneged on its early ideals. The singer-
songwriter Leon Rosselson observes:

The folk clubs in Britain have survived the folk 
"boom". But something has been lost. There has 
been a drift away from the concern with 
contemporary reality that was at the root of the 
revival. (Rosselson, 1974:11)

This is manifest in the songs being sung:
What is certain is that the kind of repertoire 
that now dominates the folk club scene is largely 
irrelevant and will only ensure that folk song 
remains a coterie cult. (Ibid:11)

However, whatever its qualities or faults the folk scene 
is still an important minority interest, and compared with 
other minority musical styles it outranks traditional jazz,
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for example, in the amount of clubs and the size of 
audiences it continues to attract.

I have described above the current state of the folk 
scene and how it came to be. I will now discuss what the 
folk song revival achieved and how that achievement can 
serve as a continuum.

One obvious manifestation of the interest in folk and 
related music is the proliferation of folk festivals. The 
festivals, unlike the attitude prevalent in the folk club 
scene described above, embraced a wider spectrum of music in 
their booking policy. As a result, folk music per se now 
plays only a small part at the larger festivals, with rock 
music taking the major role. The Nyon festival in 
Switzerland is an example of this policy, as is the 
Glastonbury music festival. Some festivals, however, still 
cling to a policy of folk and related acoustic music and 
have remained successful. The Cambridge Folk Festival 
attracts an audience of thirty thousand and has done so for 
many years. Another successful festival which endorses this 
policy is the Edinburgh Folk Festival.

To summarize this particular point, folk festivals in 
general have not only survived but improved in all aspects 
because of their eclectic attitude. Continental festivals 
have been even more successful and more eclectic in that 
they will book musicians and writers from several countries, 
but I suggest this is due, to a great extent, to the 
continental attitude and desire to embrace varying cultures 
whereas the British attitude is more chauvinistic.
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More difficult to quantify is the effect the folk music 
revival had on the musical culture of Britain, and I suggest 
it is to the songwriter we must look to see what influences, 
if any, took place.

In the interviews I conducted with my fellow musicians,
club organizers and journalists, each without exception
regarded the songwriter as vital to the folk song revival.
Performer Ian Mackintosh commented:

The writers of good new songs have been and always 
will be the ones who keep today's folk music 
alive, fresh and flourishing. There's no other 
possible answer to that. (Mackintosh, interview 
1989)

Furthermore, and stating the obvious perhaps, all songs 
were at sometime composed by somebody, a point picked up by 
a folk club organizer:

We consider the singer-songwriter vital to the 
folk scene, bearing in mind that all traditional 
songs were once written [composed] by somebody. 
They reflect the feelings of the people of the 
time about vital issues of the day, that is, the 
peasants revolt, miners' strike, green issues etc. 
They are also a reaction against modern 'machine' 
music and disco/rap etc. (Howard, interview 1989)

In Chapter 2 I illustrated how the folk scene had 
diverged into the traditional and the contemporary style of 
music, a point defined by Boyes as treating folk song as 
style rather than Item (Boyes, 1985:43). The traditionalists 
became more enmeshed in specifying what was traditional and 
what was not, and did so at the expense of the vitality of a 
dynamic culture. It was as if all traditional music suddenly 
stopped developing once it had been captured in print or on 
record. A definitive set of criteria was being forced on a 
milieu which depended upon fresh influences for its
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survival. It was the songwriters who attempted, with varying 
degrees of success to embrace new styles and influences, and 
to encourage younger performers to enter the scene. During 
the punk music phase, aspiring performers and songwriters 
occasionally attended clubs hoping to sing and play.
Although their style was unfamiliar or unusual to the folk 
club audience, their content (in philosophical terms if not 
specific issues) was in accordance with the general aims of 
most songwriters. However, this encouragement did not 
pervade the folk scene in general and in consequence the new 
songwriters formed their own scene (punk) and rejected the 
folk club scene which in turn retired even further to the 
boundaries of popularity and interest.

As for the songwriters in the folk scene there was a
further divergence of objectives; some concentrated on a
pastiche traditional style while others tried to include
developing musical styles and stay "in touch" with current
musical influences and current issues of interest. This is
still the case, as performer Rob Jones points out:

The singer-songwriter is still the one to watch. 
Audiences identify more with the new songs. If the 
traditionalists had realized this then it would be 
a far healthier scene today. (Jones, interview 
1989)

As described above, the songwriter played a vital role in
the folk song revival. At this stage the question is what
did he or she achieve? In 1969 the influence of the
songwriter from the folk scene was being felt in the popular
music scene, as illustrated by Richard Mabey:

For all its shortcomings and obstinate roots in 
the past, the new folk music provided one of the 
bases on which the folk/pop amalgam was built.
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Most importantly, it established a nuclear 
audience who were concerned that some popular 
music should be serious. (Mabey 1969:143)

I suggest that this influence has continued and 
increased, producing a regard amongst a large proportion of 
the public for lyrics which go beyond the platitudinous and 
the superficial. The media have rejected this part of the 
market until quite recently, and have not chosen to exploit 
songs of consequence. The demand was there but was left 
unfilled until writers of great popularity started producing 
songs of consequence. For example, while he was a member of 
the pop group Police, Sting (real name Gordon Sumner) showed 
little concern in his songs for social issues, but once he 
started working solo he produced an album of finely crafted 
songs of great commitment to social, political and 
ecological issues. Given his already huge following earned 
with the group, he was exposed to an existing large 
audience. Songs such as "We work the black seam", and "They 
dance alone" (refer to Appendix 1, song number 49) showed a 
songwriter from a scene long associated with commercialism 
and exploitation doing what the folk scene had failed to do 
in any magnitude for some time.

Elvis Costello is another example of a songwriter who has 
written songs of social observations and continues to 
produce work which in content conforms to the criteria of 
folk song. Songs such as "Let 'em dangle" and "Tramp the 
dirt down" (refer to Appendix 1, song numbers 22 and 50) are 
protest songs. It is only the packaging which places these 
songs in the field of pop music. In the summer of 1989 
Costello played a series of concerts at the Drury Lane
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theatre in London completely solo, and, as journalist 
Alistair Clark relates:

It is interesting that Elvis Costello appeared at 
the Shetland folk festival last year on stage 
singing acoustically his own songs. If he had 
taken his band up there and played in a wee 
village hall with all the decibels up they would 
have walked out. (Clark, interview 1989)

Writers such as Sting and Costello filled a gap in 
popular music for an audience wanting more than superficial 
lyrics. This audience was older and more aware 
intellectually than the average teenager but they were 
unaware of the folk scene and the writers working in it for 
the reasons mentioned above. Consequently, when the writers 
from the pop scene were seen to be writing about issues 
which were of social significance and which concerned this 
particular audience they were applauded and given the 
respect the songwriters of the early days of the folk 
revival had been given. However, I suggest that it was the 
songwriters of the folk revival who created a platform for 
those who came after, albeit in a different guise. Alistair 
Clark comments:

In a way folk music has opened up the doors to all 
forms of songwriting and the only thing that seems 
to make a difference sometimes is in the actual 
presentation of it. (Ibid.)

Most notable for the influence he exerted not only on 
audiences but on fellow musicians and writers was Bob Dylan. 
As early as 1969, Nik Cohn, in his history of rock music, 
wrote: "Pop groups heard Dylan and were put through changes 
by him" (Cohn 1969:196). He then goes on to explain another 
aspect of this relationship between folk song and rock song:

Page - 281



But then, when groups began to write songs that 
meant something and smashed out over a gutrot rock 
beat, the process was somewhat reversed: folk- 
singers, who'd always thought that rock was 
crapola by definition found themselves hooked on 
the Beatles and they hired backing groups, stoked 
up a beat behind them and turned electric.
(Ibid:196)

This is what happened to Dylan, and it is the format he 
has stayed with since. I suggest, however, that Dylan is a 
folk singer and will always be a folk singer, no matter how 
he packages his work.

Writing twenty years later, Robin Denselow points out the 
connection of the early songwriters with the new breed of 
politically and socially aware songwriters, such as Suzanne 
Vega, Michelle Shocked and Tracy Chapman, who in essence are 
no different than their predecessors, either in content or 
philosophy:

Perhaps as a reaction against the constant barrage 
of bad white rock, a new breed of singer- 
songwriters playing acoustic guitars began to 
revive the styles that had given political pop 
such a boost in the early sixties. The black 
singer Tracy Chapman emerged as the star of this 
new scene, a relaxed, mature performer whose songs 
dealt with everyday hopes, tragedies and love 
affairs, and the still desperate plight of much of 
black America. (Denselow, 1989:275)

From the above examples I suggest that there is a 
continuum. The songwriter of the early sixties found in the 
folk song revival a medium for his self-expression. Issues 
not covered in pop song were being questioned by a socially 
concerned youth, stimulating the songwriter to try to 
articulate these concerns in song. Some of the great 
songwriters articulated issues in such a way, giving greater 
clarity and insight to particular problems that they 
stimulated their audience into action. Together a movement
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was created, and the folk scene was the platform for both.
As one club organizer comments:

The singer-songwriter has been largely responsible 
for making the folk scene a progressive thing 
rather than just a museum for the old traditional 
material. It does provide a link between 
traditional music and folk clubs and the current 
pop scene. More new non-folkies have been 
attracted to our club by the excellence of the 
songwriters than anything else. The singer- 
songwriter acts as an inspiration to other 
performers and aspiring songwriters. (Elaine 
Barker, interview 1989)

Furthermore, the songwriter's influence spread wider than 
the folk scene and influenced a large part of the pop song 
audience and the writers performing in that scene. The 
emphasis that such writers placed on lyric content, social 
issues, political protest and in general songs of 
consequence influenced an audience to the point that they 
were not satisfied with the more mundane pop music and 
eagerly accepted the new breed of songwriters who emerged in 
the late 1980s. The fact that by January 1990, Tracy Chapman 
had sold over six million albums in the space of a year 
points to the fact that there was an audience waiting for 
such a songwriter. This was not the sole responsibility of 
the songwriter; society in general has embraced issues such 
as ecology, and perhaps as a backlash against the eighties' 
ideal of the pursuit of material gain, a large proportion of 
the music-listening public are demanding that social and 
international issues are confronted by artists in general. 
When Tracy Chapman first performed to an audience of any 
magnitude, it was at the Mandela concert at Wembley in 1968 
to approximately seventy-five thousand people (that is aside 
from the television audience). The fact that she was booked
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to appear, and that she was listened to is evidence of a 
socially committed and aware audience. Prior to this, 
songwriters who did confront social issues were often 
dismissed as "folkies" or "hippies", living in the past and 
out of touch with reality and changing interests amongst the 
public. I suggest that if Tracy Chapman had appeared only a 
few years earlier she would have been relegated to the folk 
scene where she would have stayed.

The paradox of this situation is that a scene which
inspired not only songwriters but audiences alike, and paved
the way for the current phenomenon of "acoustic style"
songwriters is alienated from it by its elitist attitude.
Schofield, in his role as journalist and broadcaster has
observed this situation from both sides, and comments:

Folkies like their particular form of 
entertainment to be exclusive, and commercial 
success can be the kiss of death. (Schofield, 
interview 1990)

There are songwriters working in the folk scene who
attempt to keep abreast of current musical developments but
because folk music has an unattractive profile in media
terms they are unable to present their music to a wider
audience. Schofield sees the future of the folk scene thus:

I think the scene will fragment even more both in 
terms of musical style and in terms of commercial 
strata. The gap between the club singer and the 
festival headliner will become greater with the 
leap becoming harder between them. (Ibid)

The continuum not only lies in the folk scene but in what 
it bequeathed, which was an emphasis on lyrics which say 
something. Interviewed in the Sunday Times, Bernie Taupin,
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the lyricist with Elton John, talked about his reaction the
first time he heard Bob Dylan:

I'd never realized folk music could be like that 
... not Burl Ives or an English country garden.

It was wonderful, like someone spitting poison 
into the open mouth of the establishment. (Philip 
Norman, 1985:5-7 [May 14])

I suggest that there are many people in the same 
position, and furthermore, that there is a vast audience 
listening to a music unaware that its roots lie in folk 
music. Songs which come from songwriters in the folk scene 
may stay for some time in the scene, just as pop songs will 
not, at the time of their popularity cross over to the folk 
song audience. However, in decades to come it may be 
difficult to decide which songs were pop and which were folk 
when each covers similar subjects, just as it difficult to 
pin-point in which decade since 1960 certain songs were 
written. Lynne Morgan, a folk club organizer, highlights the 
role of the songwriter:

The songwriter is fundamental to the music scene - 
otherwise it would stagnate and be permanently 
retrospective. The songwriter of today creates the 
tradition of tomorrow. (Morgan, interview 1989)

The transaction between folk music and the songwriter 
worked both ways: each stimulated the other. Whereas the 
folk scene isolated itself from the general preoccupations 
of the populace, the songwriter ventured further afield, and 
his influence is to be seen in the more lyrically articulate 
songwriters of the pop scene - and that is the continuum.
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CONCLUSION

This thesis has focused on three main subjects: the 
aesthetics of song, the power of song and the creative 
process. I have placed this study in the context of the 
English folk scene and used songs and songwriters from this 
scene as examples. I have been specific as regards which 
folk scene I am illustrating, as the folk song revival took 
different forms in different countries. It should be noted 
however that though I focus on the English folk scene it 
does not necessarily follow that all the performers were and 
are English - for example, two of the songwriters I 
mentioned, Bert Jansch and John Martyn are Scottish, 
although they chose to live in the London area and were 
prominent in the English folk song revival.

Folk music in its broadest sense has suffered from the 
image of being called a craft whereas I have suggested that 
it should also be treated as an art form, different but no 
more or less artistic than so called "high art". I have 
attempted to illustrate by analysing the creative process 
that songwriters are concerned not only with the acquisition 
of technique and skill (craft), but with exploring and 
articulating emotions and issues at a profound level (art). 
Songwriters of the folk song revival have generally been 
discussed from a sociological rather than an artistic 
perspective in the past and while I see the value for 
sociological studies of songwriting and the songwriter, I 
consider that song, being the most pervasive of the arts, 
deserves to be judged on a broader platform.
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As a singer-songwriter I analysed my own creative process 
and established a structure of creativity, that is, separate 
and definable stages of the creative process. Having done 
so, I studied the creative process of other songwriters in 
order to establish whether they experienced a similar 
process. Through this analysis I was able to establish a 
general synopsis of song composition. I suggest that because 
of my personal involvement various facets of songwriting 
were exposed which previously had not been explored.

Through this process of analysis it became apparent that 
there were extraneous factors which impinged on a song's 
effectiveness, such as a communal unspoken agreement about 
subject matter, philosophy and structure. I have focused on 
establishing the characteristics of song required for the 
communication of ideas and issues with an audience, and 
illustrated their effectiveness and why and how they work. 
This formed the basis for an exploration into the power of 
song and its role in a society's musical culture. I have 
concluded that song undoubtedly has a power, as illustrated 
by research and by the personal opinions of interviewees.
Any art form which has been the object of censorship has, by 
definition, a power. It is curious that governments and 
broadcasting authorities feel threatened enough by song to 
attempt to control it, and yet those involved in the field 
of so-called high art largely ignore song, unless it is from 
the classical/serious school of song, such as Lieder. There 
is indisputable evidence of songwriters being harassed and 
in some cases killed by totalitarian regimes. When the will 
of the people is not reflected by its government but is

Page - 287



articulated in song by the songwriter, then the maker of 
such songs risks censorship, and in some cases, his life.

The songwriter and his songs can act as a voice for the 
people and serve as a cohesive force in uniting opposition 
to oppression. The power of song is not necessarily confined 
to the political arena, though this is the most obvious 
area. Song's ability to evoke a memory and emotion is, I 
suggest, greater than that held by other art forms perhaps 
because song usually is heard in a social situation, being a 
performance art. The strength of folk song, or song as sung 
in the folk scene is its immediacy of transmission and its 
participatory nature, which enhances its impact and 
potential power.

This study has benefited from my personal involvement as 
a songwriter and performer in that empirical research shows 
aspects of the subjects which can be illusive if one 
approaches it only as an outsider - I maintain that the 
inside view is absolutely essential. Through my intimate 
knowledge of the folk scene I have had access to club 
audiences, organizers, writers and performers. I realized 
early in the research that my experience would not only help 
me draft the correct interview topics but would help in 
interview situations, where the interviewee would feel at 
ease. Each person I interviewed knew me and my work, but 
more importantly knew my commitment to the folk scene. 
Therefore I was able to obtain the opinions they held, 
rather than the opinions they thought I wanted to hear.

I have theorized as to why the English folk scene 
declined in popularity and focused on what I see as two main
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reasons. In the second decade of the revival, the rift which 
developed between those who followed the traditional style 
(wanting to preserve what they saw as the nation's musical 
heritage), and those who embraced the contemporary style 
(songwriters who felt they should articulate in song the 
issues of the day) had far reaching effects. As a result the 
folk scene was seen by the public as divided and lacking in 
direction. Was folk music an Arran-sweatered, beer-swilling, 
finger-in-the-ear type music, or was it the introverted 
singer-songwriter "leaking his wounds in public"? (Biermann, 
interview 1989). As is the case in any confrontation it was 
the most extreme cases which were held up as examples of 
both sides, and this study shows that there is a vast area 
between the two extremes where each style co-exists happily 
and where, in some cases, the two styles combine to form a 
third and unique style.

It became evident in my research that there had been a 
concerted effort to avoid any form of commercial 
exploitation, and commendable though this attitude might be, 
it was not consistent. At its worst it consisted of a group 
of middle-class professionals (described as such in 
MacKinnon's sociological study of the folk scene, 1989), who 
idealized a folk culture (working-class) and attempted to 
embalm it into a specific time period. The attitude was 
elitist and patronizing, and a culture which sprung from the 
people was not being presented back to the people. As 
MacKinnon states:

It resists popularity. The mechanisms by which the 
folk scene does this may earn it wide scorn, but 
these should be seen as an ideological apparatus.
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Where individuals do 'make it' and become 
genuinely popular it is not simply that they leave 
the folk scene; to a certain degree the folk scene 
leaves them. (MacKinnon, 1989:334)

However, more by default than design, the folk scene
avoided the fate accorded to punk music, which also started
out as a counter-culture but became engulfed by the business
of music. Punk music turned into a fashion, resorting to
visual and performance tactics - a case of form taking over
from content. My research has illustrated that songs sung in
the folk scene have adhered to the reverse, where content is
never sacrificed for form. Furthermore, as song is regarded
in its participatory aspect it is not treated as an item or
as a form as such. As MacKinnon states:

The folk scene seeks to celebrate continuity and 
participation, itself a protest against musical 
passivity, spectacle and commodity. As a form of 
protest it marks itself off quite differently to 
punk where the protest against the ephemeral 
values of commodification have insufficient 
capability to resist the tendency towards 
incorporation into capitalist forms of the 
organization of musical production. (MacKinnon, 
1989:345-345)

Song is a performance art and as such the factors 
involved in performance have to be considered. I have shown 
that although the folk scene has avoided commercialism, 
performers have considered all aspects of performance with 
all that it entails. Top professionals are not haphazard 
about their performance; they are as concerned with 
attention to detail as any professional would be in any 
field of music. It is a professionalism subtly disguised, as 
overt displays of "show-business" would not conform to the 
principles of the folk scene. This research has exposed the 
rules, though unwritten, which dictate to an extent the
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lifestyle of the performer and which in turn influences the 
subject matter and style of songs written. Furthermore, an 
analysis of the lifestyle of the performer illustrates the 
ethos of the folk scene; each influences the other.

The folk scene still exists, is still a dynamic milieu
and is an important part of our music culture. Although it
is no longer in the forefront of the general public's
musical interests, it serves as an alternative along with
other minority musical interests. I suggest, however, that
its impact has spread further afield, and its legacy lies in
the more articulate pop songs which are being written and
performed, and for this we owe thanks to the songwriter. I
am not suggesting that the folk songwriter is solely
responsible, merely that he played a part in the change of
attitude in both writer and public. In recent months it has
been stated in various newspaper articles that as we move
into the nineties, society is changing from a decade which
has been dedicated to material gain to one which is more
caring and concerned with issues which enrich our lives
spiritually, intellectually and ecologically. From a music
point of view, audiences are turning from electronic sounds
to pure acoustic sounds, evidenced by the new breed of
songwriters playing acoustic guitars in much the same way as
they did thirty years ago. As recently as July 1990 Neil
Spencer stated in the Observer:

Mention of "folk music" still seems to conjure up 
the customary images of morris dancing, wispy 
singer-songwriters and hearty types with beards 
and tankards of real ale singing shepherd's 
laments.

In reality, for several years now a new 
generation of "folkroots" musicians has been
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remodeling the ancient traditions to its own, 
distinctly contemporary, ends.

No doubt all this is partly a reaction to the 
machine-tooled disco rhythms that now dominate 
pop, but the movement has also gained impetus from 
the growing interest in World Music and the ethnic 
traditions of Africa, central Europe and beyond.
As with other areas of pop, hybridization is now 
the rule. (Spencer, 1990:35)

As these trends continue there is a place for the folk 
scene in our music culture. Whether it attracts a new 
younger audience or retreats further from the interests of 
the general public depends upon a combined desire to adapt 
entrenched ideas of style, and encourage new performers of 
various styles into the scene who will in turn attract a new 
audience. As I have shown, the content of song has changed 
little since the birth of the folk song revival; it is 
merely style that has changed. If the scene stays true to 
its early ideals, then it should be able to accept any style 
which fundamentally endorses issues and emotions of 
consequence.
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APPENDIX 1
SONGS REFERRED TO IN TEXT

(Please refer to accompanying cassette.)
Tape one, side one.
1. Polly Von: Trad. arr. Yarrow, Stookey and Travers, 
performed by Peter, Paul and Mary.
2. The Unquiet Grave: Child No. 78, performed by Joan Baez.
3. Queen Jane: Child no.170, performed by Joan Baez.
4. Strontium 90: Dallas, performed by Karl and Betty Dallas.
5. Shoals of Herring: MacColl, sung by Ewan MacColl.
6. Nottumun Town: Trad. Davey Graham guitar, Shirley Collins 
vocal.
7. Lonesome Traveller: Trad, performed by The Blue Jeans 
Skiffle group.
8. This land is your land: Guthrie, performed by Woody 
Guthrie.
9. Talking New York: Dylan, performed by Bob Dylan.
10. I give you the morning: Paxton, performed by Tom Paxton.
11. Fairy Tale Lullaby: Martyn, performed by John Martyn.
12. Matty Groves: Trad, performed by Fairport Convention.
13. Sir Patrick Spens: Trad, performed by Fairport 
Convention.
(Tape one, side two)
14. The shooting of his dear: Trad. arr. Britten, performed 
by Sir Peter Pears, tenor, and Julian Bream, guitar.
15. The last of the great whales: Barnes, sung by Sean 
Cannon.
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16. The Glasgow that I used to know: McNaughton, sung by 
Iain Mackintosh.
17. Farewell to Glasgow: McLean, performed by Iain 
Mackintosh.
18. Ghost Story: Woodland, performed by Jim Woodland.
19. Malvinas' Melody: Hull, performed by Alan Hull.
20. Stand up for Judas: Rosselson, performed by Roy Bailey.
21. Go down you murderers: MacColl, performed by Judy 
Collins.
22. Let 'em dangle: Costello, performed by Elvis Costello.
23. Been on the road so long: Campbell, performed by Alex 
Campbell.
24. Ballad of Joe Hill: Robinson, Hayes, performed by Pete 
Seeger.
25. Pretty Boy Floyd: Guthrie, performed by Rab Noakes. 
(Tape two, side one)
26. Boy and the Mantle: Trad. arr. Taylor, performed by 
Allan Taylor.
27. Birth of Robin Hood: Trad. arr. Taylor, performed by 
Allan Taylor.
28. Trimdon Grange Explosion: Armstrong, performed by Louis 
Killen.
29. Icarus: Lister, peformed by Maggie Holland.
30. Upstairs fast goin' doon: Watt, performed by Ray Fisher
31. Palaces of Gold: Rosselson, performed by Martin Carthy.
32. Roll on the day: Taylor, performed by Allan Taylor.
33. Flower of Scotland: Williamson, performed by The 
Corries.
34. Which side are you on?: Reece, performed by Pete Seeger
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35. Vie shall overcomei Horton, Hamilton, Carawan, Seeger, 

performed by Pete Seeger.

36. The Red Flag: O'Connell, performed by The Glasgow 

Socialist Choir.

(Tape two, side two)

37. Four green fields: Makem, performed by Tommy Makem and 

Liam Clancy.

38. The morning lies heavy: Taylor, performed by Allan 

Taylor.

39. Cat's in the cradle: Chapin,performed by Harry Chapin.

40. Listen to the Radio: O'Knipe, performed by Don Williams.

41. Blowing in the wind: Dylan, performed by Bob Dylan.

42. Happy Birthday: Wonder, performed by Stevie Wonder.

43. All things are quite silent: Trad, performed by Shirley 

Collins.

44. Misty on the water: Taylor, performed by Allan Taylor.

45. Jimmy's song: Taylor, performed by Allan Taylor.

46. The Veteran: Taylor, performed by Allan Taylor.

47. Syracuse and Albany: Taylor, performed by Allan Taylor.

48. We work the black seam: Sting, performed by Sting.

49. They dance alone: Sting, performed by Sting.

50. Tramp the dirt down: Costello, performed by Elvis 

Costello.
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APPENDIX 2
WORKING DRAFTS OF SONGS

The following are photocopies of the original notes of 
"Jimmy's Song" and "The Veteran". Corrections, additions and 
deletions are generally obvious. The reader will see how 
certain ideas are developed as each attempt is dated.
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Jimmy's Song .July '86

Jimmy sleeps in the bathroom 

He loves the colour white 

He'll stay in there for hours 

Sometimes through the night 

Mom and Dad wait in the kitchen 
T-h-rry dr inl<K<[:o f f ee and hold Viands 

They talk around in circles

Cause ne i-t-he-r understand
tfcx-y

Sometimes he looks through you 

As if you were not there 

He doesn't know it hurts you 

He's gone too far to care 

And then he'll steal your mo.ney 

Steal your love and bleed you dry 

Give it all to the Candy Man 

Who taught him how to fly

Lately he's been clever ( Jimmy's getting clever)

He shoots up 'tween his toes ( Shoots up between his toes)

That way he hides the track marks

He thinks that no-one knows

It makes you want to hold him

And help him through the night

Put your arms around him

And tell him it's alright

(But)he's there in every city 

He's there in every town 

Hanging in 'til (the)next day 

(And) another deal going down 

(But) he won't let you hold him 

Or help him through the night 

Jimmy sleeps in the bathroom 

'Cause he loves the colour white.

Allan Taylor
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THE VETERAN

FAc&.
I SAW THE ECHO OF A THOUSAND WARS IN THE FACES OF THE MEN
AS ^THEy)LOOKED OUT OVER THE WATCHING CROWD, SEARCHING FOR A FRIEND

-------  f|fr-
SOMETIMES THEY WOULD SEE A FACE, BUT THEN EACH FACE LOOKED THE SAME

LIKE LOOKING INTO A MIRROR, AND READING A DIFFERENT NAME.
ScxyfT^^?

- ' •

CHO. '
WHO (^SPEAKS FOR THE MAN WHO’S BROKEN 

FOR THE_MAN WHO STANDS ALONE 

WHO SPEAKS FOR THE ENDLESS LIST OF NAMES 

ETCHED IN MARBLE STONE

HE LEARNED HIS LESSONS EARLY, A 

AND NOW HIS EYES STARE INTO THE

WE ARE LUCKY IN OUR FORTUNE, WE 

BUT THE VETERAN FIGHTS AGAIN AT 

AND STRUGGLES THROUGH THE DAY

CONFIRMATION UNDER FIRE 

DISTANCE LIKE A PRISONER BEHIND

THE WIRE

CAN TURN THE OTHER WAY 

NIGHT

SO WHAT DO YOU SAY TO T HE VETERAN , WHO CAN ' T TAKE IT ANYMORE

YOU GUARD YOUR WORDS AND HOLD IT BACK AND TALK OF ANY THING BUT THE

WAR

JUST REACH OUT OVE R THE DISTANCE AND L ET HIM KNOW YOU 'RE THERE

AND HOPE HE HASN'T GONE TOO FAR, OR FO RGOTTEN HOW TO CARE.

ALLAN TAYLOR
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THE VETERAN

I SAW THE ECHO OF A THOUSAND WARS IN THE FACE OF THE MAN 
AS HE LOOKED OUT OVER THE WATCHING CROWD, SEARCHING FOR A FRIEND 
SOMETIMES HE WOULD SEE A FACE, BUT THEN EACH FACE LOOKS THE SAME 
LIKE LOOKING INTO A MIRROR, AND READING A DIFFERENT NAME.

HE LEARNED HIS LESSONS EARLY, A CONFIRMATION UNDER FIRE
NOW HIS EYES STARE INTO THE DISTANCE LIKE A PRISONER BEHIND THE WIRE
WE ARE LUCKY IN OUR FORTUNE, WE CAN TORN THE OTHER WAY
BUT THE VETERAN FIGHTS AGAIN AT NIGHT AND STRUGGLES THROUGH THE DAY

HE CAME BACK AN ADDICT, HE CAME BACK A DRUNK 
HE CAME BACK A CRIPPLE, OR PIECES IN A TRUNK 
HE CAME BACK A HERO, TO A WAVING FLAG PARADE 
AND HE WAS LEFT WITH NOTHING, WHEN THE GLORY BEGAN TO FADE

SO WHAT DO YOU SAY TO THE VETERAN, WHO CAN'T lAKE IT ANYMORE 
YOU GUARD YOUR WORDS AND HOLD IT BACK AND TALK OF ANYTHING BUT THE WAR 
JUST REACH OUT OVER THE DISTANCE AND LET HIM KNOW YOU'RE THERE 
AND HOPE HE HASN'T GONE TOO FAR, OR FORGOTTEN HOW TO CARE.

CHO.
WHEN YOU SING DO YOU SING FOR TOE MAN WHO'S BROKEN 
DO YOU SING FOR THE MAN WHO STANDS ALONE 
DO YOU SING FOR THE ENDLESS LIST OF NAMES,
ETCHED IN MARBLE STONE.

ALLAN TAYLOR



APPENDIX 3
INTERVIEWS

Interviews were conducted by semi-structured discussion, 
with a pre-arranged set of topics. What follows is a list of 
topics discussed with songwriters, performers, journalists, 
club organizers and audience members.

In most cases the interviews took place in the 
interviewee's house. It was often necessary however to 
follow up on certain points, and this was done either by 
telephone or correspondence. For example, Tom Paxton lives 
in New York, and it was impractical and expensive to make a 
return trip to gather more information on his background. 
Fortunately he sent a short biography, expanding on the 
specific points I was interested in.

Songwriters and Performers 
Initial attraction of folk scene.
The structure of the folk scene; philosophy, aims, criteria, 
image, instruments, drug culture.
Changing styles of music within the folk scene.
Dress, image.
Performance.
Specific to songwriting;
The urge to write.
Development of the songwriter's style.
Procedure.
Inspiration.
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Choice of subject matter.
Involvement/observation of issue/subject matter.
Criteria for assessment of song.
Audience's expectations; influence.
Altered state during composition.
The power of song.
Influence of songwriter in the folk scene.
Decline of folk scene.
Length of experience.
Financial considerations; part-time work, expenses.
Sense of value; financial, social, artistic.
Parity with what section of society; financial.
Lifestyle; pressures, reasons for doing it.
Continuing attraction of folk scene.
Changes since the revival; political, social, artistic.
Will it continue.
Relationship with pop-scene; observations on the socially 
aware pop/rock songwriters.
Observations on the media.
Guitar styles; development of folk-style guitar playing.

Further interviews were conducted regarding interviewees' 
background/biographical details prior to becoming 
professional songwriters/performers.
Social, educational and musical background.
Family background.
Personal background.
Family reactions to musical tendency.
Finishing the song.
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What happens between finishing the song and the first 
performance.
First performance.

Interviewees;
Tom Paxton. Leon Rosselson. Pete Morton. Ralph McTell. Mike 
Silver. Harvey Andrews. Pete Bellamy. Wolf Biermann. Rob 
Jones. Jim Woodland. Bougie MacLean. Iain Mackintosh. Bill 
Mitchell.

Journalists/writers.
Early days of the revival; philosophy, aims, influences.
How and why it started.
Idealism/realism.
Has the folk scene changed.
Standards/values; what change if any.
Has it a continuum.
Traditional styles and contemporary styles.
Effectiveness of songwriters.
Subject matter of songs.
Who instigates change.
Relationship between song, songwriter and performer.
Image; of performer, of scene in general. Now and at the 
start of the revival.
Lifestyle and shared beliefs of performers/songwriters. 
Interviewees:
Alistair Clark. Fred Woods. Nigel Schofield. Georgina Boyes. 
Margaret Bennett. John Blacking. Eric Winter. Tom Beck.
Niall MacKinnon. Stephanie Smith.
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Folk club-_Qrganizers.
Length of experience.
Finance; audience, performers, running costs.
Changes in folk scene.
Decline; reasons.
Audience; expectations, social standing, age group.
Folk-song performers/writers; lifestyle.
The songwriter.
What did the folk scene achieve.
Will the scene continue.
Interviewees:
Elaine Barker. Dave and Helen Howard. Chris Wade. Lyn 
Morgan. Brian Ravenhill. Maureen Jones. Pam Colls. Jim 
Clark. Jim MacPhee.

Audience members
How long have you been attending folk clubs.
Age when you first attended. Age now.
Attraction of folk scene.
Preferences, if any; traditional and contemporary.
Changes in the folk scene over the last twenty-thirty years. 
Politics of folk scene.
The performer.
The songwriter.
Relationship of folk scene and pop scene.
Decline in popularity of folk scene.
Media.
Power of song.
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Reception of song.
Participation.
Image; of folk scene, of performer.
Influences on the reception of song.
Subject matter of song.
Will the folk scene continue. In what form.
Influences of world and roots music. Effects.
Observations of lifestyle of performers.
Interviewees;
Bob and Maggie Wood. John and Ria Richards. Wendy Bloomer. 
Julia Chadwick. Alan O'Leary. Chris Johnson. Kathleen 
Taylor. Jim Kovalcik. Ranald Smith. Helmut and Andrea Debus. 
Gunter and Birgit Gobel. Geof Heslop. Graham Andrew. Pen 
Casey. Sue Duff. Susan Grey. Mike Jenkins.
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APPENDIX 4
TRANSCRIPTS OF INTERVIEWS WITH SONGWRITERS

RALPH MCTELL 31
TOM PAXTON 75
LEON ROSSELSON 102
PETE MORTON 138
WOLF BIERMANN 164
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Ralph McTell
London, 19 January, 1989.

The interview took place in the office of McTell's 
manager in London.

A.T. This first part Ralph, is about the process of writing 
a song, and you may have a specific way of wanting to 
describe it, or I can guide you through it with specific 
questions.
R.M. Well, you know, it happens in several ways with me - 
there's not one single way that I do it.
A.T. Do you wait for inspiration or do you set aside 
specific times?
R.M. Oh I wait normally, unless I have to meet a deadline. I 
say I wait because I've been waiting now for about eighteen 
months since I last wrote a song at all and that was to 
order - not to order, but a self imposed discipline if you 
like. I wanted to write a song - I'd made a suggestion about 
a subject matter and I was going to co-write it with Simon 
and he didn't come up with it so I just kept the idea for 
myself and I asked him again and I got booked up and I 
thought, well. I'll do that one, and so I sat down and 
purposefully wrote a song. But if I sometimes, you know, 
just waiting for songs, song ideas to come - has always been 
a tricky area because I used to end up sometimes with just 
enough for an album. When I had to do Alphabet Zoo [a weekly 
T.V. programme] for example which was very much writing to 
an order I had to sit down and make time in the day, and 
almost say to myself you've got to come away with two songs 
today. At the end of this day you must have two because they 
were falling through the letter-box for scripts for these 
shows, clogging up the hall, you know, and I found that a 
useful discipline. But they weren't my songs, they weren't, 
you know, from here [patting his heart/chest], they were 
coming out of the air, off the page of the script, but that 
was a real workman-like approach.
A.T. Do you differentiate then between, it seems to me 
you're differentiating between the sort of craftsmanship and 
the actual, like, for want of a better phrase, songs of the 
soul?
R.M. Yes, I am differentiating. There is a very big 
difference. One of the things, you know, having always 
written, if you like, from the soul, and not being sure 
often, I'll talk about that in a second, to have had to 
write songs for T.V. shows is discipline, is very, if I 
hadn't done all that sort of writing for the song, I mean, I 
just spend hours waiting for this right chord to appear 
under the fingers or this strange time, and then spend ages
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putting the words to that, here, [writing to order] I have 
to sit down and go, write a first line. You've got to know 
where the song is going and then come up with a little tune 
to go with it and if I hadn't written that way I wouldn't 
have been able to do the discipline you see, is what I'm 
saying. I think, I think the fact that I wrote these 
children's songs very much out of the folk tradition, if you 
like, you know, they had to have a little chorus, they had 
to have a little resolve, it had to rhyme. I've always been 
a bit of a stickler about that. I think having written one 
song that doesn't rhyme and that was for a purpose, that was 
where the rhyme was so obvious I wanted to just put the 
quirkiness of making them - not the obvious word, put in 
another one, and it helped it to do the rhythm to this 
thing, and that was "Run Johnny, run", and another was 
"First and last man", but the songs that I used to wait to 
happen would be all born out of the guitar, it's fair to say 
that first of all. I would very, very seldom have a thought 
as to what the song was to be about, when it - and I often 
felt that part of the delight of song writing was seeing 
where it ended up, you know, how it resolved, what thought 
led on and to what sort. With me, nearly always was, play 
the guitar, getting the feel for the song - any line coming 
up or a last line or a first line of a chorus, which is 
built to a thought. The thought then became worked upon 
until it met that chorus line or it resolved to that last 
line, and I'm talking lyrics here of course, not music, and 
often, because I had this quirky little accompaniment it 
meant stretching the lines out, on a four line format, 
sometimes five lines, sometimes with an extra beat in the 
bar. These were all things to make it more interesting for 
me and more challenging to write so the number of times that 
I actually, sort of, sat down and said I'm going to write a 
song about young Irish labourers in London are very few - 
and that was a song I wrote all the words for first. I'm 
going to write a song about so-called primitive people 
living in the Amazon jungle, having their lives altered by 
the discovery of a documentary thing [film] of their 
existence. I sat down and wrote that specifically. That was 
for "First and last man". I am going to write a song about 
my brother and I in childhood, learning about growing up, 
with using childhood images and so on - that was "Barges". I 
wrote the words first, but 90% of my songs are, coming up 
with the guitar and that's when they say, "that's a bit 
quirky, the subject material is a bit odd" sometimes.
A.T. So when you start on one of those songs that comes from 
the guitar, like a riff, or chord sequence or something, 
you've no idea where it's going to go?
R.M. No, quite often I don't.
A.T. When you're in that position where you're, when you 
haven't actually deliberately sat down and said I want to 
write a song about this or that, which is a more studied, 
methodical way of approaching it right, when you do it from 
the other point of view, you get a riff, you get excited and
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everything, are you conscious, are you aware of being on a 
kind of a high?
R.M. I can say yes, most of the time you are, you know that, 
or you're pretty sure that this has not been done before, or 
no-one's quite come up with this sequence of notes, or this 
weight, or this blend of sounds, or this particular key or 
whatever it is. Yes, you are. I think I could say that 
you're on a high. It's nothing like the high I get when it's 
finished. I mean, I actually feel unbelievable when I've 
just finished a whole song and I know it's good, you know, 
and when I say I know it's good I don't care if it doesn't, 
on some levels, I don't care if it doesn't impress other 
people. If I know it's good, I feel, yeah - you're in a- 
there's a flush of creativity, there's a little glow around 
it.
A.T. Do you know how that feels, I mean, could you sort of 
articulate how that feels, that altered state. I mean, are 
you aware, for example, of the passage of time, the passing 
of time?
R.M. No, not when you're really -
A.T. So it could be two hours, it could be three hours, you 
wouldn't know?
R.M. No, you wouldn't know. Yeah, it's like, I can only 
compare it like this. When I bought my first guitar, at Ivor 
Mairants, not my first guitar but my first real guitar which 
was a Harmony Sovereign, I went in there at 9 o'clock having 
seen the guitar and I went in and he said, "well son, there 
it is" you know, "twenty-nine pound" and I said, "Can I play 
it, can I try it?" He said, "Go in the back, there's a room 
there" and I went in the room and within minutes there was a 
tap on the door and he said to me, "Would you mind, I'm 
going to close the shop now" and it was 1 o'clock and I'd 
been in there for 3 or 4 hours and I was so in love with the 
sound of this guitar that everything I did sounded 
wonderful, you know. Yeah, the altered state is good.
A.T. So it's the same when you're writing then?
R.M. If you're on a good one, yeah. I mean, I don't feel it 
when I was doing the mechanical stuff like, and I must say I 
don't want to put that stuff down because it was, it's still 
part of the creative process, but it's nothing like that - 
when you think, Oh God, this is going well, this is 
something good here.
A.T. Do you find when you're on a high like that, do you 
find your perception gets that much sharper?
R.M. Uhm, have you talked to anyone about writing under the 
influence or anything?
A.T. No.
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R.M. Uhm, I think that when I have tried it, you know, years 
ago I've tried it and kept one of them [songs], that this 
heightened perception as you describe it, I think when you 
know you're on a good thought or a good idea that you do, 
your perception is sharper, and I think that's because of 
the state you're in. Yeah, all I can say is yes to that, yes 
I think your perception is sharper and I'm very bloody 
critical about my work, my own work and I'm pretty critical 
about other people's. Often I'm sure that I could probably 
point in nearly all the songs that I've written I could 
point at something in them that I think people may have 
missed or some discipline that I've set myself that I feel 
I've achieved through it, you know, so if I wasn't 
perceptive - I hate it if I come in - if I'm singing a song 
I think I shouldn't have said that, that's a bit open, so it 
very seldom happens. I'm really, once I've put the pen down, 
and it may take me a day to write a song, more often it will 
take me six weeks or so, five or six weeks, that's not 
working every day, sometimes two years even before I've 
actually got something finished, but by the time it is, the 
pencil's down, and that is it, you know, I'm pretty sure 
it’s right.
A.T. As you write it, are you forming it as you go or do you 
leave the cleaning up process to the end. Do you let it all 
come out in a rush or is it more studied as it comes out?
R.M. It's more studied with me, yeah.
A.T. But generally, by the time you've written it down 
that's the line you'll stick with?
R.M. Nearly always. I have taken lines, if a song has gone 
on too long, like, you know, sometimes with the song 
"England" that I wrote, I wrote more than the four verses 
that exist and then I might move two lines and see if I can 
adjust that line there, this is lyrics again I'm talking 
about, back those two [lines] up to those two, I can change 
the end there, I might have to change that rhyme, but I 
don't just write - I was talking to Tom [Paxton] years and 
years ago - he'd write thirty verses and knock it down to 
twelve he would say to me. Well this is what he said in 
those days - I've never done that, I could never do that.
A.T. If you were stuck for a rhyme though, I mean, do you 
ever get to the point where you're stuck for a rhyme, maybe 
it's the fourth line of a verse, you know what you want to 
say, the three lines have told you what you've got to say 
really, and you're stuck for a rhyme, what would you do 
there?
R.M. I would probably, depending on whether, on what I was 
rhyming it with, I would go back and make sure that the 
thought was sound in the first place.
A.T. You wouldn't leave it and go on to another verse?
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R.M. If I knew where the other verse was, by that time, yes, 
I probably would go on to the other verse if I knew where I 
was going, if I knew where the song was going, I'd already 
made up my mind - but that's the point, you know, if I 
wasn't I'd probably, if I was still not sure I would - I'd 
probably work on that until I got that to rhyme.
A.T. In this question of when you actually start writing and 
you don't know where it's going, obviously when you've 
finished it you know what it's about, but sometimes it still 
might be illusive. Have you ever, a month later or years 
later traced that idea back and thought, that's where that 
song came from?
R.M. No not really, not really. I'm trying to think of a 
song that might have been -
A.T. I mean, when you wrote the song about - you just said 
when you wrote the song about your brother, "The Barges", 
you actually deliberately made that decision, right, but 
take "Streets" [of London] then, did you know at the time 
where those ideas came from or was it some time later you -
R.M. No, I knew that.
A.T. You knew at the time?
R.M. Yes I did because they are all real people you see in 
there.
A.T. I mean what about "The Ferryman". Could you trace that 
back to an idea?
R.M. "The Ferryman" came from a book, however - 
A.T. And you knew at the time?.
R.M. Oh I knew that at the time. What I didn't know was that 
I had made up my mind, I'd made a very big decision whilst 
reading the book about religion in general through that 
book, I mean I love the story, Herman Hesse's story of the 
man, the young man going off to find out about the world, 
but in his story he was the Budha. He didn't know it, but he 
as the sort of, Budha himself, he was the gavinda, whatever, 
and all his lessons were allegorical, but to me I just sort 
of, the Ferryman became a metaphor for each man finding his 
own way across the river, if you know what I mean, so where 
as he had a physical, that he was a real person in the 
story, in my song he's not. He is the man making up his own 
mind and listening to - alright it's a bit mystical - the 
one-ness of things, the universal turning and the suns and 
the moon and all the rest of it, which isn't really 
mentioned in the book, but that's an example of when I got 
really hard out on a song, because here I was writing, 
beginning to write a song to describe the Sidharta the book 
and at the end I'm making a statement about how I feel about 
religions and mysticism and things like that which I didn't 
know and that was very exciting.
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A.T. And also it's a shift from the generally accepted 
mythology of the ferryman, what the ferryman is.
R.M. Probably.
A.T. Your interpretation.
R.M. I'm not aware of many others but I do feel that that 
dawning on him, you know, "slowly as the sun rose opens up 
his arms to find the ferry man of God" that he was, "and the 
boat moved gently with the tide", I think he does disappear 
in the book in another sort of mystical way - this is the, 
he was his own, then he was the boat and he was the journey 
and he was all those things and I was quite excited about 
that - it was a long time ago.
A.T. We've covered the bit where - well, I can ask you a 
different question on this - the question originally was do 
you, does the subject choose you or do you choose the 
subject, and we've more or less covered that when you talked 
about writing to order or writing from inspiration, but put 
it round this way - when you hear a song, supposing you hear 
someone else's song, maybe it hasn't occurred to you, but if 
you were to ask yourself, now did that guy choose the 
subject or did the subject choose him, do you think there's 
a difference?
R.M. Yes I think there is, I think one, the subject choosing 
him is the one I prefer in most cases because it intimates 
that the feelings you have or it suggests that the feelings 
that produce a song are always there and just came out when 
you hit the right chord sequence, you know, and that's the 
one I prefer. I mean, like, I actually sat down and thought 
that unemployment as an issue wasn't addressed, hadn't been 
addressed in a song and it was before the election, before 
this one just gone and I actually sat down and wrote a song 
about unemployment but the subject was always there. However 
I did think I'd picked the subject at that point.
A.T. But do you think it's any less of a song?
R.M. That's a good question too - I think that -
A.T. I was asking you do you often feel, or ever feel that 
it's any less of a song -
R.M. I think, like, I probably do think that I've got songs 
that are a bit special and they tend to be the ones that 
just came out of the air, that I didn't know where they were 
coming from or how they would end. I tend to think they're 
the ones that I suppose I regard as the better ones because 
they've got something, a bit of magic about them.
A.T. Yeah, and do you find on the songs you feel are rather 
special, is it always that the music stimulates?
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R.M. No, I must say that not always, no, in the main, 
because I, it's hard to explain I know because this is very 
analytical but sometimes, you know, we're all restricted by 
first of all our ability to play. I don't read music, I only 
know when something sounds right and I've got quite a good 
technique I think now, and obviously if I knew, if I 
flattened that third, or augmented that fifth I'd get 
different - I don't know, it's all like, haphazard, sort of 
things, and when that sort of work evolves into a song it's 
all a bit magical and a bit special.
A.T. So it's an emotional response rather than as academic 
response?
R.M. It is with me most of the time. I've always - I was 
once told by Bruce [his brother and one-time manager], he 
said, "One of these days someone's going to take out one of 
these ideas and give you a volley from the audience", and 
that's a bit of an inhibiting thing to say. I was writing 
this song about a factory girl at the time and I actually 
think now, I stopped singing for fear that I would be 
challenged on some of the attitudes.
A.T. I was going to ask you that actually. Have you ever 
written a song that at a later date you've decided is not 
right and what has caused that decision?
R.M. I've written a lot of songs like that, that actually 
now, to me, over the twenty years or so, they suddenly have 
a new kind of relevance, historical, even if they might be a 
little naive and they sort of say where I was at, at that 
particular time, and there is a traceable thread because 
I've always been conservative about wanting people to 
understand in the end what I'm actually saying and that 
covers a lot of the things that I write about or at least 
record, so even though they might be a little clumsy, or I 
might not be able to say "A starling sings and shakes his 
wings" these days because it's not a very good rhyme, it's 
O.K.
A.T. I mean, it may not be sophisticated but it's certainly 
got a charm, you know.
R.M. Then you've probably hit it, that's why I say, well, 
look, this was me all those years ago, writing this song 
because it was about an interlude in the day when girls were 
going off to work and I was going off to school and I'd try 
to cut home, they were all coming home from work and how the 
hum-drum life was lifted by another life in the evening and 
the expectation and whatever, and again I didn't quite know 
where that was going. I knew that I felt very strongly about 
the life they were leading at that time. But in fact, damn 
it, the song goes down as well as anything in the set that 
I'm currently playing.
A.T. So in that respect, what would you say makes up a good 
song?
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R.M. To be as uncontrived as possible. To trust your 
emotions. If you're a perceptive person and you're not just, 
you know, if you're perceptive and honest about what you're 
trying to do, even if it might make some people sort of 
cringe - they might think it's over-sentimental or whatever, 
but if you're honestly stating it, honestly, you will never 
be embarrassed by it and you'll do it later and given the 
right receptors in the audience they will be touched by that 
honesty. That's what makes it a good song I think.
A.T. What happens in the situation where a writer was a 
fascist, say, and wrote a song that he honestly believed in 
about Jews, say, and would that, I mean, if it was, came 
from the heart and came from the soul, would that still make 
it a good song?
R.M. No, I don't think songs of hatred ever amount to 
anything much. I can think of one. Even Dylan at his 
angriest doesn't put hate down - I was just trying to think 
of the great album, and "The times they are a-changing", 
there's a plea to understand, there's a plea to look into 
yourself - the songs of fascists - I don't think it's 
possible to write a good song if you're a fascist - it's a 
contradiction of terms to me, I think.
A.T. So what would make a bad song then?
R.M. Disingenuous, is that the right word - being not 
genuine about what you're saying but sort of saying, oh, the 
current flavour of the month is we're writing about 
homelessness - I'll just write a song about homelessness, 
that can - contriving a song I think can be bad.
A.T. So it's not your way to actually look through the 
papers and pick out the headlines and -
R.M. No. I'm envious of people who can do that and do it 
well, like Tom [Paxton] can. I mean, he'll write a song in 
ten minutes and get out on stage and play it. I know this 
from - I'm much too - I lack the confidence. I don't think I 
have a deep enough understanding of the world. I mean, this 
tends to be political - I mean, like today, I mean, there's 
a headline every day when you think, you know, you almost go 
into a rage - this is the thing that happens to men of our 
age that, perhaps not with you because you're studying, but 
it's terribly difficult not to get caught up in the great 
reaction to, like, a senseless, motiveless stabbing in [on] 
the Tube [underground railway] the other day from a fucking 
error in the parole system, when a guy was released who 
shouldn't have been released and he's only out a few hours 
and kills a girl. I mean, then there's the stabbings in the 
Tubes that occur with monotonous regularity, you know.
You've got to fight against reactions and, you know, it's 
possible to write a song of anger everyday you open the 
paper. It's easy to be against something - it's very much 
harder to be for something and that is the thing, you know, 
you have to keep reminding yourself, well, I find that 
difficult. I mean, I wanted to write a speech, a song about.
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using the lines of this Kinnock speech the other day because 
I thought it was, it had a musicality to it. I can't 
remember exactly when it was, I just remember - I think it 
was called "The loads of money speech", - "nobody but me" 
was the first line, or something, no philosophy but grief - 
do you remember it - did you catch a bit of it? This sounded 
like something really good to me and I thought that could be 
turned into a chorus and I started thinking about Man's own 
mortality - has he only so many heartbeats - trying to 
remind yourself of this fact and this philosophy that seems 
to overtake in the country at the moment - I don't care how 
much your fucking house is worth, what's gone wrong, what's 
happened to us, you know, a song like that is, written well, 
is more powerful in the long run I think than a song that 
screams about yuppies and names and is specific.
A.T. Do you think maybe, 20, 25 years ago you would have 
written that song by now?
R.M. Yes, probably, because it's a fact that the older I get 
the harder I find it is to commit the thought to paper, 
because attitudes have changed amongst my contenders. Now 
I've been very fortunate, I've done very well, I was almost 
a pop star, I had a hit record, I had, I've earned good 
money from playing, I've traveled the world and picked up 
good fees everywhere. I've been moderate in my expenses and 
I've managed to hang on to some of the money I've made, so 
it happened rather quickly with me and I've still kept the 
values I had in the main. I might have to watch myself as I 
said about over-reacting to some of the hardness and 
callousness that's crept into society, but I've watched 
people who I've regarded as peers or contenders and like- 
minds, shifting further and further away from the philosophy 
that we once shared. Of course, if pressed, they would say 
that their philosophy is the same but it doesn't - because 
you've got teenage kids, you've got a mortgage that keeps 
going up, you've got to worry about can you see them through 
the college system, are they really going to take the money 
away. Money becomes the thing, people do start to worry how 
much their house is worth, it's their major investment and 
all that sort of thing. It's very hard to keep that - and so 
when you write your idea down - it's alright for you - 
you've got this lovely cushion that - or you don't want any 
more, or maybe we do, or we want to want more, so it's not 
the way to challenge them - it's, the way to challenge them 
is to remind them that they used to care, that we used to 
care, that homelessness is wrong. With "Streets of London" , 
[it] is the only song I shall ever write about homelessness. 
Do it about unemployment, about the hardening of attitudes, 
find a way of talking about nurses. I've written one about 
that anyway, but it's a bit tenuous, which is called "Harry 
don't go", about geriatric care. It's ways to do it without, 
people know when they're wrong - they know when their 
attitudes go wrong, I believe, so a song hints at it without 
waving the big stick over them. It's more positive than the 
big stick or the Billy Bragg type song - sorry Bill but I 
feel that way.
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A.T. When you've finished a song, do you know immediately 
that it's a good song or a bad song?
R.M. I know if it's a good song as far as I'm concerned. I 
mean, I'm pleased with the poetry in it, I'm pleased with 
the thought in it, I'm pleased with the tune.
A.T. Do you know immediately that it's -
R.M. I like to think I do, because I think of all the songs 
I've written I still play most of the ones that I've felt 
like that about, and I very seldom change it. I mean, I 
might say I'm really pleased with this, I’m very pleased 
with this and I'll record it, and then I say I'm really 
pleased with this recording and it will never ever be played 
live. I mean, less than half my "McTell" album I've never 
played live - half the songs remain on the album and half 
may get played.
A.T. Is that down to just the way the performance runs or is 
it down to not liking the song or not feeling it's a song 
for a live performance or what?
R.M. I often think it's not a song for a live performance. 
Just recently I’m dragging myself out again, I say dragging myself out again - that's really not fair - I'm going out 
and listening to more live gigs and I'm amazed at people who 
just sing at an audience and I kind of admire it in a way - 
I'm talking about writers now, so I'm not deviating too much
- without any pulling of punches at all, and it's as if the 
audience are quite willing to suspend their disbelief, you 
know, there's a lot of posing goes on, there's a lot of 
false image-making going on through songs - everybody 
bleeds, everybody cries and everybody feels things - I'm 
talking about someone who adopts this strong pose and goes - 
I've always tried to make people, I have to admit it, I want 
them to like me at the end of a show and I select songs that 
I think may warm them towards me and at the same time, get a 
little bit of, especially in later years where I always do a 
couple of harder-edge songs.
A.T. When you've finished the song and you decide that it's 
good, do you know how it's going to be received?
R.M. No, and I must admit that with songs like "Water of 
dreams" which is a song about the murder of three guys in 
police custody, unrelated on the one level, Little Towers, 
Jimmy Kelly and Blair Peach, three unrelated incidents on 
the surface but they're all related because they all died at 
the hands of the cops during custody - one out on the street
- but I don't mention the word "Police" once in the song. 
When I was about to debut that song I was very nervous 
because I didn't know whether it would force people to go 
"Oh God, he's not getting political".
A.T. So what made you carry on then, if you were that scared?
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R.M. Because I believed it had to be said, because, you 
know, this was the first sign to me in the late seventies of 
the way this country was going and, I mean, I'm not trying 
to equate it with the march of Fascism in Germany in the 
thirties, but I'm so fed up with hearing people say they 
didn't know or they weren't aware. These - when your civil 
liberties have eroded so far it's a sign that there's 
something going wrong with the society that you're living in 
and the fact that people did not protest in any great 
numbers about Blair Peach because what - because he was a 
dirty red out on the streets- protesting against the 
National Front - why didn't they protest against Little 
Towers - he was a trouble-maker and Jimmy Kelly was the same 
thing. It's the devaluing of human life - it's like when a 
prostitute gets killed - that - "she was whore" - as if her 
life is less important than anyone else's, and I think when 
- those are attitudes you have to remind people about it, 
and so that was my way of doing it - but I was scared - but 
I thought, no, in my life, it's got to be said, I've got to 
say it and I felt great afterwards and I did it for a whole 
year at every performance. It has a historical context now. 
It's eight years old since that incident and so now I do 
"Bentley and Craig" which is another hard-edged song of 
those times.
A.T. Are you aware of ever being in the situation where a 
song of yours has been misinterpreted - you meant one thing 
and the audience actually perceived a different 
interpretation?
R.M. I think they've got it wrong sometimes and that's 
because I haven’t been emphatic enough. I don't think 
they've actually misinterpreted, although perhaps 
individually, I'm trying to think of one [song], I think I 
did something in the back here that says, "Oh I always 
thought that was about something else". It's never been 
significant I have to say that.
A.T. Has a woman ever come up to you and said I think that 
song you've written is chauvinist?
R.M. Yes, once.
A.T. Only once?
R.M. Only once someone has come up to me and - 
A.T. That wasn't enough to shake you?
R.M. No. It was in Australia and the woman said that the 
line that caused her offence was, it was a song called 
"Naomi", where the man is acknowledging how lucky he is to 
have spent most of his life with this wonderful woman, and 
he said, "There were times I was unfaithful and she said no 
future in the past so we don't talk about it, it keeps a 
gentle edge on me - blah blah blah" like that and she said 
"Why is the man, why was the man the unfaithful one?" I said 
well, because he was, and she said "Well, women can be
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unfaithful too", well sure, but I wrote about a man. I mean, 
it was the time when it was ultra ultra [feminist] you know.
A.T. But isn't that odd how out of all the thousands, maybe 
millions of people who have really loved your songs, you 
remember the one that came up and said that?
R.M. Yeah. The lovely thing about it for me is that I know 
at least twenty little girls may know me [inaudible, but I 
think he is saying that many young girls have been 
Christened by parents who loved the song] after that song.
A.T. Really? That's nice.
R.M. It's really amazing you know - yeah, she was, you know, 
I mean it was just one of those things. I find that kind of- 
laughable. I mean, I was very stimulated once by - I went to 
see Vin Garbut - I was down in Cornwall and he playing over 
in Padstow, and he don't pull any punches, and I saw some 
woman really take him to task, and he said "see me 
afterwards", and so I stayed on afterwards and I just 
listened to them, the two of them, going hammer and tongs. 
There is a man with very strong opinions. I mean, thank God 
I haven't had to face them.
A.T. I'll just veer off - it's something that's just 
occurred to me. Take an issue that you felt strongly about - 
have you ever been aware of, like, writing in metaphor and 
then realizing half way through or afterwards or whatever, 
that what you're really writing about is something much more 
fundamental, but you've actually written in metaphor, but -
R.M. Yes.
A.T. I mean "The Ferryman" is, but you were aware that you 
were writing in metaphor weren't you?
R.M. Yes I was, and it wasn't my, it wasn't an original 
thought, I can't claim that. It was the book, you know - I 
just made it rhyme. A song which has been, really, not had a 
lot of notice taken of it which is - from its original 
conception to its completion is about six years, is a song 
called "Bridge of sighs" which is on the, which is the title 
of the newest sort of group album thing that I've done - 
that was metaphors and I wasn't quite sure what it was - it 
was several things going - my brother and I having problems 
with communication, and father and son communications with 
my boy - there is this senseless lack of communication in my 
mind which I found very disturbing because I go there a lot 
and just could see people on this and I was writing in 
metaphor and I had to just put the damn thing away. I just 
put it away and I hope this is answering the question right, 
I then found the words again and remembered the tune which 
was something I really enjoyed playing because of the 
formation of the song and I sort of brought it out to be 
more specifically about, to get away from the heavy use of 
metaphor and start to make it specific, but it's a nice 
mixture of metaphor and specific literal images I think, but

Page - 42



it hasn't worked as well as I'd hoped it would work in terms 
of - because I think - probably because the plea or message 
of the song is for compromise - that if you’re burning this 
side of the river and they burn that side of the river you 
must meet on the bridge. If you don't you will both go up in 
flames or you will be washed away in the river underneath 
and you must come alone and you must talk and if you say 
[you want] the daylight and I want the nightlife it must be 
in twilight. We must make compromises in order that we speak 
because if we don't speak we will destroy each other and 
we'll destroy everything, you know, and that can be for a 
personal relationship or a national, you know, or a nation 
or the Lebanon or anything. It hasn't had the effect that I 
would have liked it to have had. I think if I'd written it 
about Belfast, why are you burning, why are you doing this, 
both sides of the river, or Derry, which is a better 
example, I may have got the sort of -
A.T. Maybe it's either you write all in metaphor and you let 
the song work on that metaphor then if people don't 
understand what it's fundamentally about it doesn't matter 
because it works on that level, or you write completely out 
front and open. Sometimes, you know, if you shift between 
the two, I mean, people might be confused, I mean, I don't 
know, but -
R.M. Yeah. Sometimes it's nice to do it just for the sheer 
poetic effect of it, you know, I like that sometimes.
A.T. I mean, it doesn't shake your, when an audience, I 
mean, when a song doesn't go down well with an audience, it 
doesn't shake your confidence in a song does it?
R.M. A little bit because I'm out there to communicate and 
if a song continues not to go down well it will probably be 
dropped.
A.T. Not because you think they're right necessarily?
R.M. No.
A.T. Because of the quality of the song?
R.M. No, not because - they're just - simply because I want, 
when I go out on stage my set is - nothing much in my set 
goes above this tempo, [claps in slow tempo], so there's not 
a lot to get excited about apart from the Rags [ragtime 
instrumentals] and things which are more or less comic 
relief, so if, you know, you don't expect BHAH! [crashing 
applause] after every number - you expect warm applause and 
if a song that you think is quite good doesn't go down well 
it's either got it's place there because the next number - 
you will lift it - but occasionally I'll take a song out [of 
the set]. I can think of one that I keep putting back in and 
then after a few weeks it goes out again.
A.T. Have you ever had any pressure exerted on you to write 
in a certain style?
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R.M. Only self-imposed. When I was, you know, when I 
thought, why am I getting - why aren't I getting more songs 
through, why is it only this song that's touched the public 
consciousness in a big way, maybe I should play electric 
guitar - they're all self-imposed disciplines and they all, 
nearly all end up in the bin, and I know that from -
A.T. So you have to analyse, I mean, have you reached a 
stage where you've asked yourself or discussed with 
yourself, what am I, what am I good at, what am I not good 
at?
R.M. Yes I have reached that and I've tried to discuss it 
with people in management [that is, his managers] and that 
sort of thing and I think we understand each other. What's 
hard is getting the record industry in this country to 
understand where we're from and that there is a market for 
us there too. I have spent hours trying to analyse, not just 
myself but other people in the same scene and [in] any other 
country in the world would, all the writers of our type have 
been much better appreciated than we are in our own.
A.T. Have you ever been in the situation where you've 
written a song and after it's written you've felt a certain 
pressure, albeit silent pressure from people and you've 
altered the song slightly, changed the song slightly, 
changed your attitude?
R.M. Yeah, I've changed one line in a, I wanted to release 
the song about unemployment as a single in the hope that 
whether it sold or not people would hear it and that , and 
my manager Bruce suggested that I change the line because he 
said this is too strong, you know. It was about the only, 
like, the suggestion that the unemployed should have a union 
almost, you know, to say this is now a real force in the 
land, a metaphor like Woody might have used, you know, and I 
pulled that line in order to get it played on the radio and 
it still wasn't played on the radio so -
A.T. So do you reckon you should have stuck by what you 
thought?
R.M. Yes, it was a better line in the long run, yeah, and 
I've forgotten it now exactly how it went - there's really 
very few times. Sometimes there might be something like, you 
know, that's bad grammar - like you was or you were or 
whatever, you know, and I'll change it like that, but very seldom -
A.T. More from a technical point of view than a 
craftsmanship point of view?
R.M. Yeah.
A.T. Would you say that there are songs which are well 
crafted as far as they go and there are songs which go further?
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R.M. You’ll have to explain a little more what you mean.
A.T. Well, assuming a song or any work of art is a
combination, of say, soul and craftsmanship, skill, right, 
knowing the form, becoming expert in the form that you're 
using and so on, but then a line that - with something that 
you really feel strongly about and you believe in and it's a 
combination of the two, if you like - what I would call a 
good song or a good work of art. Do you ever listen to a
song, say, and know that it's very well crafted and it all
rhymes, the chorus comes in, it's got a nice balance about 
it and then you hear another song that may be just as well 
crafted or may not be as well crafted but somehow it cuts 
right in?
R.M. Yeah, definitely, not necessarily by me and not -
A.T. Can you distinguish, for example, from some of your 
songs, can you distinguish between, I mean, I don't expect 
there are songs that are only just well crafted and got 
nothing else, but supposing you've written a song, do you 
ever get to the point where you think, well, it's all there, 
you know, it rhymes, it balances, but somehow it just 
doesn't -
R.M. Yes I do, I regret to say.
A.T. Would you chuck them then?
R.M. I would normally, but I can think of a couple that have 
crept onto albums that I would rather - I should have waited 
another two months or three months and come up with two 
different songs.
A.T. What was the difference between those and the ones you 
really think are good songs then?
R.M. A certain slackness crept in. I mean, they all rhyme, 
they've got a good tune, chord sequence or whatever, but the 
idea wasn't that good basically, it was better expressed in 
another song which is your point exactly. I mean, I can 
think of one - I'm not sure, I think they came on two 
different albums, one is about how, say, a woman gets up 
with her back - she gets up from the chair and something 
reminds you of someone twenty years ago, and like, a stone 
falling off the top of a mountain becomes an avalanche of 
ideas and memories, that was the thought that inspired the 
song - or a little perfume in the air, whatever it's called, 
"Traces", then years after I didn't realize I was doing it,
I was, I've always admired Randy Newman, that quirky - he 
puts himself down, with sometimes a kind humorous thing 
which actually harkens back to something which is probably 
quite poignant, you know, in his life and I thought about a 
song - this song came up, "you haunted me" and I made it 
funny - I listed all the superstitions, I thought it was 
funny - the superstitions to keep away the ghosts of the 
past and it was just, fell between two stools, but I was so
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obsessed with this extraordinary riff that I'd worked out on 
the guitar that it went on the album and now I realize it 
should never had gone on.
A.T. So the first one that came from just a lovely true -
R.M. A true thought was by far the best song.
A.T. Do you think songwriting can be taught?
R.M. Well the answer to that is it has been hasn't it, 
because by certain definitions, not by mine, I mean, we all 
learnt to write songs by listening, and I suppose in the end 
that teaching is about listening and then hands-on 
experience. Like, you buy your guitar and you get on with 
it, but there's something that's happened and if this dates 
me or makes me sound reactionary then I'm really sorry - I'm 
sure you'll understand what I'm trying to say, but there has 
been a breakdown of musical rules and disciplines that 
operated even on a three chord level in the last sort of 15 
years or so. I traced it more or less directly to the 
writing of people like Bowie who could make a song with no 
rhyme and David [Bowie] decided that when he went into the 
paper and, I mean, and said that what he does is write the 
lists and then cuts up lines and jiggles them around and 
sings. That may very well be art but it doesn't make a song 
to me. I mean, the music is intriguing, infuriating to me 
because it doesn't begin, it doesn't end, it doesn't have 
sections that I can relate to. Now that's not being closed- 
minded - maybe I'm not a big enough musician, because Tony 
Visconti, who, I knew him very well and produced David's 
work, knew immediately that this was art and this was 
interesting and this was fascinating, and David is probably 
still the best at it, but where I'm slightly resentful, 
that's not really the word because, I mean, we can all turn 
off our radios and everything, but there's a generation of 
kids out there, people out there think they are musicians 
because they can work a sequence out and sing a load of 
meaningless lyrics together and it passes off as songs - it 
doesn't just pass off as songs, they are songs now and 
there's a whole generation and a half who've grown up on 
that music, thinking that that is music. And it is kind of 
music, but it's not the discipline, I mean, is it the curse 
of the two years I've spent at grammar school that makes me 
think a song is more beautiful if it rhymes, is it the 
grammar school - is it the love of poetry that makes me 
think, is it more relevant if it takes a thought and 
examines it or it arrives at a conclusion, you know, those 
are the things - I don't want - just that sort of vacuous - 
when people say, "Oh I never listen to lyrics" I think 00H 
[dismay] because you know, a lot of people do say that.
A.T. So really that relates back to what we were talking 
about earlier, about what is a good song. You said, you 
know, it's got to have belief and so on, but now you're 
saying also it has to, it's got to have some kind of rhyming 
structure, it has to explore an idea, maybe come to a 
conclusion, or at least explore the idea out.
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R.M. For me it does, and I can think of beautiful songs that 
have only got one verse and a chorus, you know, one thinks 
in particular of the master writers of the forties. I mean, 
one aspires to getting that kind of craftsmanship in every 
verse but, I mean, I write sort of five verses and four 
choruses or four verses and or whatever because I've learnt 
out of the folk tradition I suppose, and out of the blues 
tradition or whatever. A song as perfect in its own way - 
"As time goes by", or, you know, you can mention a lot of 
classics from that period of time when I think the popular 
song really had its peak. It's something that McCartney came 
close to, I think, but he never got the thought quite right. 
I mean, there's lovely lines and beautiful melodies still 
written, still breaking rules but still somehow within the 
old structure of melody writing but the thought was never 
followed right the way through, with the exception of - one 
or two exceptions, you know, I feel.
A.T. If you're going to write about - do you feel you have 
to be involved in an issue before you can write about it?
R.M. No, not necessarily. I admire those people who do go in 
with both feet and then follow the issue through, in one 
way, you see when I've always listened to my managers, 
always, whoever it's been, it's basically been Bruce, and 
where, for example I wrote "Bentley and Craig", Derek 
Bentley's sister survives, she's getting on a bit now, Iris, 
and she was very anxious to get in touch, but I knew there
was nothing much I could do and I was advised not to go down
that line. Here was a song about an issue I felt very 
strongly but I would have then been asked, probably, asked 
to get involved in an active way in the campaign and the 
song was really about, you know, look, be careful, they’re 
trying to bring back capital punishment - listen to this 
story. But I had a very personal involvement because it 
happened in my town. I grew up just a few streets away from 
where the incident happened but I haven't got involved, no.
A.T. I was reading in the paper the other day about Pierre
Boulez, the French composer, and he said it's really the 
kiss of death for an artist to align himself to any cause, I 
mean, would you go along with that?
R.M. I can only say recently I was - I'm a lapsed member of 
C.N.D. - that doesn't mean that I don't still, wouldn't like 
to see, would still like to see a world free of nuclear 
arms. I was - John Williams approached me and asked me if I 
would join or be, you know, have my name on the note-paper 
of musicians against nuclear arms. I've always been wary of 
splinter groups of any sort - I don't like the idea of 
musicians, a separate organization, but I realize that John 
wanted to make the point that it wasn't all long haired 
hippies strumming three chords on a guitar - that there were 
classical musicians and perfoxmers who wanted to shock the 
establishment a little bit by saying, look, we believe this 
too, so I allowed that to happen and I've done one concert
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for them but I don't go on banner-waving marches or any of 
that sort of thing.
A.T. So if you are writing about particular issue that you 
consider to be very important how much personal involvement 
do you give to it?
R.M. I try honestly not to get too analytical about it and 
worry about going too far off the board. I write about how I 
personally feel about it. Sometimes I have to, what is the 
word, to dampen the language down a bit, dampen the passion 
down a little bit because I don't ever want to write a 
ranting song, you know, I'm not a ranter at all. So I just 
trust myself to be as honest as I can and say how I really 
feel about it.
A.T. So if you're writing this song about a particular 
issue, what are you telling the audience that they don't 
already know, that they couldn't read in the newspaper, how 
does it make, how does your song, how is your song different 
from the same, about the same subject in an article written 
in the newspapers?
R.M. I'm not sure it is any different. I think the language 
used is different and I think that people find a great deal 
of comfort and reassurance in knowing that some performer 
that they like can come up with a thought that they’ve heard 
and in fact I regard that as one of the compliments, the 
best compliment I can get from someone that's heard a song 
say, "You've expressed how I felt", and they're not always 
about issues - they may be about a relationship between 
husband and wife or something like that. Ask me that 
question again.
A.T. Well, what makes, if they read an article, say, about 
Blair Peach, a short journalistic article in the Guardian, 
say, and you've written a song, more or less outlining the 
details but saying the exact same details, what makes that 
song maybe touch the hearts of the people as opposed to the 
article?
R.M. Well first of all I probably wouldn't write it in a 
journalistic way. I have done that with Bentley and Craig, 
but that was very much an attempt to write out of the Woody 
Guthrie tradition, where he would write the story and bend 
the line here and there, because he knew what sort of 
response he wanted the song to have. I did that with Bentley 
and Craig but with the other song about Blair Peach I wrote 
about individual conscience, how the sweeping away of 
something that troubles you because you felt powerless to do 
anything about it would resurface on the water of dreams, 
you know, just float to the top and haunt your conscience, 
and that it was, it was a, even if it only got people 
talking about it again it would be better, I'm not sure, I 
don't know, honestly, I really don't know if, I think, isn't 
it something about the artist or the role of the artist to 
do those sort of things other than just report the facts.
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A.T. Well, that's it, that's what I'm trying to get down to, 
is the fact, I mean, I could suggest it but I'd sooner you 
come out with it. A piece of journalism and a piece of art 
gives exactly the same information, you see, but the piece 
of journalism lacks all passion, feeling.
R.M. It should do shouldn't it, good journalism should, just 
report.
A.T. Whereas a song, as you say, touches the consciousness 
and the passion and the emotion.
R.M. How often do you read a piece of journalism that gives 
you a shiver up the back or makes you cry or that sort of 
thing. Those are the sort of things, those physical 
responses are very important to me and that - doesn't it 
reassure people of their humanity when they get a response 
like that, that they may not get from reading a flat article 
and that in the end, isn't that what all art is about, is to 
remind people that they share a common humanity and - Oh 
God, I don't know, it sounds a bit over-blown - I don't 
know, I haven't thought about it enough, Allan.
A.T. What we're getting down to now is the power of song and 
what interests me is how a song can actually move a group of 
people or a group of people in a moment of crisis might sing 
together - they wouldn't recite a poem together necessarily, 
but they would sing a song together and that is the power of 
song that I find fascinating, even with the most, like, "We
shall overcome", I find it curious - to know what is it
about a song.
R.M. It's, you've hit it haven't you, it's like the Mass, 
it's knowing that you are sharing a ritual with - that makes 
you one with thousands and thousands of other people, 
that's,
A.T. But even -
R.M. In a group of people that you said like singing out to
keep the morale up if they're cast away in a boat, or
singing to express a sadness or saying "We shall overcome" 
or whatever - it reminds them of their common humanity 
doesn't it.
A..T. Yeah, but you could say that someone could stand up 
there and recite the same words but recite them and it 
wouldn't move them as much -
R.M. No, that's true
A.T. - than if they were singing it. They could all still 
share the common cause- it's the actual element of song. I 
mean, it's very, I know it's very difficult to answer just -
R.M. I've never really thought about it, been aware of it - 
why people - it gives - it's obviously something that human 
beings enjoy doing, it gives them -
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A.T. I mean, do you think song can change people or change 
attitudes or is it merely a diversion?
R.M. I think that songs, no, I think, on the contrary, I 
think certain songs have changed people. I mean, at the 
basic level of rock and roll, changed a generation, that 
changed a way of thinking - it was rebellious and everything 
but it was the first time the word "teenager" was actually 
invented around that time wasn't it - rock and roll - I 
think it was a voice that was felt and was responded to and 
I think it doesn’t happen again - it all got rather 
manipulative and bland until Dylan came along and then it 
grew and grew until everybody thought they were a writer - 
but anyway, that released - good stuff on to the air and a 
lot of dross as well, but all, the revolution was then that 
bands started to try and articulate a philosophy. Again, it 
wore off and then it got rather overblown and pompous and 
then you've got the punk thing. People do change from 
hearing music because it expresses something that is felt 
but not articulated, by a generation. I mean, the one that I 
can think most about - I came in on rock and roll - I was 
only about eleven when I first heard Presley, ten or eleven, 
and I responded to it. It was wonderful, but it wasn't 
really until Dylan came along in the new wave - in the 
meantime I discovered Woody Guthrie and all that and I was 
quite happy with all that and American music at that time, 
but it wasn't really until Dylan came along - and I think 
that the power of those songs and the - what they did was 
make people more self-aware, people discussed lyrics, people 
started to vary songs on the basis of lyrics as well as 
tunes and melodies and I felt that whole Vietnam thing, I 
don't think that the war would have ended as quickly as it 
did without that heightening of consciousness that the 
writing of people like Dylan and all the ones that came 
after did - I think they actually helped to stop the war.
A.T. Do you think also that emergence of the singer- 
songwriter there in the sixties, do you think its influences 
stayed with the music business?
R.M. No. I think it was rather like the German market was in 
the seventies, it got flooded by not such good stuff and 
people got rather bored of the - especially when it got into 
this self-examining kind of period - the singer-songwriter 
using the audience as psychiatric couch for his own hang-ups 
and problems. I think people just got tired and bored with 
it and needed some excitement because we don't want 
philosophizing all the time - we need rhythm and we need to 
be able to dance to it and that sort of thing. It got 
overweight and drowned.
A.T. Just veering off slightly regarding the folk-scene, I 
mean, we would, I would put you partly in the folk-scene, 
although you don't play it because you come from that 
generation, that old philosophy, at its best, as you know 
it's got smaller and less important in the public sense.
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Firstly, why do you think that is, and secondly, why do you 
think it still survives?
R.M. It survives because of sheer hard work of those who 
love it, I think, in particular, and overall something on 
the traditional side, and a fantastic advancement in the way 
the music is played - they've reached a level of competence.
A.T. Why do you think it suddenly went down?
R.M. Because there weren't enough new, this is my theory, 
anything that relies upon an audience has to have that 
audience reflected on stage - there has to be some sort of 
reflection age-wise and peer-wise, and it doesn't matter to 
the audience that we get better as performers and musicians, 
we also get older and the people of our group are forced 
economically or whatever to drift away or do other things, 
priorities come up, they only go out once a month as opposed 
to every week - and when they go out, because they only go 
out once a month they have a variety of things to go and 
listen to. I think that they just, we just grew older.
A.T. Why aren't young people attracted to the scene then?
R.M. Because they were listening to people old enough to be 
their fathers up there, and they -
A.T. So were we when we started.
R.M. We were to a degree, but don't forget that we were the 
first of the writers, you know. What I think is the most 
gratifying thing certainly as far as the traditional side of 
music is that lots of young people playing one type - the 
Irish revival, not that it needed reviving, it never went 
away, but some of the skills in playing and the joy in their 
traditional music that these people are aiming at, 
communicate, is where that energy seems to have gone, you 
know, you see quite a lot of young musicians that are coming 
up and here in England, I mean Kathryn Tickell in 
particular, but there's probably lots more that I can't 
name, but it won't be until the young writers come back on 
the scene and draw their audience that the acoustic scene 
will - anyway it doesn't exist any more - most clubs have 
got microphones now, none of it's acoustic any more, we're 
sort of hybrid -
A.T. What's curious though is that, I don't know how you 
find it but I play the folk scene here and most of the 
audience are either usually around my age, sometimes maybe 
ten years younger and ten years older, but they're not - you 
don't see many people under, you know, twenty-one, Strangely 
enough, in Germany, when I play there, or Denmark and that,
I do see a lot of people under twenty-five say, and I've 
always found that curious and I don't really know why that 
is.
R.M. I think I know why it is in Denmark, because Denmark 
still has a social conscience as a nation and they go out
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and support or go out of interest to hear people sing songs 
that perhaps reflect their attitudes. I mean, they're not 
subjected to the weight of opinion-altering propaganda that 
we have here, the fashion, you know. You can spot Danish 
people haven't changed, to my mind, in the same way that we 
have here. In Germany I think there's got to be a reaction 
to the materialism of Germany that, you know, the lifestyle 
and the clothes and the modern cars and everything and there 
will always be people who seek out that alternative just as 
in before there was this music - they would support jazz, 
and the Scandinavians would support jazz musicians. I mean, 
nobody else would pay any attention to them at all - I don't 
really know if that's a full answer but it might be part of 
an answer.
A.T. Now what attracted you to the world of folk music as 
opposed to the pop scene when you started?
R.M. When I was - I always loved skiffle, I don't know why,
I always loved that and there was something very exciting 
about the sound of those thrashing guitars and that was the 
first time I was aware of what a guitar was, you know. I was 
about ten or eleven then and of course skiffle came and went 
and that was that. I liked Elvis Presley, I liked Buddy 
Holly and those things and it wasn't really until, I mean, I 
liked trad jazz, I like that very much - I heard The Hot 
Five and I was a bit snobbish about it - the Louis Armstrong 
Hot Five records and the vintage stuff - I liked the Kenny 
Balls and the Ackers [Bilk] and all that sort of stuff. When 
I was at college, after I came out of the army at fifteen I
went back to school - that was one of the conditions that I
was bought out - and Trad, [traditional jazz] was all the 
rage and I used to go to the jazz club and at the end of the 
evening one night somebody put on a record by Jack Elliot 
singing San Fransisco Bay blues. It was an E.P. [extended 
play record] and I was just, I was just literally - it was
like a thunderbolt. I mean, it was just - what is this music
- I knew it wasn't quite right, there was a extra beat in 
the bar here, but the sound of that guitar and this 
wonderful song and there was a talking blues on the other 
side. Now I had heard, I think Josh MacCrea, the one who did 
"Messing about on the river" had done a talking blues and I 
had never heard of that before and I begged this guy, can I 
borrow that E.P., and he lent it to me. And then there was 
this name Woody Guthrie by the side of the talking blues - 
who is this guy Woody Guthrie - what else had he done, you 
know, and I must say the first Woody Guthrie songs I heard 
were all by Jack Elliot and I -
A.T. Those Jack Elliot songs were always by Woody Guthrie.
R.M. No. The first Woody Guthrie songs I heard were sung by 
Jack Elliot.
A.T. Oh I see, right.
R.M. And I must say it was a bit of a disappointment the 
first time I heard Woody singing, you know, after the way
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Jack [Elliot] had caricatured it and done his wonderful 
versions of those songs, but I can't remember very clearly 
now because I was only 16 when all this happened, 15 or 16, 
but I got, I had a guitar that I bought years ago for five 
quid [pounds] and I could remember how to tune it and I 
didn't know the chord of C, and that was what he was using 
and I remember working them out so they sounded like the 
record and I sort of knew that I wouldn't be able to get in 
rhythm, so I sort of got rid of that and got another guitar 
for fifteen quid and I was, all the time I was looking for 
this sound that was coming off these records. I knew nothing 
of Gibson or Martin [American guitars] or anything - I knew 
it must be a big guitar, and it was the sound of the guitar 
coupled with the strength of the lyrics, you know. What 
these songs were about - "Pastures of plenty", you know, and 
all that sort of stuff, this was, to me, this was a great 
sound, an honest - I remember thinking that at the time, 
there's no frills here, and it isn't like patronizing the 
"well Boy, I'm going down south and - " you know, and all 
that sort of Country [and Western] sort of stuff, this was - 
it had warts on it, it had dirt under the fingernails, you 
know, and it was straight ahead honest. It sounded to me 
like an uneducated man passionately believing in something 
and working at it to the best of his ability and it thrilled 
me. I actually realize now after reading that that's only 
partly true with his case - he was a lot more widely read 
and he used to deliberately lapse into vernacular to the 
effect that it had a tremendous effect on me and if -
A.T. If the instrument of the day had been a concertina it 
wouldn't -
R.M. No.
A.T. It was the guitar.
R.M. Yeah, it wouldn't have been the fiddle, it wouldn't 
have been any of that. I mean, it was the sound of the 
acoustic guitar - wonderful bass, and all this going on, you 
know, and Jack was a better guitarist than Woody was and
those runs [guitar figures] - what’s going on here, this is
one man playing the guitar and it was funny because I was 
talking about it or I played it to mates and they said 
there's a geezer down at the pub who plays that stuff - oh 
yeah - do you know Jack Elliot, and it was a guy who played
some Carter Family songs, you know, and he liked the way I
flat-picked and I remember literally, he swapped, I swapped 
him the A seventh out of "San Fransisco Bay Blues" for the E 
minor in "Willowy Garden" because I didn't - there was no 
way of getting chords, you know, there was no books.
A.T. Do you remember the first time you heard a rolling 
clawhammer [a right hand finger-style guitar technique]?
R.M. Yes, it blew me away.
A.T. Yes it was Joan Baez that I heard. I couldn't figure 
out how she was doing all that on one hand.
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R.M. That's right. I mean, actually I'd joined a folk club 
by then and there was a guy up there called Dave Smith - he 
had an old Gibson [guitar] and it was the first time I'd 
heard a guitar that sounded like the one I'd always wanted, 
you know, and he could do that, and I thought how does he do 
that, and I listened until I got it imprinted in my head and 
I sat down with this old guitar and I went dah-dah-dah 
[imitating the finger-picking technique] - I remember 
getting really angry with myself over it - you know what to 
do, I was talking to my fingers, you know what it sounds 
like and I left it for a day and I went back, picked up the 
guitar and did it straight off, and then it was like, Oh 
listen to this everybody, and then of course, you know, 
through this guy, he knew somebody else, and I got into 
blues and that was still the guitar, exploring and playing 
the guitar and the very last thing on my mind was the 
thought of writing something.
A.T. What was the scene like in those days?
R.M. I loved it, I was very excited about it.
A.T. Like clothes, type of music, instrument, philosophy. 
Take it when you were about, say, twenty, when you'd been in 
it -
R.M. Twenty - well by then, I mean, I was a busker by then. 
A.T. Talking about '68 aren't we?
R.M. Yeah - No - for me, no I'm afraid not, we’re talking 
about - I was twenty in '64, so by that time I was born in 
*44, so I was twenty in '64, that's right, I was married in 
'66, '67.
A.T. But there was quite a scene going then wasn't there?
R.M. There was in where I lived, in South London. I mean, it 
was wonderful. I mean there was an electric scene going on 
where out of this, well, if you like, the love of blues, 
there were ones who went to the country blues and the ones 
who went to the city blues, like Muddy Waters, and they 
became bands like The Stones and The Yard Birds, and they 
played at places like the Ricky-tick club, the Star at 
Croydon and the Eel Pie island club at Twickenham and then 
there were the more acoustic blues and American strummers 
and that, and they used to play where ever they could - 
pubs, or, and then gradually folk clubs.
A.T. But that's the first time that's ever come up - it's 
very interesting that, the fact that the urban blues led off 
to The Stones and stuff like that and the rural blues, which 
was really the first kind of American music we could hear 
over here apart from Woody Guthrie and Leadbelly [Huddie 
Leadbetter], and that led off into the folk scene - it's 
curious how the division took place, but, I mean, it's quite 
logical isn't it?
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R.M. It is, yeah. I mean, one thinks of, I think of Jo Anne 
Kelly, and brother Dave who was a bit younger who was 
superb. The first time he opened his mouth and sang I just,
I was just amazed and the clubs used to have quite a - the 
ones I went to anyway, used to have a fair sprinkling of 
blues and that. Then I wrote a song, one day, and I was just 
thinking about the obscenity of the Ku Klux Klan and I wrote 
a rather clumsy song but I found it the other day - it must 
have been about 1963 or '64 - that was my first attempt - I 
didn't write anything for quite awhile after that.
A.T. What was the - talking about the whole image type 
thing, I mean, what were people wearing then, I mean -
R.M. Well, funny enough the uniform, it wasn't a uniform but 
I remember the first time I bought my first pair of Levis in 
'61 or '62 and they - the first time I saw them I just saw a 
pair of jeans, you know, I just knew they were the ones.
They weren't - it wasn't what Dean [James] had been wearing 
but these were bought from the P.X. [American Forces shop] 
in Paris by art students and bought over to London and they 
were a little bit wider and they'd take the thigh in or 
something and it sort of had this, not a real flair but was 
wide enough to go over a boot and a cuban heel or a shoe, so 
those Levis were, they were forty-two and six [shillings] 
Levis, and Desert boots, I used to wear Levis, Desert boots 
and working-men's' shirts, rather like what I'm wearing now.
A.T. So it was a conscious effort to be part of that though 
once - I mean, to join the scene it made your life - you'd 
pass through it a lot easier if you actually adopted the 
guise of the scene as well?
R.M. Yes, it was the clothes of the American working man, 
just with a little bit of an edge to it because it had to - 
and you had to have your own thing about what was called, I 
mean, we wore combat jackets, shorter ones with the blanket 
lining, very cheap shirts, the Desert boots as we called 
them, and Levis, and very long hair for the time. I mean 
this was before, long before the Beatles and you'd grow 
sideburns if you could, like, and the hair was definitely 
very long and living on a council estate I got a lot of gip 
[criticism] for that until it became very more acceptable. 
Staying up late, going down to Brighton on the milk train 
from Ken Collier's club on the all-nighter and sitting on 
the beach with a load of unwashed, a few strummers, a few 
jazzers.
A.T. I remember that period very well because I was living 
in Brighton at the time so I remember the Beatnik thing, and 
in fact I went through the same thing. It was the guitar - 
at the end of the gig I was completely blown over - I'd 
never seen one before apart from F hole guitars of Bert 
Weedon which I thought sounded awful, so I went through the 
same thing, but take it about three years later than that, 
could you describe the attitude towards drugs then?
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R.M. Oh yes.
A.T. Not only of yourself but the people -
R.M. I was always very cautious but nevertheless very 
intrigued by it. Purple-hearts was the first things that 
were readily available and I think Speed, although I got, 
you know, you could score Marijuana grown by respectable 
professors in university greenhouses and things like that, 
you know. You could buy little deals of weed [Marijuana] 
very easily from the age of 16 - when I was 16 - but Purple- 
hearts was something that the kids used to really go for 
because you could bop all night, you know - little Speed 
pills they were. Hard drugs were available in the West End - 
Heroin - but it was really, very, still very mystical and 
very - you knew - there was no way in those days that you 
didn't know what that would lead to, and when Buck died 
through Heroin, Buck Polly - do you remember Buck Polly - he 
was the bloke who wrote "Needle of death" - we knew he would 
eventually - but, that was enough for me, and most of my 
friends never took a lot of interest in it.
A.T. But you were in on that inner circle thing - but what 
about the punters - do you think the punters had this kind 
of romantic attitude towards performers who were taking 
drugs?
R.M. Well I never did - I never performed ever -
A.T. I don't actually mean gigging with drugs, on drugs - I 
mean, just let me describe the situation where I saw it. I 
always felt that it increased a performers' image potential, 
if there was some suspicion that he was on drugs.
R.M. Yes, you're quite right, it did.
A.T. And almost to a point where it became integral to the 
scene.
R.M. The thing is that most performers didn't do it. There 
was only the will, the wish, if you like, from the punters 
to believe that they did, that would foster it, you know, 
because in a sense you're watching somebody taking the risk 
for you, you know, you want to be excited by the tight-rope 
walker but you don't want to do it, so in a way you're 
getting it, what's the word, you're absorbing it, part of 
it, if you can relate to the subject matter of the singer. I 
think the one that it was most commonly leveled at was 
probably Bert Jansch who as far as I know would have been 
totally incapable of playing after taking anything but of 
course there were those who did and one shouldn't name 
names, and they shouldn't be publicized, but I mean, one 
thinks of John Martin and possibly Roy [Harper] and a few of 
the others when you knew - but for me I actually tried it 
once - my admiration just went up for those guys - I don't 
know how anybody could possibly play and be stoned at the 
same time - you lose all sense of time and words and get 
hung up on the oddest things so I only tried it once, just
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for once, and I knew that I didn't want that kind of image 
anyway.
A.T. Did you, were you, you don't have to name names because 
it's not important, but were you aware of performers 
actually intimating that they were on drugs, that they were 
high when you knew damn well that they weren't?
R.M. No, I wouldn't know that they weren't - the ones that 
I'm thinking of -
A.T. Or some that acted more stoned than they actually were?
R.M. Definitely. Definitely, and that's a bit of nastiness 
crept in there, like, people would belittle people who 
didn't take it or did not want to get out to this giggly 
phase of really understanding what it all meant, man, you 
know - that turned me off, you know, turned me off in a big 
way, and you see by that time I'd hitch-hiked around Europe 
and played on the streets and in the period that you're 
discussing now I'd moved to Paris and I was playing on the 
streets out there in '65, '66 and there was a big drug scene
there.
A.T. So to what extent did you comply with the expectations 
of the scene to become part of it?
R.M. Alright, it might seem big headed but I was better than 
most of them at playing and I didn't need to go down this 
particular line, and -
A.T. So apart from adopting the clothes style - the 
lifestyle you loved anyway - so you didn't actually have to 
strike a pose?
R.M. No I didn't. In fact I had the strength to walk away 
from situations which I thought were stupid or pure, utter 
boring, you know, or posy.
A.T. On the other hand, if the scene, supposing the scene, 
if the scene had been one of, I don't know, three piece 
suits -
R.M. I wouldn't have been in it I don't think, no. Something 
very funny happened at that period, it wasn't - I wore 
desert boots to go with my Levis because I just saw them and 
thought they'll go with my Levis - I hadn't seen anybody 
doing that, you know what I mean, and I made up my own mind. 
I used to buy my clothes from an old second-hand shop 
because I liked the, loose jacket and I liked Levis - I've 
always worn Levis and these shoes, and I just wear whatever 
I fancied on top - I didn't actually ever get into back
combing the hair, do you remember that fashion that came and 
went but looked something halfway between a mod and a 
beatnik, you know.
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A.T. I couldn't win in that situation because when my hair 
was long it was just so damn thick it always looked boufont, 
I couldn't help it.

R.M. No, so you already had it. I remember being very 
critical of the Beatles when they came out because I didn't 
regard them. They were billed as an R and B [rhythm and 
blues] band in the early days and I didn't really take any 
notice of the Beatles until "Sergeant Pepper" - I didn't 
like it and I had enough music for me to fulfil every need 
that I had through what I was listening to and what I was 
actually playing myself.

A.T. And it was still as you describe your earliest 
impressions, it was still that basic honesty, that basic 
bloke in the street, the raw poet element that attracted 
you?

R.M. Absolutely. Even with, even with the blues which I must 
admit I found tedious in some respects because, I mean, I 
would be denying my own intelligence to say that I couldn't 
have expressed a thought a little bit more than sometimes 
were expressed in the blues, and those same lines used to 
keep coming up and then there would be these guys endlessly 
playing twelve bars, you know, and not getting anywhere 
which I found, I did find tedious but the great musicians 
like Robert Johnson, who I still listen to today - I play 
that record - I probably play my Robert Johnson records more 
than any other record in my collection, including Woody 
Guthrie, because that is beauty, that is art, that's 
articulated well and played superbly, you know, so it was 
basically the guy trying his best given his ability that I 
suppose impressed me, especially if he had an honest thought 
at the end of it and with Johnson's stuff it was very sexual 
as well, you know, there was a young man talking about his 
prowess and talking about his brother taking his girl, 
talking about his own inability, I mean, some of those 
songs, they're poems - he's only - "I mistreated my baby, I 
can't tell you the reason why, every time I think about it I 
just wring my hands and cry" - I mean, it hurts him that 
he's hurt her, you know, and he was able to convey that in a 
way that very few of the blues poets ever could, you know. 
And then there was, like, Blind Boy Fuller and all those 
people - so much stuff.

A.T. As the scene changed, as the musical scene changed, the 
different styles came into the scene - I don't know how to 
put this because I've listened to them all and I detect 
obviously certain influences, but there's two roads - 
there's the fundamental of the song, the actual tune and the 
words and what you're saying, and then there's the 
arrangement, so as the scene changed what did you do to 
accommodate the scene, was it -

R.M. Are you talking about my recorded work now?

A.T. Yeah.
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R.M. Yeah, well first of all I was not jumped upon by a 
label [record company] who said, "Hey, we have a real talent 
here, we must do something with it". My route to records was 
a strange one - I'll be as brief as I can. I was down in 
Cornwall - and I was doing my normal set which is a 
combination of things like "Railroad Bill", Woody Guthrie 
songs, a bit of blues and I'd quickly sling one of my own 
[songs] and a bloke that was coming to the club said to me,
" Did you write that song which was called 'Nana's song'", 
and I said, "Yes I did". He said, "Have you written anything 
else?", I said, "One or two things". He said, "Only I'm a 
publisher who - I've dropped out basically - ". It was that 
period when people were dropping out - he'd gone to live in 
Cornwall and he said, "I think you ought to get that 
published and I'11 give you a letter to David Platts up at 
Essex Music", and I did an audition tape for them and they 
passed on it [turned it down] including "Nana's song" and 
five songs that went on my first L.P. and then he just said 
to me,"If you have any more songs do let us hear them 
because we think you have potential and that", and I'd 
written a comedy song, a comic song about the "ennits" which 
is what Cornish people called the tourists and I played it 
in a club and it was a live gig - somebody just stuck a 
microphone and they could hear all the audience laughing and 
clapping and they go, "Oh this guy's got an audience", you 
know, so they gave it to Nat Joseph at Transatlantic [record 
company] and I actually signed a contract with Nat, a nine 
month contract saying I wouldn't sign with anybody else for 
nine months while he made his mind up. I mean, but I'd got 
some sort of contract and I was quite excited and at the end 
of the nine months they decided they would let me have an 
album, but this was Nat's big break out - he'd got John 
Renbourn and Bert Jansch - they had this artistic cred. 
[credibility] which he never thought I belonged to. He 
actually admitted that to me years later, and so they were 
going to make an experiment. Essex Music [the publishers] 
wanted to get their hands on Leonard Cohen's catalogue and 
they also wanted a song called "Walk me out in the morning 
dew" and the catalogue [song collection] of a guy called Tim 
Rollings that had a band called "Granny takes a trip" that 
he wanted to get publicized so he said we're going to pay 
for a big production in this and I said all I want is to 
play the guitar and sing, so it was forced on me - the 
string arrangements and everything else because I was going 
to be Transatlantic's first over-ground artist and it failed 
really - the album sold in spite of the production and 
arrangement - Gus Dugeon's first production, who was the 
secretary of Nat Joseph's wife, and all that so it was all 
in-house, but by that time the second album came out,
"Spiral staircase", some sort of image had evolved round me 
and I wasn't averse to having strings and things on records 
if that's what you mean, you know, the fact that I didn't 
just stick to the raw thing and I was married, I had a kid 
by now, I was unsure of why I was getting the success I was 
getting and although I might have been a little bit, I'm not 
too happy inside about some of the things that went off, I 
allowed them to go on.
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A.T. So it was record company pressure really?
R.M. But the third album was all my own.
A.T. When you actually recorded with the strings, were you 
there when that - did they over-dub them or were you there 
when they did them?
R.M. No, they had to over-dub them because we only had four 
tracks [four-track tape recorder]. I mean, I did go in for 
one [recording session] and I found it very thrilling 
because it sounds massive when it comes out.
A.T. How did the classical musicians doing those strings 
react to you?
R.M. They liked it, I remember the cellist on one of them 
was a guy that had played on "Elena Rigby" and he said, you 
know, "This is really exciting, what's going on, this new 
wave of singers that are using - " you know -
A.T. But he didn't intimidate you or try to intimidate you?
R.M. I was intimidated when the L.S.O. came in on the fourth 
album to do "The Ferryman" score - the whole fucking lot of 
them and an eight piece vocal section and the Garribaldi 
brass section and the entire L.S.O. and they'd done three 
tracks and they had "The Ferryman" to do and there were six 
minutes on the clock - it's a seven minute song and 
immediately it went over - it went into over-time, and being 
the L.S.O. they all came in to listen to the tape - they 
were so fantastic and I was like, I can remember it, I mean,
I start to pump just thinking about it, all these guys 
cramming in there and they're going - and Gus is saying,
"Well, we've only got, we've got to get this one, and they 
said, "Oh we'll be alright, we can do, let's go for it lads" 
and they went out there and the clock ticked over the one 
minute and we went "That's it, it's O.K." so we kept it and 
that was exactly it - one take.
R.M. That's a great memory isn't it?
R.M. Yeah, it really was.
A.T. When you, you've written so many songs now about so 
many subjects, so you find it difficult to find a new 
subject?
R.M. Yes, extremely.
A.T. I mean, how do you keep your edge if you're lifestyle's 
changed. I make no critical judgement on that, but your 
lifestyle has obviously changed?
R.M. It's very hard. It's very very hard because I live in a 
big house, I've got four kids, I've got two motor cars - I 
like - I think that the way I keep the edge is not that I 
work at it but actually I - if I - that's even if I dd keepent
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the edge is that I actually still like the things I used to 
like. I mean, occasionally, for my wife's sake and my own 
it's nice to go to a really sportsy restaurant and put on a 
nice suit and sit down and take your place as an adult, 
mature man in the over-world, and, you know, that's a nice 
thing to be able to do, though I actually still enjoy the 
companionship of the pub. I like going to watch live soccer 
on a Saturday - I like not to shave everyday. I read a 
serious newspaper every day if I can - I avoid listening to 
music on the radio - I listen to current affairs and things 
like that and I have become more courageous at speaking my 
mind when somebody says something that I find offensive. I'm 
still aware of not wanting to belittle anybody because I can 
give you an example - the other day a woman came into - up 
to me and said, "You don't know me but my boy goes to the 
same school as Tom and Billy", that's my little ones. "We're 
trying to raise some money for something that the school 
needs and we thought it would be rather nice if you would 
come and play for us or have sort of an evening of wine or 
something in the school hall", Well, I said, "Thank you for 
asking but I don't think my politics really stretch to 
that", because I feel that every time somebody asks me to do 
something as well-meaning as that could be, we are, you 
know, taking away a basic right that our children have - 
that is to be educated properly under the state, and every 
time we do something like this - I got quite, I could feel 
myself getting quite angry that the presumption was all 
this, but we're doing it for the school and we shouldn't 
have to. Every time we do it, you know - and so far, as I 
know she hasn't been in touch with the office yet, and I 
said she'd have to phone the office, so perhaps - thinking 
on that level to just remind myself and when people get 
racist, overtly racist, I mean, we all hear these jokes that 
go on, but racism I can't tolerate. I mean - and certain 
political things like I've shocked a few people by. I mean 
they couldn't believe that I went out canvassing in the last 
election on behalf of the Labour Party, which is, I thought, 
you know, I thought, what else can I do, you know.
A.T. I mean, so you still believe basically the same things 
that you believed in twenty-five years ago?
R.M. I think so.
A.T. Do you ever feel guilty about your success, and bearing 
in mind "Streets of London" was about homeless people and 
their misery, and the fact that you have in fact profited 
from that situation. So you're in that situation that a lot 
of artists find themselves in, especially war photographers 
and so on, they actually do profit from someone else's 
misery, so how do you live with that?
R.M. Well, the word guilt is the right word - you do feel 
guilty about it but the comfort, well, if it's comfort -
A.T. Or justification -
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R.M. Justification is that I never wrote a song with the 
slightest idea that it would ever make a penny, that's the 
first thing, that it was written as a, just a, to express 
something that I felt. It was, like, the third song I ever 
wrote in my life - I also have this justification in knowing 
that it's given a lot of people a great deal of comfort in a 
reassuring sort of way. I think you feel guilty not just 
about things like that but, like, when you see people that, 
whose talent you admire more, or you think they're better 
than you that don't do as well as you. I mean, it got to the 
point, I remember reading about Paul Simon, who apparently 
suffered so badly with feeling of guilt over his success he 
had to take analysis. I attempted to write a song to explain 
the way I felt within my fourth album. The whole title of 
the album was called "You well-meaning brought me here" 
which is a way of trying to say to my contemporaries and my 
audience, don't ever accuse me of changing - it's a fact 
that by your support and your buying my records you have 
made the change and it's only your perception. From playing 
a small folk club I'm now playing the Festival Hall, from 
making a record of 300 pounds, which is what my first record 
cost but this one they tell me cost six thousand pounds to 
make, that I'm moving out of my council flat and I'm going 
to buy my first house, you know, "You well meaning brought 
me here". I've suffered pangs of guilt about "Streets of 
London" over the years a lot, but then, you know, I get a 
letter like on the last tour from a little girl that wrote 
to me and said "I won the talent competition in my town for 
singing and playing the guitar and I played 'Streets of 
London'", you know, and you go, isn't that great, you know, 
that she's got a little start and she's got a higher 
valuation of herself through something that was written 
twenty years ago which may or may not - she may have been 
wonderful, would she have made the same effect if she'd sung 
"Those were the days", perhaps she would, perhaps she 
wouldn't, perhaps "Streets of London" was part of that 
success and a lot of people have had their start - I have 
met so many guitarists that have said, well, you know, one 
of the first tunes I ever learnt was when my teacher taught 
me this one to teach me finger-style [guitar playing] and 
use at assembly in schools and there are lots of things 
counter-balance that and to be perfectly honest with you 
everyone is surprised when I tell them the actual truth 
about the figures of "Streets of London" actually sold. It's 
probably, by me, at its peak, it sold 250,000 singles and 
over the years probably added say another 50,000, so we say 
300,000, that's nothing these days. Look at these, [pointing 
to the silver discs in the office], half hundred thousand 
copies of, you know, what's that, 60,000 copies, you know - 
it's not been as big as people think. What it is - it's a 
big song but it's other people that are known.
A.T. Well, it's an easy shot, an easy target that you very 
rarely get the chance to reply to?
R.M. I know.
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A.T. But I mean, what I'm interested in, in that particular 
case, is not specifically "Streets of London" and 
specifically you writing it, I'm interested in how a writer 
or an artist lives when, how he justifies, when they 
actually create something out of someone else’s misery?
R.M. That earns him money [you mean]?
A.T. Yeah, and you've answered it because you did it for the 
best possible motives, you didn't do it to make money. If it 
had been the other way round of course -
R.M. Do you know what the extraordinary thing is, I mean, is 
that that is a song that you quite rightly point out 
describes the wretchedness of some peoples' existence, but 
I've written harder songs than that - what makes a person 
buy a record about someone else's misery in that particular 
sense? I mean, I've written a song about growing old and 
being dumped in an old people's home which is just as much 
about loneliness and alienation as "Streets of London" - 
it's probably because it says "don't ever complain, you've 
just got to think about somebody else who is worse off than 
you", which is rather moralistic and very young - I would 
never be able to come up with something like that now, but 
what makes - why is it that particular song. I can't think 
of any very many others where that's worked and I can't 
think of any off hand, but the other thing to justify it is 
that it didn't change me, it didn't make me say this is the 
way to go because I, the motive for writing the song remains 
exactly the same doesn't it.
A.T. Had you come up with a song after "Streets of London" 
people would not have questioned your motives.
R.M. They really had a go at me, you know, but there is this 
that it remains a temptation to stick it out.
A.T. In a way it's more of a problem isn't it for you, 
because if you approached a similar subject in a similar way 
which is a great temptation, it's still part of your style 
and you've got to be more aware of avoiding it now than had 
it been just at the, you know, ten songs on an album -
R.M. I'll tell you another thing that just occurs to me now, 
is that "Streets of London" has restricted my other creative 
work to the extent, let me, we're not talking egos here, we 
know now how - I've been told enough times and that "Streets 
of London" is a sort of an evergreen or whatever you want to 
call it, be around, it's been around for a long time - it'll 
be around - every time from my very third song if you like, 
every time I've ever written a song and it's gone out as a
single and been presented to the people who will, can
influence the success of that song, that is, the radio, they 
measure it against their perceptions of how great this one 
is and they'll play this one, they play "Streets of London" 
every time I put a single out, they play "Streets of
London". I can't get over that hurdle. I've managed with
"England" - was the first time, and that was for entirely

Page - 63



the wrong reasons, you know. It was the time of the bloody 
royal wedding at first, and then just as it was dying off 
naturally, the Falklands war started and the big record 
company wanted to put it out and I said no. I'm not earning 
a red cent off of a dead British soldier or some jingo, but 
they said, but you're missing out on an opportunity here by 
not doing it - I said - they said, well we would love to 
have it, we'll re-mix it, they wanted me to re-record it, I
said no, because you want marching bands and all that, so
first of all I said no. They said well, we'll put it out - 
we want to re-mix it so they got Gus to re-mix it and I said 
you can't put it out until they're home, once that's over, 
we knew it wouldn't last very long, if you want to put it 
out then, you can, by which time we'd literally missed the 
boat, but I had a clear conscience.
A.T. If we can get on to performing now, just the last part
now Ralph - before you go and do gig are you conscious of
what you're going to wear?
R.M. I am now. I used to get off the train and go on stage, 
you know, years ago. But again, it was management who 
pointed out to me and said your audience are now looking 
smarter than you?
A.T. And you think that's a bad thing?
R.M. I think it's dishonesty, because I could afford to have 
a nice white shirt on, and a clean pair of jeans, why not 
wear it, you know. People dress up to come and see you - 
they're showing respect for the act, then you should show 
your respect, but I wasn't - I was just not clothes aware. I 
mean, the very simplest sort of sense that we talked about 
earlier on - I've got pictures, you know, where I haven't 
washed my hair for example, I haven't shaved, I've just got 
up there [on stage] and whacked it out, but gradually that 
looked slovenly and, I don't mind - I think it's like a 
friend of mine describes what it's like - When it's at its 
best something magical takes place and there's a communion 
between you and the audience - they come in as strangers, 
and you go out as friends if it's been good, and you go out 
as an audience having had a good experience, something, the 
chemistry has worked on stage and a bit of magic has taken 
place, and Alan [O'Leary, McTell's driver] used to say to me 
when he was watching a piper strapping on his bellows, it's 
like a priest dressing for mass - it says that there is - 
something is going to happen here, therefore, at its best, 
therefore it's worth the preparation and it's just like the 
ritual developed and developed. First of all it was like I 
want a light ale, and brandy now, my capo [guitar accessory] 
my strings here, doing the strings and everything had to be 
in its place, then the light ale, then the brandy - and I've 
cut out all drinks before the show now, but again I have to 
have twenty minutes before, when I go through the same - 
where's my shoes, where's this, where's that - shirt goes 
up, then comes down - I even carry an iron now to iron the 
shirt.
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A.T. So you're conscious of the fact that - 
R.M. I'm dressing for the occasion.
A.T. Yeah - now were you to dress differently, would it make 
a difference do you think?
R.M. I have worn a suit on stage for a tour and I went back 
to wearing jeans. I don't know, I don't know what else. I 
wouldn't wear a Lame jacket, I wouldn't wear cabaret style 
clothes to pick up the lights.
A.T. Why is that?
R.M. I think it would detract from what the sentiment of the 
songs was about. That's basically a distraction rather than, 
to my mind - I like nice lights, but I think if you wear a 
white shirt, you know, and the place is lit nicely, it's 
O.K. - I like the starkness - I have a black stage, the 
piano, the mic. [microphone] set up, and then the 
paraphernalia, the magician's paraphernalia, like the little 
table with the glass of water on, a spare set of strings, a 
song list, spare capo, thumb-picks, that sort of thing, and 
you go in and then the bloke comes out and does the thing 
[performs].
A.T. So you know exactly what you're going to do and exactly 
what you want?
R.M. I do, and I'm very seldom spontaneous on stage - 
occasionally I might come up with a new line about something 
as an intro, but it's very rare. I try not to repeat myself.
A.T. You stand when you sing don't you?
R.M. I do now - for most of my career I sat.
A.T. This gets on to body language, which I wanted to talk 
about - I mean - what made you change from sitting to 
standing?
R.M. I saw some photographs of me sitting down and it was 
getting all too posy and my back was getting rounder and 
rounder because I was slumped over this thing and the 
energy, you can't breathe properly. I thought the energy 
level was getting slower and it was getting too comfortable, 
not that it ever is comfortable, I always know the excuse 
for it but the way I play guitar I stand up and when I move 
up the neck [of the guitar] I can't control it as well as 
when I'm anchored down, you know, then the guitar is still 
and my hand can move but if you stand up everything's sort 
of moving about - but I've seen - I've seen pictures of it 
both ways and on T.V., and I think it looks more energized 
somehow, even though it may be very laid back, it's more 
energized and it also - if you move about a bit and get rid 
of your nerves and stuff, if you get on a stool and the old 
leg pulse is going there's no way that it's going to stop, you know.
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A.T. What about facial expressions, do you know what facial 
expressions you're using?
R.M. I know what I think they look like - it's when I see 
photographs of all these chins and my bottom teeth locked 
over the top, you know, I get, I'm appalled. One of the 
lines I'm using on stage at the moment, you know, is that 
people sometimes ask me what the hardest thing is about 
playing rag-time guitar - the hardest thing is not sticking 
your tongue out while you're playing it, like this. I'm 
looking a buffoon - I'm not aware of it.
A.T. Do you try expressions?
R.M. No I don't. I definitely - when I'm going for a note 
I'11 often close my eyes or if I can see too many people in 
the audience I will close my eyes - it's to concentrate on 
the song rather than any effect and the expressions that 
I've seen photographs of I don't like. I didn't think that 
it would look like that. Sometimes I look as if I'm in pain, 
I mean. I'm not in pain, I'm enjoying it very much, but -
A.T. What so you think your image is then?
R.M. A bloke I think -
A.T. You must have read enough about yourself?
R.M. Nothing's really emerged. I think people sort of - I 
think - or Mick [his manager] says that, Mick was saying the 
image is really about someone that might be a nice bloke to 
know. I'm quite big for a performer and I think I'm 
unusually tall for a performer actually - most performers 
are smaller than me, but that doesn't mean much on stage 
because you all look the same height.
A.T. There's no height perspective.
R.M. There's no height perspective but I'm a big bloke. I 
think that it's something reassuring hearing a big lump 
singing about tender things at times, not to everybody - 
some people find it -
A.T. You've never felt trapped by your image?
R.M. I'm not sure what I have as - what my image is. I would 
have liked it to have been a lot harder edged than I think 
it's been perceived, but of late I think people have seen 
that throughout all the work, whatever the songs are about, 
[inaudible] a lot of soft stuff that there is, there's an 
edge there as well which has probably given me a longevity.
A.T. A tender edge.
R.M. Yeah, but -
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A..T. But you believe yourself to be a lot harder, a lot 
more committed than is actually perceived from -
R.M. Yes, there comes a time, there came a time when I no 
longer sought to please everybody and at one time, which 
comes out of my basic insecurities as a child and the way I 
grew up that it was very important to be liked. As I said 
earlier in the chat, I'm not so worried now about that 
because I know that I'm not a bad bloke really, I know that 
I've got loads of bad points and things like that, but 
basically I don't think I'm a bad bloke.
A.T. So you go with what you've got as it were. You're not 
going to really bend over backwards to please an audience 
and do something that is not really you?
R.M. No. I can't do it anyway. I mean, I'd love to be able 
to find the right way to get a bit more power, like pick up 
an electric guitar and add bass and drums but every time 
I've tried it, it's failed to get the energy across or the 
idea across that I wanted so I guess I'm stuck with the 
acoustic guitar. The thing is mate, it's like a subject 
matter comes up, you know, and if I can find the subject 
matter I shall be able to continue.
A.T. Yeah, that's it isn't it. I think the rest is just 
obvious really - I mean, all you're planning is for the 
benefit of the audience isn't it, all your planning before a 
gig is not so much for your benefit, it's -
R.M. No, it's the benefit, it's to make it, well you must 
have gone through this because you write about desperate 
things too - if you've got widely differing subject matters, 
one minute you're singing about an autistic child, the next 
minute you're talking about saying sorry to your wife, the 
next minute you're writing about old people in a home, the 
next minute you're writing about some guy tripping [taking 
drugs] whatever - you've got to somehow find a thread
through that or you want to write a song about needing a
type of father when you didn't have one and the way you do 
that is, you can do it through keys, make sure you don't 
jump from say, I can't think, from G to F sharp or something 
that really clashes, you're going to go from the key of G go 
to an A or a D and then so on, or do two in that key or 
change the tempo and relieve the tension that may have been 
created there by putting something light in there because my 
set basically you know, my songs, like, are down 
[contemplative] rather than up [up-tempo] so the set is, I 
work for a long time on getting the set right. I know what I
want to play so I pick the songs I want to play for a
particular tour and for the first five dates I'm constantly 
moving them around until I feel they fit - that there is a 
sort of wave pattern to it and I've never ever sought to 
express myself on stage, if you know what I mean - oh I need 
to get this out - no, no, that was all done in the writing.
A.T. Yeah, I mean, I don't really have to repeat - so the 
whole integrity of the truth, the honesty, the passion and
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it goes in the writing. Once that's done you've got the 
songs, then the more commercial side of the life comes over, 
the actual performance of it, where you actually do comply 
with the expectations of an audience, but that's in no way 
going against what you've done because you've done what 
you've done for the right motives, the writing and 
everything. You only comply when your integrity, as it were, 
has been proved in the songs and so you only comply to the 
commercial pressure when you actually have to present them.
R.M. That's right.
A.T. That's the essence of what you're saying?
R.M. Yes, that's right, and also in that you conform to 
certain, you nod to convention in terms of performance, you 
know, length of song, balance, lighting, light and shade, 
and that sort of thing and you do an encore, you know. I've 
tried to stop doing encores, you know, but it's real hard, 
you know, I'm not after making a joke about it.
A.T. The way round that I've found which I do - I do it in 
Germany because there's always more time, is to accept the 
fact that you're going to get the encore - you go on and you 
do two or three, and that's so much nicer, you know, and 
then call it a day. I mean, it interests me when I talk to 
people, punters and musicians alike, but say, punters, and 
they say, well, we're not really interested in what a 
performer looks like, if they're interested, seriously, but 
I've said to them, you know, if Billy Bragg came on stage 
and he had an Yves St. Laurent suit on and Gucci shoes and a 
Cartier watch would it make any difference to your 
perception of the music - you know, when you put it like 
that, of course - I mean, you would have to ask, why is this 
guy doing all this, and he's talking about this [Bragg sings 
left-wing political songs] on one hand and he looks like 
this on the other.
R.M. Yes, that's right.
A.T. So to an extent we do comply don't we. I mean, you 
wouldn't actually go on stage with the, you've just said, 
with the Lame suit on because it would take away from the 
music?
R.M. It would, yeah.
A.T. On the other hand there is a certain amount of dressing 
down going on isn't there?
R.M. There is. I'm not sure that I do although I have got 
one suit that I wouldn't wear on stage simply because it 
would be too warm. I mean, the suit I wear on stage cost 45 
quid down the road, just round in Carnaby street and it's 
made of awful material, but it's lovely and light - it's 
black and it's got the right shape and it looks alright, you 
know, I can work in it.
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A.T. Would you go to the other extreme and do a Bruce 
Springsteen and wear the torn jeans and the tattered T shirt 
and work boots?
R.M. No, I think it's wrong. I think he needs to do it 
because that's the image and actually maybe that's what he 
always wears anyway, you know, maybe he doesn't bother with 
a suit or maybe he's making that statement that James Dean 
made so may years before, you know. We all wait for the 
right moment to put on a suit to impress the right bird, you 
know, and look uncomfortable in it all night, keep doing 
that [adjusting the jacket], you know, but I think Bruce 
Springsteen - I admire tremendously, especially the early 
stuff as inevitably you succumb to that, sort of being very 
aware of his image, you know, he's got to look like he's 
just finished changing a gear box in a motor car, you know, 
and come - barely had time to clean the oil off and go into 
work with his guitar.

END
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INTERVIEW 
RALPH MACTELL 

17 January 1991.
R.M. The radio was very important, I loved the radio, we 
never had a T.V. - we were offered one by a neighbour but my 
mother turned it down - she thought it was better to have 
the imagination stimulated, so she read to me at least until 
I was about ten, and that was pretty well every night when 
she got in from work.
A.T. Was that a close relationship with your mother?
R.M. We didn't see her very much, Allan, there wasn't the 
support given to deserted wives as there is now, and she had 
to work, and I was two and a half [years old] when my father 
left. We [Ralph and his brother Bruce] were taken to nursery 
school before eight-o-clock in the morning and collected at 
seven at night, so we'd have a bit of tea, usually at the 
nursery school, then we'd go to bed, so we only knew my Mum 
at weekends as that was the one day, 'cause that was the 
Sunday. She worked six days a week. So when we were little I 
can't truthfully say that I felt a closeness to her, and I 
think it's fair to say I felt the need, very much the need 
for affection that was not always forthcoming, because the 
poor woman was totally exhausted. I did feel the loss there. 
I don't know that my brother felt it as keenly as I did.
A.T. This feeling of alone-ness that you felt because of 
your father's departure, though, I suppose at a very young 
age you didn't know exactly what was going on, you just knew 
you had one parent?
R.M. I can remember before my brother was born, which makes 
my memories go back to about eighteen months. My first 
memories - I can remember just the three of us (Mum, Dad and 
Ralph) and I can remember him being born, not the act of 
being born of course, but I've got very clear memories. Both 
Bruce [his brother] and I felt responsible for my mother's 
unhappiness, 'cause we were the reason she stayed and looked 
after us, and had to go to work and all that sort of thing.
A.T. Did this make you in your early years introverted?
R.M. Yes, the physical manifestations were, I was very ill, 
dangerously ill on a number of occasions, 'cause I wouldn't 
eat, and I was very accident prone - I was in hospital a 
lot, mainly for accidents - I was very sickly - I was 
disturbed emotionally but not in a violent way.
A.T. Can you remember if you had a great imagination?
R.M. I had a terrifying imagination. I used to wake up in 
all kinds of panic and anxieties through vivid dreams.
A.T. Were you a day-dreamer?
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R.M. Yes, that's part of the reason I was in so many 
accidents - I used to walk into things and fall off things 
and that sort of thing, yeh.
A.T. At school, did you enjoy school?
R.M. I loathed it - I loathed school. If I walk into a 
school now and smell chalk I get this most terrible churning 
feeling - I loath it.
A.T. So you weren't a good student then?
R.M. I once got a prize for being a good all-rounder at 
school, so that meant I was mediocre in just about 
everything, you know, that's what it meant. I liked stories. 
I was no good at anything scientific or mathematical - I 
liked being read to - I was no good with my hands. The 
school I went to was very brutal and very strange - lots of 
thrashings and beatings and so on. I managed to avoid most 
of them - there was corporal punishment which was used very 
liberally at school. The thought of going to school used to 
fill me with dread. I managed to pass my eleven plus 
[examination] and I went to a grammar school and I really 
tried for year or so, and then I just gave up.
A.T. Did you get any kind of musical education at school?
R.M. None that I took any notice of. I've always loved 
music. I learnt to play a little harmonica when I was about 
seven and I can still remember the first tune I made up [a 
tune], playing the harmonica, but in the fifties all kids 
had harmonicas, mouth organs, boys did anyway, so that was 
my music. I didn’t actually have any formal music education 
but I did persuade someone to loan us eight pounds to buy a 
piano, and we had that in the house, and I'd pick tunes out 
on that. I think my mum wanted me to have lessons and in 
fact they were half a crown a time, by a lady, and I went 
three or four times before she realized that I wasn't 
learning to read music, I was just memorizing what she was 
playing, and funny enough, the same thing happened to my 
eldest son when he had piano lessons. So that stopped, so I 
never really learnt, and I still haven't bothered to learn 
to read music. I've had no formal music education. I liked 
singing as well. I joined various churches in order to get 
in the choir - I became quite religious at one point.
A.T. So as far as you can remember you could always carry a 
tune, you were always interested in music?
R.M. Oh yeah. My grandfather's brother had made a one string 
fiddle out of a cigar box and got an old violin bow and that 
was one of my most treasured Christmas presents. It all came 
wrapped up in brown paper and must have been fifty years old 
when I had it. I learnt to play tunes on that, and that was 
marvelous, and I learnt a lot from just sliding the finger 
up and down the string. I thought I would try to sound like 
a trombone and I tried to join the Salvation Army to get a
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trombone, but they said I had to go a lot longer than two 
weeks, so I dropped out of the Salvation Army.
A.T. So music was, in essence, a release, a kind of escape 
for you, or just very important to you?
R.M. I wasn't aware of it as an escape, although I loved the 
words to beautiful hymns - there were some beautiful words 
written in Victorian times, so music was a comfort to me, 
and I liked some of the songs of the day - this is pre rock 
and roll I'm talking about, you know, this was the 
sentimental ballad, I loved some of those. I'll be quite 
honest about it. I had a load of seventy-eights given to me 
by the lady downstairs. I loved "When I fall in love" by Nat 
King Cole. I loved some of those romantic ballads. Music was 
a comfort rather than an escape.
A.T. When did it occur to you that you could become a 
musician, and possibly a professional musician?
R.M. I think to be fair, when I saw the standard of some of 
the people who were actually earning a living making music - 
in about the early to mid sixties. I thought, well, I can do 
it as good as that. Of course, I could probably play as good 
as they could but I didn't have enough push to get out on 
the stage and do it and that's still my hardest thing, 
getting out on stage and fronting the thing, but I've got a 
lot better at it so people don't know. I always thought of 
music as the thing that rescued me from the bewildering 
circumstances of getting older and having to earn a living. 
There was always - music was always there - as my friend. 
Music was always there.
A.T. Was there a day when you went home and said to your Mum 
and your brother, "I'm going to be a professional 
musician."?
R.M. No there wasn't. It's difficult to describe how the 
home was. See, I joined the army at fifteen to get out of 
school, and from then on I was only at home spasmodically.
My mother was just glad that I wasn't into drugs or that 
sort of thing, and, I was a fairly decent-minded kid, 
although I was a dreamer I was not going to do anything 
outrageous and I think she was just glad I was keeping out 
of trouble, and it never was a conscious decision to become 
a musician.
A.T. When you became a full-time professional musician, I 
think you met your wife quite early on in your career, how 
important has it been having a wife, to your writing. Do you 
talk about it with her, does she encourage you, criticize. 
What difference has having a wife made to your writing?
R.M. Well, it's an incredible difference. When I first met 
Nana I was nearly professional; I'd been in a band and I'd 
done one or two things, and I was off to Paris after the end 
of a disastrous, very heavy but meaningful sort of teenage, 
late teenage love affair, that was very, very intense, as
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perhaps only those relationships can be. I was in a 
dreadfully depressed state and moved to France, moved to 
Paris with a pal of mine and we were determined to play the 
streets for the winter, to get out of London for a bit. And 
I met Nana, and we started a family, and once we had the 
kids I had to try and do something, and I managed to blagg 
my way into Teachers' Training College where I stayed for 
about a year, and it was during this particular year, 1966, 
'67, that I landed the record contract, so although I'd been 
a professional for a lot longer than that I number it from 
then, 1966, *67, and when all my friends were writing about
their love-lives and their girl-friends and the affairs and 
so on, a la Bert Jansch, terribly exotic you know and 
wonderfully thrilling music to me to listen to, well that 
kind of chapter was, theoretically closed to me, and it 
forced me into other areas to explore, song-wise, and I'd 
already written "Streets of London", I'd written that the 
year before, but it made me pick on other subjects than 
girl-friends and relationships or the very intimate 
relationships that a lot of songwriters used to sing about, 
and I was deeply jealous that I couldn't write like that, 
with any kind of degree of honesty, because very few songs 
that I've written are actually total fantasy, they're all 
based on something. So definitely, in terms of what I wrote 
about, marriage was extremely important. In terms of having 
someone who encouraged me, yes, Nana always encouraged me.
As a critic she's useless because she knows better; if she 
told me something was terrible there'd be a fight, I 
couldn't bear it, you know. I'd say, "now be honest, be 
honest" but if she said, "well, I don't really like it" I'd 
go, "What? What's the matter? Why don't you like it? I've 
worked so fucking hard." You know, I can't take it. I think 
to ask anyone at the point of having given birth to 
something - it's foolish to ask someone's opinion at that 
point. I've always believed the artist himself knows in his 
heart, given a month or so to live with the song, whether 
it's a good song or not. He really doesn't need to ask 
someone else. What he's really doing is he's producing his 
new child to be admired, and that's all he wants. He doesn't 
want to hear, "Oh it's a very pretty child, it's a shame 
about that wart on his nose, but of course that'll go". He 
wants to be told, "It's beautiful, it's wonderful, well 
done, congratulations." So I don't really look to Nana for 
criticisms any more, but of course I glow when she says, "Oh 
I like that", when it's unsolicited.
A.T. When You've finished a song, presumably there is a 
period of time when you've finished before you play it live. 
What's actually going on during this time, and does it ever 
change in any fundamental or substantial way before you 
perform it?
R.M. Now what happens is that it stays there and it stays 
there and tends to be produced for a live stage performance 
under two criteria. One is, will the audience, given this is 
a live situation, be able to get into this song in the time 
it takes me to sing it, or to set it up, and two, is it easy 
enough to play, as a new song. Very often the songs I write.
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I know they don't sound it, I find extremely difficult to 
play, and the recording of them is kind of traumatic to me, 
because they are hard to play. I find them hard to play - I 
find them hard to play and sing them at the same time, so 
they might never be performed out on a stage. A good 60-70% 
probably, of my written work has never been played live. I'm 
looking at a song I wrote last night, well not last night, 
or the last two nights and I haven't got a tune for this, 
which is a bit of a change for me. I usually have the tune 
first. I've written it, I've read it and already in the last 
two nights I've changed lines. I think the music very seldom 
changes. What changes is the phrasing and so on.
A.T. But when you've actually said, "This song is finished", 
it doesn't change fundamentally?
R.M. No, no it doesn't. No it wouldn't change fundamentally.
A.T. And that first performance, could you just describe 
what's happening?
R.M. Oh God, it's very hard. It's the hardest thing to do 
and sometimes the most rewarding. No, that's not fair - it's 
one of the hardest things to do, is to go on stage and show 
your new baby to all those people or whatever. I find it 
very difficult personally, but my heart is beating even 
faster, the fingers wobble, the mouth is dry, you close your 
eyes and you're sort of judging yourself as you're singing 
it, hoping to Christ that at the end of it they like it, 
although there's no appreciable difference between, in 
applause, for a new song or an old song. Sometimes it's 
thunderous, sometimes it's quiet. It depends on what's in 
it, but it's a very special moment. And then gradually the 
new song becomes an old friend. It's a special moment for a 
new song - nerve-wracking.
A.T. Why did you choose the guitar?
R.M. It's an instrument that's held [close] to you, 
lovingly, and it's close to your voice and it's the two 
sounds mixed together, whereas an electric guitar is really 
pointing and thrusting, and phallic, and much more of a 
display. There's a tiny bit of showing off isn't there. You 
may ask, "why get on stage?" It's because you want more 
loving, you want to be loved a little bit more, you want to 
be admired a little bit more, you need more than the average 
person, because it's hard getting out on stage.

END
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TOM PAXTON

5 JANUARY 1989

The interview took place in Paxton's apartment in New York.

A.T. I would like to start Tom, with the actual procedure 
for writing a song.

T.P. O.K.

A.T. Do you, for example, wait for inspiration or do you set 
aside a specific time to write, and then possibly work into 
an inspirational mood?

T.P. I never wait for inspiration. I've had inspiration come 
to me but I figure they're bonuses. I think, if you think of 
yourself as a songwriter then you write songs, that's what 
you do. You write songs and sell them. The way you write 
songs is you pick up a pencil or a word processor, or 
whatever your implement might be and you get on with it.

A.T. Was that always the case?

T.P. Mnn, no. Of course not. I used to have a much more 
romantic view of it than that, that songs were, they would 
drop, because a few of them did. You see I began to think 
that was the method but that didn't last long. It was gone 
very early actually. I've always, nearly all my working 
life, I've thought of myself in more professional terms, you 
know, that this is what I expect of myself, you write, and 
if I'm not writing it I'm blowing it, and so I do, I sit 
down and I write. I don't have a set time. I try to accept 
time as utterly impossible in the life I lead, to have a set 
time when I can sit down and write because I have a chaotic 
kind of schedule, where I'm sure you do, but what you do is 
you are always aware that there is some writing to be done 
and you'd better to find some time to get it done so . . .

A.T.Do you feel a pressure to write, I mean, the pressure to 
write, is it self-imposed or is it other - ?

T.P. Well, it's mainly, I would (say), ninety per cent self- 
imposed and yet the pressure I feel from outside myself is 
when people, they are paying me a compliment when they say 
it, they never realize if they are putting pressure on me 
when they say things like, "I saw this thing in the 
newspaper this morning and I just said to myself, I bet Tom 
Paxton's writing a song about that even as I read it", and I 
think, you know, people expect me to write humourous topical 
songs about things that are going on, and so there's a 
certain kind of pressure in it, nothing severe, but there it 
is.
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A.T. You don't get any pressure, well, you do your own 
records and publishing and everything so you don't get that 
pressure from them anyway [record company or publishers]. 
When you start to write then, do you have an idea before you 
start, or do you sometimes find that you just write for the 
sake of writing, to get in the frame of mind, the rhythm of 
it, and then the idea comes?
T.P. It happens both ways. Very frequently nowadays, I find 
that I've set myself certain tasks so I know before I write 
what I'm going to write, for example, I'm doing a lot of 
children's music now. I've started my own company to put out 
children's tapes and I'm working on a project now that's 
going to be called, "Are we there yet?" and it's going to be 
a cassette of songs to get played on a car trip. All the 
songs have to do with children, in a car, on a car trip. 
They're all new songs and I'm having a lot of fun doing it 
but I just in one sort of burst sat down and wrote an 
outline of this project and came up with, like, twenty song 
titles, so I've got these song titles and one by one I'm 
writing the songs to go with the titles.
A.T. Right, so cou could say then that that initial burst 
and those song titles would, are, like a flash of 
inspiration?
T.P. It was all inspiration, sure.
A.T. And that's craftsmanship?
T.P. Almost free association, coming up with song titles.
A.T. And you let that go whichever which way it was going to 
go?
T.P. Yeah, I know there won't be twenty songs on the tape, 
there might be fourteen or fifteen. There may be twenty, you 
never know, but there's another project I'm working on - 
something that Ralph [McTell] did in England I'm doing here, 
"Animal Alphabet". I'm writing a song for each letter of the 
alphabet with an animal. I think that's slightly different 
to what he did. It doesn't matter. It will be different 
because we're different writers. So obviously, I know what 
I'm doing there; my task is to find an animal for every 
letter of the alphabet and write a song about it.
A.T. Yeah, I understand that side of your writing, there is 
a huge repertoire of songs other than that style you're 
talking about.
T.P. The other's more interesting to talk about anyhow; the 
inspiration stuff.
A.T. I'm interested in this question of whether you choose 
the subject or whether the subject chooses you, and if you 
want to use illustrations that's fine. I'm thinking of 
something like "Jimmy Newman" [a Tom Paxton song about a 
Vietnam veteran in a military hospital].
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T.P. Absolutely. There isn't any question in my mind that 
subjects choose themselves. Certainly they come to us. I 
think that when we're working at our best, I think that when 
we work, in a way, at the top of our talent at whatever 
point the development is, then we do leave ourselves open 
for that sort of process to happen, and that's the really 
exciting process because that's where, I mean, things 
happen, you could have no idea, but there's other stuff; 
it's fun and there's craftsmanship and I take pride in it 
and a lot of joy, but I'm also working on some things that 
kind of astonish me because I have no idea where they come 
from. I sat down with my lap-top computer that I bought this 
summer, and that I take with me on the road a lot and just 
as kind of an experiment I've been writing on that, you 
know, instead of using pen and pencil, and I found, contrary 
to my fears, that it wasn't a mechanical process at all. It 
was just as creative and a lot faster and I like it a lot.
So I sat down with it one day, and I've said - I've no idea, 
haven't a clue but I really want to see if I can get down a 
couple of floors here in the old consciousness. If I can 
get, you know, pry up a few floorboards and see what's 
underneath and really try to write something strange, 
something, just let it come. Well, wouldn't you know, I 
wrote a song, not a short one, and it flowed, it came right 
out and I mean it's wacky, for me, it's not a song you would 
you would expect me to write. It's called, Jesus comes to 
Hell's Kitchen. Now you know that we're sitting in Hell's 
Kitchen now [an area in New York], this is a nice part of 
it, but you get over here [he points out of the window] on 
the corner, ninth avenue, and you start to see the old 
tenements and a lot of them are still standing and haven't 
come down yet and it's kind of this West side of Manhatten, 
it's called Hell's Kitchen and it's still a very tough 
neighbourhood but nothing like what it was thirty, forty 
years ago, which was really bad. So I've got a couple of 
hookers down by the Lincoln Tunnel where a lot of them, I 
guess they pick up guys on their way home to New Jersey 
there, you know, blow them off to the side for a blow job 
and then they, you know, "thank you very much" and off 
through the tunnel. So there's a lot of hookers in that part 
there, and I've got this song about these two hookers and 
Jesus appears to these two hookers and buys them a dinner at 
a diner and, I mean, chaos breaks out because he's the 
historical Jesus, in that he really cares and he's really 
listening and people are opening up to him and before long 
there's a crowd and the cops come and they have to bust him 
and -
A.T. Can you trace that back at all?
T.P. Not at all.
A.T. No idea where that comes from?
T.P. I've no idea where that song comes from, which is the 
exciting part of writing songs, for me, and I'm sure it is 
for you.
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A.T. Have you ever found, or written a song that came out in 
a flood of inspiration, like that, where you've thought, 
some time later, be it a week or month later or even years 
later, you know where it came from, which at the time you 
didn't?
T.P. No, I've not had that experience. Have you?
A.T. Yes. It's weird because I tend to try to go with it and 
not worry about where it's coming from just to go with the 
flow, not even worry about the forming of it so much, just 
go with it until all the information's out, then I'll go 
back and start forming it and very often it does come out 
already formed and already rhymed but if I get stuck for a 
rhyme, I don't linger on it.
T.P. Right, then you're a lot like Bob Gibson, my producer, 
my friend. Bob's a great writer and his technique is to 
vomit the whole thing, just get it all down in whatever 
form. Now we wrote a song together once, it was such fun, in 
fact he shows the manuscript when he teaches the songwriting 
classes and he shows the manuscript because it's 
indecipherable now - there were so many scribbles over it as 
we re-wrote it, we re-wrote it about ten times until, I 
mean, entire verses are written about the size of a postage 
stamp and only we would know that that's a verse in the 
final version.
A.T. And it’s all in the same sitting?
T.P. No, it took about three different sittings. What 
happened was Bob gave me four pages typed double space, it 
must have been about twenty verses. It was a ballad of when 
he got busted for drugs in Toronto a long time ago, and it's 
a true story and a funny story, and he wrote it out in like 
twenty verses, the rhyme scheme was different and half the 
verses, the scansion was different, some of the verses 
didn't rhyme at all - it was, you know, a true mess but then 
he knew that was the way he worked and the first version is 
always a mess with him. And he gave it to me and he said, 
"Take a look at this and see what you think of it, maybe you 
want to mess around with it." So I took it and I remember I 
took it on a flight to Ireland and I looked at it and I 
messed around with it, but mainly, the night before I was to 
see him again, and I put all twenty verses in the same rhyme 
scheme and the same scansion and we sat down, we sang 
through it and he said, "Well this verse pretty much 
duplicates the verse before" so we cut that verse out, and 
then we, we just started messing around with it, scratching 
stuff out, putting stuff in.
A.T. He had the tune?
T.P. Oh yeah, I think so. A very simple tune. And over the 
next two days we sat and messed with that song and that song 
has made us a dollar eleven [cents], a dollar twelve apiece, 
I mean, you know, it's absurd, no money, but it was such a
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joy and it was such an education for each of us and 
absolutely hanging in there until the goddamn thing was 
perfect, it was perfect - it just has no commercial value 
whatsoever.
A.T. It seems to me that now you start and write more with 
the lyrics and work on the tune later, is that the case?
T.P. I almost always do it that way.
A.T. Was that always the case?
T.P. Pretty much - there've been a few exceptions, one of 
them was "Bottle of wine" which was something of a hit, so 
I've always thought maybe I should go back and try to do it that way.
A.T. You had that tune first then?
T.P. Yeah, and I had the little guitar figure [chord 
sequence/riff] for "Peace will come".
A.T. I remember when you wrote that actually.
T.P. Yeah, I wrote that in New Zealand. We were on tour with 
Mary Hopkin at that point and then we came back, it was when 
I was living in London, and -
A.T. I think one of the first nights you played it was at a 
gig of mine.
T.P. Is that right?
A.T. Because I remember it being, because of the interest it 
builds -
T.P. What gig would that of been?
A.T. That was in London at a folk club and it was a night 
when all the lights went out -
T.P. Oh Yeah?
A.T. - and there were candles everywhere and the whole 
lighting system went out and there were about fifteen people 
in the club and there was nothing running. When do you 
think, say, the song is finished, can you judge it then or 
do you have to leave it some time before you feel you're in 
a good position to judge it, like, is it a good song?
T.P. I can almost always judge it, right away. I can't judge 
whether it's going to appreciated or not, whether it's going 
to be popular or not, I can't judge that, but I can judge if 
I've done a good job.
A.T. Have you ever been wrong, have you ever salvaged a song 
from way back and brought it back to life?
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T.P. No, I tend to, if they don't happen, I just let them 
go.
A.T. Have you ever been in a situation where you've got what 
you think is a damn good song and it just doesn't work?
T.P. Yes, oh yes, that's happened to me. It's happened to 
the extent where I've finally revised my opinion - said, 
well I guess it wasn't very good after all, but I'm usually 
right.
A.T. As you're writing it down are you forming it as you go 
along?
T.P. Yeah. I call it, I have an expression that I use, 
called cracking the code, and there's a certain point where 
you're kind of stumbling along writing the words down, not 
exactly sure what you're doing and then it comes like a kind 
of moment of, not inspiration, but illumination - you say, - 
ah this is what I've been doing, this is where I've been 
going all this time - and then its simply a matter of 
completing that task because once the task is clear it's 
easier to finish it than it was when you didn't know what 
you were doing when you were just - we're talking now about 
the songs where you sit down without an idea, without 
knowing what you're going to write about.
A.T. But you don't actually get stuck on rhymes and scanning 
and everything like that?
T.P. Well I do, but I tend to, just like you, I kind of give 
it a little but of time and then go on. I know Paul Simon 
told me something interesting about the way he works and now 
and then I do that - he always has a title first - he always 
has his title and then he writes on legal paper [yellow 
writing pads] which I do not, and he goes down [to the 
studio] and he writes down everything that he knows is going 
to be there, like, where the title's going to show up in the 
lyrics, and gets all the things written down that he can 
write down and then he's kind of striving to fill up to 
those points and that seems to help him. I don't do it 
exactly that way but if I'm stuck for a rhyme I'll, I've 
learned to leave it alone and go on to the line after that 
if I can and carry on and come back to it, because when I 
come back to it, if I don't have an idea something else 
might have suggested itself that would be better there 
anyhow, so I think the -
A.T. What makes you go on. Do you feel that by spending too 
much time trying to find that one rhyme you're going to burn 
out on that verse?
T.P. Well, yeah, kind of like spinning your wheel, kind of, 
you're spending a lot of effort here for something that you 
may not wind up using anyhow so the best thing to do is - 
the writing organization "PEN" - their motto is "Don't get 
it right, get it writ", so I think that, you know, going 
back to your method and Bob's method which is to, kind of,
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vomit things down, get it out, don't spend all that time on 
one little piece of technique which is a simple rhyme when 
that can throw you off the whole thing. If you stay there 
too long, as you say, you get burned out and wind up saying 
"oh bugger this" and go out for lunch.
A.T. This might be obvious, but how do you know when the 
song is finished?
T.P. I think I know when it's finished. I think there's some 
kind of interior thing when it's done, and I will sing 
through it or something and I say, yes. Now I might change 
my mind after singing it a time or two, do it in a show a 
couple of times - I might say, well this is too long, you 
know, I'm coming back to the chorus too often here -
A.T. That's experience?
T.P. Yeah, it is experience. I've learned for example that I 
usually go ahead and write, I usually go and do two verses 
before I have a chorus -
A.T. Yeah, me too.
T.P. - unless it's a real chorus song, you know, a sing- 
along thing and then you want to get them singing it, that's 
different, but it's hard to beat the old A,A,B,A, you know, 
that's hell of a good -
A.T. Yeah, I quite agree. This is a really tough one, Tom, 
but what I'm going to ask you is, from your point of view, 
which might be different from a mass audience point of view, 
right, it's a question of criteria, what would you say is a 
good song?
T.P. Oh, I would say that a good song for me is a song that 
wants singing, a song which comes to your mind, I'd say 
that's a good song - a song that you feel good singing and 
that you enjoy singing. It's pure - it's all subjective to 
me. I don't care if it's a song that'll change the world or 
if it's "Roll out the barrel". Both of them are good songs.
I mean, "We shall overcome", "Roll out the barrel". One 
moment demands one song, another demands the other. It's a 
song that fully realizes its intentions. Whatever or however 
slight or however serious and everything it might be, if it 
realizes those intentions it's a good song.
A.T. What about propaganda?
T.P. It can be good or it can be awful.
A.T. But a good propaganda song will realize its intentions 
but its not necessarily good for the people?
T.P. Well, we're into a different thing here, the philosophy 
of songs, sure, my God, I remember hearing a record once of 
Nazi marching songs and they were fabulous, oh, stirring 
stuff. Of course, I didn't understand the German, but very
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musical - and sung with great elan, so I mean they were good 
songs for them.
A.T. What I'm getting at is on a broader aspect. For 
example, you could say a good song or a song that works is 
not necessarily the same thing. A song that works could be a 
song that endorses the views of those who are listening to 
it?
T.P. Yeah, well, you see, I have always felt, since the very 
first I've been involved in doing topical songs, comic 
songs, protest songs, call them whatever you like, there's 
always been a part of my repertoire and I've paid for that, 
by stupid journalists pigeon-holing me as a protest singer, 
you know - which hurts me economically. Nevertheless I do 
it. So from the very beginning I have sung songs like that 
and it became apparent to me that it's possible to get lots 
of applause with a bad song simply because it says what 
people want to hear said, and it's a bad song - it's crude, 
it's not well thought out, but they agree with it and so 
they give it a rousing hand, but it's actually rubbish and I 
think one is a fool to ignore that, so I have to be very, 
very careful now in my own mind when I’m writing a song on 
some sort of topic, that I keep my standards up.
A.T. Well, it's quite easy, it's relatively easy once you've 
reached a certain standard of craftsmanship to court the 
crowd. I mean, all you've got to do is pick a popular issue, 
make it scan, write a decent tune and you can get the crowd, 
but obviously we both know the difference between that.
T.P. Well, I'm not so sure that I don't do that from time to 
time without realizing it.
A.T. Oh yeah, but I think that the starting off point might 
be different. There are the less - not the less - but there 
are some who would do that to get the crowd first. I think 
we would start, or I would suggest you would start firstly 
with trying to write a good song and how it's going to be 
received comes into your consciousness later, but when it's 
bad, it seems to me, is when how its reception and how it 
will be received comes into play too early on in the song.
T.P. The real evil to me is writing a song in which you 
don't believe but which you know the audience is going to 
like.
A.T. Yeah, that's it in a nutshell. [Reading my notes] Most 
of this you've already said - oh, this is interesting, yeah, 
have you ever felt the need to alter a song because of 
pressure from interested parties.
T.P. No, fuck-em if they can't take a joke is what you say - 
no, no, I wouldn't change a song. Oh no, wait now, let me 
eat my words - that did happen and I felt it was a point 
well taken and it improved the song. I wrote a song nearly 
ten years ago, about, solar energy, Let the sun shine, let 
the sun-shine heat up the water etc. etc. and this was a few
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years after the gas crisis, you know, the Arab oil thing, 
and I began, it was a kind of semi Rap sort of verse 
structure, kind of almost patter, and the last verse in its 
original form went, if I recall, "We go to the Arab 
running up the big tab, paying through the nose till the 
hose runs dry". I forget the rest of it but that was the 
drift of the words, that the Arabs were holding a gun to our 
heads and charging whatever they felt like charging and 
certainly a few of them were but after doing the song one 
night a young woman came up and complimented me on the show, 
she sincerely loved the show and said, "I wonder whether you 
really want to say what you're saying in that verse. You 
make it appear that all Arabs are that way." I said, "Well 
no, that isn't what I want to say and it's good of you, it's 
embarrassing, but it's good of you to point that out", so I 
wrote a different verse that I think improved the song that 
now reads - and I haven't done it for so long it's difficult 
for me to remember it - "Tommy started learning, the sun 
keeps burning, giving all the power to the flower on the 
hill, making all the plants grow, even little ants know, sun 
burns now and it always will" which was more to the point of 
the song anyhow, which is, use this incredible energy, so 
yeah, a certain kind of gentle pressure was put on me and I 
responded to that.
A.T. For the right motives there.
T.P. I think it was more a work of editorship than it was of 
anything else.
A.T. For - once you've stated your opinion - I'm just 
curious to know how our opinions might change though, 
because, take feminism. Fifteen years ago, twenty years ago 
we might have written a song that today might be regarded as 
chauvinist, I mean, mildly chauvinist. I don't think we 
could do what we do . . .
T.P. Do you write songs like that Allan?
A.T. I mean I might have written a song which stereotyped 
the woman.
T.P. I did, I certainly did.
A.T. Would that stop you now?
T.P. Yes. I wouldn't write that song now because I don't 
feel that way. I think that was, I think I was writing from 
an unenlightened point of view and my views have changed and 
so I wouldn't write the same song now that I wrote then, no 
way. I might still have fun, you see. I might still poke a 
little gentle fun, but it would be from a different 
perspective - would definitely would not be from any kind of 
assumed superiority - it wouldn’t.
A.T. Have you ever experienced in the, during the creative 
act an altered state of consciousness, a high?
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T.P. Definitely. Very hard to describe. It's not orgasmic or 
anything like that, but I think the best way I could 
describe it as, I have had feelings of the rightness of what 
I was doing. This is what I'm supposed to do, among other 
things, this is one of the things that I am by nature, by a 
gift of God or whatever, created to do, is to make these 
songs. I have felt at times almost kind of an exultation of 
realizing that to one degree or another, these songs really 
are gifts, to me first of all, and then to people around.
A.T. Do you ever find that on, in such a state that things 
change their significance, for example time, the passage of 
time as you are writing?
T.P. No.
A.T. I mean, are you aware of the fact that you could write 
for two hours and it seems like minutes?
T.P. No.
A.T. So it's not that kind of altered state?
T.P. No.
A.T. Is it a feeling of being kind of supreme, on top of 
what you're doing?
T.P. No, that this I is supreme but it didn't make me feel 
that I'm particularly hot shit, but it's not like I'm taking 
myself any more seriously at that point but I'm taking what 
I'm doing very seriously. But that is hot shit. The act of 
creating a beautiful song is a wonderful thing. It's almost 
like I had nothing to do with it, and I mean I really 
identify with people who talk in terms of being conduits. I 
know too much about myself now, about my ghastly failings, 
my persistent ghastly failings in so many walks of life that 
I can't think of myself of anything like hot shit when I 
write a great song, but the song I think is tremendous. I 
love that and, I mean, that impresses me, the song impresses 
me, the -
A.T. The product as opposed to the process?
T.P. The product and the process and the source which is not 
myself.
A.T. Are you aware of what is going on around you when you 
are in this - ?
T.P. Oh yeah, sure.
A.T. But you can shut it out?
T.P. I don't know, I haven't tried.
A.T. I mean, have you written a song when Midge [his wife] 
and the kids were round and that -
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T.P. Oh sure. I wrote "The last thing on my mind" [one of 
the most well-known Paxton songs] when Midge and her sister 
were talking in the same room.
A.T. So you must have the ability when you're at that moment 
of supreme concentration?
T.P. Oh sure, I can write on planes -
A.T. Although you hear them you have the ability to shut it 
out?
T.P. Yeah, that's right. You know, Wagner used to, I mean, 
go to extremes for solitude. I don't need the solitude. It's 
nice to have, don't get me wrong. I don't go looking for a 
busy room in which to write, but I mean - did you know that 
he had a room that was lined in silk and he had apparently a 
settee or something that was in silk, that he had to be in 
touch with silk before he could -
A.T. Everyone's got their props. I mean, Shostakovich sat in 
a crowded room and it didn't bother him at all, it was just 
a job, you know.
T.P. Right, yeah, so could Wagner if he, you know it was 
just bullshit.
A.T. Would you say that there are some songs which are well 
crafted and good as far as they go, and there are some songs 
which go further?
T.P. Oh yeah.
A.T. And what makes the latter go further?
T.P. Oh God, I haven't a clue, I mean, no idea.
A.T. I mean, there are some songs of yours, obviously -
T.P. Absolutely. Some songs of mine that transcend the rest 
of them.
A.T. Or transcend time and transcend place and everything. 
T.P. Absolutely, there are a few of them.
A.T. I mean, in a way that's one of the things isn't it that 
makes them go further, that they do transcend?
T.P. Well yeah. That's why we, I think that's why we keep 
writing songs, you know, to try to write a couple more like 
that. They're not necessarily the songs that make us a lot 
of money either. Definitely there are some songs that have a 
little magic touch to them and I've no idea why, no idea 
what sets them apart from the ones that are well crafted and 
the people invariably enjoy - that make them - you know, the 
meat and potatoes of a performance, keep the standards up.
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that sort of thing, but certain songs just jump and I don't 
know why, and you just don't seem to be able, I don't seem 
to be able to control when a song like that's going to come 
out so I have found that what I have to do is write as many 
songs as I can and trust the law of averages to give me one 
or two real nice ones.
A.T. Do you think song-writing can be taught?
T.P. I think it can be coached.
A.T. Are we talking about craftsmanship now - but if we talk 
about -
T.P. I'm going to write, I'll give you this for free, I'm 
going to write a book on it, a thin book, and I'm going to 
write a book for the aspiring song-writer because I think 
I've learned what can be taught and what can't and I think 
that I can teach someone, I can coach someone, I can use a 
method that I'm devising in which we will write a song 
together in that book. It will go step by step through a 
song so that at the end of the book they will have written a 
song and having written a song they can go on and write 
another one using exactly the same method they wrote but 
just different words and a slightly different [melody] and 
get started, because I think that's the way you learn to 
write songs is by writing songs, but I think that if I can 
give them a little feeling for form, a framework that they 
can use, a loom, a scaffold, that they can hang some words 
and tune on, I can give them - in this first line we're 
going to use the one chord, in the second line we're going 
to use the five chord always, we're always going to do that 
of course, always is, always is never - I mean, before long 
they,11 say, "Well fuck this, I think I'll use the four 
chord here" - Great, that's what I want them to do. But I 
think it can be coached that way, but I don't think you can 
teach someone how to hear something that turns out to be 
magic. All you can do is help them get started and then, you 
know, if they've got the fire in their belly belt they'll 
find it.
A.T. Would it, I mean, would it have helped you?
T.P. Oh yeah. I could certainly have used help getting 
started. I could have used someone saying, "O.K. you're 
writing a lot of things in verse and chorus here, why don't 
we try writing something in a classic chorus, popular 
chorus, A,A,B,A,, like "Yesterday". Why don't we, just for 
an exercise, let’s write a song using that form, you know, 
sixteen lines - "
A.T. But how did you actually learn?
T.P. By writing.
A.T. And listening?
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T.P. Writing and listening. I listened, I listened, I 
listened and I wrote the way I heard. I wrote the songs I 
was hearing, so I tended to write in a traditional folk 
style, which is a whole other thing. I've always kind of 
thought a lot of us are just kind of consciously or semi- 
consciously trying to carry on a tradition which, you know, 
will or will not last, but I think you learn, the way you 
learn, the way writers learn to write is by reading and then 
sitting down and writing. I mean, what they've read comes 
out their own way.
A.T. Or experiencing you mean?
T.P. Oh yeah, it all goes in.
A.T. I mean, because that leads me on to, you know, to what 
extent must one live the lifestyle of the folk-singer-song- 
writer to be able to write, as opposed to, say, a lot of the 
classical music composers who don't necessarily live a 
bohemian life but they seem to create O.K.
T.P. Well, I mean, Puccini didn't live a bohemian - or maybe 
he did, I don't know the man's life, but was he a bohemian - 
and yet he wrote La Boheme. If he was a bohemian ... he 
also wrote, didn't he write Tosca, yeah, so, no, I don't 
think -
A.T. Do think the lifestyle was important though when you 
started writing?
T.P. I've never ridden a freight train in my life [A 
reference to some of the traveling/hobo songs Paxton has 
written].
A.T. No, that's true, but how important was the lifestyle. 
Imagine the early days back in the village [Greenwich 
Village, New York] when you started out, how much did that 
lifestyle influence the way you were writing. I mean, could 
you have written the songs you wrote if you hadn't been 
involved in that whole kind of movement?
T.P. No I don't think so, but I think that it wasn't so much 
the fact that I was living in Greenwich Village, it was that 
I was in daily contact with other songwriters, and other 
musicians. I was hearing acoustic folk music every day and 
talking to other guys who are writing, hearing new songs, 
singing new songs for them, constant feed-back, constant 
ferment, it had nothing to do with folk values or folk 
traditions or anything. We were urban kids, we were living 
in New York, we liked folk music that came from a rural 
tradition. We loved it as a matter of fact, but we were 
living in a city and we were meeting every day and bouncing 
off each other. I think that's what it's all about. I think 
that's why, when I meet some aspiring songwriter who lives 
in Vermont and wants to know how to further his career as a 
songwriter, I've learned, it is, as gently as possible I 
tell him I don't think he can do it in Vermont. I think that 
all artists need a period, a gestation period of really
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rubbing up against other artists like themselves. Really, I 
think that interaction, I think is vital, then, I mean, 
certainly then there comes a time when you can go off and 
live in Vermont if you want to.
A.T. I mean, that's been proved by a lot of the painters on 
the left bank in Paris and stuff like that.
T.P. You've gotta hang out. Hanging out is important.
A.T. Getting back to the actual songs, Tom, how much 
personal involvement do you think is necessary before a song 
rings is true?
T.P. I don't think any of this is true. None. The best 
example I can give you is "The Last Thing on my Mind". I 
wrote it in the early days of what is still a happy 
marriage. There was no trouble in my life at the time. 
Nothing remotely resembling the sentiment of that song was 
present in my life. Nothing.
A.T. So therefore then, how would you compare Victor Jara 
with Bob Dylan regarding their skill - songwriting skills, 
power of their message or effectiveness?
T.P. I don't know that you're supposed to - but I know that 
it was very front line stuff - such [that] ever was. Bob 
[Dylan] was hardly ever involved in the civil rights 
movement really, nor was I. I mean, I did a lot of fund
raising benefits and things. I was much more involved later 
in the peace movement than I was in Civil Rights movements.
I was a supporter of it but I was here in the north, I was 
not down in the south where - I was not in danger of getting 
my arse killed, where Victor Jara was and did. Nor was Bob, 
so I would say that Victor was certainly a much more 
involved, much more a writer of his own life than Bob was, 
but this is not to detract from Bob for one second. "The 
Lonesome Death of Hattie Carrol" [Dylan] was a magnificent 
song and a - very definitely, poignantly, in a microcosmic 
way shows what people were up against at that point. What it 
comes down to, there's one - whether you take a romantic 
point of view or not and - I'm constantly surprising myself 
because I am such an overly sensitive character, but I'm not 
really at the bottom - I'm really not a romantic. I really 
do feel that it's possible to create great art without 
walking the walk. It's possible to write a thrilling song of 
the barricades without ever seeing them and that's what's 
mysterious about art. Now I haven't written that song - I 
don't mean to, that's not what I'm saying, but Bob Dylan is 
a great songwriter and those songs exist whether or not he 
marched in Selma [in the deep south of North America where 
many civil rights demonstrations took place], which he did 
not. I think that those songs however, let me go on one 
second more on that topic, just to make sure I'm clear in my 
own mind and therefore on this tape, I don't think it's 
possible to write that song, a great song of the barricades 
if your heart isn't there. I don't think you can fake it, 
that's not what I'm saying, I'm not saying that some hack
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could sit down and write a great barricade song. I don't 
think that's going to happen. I mean, somebody sat down in 
Cleveland and wrote "Mother MacCrea" but that doesn't make 
it a great Irish song. I mean, you can tell that song is 
written in Cleveland and not in Trallee, so I think it's a 
matter of, it is a matter of commitment, but I don't think 
it's necessary to be on that freight train to write a song 
about anything
A.T. Well, I mean, even a lot of your own songs, the power 
doesn't depend on you having been there.
T.P. That's right.
A.T. I can suggest that to you because I know you to be too 
modest to suggest it yourself, that there are songs 
obviously that you've written that [about] the very 
experiences you haven't been through.
T.P. Well I wasn't in Vietnam was I. You're talking about 
"Jimmy Newman" a while ago. I wasn't in Vietnam, but I wrote 
"Jimmy Newman" and I've had guys who not only were in 
Vietnam but were in Medevac hospitals tell me that the song 
is true, that they lived through it, that the guy in the 
next bed was dead, so yeah, it's possible. It just depends 
on where your heart is.
A.T. Do you think that a song can actually change things - 
the power of a song can change things?
T.P. Yes I do, not all by itself, but you can't tell me that 
a song like "We shall overcome" didn't change things, didn't 
help. I mean, the fact that that song was there to be sung 
and it was sung with Police hoses and police dogs attacking, 
the song changed things, changed people's consciousness. I 
heard that song and I identified with it, I felt the power 
of that song and that power of that song translated into the 
force of the idea of equality under the law. Definitely.
It's the rarer song that has that value - "The 
Marseillaise", you can't tell me that song didn't change 
France - Jesus!
A.T. But I think even in a much more, almost intimate level 
that, I think, there are certain love songs where, I know 
this from people who've come to me, it may have happened to 
you, where guys have said, "That's something I wish I'd 
always said to my wife" or "That's what I've always wanted 
to say to my wife and didn't know how to" but now hopefully 
they can.
T.P. I've had guys say that. I've had women say that their 
husband courted them singing my songs to them.
A.T. Right, yeah.
T.P. Glad to be of help I say.
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A.T. Do you think that whole - because I think that was an 
extremely powerful time when a lot of songwriters came out 
of the sixties, do you think that's had an effect on what's 
come since, or do you think it just stands as a kind of 
microcosm of time?
T.P. I think it does kind of, yeah. I think it's just a 
period of time there, a kind of, period of the twenties kind 
of thing. Certainly, I mean, there's a songwriting movement 
here in town [New York] now down the village right across 
the street from where the Gaslight [a music club] used to 
be. Some really talented writers and stuff, a few of them 
are getting known, Christine Laven is one of them - Suzanne 
Vega used to be part of that group.
A.T. I was like a twenty year lay-off period.
T.P. Yeah, but even so it's not as exciting as the sixties 
were for some reason. I guess there's not the kind of 
ancillary movements like civil rights and others - there 
isn't a feeling of emergency.
A.T. I mean, what was it that got you into it [the folk 
scene] in the first place and what was the fascination?
T.P. Lifelong fascination of folk songs. I didn't even know 
you called them folk songs - I just knew that they were 
songs I loved. I loved to hear Burl Ives sing "The Blue
tailed Fly".
A.T. That was long before you knew about the life-style or -
T.P. Oh my God yes. I was a boy. I was a little boy. I knew 
that I loved their songs - they told stories. I know that 
when I was, this will take me a minute, when I was nine my 
father who was, we didn't know it but he was dying, after an 
operation, he took us for the whole winter down to Arizona, 
to get away from Chicago, to a dude ranch [a ranch for 
paying guests] and we were there the whole winter of forty- 
seven, forty-eight, and I went to school every day but I 
rode a horse every day and it was incredible. What an 
amazing experience and I'll never forget, I mean, here it is 
these many years later and I never forget one night, a 
feller, I think he was a rancher who lived around there, he 
must have picked up pin-money or extra spending money by, he 
would go round to these various dude ranches and do about a 
half-hour I think it was, of true cowboy songs, and I 
remember there was one song that utterly delighted my father 
and years later I learned that song and it was called "Tie a 
knot in the Devil's tail", and it's one of the better cowboy 
songs.
A.T. Did he use a guitar?
T.P. Yeah, he played the guitar and sang his songs.
A.T. ... When you saw the guitar and first heard it did that 
have a tremendous impact on you?
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T.P. Oh yeah, much more than I realized, I mean, I knew that 
this was wonderful but then, it's not as if I thought of 
nothing else for days thereafter, that's not it, but -
A.T. Was it a different sound, I mean, when you heard a 
banjo for the first time did that have the same effect?
T.P. Oh absolutely. When I heard a banjo played the way Pete 
Seeger played it, which was actually from a guy in Oaklahoma 
who played it extremely well, I mean, he was a good guy to 
hear, I just fell to pieces. It was like hitting a tuning- 
fork in me, saying, oh my God, this is mine.
A.T. But why did you choose the guitar as opposed to the 
banjo, say?
T.P. I don't know. I think because I had already begun 
playing the guitar. I did get a banjo, I played on it a bit 
but I've always been more interested in writing and 
performing than I was in learning an instrument. I mean I've 
kind of evolved on the guitar but I'm certainly - any 
guitarist will listen to me and say, "Well, he plays well 
what he plays but he doesn't play a lot". You see I remember 
hearing Burl Ives's records and Burl Ives played extremely 
limited guitar, but it was perfect.
A.T. Yeah, it was all it needed.
T.P. Absolutely perfect.
A.T. That's the answer of any good performance though, to 
give it what it needs and don't -
T.P. Absolutely.
A.T. When you first got here [New York] though, Tom, and you 
started hanging out in the scene here, I mean, what was it 
like - was there a buzz in the air?
T.P. Definitely. It was the tail-end of the Beat generation. 
People forget that, but when I got here in March of '60, I 
was still in the army We'd get in on weekends - you still 
would hear beat poets performing in the coffee houses in the 
village, and they were very important, and they would recite 
their poems and now and then "fuck" would work into the poem 
and the tourists would be titillated by all this.
A.T. Was there a general uniform for people?
T.P. Oh sure. The girls all wore black tights and lots of 
black, lots of black, oh yeah, that was the uniform, a lot 
of black, and then of course, jeans, striped shirts, kind of 
Fresher [college student] type of shirts.
A.T. And did the new breed of, like, your generation, the 
guys coming in with you and the girls coming in, did they

Page - 91



sort of develop and adopt this style or did they work it 
into their own style?
T.P. They worked it into their own style. I think corduroy 
jeans came in and fly boots and denim shirts and that sort 
of thing.
A.T. Was there a conscious effort on the part, maybe you, 
perhaps, or not, I don't know, but on your contemporaries to 
sort of take on this uniform?
T.P. Absolutely.
A.T. I mean -
T.P. No question about it. We thought of ourselves as non
conformists but of course we all looked exactly alike.
A.T. And what, would it make a difference -
T.P. It was a non-conformist uniform.
A.T. And would it have made any difference for anyone trying 
to break into the scene if they hadn't adopted these styles?
T.P. Oh yeah, I'm sure it would be very damaging as a matter 
of fact, I knew one person who was always extremely well 
dressed, always wore shirt and tie, sport jacket, impeccably 
groomed, played a classical guitar in a classical style and 
sang in a trained tenor voice, old songs, sort of in the 
Richard Dyer-Bennett tradition and got no where at all.
A.T. Although they may have been good songs?
T.P. They were wonderful songs. I've thought about it many 
times over the years and I've realized that he was in the 
wrong place. He should have been up here at Columbia 
Artists, he should have been breaking into the classical 
concert scene, but there was no place for him down there [in 
Greenwich Village].
A.T. Still going on with this whole image thing and getting 
on to the drug scene - you must have been aware obviously of 
performers taking drugs. Were you ever aware of performers 
posing as taking, as being drug takers, just for the effect 
or was everyone doing it anyway?
T.P. I think most people who were acting as if they'd had 
drugs had had drugs. I mean, certainly they were around a 
lot. This was before acid [LSD]. The hallucinogenic at that 
time it was Paote and to put it mildly I was never tempted 
to use Paote. I mean, the very idea of eating this stuff 
until you puked and then you'd get high, no thanks very 
much, a couple of beers please. I smoked grass, never very 
much, and usually with very little effect, and when it had 
an effect it would be so catastrophic that I'd be flat on 
the floor and unable to move for a couple of hours, and then 
I thought this is a game of soldiers for sure.
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A.T. If I put to you a situation and you tell me if you ever 
saw it happen. I mean, I know there were performers in 
Britain in those early days who were aware of the fact that 
it would do no harm at all to their careers if it was known 
that they were drug takers. It became almost like a cloak to 
wear, whereas some of them weren't really drug-takers - they 
may have smoked a bit of grass now and then, but there some 
who actually did show that they were more under the 
influence [of drugs] than they were.
T.P. Definitely, I'm sure that's true. I'm sure that people 
would, on stage would sham being high when they weren't, but 
I don't remember any specific examples, but sure, oh yeah, 
they'd kind of "Oh I'm - we're all high together, aren't we 
hip". I did one show, it was the last show of the night at 
The Gaslight and there must have been about twelve people in 
the place, and my room-mate at the time said, he was always 
in the front line of the drug movement - I don't how we 
became such good friends because I never was into that stuff 
at all, he said, "You know, you owe it to yourself to do a 
show high and you know it'll be great", so I did, you know,
I got high on grass and I did this show and I felt as I did 
the show, I thought, God, I never really understood these 
lyrics so profoundly. I think I was singing "Nine hundred 
miles" at about dirge tempo. I mean, it had to be one of the 
top five worst shows I ever did in my life. I felt at the 
time that it was a new frontier of performing.
A.T. Up to a point then, talking about style and that, you 
made some, you complied to a certain extent with the 
expectations of the scene?
T.P. I would say I complied a great deal. I was definitely a 
part of the scene. I wanted only to be a part of that scene, 
I wanted to expand, I wanted to grow, I wanted to be 
accepted in [inaudible] I was certainly in my element, put 
it that way.
A.T. So at what point did you say, this is me, take it or 
leave it?
T.P. I think in a very fundamental way I've said that all 
along. I've said that very undramatically when people 
started picking up electric guitars and forming Rock groups 
and I didn't because I'm not a Rock singer. I think I've 
always said that.
A.T. Well, kind of, yeah, I think so, and the next question 
of course is, you've more or less said it you know, you 
didn't go with the change, you made up your mind, this is 
what I'm good at, this is what I'm staying with rather than 
try to sham a style that you really can't -
T.P. I can't claim to having perfectly followed that. There 
was an abortive kind of God-awful experiment that to this 
day is a horror story of mine. I used to be managed by 
Johnny Jones - did you ever know Johnny? Johnny managed
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things for me for a long time and he was a good talker, a 
good hustler. But early mid-seventies, I mean, I was no 
longer with Reprise [the record company], certainly I was a 
bit at a loose end. I was recording a few things for MAM 
which was an appalling label to be at, but I wasn't sure of 
the direction and I'd had this huge success at the Isle of 
Wight [festival] and so I'd played a few Rock festivals very 
successfully, strictly solo, so I thought, you know, what am 
I going to do and Johnny advocated, and the responsibility's 
mine and I took the advice that we would get a commercial 
producer, and we got this guy named Ron Richards who used to 
produce The Hollies, that we would do a record that would 
get me to a, quote, broader audience, and the abomination 
called "Saturday Night" was the result of that. That's the 
worst piece of shit I've ever done. It is just an 
inexcusable piece of shit, and actually it represented a 
break-through for me because when I heard that thing my 
first reaction was, I went out and got drunk. I was here by 
then [N.Y.], the tape came and I heard it and I got drunk 
and the next day I said, well, that’s it, that's it, here I 
fucking stand, I'm going to do my kind of records and piss 
off, and you know if it costs me success I don't care 
because, I mean, the worst thing that could happen was this 
thing be a success, because it's awful.
A.T. I mean, why was it awful?
T.P. It was awful because it was clear that the guy didn't 
give a shit about me. It was just a job. I mean, it sounded 
bad, it wasn't a good commercial record - what I'd learned - 
I was reacting in all kinds of rage and disappointment. Now, 
knowing what I know now, I'm perfectly capable, I think, of 
doing an album that would reach a broader audience although 
I just don't think I want to do it but I've learned a lot 
more about recording techniques, about how to, for God's 
sake, to expand on what I genuinely do, in a - but it was 
all crap. I mean I - everybody on it was going through the 
motions including me. I didn't even play the guitar on the 
god-damn thing. It was awful.
A.T. So, I mean, after that you really did come to a 
conclusion of where your strengths were and where your 
weaknesses were in the best sense of the word?
T.P. Sure. My strength is as a songwriter and as a 
communicator with people who come to me knowing what they 
are going to hear, and I'm good at that, I'm good at that.
A.T. And for better or for worse, that's what you accept?
T.P. Absolutely. I'm not a good maker of pop music. I like 
pop music but I don't have that kind of flair. My flair is 
too kind of replicated tradition.
A.T. On the subject of following the wind, that is, sensing 
the mood that, I would suggest the way you follow the wind 
in the sense of the mood is to the writing, not to the 
style?
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T.P. Yeah.
A.T. So that is, putting it in other ways, the ideas that, 
like, if you consider a communal consciousness that in a 
certain period we, as a society are concerned about the 
Greenpeace issue, then that is the kind of thing that would 
affect your direction, it is not a sort of superficial 
style?
T.P. No I don't ... I didn't pick up sitars for example. 
The only pioneer there was George Harrison. He was the one 
who, he heard that, he made it his own and before you knew 
it, everybody had a sitar player.
A.T. Right. Just getting back to when you got into the 
singing, and I'm talking about the guitar and the banjo, had 
the instrument of the folk revival been, say, the 
concertina, would you have learned the concertina?
T.P. No. I've always liked the concertina, I love it as a 
matter of fact - a great sound. I just love hearing, I've 
been playing it for my daughter Jennifer, this, er, one of 
my favourite albums for the entire British revival which is 
The Silly Sisters [June Tabor and Maddy Prior], I think that 
is a magnificent album.
A.T. "The Grey Funnel Line" is a good song.
T.P. And there's some concertina on that and I love the 
instrument, but I've never been seriously tempted to get one 
and try to learn how to play it.
A.T. Just a couple more now, Tom. I'm sorry to keep you, but 
when you do a performance now, I'm thinking of your dress 
now, you obviously consider what you're going to wear before 
you go on stage but, I mean, to what consideration, how much 
emphasis do you put on that consideration, how important is 
it to you?
T.P. Not very important at all. I think it ought to be more. 
I think it's actually, I think my dress is where I'm the 
least professional. I think I could very easily, I could 
very profitably spend more time thinking about it. I think 
the way someone looks on stage actually can really 
contribute to what they're doing and I plead guilty to not 
really paying enough attention to that.
A.T. So you are aware of its importance?
T.P. I am, yeah. I very often perform in jeans. I'm 
comfortable in jeans. I think jeans look good but I think I 
ought to pay more attention to what I wear.
A.T. Because of course it can work the other way can't it. I 
mean, the type of songs you sing and the type of environment 
you're in and the people you're singing to, to be standing
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there with an Yves St. Laurent suit on and a Cartier watch 
might affect - do you think that could affect -
T.P. I think you're right. I think it would. Although when 
The Weavers did their eternally famous Carnegie Hall concert 
they wore tuxedos for that concert. Pete Seeger had a 
tuxedo.
A.T. It is strange isn't it, but there again, sometimes when 
you go to the complete other extreme it can work?
T.P. Yeah, I think, certainly.
A.T. It's the golf club syndrome that might not work.
T.P. Yeah, for me to come out in an Yves St. Laurent suit 
and Gucci loafers, that certainly would, oh my God, that 
would be a very jarring kind of thing to do.
A.T. Although it might be a very comfortable suit and nice 
shoes to wear you deliberately would not do that?
T.P. That's right.
A.T. Are you ever aware of your own body language when 
you're on stage?
T.P. Yeah, I am. I'm aware that with the passage of time 
that it's gotten freer and freer.
A.T. Do you notice the affect of it?
T.P. Oh yeah, people respond to that. As a matter of fact I 
know that because I'm aware when I watch someone performing if their bodies are in tune, if they're moving effortlessly 
and their body is echoing the music, sure.
A.T. So you can contrive that now you're aware of it, move 
to the music a bit more?
T.P. Yeah, I can sort of let it happen and then it kind of 
takes over itself.
A.T. And that goes for facial expressions as well?
T.P. But I can remind myself to go ahead. Yeah, facial 
expressions too, you know, say loosen up, let the song 
happen on your face.
A.T. As seeing is believing?
T.P. Sure. I think that, speaking of the facial expressions, 
one of the common things I see in young performers, and 
whenever I can I try to talk them out of it, is when they 
sing with their eyes closed. Now I've seen a couple of 
absolutely stirring singers sing with their eyes closed. And 
in one case, a famous singer I talked him into it, I said 
open the peepers pal, you know we want to see your eyes, we
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want to see your soul and he said, oh God, I'm afraid to, I 
said, well you're going to have to try because you'll be 
amazed the difference it'll make. And it did, and it has 
made a difference, it's death I think to keep your eyes 
closed because this kind of feeling of "I'm singing for 
myself", well you're not pal, you're not singing -
A.T. But there again, you have to - I mean, what do you feel 
about eye contact?
T.P. I've given a lot of thought to that. I've experimented 
a lot with that and I have a very specific technique that I 
use eye contact, which is to say I give the impression of 
eye contact but I very seldom actually do it. I'm usually a 
few inches over their eyes, moving from left to right, right 
to left, a few inches over their eyes, but the danger there 
is to be very, very careful that you don't get an empty 
stare. I mean, you've got to stay in focus but don't get 
into actual eye contact because that can be startling to 
people, but let them -
A.T. I've seen that happen actually.
T.P. Yeah. You see, if they feel this impression of actually 
- then it brings them and you together. It's a very helpful 
kind of thing for a show, it does tend to, and that and the 
technique of scanning, of constantly moving and it kind of 
just constantly brings the room to you, which is what you 
need to do.
A.T. Have you ever actually given someone, made eye contact 
with someone and watched what happened, which has obviously 
dissuaded you from doing it again?
T.P. No, I haven't had any unpleasant experiences that way.
A.T. I mean, for example, I know that, having been the 
recipient of eye contact, if you like, from a performer once 
when I was very very young and feeling very uncomfortable, 
but then watching how other people reacted to it and knowing 
how uncomfortable they feel, if it lasts for more than five 
seconds say, I mean, it really does isolate people and they 
will really feel uncomfortable.
T.P. Yeah, you don't want to do that - you're just giving 
that illusion of eye contact - it's what makes them feel 
what is actually the truth, that you are singing just for 
them and it's true, you are, and that's what helps them feel 
that.
A.T. Do you feel you've got an image, Tom?
T.P. I'm sure I have, Allan. I give it no thought at all. 
I'm not exactly sure what it would be, just as I'm sure I 
have a style of songwriting that's identifiable to everyone 
but me, you know.

Page - 97



A.T. So you've never consciously tried to cultivate an 
image?
T.P. No.
A.T. You don't consciously try to adhere to an image if you 
don't exactly know what it is?
T.P. See, I would know an Allan Taylor song, or at least I 
would be able to make a good professional guess that I was 
hearing an Allan Taylor song and you would probably be able 
to say, "sounds like a Tom Paxton song to me" you see.
A.T. Oh I could, yeah.
T.P. I'm not aware of my own style nor I am aware of my own 
image.
A.T. Do you often feel that, you must be aware of the fact 
that people do have an image about you though, a perception 
about you, and are you ever in the position where you feel 
you want to say, "well that's O.K., that's how you perceive 
me but that's not all of me?
T.P. Oh sure. I'm sure that I've got probably something of 
an image, of a say, a fairly contented happy man, caring 
person, and of course there is a great deal more. I mean, I 
do have my angry side and I do have my slothful side. I do 
have all of that but I don't think it does any great harm 
when people think of you in those kind of friendly terms, as 
long as you know, it's not all of me, and as we use to say 
in Oklahoma, you get to feeling your shit don't stink, and 
you've got another think coming.
A.T. Just for the benefit of the tape here, Tom, because I 
know you do this anyway, are you concerned about the flow of 
songs when you're actually on stage - do you work out your 
flow?
T.P. Do I plan my sets?
A.T. Well, either do you pre-plan them, or when you're 
actually up there -
T.P. Oh, acutely aware, acutely aware - 
A.T. When you're up there [on stage]?
T.P. Yeah, when I'm up there. I don't plan the sets very 
often any longer. I usually very much know what I'm going to 
start with and I usually know pretty much what I'm going to 
finish with, both sets, but then, you know, you get into a 
kind of flow where, I mean. I'll get on a tour and after the 
first couple of days it'll kind of settle into a rhythm. The 
set will kind of be the same every night without my even 
thinking about it.
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A.T. But if it's not working, I mean, you would definitely 
change it round slightly?

T.P. Oh, you bet, because I'm convinced, whether I'm right 
or wrong, I'm convinced that there's a certain kind of 
unconscious transaction going on, that I'm picking up 
signals that they're not even aware they're sending, and 
that it's having an effect on the ideas that come to me by 
what songs I sing. I might think, well, I think I'll sing 
this next, and it's because of some kind of stimulus I've 
received from the audience that we're not going on any 
particular garden path here, [so] let's change direction.

A.T. Yeah, you accept the fact that it is a performance?

T.P. Yeah, oh yeah. Hey, if I, you know, if I weren't there 
at this point in my life, if I weren't there singing to them 
I wouldn't be somewhere else singing for someone else. I'm a 
professional performer. I love what I do, I respect what I'm 
doing, I do it for a living. If I didn't do it for a living 
I would still do it but not nearly so often and only when I 
felt like it. I mean, as another professional you know very 
well that there are many occasions when you get up to sing 
not really wanting to and then because you're a professional 
they get as good a show as the night before when you felt 
like it. I mean, you absolutely kick in and do it, and I 
don't think, I don't think an amateur could ever understand 
what we're talking about, that that show would be bloody 
good because you're a professional even though you didn't 
feel like doing it. I think that an amateur has a romantic 
notion, you know, of being over-whelmed with song and it all 
bursting out and sing like a bird. Even a bird is a 
professional. A bird does that for a living.

A.T. Yeah, sure.

END

After the interview we went for a meal, and Tom said a 
few things that I wished had come out during the interview. 
One point in particular I wrote down (as my Walkman was in 
the car) and on returning to my apartment I recorded the 
following, here transcribed;

"This is something that came up later on after the 
interview had finished, in the restaurant, and it's worth 
reporting again. I'll try to get it exactly as it was, or 
how I heard it, and this quote, as accurate as I can 
remember it is about performance and this is what Tom said.

"When we're on stage, what we're showing is an edited 
version of what we are, that is, amongst the interesting 
things of our lives we are also - have boring sides to us 
which our friends have to suffer, but on stage what we try 
to do is edit out the boring parts and just leave the
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interesting parts so it is a conscious act of projecting 
what we think the audience will be interested in."

As a result of my request for more background information 
(social, musical, educational, emotional), Paxton replied by 
letter (March 29, 1991). (I have only recorded here the 
parts of the letter specific to the thesis - the personal 
part of the letter I have kept private)

Early years:
Born in Chicago, Illinois, Oct. 31, 1937. Father, 

manufacturer of chemical products. Mother, housewife. One 
older sister, Nancy. Two older half-brothers and older half- 
sister from father's first marriage. Moved to Oklahoma in 
1948 when father's failing health forced him to sell 
business. Father died Sept. 1948.

Education:
Completed high school in Bristow, Oklahoma in 1955. 

Graduated from University of Oklahoma in 1959 with a B.F.A. 
in Fine Arts, with a major in Drama.

Loved school. Made many friends in the Drama school and 
remain in contact with several of them.

Gregarious, active in the theatre department, acting in 
forty plays, directing two, crew on many more.

Not a particularly happy child. Father's death left a 
great void, never successfully filled.

Did quite well at school, especially when motivated. I 
was in the school band for five years playing trumpet. First 
chair until I lost the motivation to work at it. The 
experience certainly reinforced my love of music, though it 
wasn't till late in my university days that I even dreamed 
of doing it professionally.

I was listening to a mixture of the pop music of the day 
(Perry Como, Patti Page, Joni James ad nauseam) and other, 
less common music like Fred Waring and the Pennsylvanians, 
Burl Ives and whatever classical music came my way. I lived 
next door to two very gifted young brothers whose piano 
repertoire included Chopin, Debussy, Liszt, etc. I loved 
hearing them practice and have no doubt it had an influence 
on me.

Everyone was conscripted then; it was up to the 
individual what to do about it. I chose the Reserves, which 
meant a limited run of active service followed (and 
preceded) by a lengthy term of availability for call-up. I 
did my active service right after University. It wasn't bad 
except that I wanted to get on with my music.

I started playing music in the school band when I was 12 
or 13. My first stringed instrument was the ukulele on which 
I learned to play "Aint she sweet?", aged 15. First guitar 
from aunt’s back closet, aged 16.

First song written in back row of Shakespeare lecture, 
University of Oklahoma, circa 1958. Terrible song, imitation 
Elizabethan murder ballad. Began writing songs sparodically. 
First "keeper": "The marvelous toy", summer 1960, written on 
Army typewriter while a student in clerk/typist course at
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Fort Dix, N.J. My earliest influences as a songwriter were 
Woody Guthrie and Burl Ives (his repertoire). Also the songs 
sung by The Weavers and Cisco Houston, among others.

I went to New York City courtesy of the Army, which 
stationed me conveniently nearby. When discharged, I stayed 
on and began scuffling for gigs like everybody else.

My mother's reaction was to inquire if I hadn't 
considered taking a civil service examination with a view to 
getting a postman’s job.

Impossible to adequately describe the help my wife has 
been, principally in the unstated but hugely important 
support of the basic decision to continue in a risky 
profession at all. Never a word about postman's security, 
for example. Really might not have happened without her 
moral support.

Personal Correspondence: Nov. 24, 1987.
I wrote to Paxton asking if we could meet sometime as I 

wanted to interview him regarding the thesis. I briefly 
outlined the plan/subject matter, and in his reply he 
touched on some of the points (most of which we discussed 
when we finally did meet). One part of his letter concerned 
the subject of song and whether it had the power to 
influence or change events:

Listen to the Marseillaise (sp.?) [sic] and 
remember that it's a revolutionary song. Listen to 
"Joe Hill" or "We shall overcome." These songs can 
transform people from frightened victims to 
courageous activists in the face of cattle prods 
and police dogs. They're accessible because 
whoever we are, whatever our "talent", we have 
only to learn the words, lean back our heads, open 
our mouths and let it rip - and let tyrants 
beware. Remember that Napoleon said that he cared 
not who made a country's laws so long as he could 
control the songs.

END
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LEON ROSSELSON
8 FEB.1989

The interviews took place in Rosselson's house, Wembley, 
London.

A.T. The first part of the interview is about the actual 
procedure of writing a song. Do you wait for inspiration or 
do you actually sit down and say, I'm going to work on a 
song, I'm going to write a song, and is that different now 
to how it was when you started?
L.R. Well, we're talking about something like 25 years or 
more years of song writing so it's going to be a bit 
difficult to give an answer to cover all the hundreds - I've 
written hundreds of songs - because there have been songs 
which I have been, which have been commissioned - they've 
been asked for so you have to sit down and write them.
A.T. Yeah, I accept the -
L.R. - quite a lot of those in different ways, I mean, 
either for specific community actions or theatres or simply 
because I'm doing a benefit for some particular event or 
some particular issue and it would be good to have a song so 
in a sense it hasn't been commissioned, it's been - my mind 
has been focussed on it so in those circumstances I quite 
often will have just to sit down and write. What I have 
found over the years is that the inner, could you call it 
inspiration, the inner urge to write songs diminishes and in 
fact I probably write fewer songs off - which have no 
external compulsion, if you see what I mean. I think I was,
I think I'm more likely to write a song now if there is an 
external need, for example [if] I'm writing or making a 
record and so I need a couple more songs, I've got to write 
them, you know, and I think - because, actually writing 
songs has become more and more difficult.
A.T. Did you find early on in your career then that more 
songs came to you just on a pure inspirational basis like 
walking down the street or - ?
L.R. Yeah, I think that's true and maybe there was more time 
as well - this is the other thing - I find that when I was 
actually doing part-time teaching it seemed to me I had more 
time to write songs, and now when I'm not doing anything 
else but this, possibly because I have time, warm to the 
tune, hone the tune, in between teaching, all sorts of 
spaces when I could think about songs whereas now there 
doesn't seem to be any space at all, because when you're 
self-employed you're always doing something, in a sense, to 
generate work or related to all that business, and of course 
I have to record - I do records as well so it seems to take 
up an awful lot of time, so the time of actually doing
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nothing else seems to be much less now than it used to be, 
but certainly I have a feeling that in the - when you start 
writing it's all exciting isn't it - it's all new and it's 
all experimental and you don't worry too much about the 
technical things like rhymes which worry me much more now, 
not finding the right lines that rhyme, than it did at the 
time, so I think possibly the inner impetus is rather less 
now and the actual process of writing songs has always been 
very different, but depending on what I'm writing, some of 
them come very quickly, some will take years and if it's a 
subject, if it's a song about something I should, I need to 
have a lot of knowledge about I would try and read up as 
much as possible about it and actually I find probably that 
writing songs quite a lot of the time is [a case of] 
absorbing material in some way.
A.T. Do you often, if you are working in a situation of this 
self-imposed pressure, you say, I mean, you need two or 
three songs for a new album, if you put in that concerted 
concentrated effort, do you find that the inspiration can 
still come as it did in the early days, but you've, like, 
worked yourself into a state of readiness - does it work 
that way for you?
L.R. I think you, I think, yes, I think that once - if I 
actually sit down and write, I'm thinking of the most recent 
song which, in a sense [has] been, one of two recent songs 
that have been in a sense forced on me to write - one is the 
spy catcher [alluding to the book by Peter Wright] thing 
which I would never have dreamed of writing, you know the 
one, I would have had no intention of writing at all - but I 
was asked to do it by Duncan Campbell and he said he'd print 
it in the New Statesman, and then it seemed like it was a 
challenge and it would be kind of a fun thing to do in the 
face of the Law Lords ruling, and I was given the book and 
I really had two days to read the book and turn out a song 
and I think in the circumstances it worked out quite well. I 
mean, it's not a song that particularly has a lasting value, 
but it's quite funny and technically quite well put 
together, so I think what I have learned over 25 years of 
song writing was of help in overcoming the technical 
problems of creating a song out of material which really was 
not song-like in itself at all - you've read Peter Wright? 
And the other one was, I needed one more song for the record 
and I just went up in my room and knocked one out and it 
turned out to be a song about, writing a song about writing 
a song. It was a song about writing a song. And again, even 
though I wouldn't say it had come from inspiration, I think 
the practice of writing songs being actually forced to do it 
enables you to discover things and it worked out as quite a 
funny witty song, but again it's not a weighty song at all, 
but I think it has actually got points. It's a song called 
"Sing a song to Pizzas", if you come across it, so I'm not - 
and quite often I have found that being put in a position 
where I have to write something with [to] a deadline even - 
I've written for, "They shoot horses don't they?" was that 
type of thing - it seems to be to enable me to produce songs 
as good as songs I've written without any external stimulus
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at all, so I reckon that the inspiration is possibly a bit 
of a myth really. You can write songs without that discovery 
or feeling that you have, overwhelming feeling that you have 
to express something inside yourself.
A.T. Do you accept though that there is a difference, can 
you see the difference in your, some of your songs, where, 
for example, the subject chose you as opposed to you chose 
the subject?
L.R. I can see the difference because I know the difference 
and I know there are certain songs which obviously perhaps 
are expressions of personal experience or feelings which 
still have to be translated into song form, which are 
different from, if you like, songs which are about issues, 
but in the end, I'm not sure that they're any better than 
songs for having been, for having had a different starting 
point, from somebody coming along and saying, you know, 
"Write a song about this" - I'm not sure, you see, in the 
end I think you end up with the same problem which is 
turning something into a song form as opposed to a feeling, 
an experience, a happening, something you read in the 
newspapers or whatever, you know, it still presents the same 
technical problems and I'm not convinced that those 
inspirational songs are necessarily any better. Perhaps they 
are - I mean, it's very difficult. I think it certainly is 
true and probably for the fans as well that there was more 
of the inspirational type of song in the early days or more 
of the feeling of wanting to express something and sometimes 
you would, you'd think that phrases, words and bits of song 
come to [from] the air but they don't really - they come out 
like that - but it's very difficult to generalize, really 
it's difficult to generalize because I think songs have come 
in different ways and different directions and written in 
different times and so many different ways, but mostly I've 
found that a lot of it is just hard work.
A.T. Do you find, do you ever get songs that germinate for a 
long time?
L.R. Oh yeah.
A.T. And do you always know where they've come from. I mean, 
if you write a song and suddenly, it seems, it suddenly 
comes to you, at a later date, maybe the next day or 
sometime a long time after, can you trace it back to a 
specific incident. Have you ever done that?
L.R. Well, I know the songs that are germinating in a sense 
that I may write a bit of a song, think of an idea for a 
song and it actually doesn't ever get finished and it seems 
as if it's never going to get finished and then maybe years 
later for some reason you can finish it. I think there have 
been songs that have been waiting to be written for quite a 
long time but I don't know what it is that enables you to 
finish them. Perhaps it is partly you need another song at a 
particular time so you go back to it and you do it, so I do 
get stuck on songs. I mean, probably, again, I usually keep

Page - 104



notebooks of bits and pieces, fragments, phrases, things 
which quite a lot never added up to anything, never ended up 
as anything but I don't seem to do that any more - but I do 
have, you know, bits of songs still, upstairs which I 
haven't finished.
A.T. Do you form a song as you go or do you clean it up as 
you go or do you get it all out and then go back - or do you 
find it comes out quite orderly?
L.R. No it doesn't come out orderly I don't think, mostly, 
it depends again on the song. I think my songs are very 
wordy, a lot of them, not all of them, I mean, a lot of them 
are quite wordy and tend to be quite complicated in the 
form, so it's always a struggle to express what I want to 
say within quite a complicated and tight form and I usually 
cover quite a lot of paper with a lot of, I mean I usually 
write an awful lot before I get it down to, you know, the 
right form for it, having the right form for it is still, 
no, I think it doesn't usually come out fully formed at all, 
sometimes it may, sort of simple songs but mostly it 
doesn't.
A.T. But do you like to, like to get all the information out 
first, try to think of everything you want to say and then 
go back and clean it up? What I'm trying -
L.R. The thing is there is a way, the thing is to find the 
way into the song, for me, because I, I'm not interested in
making a speech or a statement or a - or telling the
audience anything, so what I have to try to do is find a way
of expressing what I want to say which I consider to be a
song form, that is some kind of a story and some kind of, 
something which creates characters or some sort of dramatic 
form for a song. Once I have that then it's a question of 
working at it. If I was taking specifically issues, songs 
which have actually - I know that I've written in response 
to people saying, "Will you write something about this," for 
example, a song called "Boys will be Boys", which is a very 
very simple song about, was asked for in a sense, by Red 
Ladder [a theatre group], you know Red Ladder, they were 
doing a show years ago about sexism or something so they 
wanted, it was a cabaret type show and they wanted some 
songs and they wanted, asked me if I'd write a song about 
that, so it happened to coincide with the reading book, with 
the Ladybird reading books that my children were learning to 
read with at the Primary School and I thought that would 
make the kind of subject for a song, so the two coincided 
rather neatly because then you have this very very simple 
but quite a nice story about Peter and Jane, the true story 
about Peter and Jane, the characters in this reading book. 
Now without characters I think that it would have been very 
difficult to make the song, without some kind of story to 
carry what is after all a rather boring issue, you know, 
tell people of things you want to interest them in a story 
which will express that so it is a question I think of 
finding the hook or whatever or finding the angle or the way 
into it but, and once, you know, there is that idea, there
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is that, what do you call it, that story and that character 
through which you can write the song then it becomes a 
question I think of writing it, but without it there's a 
block - I mean - even the same thing with personal 
experience, with songs written of personal experience I 
think, in itself your personal experience is of no 
particular interest to anyone else and I don't see why it 
should be, you know, unless you can make it, unless you can 
in a sense create something out of it which even if you're 
talking in the first person, "I" never is "I" really, it's a 
created "I", so you are inventing, it isn’t a question of 
simply being autobiographical in songs either -
A.T. It may be a perspective that you believe in that you're 
speaking in the first person.
L.R. Yes, or it may be an "I" rival thing which you don't, 
of course you're not, you're taking an opposite point of 
view from the "I” and so on, but I forgot where the 
beginning of this question was but I, there is the initial 
problem is finding a way into a song and the next problem is 
getting a form for it and wrestling that contradiction 
between what you want to say and this song form which is 
very very limited, and Brel did say somewhere that he didn't 
think it was an art form at all because it was too 
restricted by all these considerations of, first, structure 
and rhyme and tunes and things like that, and it is a very 
very restricted form I think. You know I sometimes wish you 
could write it all down in prose [but] then it wouldn't have 
the same impact, I mean, that's what interests me really is 
the restrictions actually do enable that form to have a lot 
of drama and impact.
A.T. Do you work hand in hand with a musical instrument 
then, because it seems to me up until now you're talking 
about a way into a song and a form you're talking mainly on 
lyrical perspective?
L.R. Well the form would include the music but I couldn't, 
there have been very very few occasions when I've come up 
with the music, with a musical form or a phrase or a bit of 
a tune and then tried to build the words into that. I mean 
that has happened occasionally but most of the time the 
music seems to me to derive from the words so until I've got 
at least a rough outline of the song-
A.T. You don't have a rough melody going on, in that, like 
an inner melody going on do you?
L.R. Well, I do with the words if you see what I mean. There 
may be the rhythm in the line or there may be a sort of 
feeling about whether the tune's going to go up or down 
depending on how the line is structured, or how the emotion, 
you know, is going up or down, so there is a feeling of that 
but I think that for me the words are central and the tune, 
the music I suppose I use as a support for the words or a -
A.T. And that's written afterwards is it?
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L.R. I think so.
A.T. You don't sit there with a guitar in your hand and 
sometimes playing, sometimes writing, or do you - ?
L.R. Well, I might do, yes, I might do that, but the final, 
I think that, yes, I think that ideally it would be nice to 
say that they grow together, the words and the music grow 
together, because they are very dependant on each other but 
I suppose, and more often, quite often, I've simply written 
words and put a tune to it afterwards which I don’t find as 
too much of a problem. Sometimes also you know they do grow 
together in a sense, but certainly it's the words that 
suggest the tune most of the time rather than the other way 
round, although some people do think of, you know, strum 
along on the guitar and get tunes and phrases and then put 
words to it.
A.T.At what stage do you know that the song isn't going to 
work?
L.R. Isn't going to work? Well - 
A.T. At what stage do you say - 
L.R. Why shouldn't it work?
A.T. Do you say "I cannot get what I'm trying to say down - 
I'm not capable of doing it at the moment" or ever, "I can't 
get this idea down." Does that ever happen to you?
L.R. Well, I mean, most of the time I think I've got - if I 
think that there is a song there I will try and persevere 
and even if it doesn't finish it isn't because there isn't a 
song there, it's because I haven't been able to find a way 
of doing it.
A.T. I mean, how do you know it's not going to work?
L.R. Well I don't. There are two things - I think that I can 
make a song out of whatever the material is, most of the 
time I think that, but on the other hand I never know 
whether a song is going to work until I actually perform it 
in front of an audience. I mean, that is another question, 
that is a question of - I think that I try to tell myself 
that anything is worth finishing, once you've started 
something you ought to finish it, I think, probably, even if 
it's not going to be great or something, it's not going to 
be what you actually intended to do even if there isn't 
going to be an audience for it and I think it's some kind of 
sense that you ought to finish this, because quite often you 
think, I mean, quite a lot of the time when I'm writing I 
think, this is ridiculous, I don't even want to do this, 
it's not going to work, but I think that's normal, I think 
you always doubt the value of what you're doing while you're 
doing it, but in the end you finish it and in the end it's
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an audience probably that will give you some idea as to 
whether the song works or not.
A.T. When someone says, or when we say, oh that's a good 
song, or that's not a good song, I mean, how would you 
define what is a good song?
L.R. This is a very difficult question. As you know there 
are no critical standards in the world of song really.
A.T. Well, break it down to whether a song works then?
L.R. Well, what I suppose I'm looking for is - are we 
talking technically about what makes a good song or in the 
sense of an audience being moved or the way it's formed or -
A.T. Well I'm thinking of what, sometimes what we think as 
writers, think is a good song is not always what an audience 
thinks, right? -
L.R. Yes, that's certainly true -
A.T. - and there are a small audience that think a song is a 
good song but a mass audience don't and there are some 
technically pretty awful songs that are written that turned 
out to be very very effective and got their message over 
very well, so it's not purely a technical point of view.
L.R. Well a good song I think - it is a good question - I 
think the fact the song is popular doesn't have much to do 
with it, it's -
A.T. Quality?
L.R. Quality, but there are all sorts of other factors 
involved in selling a song and selling and packaging a song 
is something else. I would define a good song as one that is 
technically good as well as carrying, as well as having an 
elusiveness, an elusiveness in the words which mean that 
it's capable of being this and more than once, and other, 
and fresh meanings emerging from it so that, I mean, I think 
a song has to be an act of imagination, creation, and 
invention, so I don't - so it isn't a question of telling 
people things, although again that may be very effective. It 
may be what people want to hear and in that case it may be a 
very successful song, but it isn't to me a good song - I 
don't think that would make it a good song. And I think that 
there are technical demands that a song makes in terms of 
its rhythms, its rhymes, its, the sound of the words, the 
suggestions of words as opposed to the simple surface 
meanings, all that seems to me to be part of what makes a 
song good so that if you listen to a song in one context and 
then listen to it again in another context it may sound 
quite different or it might sound still quite fresh, is 
capable of being listened to over a period without thinking, 
well, I've heard that, or is it, I mean, if it's a song that 
simply says one thing, that makes a statement or gives a, 
delivers a message, you heard it, in some sense you've heard
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it before you've even got very much the way into the song 
and I think that would be my definition also of a good song, 
a song which is not predictable, a song that you can't 
switch off half way through and know you haven't missed 
anything, I mean, I would say that it is a song that holds 
the attention and where the end is not so predictable and 
that it actually moves, you know, from the beginning to the 
end and also hopefully moves you, maybe stimulates you to 
see things in a different way. All that.
A.T. Right. Looking at it from an audience point of view, 
there are some songs, we'll just take the folk-scene, there 
are some songs that are tremendously popular that are 
technically and from a craftsmanship point of view, 
technically well written, but that I would class as not good 
songs, I mean, could you put your finger on, not a specific 
example, but why that should be.
L.R. You mean why they're not good songs. It is difficult to 
be precise if we don't know which precise songs we're 
talking about.
A.T. Well alright, lets take - you see, I didn't want to put 
words into your mouth but I would suggest that there are 
songs that are exploitive, that exploit a subject in the 
same way that four million readers would rather read The Sun 
than rather read The Guardian - they enjoy that exploitive 
element in it but I wouldn't personally, and it seems you 
wouldn't either, regard that as being a particularly good 
song in that to exploit a subject merely for your own end 
and not to sort of add anything further to it, or to see it 
from a different perspective to me seems you're telling them 
what they already know. What I'm suggesting, I'm going round 
it a long way, I didn't want to say it but the basic thing 
is that if you in some cases give an audience what you think 
they want, like, pick a particular popular subject and write 
a song around it, you can be very very successful.
L.R. Well, I mean, certainly if you pander to people's 
prejudices and this is obviously, let's say that there are 
songs on my side of the political spectrum, that is, the 
Left, which I don't care for as songs at all, but I can, and 
I wouldn't sing them myself and I know when other people 
sing them they get, they trigger the right reactions, 
they're going to get a response, not because of the song 
itself so much as because of, it says the right things, 
which doesn't seem to me to be the criteria for judging a 
song. You see, it is, we're on dodgy ground here, because 
what is a good song, I mean, good for what, good for whom.
If you're on a demonstration and there are songs like "We 
shall Overcome" or whatever, the standard heart-warming 
song, moral-boosting songs, you can't really say these 
aren't good songs because, for the purpose, for that purpose 
of boosting the moral they are indeed good songs, I mean, 
that's what they do, that's what they're supposed to do.
A.T. It’s the same with propaganda though isn't it, you 
know, Nazi marching songs they -
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L.R. Oh I absolutely, yeah, I mean, in that case it depends 
whose side you're on and in fact, any side can sing "Which 
side are you on", that's one of the things about it that's 
so generalized that it doesn't matter if you're Left or 
Right or where, you can also sing "We shall overcome" or "We 
shall not be moved" or something because that's what they 
are, but, I mean, for the purpose of boosting moral they're 
good songs, they're easily singable. If we're talking about 
singing to an audience in a room, in a completely different 
context then I think then you probably use different 
standards to judge songs by, but you could still obviously 
get a response from, get an overwhelming response from a 
right-on audience if you sing a right-on song - even if it's 
not a particularly good song, and I would certainly not, I 
mean, that isn't what I want to do really. I don't think, in 
any case, I don't think - I think there is a value in songs 
which in, in which help people, which boosts people's moral, 
in times of, in bad times like we're living in now and I 
think, or in times of struggle as they're called and I can 
see that in a way they're necessary and there's always been 
this tradition of demonstration songs or strike songs or 
songs that would help people cope with a particular struggle 
and they seem to be perfectly valid sort of songs but I 
guess that it depends how you assess the situation.
A.T. A song such as in that moral boosting type song then, 
because its objectives are most probably different it has to 
deal in more extreme phraseology.
L.R. Yeah, I mean it obviously has to have a fairly simple 
view of whatever the issue is and it has to say the things 
that it, gives people encouragement, they usually have the 
sense in them that we're going to win, effectively, so there 
are certain elements in it, I mean, there are an awful lot 
of songs like that and particularly in the American song 
writing world I guess. It's not, I mean, I don't think you 
can necessarily say they're bad songs if they do, if they're 
aimed to do a specific job and they do it, but they're not 
the sort of songs that I largely, by and large, I'm 
interested in writing and I'm not actually that interested 
in listening to either, I suppose, but that's partly me. I 
mean I don't actually like the thought of mass response to, 
you can get, like to "We shall overcome" type euphoria - it 
doesn't actually appeal to me so that's a personal thing, 
but I can recognize that it's actually been a very useful 
song in the Civil Rights movement in The States for a start. 
So you're saying, yes, that is the same as Nazi propaganda 
songs, of course, but, I don't happen to be opposed to that 
and I'm not opposed to the Civil Rights movements in The 
States so in that sense I'm on the side of the song when 
it's used in a particular context that I approve of, but 
they're not the sort of songs that obviously I'm really 
interested in writing anyway. I would, I prefer listening to 
songs that ask questions rather than offer the people 
solutions or ways forwards and that promote people to think 
a bit rather than expect the automatic response, you know. 
You throw a ball at the wall you're going to get it back and
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that's what will happen in those sort of songs. At the same 
time those songs also have the disadvantage I suppose of 
excluding people who don't believe in the particular views 
that are being expressed in the song, so they do, they are 
exclusive in a way, they will only work in a certain, with 
certain audiences.
A.T. What about the mass type songs?
L.R. Well, no, we're talking about propaganda songs if you 
like, the message songs. They'll only work to people who are 
responsive to that message, people who are not on the same 
wavelength are going to switch off immediately because they 
don't want to be got at, whereas I suppose the sort of songs 
they're more interested in listening to and writing will not 
exclude people because they don't tell people what to think, 
they're simply telling them a story or there is a creative 
process that hopefully has enabled you to draw in the 
listener, whatever, their political beliefs because there’s 
something happening in the song, there's a character that 
they can identify with or a story that you could follow or 
something like that.
A.T. I know this has been the case with some of your 
material, would you care to comment on it, the fact that a 
song of yours that has been misinterpreted and how you react 
to that.
L.R. I think, you mean misinterpreted in people making 
comments of it or in the singing of it.
A.T. Making comments - their perception of what you were 
trying to say.
L.R. Well I'm always surprised at what people say about 
songs. The problem is, as you know, that when you've written 
a song, you don't want to comment on it because you’ve 
written a song and the song's sort of said it and if people 
then start saying, "What's that song about?" and you start 
trying to describe a song, that isn't what it's about 
because the song is itself. I mean there isn't any way that 
you can say it in another form because it's then not the 
song at all and I feel rather like that when people describe 
a song - when you get record reviews and they say it's a 
song about this - there was a recent review of the last 
record in "Q" (magazine) and every song he described - and I 
thought, but it's not about that at all - every time it said 
it's a song about this I said no it isn’t, partly because if 
a song were capable of being summarized in a sentence then 
you wouldn't have written it as a song, clearly, so there's 
always things that you can't put into that form of words. I 
don't know what other way of misinterpreting it is that 
you're thinking about, I suppose, I think that possibly 
people might have misinterpreted something like "Silver 
Jubilee" as a personal attack on the Queen, which is, kind 
of, it wasn't really. I don't know, I think in the end you 
have to accept that audiences and critics as well will 
receive your song in their own way and talk about it, write
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about it or feel about it in their own way and there's 
nothing you can do about it really. That's what happens when 
you sing and it's the same really with audiences. You may 
get a completely different reaction from different audiences 
with the same song - people may actually interpret it in 
some very personal way which you can't possibly know about 
anyway.
A.T. Yeah, which leads me on, actually, to this - are you 
conscious of the audience when you write a song?
L.R. Yeah, I'm conscious of the audience and always thinking 
of a song as something that is going to be performed.
A.T. But are you considering their perception of what you're 
trying to say, I mean, would that influence you. Do you 
think perhaps, oh, this may go over their heads or, I don't 
know if they're going to like this song?
L.R. No, I don't think I think like that. I think I assume 
that the audience will be made up of people like me, so, and 
that whatever I write they'll, it won't go over their heads, 
why should it go over their heads after all. I don't think,
I don't worry that much about whether audiences will 
misunderstand or anything like that, I'm just conscious of 
the fact that it is a performed thing and it doesn't 
actually exist until you perform it and so I'm interested in 
it being first of all something that I personally can 
perform - that's very important, so I'm not writing for 
anyone else - mostly, I mean, on the occasions I’ve written 
for other people I think the song is going to be different. 
When I write for myself I know my limitations, I know the 
kind of thing I can deal with vocally and I know that it has 
to have some kind of dramatic form, at least I feel that, in 
order to project to an audience, but I don't think I worry 
about. Oh are they going to understand or are they going to 
get this bit, I mean, quite a lot of the time, you know, 
there are references in songs that are quite personal which 
won't be, other people can't know anything about, but that 
doesn't necessarily matter as long as it's capable of 
awakening some sort of response in audiences which may not 
be yours.
A.T. Do you feel any responsibility to write on certain 
issues?
L.R. No, not really. I know that there are people who feel 
that they have a political duty to write about - Ireland, 
all the issues you can possibly think of -
A.T. Do you think an -
L.R. - I don't really think that because I can't. There are 
certain things I cannot write about because they are beyond 
my experience in some sort of way or beyond my sympathetic 
experience. I never wrote during the whole of the Vietnam 
war - I couldn't have written a song about the Vietnam war 
directly because it doesn't seem to be , to me something 
that was within my grasp, within my spirits, although lots
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of people did, you know, because that was the thing to do, 
and the only song I suppose, the song what I would say in a 
sense is about it, or a reflection of it is a song, at least 
I think so, it was really a song about growing up and 
growing numb, so they don't actually feel anything after a 
time and I think that's more my experiences of watching all 
these horrors on television, you know, it was actually there 
and they don't actually seem horrific any more. It was a 
television war so it's more likely if I'm to write a song 
about an issue, it's more likely to be from my personal 
experience in some way, and there are some things, some 
issue, some subjects that just don't, that are just beyond 
my experience so I don't think, I don't feel any political 
duty to write about anything.
A.T. Have you ever felt the need to alter a song after 
you've written it and maybe even after you've performed it 
because of pressures from certain people?
L.R. I don't think so.
A.T. - or certain factions?
L.R. After I've written it - Oh, wait a minute - Oh no, but 
there are songs I won't sing any more, not so much because 
of the pressure, well maybe it's pressure, maybe it's an 
internalized pressure anyway, but I know there are songs 
that I feel are, well, specifically, there are songs that I 
think are sexist, that I wouldn't sing any more, you could 
say that's external pressure but I don't think it is really, 
it's just a realization that they are sexist whereas at the 
time one would not have even known the word, I think you do 
take those sort of things into account.
A.T. Getting onto the actual act of writing, do you ever go 
through a sort of altered state of consciousness - do you 
experience a high?
L.R. Again it seems to be difficult to generalize over so 
many songs - sometimes, yeah, sometimes things are working 
and you - what I find when I am writing is that I tend to 
get very absorbed in it and I'm thinking about it all the 
time. I mean, I don't think that maybe it's wrong to think 
of the process of writing as writing a song - as the time in 
which you actually sit down with a bit of paper in front of 
you, probably it's not true, probably more of the creative 
process is in the thinking that you do -
A.T. Subconsciously?
L.R. No, quite consciously really. I mean, you're thinking 
about a things, thinking around things, so I think when I'm 
into a song it actually does tend to absorb me which may be 
why I'm writing fewer songs now, because that kind of space 
seems to be less available. I don't quite know why that is - 
it seems to be a bit of a problem, but again it's, if you're 
walking or on train journeys, that kind of time, which is 
not, in which there are no demands made on you by anything

Page - 113



outside in the external - is good time for actually, just 
pondering on things, but I don't think it's subconscious - I 
think it's quite, I mean, it may be in a sense -
A.T. A kind of daydream do you think?
L.R. Sort of, a bit like that, yeah, but I mean, I do, I can 
think of songs which I actually thought a lot about, and 
thought, I don't know, you just sort of think or you're 
trying to find rhymes in your head while you're walking 
along or anything like that, and I think possibly a lot of, 
it may, you sometimes, I sometimes have the impression that 
I've written a song in my head and of course when you try 
and write it you realize you haven't at all, but if there 
is, enough has gone on before you've actually started 
writing to make that process easier.
A.T. And when it actually does come out, when you are 
actually sitting there with a pencil and paper, I mean, is 
there a high that comes through or an altered state or a, 
yes, an altered state in as much as there might be supreme 
concentration?
L.R. Yeah, I think concentration. You see, I'm not, I'm a 
bit wary of heightened states actually, it sounds a bit 
mystical and in touch with some kind of divine inspiration 
and I'm not altogether sure about that, but certainly a lot 
of concentration, I mean, absorption. As I say, when I'm, 
when there is this process then even when I'm not sitting 
down writing then there is a lot of very, you get very 
abstracted because you're actually absorbed with something 
else and I suppose when I'm writing - yeah, and also I find 
when I am sitting down writing I can't sit there for a long 
period, I have to get up and walk around a lot.
A.T. Are you aware of the passing of time, I mean, would it 
ever occur that you could be sitting there for an hour and a 
half and feel it was only half an hour - has that ever 
occurred to you?
L.R. Yes, probably, I mean, I don't know. I've not actually 
thought of it in terms of how long it takes or how long I 
think it's taking.
A.T. I mean, it’s never occurred to you after you've been 
working, say, at night, or to glance at your watch and think 
I didn't know it was that late?
L.R. I don't think so - I don't actually remember that 
happening.
A.T. This may sound like your general newspaper question, 
but how did you develop your skills?
L.R. Well, I think that I was quite lucky to start writing 
songs at a time when what were called topical songs were in 
vogue in the early days of CND and the early days of the 
folk clubs when people used to sing topical songs in folk
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clubs a long time ago now and satirical songs, you know, 
that sort of thing. Now, I think - because I think, if 
you're writing funny songs there is a greater, I think the 
technical demands are greater because they depend quite a 
lot on technical fluency, on rhymes, on funny rhymes, plays 
on words, that sort of thing and you can't ramble in those 
sort of songs - you've got to keep a very tight form I 
think, so I think writing those early songs, you know, some 
of them I can still sing, that sort of thing was very good 
training for writing songs, better training than if I'd have 
started off writing about my unhappy love life or something 
because then there is, they're much more difficult to write 
and there is, but you can actually get away with [a] very 
slip-shod kind of form and the way of writing in those sort 
of songs but you can't do that in the satirical topical song 
- it's got to have a punch, you know, it's got to be very 
tight and I think I learnt to write doing that.
A.T. You learnt by doing, but surely you must have listened 
as well. You must have listened to some stuff to establish 
the form?
L.R. In the early days, well I suppose, what did I listen 
to? I suppose you learn from everything you listen to, I 
don't think anybody was writing quite the same songs but at 
the time I was just into a lot of folk-songs, I suppose 
that's what was happening - I was listening to Ewan MacColl 
I suppose, he was happening at the time, but we’re talking 
about the early days when you learn to write - and I have a 
feeling that probably a lot of the stuff that I’ve read 
since, I had a degree in English Literature, has also given 
me a sense of how to write, I mean, I've read a lot of 
poetry and I suppose that helped. If you're writing 
satirical stuff it probably helps to have read something 
like Pope probably more than to have listened to anybody, 
certainly I like something like Tom Learer but within his 
limitations I think probably I learnt things from that. I 
used to work with Adrian Mitchell [the poet]. I'm sure I've 
learnt things from him. It's difficult to know exactly what 
you've picked up from people, I mean, you do steal all the 
time and turn it to your advantage.
A.T. That's about craft though, do you think it's possible 
to develop intuition?
L.R. Well, what is intuition - what do you mean by 
intuition?
A.T. A kind of, well, like instinct I suppose, the 
development of instincts about a good idea, an idea that 
will interest people.
L.R. Yes I think it is possible to develop that because I 
don't think it is an instinct in the sense that it's born 
into you, I think it's something you do actually learn, a 
sense of what a song should be like and how it will work. I 
think you do develop that by writing and you know, over 25 
or more years I think I probably have developed that and I
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think if I'd been given the, like this Spycatcher song to 
write - without having had that early training of writing 
all these satirical songs - and usually quite quickly as 
well because there's no point writing a topical song six 
months after the event is there, so there was at least some 
deadline for these things and I used to write and obviously 
try to polish them, try to make them as sharp and as 
polished as possible and I think that training has been very 
good for me even when I haven't been writing those sort of 
songs any more, and I think, yes you do learn from doing as 
I'm sure you learn from listening but probably I've learned 
what is possible in songs, possibly from listening to French 
songs maybe, where they do things that you don't do in 
English, you know, they can do, there isn't really much of a 
serious song writing tradition in England. If you weren't in 
the folk idiom, if you weren't writing like Ewan MacColl, 
you know, there wasn't a great deal else in the early times, 
the early days at all, and I was never very attracted to 
American style of song writing which is the other model I 
suppose.
A.T. Do you think song writing could be taught?
L.R. Well, there are different courses in song writing.
A.T. But do you think it can be taught?
L.R. I think some things can be taught. I think technique 
can be taught to a certain extent and certain ways of 
dealing with problems in song writing can be taught to a 
certain extent. Yeah, I mean, I've given courses but what I 
don't know is how many of those people I've taught have 
actually gone out and written a good song. Some of them have 
but whether it's a result of me I don't know. I think to a 
certain extent - I think it's probably not as mysterious as 
words like intuition and hyperstate, I think there are quite 
a lot of, well, techniques and knowledge about song which 
you can learn. In the end though, there may be some 
indefinable - which means a song - there has to be, I think, 
an individual personality in the expression of the song so 
you may be able to - there are a lot of good, well-made 
songs I suppose which don't seem to me to have any inner, 
any sense of anybody behind the songs, if you see what I 
mean, and I do think that that's probably the important part 
of the song. I think a song should be personal, that's the 
other thing. I think even if you're writing about, like, 
Royalty, the Silver Jubilee, is actually quite personal 
songs about me, and [my thoughts about] the Queen, and I 
don't think that it's enough to be able to form, craft a 
song, I think there has to be some - the personality of the 
songwriter should emerge through it. Quite often that 
doesn't and it's probably what makes a difference between a 
song which lives and a song which is simply formed without 
any emotional content.
A.T. Do you think - how much and to what extent should or 
does a songwriter in our field comply to the lifestyle of 
the image of the song writer in our field. To what extent
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does one have to live the life of the scene to write songs 
amongst that scene?
L.R. Not at all. I mean, I haven't, I've never been part of 
the scene so I don't know what that means really. I've never 
actually been fashionable or wanted to be or felt that I had 
to conform to any image at all.
A.T. Do you think it makes a difference to an audience's 
perception of you. I don't mean you personally, I mean of 
one, so you feel this person is part of the scene?
L.R. I don't know. I'm not very good at knowing what is the 
in image for a performer, for a songwriter, so I really 
wouldn't know that. I mean, I do what I do and hope that 
there's an audience for what I do, but I've never thought in 
terms of conforming to, when you say image, you mean the way 
you dress, the way you -
A.T. Well, I'll get on to that later - I just wondered from 
the writing point of view whether it helped to be part of, 
feel part of a movement, a scene -
L.R. Well a scene is one thing, a movement may be a 
different thing. A scene sounds like a fashion, a movement 
sounds more like a political grouping. I think, what I do 
think is that songwriters should respond to the changing 
concerns of the times, that is, you know, things change and 
political beliefs change and concerns change and there is a 
sense in which I do feel I am part of a political grouping 
although that's not a party and that's not even, I mean, it 
may only be a political grouping of one but I mean I know 
that there is an audience for my songs because I think that 
there are things that I believe in which other people also 
believe in if you see what I mean, and things that I'm 
against other people are also against, so there is a sense 
of belonging to a, movement may not be the right word, but 
at least a group who share some way of looking at the world, 
let's say. It doesn't seem to have much to do with fashions 
in writing but, like, your consciousness is changed as you 
grow older and things happen and I think we have some kind 
of responsibility to respond to changes, that's a bit vague, 
I could be -
A.T. Respond and be aware of, but not necessarily pander to, 
because if you did respond to every kind of change, social 
conscience, change, or communal awareness change you would 
be writing songs to pander to the change in -
L.R. Yeah, but I'm assuming that those changes are changes 
within you as well as changes out there. I mean, like, if 
for example in the early 1960s there wasn't a Green 
movement, at least not as such, and in fact CND at the time 
wasn't even against nuclear power if I remember - it hasn't 
been considered until fairly recently - so I mean, these 
wouldn't even have been part of one's consciousness I should 
think at the time, in the early sixties and they have become 
now important and I happen to share some of those concerns

Page - 117



so obviously you respond to that, but it isn't a question of 
writings songs to please a particular audience. Again there
is, I mean, I could play you a song which in a way relates 
to that, on the record, because it has actually answered the 
question and it says, no, I don't think I write specifically 
to please an audience but to share what you, to know that 
what you are writing is something that you are sharing with 
other people is probably important because otherwise why do
it, and songs are basically a way of sharing something.
A.T. Is that their power do you think. I mean, what is the 
power of song?
L.R. I think that is the power of song and of course it may 
be rather a dangerous thing if you're singing Nazi songs at 
a Nuremburg rally, they may have a very powerful emotive 
effect which you must beware of, but it certainly isn't, so 
that sharing ranges from a kind of hysteria which you might 
get at a pop concert or at a political rally or something to 
sharing in a more personal way, like a one to one sort of 
thing, not that they feel part of the great mass crowd, but 
there is a still a sharing between you and each member of 
the audience I think. That is the power of song, it makes 
people feel that they are not alone, that they are the 
people who all share the same feelings, beliefs, concerns, 
whatever.
A.T. What's the difference between, in that case, a song and 
a poem which says the same thing?
L.R. Well, that is, presumably it depends how the poem is 
given - if it's read in your room then clearly, well -
A.T. I mean, why - if you read a poem in a performance -
L.R. Yeah. Well you would have to say the difference is 
simply the music. The music is a way of heightening, of 
doing something to woedeewhich you can't do in any way, of 
intensifying them, of heightening them, of heightening the 
emotion so that the music also communicates in its way. On 
the other hand, yeah, I mean, there would be that, but a lot 
of performing poetry does have a kind of a music even if it 
isn't a tune, I suppose, so the difference is not that 
great, again it depends on the poetry, I think - yeah, 
performing poetry does have something of the same effect as 
a good song but obviously I am interested in music despite 
all the things that I'm not talking about and I do respond 
to, I do think it's important.
A.T. Regarding the power of songs, do you think that it can 
change things?
L.R. Well you know, this is a very difficult question - you 
mean can songs change the world?
A.T. Yes, well, people claim, some people claim that songs 
did actually bring an end to the Vietnam war, I mean - to what extent -
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L.R. Well I think that they can help a process which is a 
political process which is happening anyway. I don’t think 
songs in themselves obviously brought an end to the Vietnam 
war or led to the French revolution, but they certainly 
played a part in one of, they were one of the factors which 
made people aware of what was happening or, and again in the 
sense of building the sense of solidarity if you like, which 
is the same thing as sharing, the sense of the movement 
united and that is something that songs can do which brings 
us back to the early things which we said - I don't really 
write those sort of songs, but they do, they may not be good 
songs in the sense of performance songs, but they do fulfil 
a valid function and I think songs about the Vietnam war 
obviously did create, did change people's perceptions 
possibly, although probably not that much. I doubt very much 
whether they did more that what it is on television, I don't 
know, but in a way I suppose you could say that songs, 
because songs or a section of song - a part of the 
songwriting movement is alternative then it may be that 
that’s where people will get a different perspective from 
what they read in newspapers, what they hear on radio, what 
they watch on television, obviously a lot of songs don't do 
that but oppositional songs may be an alternative source of, 
even, information, certainly of perception, and so I think 
they do play a part but I don't think if there, if the 
population is not, if there isn't a social movement anyway I 
don't see a song can do very much and we haven't basically 
changed anything in the time that I've been writing songs. 
Things have got worse but I don't honestly, it's a very 
difficult question - I don't think you even ask yourself 
that, you go on singing songs and you hope people will 
respond or get a different perception from people like - 
from hearing the song, well, I don't know.
A.T. Just one kind of general question about the folk scene, 
you know, the fact that it's gotten smaller and less 
important to the public in general, it seems -
L.R. Well it's changing isn't it.
A.T. It's certainly gotten smaller.
L.R. I mean, this Roots music seems to have brought about a 
folk revival.
A.T. It seems, yeah, well certainly in the press - it hasn't 
done in the folk clubs - and I wondered if you had any 
conclusions as to why it's demised.
L.R. I wouldn't say demised anyway because I don't think the 
folk world is dead. I think it's, you see it's a bit, again, 
the folk clubs do seem to have been suffering. People are 
going. I think for a long time folk clubs were very inward 
looking and stagnating, and they didn't even seem to want 
new audiences at all. They sing the same old things, they 
didn't seem to give any attention to what was happening in 
the world, you know, they were bringing out these songs as
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in a museum every week and that was enough and I think the 
other audiences particularly didn't go to the folk clubs any 
more and they obviously went into rock music because it was 
much more exciting and there were songs which did seem to be 
about what was happening in the world, and so I think that 
certainly happened in the seventies, after the big folk boom 
in the sixties but it does seem that because of the kind of 
this peculiar cross-over between the sort of Billy Bragg, 
Michelle Shocked type of popular figures and the folk world 
that they have brought young people back into listening to 
acoustic music and folk clubs as well. Maybe festivals are 
still very popular aren't they, they seem to be able to 
attract large audiences still. Folk clubs just vary from 
place to place, and from week to week - it's never going to 
be the big boom it was in the sixties because there are too 
many other alternatives going, there's rock music, there's 
alternative cabaret - I don't know, there's more 
alternatives of live music maybe than there were in the 
sixties.
A.T. What was it that attracted you to the folk scene, what 
made you get into it?
L.R. We're going back to 19 - when I was at university in 
the 1950s, and what is it that attracted me - it's very 
difficult to know. At that time, I think it was very 
different than anything I'd heard before musically, I 
actually started off by singing traditional songs which is a 
surprise to most people.
A.T. So did I.
L.R. Did you, oh well, there you are, oh well, I suppose we 
all do. I say extremely badly, I used to imitate Ewan 
MacColl and sing "Eppie Morey", which is really weird but 
certainly I suppose it was, like, a completely different 
sort of music than I'd ever been - I'd listened to classical 
music I suppose - I was brought up on - and then of course 
the pop music at the time was fairly dire, even after Elvis 
Presley it didn't really interest me that much, and, I 
really don't know, I'm not quite sure what it was that was 
so appealling about folk music. I was involved in the Folk 
Music Society in Cambridge, with people like Rory McKewan, 
remember him, Stan Kelly, he was, I mean, they'd been there 
before and they were there - this is, it's probably the 
times really, I mean, it was growing.
A.T. What was the, was there sort of an underlying 
philosophy that was, that the folk scene were putting out in 
those days, was it an alternative - ?
L.R. I suppose it was, I mean, it must have been. It was an 
alternative music, certainly an alternative music to what 
was on the radio, and I think it's a bit difficult to waft 
yourself back into the feeling of those times but it was 
exciting, something new, something that was happening and it 
was something on the same general side politically I think 
as I was at the time, and there wasn't anything else really.
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You could hear songs about rebels and beggars and strikes 
and all that stuff, that was quite exciting. We didn't get 
that, you know, so I think certainly the content was 
appealing, and at that time there was more political 
consciousness about the folk world because that was where, 
how it started. It started by people who were actually in 
the Communist Party didn't it, really - it's become this 
conspiracy, folk music is sort of a conspiracy in America 
and also here, so it had a definite start that way, you 
know, political start in early days, and it was also linked 
with the CND. I mean, when did you actually start becoming 
aware of it?
A.T. I came into it in about 1963.
L.R. So it was in a sense the beginning of the boom. CND and 
folk songs seemed to go together at one time and the marches 
were always accompanied by people strumming guitars and 
playing accordions and things like that, marches to 
Aldermaston, and the influence into the folk clubs also 
meant a lot of the generation of a lot of topical songs. The 
song writing started, I would say, in the early sixties 
here, and without the folk clubs there probably wouldn't 
have been a song writing tradition established in this 
country. That was the only place you could sing these songs 
anyway - there wasn't anywhere else - you wouldn't go into 
the market place.
A.T. I'm curious though as to what came first, whether the 
scene opened up a place where these songs could be sung, 
that is, that the songs were written first and then the 
scene developed or whether the scene developed through 
traditional songs and songs of the thirties and forties from 
The States and so on and then that generated the need to 
write songs.
L.R. I think the scene was established and that generated 
the need to write songs and the fact that things were 
happening at the time, there were movements at the time 
which generated songs and the folk clubs provided a platform 
and an audience, but also the, it was a deliberate policy of 
the people who were, who were involved in the folk-song 
revival that this was not a dead thing, that the folk 
tradition was not something that had happened and was 
finished. It was something that had to be continued and it 
had to be handed back to the people and then they would sing 
their own songs and there would be songs about what was 
happening now, so the idea in the folk revival, that was the 
idea in the folk revival that this was a continuing 
tradition and therefore it needed new songs, so of course 
those songs had to be written in a folk idiom, which I 
didn't really stick to but that was certainly in the minds 
of, I mean MacColl used to write songs all the time, that 
was part of the idea of the folk revival, that it was not a 
revival of a dead music but a living one which continued to 
produce new songs.
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A.T. It was an alternative in all aspects though. It was an 
alternative in philosophy, in clothes, in type of music, in 
instruments -
L.R. Oh yeah.
A.T. I mean, that's why it attracted-
L.R. The thing that really boomed here was the Skiffle thing 
in, when we are talking about now, 59, I don't remember, 
when was Skiffle, before your time?
A.T. Oh no, that would have been, yeah 59.
L.R. You see Skiffle was the big thing I think that actually 
is responsible, probably more than the folk revival itself,
I mean, the folk revival complimented Skiffle but it was a 
still a minority thing, but Skiffle was a mass thing. All 
the young kids of that time suddenly discovered that they 
could play music and all they needed was three chords and a 
guitar, an acoustic guitar. This was a revelation because up 
to then music was the province of the professionals, you 
know, people weren't writing their own songs at all. Well, 
folk music never had a vast audience in the folk club scene, 
effectively, except with the American folk boom, that's what 
brought audiences into folk clubs here - Donovan and all 
that sort of thing, but Skiffle, there was a Skiffle club - 
there was - I had a Skiffle group, everybody had a Skiffle 
group - there were - I think Skiffle was the trigger for the 
whole of the music scene that followed. I mean, it may seem 
a bit grandiose but in fact a lot of those people who had 
Skiffle groups went on to become the Beatles or Rhythm and 
Blues, you know, and it was the, it was that side of the 
folk world, the folk club scene as well, was that anybody 
could do it and that was quite important because previously 
you turned on the radio or you put on a record if you wanted 
music, you didn't make your own music, not in England 
anyway, and I think that it allowed people who hadn't even 
thought of that possibility going to clubs and trying out 
songs, although in folk clubs there's a very eneven quality 
but it was a platform, you know, you could do that, anything 
went in the early days really.
A.T. Be a bit more specific on, not the very early days, 
certainly 15, 20 years ago. How did you perceive the 
attitude towards drugs?
L.R. I don't know. I haven't really had much experience of, 
apart from the occasional - I really don't know. I mean, you 
mean, the late, the sort of drug boom in the late sixties?
A.T. Yes.
L.R. Drugs, and smoking pot and hash, whatever, were part of 
the whole sixties hippies ethos. I was aware that that was 
true, I mean it's even still true I suppose in a way, but it 
wasn't part of my - I don't think in England it was anything 
more than a fairly small -
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A.T. But were you aware of performers who took drugs or 
perhaps more interestingly, those who posed as taking drugs 
to improve, increase their attraction?
L.R. I was aware that people did take drugs to, as a mind 
expanding experience and believed that they could play 
better for it or create on it but it's something very 
marginal to my life. I was aware that that was it and I 
never believed that it was true and didn't see any point in 
the whole exercise really so I wasn't part of that scene -
A.T. Did you ever feel you had to be part of that scene?
L.R. Oh no. I mean, I tend to avoid, as soon as there's a 
scene I tend to avoid it really, rather than try and join 
in.
A.T. Have you always had the attitude that, you know, this 
is me, take it or leave it?
L.R. Have I had that attitude - well, I think so yes, I 
suppose that's what I tend to say although I'm sure it's not 
entirely true, you do, you've asked me that before about 
responding to an audience's expectations. I think you have 
to go some of the way to meeting a, to relating to an 
audience - I don't think you can go to perform to an 
audience saying this is me, take it or leave it. I mean, you 
would like to say that of course, it's slightly heroic, but 
I don't believe that that's entirely true because I think 
you have to take into account what the audience is, where it 
is, what they're likely to have, to know about you, what 
they're likely to have heard and I would do a different sort 
of programme if they were an audience I knew had never heard 
any of my songs before. I mean I wouldn't launch into some 
song that I thought would completely alienate them all or 
would bemuse them.
A.T. Have you ever experimented with other styles?
L.R. Other styles - what do you mean, other styles than 
what?
A.T. Than the one you play, your style. You may not be aware 
of it, but you have a style and it's pretty much stayed the 
same.
L.R. I'm not sure that it has. I think the music - I don't 
think it has - I think that I have experimented with other - 
I have consciously tried to use different idioms, I mean,
I'm not, I started off, I suppose, using folk idioms because 
that was what was available but I think that it has changed 
quite a lot since then. It's also changed since I started 
making records using other instruments than guitar and also 
I think as you write songs using the guitar as a basic 
instrument you tend to get into a very limited, or you tend 
to start repeating yourself because there is a certain style 
that you use for certain, a certain series of chords that
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you play and you tend to go round and round when you use the 
guitar, so I consciously used a piano quite often to help me 
to write the music, which means you don't have that 
restriction and I think, actually, I don't know, it's 
difficult to be objective - I think musical idioms have 
enlarged, something like "The World's Police" seems to me to 
be fairly Brechtian or Eislerian in it's, somewhat, in its 
music and there's a song on there called "The Years Grow 
Tall" which seems to me to be nothing like what I've written 
before really - I don't know - what was the question?
A.T. Experimenting with other styles.
L.R. Yes. I think the answer would be, yes, I have 
consciously felt that limitations of the music that I was 
actually playing, particularly the limitations of guitars 
and tried to expand on that, yeah.
A.T. Was there ever a stage when you realized that what you 
were doing, or the way you wanted to go was not going to be 
a mass popular idiom?
L.R. Well I think I always knew that.
A.T. You always knew that - I mean, it never put you off or 
anything?
L.R. No. I mean, there have been times, particularly I guess 
in the earlier days, when you got signed to publishers, and 
record companies started getting interested in you and you 
thought you might make a bit of money or something, but I 
don't really believe in that as a long standing thing. And 
in a way I suppose, the fact that I've survived is rather 
more important than the fact than ever achieving some 
quarter of an hour of fame or whatever it is. No, I prefer 
singing to small audiences in small clubs than to ten 
thousand people in a field, in a way, because I prefer the 
much more personal intimate relationship you can get with an 
audience, so I mean, I actually would be quite terrified of 
becoming really famous and popular and having to perform in 
vast arenas.
A.T. What was it about the guitar, I mean, had the current 
popular instrument been a concertina, would you now be 
playing a concertina?
L.R. Difficult to say really. I don't know - it was the 
guitar wasn't it -
A.T. I mean, do you feel a certain -
L.R. No, I think, I don't think I would have been because I 
prefer the sound of the guitar, it - when did I start - I 
started playing a nylon strung guitar before people started 
claw-hammering [a finger-style technique], I mean, when I 
learnt to play I was learning finger-style when there wasn't 
any models really, except classical I suppose, but I really 
loved solo guitar and of course the fact that you could play
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quite nicely without actually playing very well, I mean they 
sound quite nice, that was the attraction so -
A.T. Most of this you answered when I phoned you up that 
time. I'm not sure if you answered this one though, but it 
interests me, if you feel constrained, restrained by the 
image that you have - do you feel that if you suddenly 
wanted to experiment with a different form or a different 
angle that you would be limited by what people expect of 
you?
L.R. No. What I find though is that people have the 
preconceived idea as to what I do, particularly reviewers, 
and I found this particularly on the last record, that they 
have an idea of me as a singer of satirical, political songs 
and so they don't actually listen to the songs that are on 
the record. They just pick out the ones that confirm their 
preconceptions and they don't, it's as if the other songs 
haven't touched their consciousness, or if they have, they 
haven't changed their awareness of what I do, so it's not 
the way I see myself but I know I have an image of a 
particular sort of singer of particular sort of songs and it 
doesn't seem to me to correspond with the actual songs that 
I do write, so from that point of view I feel constrained 
more by the - I feel irritated by the conceptions that 
people have, particularly reviewers, maybe audiences as well 
but I don't feel constrained to write the songs to fit their 
conceptions at all, I'm just a bit -
A.T. But you are aware of it then?
L.R. Well, I'm aware of it, oh yeah. I mean I certainly 
probably have this image more strongly with people who've 
never actually never heard me sing. I mean, I'm aware of, 
that's the sort of image that's come over, but it doesn't 
seem to me to correspond to the songs I actually write, so 
all the, nearly all the reviewers of the record were just 
really concentrated on, like, three songs which fit the, you 
know, I don't know really, it's very odd. Anyway there's not 
a great deal you can do about that either.

END
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LEON ROSSELSON
15.1.91.

A.T. These questions are mainly concerned with your 
background, like, what you were like at school, whether you 
enjoyed school, what your musical education was.
L.R. Well, I went to William Ellis Grammar school, as did of 
course Richard Thompson, also Hank Wangford apparently - 
they were younger than I. It's a grammar school on the edge 
of [inaudible] Fields - just post-war, and from there to 
Cambridge university.
A.T. I mean, musical education, did you have music lessons?
L.R. Yeah, I had piano lessons and actually took music at 
'A' level. I went to the Academy of Music for a time, then I 
stopped having lessons when I decided to do an 'A* level 
music at the last minute, I had some piano [lessons] to 
grade six I think, and that's as far as I went really. But 
that also meant I did study theory, harmony and that stuff.
A.T. When you started piano lessons was it your idea to 
start?
L.R. No, I mean, my father was a professional musician - he 
played the violin. Music had always been there in the 
family, he also sang operatically, so there was always the 
sound of music in the house, I mean, I can't remember - I 
don't think children ever choose to do piano lessons, do 
they, it's something that usually parents choose for them.
My children went to have piano lessons but I'm sure it was 
not exactly forced but expected, so I think it was probably 
the same with me.
A.T. Did you, as a child, before say, eleven plus or 
whatever it was you took to get to grammar school, did you 
like the idea of being in a house where you heard music - 
presumably your father practiced.
L.R. He did. He sang a lot, all over the place. I suppose - 
you don't think about it really - you don't think - I 
remember he was very dogmatic about the only sort of music 
that was valuable, which was classical, so like, when my 
sister wanted to listen to jazz, I do remember there were 
enormous conflicts 'cause anything other than opera, as far 
as singing went, or classical music was not considered to be 
music. He never really changed throughout his life. So I 
guess in a way there was a sort of rebellion against that 
sort of classical background in going and listening to stuff 
that he wouldn't have thought was music at all. I think, in 
a sense, he never thought I could sing, which is true, I 
can't sing but I can put over songs, but that's not what 
singing was about, as far as he was concerned. So I'm sure 
that, yes, it was good having that musical background - it
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was also one dimensional in that, in a sense, there was only 
one sort of music, and I think discovering other sorts of 
music was quite important.
A.T. Maybe more important than it might have been if you 
hadn't of been so restricted?
L.R. Yes, I think so. I mean, actually the first - I guess I 
liked the sort of things that people of that time liked - 
like, traditional jazz - I used to listen to a lot of blues, 
believe it or not, and I did spend a lot of time trying to 
play like Big Bill Broonzy, which I never succeeded in 
doing, otherwise my whole life might have been different. 
That was before I got into the folk revival so I think it is 
probably true that what is not exactly forbidden, but looked 
down upon when you're young becomes quite desirable later 
on.
A.T. The lessons you had at school, music lessons, when you 
had a music period, I mean, what did it involve?
L.R. I can't remember doing anything at school in the way of 
music - what actually happened was - the only thing I can 
remember about music lessons at school was mostly singing 
and very, very, very basic music theory, but what happened 
was that I knew, because I'd been to the Academy I knew 
theory anyway so, basic theory anyway, so that was boring, 
and I knew how to write music and sort of, could sort of 
sight read so when I decided to do 'A' level music on the 
whole I worked at it - I did it by myself. There was a music 
teacher who kind of supervised me, but I was the only person 
in the school who ever did it so there wasn't, like, 
nowadays you might find a class, a music class, it wasn't 
like that - it was mostly me, mugging it up.
A.T. So can you say that anyone in your education instiled a 
love of music in you?
L.R. Certainly not at school. I think, probably being at the 
Academy, though it's going back into the dim and distant 
past - I do think that the whole atmosphere there - I don't 
remember how long I was there for - it would be a couple of 
years- I'm talking about Saturday morning classes and doing 
some theory and piano, but I'm sure that it didn't put me 
off classical music anyway, that's for sure because I still 
possibly enjoy that more than anything, but I can't think of 
any revelations of that sort, no.
A.T. If you - so why did you turn to the guitar?
L.R. Well, when I was at university there was a folk club, 
and a few of the people who founded that folk club are quite 
well known, or were; Stan Kelly was one, Rory McKewen, do 
you remember Rory - he died of course - they were the sort 
of leading lights, or they’d just left, I can't quite 
remember, but anyway, again it's kind of difficult to be 
precise about the chronology, but about the time I was at 
university or towards the end of it I heard Ewan MacColl at
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the Ballads and Blues club, when did the Ballads and Blues 
start, mid-fifties I think it was, probably that period, and 
then I remember I, we got people like Margaret Barry up to 
the folk club in Cambridge, and I started playing the 
guitar, it's difficult to know why you start - I was playing 
finger-style, classical, because the American influence 
wasn't as it became later on, you know, the clawhammer 
became popular - but when I started, I started on a nylon- 
strung guitar and played very much in a sort of imitation 
classical guitar style. I never actually learned the guitar, 
I just used to pick up what I could.
A.T. Had it been, had the concertina been the instrument 
that everyone used as opposed to the guitar, would you have 
taken up the concertina?
L.R. Well it seems to me unlikely - it's possible, but it 
seems to me there is something about the guitar which makes 
it a very suitable instrument to play as an accompanying 
instrument and also just to mess about on - the guitar- it's 
the sound of it, it's much more pleasant to my ears than a 
concertina. I mean, I think you'd have to practice the 
concertina to make it sound good before you went out and 
played it, and it probably wouldn't be terribly pleasant for 
other people in the room or in the house or something - it 
seems to me there's something about the guitar that’s kind 
of cosy and maybe, I don't know, it' difficult to say. 
Actually the first instrument I played outside the piano was 
the accordion, anyway, which I hate. I used to play the 
accordion for English country dancing stuff, you know, 
MacColl was married to Jean MacColl, as she was then - she 
was a dance teacher - you know that.
A.T. I thought it was Joan Littlewood.
L.R. No, that was after, after Joan Littlewood he married 
Jean MacColl who used to organize the dancing at the Theatre 
Workshop, and she was a Laban [college] trained dancer, and 
she had her own dance group who used to do the Soho fair, 
sometime in the fifties, I can't remember when, and I used 
to play the accordion for them so I was doing that before I 
was - but - it's like the concertina, I don't like the sound 
of it.
A.T. So, going back to your childhood, I mean, was it, do 
you remember it as a happy childhood, or were you the kind 
of child who liked to spend a lot of time on his own, or 
were you gregarious?
L.R. I think it was reasonably happy as far as I can 
remember. I don't think I was gregarious - yeah, I think it 
was quite happy, it was quite good really, because we lived 
in a flat, in Tufnell Park - the flats are still there. At 
the back of the flats, it's like a square, two sides of 
flats, three sides of flats, the other side is houses, but 
in the square is a large field and all the kids of the flats 
and around would play in the field, so there was a lot of - 
so it was actually not that lonely because there was always
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football and cricket and all sorts of other games going on 
in that field, which is quite, I suppose different from 
people who grew up in towns usually, so I think it was, sort 
of, a communal life for children.
A.T. What was the family social situation. I mean, obviously 
your father was a professional musician, you wouldn't have 
called yourself working class then?
L.R. My mother was a housewife, my father was a professional 
musician which means that he earned, in money terms , we 
weren't in class terms - I suppose - I don't know what, how 
that’s defined any more, but certainly professional class is 
what he would be. And culturally of course, also being 
Jewish made a difference because there is a tradition of 
books and learning in Jewish families which is always part 
of the house, books and things, so I suppose culturally we 
were not working class, although - one of the things - my 
mother came from the East End [of London] where her 
experience of the English working class was one of fear and 
horror, because her memories are of Saturday night at the 
pub and the fear of being attacked for being Jewish and that 
sort of thing, so, in a sense, culturally I think we would 
certainly not in any way be classed as working class, and in 
a sense, also, being Jewish in a non-Jewish area did mean a 
certain distance between ourselves and myself and other 
people who may have been friends I played with. Somehow 
however I think there is also a sense in which you look from 
the outside coming from that background.
A.T. But it's interesting what you say about the Jewish 
family, and the importance of learning and education is in 
such a family, was that an influence on you?
L.R. Oh yes, I'm sure it was - books were always very 
important in the house, music also. My father had been 
brought up very religiously in Russia, and came over in 
1914.
A.T. So he learnt English - it was not his first language?
L.R. He was self-educated, completely, because his only 
education was a religious education. He was brought up - his 
father was a Rabbi, so everything he'd leaned he'd learned 
from books, so there was certainly an enormous amount he 
placed on it, and also, I think, because he'd had so much 
music, his whole life had been, his whole early life - he 
was a boy soprano, had been in music - that had been very 
important for him as well, but as I say, only one sort of 
music was counted as being valuable. My mother had a 
completely different - my mother really did come from a 
working class background.
A.T. She was Jewish?
L.R. Yeah, she was Jewish, but as I say, working class 
Jewish is maybe a bit different as well, but certainly she 
left school and went to work in her step-father's paper-bag
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factory when she was 14, or whatever her age, so I suppose 
you could say yes, her background was working class, but by 
the time I was growing up I suppose we were of the 
professional classes, but I wouldn’t say particularly well- 
off .
A.T. It's a kind of an odd point that just occurs to me 
here; with such a strong musical background you have become, 
whether this is fair or not, you can tell me, more of a - 
when it comes to song, literary man than you are a musical 
man.
L.R. Well, I've never thought of myself as a folk-singer. My 
approach to song is that the words are central, but I do 
think about and realize the importance of music, but not 
music for its own sake. The music in song for me is to 
compliment and support and point of the words rather than, 
let's have a nice tune sort of thing. But I think music is 
actually very important, and I'm interested in the way that 
music works with words. So it wouldn't be entirely what my 
background is, because of my degree in English literature, 
so I guess I was influenced by that as well, and I think 
it's true to say my songs are literary and quite often - I 
know that there are literary influences on them.
A.T. How did your family, the various members of your family 
react to you deciding to be a folk-singer?
L.R. Well, I've never thought of myself as a folk-singer.
A.T. I use the term in inverted commas, as they might have 
referred to you?
L.R. I think the thing is, I mean, I fell into this, I 
suppose, yeah, what happened - I went to Israel - I played 
the guitar, I played in a group -
A.T. This was after getting your degree?
L.R. This was after getting my degree. First of all I did a 
bit of teaching which I hated and will never do again. I 
played the accordion in "The Hamlet of Stepney Green", 
played by Bernard Cox, because Dominic Behan suggested I 
should, can you imagine this, and it went to the Oxford 
Playhouse and went to [inaudible] along with Joss Ackland, 
and then I met an Israeli singer called Zimra Aunette [?] 
who I made a record with for Topic. I accompanied her on the 
guitar. Actually I was playing with Stan Kelly as well then. 
I was an accompanist originally, that's what I was doing, 
playing the guitar because people actually didn't play the 
guitar that well at that time, and I actually played quite 
well, as it seemed, in a particular style which other people 
didn't which was very much a finger-style so I actually did 
a few things for Topic [record company] on the basis of 
being able to accompany people because I suppose I was quite 
quick at picking up tunes and chords and things like that.
So I did this record which I have, a ten inch L.P. for Topic 
with Israeli songs, so when she went back she said, "why
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don't you come to Israel and make our fortune" which I did - 
I had nothing else to do, so again it kind of - chance. A 
lot of things seem to me to pretty haphazard in one's life, 
which didn't quite work out because we split up after about 
3 months and then I formed a group over there with a couple 
of American women, called [inaudible].
A.T.Was there a sense of rebellion in your mind, like, going 
out and doing this?
L.R. Oh I'm sure that's true, yes. It's difficult - this is 
obviously one of the things that happens after university - 
perhaps less now because people are worried about jobs and 
money, but obviously you're looking for yourself and what 
you want to do, I suppose - I wanted to write, that's what I 
wanted to do, but I certainly - what I didn't want to do is 
settle down in, to some kind of steady job of any sort.
Apart from teaching there wasn't anything, anything - yeah, 
there were things I might've wanted to do, if I could have 
thought of a way of doing them, like making films, for 
example, but - [phone rings] - I've forgotten what we were 
talking about now -
A.T. Well, I was talking about the reaction of your family 
to you -
L.R. Oh yeah, well I think that they never really understood 
what I was doing, my parents anyway. They thought like most 
parents, I suppose, would say, why don't you get a job, as 
opposed to -
A.T. But your father was a professional musician.
L.R. It's true but what I was doing didn't count as being a 
professional musician, in his terms. If I'd have done that, 
it would have been fine. My nephew has been M.D. on a number 
of musicals - that's quite acceptable - it's like it's 
regular - but to do what I was doing seemed to them to be 
slightly odd, and "How long can you keep doing this" sort of 
thing.
A.T. So you weren't actively encouraged?
L.R. Oh, not to do that, no. But I mean, I wasn't actively 
discouraged either. I suppose they were pretty tolerant, 
just a bit confused as to why I didn't do something - and 
also it's very unpredictable financially which they saw as a 
problem in their eyes.
A.T. How did the development work then, if you started out 
as an accompanist, and when did the songs start?
L.R. Well, because when I came back from Israel after a 
year, Malcolm Nixon phoned me up and said we're starting 
this group with Robin Hall and Jimmy McGregor who were quite 
a well-known duo - already they were on "Tonight" [a T.V. 
programme]. Jimmy of course was married to Shirley Bland 
with whom he used to sing in the Skiffle days. We missed out
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[that is, have not yet discussed] on the whole skiffle thing 
of course, which is probably the most important development 
before the folk revival. Most people started their 
performing life in Skiffle groups, and I did too, apart from 
singing in the folksong society in Cambridge. I mean, that 
is where I performed. We had a club in Southend Green in 
Hampstead.
A.T. And there was a lot of Skiffle around at that time?
L.R. Oh yeah - well everybody - this was before your time - 
I had this group called The Southerners and we did all the 
things - Skiffle competitions with Cliff Richard and Marty 
Wilde, so when I came back from Israel, Malcolm Nixon phoned 
me up and said he wanted to start this folk group, Jimmy and 
Shirley had been in the City Ramblers in the Skiffle days, 
and they wanted a fourth member, a la The Weavers - three 
men and a girl, so I said O.K. so that was how I got into, 
really, The Galliards, which was the group that was always 
on the radio as the representative of the folk world. We did 
all the "Easy Beaf's and "Saturday Club"s [music programmes 
on television and radio].
A.T. Were you writing songs at this time?
L.R. No - well, the first song I ever wrote at the 
university was, I don't know really, I don't even know why,
I fished this out once, at Vancouver [festival] - they, 
there was the first, last, worst and the best song you'd 
ever written, which was kind of funny, and the first I ever 
wrote was about Grace Kelly, calypso, but apart from that, 
no, I didn't really write songs, but I think I was kind of 
moving towards it, yeah, I wrote another one about, a 
talking blues, which was kind of interesting as well 
because, you know, it's very American.
A.T. With an English accent?
L.R. Oh I think I must have done it in an American accent, 
but it was talking blues style. I suppose in the very early 
years the models would have been American or Calypso, which 
is I suppose what people used to write new songs in. I did 
write the odd song, "Talking Moscow", this was about the 
Moscow festival, but I didn't really start writing songs 
until The Galliards broke up, which must have been a year, 
two years after they started, when I was really faced with,
I suppose, what was I going to do. The Galliards were 
breaking up - I quite liked what I was doing, the folk clubs 
were growing, becoming more and more of them - there was a 
platform, clearly, for performers of new songs, and new 
songs were being written and being encouraged really. I 
mean, this was the topical-song boom in the late fifties, 
early sixties, so I think I really started writing songs at 
the end of the, towards the end of the breaking up of The 
Galliards, when The Galliards were breaking up, and I think 
I probably went round the folk clubs with maybe six songs, 
maybe eight, but then the pressure, and I think that's the 
important thing, to get you to write songs is when you are
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actually trying to make a living, singing in folk clubs, the 
pressure is on you to write songs because you can't keep
going round doing six songs - and some of them were
obviously rotten, joke songs, and they weren't really what 
I'd want to do ever again, so -
A.T. Did you enjoy it - did you enjoy the process of writing 
songs?
L.R. Yeah, but the early songs I wrote were nearly all, I 
suppose, topical, satirical songs. I mean, there are things 
like, things like, "The Battle hymn of the new Socialist 
Party", or, "We'll sing the red flag once a year", dates
from that period, and I can still sing it and it's perfectly
appropriate, which is rather depressing really - what else - 
anything that happened - I made this E.P. for Topic, which 
you probably don't know about, called "Songs for City 
Squares" which has on it, this is 1961, which has on it, 
"HANG", about the hanging, whipping, flogging brigade - 
"Down the Drain" which is about traveling in the rush hour 
in the London Tube - the one about the Labour Party - what 
was the fourth one - "Dear John Profumo" which was not about 
his scandal but about the fact that he was a minister of war 
when they had an early warning system - and of course things 
like "Across the hills", which came out I suppose of the 
early anti-nuclear movement, CND, so there was a lot of 
things to write about, there were audiences which were 
really looking for new songs, there was a platform in the 
folk clubs which was open. It wasn't like that later on - it 
became more closed I think, to new songs whether it was 
traditional - there was nothing like that - it was 
completely open, and there was I suppose every encouragement 
to do it, and of course I enjoyed doing it. But, I think I 
was writing maybe a song a month in those early years, when 
I was writing a topical political type of song, which I 
certainly wasn't doing later on - it became more difficult.
A.T. I think it's worth commenting on the fact that, I've 
made a point in the thesis about the folk scene after those 
first euphoric days starting to split, and has remained 
split until quite recently I think, between the so-called 
contemporaries [singers of contemporary folk-songs] and the 
traddies [singers of traditional folk-songs]. But where were 
you placed, where did you see yourself, where did people put 
you?
L.R. I was obviously un-traditional, not only because I 
wrote new songs, but because I wrote new songs in a style 
which was not at all traditional. I mean, I may have 
absorbed and borrowed some idioms and tunes from traditional 
music but lately my style is I suppose a mixture of all 
sorts of things of which the folk tradition is only one, so 
as I say, people like Ewan MacColl who were saying British 
traditional music is what you should be singing if you're 
British, and that's the style in which politically relevant 
songs should be sung because as he had total contempt for, I 
think, anything in the market place, which sounded like pop 
music or anything that sounded commercial in his view
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couldn't be taken seriously - [he was] terribly anti-Dylan 
and all that sort of stuff, so I mean, for the folkies, for 
the really hard-line traditionalists, purists, I have never 
been acceptable. And I think that has been true all the way 
through - there have always been - the fact of getting a 
reputation writing political songs has made it more 
difficult at certain times because there was this "we don't 
want politics in folk clubs" movement as well. People who 
wrote in a more traditional style and wrote about things 
that a folk-song might have dealt with, like the countryside 
I suppose, or, I don't know what - people like John Connolly 
or Ian Campbell wrote very much in a traditional style which 
was much more acceptable.
A.T.Well, it's odd isn't it, for a movement, a scene that 
was started out of politically based -
L.R. I think a couple of things happened - one was that the 
folk boom which was largely American imported upset a lot of 
people - it did swell the audiences in folk clubs but for a 
lot of people it was a betrayal, you know - "Donavon, what 
did Donavon have to do with folk clubs", even though he'd 
started out in St. Albans' folk club, and they then became 
sort of protective about the folk tradition which is when 
MacColl started the singers' club, wasn't it, to represent 
the true folk music of Britain, and there was a certain 
sense of excluding what was not really acceptable to the 
tradition, and it became all sorts of stupid things like not 
even playing guitars in certain clubs, because they weren’t 
traditional instruments. It became really stupid - but I 
think I did suffer from that, and that, as you say, 
continues, although I don't think it's guite like that any 
more is it - I don't know. I guess there are a lot of folk 
clubs I've never been to because I'm not acceptable, because 
of the style in which I write songs and because I have this 
reputation of being a political Lefty, which I think largely 
comes from people who don’t actually listen to my songs.
A.T. Were you not tempted to accommodate certain sections of 
the folk scene in your writing style?
L.R. No, not at all. My musical influences - it's difficult 
to know exactly how the writing style evolves, but I mean 
obviously you absorb quite a lot from what you've listened 
to without even realizing it, I certainly listen to a lot of 
French songs - I saw Jacques Brel in 1964 - although I don't 
think I write anything like Brel, but the idea that you 
could write lyrics of that density was quite important, not 
the style itself but the idea that you could actually treat 
serious subjects in a very literary way, using a lot of 
imagery and so on was quite interesting to me, and it was 
unlike the folk world really. Particularly what a lot of 
songwriters in the folk world were using, that basic verse 
chorus format, which wasn't very satisfactory as far as I 
was concerned, and I think, I listened to cabaret stuff I 
suppose, musical revue and Gilbert and Sullivan, things like 
that, and probably bits of Beethoven, who knows, and all 
that stuff probably rubs off. What I think I was doing was
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trying to evolve new forms to accommodate the sort of things 
I was writing about.
A.T. So you weren't looking for ways to accommodate the folk 
scene?
L.R. No, I wasn't at all, I was looking for ways of writing 
interesting songs, and there has always been an audience for 
what I've been doing, so that's been O.K., yes, that's O.K. 
although it's shrunk or grown according to the times. I've 
sometimes been unfashionable, very unfashionable, but in a 
way I've never been fashionable, so I suppose in a way, I 
suppose I've never been out of fashion either, but at 
certain times it became more difficult to get bookings at 
folk clubs because of what I was doing. But I like 
traditional music and I've certainly used, I'm sure some of 
the - "Across the hills" is totally unconscious borrowing of 
a traditional song, but other things have got nothing to do 
with the folk world at all, and more and more I suppose, as 
you write songs you do try to find your own style, it has 
very little to do with that idiom [Leon's style, that is].
A.T. On the, sort of, family situation, I presume you got 
married and had children - I mean, I don't know anything of 
your personal background, but how did that affect your 
attitude to songwriting, and your attitude to performing?
L.R. Well, it gave me material - "Don't get married girls" - 
I mean I was married - met my wife in Israel, we married 
when we got back from Israel so I was married when I started 
out in The Galliards. Her influence was probably expressed 
in the fact that she was French speaking and got me 
listening to French songs and that's probably been quite 
important, but as far as my own songs go she was never 
really involved in either the writing or the performing of 
them.
A.T. Well, was your wife in anyway a help to your writing 
process - did you, like, bounce songs off her?
L.R. I don't think so because the world she, she was an 
E.E.G. technician, and looking after the children for a long 
time - an E.E.G. technician and still is, and that really - 
I don't think - as I say, probably, I think the main 
influence is in listening to French songs and in writing 
songs which are about relationships where clearly you use 
your own experience.
A.T. Well, we, on the last interview we did we covered the 
writing process, so I don't want to do that again, but there 
was just one thing that I'd like to ask, to finish off, and 
that is to discuss the period of time between finishing a 
song. When you've actually been writing a song and you've 
decided that you've said what you wanted to say, and the 
first performance - does anything go on between that time?
L.R. Well, you practise doing it. The first performance is 
always a problem, well, a problem - it's always a bit

Page - 135



dangerous because although you think you know it adequately, 
I don't think I'm a natural showman - I think I have to work 
at being a performer - I've had to over the years, so for 
me, singing a song for the first time is always a bit nerve- 
wracking, not just because I don't know how the audience is 
going to respond, but because I just don't feel I'm on top 
of it until I've sung it quite a lot of times in public, so 
obviously I rehearse it and try to find a guitar 
accompaniment and try to get to know it as well as I can so 
that I'm not thinking about how I'm doing it when I’m 
performing. I think sometimes when you're rehearsing it, and 
even after you've started singing it things get changed. I 
don't even know I'm doing it quite often, but then I realize 
I'm not singing it exactly the same way, although it's only 
the odd word here and there.
A.T. It's not a fundamental difference?
L.R. I don't think there's a fundamental difference. I think 
that mostly when my songs are finished, they're finished, 
but they get edges polished up a bit and the odd word and 
things you find are not quite singable as you'd thought 
they'd be, so you change a few things, but on the margins - 
I'd say it's not fundamentally.
A.T. Does the audience reaction, of which you say you're 
curious about, or even scared about - you don't know how
they're going to react, would their reaction in anyway cause
you to re-write certain sections?
L.R. It never has. First of all I don't think one 
performance is going to be a way of judging what an audience 
reaction is going to be, because you may not have done it 
very well, and there’s all sorts of variables in audiences 
that would affect the response. I think I'm more likely not 
to sing it, 'cause I can't conceive of re-writing it. I 
think once I've done a song, I've done it as best I can. If 
it doesn't work over a period of time then I'm probably not 
going to sing it. But I do find, even old songs that I
haven't sung for twenty years, I bring them out from time to
time to see how they work, and how audiences respond to 
them, and they seem to go O.K., they don't seem to date - 
obviously some do, but they don't seem to date as much as 
one might have thought, or even hoped in some cases.
A.T. So that first performance of the song is - is there any 
other emotion going on, apart from the fact that you're 
concerned about how it's going to be received - I mean, is 
there any euphoria in singing a song for the first time?
L.R. I think, yeah, yeah, I don't know about euphoria - when 
you've sung it and if it goes down reasonably well, I think 
that is very pleasing, 'cause I do get a high when things 
are going well. Obviously when you've sung a new song it's a 
special event in a sense, and you don't have anything else 
to go on, so if the audience response is good then it does 
give you a high really. I mean, if people laugh that's 
wonderful, that's the best thing of course, not if it's not
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a funny song, but I mean, if it's a funny song and people 
laugh that's great. People laugh in places you didn't expect 
it, why are they laughing, what's funny about that? - but if 
the audience is - I don't think I'm that much of a performer 
really to get euphoric about performing.

END

Page - 137



PETE MORTON
7 FEBRUARY 1989

The interview took place in Morton's apartment in 
Leicester.

A.T. Right, the first part I want to talk about Pete is on 
songwriting and specifically the procedure that you adopt 
for songwriting or for writing a song. I'll set it up for 
you and then you can tell me whether - the question is do 
you wait for inspiration or do you set aside specific times 
when you want to write a song?
P.M. I wait for inspiration all the time. I've found that 
when I attempt to discipline it, to organize it, it doesn't 
work, so I've just gradually come round to realizing that my 
policy for me is to wait for songs to come to me.
A.T. How do you find that inspiration comes - does it - is 
it spontaneous, could it, could you be anywhere for example?
P.M. That's right. The more spontaneous it is usually the 
sharper it is, the better the song it is, the better the 
chance the song's going to - you know - it's going to be - 
that's how I feel, that's the way it is most of the time.
A.T. Have you ever, when you actually get the idea on this 
song, when you start writing a song are you conscious of 
what sparked it off?
P.M. Yes I am.
A.T. Have you ever written a song where you couldn't trace 
back the original inspiration?
P.M. No - I'm curious of, I'm curious of I'm thinking about 
it, yeah, I'm thinking about where it came from and I’m, and 
I think that initial inspiration for however short a time 
space it was, you know, those few seconds are the important 
thing really - I mean, I've written songs that have 
developed into something else so I'm conscious of where it 
originally came from, yeah.
A.T. Would it come from for example, if you were reading the 
newspaper?
P.M. No, not newspapers for some reason.
A.T. Or a television documentary?
P.M. It's, yeah, yeah, there are, I can think of one song - 
"Mothers' Day", a song which I wrote after seeing a 
documentary on nuclear warheads being installed in Europe.
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A.T. "Think of your Mothers' Day"?
P.M. Yeah, that's the one, yeah, which is an anti nuclear- 
war song. I was at home at the time, living at home, and I 
was sitting downstairs with my mum and dad and watching this 
documentary and I think I left half way through it and just 
picked up the guitar with - and just started playing the 
guitar, you know, with all the emotions built up inside me.
I had no words at that time and I just started singing - I 
just started singing and things came, you know. It's - I'm a 
very haphazard writer, you know, I believe in being sort of 
that, you know. It's a rocky ride if you're going to sort of 
- you've almost got to live your life around it almost, I 
feel, to actually, if you want to, if you feel what you're 
doing here is to write songs then you've got to wait for 
them to come to you, you know.
A.T.So would you find that, in answer to, does the subject 
choose you or do you choose the subject -
P.M. The subject chooses me.
A.T. Right, so you - are you ever in a situation where you 
get an idea for a song but for whatever reason you're not 
able to sit down there and then and do anything about it, do 
you find, I'm thinking about the germination of a song, do 
you ever experience the germination of a song over a period 
of time, say weeks or months?
P.M. Definitely, yeah. It's like, it's - you don't know 
you're actually going to come round and write a song about 
it and it's going to be the finished thing and it's going to 
be worth something but you know that it's, something, we're 
talking about very negative songs here really in my case, 
because I feel that if something irritates you, you know, 
and you carry it around for weeks and then you may sort of 
get a few lines and you write them down but they're not 
really what you want and then it may sort of just turn up 
weeks and weeks after that, you know. I mean, with - it's 
interesting between - it's usually with negative type songs,
A.T. How do you think that -
P.M. - which, in that case, but positive songs like love 
songs which are just saying that are sort of very positive, 
emotionally positive, usually come out of the blue and 
they're what you want to experience all of the time anyway 
so they don't germinate, if you see what I mean, they just 
happen.
A.T. So the songs that do germinate, have you any reason or 
answers to why it doesn't work first time and why it works 
eventually. Why do you think that after two or three weeks 
it does come together?
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P.M. Because it's got to have the right time to, just to 
click, I suppose. I don't know, I honestly don't know, I 
don't know.
A.T. Do you feel any pressure to write a song?
P.M. I have done - I've given up, I have done, if I
understand you rightly.
A.T. Well, either self-imposed pressure, to justify being a 
songwriter or, and/or pressure from record companies or 
managers or whatever.
P.M. I have done that in the past, yes, but I've found that 
it never works and I think that it's -
A.T. Never works when the pressure's from whom?
P.M. For a reason outside of just for writing the song -
writing the song that's got to be written, if you see what I
mean.
A.T. Yeah, so what you're saying is that it doesn't work if 
the pressure is outside, external, it only works if you feel 
it yourself?
P.M. Yeah, yeah, that's right. You know there's been times 
where I've been thinking, oh gosh, I'm recording in, you 
know, two month's time, or a month's time and I've only got 
so many songs, I've got to write some more - I've actually, 
it's actually gave me a little bit of enthusiasm and 
encouragement to actually start writing but it's never - but 
usually what's happened is that it's just, you know, it's 
just - I've not come out with anything that is actually 
worthwhile. There's a few songs on my last album,"One Big 
Joke", that were written in the last three weeks before I 
recorded, songs which I'm very pleased with but I was at the 
same time aware that I've got to write, I had to write some 
songs - I also at the same time had about three or four 
ideas which just came out of the blue, you know, they 
actually came out of the blue and I was lucky, I was lucky.
A.T. When you say that you've got that, feel that pressure, 
you're going to record and feel you need some more songs, do 
you ever write a song that you think, I'm trying too hard 
and it's not going to work, do you ever end up with a 
contrived song?
P.M. Oh yes, yes.
A.T. And you know immediately that it's not working do you?
P.M. Yeah, yeah, I do, more or less. There are songs which 
are border-line cases, in which you finish off and then you 
still don't know, sometimes you still don't know for weeks 
and you have to go and play it to people, and you say, "Oh 
that's a lot of crap, you can't do that", you know. There's 
one particular song which I've just written called "The
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Lover's Song", which is for me a bit different, because it's 
very, the lyrics are very straightforward, very simple and 
it's about when you first see, when you first see a girl and 
you're absolutely, you know, you're sort of walking around 
absolutely - you're walking around crazed out of your mind, 
sort of thing, and it's putting it in its simplest form and 
I played it in Chester last Sunday, and some friends were 
there said, "It's just too subjective, it doesn't do 
anything for anybody else, it has no meat on it at all", and 
I'm convinced that it has - it's actually the lack of any of 
that thing that's in a lot of my other songs which I 
actually like so I'm very much in a situation of not 
knowing, but I'm going to keep playing it anyway.
A.T. I was going to say, how, we're jumping on as far as my 
questions are concerned - it doesn't matter because we can 
always go back to these, but now we're on the subject of 
actually assessing a song, how much importance do you place 
on it's reception to an audience as to whether you think 
it's a good song or not?
P.M. Quite a lot, quite a lot, because I think my 
judgement's pretty good through writing songs which is a 
long time. I feel my judgement's pretty good but you're 
never one hundred per cent sure, so I always think I'm not 
going to be convinced that this song actually works until 
I've played it and I've got some reaction from it - I do - 
I'm very conscious of that really.
A.T. Yeah, so if you, for example, if you had a song and you 
weren’t sure whether it was going to work or not would you 
be tempted to play it and if it went down very well would 
that sway your judgement?
P.M. To a degree yes, yes it would.
A.T. And what about from the other point of view - if you 
have a song which was dynamite, that you thought was 
dynamite and you played it and it didn't go down very well,
I mean, would you persevere with it?
P.M. Yeah, if I'm absolutely convinced that it really is 
something special. I mean, what tends to happen is that if I 
get - if a song just goes down like a lead balloon in the 
act and I'm, in most cases, I have thought it's really good, 
because it's probably come from a different angle for me 
that I've written a song that's different from the last 
songs I've written or something like that and then I 
realize, usually, most of the cases I realize that, yeah, I 
can see what I saw in that and what is good about it, what 
is good for me, the fact that I'd done that but it is, but 
it's, it is lacking something - let's go and work on it again, you know.
A.T.What do you think is a good song?
P.M. What do I think is a good song, how do you mean?
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A.T. Take a song, which of its facets, I mean what facets of 
a song make it a good song?
P.M. Communication, the communication of it I suppose. It's 
a hard question that.
A.T. It is, and the hardest question of the whole thing.
P.M. Yeah, er, it's what - I suppose because of the way I 
work, I suppose I'd make the priority the actual - the 
inspiration of it which actually makes an audience realize 
something - it might be something they've heard a million 
times before but it's something which communicates it just a 
little bit, gives it a different strength, a different 
colour or something like that and that is what I like.
A.T. What, the emotion or the subject you mean?
P.M. Both really. It's - I do, like, my tunes are I think 
catchy-ness, you know, a song has got to be contagious, the 
more contagious it is the better - I certainly feel that.
A.T. So what would be the difference between those, those 
criteria you've just listed and a Nazi marching song, which 
fulfil the criteria you've just mentioned?
P.M. Good question - it's that - it's, yeah, it does 
completely, but, you’ve caught me out because I thought we 
were only talking about songwriters, but I'd say that to be 
a song writer in the tradition in which you're working and 
I'm working in which stems back to a, if you like, let's say 
Woody Guthrie or something like that, and it's conscious of 
what it's doing in, it's conscious and sensitive of what 
it's doing to the world and what it's trying to do and 
change the world. I know that - but you could say that's 
what the Nazis were trying to do, but I feel that, you know 
- we haven't spoken about what they're actually singing 
about, I mean, all those things which I've mentioned, the 
communication, the inspiration, it being contagious all 
apply, but they - you've got to have a consciousness in your 
lyrics as well, you know, you've got to be conscientious in 
what you're singing about, how it actually affects the world 
around you.
A.T. Great, yeah. How do you know when a song is finished?
P.M. I don't know, I just feel it, you must know that. You 
just, you know, when a - you know, it's some sort of 
intuition of actually knowing that this song, because of the 
subject I'm dealing with needs - this can take seven verses, 
this can take eight verses, this can be, this will be 
stronger if it's in a ballad that goes on for six minutes, 
you know, but, you know, it depends what you're dealing 
with, it depends how light the song is or how heavy 
[serious] the song is, what you're actually, yeah, what that 
subject can actually take, you know, you just feel it. Some 
songs are best left as fragments of one extreme, some songs 
are best left at being just a poppy two verses repeated with
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a few la la la las in it. It actually helps the lyrics that 
you've put in, you know, it just varies and you just - and I 
always know, actually, when I start a song and from what I 
feel, from what light and shade it is, what I'm singing 
about, how long that song is going to be. I just know, and 
sometimes, you know, I have knocked verses off and thought, 
no, this is going to be too long.
A.T. So you do sometimes overwrite -
P.M. Yeah.
A.T. - and chuck out a verse of something for whatever 
reason?
P.M. Yeah, but usually I'm, as regards that, I'm pretty 
accurate, I'm pretty good at that - I can judge that quite 
well.
A.T. And is the best time to judge it do you think, I mean, 
when is the best time to judge the song, you know, 
immediately after you've written it or the next day or -
P.M. Well, you can't help but judge it as soon as you've 
written it, and then it's like what we were saying earlier 
about once you play it to other people. Songs, you know, 
it's like, you can, once you've written a song and you start 
practicing it you've still got to go out and play it once, 
you know, and it takes maybe five or six performances at 
least for it to settle in and then it starts changing shape, 
and you're judging it all the time, but as regards just 
finishing the song itself, you do judge it, you can't help 
but do that.
A..T. But have you ever changed your mind. Suppose you write 
a song at night when you're feeling pretty mellow and what 
ever and the next morning you look at it and you think, oh 
God, it really doesn't come up to it, you know, have you 
ever been in that position?
P.M. Oh yes, yes, I've done that, but I just, I'm very 
conscious of these things of actually sort of, I don't know 
how I'm going to say this -
A.T. Do you know for example when you've finished a song 
that you're likely to change your mind about it over a 
period of time?
P.M. Oh yeah, yeah, I know that yeah. Sometimes you get 
something and you actually think, God, this really has just 
come down and there's something about this song and then 
next morning, if you like, you actually cannot see, it 
doesn’t hold together, you know, you remember what the 
essence of it is, but somehow, it's not that good, it's 
usually after a few beers or something.
A.T. When you're actually writing the song and you're 
sitting down, you've got the pen and paper there and the
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guitar and everything, do you form it as you go along. I 
mean, for example, you get a couple of lines and you know 
what you're trying to say in that verse and you need two 
more lines and for whatever reason you can't get a rhyme or 
something, I mean, what happens in that case?
P.M. I have, you know, like every songwriter I suppose, 
tried to sort of, you know, fit a square peg in a round hole 
and tried and sort of force things down, and it's like for 
the sake of a rhymes, you know, sometimes. It was only about 
six months ago I suddenly realized that when you're writing 
a song, say you've got three lines and the first two have 
rhymed quite nicely - they've just been your first 
inspiration - you're walking down the street and found 
those, and then you've got this fourth line, and if it 
doesn't come straight away I've realized just to leave it 
because there is a line that's waiting to be written, it's 
waiting and it's like, you know, I used to go through phases 
of just using my head, you know, just thinking, right, I've 
got to find this line, I’ve got to make sure it makes 
perfect sense with this and work like that but it actually 
doesn't work at all - what actually comes over is something 
that I've never liked once I've finished it.
A.T. So you kind of rush through it do you, get all the 
information out?
P.M. Get all the information out and don't worry too much 
about the rhymes.
A.T. And then you go back do you and smarten it up, clean it 
up, shorten the lines -
P.M. Yes, and I think that's when you should take your time. 
It's like the first part of writing a song I find is it pays 
to be impatient, right, because you've got your inspiration 
to get out and then the cleaning up of it, the tidying up of 
it I find is the time to be patient because then there is 
lines to be written that are waiting to be written.
A.T. Do you discard a lot?
P.M. Oh yeah, skip loads.
A.T. Have you ever got a song where you've finished it and 
you think, you know, it’s a good song, a fine song, but you 
can’t sing it for whatever reason. Can you think of anything 
you've possibly discarded that you thought was a good song 
but somehow you know, you just knew you wouldn't be able to 
sing it?
P.M. For any reason?
A.T. Well, I could suggest certain reasons but I mean -
P.M. Well yes, I see what you're saying and it's 
interesting. No-one's asked me that before but I think it's 
true, yeah, I've actually written stuff which I've just felt
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it's not acceptable really, and doesn't - and it's just 
like, you know, it might be something which at the end of 
the day, it might be somebody for 200 years' time, sort of 
coming across it in a library and thinking, oh, what a great 
song, right, but for actually going out and playing it, 
it's, it does nothing if you see what I mean. You could, in 
my case, I suppose it's like sometimes like late at night - 
actually, is that I may, say, I've been on my own all day or 
something like that and you're sort of, I have this tendency 
to turn towards writing very esoteric stuff I suppose, to 
use that word, or lyrics which are, like, a lot of modern 
pop Rock stuff or let's use the Talking Heads as a good 
example, David Byrne's style of writing which is very much - 
they have nothing in common with a, with song writing in a 
folk tradition or anything like that, in the British sense I 
suppose, they come from a different school altogether. I 
suppose what I'm trying to say is maybe like the Indie 
market [Independent record labels] stuff, where you've got 
some very powerful stuff which have just never got 
inspiration from British folk music at all, right, and you 
write these things or I write these things and they're great 
to keep, you know, file, right, and they're great maybe one 
day go and make a pop song out of them you know, but they 
have, they don't hold together in your set, that's the basis 
of the stuff that you're really serious about. They're the 
only times which I -
A.T. I see, so they don't really fulfil the criteria of the 
scene that we're working in, is that what you're saying. It 
doesn't necessarily mean they're bad songs?
P.M. Oh they're not bad songs, they're just -
A.T. they don't fit into our scene. The next question - this 
is an interesting one - well, I find it interesting anyway. 
Have you ever written a song that has been misinterpreted by 
an audience?
P.M. Yes, on what sort - 
A.T. Subject.
P.M. I don't know about the audience on the whole, but I've 
a song, a new song, called "One Big Joke" and in The Glasgow 
Herald last Friday it was interpreted by the reviewer as 
being a song about the holocaust. In Folk Roots [the 
magazine], have called it a song about disillusionment when 
you say, maybe I've failed here but it is a very very 
optimistic song - I've got one interpretation say, it's a 
song about a holocaust and another saying it's completely 
about feeling completely disillusioned.
A.T. Why do you think they've done that. Do you think they 
need to listen to it more, or do you think they don't have 
the intellectual capacity to understand it?
P.M. No I don't think that would be fair - I think what it 
is, is that, I think that it's maybe my reputation from my
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first album, which is very dry, very, not so much 
disillusion but just sort of, there's no romance on it at 
all - it's very political, it's very angst, it's very strong 
in that sense and very dry.
A.T. But on that song, "One Big Joke", because of the 
criticism that you've had, of from one extreme to the other 
extreme, you're still not tempted to change it or to make it 
more explicit are you?
P.M. No, because I think it's a good song. I think it's, I 
think what it's trying to say is very good, and I think that 
I'd ruin it by actually trying to sort of, you know, change 
it round to actually, you know, so people can understand it 
because I think it's straight-forward. They're just 
reviewers by the way, you know, they're, I'm sure there's 
audiences which have just, you know, seen it as a good song 
in a positive way, I'm sure.
A.T. Have you altered your introduction at all to the song?
P.M. Well, I've actually said that the - I sometimes 
introduce it when I'm thinking about this, that it's a song 
which is not based on the common usage of the term "one big 
joke", because you know, if someone says it's one big joke 
they mean things aren't going too well.
A.T. Yeah, right. Now, when you're actually writing a song 
do you experience a kind of "high"?
P.M. Definitely, yes.
A.T. And can you explain what that is?
P.M. It is, impossible to describe! It's just the excitement 
I suppose of dealing with inspiration. I think I'm scared as 
well. That is a high. When you know that the fear of 
actually losing it, because I have always had that fear in 
song writing of actually having inspiration and then losing 
it and that is why, why I say I'm impatient when I'm first 
writing things down.
A.T. So you believe that that level of concentration when 
that song comes, that high, I mean, is obviously finite, and 
you're frightened of not getting down all the information 
before the big rush of inspiration goes, is that it?
P.M. That's right. You use the word concentration and that's 
a point I'd really like to make where I do think I'm 
different from other songwriters maybe, in some senses, I 
don't know, a bit of a fraud compared to songwriters who 
actually sit down and concentrate. I'm not a concentrated 
writer, I'm not somebody who, when I'm writing the song and 
I'm getting it and I'm feeling excited and high about it I'm 
not, the sort of songs I write are written by a person whose 
concentration levels are not particularly high.
A.T. So are you suggesting that -
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P.M. I'm coming back to haphazard actually, I'm coming back 
to -
A.T. There's not a conscious effort of trying when you write 
a song?
P.M. Not now, no. Because that's from experience of knowing 
that the songs which are - I've written, have flowed through 
me, they have not, you know, they have not come from trying, 
I mean, you know, you try but you don't try too much. If you 
try just a bit too much -
A.T. Yeah, I take your point. Are you, when you're actually 
on this high, I mean, are you aware of things like the room 
getting cold or the passage of time or the doorbell ringing, 
well not the doorbell because you are more or less forced to 
answer it, but I mean, like people running around the room 
upstairs or, do you find that exterior things, exterior and 
irrelevant to the subject of the act of writing, do you find 
that you can be oblivious of them or just not take account 
of them?
P.M. What I tend to do, when I get something that I know I'm 
really keen on doing, I'm really keen on writing this, this 
is exciting, this is, I'm going to make this into a song, I 
become completely oblivious if you like, and domestically 
incompetent, you name it. Interesting thing is time - yeah, 
it's like, it's because I just feel it's important to me, 
that's all, really, that I actually, you know, I make a big 
issue of it to myself and I get on with it.
A.T. How do you feel afterwards?
P.M. It depends how I feel I've done.
A.T. Well, if you know you've written a good song and it's 
exciting, you know, you've been excited, you've been 
stimulated.
P.M. I feel sort of, I feel happy.
A.T. Do you find it, do you ever -
P.M. I find - I feel happy, I feel confident again, I feel 
I've regained an identity.
A.T. Do you have a coming-down period?
P.M. Yes, gradual, that's gradual.
A.T. Could you go to sleep say, could you go to bed 
immediately after writing a song?
P.M. No, not really.
A.T. Why is that?
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P.M. Because I think about it, I keep thinking about it once 
I’ve finished it, and I change it around and just thinking, 
you know, is it what I think it is, you know, is it good 
enough. No, I'm pretty restless actually.
A.T. Do you kind of project in your mind the performance of 
it when you've got a song that, maybe you've just written a 
song you think, oh this is great, do you start sort of day
dreaming of performing it and wishing its acceptance and 
sort of mulling over how you think it will be received?
P.M. It varies, it's like only occasionally I've written a 
song which actually makes me, you know feel like this is 
really good - I'm really pleased about this and I go out and 
I do sort of walk round thinking about it really sort of, in 
a day-dream about it but no, I wouldn't say I do that 
overall.
A.T. How did you develop you skills?
P.M. Through learning what you don't do I suppose, instead 
of what, through making a more positive sort of 
apprenticeship at it I suppose.
A.T. When you started did you start playing your own songs 
or did you start by singing other people's songs?
P.M. I started off by singing other people's songs. What I 
did was when I was about 14 I started writing songs with 
this guy who was teaching me the guitar at the same time and 
we wrote songs together.
A.T. What were you listening to at the time?
P.M. Sqeeze, Buzzcocks - at the time it was a lot of pop 
stuff. I think I'd just got into the Ramones and people like 
that, very simple tongue in cheek love songs that were 
around at the time. Do you remember Jilted John - I remember 
it was one particular song when I was about 14 or something 
and some of the songs - there was. like, you know The 
Dickies doing love songs, like "Knights in White Satin" at, 
you know, twice the speed and stuff like that. There was a 
lot of that sort of stuff going on and I remember the songs 
were very sort of tongue in cheek, we were doing sort of, 
you know, punk version of "The Streets of London" and we 
wrote the song called "The Punky Smurfs" because the Smurfs 
were around at that time and stuff like that, you know, it 
was very - and then I started getting into The Ramones and 
stuff like that and then due to the punk thing I started 
realizing that, you know, lyrics can be actually used to 
actually change things, I suppose it was my age as well 
that, of actually, of becoming aware of the outside world a 
bit more, you know, and then he left the band and I ended up 
singing because no-one else would join us. We were really 
bad - the drummer and the bass, they couldn't play, but we 
got this band together and he left and you know, that's when 
I started writing songs around that time, on my own.
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A.T. And, I mean, the fact that you're spending the period 
of time now involved in the folk scene and involved in the 
songwriting scene did you hear any of that stuff before you 
got into the scene.
P.M. No. What happened was, is that I was very much into the 
thing that was going down then, the punk era, although a lot 
of it was described as New Wave and Elvis Costello for 
example, he just made his second or third album around that 
time and that was the stuff I was into and then I came 
across Dylan by just going into a record library and it was 
quite a recent album, it was Street Legal, 1978 actually, 
but, and I just, oh this will be interesting, let's see what 
Bob Dylan's like, and I played the album and the first thing 
that hit me was the words, the fact that you can actually, 
this is what Bob Dylan, if you like, has been doing to 
people who started writing songs for years, you know, like 
it's 20 years and it happens to me, I just think, oh this is 
actually the strength of words, you know, you can actually 
sort of write lets say, a political song in the way that the 
Ramones do it, just repeat the same line six times, right, 
or something like that and write about Vietnam or whatever 
and then you hear a completely different approach. Now Bob 
Dylan at that stage was, it’s a very sort of a, let's say a 
metaphysical outlook, "Street Legal" - it’s a very odd, 
"Changing of the Guards", "No Time to Think", songs which 
really nowadays influence me more than his early stuff which 
I started getting into straightaway. I started going back 
through all his albums and then his stuff, before I'd heard 
Dylan, a friend of mine's dad, we were talking about this 
documentary on television about Vietnam and I said oh 
there's this wonderful song on it called, I thought it was a 
bloke actually with a really high-pitched voice with a 
strange voice singing out "The Universal Soldier" but it was 
Buffy St. Marie, you know, and that, I think it was more to 
actually go out and play on the acoustic guitar it was Buffy 
St. Marie that actually sort of, you know, hearing Buffy St. 
Marie's stuff I really got into that. I was more into that 
than Dylan's early stuff at that time.
A.T. When you write a song do you use the guitar, drifting 
back, it's just occurred to me, I want to get this down?
P.M. Oh yeah, getting back to song writing.
A.T. Do you write, do the tune and the words, do you keep 
them going alongside each other?
P.M. This is me again, I, it varies. What I tend to do, 
sometimes I may come in, pick up the guitar and I may get a 
riff - I may sort of mess around and I think, oh that's 
nice, I'll use that.
A.T. Is that on chords?
P.M. Chords, yeah. Sometimes I may jot down words on a train 
or a bus or whatever where I can't get the guitar out but I 
can never really get the, get anything out. I've got to have
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the guitar. What I tend to do is pick up the guitar, play a 
bit more, write a few more lines, pick up the guitar again 
but not in a straight line sort of thing - I'm very, as I 
say, I'm very haphazard about it.
A.T. Sorry we jumped back there. Did you find that by 
listening to Dylan, to Buffy St. Marie, that it had some 
kind of effect on the way you developed as a song writer. I 
mean, you may not have been conscious of it at the time, but 
did you feel that it gave you a great sense of form and 
whatever, you know, and the way a song is balanced?
P.M. Oh yeah, I remember when I was at college, Charles King 
college in town, when I came, [to] Dylan's Yellow Book with 
all his songs in it and some of the early songs I noticed 
how he'd used the folk tradition in the simple way of 
writing eight lines, finishing off, this may sound odd to 
you because you may have always felt this, but the idea of 
actually writing seven lines like, just a ballad and then 
finishing off with a catch line, "With God on our Side" for 
example, right, this was incredibly new to me, it's really 
strange because the stuff that I was listening to just 
didn't write like that and this really fascinated me, you 
know, this is- and I used to try - I used to write songs and 
songs, writing in this form and you know, they weren't very 
good songs but I was really into writing in this structure, 
this sort of disciplined structure, to me.
A.T. So to get back to that original question that I asked a
while back when I said how do you develop you skills, do you
feel that it was almost like a sub-conscious development in 
that by listening to the same genres, other songwriters in 
the same genre, that you are in now, say, that was almost 
like a process of osmosis you know, you sort of learnt the 
form without, without actually - say - I want to learn how 
this is done, and it's just coming out of you like -
P.M. Yeah, and sort of love for it I suppose. I mean, I
think that with that same question, I went, when I, over 
about the last two years you start getting, you know, the 
actual enthusiasm about the structure of songs, that wears 
off and you know you can do it, so what you tend to do you 
reach this self-critical situation where you're more 
concerned about what you don't do, and that's wrong but that 
is something which I had to fight for and fight against in, 
you know, the last couple of years.
A.T. I don't understand what you mean.
P.M. Well, you get - you've written so many songs and a 
certain amount of those songs people say they're good and 
you start and it's a very dangerous ground, and you start 
being conscious of what is a good song and that in a sense 
is maybe, it might be the kiss of death but it's actually a 
phase I've been through and a phase sort of, when you ask me 
how my songwriting's grown, it's like the last two years 
it's grown out of being a very sort of negative and 
discriminate, when before that I didn't have that, I didn't
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have that at all. The songs that I felt were good were 
coining out in that period, were just naff [bad] really.
A.T. Do you think that maybe you're going through a stage, I 
mean, I don't know if you go through a stage like this but 
certainly from my experience I would say that you go through 
stages where suddenly you cannot reach the criteria you've 
set for yourself and then gradually you might reach them 
almost but then just as you reach them you've set new 
criteria?
P.M. Yeah, it's never-ending, I know what you mean.
A.T. It's like the pursuit of excellence through self- 
criticism.
P.M. And that's no way to go around, really!
A.T. Well I think you're lumped with it if you're a creative 
artist aren't you?
P.M. Not necessarily. Being a performer as well and being in 
the - songwriting and performing as well, it's something 
that, yeah, you are lumbered with it to a degree, but I 
don't like it.
A.T. Still on the songs a bit, do you think there is such a 
thing as a well-crafted song. I'm trying to establish the 
difference between a well-crafted song and a song that goes 
a stage further. I mean, can you think - you don't have to 
mention them but can you think of songs that you would say, 
yes, they're well-crafted and people are singing them around 
and that, but they're not the songs that really touch, you 
know, it sounds kind of pompous, but touch the soul, you 
know, there are songs that really do cut in aren't there?
P.M. Yeah, and I think that those songs which really send 
shivers up your spine are not necessarily the best crafted 
songs, you know. It's like two different things - I mean, 
it's like the left hand side of your brain and the right 
hand side of your brain, that's what we're talking about, 
because one is the rational, that you're sorting out how 
many verses you put in, how you actually rhyme it, you know, 
if you think of a, you know, there's a lot of clever 
songwriters about, great songwriters who can actually gel 
the two in the sense of really, I mean Jake Thackeray for 
example, with his use of words, his actual rhyming and 
things like that, or Adam McNaughton's "Hamlet", do you know 
what I mean, they're humourous songs and they're so well 
crafted. Leon Rosselson is a great, he's great for the 
rational side of the brain, you know - I'm not like that,
I'm not like that at all. I'm not saying I'm balanced, I'm 
saying I'm more the other way.
A.T. Yeah. Do you feel that you - take an issue that you 
want to write about, do you feel you have to be involved in 
a cause before you can write about it?
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P.M. No, you don't - you just have to feel strongly - you 
have to feel strongly about something -
A.T. What stops a song -
P.M. It just has to be emotional involvement, it's as simple 
as that.
A.T. Right, and that in fact answers the next question then 
- what stops a song being informed observations, well- 
crafted but possibly impersonal and become more than that, 
more personal, more involved?
P.M. It's a good job you asked me that - I don't understand 
it.
A.T. If I may paraphrase what you said, it's that what the 
difference between the well-crafted song and the song that 
possibly can send shivers down your spine is the personal 
voice.
P.M. That's right, yeah. It's the emotional involvement 
again I suppose really.
A.T. What do you think is the power of a song. Do you 
believe that song is powerful?
P.M. I do, I do indeed. It's - I wouldn't do it if I didn't 
think that. I think that it - I think it really is powerful.
A.T. I mean, where does its power lie?
P.M. In communicating through - I mean - everybody loves 
music right, and music moves people, whatever it is, and 
it's to put words in that which communicate is sort of, 
like, it's killing two birds with one stone, that's what 
song writing is.
A.T. Is that why you would say that people are more likely 
to sing together than recite a poem together?
P.M. That's right, yeah. In a sense I sometimes feel that a 
songwriter is a failed poet almost, you know. I feel that 
but I'm somewhere - because a songwriter actually wants to, 
my sort of songwriter anyway, wants to communicate and in 
our case go out and play but it's sort of like, I try and 
hold on to the poet in me and that's why I say it's a rocky 
ride when I'm writing when it's, why I said it's haphazard - 
it's sort of like I want every line to be how it should be- 
you know - it's not, you know, if you read a lot of poetry 
it's too strong or - to actually be put into, to become 
songs almost, if that makes sense.
A.T. If someone was, say, reviewing your album and they 
didn't hear it but you sent them a song sheet with just the 
lyrics on, do you think it's possible to judge a song from 
just the words or - would you allow your songs to be judged 
from just the words.
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P.M. No, that's why I don't put lyric sheets in. I feel it's 
a whole thing - I feel it's a whole thing the fact that I 
use, the way I play a guitar to a particular song is just as 
important as what I'm singing. The whole thing is one and I 
have, you know, sometimes there are certain songs which I've 
seen written down which I think, oh, that stands up on its 
own, it stands up on its own, others don't, they actually 
need the music.
A.T. Do you think songs actually change things?
P.M. Change the world?
A.T. Well, change people's perceptions or -
P.M. Definitely, yes they do - a good song is a helpful one.
A.T. Do you think that what seems like a sudden emergence of 
songwriters towards the end of the Vietnam war, do you think 
that had an effect in ending the war?
P.M. No, sorry to say, no. I don't think so - the problem 
is, I mean, it's like the people who are going to listen to 
songs in the first place are people who are not in positions
- they can only, I mean - I think maybe yeah - it's part of
- it was part of, you know, the protest that was going on in 
America and England at the time about the ending of Vietnam 
had some effect but it's like, you know, you could have a 
march through Leicester about something today and it helps, 
but it's not, you know, what I'm trying to say is that those 
who have the power to make these decisions and send soldiers 
to wherever are people who are just bored, not interested, 
and it's very difficult to actually - the people - it's a 
sad state of affairs because the people you actually 
influence are the people who want to be influenced anyway 
and the people who are already on you side, I find. I don't 
know, thinking again I don't know - it has some effect but 
it's like, it's a shame that it's almost preaching to the 
converted and those who are already wanting to hear it I 
suppose.
A.T. What makes people, in that case then, what makes us do 
what we do. I mean, if we write as we both have written 
songs of protest -
P.M. Right.
A.T. - we know it's not going to change the world?
P.M. Yeah, but there's a voice inside you saying that every 
effort counts. I think that you've got to do it because it 
may be having an effect and you want it, you know, you want 
to write something and it's helpful I suppose - I don't 
know.
A.T. You've kind of answered this next one because it 
obviously has affected you but the question was did the
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emergence of the singer-songwriter in the sixties influence 
music that has come since.
P.M. Definitely I think. Have I just answered your question?
A.T. Yes, you did in as much as it influenced you - if you 
consider the music that's popular now, it seems to me less, 
a lot less importance on the lyric content more on the 
rhythmic content, but maybe I'm -
P.M. Yeah, maybe I'm just speaking for my own camp really, 
which is quite a small one, but I think it has, but it's 
like it's grown tired of it recently and it's like 
everywhere is looking, it's like the way the music is going 
at the moment people who take it seriously is that it's sort 
of like going out and finding out in other parts of the 
world you know, and bringing in their rhythms, not so much 
their words or anything like that - it's not - the 
songwriters are not particularly popular at the moment but 
as regards influence, yeah, I'd say so - I mean, for 
example, sorry to come back to Bob Dylan, but Bob Dylan gave 
people, gave songwriters so much freedom to actually write 
in a completely different way, and that stemmed from him 
having mixed and been influenced with song writing, early 
sixties song writing, the protest singers and also going 
back to Guthrie and the Blues and stuff like that and it's 
like, it's had an effect on let's say U2 [the Rock band] or

A.T. Even The Proclaimers I would suggest.
P.M. Even The Proclaimers, but I'd even go so far as to say 
somebody like the Talking Heads or almost anybody or some 
people who actually have the courage to write some of the 
most bizarre songs and they're usually like The Smiths or 
something like that. What it's done is it sort of gave it a, 
it's somehow given people a courage and in that way it's 
influenced, it's actually, you can write what you like 
thing, you can write almost, I can't say it exactly, it's 
like, yes, in that sense it's had a big influence so it's 
had a really big influence but it's not what it is, it's not 
where the attention is centred at the moment. The attention 
is centred on different cultures which is good, is very 
good.
A.T. More general question now. Over the last 8 or 10 years 
as you most probably have noticed, the folk-scene's gotten 
quite, much smaller than it was and seems to be less 
important to the general public - have you come to any 
conclusions as to why that should be?
P.M. I've always felt that the reason behind is that somehow 
something went wrong. When we have a generation missing or 
maybe two generations missing where it somehow locked the 
doors and got a little bit self-important and then it got 
ridiculed and people are very conscious of where they're 
seen, you know, people are very conscious of where they go 
and if you have young people, I'm talking about, can be very
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sensitive to this and it's like if you have folk clubs which 
are not in touch with what is happening now, I mean, I don't 
really, I mean, that's the negative side to it and the 
critical side to it but, because it also has given people 
places to play you know, who wouldn't have had the chance 
anywhere else, for people to develop.
A.T. Is that why you think it survives because, you know, it 
is a place for people to play, anyone -
P.M. No, I think maybe the root of it is that it survives 
because it's playing music with acoustic instruments and 
people need these places I think, but I'm very optimistic of 
what's happening at the moment. I think that there is, I 
don’t know how it's going to go as regards folk clubs or 
whatever, but it's - there's something happening where 
there's people, musicians getting into playing this sort of 
music but I don't know how it will go as regards where, you 
know, venues and such.
A.T. I'll mention them anyway, just in case - I think you've 
more or less explained what attracted you to the world of 
folk music, which is a much abused term, but I mean, why did 
you go the way you went as opposed to going into the pop 
scene?
P.M. Because I wanted to be a songwriter. I think that - and 
I wanted to - and also it's the people I've been influenced 
by I suppose, the acts which I like. It's, as well - it's 
the whole thing about what folk music is, I mean, I've grown 
to find out what it is and understand why and grown to like 
it and understand why others like it - it's - that's it 
really. I mean, take for example traditional music - it's 
like when I first started going round folk clubs playing my 
Bob Dylan songs and Buffy St. Marie songs and whatever else, 
I used to sit and listen to traditional songs and they 
didn't do anything for me at all and then the more I plodded 
on the more I grew to understand what was behind it, what it 
was about and I grew to like it, you know, and I learnt 
quite a lot of traditional songs, quite a few that I put in 
my set and I'm quite influenced by traditional songs.
A.T. Were you aware, when you got into the scene of what was 
expected of a performer, from, you know, regarding style, 
image type thing, like what you wore, what guitar you used, 
attitude. Did you pick up on those?
P.M. Not really, not early on, no. I was pretty brash, and I 
didn't really care, no.
A..T. And the fact that sort of fit in the scene now, has 
that been a conscious effort or is it more subconscious in 
that you fit in with the sort of image of the song writer 
going round from club to club?
P.M. I don't think it's like that anymore. I don't see it 
like that. I see it - I'm more conscious of the fact that 
there's something, there is a group if you like, of people
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who are around my generation who have decided to do it and 
have, you know, and have gone through the same musical 
changes with particular, trying to sort of gel something new 
out of using for example, folk music and rock music and 
various forms of rock music and all these influences and 
then trying to come out with something original because I 
think that's the case now, but I've never been conscious of, 
it's like I'm not conscious of that old school.
A.T. Do you sort of moderate your, for example, lifestyle. I 
mean, supposing someone said to you, well, look, here's 300 
pound a week, you can do what you want, would you, you know, 
would you still feel you've got the right to play in folk 
clubs and would you dress accordingly or would you dress 
down or -
P.M. Yeah, I'd still carry on with what I'm doing - what do 
you mean by dress down?
A.T. Well, do you accept there is a certain amount of 
dressing down that goes on, well, in all music scenes as 
much as dressing up - for example, you know there is a 
deliberate reason why Bruce Springsteen chooses to wear a 
torn T shirt and torn jeans.
P.M. Right yeah.
A.T. So that’s not done accidentally and I would suggest 
that it happens, maybe not to the same degree but it 
certainly happens in the folk scene - there's been an awful 
lot of dressing down.
P.M. Yeah.
A.T. What I'm getting at is that, without putting words in 
your mouth, I mean, I think there has always been a case of, 
a big case of inverted snobbery that goes on in the folk 
scene from all aspects, be it clothes, be it politics, be it 
inverted isms. I think there's inverted feminism, there's 
inverted working class ethics, you know.
P.M. Yeah, I think that they are there and I think they're 
very, they actually destroy the object a lot of the time and 
when we were speaking about keeping people away it can do, 
it does. I mean, people see it but I'm not, you know, I just 
go - I'm just going round doing what I'm best at, you know, 
and I don't seem to dress up and I don't seem to dress down, 
you know. It's really taking me off the hook this, but I 
don't actually, I don't you know, I don't.
A.T. I wouldn't think you do.
P.M. I do think that, maybe you're not talking about the 
performers but there's a lot of - performers don't actually 
do that, do they.
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A.T. There are one or two who I know personally who have got 
a reputation for being extremely political and left- wing 
who do deliberately dress down before the gig.
P.M. What, take of their suit when they go and do a gig. Oh, 
what a shame. I've never done anything else as regards jobs 
right, which this might be an interesting point - I've 
always sort of just - my life has always revolved around 
going out and playing, simple as that, you know, and you 
know, to give myself a bit of a compliment I've never 
thought about these things, and I find it quite amusing that 
it's, you know, that people consider this, you know. I mean, 
sometimes I wear a proper pair of trousers, sometimes I look 
like something out of 1976 with canvas jeans on or whatever 
and scruffy boots or whatever and sometimes I look quite 
smart, you know, and it's like, I go to gigs like it and I 
have noticed that people do take that, maybe it would be 
better for me to be more image conscious I suppose. I would 
be a liar to say that I wasn't aware of actually the fact 
that I am a performer and being aware of how I dress and 
stuff but as I say I feel no need to dress down.
A.T. No, but are you aware of your image for example. Do you 
think you have an image first -
P.M. Yeah, sort of.
A.T. And are you aware of what it is. That is, how people 
perceive you?
P.M. Yeah.
A.T. And are they accurate - is the image accurate do you 
think?
P.M. It’s difficult. Fairly accurate I'd say, from what I've 
heard, you know, you don't hear that much though do you.
A.T. No, you don't. Do you feel constrained by it?
P.M. No not really. I find that - no, I don't find any 
problems there.
A.T. Will you sort of - are you the kind of person that will 
say, this is me take it or leave it, when it comes to image?
P.M. Yeah, but I'm not that extreme.
A.T. That sounds extremely arrogant doesn't it but I mean -
P.M. Oh I'm like that yeah, but then again you know, my 
dress sense is not exactly - puts me in a situation where I 
actually have to think about that you know. I mean, it's 
quite obvious where I come from I suppose by the way I 
dress, you know. I'm obviously not trying to be Cliff 
Richard or something like that, you know. That's it really. 
No, it doesn't - I'm lucky in that sense, it's never 
bothered me, you know.
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A.T. Do you, I mean, if you were doing, supposing you were 
doing a very important gig, right, like a televised concert 
and this was a big gig for you, right, this could possibly 
change a lot of things for you, you know, would you consider 
what you were going to wear that night?
P.M. I'd spruce myself up but I'd make an effort to, if you 
like, spruce myself up, groom myself but I wouldn't sort of 
wear anything that - I wouldn't look any different if you 
see what I mean.
A.T. You wouldn't wear anything that you wouldn't normally 
wear during the day, is that what you're saying?
P.M. I'd be conscious of it in that situation, I think, a 
little bit.
A.T. I mean, even to the choice of the colour of the shirt 
that you wore?
P.M. No, I wouldn't, as long as it looked, I mean, I'm 
pretty boring and middle of the road as regards this because 
I just find some, just casual, you know, and I wouldn't - if 
it was like you say a big T.V. show I wouldn't you know, get 
anybody's back up by looking a complete mess because I'm not 
like that - I know some people are, they like doing that, 
they get a kick out of doing that but you know - to put a 
better point on it, I suppose I'm image conscious but I'm 
happy with my image as I see it, you know, it's very wrong 
to get complacent but you don't -
A.T. It's not one of your priorities though?
P.M. No, it's not and I think it goes against the grain of 
actually being a folk singer. I think that if you get 
somebody who, you know, wears a suit in the day and then 
goes in, you know, dresses down, puts the polo-neck sweater 
on and makes an effort to look scruffy defeats the object of 
actually what folk music - it's not a big enough issue to 
actually be associated with folk music. Folk music, we know 
people have to dress smart to go to work, people dress up to 
actually go out, whether it's a dinner dance or whether it's 
the folk club or whatever, but it's like I've never bothered 
to think about it because, you see the term folk music to me 
is like a sort of philosophy of not thinking and actually 
getting on with your life but sticking up for what you 
believe is right, and it's as simple as that. There are 
different types of people going around but once it starts 
getting detailed and starts getting a little bitchy like, it 
does - things start falling apart.
A.T. Would you accept though that, say from an audience 
point of view now, that they're judging you, however 
unfairly, but they're judging you not just on your songs but 
they're judging you the moment you walk through the door, in 
a way, that they're judging you by the way you look, by the
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way you act and by the way you look on stage - I mean, take 
a very -
P.M. I know the thing about the way I look on stage.
A.T. Take a very extreme example right now - if Billy Bragg 
walked on stage with an Yves St. Laurent suit,a Cartier 
watch and Gucci shoes, do you think they would still believe 
it?
P.M. Billy Bragg's in a situation where he could do that - 
do that in the sense because he's a particular humour that 
comes over about him, I think.
A.T. So they would see it tongue in cheek would they?
P.M. Yeah, well, some of them would, the more intelligent of 
the audience would, you know. You see those that are wearing 
jeans and the T shirts with their hair just like Billy Bragg 
would actually look at themselves and think, God, what's he 
gone and done this for, and not be very pleased about it, 
but, am I answering your question here -
A.T. Yeah. What was it - if the prevailing instrument if you 
like, in the scene at the time, I mean if Dylan had recorded 
with a concertina, say, would you have been as attracted to 
it, to music - would you now be playing a concertina?
P.M. Yeah. I mean, when I first heard Dylan, when I first 
started singing and things, you know, you’re very much into 
the whole image, you know, it's like when you're 17 or 18 
you actually want to be like that and I think that has a lot 
to do with it, and, yeah, I think you could say that there 
could have been a pretty good chance that I'd be playing a 
concertina if the concertina was the main instrument in that 
revival, you know - it also has a lot to do, you know, the 
guitar, electric guitar you know like so much to do with it. 
I mean, wouldn't you say the same yourself.
A.T. One assumes normally that the folk scene is concerned 
with issues maybe wider reaching and more fundamental to 
society than the pop scene does, but do you feel a 
responsibility towards the public, that is the people in the 
folk scene to write, to comment on certain issues?
P.M. Yes, I do. It's not hard - that responsibility's not 
hard work which is one of the reasons why I'm doing it 
because I feel that there's things I've got to write about 
and -
A.T. You endorse the principles anyway?
P.M. Yes, I'd say. Yeah, I think you've got to. I mean, it's 
a sad state of affairs if, you know, it's not doing what you 
want to do, isn't it, if you don't -
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A.T. Now I think that’s about it, Pete, really. Most of this 
you've already commented on. Oh, one thing - do you think 
that song writing could be taught?
P.M. There's got to be a flair there but, yes, it can. I 
don't think the way I write, the songs which I write can't 
be very easily taught - it's not because I'm extra clever or 
anything like that, it's just that I'm - it's the way I work 
and I'd find it very difficult to actually teach somebody 
because the way I've always wrote songs, the way I've gone 
about it is not to be - it's very difficult, I mean, from 
one angle you could say that, like, say about poets, poets 
are born not made, and I think it's maybe true with maybe a 
lot of the arts but I think that, I think, yeah, if people -
people can be taught how to craft a song - the important
thing - it's like when you're asked to do workshops for 
festivals, it's like, somebody asks you, well, how do I 
write a song, right - you can only tell somebody to - you 
can only ask somebody to, you can only get somebody to craft 
a song, right, that's all rational thinking, that's a 
planned alley - you do that - but the only thing you can say
is look if you really want to write a song there has to be
emotional involvement in it and I think that that is the 
root of it and you have to really feel the need and I think 
that -
A.T. And you can't teach that?
P.M. Yeah, I suppose I'm - it's very wrong in a sense 
because what I'm doing is actually talking about a 
particular type of song and it's making it sound very heavy. 
I mean, people may just want to write funny songs, you know, 
they may not want to make a big issue about communicating, 
which I do, you know. I mean, that's me, and I must bear in 
mind that people are different, but you know, there are 
other types of songs that can be taught, you know. I mean, 
it makes it sound like a big deal doesn't it really. I mean, 
because in a sense it's, you know, you get people are 
writing songs all the time, and there are songs which are 
being written for television all the time whether it's Play 
School or whatever or some sort of documentary or something 
- somebody's writing a song, has been commissioned to write 
a song and the people with a gift for it and they can reel 
them off but I'm different again from that, I couldn't 
actually do that.
A.T. You mean you -
P.M. So I find it very difficult to actually, when people 
say, how do I write a song - it's almost like I don't know. 
It's just the sort of writer I am I suppose.
A.T. If someone came to you, a T.V. producer came to you now 
and he said they were doing a programme on whatever, say 
urban unrest in Leicester and they needed a song to 
introduce the programme could you do it, would you take the 
commission - not forgetting also that you might be paid 300
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pounds for writing it and you'd get enormous P.R.S. 
[royalties] and all the rest of it.
P.M. I'd have a go at it. I think I'd have a go at it.
A.T. Would it -
P.M. It's just not - yeah, of course it would - I think so, 
but I mean, I could do with that sort of money so I mean I'd 
have a go at it - I'd actually prefer if I had a song which 
I'd already written that would fit into it and offer them 
that somehow because like I said earlier on, I'm not the 
best at actually, somebody telling me to go write a song, 
say - right, I've got to write a song for so and so, you 
know, when's it got to be in - and start writing - I can't 
do that - I'm not particularly good at that.
A.T. Can you see a point when maybe you will do one day?
P.M. Yes I think so - do you mean -
A.T. Write to order.
P.M. The only point in it would be money wouldn’t it.
A.T. Yes. The point is not about something you've done -
P.M. I think that as I keep writing I think I'll just reach 
a stage where I'll find it a lot easier to do that, you 
know. I still feel very much that I'm learning about song 
writing you know. I don't know whether you felt that or 
whether it takes a long time.

END
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PETE MORTON
12 February 1991

Note: This interview took place on the telephone, as Pete 
had gone to live in America and he was only back in England 
for a short time. I told him I mostly needed more 
information about his background, and as he spoke I took 
notes, occasionally asking him to wait as I wrote and 
confirming with him that what I had written was accurate.

I went against the grain - for a start I wanted to be famous
- I wanted to be different, like a football player - I 
always wanted to be different. My dad was a plumber, my mum 
was a dinner lady. My dad loved brass band music - we all 
had piano lessons - all the time there was music in the 
house. I went into the choir - my mum wanted me to. I found 
it very powerful - I was into the drama of it - the services 
I found a bore - I have fond memories of it - it got me into 
singing, it influenced my songs.

Slade was the first band I really liked [13-14 years 
old], it was the real thing - what got me into music was 
Punk because it went against the grain - it was anarchic, it 
went for it, it got rid of a lot of energy. I played in Punk 
bands.
A.T. But why folk music?
P.M. When I was 16 I heard Bob Dylan - it was what I wanted
- it was the same as Punk, but it did it more articulately - 
it was more intelligent. We didn't really get music lessons 
at school. I never liked school - I loved learning but it 
was the institution I didn't like. I left at 16 with one 0 
level then I went to further education college but never 
finished the course - then at 17 I went busking around 
Europe.

Parents were worried about me - they didn't understand - 
they said, no way, any job but music - I wasn't close to 
them in a big way. I'm self-taught on the guitar -
A.T. Why the guitar?
P.M. I wanted to be the front man and write the songs - it 
had to be the guitar, you can't carry a piano around - and 
it's the whole feel of it. I've never been good at sight 
reading - it wouldn't have made any difference for what I 
wanted to do.
A.T. How has having a partner [girlfriend] affected your 
writing?
P.M. It's been a hindrance - I think people get into 
songwriting because they find it difficult to express 
themselves in normal ways - I value her as a critic, as a 
sounding-board.
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A.T. What was the response when you said you wanted to be a 
folk singer?
P.M. Everyone's telling you not to do it when you want to be 
a muso [musician]. If you're a songwriter you've got to be a 
bit of a headbanger - it's tough.

END
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WOLF BIERMANN
HAMBURG 8 APRIL 1987

I became aware of Biermann's work through the many tours 
I made of Germany. Fellow songwriters held him in high 
esteem, and his name came up often in our conversations 
about music and song. When I was booked to play The Zwiebal, 
a club in Hamburg, I mentioned to a friend, Uli Paniken, who 
is the barman at the club that I would like to meet Biermann 
as I was involved in a study of songwriters, not knowing at 
the time that Uli was a friend of Biermann's. Biermann 
apparently came to the club often as he lived less than a 
kilometre away. Uli offered to contact Biermann on my behalf 
to see if he would agree to meet me.

It should be noted that Biermann, because of his 
reputation does not make himself easily accessible; not only 
is he a famous songwriter and performer but he has also made 
enemies because of his political statements in poetry and 
song. Therefore I considered myself fortunate when he agreed 
to meet me, although he was reticent about being 
interviewed. He insisted on knowing the nature of my 
interest and the type of questions I would be asking; I got 
the impression that he did not want to participate in 
anything superficial, and it was only when I made it clear 
that I was investigating many aspects of songwriting and the 
songwriter, from a social and political viewpoint and trying 
to analyse the creative process that he agreed to be 
interviewed. At that point he became a willing interviewee, 
showing interest in the points I raised. He spoke in 
English, and although his English was not perfect he 
generally made himself clear. Occasionally he would ask Uli 
(who is fluent in English) for the correct word; I tried not 
to interrupt him when he used incorrect words or grammar 
when it was obvious what he meant to say. The interview took 
place in Biermann's house, during the afternoon.

Biermann is a small man, but with wide powerful 
shoulders, like those of a manual worker. He exudes a 
powerful yet controlled energy, which comes through when he 
performs. After the interview we chatted casually, and he 
mentioned he was working on some Eisler songs. He then 
proceeded to perform one of the songs on the piano (I knew 
he was a fine guitarist but I never knew he played the 
piano). Watching him from 3-4 metres away I was amazed at 
the power of his performance, not so much in volume but in 
the intensity of expression. I know and have known many 
professional performers but none has impressed me as much as 
Biermann did that day. When I left he gave me two albums and 
a book of his poetry. Interestingly, when he writes a 
dedication on a book or record he writes in mirror writing, 
that is, to read the inscription one has to read it looking 
into a mirror.

I have since met him once, in The Zwiebal, when he asked 
me if I would consider singing his songs in English. I 
replied by saying I would have to study the texts, and only 
if I could personally relate to the themes would I attempt
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to sing them. I have since heard that he has had a 
disagreement with the translater and the project has come to 
nothing.

In 1991 Biermann was awarded Germany's highest literary 
award, the Georg-Buchner-Preis, which confirms his 
reputation as one of Germany's finest songwriters and poets. 
The critic Marcel Reich-Ranicki wrote at the time of the 
award a glowing tribute to Biermann:

Before his first collection of poems was 
published in West-Berlin in 1965 he, the citizen 
of the GDR, was already a famous poet, one whose 
poems were passed around illegally, both on tape 
and in innumerable copies. Thus he became, as he 
said, the "officially approved, muzzled public 
enemy". Thus the Biermann myth came into being. At 
the time he feared prison, but fear did not 
possess him. Making poems and composing [songs] he 
risked his freedom, or even his whole existence.
At the same time ... he was able to survive in 
dignity and win in the end. "If the muses had not 
kissed me the bigwigs would have slain me", he 
wrote. (Reich-Ranicki, Frankfurter Allgemeine 
Zeitung, 26 Oct. 1991)

Reich-Ranicki goes on to quote Biermann's poem to those 
who tried to suppress him;

Ihr loscht den Brand nicht mehr 
Ihr macht, was ihr verhindern wollt:
Ihr macht mich popular.
(You cannot put out the fire,
You do what you want to prevent:
You make me popular.) (Ibid)

This interview took place long before I had actually 
formulated the questions necessary for an in-depth study of 
The Songwriter. I had not at this stage analysed my own 
process, nor had I discussed any of the details of 
interviewing songwriters with my supervisor, John Blacking. 
Consequently I had prepared nothing in the way of topics I 
wanted to discuss when I met Biermann; I merely relied on my 
interest in songwriting and the songwriter, especially those 
songwriters who had worked in extreme situations. Biermann 
lived and worked in East Germany and was subject to the 
difficulties imposed upon artists in a totalitarian regime. 
Though I was unprepared I felt that the chance of meeting 
and interviewing Wolf Biermann was too good to miss, and I 
therefore took the opportunity.

Occasionally Biermann would have difficulty in searching 
for the correct word, and would turn to Uli to provide it. I 
have inserted my interpretation of what Biermann was trying 
to say either because it was obvious through his expression 
or because I understood the point he was trying to make with 
the help of Uli's translation. I have denoted my comments by 
using [ ].
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WOLF BIERMANN

W.B. As I said, I have not enough words but the best 
translation that ever was made of my songs in a concert in 
Belgium, in Brussells was made from German into French by a 
Checkoslovakian woman. She spoke very little English and 
little French, and it worked very good. She had not enough 
words but she understood what about we are speaking and 
singing.

Your question about the difference between the reception 
of a song written by Bob Dylan or Victor Jara - the society 
in which a song is falling, yeah. I learnt in my life, both 
very different circumstances, and really you can say there 
is a very deep difference, and you could also say there is 
not. You have to explain what you mean. In a certain sense I 
think it's more easy to write a song in circumstances that 
are not so easy. The reason is relative simple. In all 
societies where you are not allowed to say that the Kaiser 
has no clothes, all the artists, not only songwriters, all 
writers, all painters, all people that make so-called art 
fall into this dangerous situation that they become the kid 
that says this certain sentence, "But he is naked". You have 
not to be a great artist, and the Muse must not [does not 
have to] kiss you neither on your lips nor on your arse, 
that you are able to say this important sentence. It's not 
an aesthetic problem, but a moral problem - you have to be 
brave. But when you look deeper all what I said is not true. 
In a certain moment, maybe it is enough to say, "He is 
naked", but in a longer time and - you must always know 
that, also in societies like Chile, under Pinochet, or in 
so-called Stalinistic societies, the times are a-changing 
too, and the certain circumstances of oppression change too, 
and the same sentence is not the same two years later, and 
therefore, it's only half a truth what I said. Also in these 
societies you have to be a good artist to say the political 
truths. It's not enough to be brave - never - and I got it 
very early in East Germany, I learned it from Brecht too, 
that a bad poem for a good thing is counter-revolutionary. 
You are damned, even when you are a man with political 
convictions to be a good artist, and so I tried to become 
even this, and tried to learn whatever you can learn and 
must learn in this profession. On the other side, in a more 
democratic society where it's not so expensive [dangerous, 
costly to one's well-being] to say the truth, it's a little 
bit of a symmetric problem. There I would say it's not 
enough to be a good artist, you also must have a political 
moral.
A.T. But is it easier to have a political moral in a 
democratic society do you think.
W.B. No, no, no. I found out that everywhere most hard to 
live wherever you really live, and the bad guys are in - it 
makes no difference in the character of a human being. The 
way you have to do it is very different. In the eastern
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countries I found it dangerous not to be eaten by the sharks 
and the tigers, and here I found it very dangerous not to be 
eaten by the bugs. [I suggest that Biermann's point is that 
in a totalitarian regime the enemy, the sharks and the 
tigers, is obvious, whereas in the West they are hidden, 
like bugs under the surface. I came to this conclusion 
through a subsequent conversation.]
A.T. The little bugs?
W.B. Yes. And, when - I learned many years to live, fight 
and do my singing in these eastern societies, and it 
happened a very curious thing - when I came in the western 
society and was allowed to sing, great concerts, and T.V. 
and my books [waves his hand suggesting endless 
opportunity], and nobody come in jail for reading my poetry, 
and I was allowed to go in so many countries and, and - I 
liked it, sure, I'm not a fish that declares that it's not 
good to be in the water, but for me it was more dangerous 
and I was more afraid.
A.T. As an artist?
W.B. As a human being that makes poetry. However, I found 
out that it's not so important what from an absolute point 
of view that I have not - is the oppression. [I suggest 
Biermann is saying that it is not from where the oppression 
comes from.] Human beings are able to resist against very 
many oppressions. More important I found out in my life is 
what oppressions you have learned to bear, to stand against. 
Little oppressions of the western society make me more 
afraid, for I had not learned it, I was not trained, I had 
not enough experience. [Biermann is referring to the fact 
that he lived in East Germany until he was expelled whilst 
visiting west Germany for a concert.]
A.T. Would you say that, I may be mis-understanding you 
here, but are you saying that in a system such as you lived 
under in the East, the wrongs are easier to see than in the 
West - it's more subtle here -
W.B. No, it seems so when you are sitting in western world 
the society in eastern world seems very simple, like Casper, 
Punch and Judy show. And when the kids, [Biermann takes on 
the expression of an excited child] he looks there and when 
the crocodile comes from here and the kids - AARHH! and he 
looks there - nol Where? AARHH1 - eh? [Biermann acts out the 
Punch and Judy story-line] It looks like this, but it is not 
when you are really in a society like these eastern 
societies. It's also very diffuse. To read the only allowed 
newspaper of the Party - it's very very difficult to 
understand what stands between the lines, and to understand 
what happens in the leadership, or the public problems of 
society - the political problems are not public - are not 
politically handled. Everything is under cover and it's very 
very difficult to understand what really happens, and what 
you have really to do, eh? And for a songwriter to 
understand what is really political it's a very variable
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point. I will explain. 1956 happened the 20th. Congress of 
the Communist Party in Soviet Union, the so-called end of 
the so-called Stalin era - it was, you know, a Stalinistic 
de-Stalinisation. However, but, it became a little warmer, a 
little more wind under the wings of the people and the 
writers too, eh? [Conditions became a little easier.] But in 
East Germany the leader of the Party, he was a kid [protege, 
follower] of Stalin, Ulbricht, he wanted not to go this way 
like the big brother wanted. [He wanted the system to remain 
in the Stalin mould.] It's now, we are sitting here a little 
bit similar situation with Gorbachov and East Germany and 
Chechoslovakia and other countries, you know, the same 
situation was after the 20th. Congress of the Party, and 
many writers and philosophers and other publishers came in 
jail and were destroyed and never became free in this four 
years after fifty-six. The so-called liberalization of the 
20th. Congress of the Kruschev era began in East Germany 4 
years later, 1960. This was the beginning of the so-called 
lyric-wave. It was a slogan, came from Russia, from 
Yevtushenko, the new lyric movement. The name was Lurick- 
walle, or poetry-wave you would say in English.
A.T. And this started four years later than it started in 
Russia?
W.B. Yes, but not the lyric-wave especially, but the whole 
political development. And young people like me began to 
write political poetry and songs. I was the only one that 
wrote songs, the others wrote poetry, but however, in this 
very beginning of liberalization in East Germany, 1960, the 
young people like me began to write poems and songs about 
very un-political subjects - about love, and about [for 
example] this old fashioned pot, teapot, this old tree. 
[Biermann looks around as if choosing subjects 
indiscriminately.] And the leaders of the Party, especially 
these that had to regulate the culture had a very political 
reaction. They reacted as if we had done a political attack.
A.T. They thought they could see something in your work?
W.B. No, it was only this difference. In the good old Stalin 
time - in the good old bad time, eh, they used to have 
poetry about - with very political words and subjects -
A.T. Supporting the system?
W.B. Yeah, supporting or not supporting - it was the 
subject. And now the young spoke about very private things, 
and that was a political break, and affront and they 
understood it as an affront, and it was, really, it was, you 
know. But about 2 years later they learned that it's not so 
dangerous - [Biermann acts a part] "Let these stupid guys 
sing about love, let them fuck through the world's history - 
it's not so dangerous", and the best young people of this 
time began to become more and more political and in 1965 
came the next break - it was the end of the so-called 
liberalization and I became forbidden. But, in these last 
years I had written very aggressive political songs. We say,
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what you really have to call political is very different in 
a certain concrete situation of the development of the 
society. And you have to have the really knowledge what is 
in this very moment really political. And, it happened a 
very crazy situation. After *65 all these who wrote poetry 
songs, I was the only one, all the time, in this time, some 
years later they became to make the song movement, but it 
was only people with cut-off pricks 1 The Kaiser's birthday 
singers. But this divided in two ways - the political poets 
in this time in East Germany became great artists in writing 
so-called sklaben-sprache, the language of slaves, that, 
it's a very special art, to speak underground, undercover, 
to say "table" eh? but everyone understands you mean the 
leaders of the Party.
A.T. A similar thing, Shostakovich talks of a similar way of 
working.
W.B. Yeah, yeah, and it becomes more and more complicated to 
understand, and the insiders say, "Ah, ah," [Biermann rubs 
his hands together in mischevious joy] but it is a little 
bit like this eh? [Biermann raises his second finger, as in 
the "fuck you" sign], a little bit to be very revolutionary 
in your bed, eh? and saying to your beloved wife some 
political obscenities in her eye when you fuck her. For me 
it was not enough. I - but this was the most usual language 
of political literature. And it had also a good function, 
you know. When you are a slave, you have to speak slave 
language. What will you do? But my situation was untypical. 
In this sense I was not a very typical eastern society 
singer. In my very special situation as a son of a communist 
that was killed by the Nazis and as a man who said, "This 
land is my political heritage [Biermann beats his fist on 
the table], not you, X, X am the boss, not you" eh? All the 
others were the kids of Nazis, and they were modest and they 
said, "Yeah, we are little stupid guys, we want to learn 
from you and not to be too fresh [forward], be so kind as to 
sing about this, what I want to see", you know, eh? But my 
situation was not so. I was the most little guy of all these 
eh?, thin, asthmatic - but I was on this stage, like the 
absolute hero with - [Biermann imitates the sound of 
thunder] like Superman, eh? It was crazy eh? I was not the 
right actor for this role, in this play, but I did. But it 
came from my family and my political background. And that 
was the reason why they didn’t know what to do with me. I 
was so much, too, aggressive, that, you know, other guys 
came 5 years in jail for such a little [crime, misdemeanour] 
and every day, and not only in my bedroom, everywhere, and 
the tapes in the underground, like rabbits. [Biermann is 
referring here to the fact that his songs and poems were 
distributed via a covert network of enthusiasts, because, 
amongst other things, he was criticizing the State]
A.T. People distributed them?
W.B. Yeah, and the poetry written by hand. It was hard for 
the leaders. And they had missed the point where they have 
had the chance to kill me, some years before.
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A.T. Because now you had become too powerful?
W.B. Yeah, it change, all the things. When you are over this 
line, of not [being a] known person, then everything they do 
against you helps you, is wind under your wings. And when 
they make their fist in your mouth, it's a microphone. What 
to do? They were helpless. And after 12 years they came 
together in the Party, in the Politburo, some 10 or 15 old 
men that are the bus drivers [leaders]. They spoke about 
what to do this Biermann. "We cannot kill him, we cannot put 
him in jail, he wants to come in jail!" I wrote songs about 
this also. Everyone in the Party leadership knew my songs. 
The Party itself brought out my poetry for top secret 
manuscripts for the higher functionaries. But the kids of 
these functionaries read it too. They got it from their 
parents. It was a crazy situation. And so many of my 
friends, they were in jail, told me when they came out, when 
they wrote letters to their families, "Dear Father, 
everything is good here, and the food is O.K." and when they 
tried to make a little word from one of my songs in the 
letter, as a message, the officers of the Secret Service, 
they understood every word. [Biermann laughs and imitates a 
censor spotting a Biermann phrase in a letter]. So they 
threw me out with a trick, you know, 10 years before [ago]. 
They allowed me to make a concert in Cologne, and after I 
made the first concert for the Trade Union of the Metal 
Workers, I heard in the news that I'm not allowed to come 
back. However, when we lived about 2 years in western world, 
I ask my woman, "Tell me, what change with me since I live 
in western world? Have you seen something?" "Yes," she said. 
"In eastern world you were more relaxed, happy, more 
laughing". And this is true. In spite of the fact that here 
everything is more easy. Really, it is. From a higher point 
of view, from a god's point of view, you have to say it's 
more, more easy to live here, really, and I make many money, 
more that I need, and I make concerts and all this stuff, 
but we say what I said, I was not good trained for this. If 
you are very modest and are happy with what this society can 
give you, then you can be very happy. But, I joined very 
early in the fight of this society. I wanted not to become a 
so-called professional dissident, that lives, makes his 
life, his money from leaking his wounds from the eastern 
world in the western world. And therefore, I very quickly 
became, got new enemies and new friends, not all the time 
the right enemies and the right friends, but however life 
became difficult too, here. I prefer the songs of Bob Dylan, 
that was what I wanted to say.
A.T. Than Victor Jara?
W.B. Yes.
A.T. That is quite a surprise.
W.B. It's not justice, but it's true. Look, Brecht - there's 
no man in the world I think, but in Germany,, I don't know 
this word, but there's no writer, poet, that wrote so good
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songs for the workers, deep and schone, beautiful. The best 
poetry that ever was written, not only for the workers but 
for the people is made by Brecht. But he himself, never in 
his whole life had really connections with one worker. And 
if you are in jail, and they make you blooding, and the 
torture and like Victor Jara with his hands we are told 
[there are reports that Jara's hands were crushed and broken 
by his torturers], however it's true, whatever, they killed 
him. That makes not that you are a great poet and a great 
singer. Phil Ochs, he's more political and socially 
interesting than this lousy Bob Dylan, yes? But Bob Dylan is 
a great singer, and a great poet, all the time, all the 
time.
A.T. You see, all of the things you've just said, you've 
answered a lot of things I was going to ask you. A couple 
more things regarding the songwriter, the artist and 
society, about the question of responsibility, whether an 
artist has a responsibility to society, to reflect society, 
to reflect society in his work.
W.B. No, no. As a human being yes. Not as a writer 
especially. This is a wrong question I think, if I 
understand enough English. Makes no difference living in 
East or West Germany, beside all this interesting 
difference, between the societies and the role and the 
function of a political writer and singer in these societies, it's very difficult, but one point is for me, in 
my thinking, in my practice [case], is a certain point. I 
never write about political questions, problems, when I 
don't find this certain point, where it crosses with my 
little, really, life, never. It's a rule for me. If I would 
be a Christian, I would say I come in the Hell when I make 
this wrong [break this rule]. When your really personal life 
is a very political life, then the terrain that you can 
write about is very big, but this is not an aesthetical 
question. It is a question of your personality and your 
personal background and development. But [Biermann tries to 
translate a German saying], you can't jump higher than your 
arse picks up. And you can not be more political in your 
song as you really are. I hate these people, they are liars. 
Look, concrete. I wrote very political songs about my 
society in East Germany and had my struggle with everything. 
O.K., but I knew all these years in East Germany that I'm 
also a member of a human society in the world, not only in 
East Germany, and I heard what happens in Chile, Victor 
Jara, yes? And it hurt me, but I don't know, when I live in 
East Berlin what is Victor Jara, and what is Chile, and what 
is Pinochet? I know what is Hitler, a fascist, and I know 
what is torture - my father was killed and all my family was 
killed - I know this, but I am not, in spite of all this,
I'm not able to write a song about Chile. And now this 
perverse situation - the leaders of the Party in East 
Germany wanted me, not only me, but all these people who 
write songs and poetry, to write a poem against fascism in 
Chile, or against oppression of the blacks in the U.S.A. and 
all this bloody stuff that happens around in the world, in 
the Western World, yes? And all these devoted writers from.
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eh? they write against fascism in Chile, and I sit in East 
Berlin and think I want to write a song against fascism in 
Chile, but I'm not able. I don't know what this is - I never 
was there - I know nobody that lived there. I live in East 
Berlin and Berlin is not related to all of this. And I was 
not able. But then, I saw with my own eyes, a film, a very 
small film, you may know him, on T.V. from a camera-man in 
Santiago, Chile. He photographed, he filmed his own murder, 
yes? It happened. It's a very short film. You see the 
streets, the people are running and the fascists are 
shooting - the soldiers with their guns [are shooting] into 
the crowd. You know these pictures, everywhere in the world, 
and some of the people stop with running and die on the 
street and you see all this bloody stuff. And then, you see 
in this little film, the picture is not very straight, but 
shaking, and then the camera-man concentrates on one single 
soldier, shooting in the street with his gun, and then you 
see in this film that this certain soldier sees the camera
man - he looks in the centre of the picture. And he takes 
his gun in the centre of the picture and then the film ends. 
That means both men, with their different weapons were 
shooting one each other, and both got it. And then I wrote a 
song, not about Chile, but a song about this film - I saw 
with my own eyes - it had crossed my life.
A.T. But the question there, that comes to me is, regarding, 
say. Bob Dylan, I wonder if all the things that he wrote 
about were things that crossed his life, because all the 
things that Victor Jara wrote about crossed his life.
W.B. It's not enough. It is necessary, but not enough that 
it crosses your life. And what really means it, "cross your 
life"? That depends from what really is your life - what a 
little life you are living or what - and this is a variable 
point. What is your life, really. When I was in America I 
teached, on the Ohio State University, my students two times 
a week, four hours. I made lectures about philosophy, about 
Hegel, and aesthetics and these questions. And one of my 
lectures were against this so-called engagement, I don't 
know what really means this word in English. In the German 
language this word has a certain sense that you join into 
political fights; with money I'm engaged with 10,000 marks 
for - I send this to South Africa to this woman of this man 
who is in jail, Winnie Mandela. This I would say is 
engagement. For, I am very far from South Africa. I was 
never there. I wanted to go but they didn't allow it. 
However, but, it's not my life eh? No. But I hate 
engagement. I do it for moral reasons, but for an artist I 
hate it. It is poison. It's a most dangerous poison for a 
writer, engagement. For, I think you are not allowed to be 
engage [Biermann uses the French pronunciation]. Engage is 
like petting and not fucking. You cannot make petting all 
your life, you have to fuck and to make kids. And really, 
it's related. From engagement can become real solidarity. I 
think you have to make solidarity and not engagement. And 
the difference between these words means, in my language, 
when you are engaged you are not very near to this you are
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engaged with. You are very far from it. This is the reason 
why you have to be engaged. When my kid is going on the 
street where the cars are running, and will be killed, and I 
spring out of this glass [window] and make me bloody and 
take this kid and save his life, i do. But then I'm not 
engaged for my kid, here [Biermann strikes his chest], it's 
my own thing. And when I lie my 140 pounds of flesh and 
bones in a little town in Germany, where the Americans have 
their Pershings [missiles] on the street to stop the trucks 
with the Pershings - I did. When I do this, and I did, I'm 
not engaged, I do my own thing. I'm fighting not for 
abstract, far-off problems, but for my life. And I'm allowed 
to make a song only when I get [to] this point, where I have 
both political important point, but [and] a point that is in 
living relation with my real life, not in my brain. In my 
brain, everything is - the world - it has to cross my 
existence. And then, not must but can, grow a flower of 
political poetry. In this certain sense I would say as a 
political writer you are not allowed to be engaged.
A.T. How would that stand with Brecht then. Did those things 
come that close to his life?
W.B. Yes, not in a very childish sense. I told you, he never 
gave his hand to a worker, eh? And the only worker in his 
life he saw was a worker of his stage, from 10 metres 
distance when he brought the scenery on the stage. But, he 
was a real political human being - Brecht - and what he was 
allowed to say, "it's my own thing" was a very big terrain.
A.T. You're saying it wasn't necessary [for him] to be part 
of the workers.
W.B. No, no. All these guys that were all the time licking 
the sweat of the working class, they were not able to write 
one good song for the workers. I will not say it's not 
allowed to lick the sweat of the working class, but it helps 
not to make a good song, a poetry for the workers. [If this 
were the case] then I would take a bucket from sweat and 
drink it, if it would work. I will say, what we have to call 
political is more, is deeper than so-called political 
things. The fact that Victor Jara was an anti-fascist and a 
good guy is not enough to write a good song. It is necessary 
to be a good guy, but not enough, never. If it would be 
necessary [enough] we would have so many good songs, for 
there are so many good guys in the world. If you are 
interested on this step [subject], in relation to this 
problem what I told about engagement, I have one phase in my 
life where I was in great danger to become, to make this 
fault. And this was in the first 3 years in western world. 
For, the central word, in my opinion, that a man who writes 
poetry or songs is the word me, I, the most important word. 
And when you remember what I said, this Ich, I, me, this me, 
this word I has to cross society, I told you already. But, 
when I came into the western world I had a problem. This 
word J, in my mouth, in my pencil, is not an abstract word, 
it's a concrete word. It's built from all this living and
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experience of my living, my life. O.K. every man has a 
concrete Ich, and my Ich, my I, I had to work with was an 
eastern J, it had it's concrete structure from eastern 
living, and when I came to the western world I wanted for 
political and moral reasons, I told you already not [I did 
not want] to become a professional dissident, and I wanted 
not to use in the western world all the time with my eastern 
i, but a western I I had not. My western I was a very 
abstract J. It was not a living, it was an abstraction. But 
the eastern I I wanted not to use.
A.T. A big problem.
W.B. Yes sir!
A.T. Have you resolved that problem?
W.B. No.
A.T. So it’s still a problem?
W.B. Not still, but in this time it was. It was, you could 
say, a tragic situation. I had to choose. Should I have this 
fault or the other. I wanted to write about this western 
society and I was a clever boy, I understood more about 
western society than most of the people who live here, but I 
understood nothing. I understood only with my little brain, 
for I'm an intellectual that wrote many books and had 
information about society. I was able to speak about western 
society, really, I was, but I had no own experience, and 
that means for a poet I did know nothing. Yes? And in this 
time I had a tendence [tried] to write about society's 
problems - [but] I was not joined in concrete. When I came 
the Bader-Meinhoff terrorists had their problems with the 
government here, and they were killed by themselves.
However, many people in my public, in my audience, were hurt 
from this problem, to do real deeds, and were thinking about 
this. And I tried to write poems and songs where I 
manifested [declared] "Left-wing No against terrorism", that 
is in contradiction to the right-wing No against terrorism. 
This was from a theoretical and political point of view very 
clear, and I got it. Not so bad those songs I wrote. They 
are in a political sense very deep and good and I was the 
only one who got it, in this country, but all these songs, 
in my opinion have a little fault. They are dead. They are 
correct, they were good made, good craftsmanship, good 
artist, everything O.K. politic O.K., but one little fault - 
they are dead. Why? For I was not involved, in my real life. 
If I would have a love story with Ulrike Meinhoff maybe I 
would have been able to write a good song. She visited me 
before she became a terrorist in East Berlin sometimes. But, 
in my life I had no relation to this problem of terrorism. I 
came from a society, East Germany, where the State and the 
Party have their privilege of monopoly of terrorism, and 
this makes the illness of my first songs, you understand?
And these songs I would call engaged. But this is not 
enough, and I needed some years, some time, long time, to
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get a western Ich, and to be able to write about society in 
which, in a way I could write about my Ich and about 
society, political. I would say a political song about 
political problems and circumstances without the Ich of the 
poet is not a political song. It's like eating paper - you 
cannot live from it.
A.T. I'm still interested in how, say, Brecht managed to get 
his Ich as part of what he was writing about. Was it just 
from, compassion for the subject, involvement, commitment, 
mental -
W.B. I don't know this. Maybe for Brecht, all these problems 
I spoke about are not so as for me. You know, there's a - 
beside from aesthetic level, Brecht is a genius, he is a 
giant, and I am a dwarf. We are all dwarfs in relation to 
Mr. Brecht. He is as big as Shakespear in my opinion, but 
we take the fruits from his tree and eat it, and try. But 
beside from this difference, in the aesthetic level, he has 
a very different background. He comes from a bourgeois 
family, and his great break in his life was to break with 
this bourgeois society and go on the side to join the fight 
of the workers. And this he tried, with all this blindness 
that you get with concrete situations. Also Brecht, also the 
genius has to be blindness of his epoch. I can come from a 
workers' family and forty years later from a communist 
family - the cheap cleverness of a later born.

END
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