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Book and CD
Shout Kernow: Celebrating
Cornwall’s Pub Songs
Hilary Coleman and Sally
Burley
Francis Boutle Publishers,
9781903427972

This handsome volume with two
accompanying CDs is the product of a
very worthy project undertaken in 2012 –
to record pub singing traditions as
currently practised in Cornwall. The
authors have done an excellent job with
helpful transcriptions of words and music,
together with well-informed notes on the
featured songs, the singers, as well as the
context and background of the sessions.
The high-quality recordings were made ‘in
the field’ and effectively capture the
atmosphere of the occasions, often called
‘shouts’. 

The authors show a clear insight into
how the different traditions work; how
vigorous and rich they are, on the one
hand, and, on the other, how transient and
fragile they can be. They recognise the
essence of such living oral traditions and
make no attempt to standardise repertoire
or to privilege one version or rendition of a
song over another. They describe the
project modestly as a snapshot, which it
is, but a highly significant snapshot that
merits wide recognition.

The singing is unaccompanied, in
chorus, and harmonised, led by a key
individual who acts as a ‘pitcher’ (the
same formula used in several of the
carolling pubs near Sheffield). Many of the
singers belong to a group associated with
a particular pub, but the participation is
inclusive of everyone present. Cornish
songs and pride in local traditions feature
large, with the likes of ‘Cornish Lads’ and
‘Camborne Hill’; there are several spirituals
from the nineteenth-century minstrel
repertoire, notably ‘Little Eyes’, together
with shanties and folk club classics, such
as ‘Thousands or More’. Essentially the
repertoires are catholic, eclectic and
distinctive, without a hint of exclusivity, and
the singing is very good.

Make no mistake: although there is no
pretence at theoretical interpretation, this
is a work of meticulous scholarship with all

the relevant apparatus – precise
documentation, appendixes, bibliography
and discography, and an index. It is also
effectively and appropriately illustrated with
many action shots, alongside archival
material.

There can be no doubt that Coleman
and Burley have succeeded handsomely in
their main aim – to record, celebrate, and
help sustain Cornish pub singing.
www.francisboutle.co.uk 
Ian Russell

CD ROM
Travellers’ Songs from
England and Scotland
Ewan MacColl and Peggy
Seeger
Musical Traditions Records, MTCD254

Ewan MacColl’s centenary year has
tended to focus on his songwriting, with a
CD of those songs recorded by performers
from within and beyond the folk scene and
a short tour of some of these singers
bringing the year to an end. There is a box
set of Ewan’s own singing to come, to be
released on Topic Records, and this will
perhaps feature his interpretations of
traditional songs, drawn from Topic’s back
catalogue.

MacColl was, of course, a controversial
figure, but one aspect of his work (with
Peggy Seeger) that tends to be overlooked
is the field recordings they did, particularly
among Traveller and Gypsy communities.
These led to two books – Till Doomsday in
the Afternoon (1986), which focussed on
the Stewart family, and the earlier
Travellers’ Songs from England and
Scotland (1977). The latter book has been
out of print for many years, so this reprint,
albeit on a CD ROM, will be most welcome
for those younger singers and enthusiasts
who were not around when it was first
published. 

‘Albeit’ in that last sentence is perhaps
not the right word. It suggests regret. But
the advantage of CD ROM publication is
that the recordings that formed the basis
of the original book can be embedded into
the text, so that one can read the song
text and the details about the singer and
the song – and listen to the way the singer
sang: the all-important style. 

The introductory page to the

publication illustrates the problem facing
compilers of folk song collections who
transcribe recordings. ‘MacColl and
Seeger presented the songs in the best
possible way – they used the most stable
tune, in a good singable key, utilising
verses from more than one recording when
available, and presented in a sensible
order.  So, in some cases, the sound file
you hear will not exactly match what’s
printed on the page.’ It’s a timely reminder
to those commentators who criticise folk
song book compilers for mediating the
songs for publication. 

This is a most welcome addition to the
serious study of traditional song.
www.mtrecords.co.uk
Derek Schofield

Books
Proceedings of the English
Folk Dance and Song Society
Folk Song Conference 2013
ed. David Atkinson and
Steve Roud
Loomis House Press, 9781935243854 
I recently spent an enjoyable and thought-
provoking day at the Folk Song
Conference 2015. Having been unable to
attend in 2013, I was pleased to have
these papers collected together in print.
The 17 papers are divided into four
themes: Singers and Collectors, Songs,
Tunes, and Revivals. Fay Hield’s paper (the
solitary contribution to the last section)
considers why folk clubs – part of the
‘revival’ but now with their own traditions –
are generally failing to attract new
members. And explains how the Royal
Traditions club near Sheffield, recognisably
a folk club, but with several distinctive
features, has attempted to address that
issue. The Songs section includes a paper
looking at ‘The Well Below the Valley’ and
‘The Cruel Mother’, and what they can tell
us about past attitudes to infanticide; and
an examination of ‘The Poor Murdered
Woman’, a locally-composed song which
departs quite markedly from the
conventions of murder ballads. Among the
collectors examined are two from working
class backgrounds – Alfred Williams, and
Alice Snow, a new name to me. Inevitably
several middle-class, well-educated turn of
the century women also feature: collectors
in their own right, or assistants to better
known figures. Some papers include
biographical details of singers as well as
collectors. We expect this from modern
folk song scholars, but Chris Bearman
argues that the numerous photographs
taken by Sharp provide evidence of a
deeper interest in his singers than he is
often given credit for. Vic Gammon,
meanwhile, asks ‘How good a music
transcriber was Cecil Sharp?’. Pretty


