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FOREWORD

The Folk Music and Folklore Research Institute, Calcutta, came into being only
three years back. The awareness of an impending crisis in folkmusic impelled
us to form this Institute. This crisis in folk music has set in in the form of its gross
commercial distortion and consequent falsification.

A folk melody is not merely a literary or a musical work, but a preduct of the
continuous process of life of apeople. Folk tunes grow and develop in this process.
Songs, ballads and lores growing out of new experiences are constantly enriching
the rich folk tradition.

It is unfortunate that folkmusic-and-folklore, as yet, has remained just a
branch of special study for a handful of academicians or enthusiasts. Moreover,
in our country studies in folk music till now have been primarily limited to the
spheres of sociology and literature ; but almost nothing has been done so far to
study the musicological characteristics that distinguish folk songs of one region
from those of another. Our primary emphasis in this volume has been on the musi-
cological aspects of folk music.

The scope of the volume, however, has been somewhat expanded by the
inclusion of a number of articles on general theoretical problems and folk music
traditions abroad. But this volume has been primarily limited to a study of the folk
songs of the North Eastern region of the country—a study which is admittedly
anything but comprehensive. We however sincerely regret that we have failed to
obtain a single article on the rich folk songs of Orissa, Manipur and many other
regions, in spite of our best efforts.

We have been compelled to publish the Anthology in English for easier
communication. But we have been aware all along of the difficulties involved in
translation and that it is practically impossible to capture in translation the delicate
nuances of the folk lyrics. A few articles originally written in languages other
than English have had to be edited when translation proved difficult. Some of
these articles have suffered in the process and we owe a sincere apology to the
authors who had worked so hard on them.

We have used two systems of notations for every song referred to, the Staff
Notation, and the Bhatkhande system of Notation using Roman letters. We were
compelled to go in for this double system of Notation for a number of reasons,
viz., the general lack of familiarity in this country with Staff Notation, outside
a limited sphere of experts.

Maps, wherever used, indicate not geographical regions, but regions distin-
guished by a particular style of folk music or dialect.

The selective bibliography at the end covers publications on the folk music
of North-Eastern India. The bibliography is not exhaustive. It gives a list of books
that we found useful and readily available in libraries. Omissions of important
titles, if any, are not intentional,
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A NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

Diacritical marks expressing distinctive sounds of alphabets of Indian languages pose a
difficult problem in respect of proper transliteration. In this Anthology it was not possible to-
use the International Phonetic system. Adherence to a comprehensive rendering in phonetic
terms all the unaspirated voiceless plosives, glide element of dipthongs etc. also gave rise to
seemingly insurmountable problems more aggravated by the non-availability of suitable type--
faces from the printer. For these reasons, we have followed a method in which all consonant.
aspirates incorporating the ‘h’ sound are shown with the letter ‘h’ ; whereas long vowels are marked
in the proper manner. Palatals like ‘¢’ and ‘d’, etc., retroflex ‘r’ and two kinds of short and long:
liquid nasalisations : ~, = have been used for the convenience of the reader.

NOTES ON INDIAN NOTATION SYSTEM

1. Indian music scale of twelve semitones :
SRRGGMMPDDNN
‘Komal’ is indicated by a line below the notes and ‘Kodi’ madhyam by a line on top of M.

II. Octaves : Higher and lower Octaves are indicated by a dot on the top and bottom of the:
notes.
M P etc.

Higher Octave : G
G M P etc

S R

Lower Octave: S R

III. Grace Notes : Grace notes are indicated by tiny notes at the top left and right of the main
note.

~ PM PN or MGR SG etc.
IV. ‘Sruti’isindicated by tiny 1,2 or 3 on the top right of the main note.
Ry G2 D3 etc.
VI. ‘Midh’ or gliding notes are indicated by a slur on the top or bottom of the relative notes.

NS or GR et :
A

VII. A cracked vocal sound is indicated by a star on the left top of the note :
#P=*Retlc)

VIII. Matras : One single unit is one-matrad. When prolonged, it is followed by dashes as the :
required units to cover the duration. There will be no sound in the parallel line of*
.the wordings when there is no dash.

M — — G R —
Ha — — ti  (hi)

Staff Notations prepared: by *Khaled- Choudhury and Bhatkhande System.of Notations
by Khaled Choudhury -and Anil Roy.
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SONGS THAT GROW OUT OF A LEGEND
MAHUT SONGS FROM GOALPARA

NIHAR BARUA

THE LEGEND

A mountain stream comes down through the dense forests of the Bhutan hills.
Once upon a time in a small hut on its bank lived Jayanath, a Brahmin, and Jaya-
mala, his beautiful wife. Jayanath earned his living as a priest conducting religious
ceremonials. Jayamala spun the Poitd, the sacred thread, on her spinning wheel.
The Brahmins in the neighbouring villages bought up all the thread she spun.
What they thus earned was enough for the Brahmin and his wife. The food that
they could save they scattered on the banks of the river to be eaten up by the birds
and the beasts. In return the wild creatures of the forest brought them honeyed
fruits, wild roots, and edible leaves. Her husband’s deep love, and affection for the
wild creatures—these were the pleasures of Jayamala’s life.

This even tenor of their life was disturbed when Jayanath was called over to
conduct the last rites of a rich Brahmin. Now this Brahmin had an only daughter,
ugly, spoilt, extremely selfish and lazy. And none who knew her would marry
her. The widowed mother begged the poor Jayanath to marry the girl with her
rich patrimony and save her from the burden of an unmarried daughter. Jayanath
resisted for a time, but the temptation was too much for him, and he soon gave in.
He came back to his old place with his rich proud wife. Jayamala looked at them,
hurt and shocked, then went back to her hut.

" In a few days there stood a té-mahald® mansion beside the hut. Servants and
maids and sentries kept the big house throbbing with life. Jayamala from her hut
saw the prosperity and the flourishing love of her husband ‘and her rival. The
new wife would not allow Jayanath to see Jayamala. Jayamala had a new job, she
had to carry water from the river to the big house. And that alone gave her some-
thing to live for. As she filled her rich husband’s gold jhari* (watering can),
there were occasions when they could look into each other’s eyes. That was
her only link with her husband. In return the maids brought her at the end of the
day a handful of rice in a brass plate. But Jayamala would not taste the food doled
out by her rwal She lived on fruits and wild roots ever since the day Jayanath
brought in his second wife. With the plate of rice held in one hand, the gold jhari on

1 A big mansion would be traditionally divided into three mahals or sectors—the andarmahal
(reserved for the women), the barmahal (reserved for the men), and the kachharimahal (for

the visitors).
2 The spout of the jhari would be shaped like an elephant’s trunk.
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the other, and a copper pitcher on her head, she would go out walking through
the forest towards the river, giving the food away to the birds and the beasts all
along the way. When she reached the river bank, she sat down to brood ; tears
ran down her cheeks and mingled with the river water.

The elephant king often came to drink from the same river upstream. He
would come with his herd of elephants, drink from the river and play in the water.
Wading through the water one day, the elephants came to a portion of the river
where the water was salty and tasteless. The elephant king asked his companions :
“The water upstream is so sweet, why is it tasteless downstream ?”” His companions
replied, “Your majesty, a beautiful girl sits at the ghat every evening, weeping,
her tears mingle with the river water, and that is the reason why the water
downstream is tasteless.” The elephant king waded up to the girl. The girl had just
taken up the copper pitcher on her head, the gold jhari in her hand, and had started
on her way back home. The elephant king stood in her way to stop her. On
hearing her story, he asked her to leave the cruel world of man and come over to
their country and be their queen. But Jayamala hesitated. Her hesitation however
did not last long ; for suddenly the river was flooded, waters rolled down roaring
like a thundercloud, sweeping away in their stride the little hut and the great house
that stood beside it. Jayamala was struck dumb, and the elephant king in a trice
lifted her up on his back. Then he took her through deep forests full of the sweet
scent of flowers and wild fruits. They travelled for seven days and nine nights
before they reached elephantland at the foot of the Bhutan hills. There stood a
huge palace of ivory with an ivory throne within. The elephant king placed Jaya-
mala on the ivory throne, as thousands of elephants cheered the new queen and
bowed before her. Then the elephant king took up the new queen once again on
his head and took her to a wonderful waterfall. Their way passed between two
big hills. Water streamed down the waterfall in seven streams of seven hues.
The elephant king collected the water in seven jars and poured it on the head of the
new queen. Her human shape at once changed to a beautiful elephant girl’s.
The copper pitcher on her head became a sign on her forehead, and the gold
Jjhari became her trunk. The elephant king announced amidst cheers—‘“Henceforth
we shall serve you. Your word will be our law.” And the queen led the elephant
herd back to the elephantland.

Divested of its supernatural ornamentation, the story has its basis in reality ;
for the chief of a herd of wild elephants is ‘the Queen,” a cow elephant. She leads
the herd, and the ‘juthapati’ or the male leader is only a protector. The juthapati’s
only care is to keep away the grown up bull elephants from his harem and to expel
a bull elephant from the herd once it grew up. His other duty is to provide protec-
tion to his herd.
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The forests of Goalpara (Assam) begin at thefoot of Bhutan. Likeother regions
of the Terai, these evergreen forests also are the haunts of herds of elephants. The
daring operations of capturing these massive creatures are handled by the phandis
(the men who lasso the wild elephants, the mahiits) and their companions. Their

DARJEELING
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existence is one of risk and uncertainty. A moment’s carelessness, and death can be
instantaneous. They often return from the forests, leaving behind their closest
and most trusted friends in unknown graves within the forest. Yet the call of the
forest is irresistible. There is a sense of self-pity in the song sung to tame the
wild elephant : :

O Mor Hai Hastir Kanyd Re
Khaniko Doya Nai Mahiitok Lagiya Re ? 1

1. O, alas, my elephant girl,
Won’t you have a little pity for the mahit ?

The mahit, the phandi and their companions do not belong to any special com-
munity or caste. They come from the Bodos, the Garos, the Ravas and the Nepalese
from the hills and the Muslims and the Rajabanshis from the plains and people

from other districts in Assam. Men from Bihar and the neighbouring states also
join these groups.

The social laws here are peculiar to the forests. In the forests a man is not known
by his caste or community. When a man proves his courage and skill, he is recog-
nized as a giiri and becomes a sarddr or the leader of a hunting band. The others
follow his instructions and go out on their adventures with his blessings.
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Preparations for the daring operations begin from the end of the rainy season
and the beginning of autumn. The shikars continue throughout winter. The
operations cease with the beginning of summer. The brave adventurers grow home-
sick and brood on their wives, relations and children. They start the long journey
home, back to the peace and affection of their homes.

But once again at the end of the rains and the appearance of the typical autumn
cloudracks, the mahits and the phdndis yearn for the excitement of the forests,
the life-and-death struggles. They wait anxiously for the call of the mahaldar
(the man who leases a portion of the forest and brings in the mdhiits and phandis
to hunt for him). When the clouds roar in autumn, they do not promise rains.
But the mahut’s wife feels the pang of imminent separation, and she sings :

O Ki O, Mor ‘Dantal’ Hatir Mdhiit Re,

Jedin Mahit Shikar Jai, Narir Mon Mor Jhuria Roy Re.
Akdsheté Nai Re Chandra Ki Koré Tor Tara,

Jeba Narir Swami Nai Re, O Tar Diné Andhihara.

Pushkarnité Nai Re Pani Nouka Kamné Chole,

Je Narir Piarush Nai Re, O Tar Rupé Ki Kam Koré.

O Ki O, O Mor ‘Makhna’ Hatir Mahiit Re—

Jedin Mahuit Ujan Jai, Narir Mon Mor Kandiyd Roy Re. 2

2. What do you do, O my mahit of the tusker (‘dantal’)?/ The mahut goes
out on his hunt, my woman’s heart languishes./ What use are stars in a sky without
a moon?/ A woman without her husband is a day in darkness./ How can boats
move in a pool with no water?/ What use is beauty to a woman without her
man?/ O what do you do, My mahit of the tuskless (‘makhpa’) elephant?/ The
day the mahat moves upstream, my woman’s heart weeps and 4weeps.

When the call comes, there is nothing to hold them back home. Some choose the
meld shikar,! others the kheda shikar.? But whatever the method employed to
catch the elephant, the newly caught elephant is treated in the same way. It has
to be intimidated and cajoled at the same time. The men rub tenderly and sing
songs. The songs do not have any meaning for the elephant. But when a whole
group chant these songs and rub dry leaves on the elephant’s body, the elephant at
first feels a consternation, but then grdually gets used to it and becomes more
friendly to men. When the songs are sung, one of the men stands before it with a
burning torch and swings it to keep time with the song. The leader of the chorus

1 Lassoing the wild elephants from the backs of tame elephants.
2 Driving the elephants from cover and penning them in a large enclosure.
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sings a single line first, and then the others join in, repeating the same line together.
They start with a song to God.

Alla Alla Bolo Re Bhai Hai Alla Rasil,
Kon Mohalér Hati Re Bhai Hai Alla Rasiil.
Bhutan Mohalér Hati Re Bhai Hai Alla Rasil.
Kon Ba Phandir Dhora Re Bhai Hai AllG Rasil.
— — — Phandir Dhora Re Bhai Hai Alla Rasiil,
Kon Mahuter Dohar Re Bhai Hai Alla Rasiil,
— — — Mahuter Dohar Re Bhai Hai AllG Rasiil. 3

3. O praise Alla-Rasil, brothers, praise Alld-Rasiil.] What mohil does the
elephant come from, O Alla-Rasil?/ It’s from the Bhutan mohal, O Alla-
Rasiil./ Who is the phandi that caught it, O Alla-Rastl?/ It was caught by the
phandi— — —, O Alla-Rasil./; What mahtat threw the second lasso, O Alla-
Rastl?/ It was the mahiit— — — who threw the second lasso, O Alla-Rasul.

(The names of the phandi and the mahiit are put in the appropriate places). When
they speak of Alla-Rasill, it is noticeable that men of the Hindu or any other com-
munity do not demur ; they accept it as a convention.

Then they try to arouse the pity of the elephant girl. Whether it is a bull elephant
or a cow elephant, it is invariably addressed as ‘hastikanya’ (the elephant girl).

Hastikanya, Hastikanya Bamuner Nari—

Mathai Niya Tamkalsi O Sokhi Hasté Sonar Jhari.

Sokhi O, O Mor Hai Hastir Kanya Re— -
Khaniko Doya Nai Mahitok Lagiyd Re.—(the refrain). 4

4. O elephant girl, O elephant girl, O Brahmin woman,/ With your copper
pitcher on your head and the golden jhari in your hand./ O Sokhi, O my elephant
girl, won’t you have a little pity for the mahiit ?

HASTI KANYA

|_|S S S RG|SR RS S S\RMMPDN PDP——’
Has-ti Kan-nya { Has -ti Kan-nya] Ba- mu-ne- r Na-ri — —

———{————}MPPPPD MP -P DN DP
Ma-thai Ni- ya | Ta-mka -1la - si

( M — — — I— — M D ‘ PP S 8 DS 8. RESG
O Has-t€ So- nar | Jha-ri So - khi l
—7
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Pattird Koriyd Kanyd Badeya Dilen Pao,

Mathar Upor Kal-Jiti O Sokhi Koré Pancha Rao. 5
Balutiltil Pankhi Kandé Baluté Podiya,

Gouripuriya mahit Kandé O Sokhi Ghar Badi Chhadiya. 6
Ai Chhadilong Bhai Chhadilong, Chhadilong Sondr Piri,

Bido Koria Chhadiya Ailong O Sokhi Alpo Boyaser Nari. 7

5. You left your home on an auspicious day,

But it was the ominous lizard, O Sokhi, that croaked above your head.

6. The sandpiper cries in the sands,
The mahiit from Gouripur cries, O Sokhi, for his home.
7. 1left my mother, I left my brother, I left my golden house,
I'married and then left behind, O Sokhi, my young wife.

In the above staff notation, the star-marked ‘A’ should sound quarter note below.
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The mahiit then remembers the lines sung by his young wife. He broodingly repeats
those same lines :

‘Akdsheté Nai Re Chondro Ki Koré Tor Tara,
Jeba Narir Swami Nai Re Tar Diné Andhiharad.
Pukhurité Nai Re Pani Nouka Kamné Choleé,

Je Narir Pirush Nai Re Tar Rupé Ki Kam Koré.

But then he comes back to his own sphere of activity :

Phand Ladilong Phada Ladilong Aro Ladilong Dodi,

Mdhat Phandi Jukti Kori O Sokhi Choillong Shikar Bddi.

Agadi Pichhadi Hastir Pheldilong Bandhiya,

Ar Haridhvani Diya Sokhi O, Sokhi Bosilam Bhidiya. 8

8. We took the lasso, we took the cords, we took our ropes along,
We, the mahit and the phandi planned together before we set out for the
hunting ground.
We bound the elephant all over,
And then with praise to Hari, O Sokhi, we sat on the back.
(An Indlan girl would call her closest friend and companion her ‘Sokhi’).

II

After these laborious operations there must be time for rest. While some of them
lie down under some thatched roof, others sit round the fire to talk and sing. The
songs are in various languages, various tunes, and are sung to the music of various
instruments. The mahiit from the plains of Goalpara has his own ‘dotara’. When
he sings, he forgets all the hard labour and the strains of the day. A rugged man
all the day, becomes an artiste at nightfall. Memories pass through his mind—
the eyes of some lonely girl in a small shaded cottage or on the bank of a river or
perhaps anywhere. As he touches the strings of the dotdrd, words composed by
some unknown unremembered poet come to his lips :

Aji Auldilan Mor Bandha Moydl Re—

Hatir Pitit Thakiyd Re Mahit, Thor Kold Bhango,

Narir Manér Katha Tomra Kibd Jano Re.

Rasta Chhado Rasta Chhado Re Joler Kalas Kankhé,

Narir Mon Bhangiya Re Mahit Chhadiya Jaiben Mokeé. 9

9. You have set in confusion my settled home,
Sitting on the back of your elephant, O mahiit, you can breakdown
the banana stalks.
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But what do you know of a woman’s heart?
Leave my way, leave my way, O mahiit, I have my pitcher at my waist,
You will break my heart, O mahiit, and leave me alone.

Hatir Pitit,
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Aji Geile Ki Asiben Mor Mahiit Bondhii Re,—
Hasti Noran Hasti Choran ‘Kekod Basher Tolé,

Ki Sapé Dongshilek Mahiitok Koya Jao Ba Moré Re.
Rojai Jhare Guniné Jhare Dhekiar Agal Diya,

Main Nari Jharim Mahiatok Kasher Agdal Diyd Re.

Khato Khuto Mahiit Re Tor Mukhé Chap Dadi,
Satya Koriya Kon Re Mahiit, Kon Ba Dashé Badi.
Hasti Norai Hasti Chorai, Hastir Payé Bedi,
Satya Koriya Koilam Kanya Gouripuré Bidi Re.

Hasti Noran Hasti Choran Hastir Payé Bedi,
Satya Koriya Kon Re Mdahit Ghore Koyjan Nari Re.

10

11

12

* In the above staff notation mark ‘O’ above the note ‘A’ signifies cracked voice,
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Hasti Norai Hasti Chorai Hastir Goldi Dodi,
Satya Koriya Koilam Kanya Bido Nahi Kori Re. 13

10. If you go away today, O my mahut friend, will you come back again?/
You graze your elephant, you make it go round and round, under wild
bamboo tree./ But what snake has bit you, O mahit, do tell me. The
‘Roja@’ and the ‘giinin’ use the ‘dhekia’ to purge the venom./ I shall use the
dhekia of my hair on you, O mahiut.

- 11.. O my shortstatured mahut, with your thick beard,/ Will you tell me the
truth, O mahit, where do you have your home?/ (The mdahiit answers)
I move the elephant, I graze the elephant, I chain the elephant s feet,/
I tell you the truth, O girl, I have my home in Gouripur.
12. You move the elephant, you graze the elephant, you chain the elephant’s
feet./ But tell me the truth, O mahiut, how many women have you at home?
13. I move the elephant, I graze the elephant, I put the cord on the elephant’s
neck./ I tell you the truth, O girl, I haven’t married yet.
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Godhadhorer Paré Paré Re—
O Mor Mauté Chorai Hati,
Ki Maya Nagailan Mahiit Re—
O Tor Galai Roser Kati,

Ki Maya Nagailan Mahiit Re.
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Uncha Kori Bandhen Chhapor Re—

O Mauin Jol Bhorite Dekhim,
Ki Maya Nagailan Mahiit Re.

Uncha Kori Bandhen Machd Re—

O Miiin Aisté Jaité Dekhim,
Ki Maya Nailan Mahiit Re.

Doi Khodilen, Diidh Khodilen Re—

Mahut Na Khodilen Mata,
Ebar Hate Tutiya Gelo Re—
Oi Ki Asa Jaoar Ghata.

Ki Maya Nagdilan Mahiit Re.
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Na Kanden Na Kanden Kanya He—
Na Bhangen Roser Gala,
Ebar Jodi Ghiiriya Aisong Hé—
Kanya Sonai Bandim Gala,
Ebar Jodi Ghiriya Aisong Hé. 18

14. On the banks of the Godadhor!/ My mahait grazes his elephants./ What
a spell you have cast on me, O mahit,/ With your love beads on your neck./
What a spell......

15. Do build your hut on high,/ so that I can see it when I go out to bring
water./] What a spell......

16. Do place your bed on high,/ so that I can see it when I go by./ What a
spell......

17. You fed me on curd, you gave me milk,/ But, O mahiit, you never gave
me the dregs of the liquid curd./ Are you going to give up from now on/
your? journeys along this road?/ What a spell......

18. (The mahit pleads) Do not weep, do not weep, O girl,/ Do not spoil your
sweet voice with weeping./ If I come back this time,/ I shall bind your
neck, O girl, with gold./ If I come back this time.

Prestissimo J =208 Godhadhorer Pare Paré,
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1 The ‘Gadadhor’ is the name of a river. :

2 The girl’s last atanza has s figurative meaning. She tells her lover, “You gave me all the
charms of your love, all the externals, but the deepest essence, what lies deep within, you denied

me, And there lies my fear :isita parting for ever ?”
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Translated from original Bengali by Samik Bandyopadhyay

DOTARA : (lit. ‘two-stringed’). Four-string instrument, with three notes. Two

centre-string separate only on the bridge and provide the tonic note, the

first and fourth strings provide the four notes above and the four notes below

on the scale respectively. Continuous vamping with the melody, a special feature.

Body shaped from one-piece wood, the belly hollowed out, and covered with the

skin of a lizard of the Iguana type. Particular kind of wood used, the jackfruit

and the chhatim (Digitate) trees. Strings from miiga, a silk variety or steel wire. -
Striker from ivory or buffelo horn. Used to accompany Bhawaiyad and Chatkd

songs of North Bengal region.




THE POPULARISATION OF FOLK SONGS
IN THE U.S.A.

PETER SEEGER

“The trouble with so many of us folklorists,” the late J. Frank Dobie of Texas
once told me, “is that we dig up dead bones from one graveyard just to go bury
them in another.”

Though American folklorists had been collecting such songs as Negro spiri-
tuals, cowboy songs, mountain ballads, and the music of dozens of ethnic minorities,
ever since the late 19th Century, it is true that by mid-20th Century most of their
collections were still gathering dust on their library shelves.

Attempts to introduce folk songs through schools often met with negative
results : the children ended up disliking the very name of folk music. Why?
Partly because it was beyond the ability of the average music teacher to convey the
great sense of style which a traditional performer might have. A. tune which spark-
led on the strings of a country fiddler often sounded flat and uninspired on a class-
room piano. Self-conscious city-bred vocal chords could not have even simulate
the powerful rasp of a Negro work song. And more than this : the songs were
often selected and re-written to take all the healthy sense of sex and protest out
of them.

Trained musicians and music schools often took a condescending attitude
towards native American home-made music. They were more interested in explor-
ing the complexities of symphonic music, than the subtleties of an unaccompanied
ballad singer.

The field of commercial popular music was not so snobbish. As in all past
centuries it was eager to exploit any idiom that could be turned into cash. But
recording companies and radio stations tended to want to adapt country music to
fit their own customary forms, by adding orchestral accompaniments, or again
toning down the words so as not to offend any customer. Tragedy was turned into
sentimentality. Biting humor would be turned into patronizing triviality. It was
a lucky exception, when a coal miner’s song like “Sixteen Ton’’ swept the country
in 1951 :

“Sixteen ton, and what do you get?

Another day older and—a deeper in debt !

St. Peter, don’t you call me, *cause I can’t go ;
I owe my soul to the company store.”

In the late 1930°s and early *40’s the curator of the Archive of Folksong in the
Library of Congress, Alan Lomax, started making determined efforts to make
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it possible for city people to hear folk music as he had heard it out ‘in the field.’
He persuaded a young actor from the midwest, Burl Ives, that he should put on
concerts of the songs that he had known as a boy on the farm. Lomax showed the
southern singers Huddie Ledbetter (“Leadbelly’”), Josh White, and Woody Guthrie,
that there might be audiences in the New York City for their music. And he got
me started. .

I was simply one of the first of many college students who was bowled over
by the strength, power, and honesty of American folk music, and set out deter-
minedly to learn it by ear, to try to master it as one would a languge : its subtle-
ties, meanings and effects.

_ The efforts of Alan Lomax found one of the most conscious anti-fascists,
and who were in favor of trade unions. Leadbelly used to sing for parties raising
funds for Loyalist Spain. Woody and I used to go off on tours for the CIO labor
unions. When some of us, after World War 1I, started a small magazine called Peo-
ple’s Songs (“Songs of Labor and the American People’) we just naturally assumed
that we were fighting all the forces of power and respectab1hty, and would be
excluded from airwaves. -

Little by little the picture changed. The invention in 1948 of the long-playing
phonograph record made it possible for several small recording companies such
as Folkways to issue hundreds of discs of authentic music recorded in the field.
The invention of FM radio stations opened up the airwaves to the playing of such
records. Little by little millions of Americans became aware that there was such a
thing as ‘folk music.” And in the 1960’s a wave of popularity for songs accompamed
by banjo or guiter swept American colleges and universities.

- ~Why?

. Tamno authonty, no folklorlst But T’ll attempt an answer.

(1) In this highly mechanised nation could be found much evidence that the
average citizen still wanted to do some things himself. This can be easily seen in
many arts, crafts, sports and hobbies. Here was do-it-yourself music.

(2) A uprooted people, whose forefathers crossed oceans, prairies, and from
city to city, was trying to re- -establish roots. The older songs gave us a sense of
our common past.

(3) The wide variety of music collected, and handed to us by the folklorists,
included songs to suit almost every possible taste. The melodies, rhythms, instru-
ments, stories and verse patterns had come from many places, pr1n01pa11y Europe
and West Africa, and had combined in many hybrid ways.

(4) Perhaps people found most of all appealing that this was a fluid, informal
music. It implied that they were challenged to shape it further, to improvise on the
melodies, rhythms, and words. ; '

Let me discuss this last point more in detail. European classical music as it
was usually taught in America, allowed little room for improvisation. The notes
were there on the paper, and the student was told only to play them accurately
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and ‘with feeling.” This tradition of learning music carried over into schools,
when children were told to learn a folk song exactly as it was written. But now

people like me were travelling around the country obviously never singing a song

twice the same.
It became obvious that there were many possible versions to play of the most

popular songs.

And it was implied that new songs could be written which would carry the old
traditions up-to-date. This leads me to the last chapter in my little report the
wave of songwrltlng in the United States today.

You see Leadbelly and Woody not only sang songs, but made up new ones
as well. So when the trained folklorist tried to tell a young guiter picker that none
of these new songs are “folk songs”, he would face a series of questlons such as

this :
Is the old English ballad about the outlaw Robin Hood a folk song?

Yes. S 5
Is the ballad of Jesse James, the 1870 train robber a folk song?

Yes:
Is Woody Guthrie’s ballad of Pretty Boy Floyd, the 1935 bank robber...... 9

Well, yes.
How about Bob Dylan’s 1963 ballad of Hattie Carrol?

No. There I draw the line.
Why? Because Dylan came from Minnesota instead of Oklahoma ?

The folklorist who based his criterion solely on age or anonymity, or rural,
illiterate origins, was cornered. The young guiter picker didn’t care, in any case.

At present the wave of songwriting includes an extraordinary range of music
tastes, from art songs to rock and roll, from religious to anti-religious, from the
* political right to left. The radio stations tend to promote only the proper, non-
controversial ones, but every so often a song with somewhat veiled meaning slips
past them. A number of small “folk music” magazines circulating mainly in
colleges print new songs regularly along with old ones. Some concentrate almost
entirely on printing new songs on such subjects as the war in Vietnam, civil rights
in Mississippi, and similar subjects. Among these circles, Bob Dylan’s work is
hotly debated. In 1962 and *63 he wrote a series of brilliant Iyrical songs embracing
a basically humanistic philosophy. In’65 turned his back on that approach, started

working with a rock-and-roll group. His old fans were horrified ; his new ones
delighted.

The average singer, amateur or professional, still works out some sort of
balance between old and new songs, but new songs are heard in more abundance
than ever before, whether they are good or bad. Some singers only sing their own
songs. Many are of the “protest” type, but there are still a fair number of love

songs, nonsense songs and children’s songs.
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My own guess is that 999 out of a thousand of the new songs will be forgotten,
as are most popular songs. But a few of the best one will live and grow. And
future generations, recalling them, will know that in these crisis years of the
second half of the Twentieth Century, young Americans were struggling to
understand the world and themselves, and seized upon a form some people called
“folk music” as a medium for communication.

Note : As with most articles about music, the reader will feel somewhat at
a loss without being able to hear the music under discussion. If any reader can
locate a radio station, USIS library, or university with some of the following
record labels, they may be able to document the story I have outlined above :
Folkways records, Vanguard, Electra, Folk Library Records, Columbia. As to

performers, in addition to the names mentioned in the above article, look up.

songwriters : Tom Paxton, Len Chandler, Phil Ochs, Buffy Saint-Marie, Pat Sky,
and the traditional perfofmers, Doc Watson, Mississippi John Hurt, and the female
singers, Joan Baez, Judy Collins, and Odetta. There are many, many more. The
magazine Sing Out, 165 West 46 St., New York, N. Y., has for fifteen years docu-
mented this story in detail.




