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SLIDE 1. Opening Title

My presentation will be in two sections. First I will outline some of the factors that have influenced the traditions of singing in Wales since the middle  ages; then I will examine the stylistic aspects of traditional singing with reference to archive and recent commercial recordings. Most of the songs discussed will be in the Welsh language; the reasons for this will be touched upon later. To begin with, here are two early descriptions of music making in Wales:

SLIDE 2. Quotations from Giraldus Cambrensis

When they come together to make music, the Welsh sing their traditional songs, not in unison, as is done elsewhere, but in parts, in many modes and modulations. When a choir gathers to sing, which happens often in this country, you will hear as many different parts and voices as there are performers, all joining together in the end to produce a single organic harmony.
[Giraldus Cambrensis (c. 1145-1223), The Description of Wales (1191-1194), bk 1, ch 13]

Guests who arrive early in the day are entertained until nightfall by girls who play to them on the harp. In every house there are young women just waiting to play for you, and there is certainly no lack of harps…the menfolk consider playing on the harp to be the greatest of all accomplishments.
[Giraldus Cambrensis, ibid., bk1 ch10]

As you can see, there is no doubt that both singing and harp playing have long traditions in Wales. That does not mean, of course, that the music and song that you will hear in Wales today necessarily bear any resemblances to the musical activity that Giraldus witnessed back in the late twelfth century: far from it. However, the combination of voice and harp proved surprisingly long-lived. In the sixteenth century, David Powell described the classification  in his History of Cambria as follows:

SLIDE 3. Quotations from David Powell

There are three sorts of minstrels in Wales:
(1) The first sort are named Beirdd [Poets]…
(2) The second sort of them are plaiers upon instruments, chiefly upon the harp and the crwth… 
(3) The third sort are Atkaeniaid –the singers of songs
David Powell, History of Cambria (1584)

The crwth or crowd, a bowed lyre with six strings tuned in double courses was, with the harp, the courtly instrument par excellence. 

SLIDE 4. Carving of crwth and harp

In this carving from the Tudor period, the crwth player’s bow has been lost together with his right hand, but you can see many of the instrument’s most important features: its strings (two of which are off the fingerboard and may be plucked by the thumb of the left hand), its box-like frame, body and fingerboard, and the vertical position – aided by a strap – invariably used for performance.

It was used extensively in the courts of the Welsh princes of the middle ages, where there were detailed Bardic rules and regulations as as to the accomplishments required of players of different status: this was also the case with the harp. Like the Italian lira da braccio, it was used primarily for the accompaniment of declaimed or sung high-art poetry. With its flat bridge and primarily chordal idiom, it fell gradually fell out of use during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, as the modern violin grew in popularity in Wales. It has been revived in recent years, as you’ll see later in this presentation. 

The tradition of harp playing, however, has survived without a break in Wales since the middle ages, although the music of the medieval harpers died out in the early seventeenth century. As the music of the bards was almost exclusively an aural/oral tradition, it was evidently susceptible to any break in continuity: with the collapse of the systems of local noble patronage in Wales during the 1600s, bards and harpers turned to newer verse and musical forms (some borrowed from England), and entertainment in different contexts became central to their survival. Some of the Bardic harp music was written down at the beginning of the seventeenth century by a famed harper from Anglesey, Robert ap Huw. In a wholly unique form of tablature, Robert ap Huw encoded a large proportion of his repertoire in a manuscript which has puzzled scholars since its ‘rediscovery’ by London-based Welsh antiquarians of the eighteenth century. As you will hear, the bardic harp music of medieval Wales had precious little in common with contemporary European art-music. This is a short extract from a piece called Kaniad Gwynn Bibydd (the song of Gwynn the Piper): the notation of this piece is shown on the slide.

SLIDE 5. Robert ap Huw’s harp tablature (London British Museum , Additional Mansucript 14905)
MUSIC EXAMPLE 1: William Taylor, Kaniad Gwynn Bibydd
As a result of the oral nature of Welsh musical traditions and the collapse of the systems of patronage which sustained them, there is little indigenous vocal music from Wales that can be dated with any certainty to before about 1700. One of the very few examples is the pre-Reformation carol, Ar fore dydd Nadolig (On Christmas morning). Because of the strength of the Protestant religion in Wales (especially the Methodist revival of the eighteenth century), many remnants of the Catholic Church were consciously obliterated, but this is one of two songs which remained within the tradition of one family in west Wales until the twentieth century. It’s sung here by Siân James, and you can hear the echoes of plainsong in the repeated reciting tones and modal orientation of the melody.

MUSIC EXAMPLE 2: Siân James singing Ar fore Dydd Nadolig
SLIDE 6. Music of Ar fore Dydd Nadolig
The first collections of published material taken from oral tradition begin to appear in the late 1700s, with the London-based Welsh harpers John Parry (‘Blind Parry’), and later, Edward Jones. Jones published both vocal material from oral traditions and harp airs. The harp air is a tunes in regular periodic meter usually in the diatonic major and minor keys, and in the works of Parry and Jones, arranged for a bourgeois metropolitan audience. Systematic collecting was not to begin in earnest until the early twentieth century, but the awareness of folksong and an oral tradition received an impetus from those few volumes published in the nineteenth century such as Ancient National Airs of Gwent and Morgannwg by Maria Jane Williams (1844).

SLIDE 7. title page of ANAGM

As was typical of the period, many of the songs were edited to conform both melodically and verbally to the musical expectations of the time. In particular, words considered inappropriate for the taste of the educated public were silently emended. Nevertheless, the more systematic collection of songs made a major leap forward with the foundation of the Welsh Folk Song Society in 1906. Partly under the influence of the Folk Song Society in England, the Welsh Folk Song Society promoted both the collection of songs, and their publication in its Journal. Moerover, many of the officers of the society gave lectures and performances of traditional song around Wales and beyond in the first half of the twentieth century. This had the effect of raising the awareness of the oral traditions of song amongst a widerer audience; for the truth was that a number of circumstances in Wales had coincided during the nineteenth century, with the effect of wiping out many local customs and traditions, together with the music that went with them.

The first of these, and the one with the deepest roots, was the Methodist revival of the eighteenth century. From its beginnings about 1735, non-conformist worship became the norm for up to 80% of the Welsh population by about 1880. The revival was deeply opposed to the maintenance of ancient customs thought to be of pagan – or worse, ‘Popish’ – origin. Dancing was frowned upon, and largely eradicated. Much of the musical aspect of the Methodist revival was given over to congregational hymn-singing, and while it is true that this gave rise to some remarkably powerful poetry in the hymns of the period, it is ironic that many traditional tunes found their way into the new hymn books, their irregular edges squared off, and their words thoroughly moralised. 

The nineteenth century also saw the rapid industrialisation of south-east Wales: the growth of heavy industry, particularly coal mining, saw a huge influx of migrant workers both from rural Wales and from other parts of the United Kingdom. In time, this led both to a breakdown in the continuity of traditional rural life, and the increasing Anglicisation of many previously Welsh-speaking areas of the South Wales valleys.

Alongside this increasing urbanisation the non-conformist chapels provided a moral and physical safety net, helping to support families in difficulties and providing much cultural activity. This gave rise to organised choral singing outside the confines of the chapel; and in a period when many propounded the positive moral effects of good – that is Western classical – music, the discipline required by regular rehearsals in order to learn large-scale choral works such as Handel’s Messiah and Mendelssohn’s Elijah was also a good way of keeping young men away from alcohol. The prevailing attitude may be gauged by the following comments made by the President of the Abergavenny Eisteddfod of 1874:

SLIDE 8. Comment by J.C.Hill of the Brooks, Abergavenny


Acquaintance with classical music of this kind must of necessity have a beneficial influence upon the hardy sons of toil who are gathered together today. The Welsh are, as a people, acknowledged to be a peaceful race, lovers of order and respecters of our laws. I attribute this in  great measure to their innate love of music, for to contend with any chance of success they must practice regularly and earnestly…how much better is this, both morally and physically, than wasting their time and their substance in the public house.
[Cited in Gareth Williams, Valleys of Song: Music and Society in Wales 1840-1914, 82-83]

It is important to note that this wide experience of choral works was achieved without the use of standard staff notation. In the chapels and Sunday schools, music literacy was taught  by sol-fa notation, propounded by John Curwen in the 1840s, and massively popular throughout Britain in the nineteenth century. 

SLIDE 9. Ar fore Dydd Nadolig

Even in a relatively recent publication such as this, we can see sol-fa notation included above the standard staff notation. So great and long-lived was the influence of the sol-fa culture in Wales that even today, the general term used by the older generation to refer to staff notation is ‘hen nodiant’, or ‘old notation’; that is, ‘old fashioned’ notation by comparison to the ‘new’ sol-fa.

So far I have not mentioned the phenomenon of the Eisteddfod: the word has nor exact English equivalent, but it today refers to a competitive festival featuring the performance and composition of music, literature , dance and some visual art.The origins of the Eisteddfod lie in the middle ages, but the festival as it exist today was revived by Iolo Morgannwg and other Welsh antiquarians during the late eighteenth century. Today there are several national Eisteddfodau, and very many local events; the majority of these are held through the medium of the Welsh language, and were major highlights of the Welsh cultural calendar during the nineteenth century. Some of the volumes of folk song and airs published during the nineteenth century had their origins in Eisteddfod competitions for newly made collections of folk song.

Although there is still a strong choral tradition in Wales, the numbers involved (both as singers and listeners) in the nineteenth century are quite staggering: at the National Eisteddfod held at Newport in South Wales in 1897, some 14,000 (fourteen thousand) people were present to hear Merthyr Philharmonic Choir compete against Abersychan and Pontypool. In 1893 at the Pontypridd Eisteddfod, around 20,000 (twenty thousand) spectators were present to hear the main choral competition which featured six choirs, each one with between 150 and 200 voices. (Williams, VS, 2). The winning choir was the Rhymney United choir, whose members were almost entirely drawn from coalminers and their families. Note that many of these choirs were of mixed male and female voices, in contrast to large numbers of male voice choirs which dominated during much of the twentieth century.

SLIDE 10. Rhymney United choir in 1894.

They are pictured here in 1894, –a mere two years after their foundation – in the midst of a winning streak which saw them take the chief choral competition at the National Eisteddfod for three years running from 1893 to 1895.

Alongside the growth of the choral tradition there grew an appetite for classical solo vocal music, especiallyfor extracts from popular opera and oratorio. Competitions for solo singers in the Eisteddfodau became ever more demanding, and success on an Eisteddfod stage was seen as the prelude to something better: usually study at one the conservatoires in England or even abroad, followed, in many cases, by a professional career.

Many of the relics of this nineteenth century heritage still exist within the singing traditions of Wales to this day. The musical focus in most current Eisteddfodau is effectively on the Western classical repertoire. Although many Eisteddfodau maintain competitions for solo folk singing, this is usually executed in an all-purpose classical art-song style. Often the voice will be laden with vibrato, correct diaphragm and breathing technique will be much in evidence, and individual syllables will be emphasised as though to convey ‘meaning’. When listening to an Eisteddfod singer, you might be forgiven for thinking that bel canto technique originated in Wales.

However, for the second part of my talk, I wish to study some examples of singing that remain outside the realms of classical music and the Eisteddfod: archive recordings of Welsh folk singing, and a few examples of folksong on recent commercial recordings. The collectors of the Welsh folk Song Society not only transcribed song into notation, but were among the earliest adopters of the wax cylinder phonograph. In particular, Ruth Herbert Lewis (1871-1946) has left us a number of wax cylinders recorded in the first two decades of the twentieth century, and these are to be found in the Museum of Welsh Life at Saint Fagan’s near Cardiff (many more have recently been discovered in the national Sound Archive in London) . Between the 1950s and 1970s, numerous further recordings were made by the staff of this museum and by individuals such as Peter Kennedy.

But first: how did singers sound in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries? The simple answer is that we don’t know, but we might surmise that many of the features considered fundamental to classical singing technique would not necessarily have been present: these include support from the diaphragm, use of head resonances, highly projected consonants, etc. But beyond this, we must make educated guesses. Although giving us little in terms of specifically musical technique, this description of a singer from the parish of Llanwynno (currently in Rhondda Cynon Taf) from the mid nineteenth century seems to get close to the singer’s manner. Here is a map of the parish of Llanwynno: as you can see, the rivers Rhondda, Cynon and Taf are all (just about) visible.

SLIDE 11. Map of Llanwynno

And here is the description of Evan Phylip:

SLIDE 12. Glanffrwd’s description of Evan Phylip’s singing

[Evan Phylip] was fond of stories and of old songs and verses. Many have noted that the voices of the Phylip family were very tender and melodic.[…]I heard him sing many a time: I saw him with both tears on his cheeks and the song on his lips at the same time, and the gentleness of his voice and the tenderness of his expression were most pleasant; natural, unshowy, and melodic was his singing (lit. ‘intoning’), and it fell on the heart like the soft dew of a summer evening.
William Thomas (‘Glanffrwd’: 1843-1890), Plwyf Llanwynno, ed. Henry Lewis (Caerdydd: 1949), 48. Trans. SPR.

The author, William Thomas, was a native of Ynysybwl: the reminiscences of Llanwynno (published in full when the author had long since moved away from Llanwynno) were designed to be more evocative than musicological. However, I think that we can learn a good deal from this short excerpt. It is clear that the author approved of Evan Phylip’s singing style, and thought it had a degree of uniqueness – otherwise why describe it in such detail? We have ‘tender’, ‘tenderness’ and ‘gentleness’: this was probably not a voice designed to fill an opera house or concert hall. Note that the singer’s expression – and here the English word is used for emphasis – also had tenderness; and while the singer could himself be moved to tears when singing, his performance is described as ‘natural’, ‘unshowy’, and ‘melodic’. There is no mention of any attempt to emphasize or illustrate  individual words or sentiments in the song.

Indeed, these same adjectives could well be applied to many – but by no means all – of the archive recordings of traditional singers preserved from both halves of the twentieth century. My first example is taken from one of the singers recorded by Ruth Herbert Lewis in the Vale of Clwyd in North East Wales. One Mr Roberts is preserved singing Hela’r Llwynog (Hunting the Fox) from around 1910.

MUSIC EXAMPLE 3: Mr Roberts, Hela’r Llwynog 
The singing is direct and well projected (although this would have been necessary to make a reasonable impression on the wax cylinder), with perhaps a hint of vibrato. There is a fair amount of rhythmic freedom but within a reasonably stable pulse. The singer’s declamation closely follows the natural stresses of the verse, with a pause at the end of each line save the third, where the sense requires a continuation into the fourth line.

But the Vale of Clwyd is a long way from Glamorgan. More recent recordings from Glamorgan may have a different story to tell. Here are some verses recorded near Maesteg in 1956 by Peter Kennedy. We have here a seasonal custom, that of the Mari Lwyd or Grey Mare, where a wassailing party carrying a dressed horse’s skull would visit local homes or taverns, and try to gain entrance by singing traditional and improvised verses from outside. The landlord or householder would then reply in kind from inside the house. When those inside could no longer reply, the party would be allowed to enter in order to feast and drink.

SLIDE 13. Mari Lwyd at Llangynwyd from c. 1908

Here you can see the Mari in a photograph taken in 1908 at Llangynwyd; the ceremony has been revived in the later twentieth century, and here is a photograph of a Mari Lwyd party from Cardiff taken some ten years ago.

SLIDE 14. Cover of Caneuon Llafar Gwlad, vol. 2
MUSIC EXAMPLE 4:  Verses and replies from the Mari Lwyd recorded by Peter Kennedy (Folktracks FSD 60-050)

The jingling you heard was the bells attached to the Mari, and the laughter usually follows a particularly witty or sometimes insulting line. Here the tempo is quite drawn out, to allowing time for the singers to think of their responses when improvising verses. The voices, while strident, are clearly non-classical; enunciation is clear but never forced. Slides or portamenti between pitches are otherwise rare in traditional singing in Wales, and it seems that these may have developed in conjunction with with the slower singing tempo. 

The vast majority of folksong recorded in Wales is in the Welsh language; currently the language is spoken by about 20% of the population, a total of perhaps 500,000 individuals. In many parts of Wales, anglicisation was relatively rapid and comparatively recent. However, in two areas – south Pembrokeshire and the Gower peninsula – non-Welsh-speaking communities predate the onset of industrialisation and the in-migration of the nineteenth century. West Gower became anglicised during the twelfth century, when the Earl of Warwick (who had built a castle at Swansea) encouraged English settlement in the peninsula. As result, west Gower was an outpost of English language and culture well before the surrounding areas became anglicised. In the later middle ages, maps clearly show west Gower as ‘Gower Anglicana’, as opposed to the eastern ‘Gower Wallica’.

In Phil Tanner, known as the ‘Gower Nightingale’, Wales can boast one of the finest traditional singers of the British Isles. Born in Llangennith in 1862, he came from a family of weavers; his repertoire was extensive, and included versions of widely known songs as well as material specific to the locality. Recorded by the Folk Song Society and the British broadcasting Corporation in the 1930s, he became widely known outside Gower only in his latter years, but his recording of the Gower Wassail from 1936 is remarkable for its vigour.

SLIDE 15. Photo of Phil Tanner
MUSIC EXAMPLE 5. Phil Tanner: The Gower Wassail
That was made when the singer was 74 years of age. At the time of the recording, Phil Tanner would still a brew of wassail drink to his own recipe, and would take it round the village on January 6th to sing outside various houses, to be answered by those within (as in the Mari Lwyd and other wassailing customs around Britain). As before, the declamation is natural and unforced, ‘melodic’ (to use Glanffrwd’s term), and certainly unshowy. There is a slight quaver or vibrato in the voice, but the pitch variation is very small. Of particular note is the ‘neutral’ seventh degree, consistently sung between flat and sharp.

In rural Wales in the mid-twentieth century, informal gatherings for singing and other entertainment were regular occurrences. Such an evening would be known as a ‘noson lawen’ (literally a ‘merry evening’), and as time went on, these became more formalised and concert-like; popular artists would travel beyond their own home areas to entertain similar communities. One such North Wales party – Parti Tai’r Felin, or the ‘group from the Mill Houses’– consisted of Bob Lloyd (a famous elocutionist), the singers Bob Roberts (known as Bob Tai’r Felin, or Bob from the Mill houses), his daughter Harriet, and John Thomas from Maesyfedw near Bala, accompanied by John Thomas’s daughter on the piano. While the harp tradition was still in relatively good health, one was more likely to encounter a usable piano in a distant village hall. In their performance styles and repertoire, we can see the older traditional songs and ballads set side by side with more recent popular songs. The singing styles of Bob Roberts and John Thomas also bear some examination. 

SLIDE 16. Photograph of Bob Tai’r Felin

Bob Roberts (here accompanied by harp), sings with a fundamentally straight tone, but the song (a drunkard’s song of repentance) is dramatised and delivered very slowly; moreover, the final note on the upper octave is much more characteristic of concert singers eager to impress their audience. Vibrato is also often in evidence, but more as an emotive intensifier than as a basic element of voice production.

MUSIC EXAMPLE 6: final verses of Bob Roberts singing Dydd Llun, Dydd Mawrth, Dydd Mercher
By comparison, John Thomas’s voice is strident, even harsh; but behind the apparent lack of finesse lies a voice and style where the direct delivery of the story – here a comic tale of a horse-deal gone wrong when the purchaser steals the horse and disappears– is paramount.

SLIDE 17. John Thomas, Maesyfedw
MUSIC EXAMPLE. John Thomas, Y Ceffyl Du
Although John Thomas’s singing is quite free in tempo, the basic pulse is still perceptible, even if the pianist has to hurry to keep up with the chord changes.Both singers exhibit a tendency to slow delivery of some songs; this slowing down of tempo persists in many performances of folk song today, and is also heard in congregational hymn-singing. Prelminary research seems to indicate that the tempo of singing in Wales slowed down considerably around the middle of the twentieth century, and that this occurred irrespective of genre.

The most important polyphonic tradition of singing in Wales is that of the Plygain carols. Plygain, derived from the Latin ‘pulli cantus’ or ‘cock-crow’, is both the early morning service held in various parts of Wales on Christmas day and the style of three- or four- voice harmony singing. Particularly prevalent in Powys in Mid-Wales, the service and the carols have been widely revived over the past few decades. The traditional Plygain singers learn their voice parts from oral tradition: although the three or four singers –historically always men, and usually unaccompanied – sing from a book, this contains only the words of the carols, some in handwritten copies dating back several generations within single families. Here we can see a particularly renowned trio, parti Fronheulog, photographed in the 1960s.

SLIDE: Parti Fronheulog photographed in the 1960s

The tradition has preserved not only carols written in the mid-nineteenth century, but also verses from before 1800. Here, Parti Fronheulog sing eighteenth century words by Dafydd Ddu Eryri the tune Ffarwél Ned Puw (Ned Puw’s Farewell).

MUSIC EXAMPLE 8. Parti Fronheulog: Wel dyma’r borau gorau i gyd
We can hear distinct differences in vocal style between the individual singers: one of the soloists has a clear straight tone, while one of the others affects a constant vibrato. Nevertheless, clear, natural diction is evident, and the slowish tempo allows the alliteration of the verses to be understood as clearly as their sacred meaning.

The main genre of accompanied folk song in Wales is that of canu penillion or cerdd dant. Canu penillion literally means ‘singing verses’; cerdd dant means the ‘craft of the string’: originally this referred to the Bardic instrumental music of the middle ages, and by extension, to the interaction of voice and harp. The singing of traditional or improvised verses to harp accompaniment has long been a feature of distinctively Welsh musical cultureas this drawing of a penillion singing competition at the Powys Eisteddfod of 1824 illustrates.

SLIDE 19. Penillion singers at Powys Eisteddfod (1824)

The genre is very popular today, and has been extended to encompas duos, trios, and even choral performance. However, much of it has become rather stultified: the vocal settings are often composed beforehand (a necessity for two or more singers), and the harp parts have become chordal and hymn-like. Earlier traditional setting achieved a balance between three musical lines: the tune and bass line (both on the harp) and the singer’s own vocal counterpoint. The sort of competitions that were seen in the eighteenth- and nineteenth- century eisteddfodau involved the harper striking up a known tune, and the competitors taking turns to deliver a verse in musical counterpoint and in a predetermined verse form. The art was to maintain the correct accentuation of the words and to finish  at the same time as the harp. Here is an recent example of penillion sung by Arfon Gwilym: the tune is traditional and the singer’s part, although largely worked out beforehand, retains the improvisatroy feel of earlier times.

MUSIC EXAMPLE 9: Arfon Gwilym: Hen benillion
The singer’s voice is again natural, and although some of the individual consonants are emphasized, they never detract from the flow of the verse as it works both with and against the steady harp accompaniment.

Many of the traditional solo singers recorded by the staff of The Welsh Folk Museum exhibit some or all of the traditional features already discussed. Voice production is more often than not free of vibrato, and devoid of any extraneous ‘expressive’ effects; diction is clear and unfussy, and for many songs, there is a discernible regular rhythmic pulse. This may be loosend here and there, but it always seems to underlie the singing. You will have noticed in these examples that ornamentation is not generally a feature of traditional singing in Wales, unlike the traditions of Ireland and Scotland, for example.

Because of the classicizing influences of the Eisteddfod and the all-pervasive presence of pop music, singing styles among younger revivalist singers can demonstrate a wider range of influences and techniques. Linda Healy is a singer who grew up in the stronghold of the polyphonic Plygain tradition, and the folk group (Plethyn) which she founded almost thirty years ago used the three voice harmonic idiom of Plygain for newly composed verses reflecting more contemporary and secular concerns. As a soloist, however, her voice has a jewel-like clarity which is unusual in Wales. She sings in an unshowy manner, without any hint of vibrato, and has an unfailingly accurate sense of pitch. Her voice could certainly be described as ‘natural’. Nevertheless, in this song, you may notice other elements of performance style which we have not encountered before.

MUSIC EXAMPLE 10: Linda Healy: Mae nain mewn bwthyn bach (Grandmother lives in a small cottage)

Two of the traits which can be observed here are much more recent stylistic additions. First, Linda Healy has a tendency to approach certain notes from a lower grace note: as already noted, ornamentation is practically non-existent in archive recordings. Second, there is a great freedom of tempo, almost a genuine tempo rubato. While many traditional singers have shown great freedom with unaccompanied song, I hear this degree of tempo rubato as something new. That is, it resembles the sort of syncopated freedom evident in the singing of Anglo-American popular music since the 1940s: the ‘pulling about’ of a melodic line against a constant periodic background beat. I do not hear that either of these features does great damage to the song: I only list them as elements of performance style which I hear as new within the Welsh tradition.

For comparison, Dafydd Idris, a ballad-singer long familiar with the songs of Glamorgan, also uses a freedom of tempo which may well spring from the same origins. A few years older than Linda Healy, he uses rubato with a steady pulse underlying the song. Although his voice is not as ‘straight’ as Linda Healy’s, his delivery is direct and charactersitc of the ballad singer: the narrative is clearly shaped so that the details of the story – in this case, a ‘cursed’ wife – are entirely cclear.

MUSIC EXAMPLE 11: Dafydd Idris singing Yr hen Wraig Felltigedig
Some of the most interesting interpreters of traditional music have come from outside the Welsh tradition: the two I shall discuss to conclude my presentation come from very different backgrounds, and have very different takes on vocal production

SLIDE 20: Mary-Anne Roberts (voice) and Robert Evans (crwth)

Mary-Anne Roberts has been working for some years with the crwth player Robert Evans on early Welsh music and poetry, but has also sung much traditional material. She comes from Trinidad, but her collaborations in Wales with Robert Evans have led her to explore distinctive new tonalities in vocal production. The harmonics generated by a crwth in full flow are remarkably resonant: Mary-Anne’s voice takes advantage of this support and goes further in stressing harmonic regions by utilising resonances in both vowels and consonants.

MUSIC EXAMPLE 12: Mary-Anne Roberts (voice) and Robert Evans (crwth) performing Ar y bryn mae caseg felen
Although the song is traditional, the techniques used there come under the category of ‘historically informed performance’: much of the rest of their first recording was devoted to medieval and early modern Welsh poetry and music. As you hear, the sound is astonishingly rich, and their explorations into this unkown medieval sound-world have taken some inspiration from a line from Andrew Borde’s Fyrst Boke of the introduction of Knowledge of 1547:

My song, and my voice, and my harp doth agree,
Much like the huzzing of a humble bee

[NB ‘huzzing’, not ‘buzzing’]

The sound may be rather startling to our modern ears, but I for one am glad that there are performers willing to challenge our expectations, especially in rediscovering – or even reinventing – sounds from earlier times.

Julie Murphy comes originally from England, but has now so thoroughly immersed herself in Welsh song tradition that she has succeeded in remaking anew many aspects of the tradition almost lost in Wales. Hee she is pictured singing with Cass Meurig, a youg musician who is involved in the revival of the crwth. 

SLIDE 21. Julie Murphy & Cass Meurig (Gwyl Glynllifon, 2002)

Her voice is essentially open-throated – and perhaps we can hear some influence from many of the Breton singers with whom she has collaborated, such as Annie Ebrel and Brigitte Kloareg –  but with a wholly individual timbre. There is a very narrow, quick vibrato to be heard on some long notes, but this seems to stem from the voice itself, rather being than a consicously adopted technique. Alongside her innovative work with the group Fernhill, her musical partnership with Dylan Fowler is notable not only for its musical innovation, but also for Julie’s willingness to tackle many longer songs not widely sung for several generations. She succeeds in creating individual versions of them, often using the texts with Glamorganshire or Carmarthenshire dialect. What follows is one of the best known Welsh traditional songs; it features the common motif of the bird as messenger between lovers (here a blackbird), and I would happily echo Glanffrwd’s words here: there is both ‘gentleness of voice’ and ‘tenderness of expression’; the performance is indeed ‘natural, unshowy, and melodic’.

MUSIC EXAMPLE 13: Julie Murphy: Y deryn du a’i blufyn shitan
Times change, as do contexts; the society which spawned many of the singers you have heard no longer exists: the mass media and increasing social mobility have changed rural communities in many ways since the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Although I have made much of certain features of singing style in these sound recordings, it would be impossible to generalise a ‘Welsh style’ across all decades, regions and repertoires; and we should remember that it was the uniqueness of Evan Phylip’s singing that occasioned Glanffrwd’s comments. These singers were, and are, all originals. None were ‘professionals’, even though several began to earn money from the activity (Bob Tai’r Felin being one example). 

So, is it possible for a contemporary ‘traditional’ singer to be defined by anything other than repertoire? In terms of social context, perhaps not: today’s professional musicians have a very different relationship with their public than those men and women whose songs were preserved on wax cylinders in the early twentieth century. Nevertheless, these songs can be made anew, and made to live again, both in the tavern and on the concert stage. I believe that the singing of the past can inform and revitalise the singing of the future. I hope that I’ve shown that this is happening in Wales, and that voices of both past and present have riches to offer all those who will listen.

LlCMainscriptfinalversion.doc
p. 21 of 21

