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Folk Music
It’s funny how we think we know what folk music sounds like as 
soon as we hear the term. The definition of ‘folk music’ is one of 
the strangest phenomena in the musical universe, since it 
simultaneously brings a set of sounds and ideas to mind which 
are, on the face of it, musically and intellectually incompatible. 
(Mind you, the same is true for that hopelessly vague and 
misused term ‘classical music’, which carries with it the 
association that everything that is ‘classical’ ought to belong in a 
musical museum of an all-too-precious past rather than being 
part of a vitalising present tense, which is what the Proms is 
proving each night this summer and every summer. But that’s 
another story.) What I mean is: who or what are the ‘folk’ to 
whom this music belongs? Or is folk music not ‘the people’s’ 
music but a specific repertoire of tunes, melodies and songs, 
interpreted and reinterpreted over the centuries? Does 
something become ‘folk’ music because ‘the people’ sing and 
play it? In which case, there’s a sense in which all music is folk 
music, as opposed to the generic associations that the term 
suggests.

The ‘people’s music’ interpretation would have to take as its 
starting point the music that’s the most popular, the most loved, 
the most dominant in any culture at any given moment. At that 
level, it means that Adele and Ed Sheeran have more claim to be 
‘folk music’ today than the repertories that a community of 
expert performers and audiences regard as being part of the 
genre. And, if that’s true, different groups of ‘folk’ are going to 
have their own music, so that classical music is a species of folk 
music for those who love it, play it and listen to it, and the same 
goes for genres from grime to death metal, from K-pop to J-pop.

Confused? Quite possibly. But it’s only to say that the term ‘folk 
music’ has always been a cultural and political statement as much 
as an expression of a musical or social reality. In fact, as is so 
often the way, the term was coined by intellectuals in 18th-
century Enlightenment salons, who were searching for cultural 
and evolutionary origins in Germany and France. Which means 
that, if you were a ‘folk singer’ in the 18th or 19th centuries, you 
almost certainly wouldn’t call yourself by that term: the category 

came from outside, from the collectors, critics and composers 
who came to record your songs, to put them in new contexts 
and to find in them source material for new kinds of music and 
new kinds of nationalist musical expression. All of those factors, 
and a politically motivated desire to escape the modern world 
and to preserve the supposedly disappearing traditions of a 
pastoral way of life that was felt to be threatened by the onward 
march of modernity at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, 
drove collectors such as Percy Grainger and Cecil Sharp in 
Britain, Leoš Janáček and Béla Bartók in Eastern Europe. 

But definitions be damned: the point is the celebration of the 
creativity and the synergy across genres that the music called 
‘folk’ and the music called ‘classical’ have inspired and enjoyed in 
the 20th and 21st centuries in this country. Vaughan Williams 
and Holst made a new, inclusive, radical Englishness from their 
fusions of modernism, the melodies they collected all over the 
country and the older English repertories of the 16th and 17th 
centuries. Benjamin Britten and Peter Maxwell Davies took 
that idea into new dimensions and new communities and 
audiences in Suffolk and Orkney, and Judith Weir and Thea 
Musgrave continue that tradition today. It’s all music, and it’s all 
our music. We are the folk!
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