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TRANSATLANTIC FOLK

Roots of the Revival: American and British Folk Music in the 1950s. By
Ronald D. Cohen and Rachel Clare Donaldson. (Music in American
Life.) Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2014. [182 p. ISBN
9780252038518 (hardcover), $85; ISBN 9780252080128 (paperback),
$25; ISBN 9780252096426 (e-book), various.] Facsimiles, bibliographic
references, index.

Folk song enthusiasts opening their
copies of Carl Sandburg’s New American
Songbag would have found the following en-
dorsement inside:

American Music lovers owe Carl Sand -
burg a great debt for the ceaseless re-
search which has rediscovered so much
authentic American music for their en-
joyment. This here Songbag is just loaded
with old goodies. (Carl Sandburg, New
American Songbag [New York: Broadcast
Music, 1950], frontispiece, emphasis
mine)

The same endorsement could easily be
made of Ronald D. Cohen and Rachel
Clare Donaldson’s Roots of the Revival. Part
reference work, part conceptual study, the
authors have drawn together a wealth of
primary and secondary literature to trace
the development of pre-1960s folk music
on both sides of the Atlantic. They identify
the 1950s as a period that has been both
overlooked and oversimplified. Although
suburban living, emerging consumerism,
and rising anticommunist fervor are gener-
ally thought to have restricted the immedi-
ate postwar folk scene, Cohen and
Donaldson uncover a vibrant world of per-

formance, criticism, and study that chal-
lenges our core perceptions of what “folk
music” could be. The authors cast their
nets wide, examining not just institutional-
ized folk song research and published criti-
cism, but also the incursion of folk music
into the popular mainstream via skiffle, ca-
lypso, and the Kingston Trio. Embracing
folk music’s popular manifestations is both
significant and necessary. After all, Sand -
burg’s Songbag was endorsed not by a dyed-
in-the-wool “folkie” like Alan Lomax or
Pete Seeger, but by Bing Crosby.

As Roots of the Revival proceeds chrono-
logically, with similar themes and figures
appearing across multiple chapters, this re-
view will draw these together rather than
accounting for each chapter in turn.
Cohen and Donaldson examine how grow-
ing anticommunist fervor was set to impact
left-leaning folk activities developed in the
1940s. Importantly, folk musicians and pro-
moters came under scrutiny not for explicit
acts of espionage or verbal criticism, but
rather for a broader range of activities 
insinuated to be subversive (pp. 26–27).
Themes of peace, subversive humor, or an
international outlook—the latter especially
common in left-wing circles—could attract

narration, but even more interestingly be-
cause music is involved in breaking up that
layering, and thereby contributes the film’s
discourse on media manipulation” (p. 9).
In both narrative and musical layers, The
Truman Show is quite intricate. Despite its
complexity, however, Heldt makes his
analysis understandable through clear ex-
amples and detailed graphs. In fact, the au-
thor does a commendable job of making
each of the book’s film examples accessi-
ble, even if one is unfamiliar with the
movie, which ultimately strengthens his ar-
guments as a whole.

The first book-length study of musical
narrativity, Guido Heldt’s Music and Levels
of Narration in Film: Steps Across the Border is
an essential resource for one interested in
the relationship between music and film.
Written for scholars with a background in
film music and film narratology, Heldt’s
study unifies and expands upon current
work in the field and is a welcome and nec-
essary addition to the literature.

Paula Musegades
Brandeis University
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suspicion. Even the Weavers’ concert per-
formances of “Rock Island Line” were
heard to have a “red taint” (p. 36).

Cohen and Donaldson caution against
overstating the restrictive effects of anti-
communist fervor, however. While activities
that expressly promoted the Communist
Party could quickly become off-limits 
(p. 35), others that were more multivalent
were able to continue. The authors’ aware-
ness of this allows them to consider the
strategies employed to defuse political pres-
sures, which is a welcome contribution to
our understanding of folk musicians’ activi-
ties in this period. Some, such as the
Weavers and Josh White, eschewed overtly
political engagements and asserted that
their music was politically benign (p. 37).
Seeger and others turned McCarthyism’s
overbearing patriotism on its head, citing
their First Amendment rights to avoid in-
criminating themselves or their associates.
“I have sung for Americans of every politi-
cal persuasion,” Seeger testified before the
House Un-American Activities Committee
in 1955, “and I am proud that I never
refuse to sing to an audience, no matter
what religion or color . . . or situation in
life” (p. 79).

At the same time, Cohen and Donaldson
argue that we should be wary of interpret-
ing musicians’ deferment to populism as a
compromise. After all, many aspects of the
Weavers’s success arrived via decidedly pop-
ulist means. These included recording
“Goodnight Irene” accompanied by the
Gordon Jenkins studio orchestra, and 
appearing at high-profile nightclubs, such
as New York’s Village Vanguard and 
Café Society, and in Los Angeles, Ciro’s
(pp. 29–38). Drawing out the folk scene’s
close proximity to the popular mainstream
is a move that researchers will have to bear
in mind when considering folk’s own self-
image and its advocates’ frequent anxieties
over “commercialism.”

Cohen and Donaldson’s discussion of
“commercial” folk music revolves around
three mid-1950s developments, spread
across chapters 3–6: skiffle, calypso, and
late-1950s “popular folk” typified by the
Kingston Trio. All three styles can be seen
to have assimilated the internationalist
purview of more politicized folk activities,
yet they are also representative of a musical

diversity that was becoming typical of main-
stream popular entertainment (p. 79).
Drawing on ballad traditions, cowboy
songs, the blues, calypso, mariachi music,
and Hawaiian music, popular folk groups
such as the Kingston Trio developed an im-
age of folk music as a clean-cut, more
“wholesome” alternative to rock ‘n’ roll 
(p. 95). While some critics and folklorists
decried folk’s popular manifestations as
lacking a basis in a coherent tradition, oth-
ers, such as Alan Lomax and John Hasted,
were more optimistic. Many folk figures
embraced the genre’s populism, confident
that it would promote a grassroots move-
ment of vernacular music making (pp. 77,
96–97). The legitimacy of popular folk was
further enforced by emerging conceptions
of the personal integrity that could be
gained through folk performance, a depar-
ture from a collective “social” authenticity
that was characteristic of earlier under-
standings of folk as “people’s music.” As
Burl Ives asserted in a 1954 article, “folk
music is made up by just anybody who can;
it is music used by people as their own per-
sonal musical expression” (p. 72, emphasis
mine).

The success of popular folk certainly did
help to cultivate amateur music making, 
as the many songbooks, festivals, and folk
clubs of the decade can attest. Yet Cohen
and Donaldson’s study suggests that the
consequences ran deeper than we might
think. Popular folk assuaged wider misgiv-
ings over the transgressive power of African
American and “ethnic” musics, which had
surrounded the ascendance of rock ‘n’ roll
earlier in the decade (p. 86), and chal-
lenged the viability of the recording indus-
try’s historically segregated marketing prac-
tices. This facilitated a reenvisioning of
American mass culture underpinned by its
diverse vernacular traditions, and confident
of these traditions’ redemptive power for
midcentury American society at large 
(p. 116).

The sheer breadth of Cohen and
Donaldson’s material presents many imagi-
native possibilities, tensions, and slippages,
which may spark further research. Their
discussions of the “popular” and “commer-
cial” invite us to additionally probe a cate-
gory of “professional” folk music making,
for instance. This term provides the space
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to discuss the agency of traditional musi-
cians whose commercial success did not
match that of Lonnie Donegan or Harry
Belafonte, yet whose activities were decid-
edly located within the world of commer-
cialized music production. Musicians such
as Woody Guthrie and Josh White could be
at once authentic participants in traditional
culture, darlings of an elite musical audi-
ence, and also popular recording artists.
Perhaps professionalism would be a useful
lens through which to view these musicians’
negotiation of the different fields.

The only significant issue with Cohen
and Donaldson’s study is that it does not
entirely live up to its transatlantic subtitle,
American and British Folk Music in the 1950s.
Roughly three quarters of the book dis-
cusses American events, publications, and
venues. The remainder—although situated
in Britain—deals largely with the nation’s
reception of American folk music, and the
activities of American figures such as Alan
Lomax during his residence in the U.K.
Readers interested in the British reception
of Josh White, Burl Ives, or Ramblin’ Jack
Elliott will be well served, but those who are
looking for sustained discussion of English,
Welsh, Irish or Scottish traditions, or insti-
tutions such as the English Folk Song and
Dance Society, the British Broadcasting
Corporation, or the Workers’ Music Associ -
a tion, will be less so.

Cohen and Donaldson’s American-
centric focus means that important differ-
ences between the American and British
folk scenes may be overlooked. For in-
stance, Cohen and Donaldson offer only
fleeting mention of the British “traditional”
jazz scene. With its roots in the prewar
“Rhythm Club” movement, traditional jazz
was a vibrant semiprofessional scene that
framed jazz as African American “folk” mu-
sic by drawing on the international jazz “re-
vival” movement of the 1930s and 1940s.
While British stars like Chris Barber, Ottilie
Patterson, and Humphrey Lyttelton had
significant popular followings of their own,
Cohen and Donaldson only address these
musicians’ collaborations with American
visitors. Likewise, while the authors show at
length how calypso played a prominent
role in establishing the multivalence of
American popular music, they do not deal
at all with calypso’s integral role as a
marker of diasporic identity for black

Britons arriving from Caribbean colonies
after the Second World War.

Roots of the Revival is an indispensable
text for scholars interested in the relation-
ship between “folk” and “pop” at midcen-
tury. It is more than simply a prehistory of
1960s folk activities, instead demonstrating
how musicians, folklorists, and audiences
navigated the concerns and events particu-
lar to the decade. In this way, Cohen and
Donaldson’s study is a valuable contribu-
tion to our ongoing recognition of the 
vibrancy—and the many contradictions—of
American music.

Lawrence Davies
King’s College, London

Wayfaring Strangers: The Musical
Voyage from Scotland and Ulster to
Appalachia. By Fiona Ritchie and
Douglas M. Orr Jr., with the assistance
of Darcy Orr, and foreword by Dolly
Parton. Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press, 2014. [xx, 361 p.
ISBN 9781469618227 (hardcover),
$39.95; (e-book), $34.99.] CD, illustra-
tions, bibliography, discography, index.

In his landmark study of Appalachian
history, John Alexander Williams observed
that “the Irish migration proved one of the
formative influences in Appalachian his-
tory, though it has created additional prob-
lems for historians,” who must work to cap-
ture the complex nature of Irishness in the
British Isles and North America ( John
Alexander Williams, Appalachia: A History
[Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2002], 43). Paul F. Wells and Sally K.
Sommers Smith have noted similar issues
arising from efforts to trace the influence
of Irish music on North American vernacu-
lar musics, remarking that “the nature and
significance of this impact is widely ac-
knowledged but poorly understood, result-
ing in frequent oversimplification of com-
plex historical threads” (“Irish Music and
Musicians in the United States: An Intro -
duction,” Journal of the Society for American
Music 4, no. 4 [November 2010]: 395).
Wayfaring Strangers: The Musical Voyage from
Scotland and Ulster to Appalachia, written by
National Public Radio host Fiona Ritchie
and Swannanoa Gathering founder Doug


