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Editor’s Note… 
 

Luke McNeil has graciously 
come forward to take on the job 
of newsletter editor. Thank you, 
Luke!   We are in the midst of 
transition right now, so this 
issue of the newsletter is a joint 
effort. I look forward to his 
ideas and creative input in the 
future.  It has been a pleasure 
and an honor to put together 
the newsletter over these years. 
  May the Muse serve all of us 
abundantly.  

 
Martha Rogers 

SONGMAKING 
By Peggy Seeger 

All my life I have been singing traditional Anglo-
American songs, many of  which are hundreds of years 
old. Why have they lasted so long even though many of 
the social values and practices described in them are 
moribund?  How have they managed to survive the 
tests of time, of acculturation, of being transplanted 
geographically? Why do they appeal so strongly to a 
modern audience, to people who take for granted such 
features of civilisation as e.mail, space travel, shopping 
malls, Gary Larson, presidential elections, home pages, 
fast food, gun lobbies, dating agencies, etc.? 
 
The situations described in the folk songs and stories 
are, of course, universal: jealous siblings, unfaithful 
lovers, nagging wives, violent husbands; the endless 
war between property and poverty; dramas of religious 
fervour and industrial strife; humorous scenarios of all 
sorts; murders (mostly within the family circle); in other 
words, the eternal human tragedy and comedy. I believe 

the linguistic and melodic idioms in which 
the songs are cast are linked closely to the 
spoken language, the history, the 
gender/social/economic relationships of 
each particular people or nation. Our 
traditional songs express our system of 
values in the code of poetry-set-to-music. 
Perhaps this is why we feel at home with 
them, often without knowing exactly why. 
 
I like to think of each language as a pool of 
cultural genes, which we pass down from 
generation to generation. Spoken language 
and sung language are directly connected, 
even if we may be unconscious of this 
relationship. The ways in which words and 
tunes are linked in folk songs are not 
arbitrary. I believe that the folk melodies 
take their form, their cadences, their scales 
from the way in which we speak, thus 
explaining why the musics of different 
nationalities are so varied. I am convinced 
that the songs have survived because 
people felt as familiar with them as they did 

with conversational speech and passed them on almost as a 
matter of course to the next generation. 
 
I would like to make songs that will last, that not only speak for 
my time but that are sung past my lifetime. I would like to make 
songs that will lie easily in the mouths of other singers. That is 
why I usually write in what is known as a folk idiom. I usually 
make tunes that sound like folk tunes. I try to use language as 
folksongs do. Sometimes I even use a particular traditional song 
as a 'jumping-off point' towards a new song (and there are so  
many   genres   of   folksong!).   I  am   not   alone  in  this  way of 
 

See  SONGMAKING, p. 2 

 

Mark Your Calendar - Upcoming BSW Meetings: 
 

 January 10 and February 14th 
 
 


