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The Maritimes 
 

We would know very little about Canadian vernacu-
lar music were it not for the efforts of a fairly small 
number of song collectors. The Maritimes are rich in 
traditional song and instrumental music, and there is 
a vibrant regional musical culture that has built on 
that legacy and still flourishes today. It is in part 
thanks to Helen Creighton’s dedication of her life to 
the collection and promotion of Nova Scotian tradi-
tional music (including Acadian song) that we can 
enjoy this cultural legacy and watch it develop fur-
ther as a living phenomenon. But Creighton was not 
the only collector-scholar to focus on the traditional 
music of the Canadian Maritimes. Without neglecting 
Creighton’s work, we must therefore go beyond it to 
obtain a broader picture of the varieties of folk song 
in the Maritimes, paying attention to New Brunswick 
and Prince Edward Island as well as Nova Scotia. We 
must recognize the work of other important collectors 
in the region, including Roy Mackenzie, Louise 
Manny, and Sandy Ives. Although the main focus is 
on English-language song, some attention is also paid 
to the Gaelic tradition in Cape Breton and recent at-
tempts to revive it, and to the legacy of francophone 
song from Acadia. We also recognize that Nova Sco-
tia has a small corpus of industrial song, deriving 
from the history of coal-mining in the province, espe-
cially in (but not limited to) the island of Cape Bre-
ton. 

To begin with, how can we obtain an overview 
of the different kinds of folk music found in the 
Maritime provinces and of the song-collecting that 
had been done there by the early 1970s?  One way is 
to read Helen Creighton’s own survey of the subject 
in the 1972 issue of Ethnomusicology. It was titled 
“Canada’s Maritime Provinces – An Ethnomusico-
logical Survey.”1 Another way is to obtain an initial 
sense of the lives and work of the major collectors in 
the region: Creighton, Mackenzie, Manny and Ives. 
For the first three of these it is easy to consult the 
Encyclopedia of Music in Canada articles that are 
now found in Canadian Encyclopedia Online.2 How-
ever, for Sandy Ives one needs to turn elsewhere, to 
the New Brunswick Literary Encyclopedia, where 
one can find a brief overview of the career of Edward 
“Sandy” Ives.3 

Roy Mackenzie was Creighton’s precursor in 
mainland Nova Scotia. The quickest way of getting a 
sense of what Mackenzie achieved is to consult Mar-
tin Lovelace’s 1977 article in Canadian Folk Music 
Journal, titled “W. Roy Mackenzie as a Collector of 
Folk Songs.”4 Going beyond this is a matter of study-
ing Mackenzie’s two important books, The Quest of 

the Ballad5 and Ballads and Sea Songs from Nova 
Scotia.6 

Roy Mackenzie’s successor was one of the 
greatest Canadian folklorists and collectors. Helen 
Creighton’s base was Halifax, although she collected 
in Cape Breton and New Brunswick as well as on the 
mainland of Nova Scotia. She is a controversial fig-
ure who has excited as much condemnation as praise. 
Her legacy has been approached from different per-
spectives, positive and negative, which reflect alter-
native schools of thought in folklore, ethnomusicolo-
gy, and cultural studies. Often in academic disputes 
the protagonists’ values and ideological commitments 
are implicit in their arguments but not stated overtly. 
On this occasion, however, they are easy to discern.  
The scholarly debate about the nature of “folk song” 
has revolved around the claim made by David 
Harker7 and Georgina Boyes,8 using a neo-Marxist 
perspective, that the Late Victorian and Edwardian 
collectors created a body of “fakesong” that they at-
tributed to romanticized peasants living in an “imag-
ined village”.9 In Canada, a parallel and somewhat 
derivative debate was initiated by Ian McKay in his 
book, The Quest of the Folk, in which he criticized 
Creighton for allegedly promulgating a misleading 
image of Nova Scotia as a rural backwater.10  

Creighton, McKay claims, had an equally ro-
mantic conception of Nova Scotian informants as 
peasant-like “folk,” and so fell into the same errors 
that Harker and Boyes attribute to such pioneer Eng-
lish song collectors as Sabine Baring-Gould and Cec-
il Sharp. By extension, it could be suggested that 
much the same failing vitiated the work of all, or 
nearly all, the pioneer Canadian collectors, including 
not only such an overt disciple of Sharp as Maud 
Karpeles but also such respected figures as Marius 
Barbeau and Kenneth Peacock. However, McKay 
made Creighton the Canadian ‘test case’, and it is 
only by a detailed examination of Creighton’s work 
as a folklorist and song-collector that one can evalu-
ate the legitimacy of his claim. 

McKay’s essential charge against Creighton is 
that she privileged in her collecting and publications 
rural Nova Scotia and its older traditions, thereby 
presenting an image of the province that ignored its 
modern and urban aspects. More specifically, 
Creighton has been attacked for not collecting songs 
from Cape Breton miners and their families. Like 
Cecil Sharp, it is claimed, she was a Late Romantic 
who disliked industrialization and thought it inimical 
to folk song. So she ignored ‘modern’ Nova Scotia, 
and, like the tourist industry today, projected a false 
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image of the province that distorted its history and 
denigrated its industrial workers by airbrushing them 
out of existence. To what extent is this critique of 
Creighton valid? Clary Croft’s biography, Helen 
Creighton: Canada’s First Lady of Folklore, com-
bined with a full list of Creighton’s publications, will 
give one much of the evidence one needs to make up 
one’s mind.11 Croft’s biography was reviewed by 
David Gregory in Canadian Folk Music,12 and Croft 
contributed his own thoughts in “Looking Back on 
Helen” in the same 2004 issue.13 One can also con-
sult Creighton’s autobiography, A Life in Folklore.14 

It is true that Creighton did not collect miners’ 
songs, but she did collect songs from the people in-
volved in Nova Scotia’s other main industry, ship-
ping. She did collect predominantly in rural areas, but 
also in smaller towns such as Lunenburg and in the 
capital, Halifax, including from black inhabitants 
there. She ignored neither Cape Breton nor such lin-
guistic minorities as Gaelic and French speakers; 
indeed, her books on Acadian and Gaelic folksong 
are classics in their respective fields. In short, she 
was remarkably eclectic in choosing the subjects of 
her fieldwork and her publications provide a panora-
ma of Nova Scotian song, but admittedly with that 
one significant gap. So why did she omit mining 
songs? My guess is that, as a conservative, middle-
class lady from Dartmouth, she had no contacts with 
the working-class males of the Cape Breton coal in-
dustry, and plenty else to concern herself with. So it 
was a job she left for someone else, and John 
O’Donnell would later take it on and plug the hole.15  

So we are left with a mixed answer. No, 
Creighton did not focus exclusively on the most tra-
ditional aspects of Nova Scotia culture, but was in 
fact quite eclectic in her collecting from a wide varie-
ty of the province’s songsmiths. Yes, she did ignore 
the industrial songs of Cape Breton miners and her 
politics were conservative and somewhat anti-
working class. We are left with another question. 
Should one blame a collector for what she did not do, 
when in any case she did so much more than anyone 
else? It is a question that could be posed about almost 
any of the major collectors, since nobody is perfect. 
But is it not better to appreciate what they achieved 
rather than denigrate them for what they did not at-
tempt? Which in Creighton’s case means going be-
yond this scholarly debate to explore in more detail 
the ballad and song legacy of her collecting in Cape 
Breton, on the mainland of Nova Scotia, and also in 
New Brunswick 

An overview of Creighton’s fieldwork and lega-
cy for her native province can be found in David 
Gregory’s article “Helen Creighton and the Tradi-
tional Songs of Nova Scotia” in that same special 
issue of Canadian Folk Music devoted to 

Creighton.16 Two other useful articles in Canadian 
Folk Music are Croft’s guide to the Creighton ar-
chives at the Nova Scotia provincial archives in Hali-
fax,17 and  Creighton Barrett’s “From Acetate Disc to 
Digital Audio: Tracing the Copies of Helen 
Creighton’s Sound Recordings,” which is, of course, 
focused on her later fieldwork with a tape recorder.18 

Unfortunately, most of Creighton’s major pub-
lished song collections are out of print and not avail-
able as e-books, but they can, of course, be found in 
good libraries. The first was Songs and Ballads from 
Nova Scotia, published in 1932.19 Creighton noted 
the tunes as well as the words by ear and she was 
never entirely satisfied with the accuracy of her field-
work, so she was overjoyed to find a friend and col-
laborator in English musician-teacher Doreen Senior. 
They worked together during the 1930s, with Senior 
taking down melodies and Creighton lyrics. David 
Gregory has given an overview of their collecting 
expeditions together in his 2004 Canadian Folk Mu-
sic article titled “The Creighton–Senior Collabora-
tion, 1932-51,”20 Many of the fruits of their labours 
were eventually published in 1950 as Traditional 
Songs from Nova Scotia.21 Senior had previously 
selected some of the best songs in “Folk Songs Col-
lected in the Province of Nova Scotia, Canada.”22  

Thanks to the generosity of Alan Lomax, 
Creighton started collecting with a disk recorder dur-
ing World War II, which she later exchanged for a 
tape recorder. Although most of her recordings ended 
up in either the Library of Congress archives or the 
Canadian National Museum archives, she found a 
few publishing outlets for some of her collecting. In 
1950 “Dances, Games, and Songs” came out in Folk-
lore of Lunenburg County, Nova Scotia.23 Five years 
later “Fiddles, Folk Songs, and Fishermen's Yarns” 
appeared in Canadian Geographical Journal.24 In 
1964 her Gaelic collecting from Cape Breton saw the 
light of day in Gaelic Songs in Nova Scotia, co-edited 
with Calum MacLeod.25 Another major work was her 
Folk Songs from Southern New Brunswick, which 
featured the repertoire of Angelo Dorrnan.26 And her 
francophone Acadian collecting was finally published 
as La Fleur du Rosier: Chansons folkloriques 
d’Acadie.27 As for the songs of the Nova Scotia black 
conmunity, she reported in 1980 on what she had 
gathered in “Collecting Songs of Nova Scotia 
Blacks” in a Festschrift for Herbert Halpert.28 

Following Creighton as important Maritimes 
folklorists and song-collectors were Sandy Ives and 
Louise Manny, who was the leading authority on 
traditional song in northern New Brunswick. Manny, 
who ran the Miramichi Folk Festival, featuring tradi-
tional singers and instrumentalists, published Songs 
of Miramichi in 1968.29 An introduction to her life 
and work can be found in a biographical article in 
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Encyclopedia of Music in Canada.30 A sample of the 
songs she collected is given in 11 Miramichi Songs, 
Sung by Marie Hare.31 

Edward “Sandy” Ives also collected in New 
Brunswick and in Maine, but he was an authority on 
the song culture and fiddling traditions of Prince Ed-
ward Island. His 1977 article in Canadian Folk Music 
Journal titled “Lumbercamp Singing and the Two 
Traditions” provides a good sample of his approach 
as a collector and the kind of material he recorded.32 
This can be supplemented by his article on “Twenty-
One Folk Songs from Prince Edward Island”33 and 
his book on Folk Songs of New Brunswick.34  

We can conclude by recognizing some good en-
try points into the study of certain major currents in 
Nova Scotian folk music. There is, of course, the 
Scottish heritage: songs in both Gaelic and English, 
and the tradition of Highland piping. We have al-
ready noticed Creighton’s pioneering collection of 
Nova Scotian Gaelic song.35 The Gaelic language and 
song traditions are strongest in Cape Breton, as Rich-
ard Mackinnon’s survey “Cape Breton Scottish Folk 
Song Collections” underlines.36  

Also from Cape Breton there is a body of indus-
trial song, mainly reflecting the stormy history of 
coal mining on the island. John O’Donnell is the au-
thority on this, and his articles not only discuss the 
body of song that reflect the mining experience in 
Canada but also examine the cultural impact of la-
bour songs on Cape Breton communities. The two 
essential readings are his “Labour’s Cultural Impact 
on the Community: A Cape Breton Perspective” and  
“Towards a Collection of Coal-Mining Songs in Can-
ada,” both written for Canadian Folk Music Jour-
nal.37 Another interesting article by O’Donnell is 
“Blackleg Miners in Cape Breton,” which appeared 
in a 1984 issue of Canadian Folk Music.38 He has 
also edited two song collections: ‘And Now the Fields 
Are Green’: A Collection of Coal Mining Songs in 
Canada39and Men of the Deeps.40 

Finally there is the francophone wing of Mari-
times folk music, a longstanding tradition of Acadian 
song that is still vibrant today. This is a very signifi-
cant aspect of Maritimes song culture. One standard 
collection of Acadian songs is Chansons d’Acadie, 
edited by Anselme Chiasson and Daniel Boudreau.41 
Another, more recent, is Acadie/Expérience: Choix 
de textes acadiens: complaintes, poèmes et chansons, 
edited by Jean-Guy Rens and Raymond Leblanc.42  
And we must not forget Creighton’s La Fleur du Ros-
ier: Chansons folkloriques d’Acadie.43 Ron LaBelle, 
the current academic authority on Acadian traditional 
music, co-edited that, and his articles on Acadian 
songs and performers are most valuable. See, for ex-
ample, “Some Acadian Ballads” in a 1984 issue of 
Canadian Folk Music,44 and LaBelle’s article on Al-

lan Kelly, one of the most respected masters of the 
Acadian song tradition.45 Another expert is Charlotte 
Cormier, but her useful overview of Acadian tradi-
tional music titled “La musique traditionnelle en 
Acadie” can be difficult to track down..46 However,  
her article titled “Situation de la recherche en folklore 
acadien” in the 1975 issue of Canadian Folk Music 
Journal is a good place to go to find out more about 
other collections of Acadian songs and older second-
ary literature on the subject.47  
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