
Ashford song accompaniment workshop 

[Warm-up exercises: swooping from end to end of our range, holding 

a note in the middle of our range for a long time, singing ornaments 

at various points in our range. ] 

Singing is great, and singing together is even better! It’s good for us, 

it takes us somewhere lovely, it leads to friendships and builds a 

community.  

I’ve got a few things to say about singing the old songs. Please don’t 

think I’m laying down any iron rules – for like you I too am still 

finding my way through this stuff – but I hope to give you some 

useful things to think about. Also, be aware that I don’t really know 

how you go about your performances. So I’ll make no assumptions. 

What’s important in singing is that we enjoy it. 

Enjoying songs and singing comes in various ways, and some of them 

are: 

• our sense of involvement, through playing and through 

choruses and refrains 

• the music of our songs 

• and the storytelling of our songs 

To appreciate all these things to the maximum, as well as singing we 

also need to listen, and to listen we need to be able to hear – and 

that can sometimes be difficult. A little later, I’d like to make some 

points designed to address this issue. 

On listening, I’ve been a folkie since I was a kid, and one of the things 

I learned early on is that while some people complain about singers 

making them sit through long, boring ballads, if I pay attention to a 

song’s story right from the beginning, the ballads seemed shorter 

and were much more interesting.  



If you don’t tune into the story you simply hear the same short tune 

over and over until the singer has run out of verses. No wonder some 

people get bored! 

As so often in life, the kind of effort and the amount of effort we put 

in largely determines the outcome. In singing the old songs, I’d say 

your engagement with the lyrics is more important than having a 

great voice or even being in perfect tune.  

People instinctively know when your mind is on the story of the song 

you’re singing, but also when it isn’t. If it isn’t, they may stop 

listening. As performers we lead by example. 

A great voice and perfect tuning will of course benefit a 

performance, but neither are not essential to effective singing. 

If you want to sing, my advice is to: 

• focus on the words (try not to think of other things or how 

nervous you might be) 

• sing clearly (open wide, make sure your words are clear and 

understandable)  

• be sincere (don’t say ‘I don’t really know this song,’ ‘I don’t like 

it,’ or ‘I don’t know how this will go) 

• pretend the song is really important at least in that moment 

• and make your delivery conversational (you’re talking to 

people)  

This list makes it clear that singing the old songs is a lot like acting, 

just as Ewan MaColl said it was! 

Rhythmic songs don’t allow you you to sing freely but many can do. If 

you’re singing freely, give a little extra time to the describing words 

(there’s no need for shouty emphasis), as these are the words that 

contribute the most to the picture your song aims to paint.  

I enjoy this a great deal and so sing freely in verses whenever I can. 



 

 

But don’t overdo the drama– going loud and fast during dramatic 

passages is not a part of the tradition that the folk song collectors 

found. Leave out the hokey stuff. In most situations, the lyrics say all 

that’s needed. 

If you want to, let the last note of a line or a verse or chorus ring on 

just a little. This is often found in the tradition and helps to 

emphasise that we are s-innggg-innggg.  

Here’s a couple of verses from a song about a young man who stows 

away aboard a ship and is then assaulted by the first mate.  

(Demo… )   

That’s what I mean by ‘conversational’ singing. There’s no 

unnecessary drama and no strange folkie mannerisms, and it’s very 

much as if I’m talking to you…  

Notice also that while the story is powerful and riveting, this 

particular tune isn’t terribly interesting. If they have a good story, 

songs don’t need to have wonderful tunes: in traditional songs, the 

tunes are generally second in importance.  

It’s nevertheless true that many of our songs do have fabulous tunes, 

and even after all these years, I’m still hearing ones that are new to 

me. 

So that’s a little talk about singing. 

Accompaniment  

Let’s talk about accompaniment. What is it for?  

Pretty obviously, we use accompaniment to support the singer, and 

to add musicality to a performance.  

That being so our accompaniments should be sympathetic and 

should not conflict with the singer’s job of telling a song’s story. From 



years of observation, I’d say that loud, busy, fast accompaniments 

can be a distraction for both the singer and the audience, and they 

can often make the lyrics impossible to understand or to interpret 

before the next line begins. It can take a moment for the significance 

of a line or verse to become apparent: where appropriate, give them 

that moment before rushing on. 

We often hear live singing where the song lyrics are 

incomprehensible for all sorts of reasons, such as loud guitars and 

drums, or indistinct singers with poor or very stylized diction, or a 

mic too close. And it can also happen if a large number of musicians 

play at the same time.    

But there’s an alternative approach that works in lots of situations. 

Listen to this:  

https://youtu.be/TTHv85PzQTo 

I think the moment in this where the pipes, whistles, fiddles and 

percussion first come in is gorgeous and quite moving.  

It’s powerful because there is such a contrast. We have Sean o’ Se’s 

beautiful clear lyrics supported by mellow, velvety melodeon chords 

during the verse, and then fiddles, the pipes and whistles join in on 

the chorus.  

In another setting, the band might also have added the right hand of 

the melodeon and more general chorus singing. With a more 

rhythmic chorus, percussion might well have fitted in too. 

The group here is Ceoltóirí Chualann, an Irish group formed by the 

celebrated Irish composer, musicologist, musician and teacher 

Professor Seán Ó Riada, and this track is an example of an invention 

of Professor Ó Riada’s. He I understand he called it the ‘folk 

orchestra’. 

The clip was recorded at a concert in 1969.  

https://youtu.be/TTHv85PzQTo


After Ó Riada’s death in 1971, most of the band re-formed and called 

themselves The Chieftains. I guess I don’t have to tell you the rest!  

You’ll notice also that this band is serving the song; nobody is 

showing off or distracting from the singer, even though the 

musicians are highly skilled. (Elsewhere in this concert, they played 

tunes that demonstrated all the skill you could want!) 

I often sing old songs accompanied with melodeon or guitar, and I 

regularly use this kind of arrangement with chords on verses (usually 

arpeggios, often with the odd snatch of very much simplified tune), 

followed on the chorus or refrain by playing the tune to lend weight.  

It find it works well: I’m not distracted by playing anything difficult in 

the verses, and neither is my audience.  

And in the choruses and refrains playing the tune helps to raise the 

roof and tells the audience we’re in the part of the song where they 

can join in. 

My plan this afternoon is to try it with all of you. With your fiddles, 

whistles, accordions etc and all your voices, you have the makings of 

a fine folk orchestra, so I’m confident it’ll work even better for you 

than it does for me! 


