
“The Space between is where 
the Maysie Lives”

PRESENCE, IMAGINATION AND EXPERIENCE IN 
THE TRADITIONAL BALLAD

THE ALAN BRUFORD LECTURE 2016

MAIRI MCFADYEN



In pursuit of the old song we are carried 
beyond the bounds of Scotland and quite 
away from the present time; for the field 
of folk-song admits of no delimitation 
either in a geographical or a secular way, 
reaching forth ultimately to the ends of 
the earth through countless affinities, and 
back to primeval times through an 
unbroken chain
— Gavin Greig





For it to be a story, the song must make 
you want to listen; thus it calls upon 
metaphors from across the land, across 
hundreds of years and hundreds of 
generations, to catch your ear. Folk songs 
are unfathomable and undeniable. The old 
ballads carry a kind of truth, a collective 
something that is its own truth 
- Wilentz & Marcus, 2005
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“And because I was brought up by a kind o’ 
folk, we used to, it was almost like, ken, being 
intoxicated with the ballads. And all these 
wonderful ballads stay inside you. And if 
when they’d teach you to sing them they used 
to say, the ballads, there’s hundreds and 
thousands o’ ballads in the air and ye ken how 
they call the waves the micro waves and the 
radio waves all go through the air, and when 
you want one, you just concentrate on it and 
[inhales deeply] breathe it down. 
- Stanley Robertson, 2008



They used to say, that in these waves, up here, 
floats your melody 

and down here floats your words…

so you’ve got the melody and the words, and [we say] but the 
space that’s in between that, is where the Maysie lives. 

Maysie is the Traveller name for the muse. 

So if you invoke the muse, you will have a ballad experience. 
And people listenin’ to you can get a ballad experience. And 
you’ll get a shiver, a frisson comes doon your spine when the 
muse is present…





….Listening to some old ballads we 
sometimes hear the elemental — so 
simple, so elegant, so powerful— yet 
without insistence— as if singers were 
in touch with more directly with 
something irreducible... For the 
elemental is such that its expression is 
just its simple being. 

- William Desmond, 1990



Where is the duende? 
Through the empty 
archway a wind of the 
spirit enters, blowing 
insistently over the heads 
of the dead, in search of 
new landscapes and 
unknown accents: a wind 
with the odour of a child’s 
saliva, crushed grass, and 
medusa’s veil, announcing 
the endless baptism of 
freshly created things.

- Federico García Lorca





I love words, spinning them, weaving 
them into a picture. But sometimes words 
are just not enough; the picture they paint 
is just incomplete, because words don’t 
exist for the missing part.
- Tim Porteus



The space between
is where the Maysie lives



The Flytin o Life and Daith

Quo life, the warld is mine.
The floo'ers and trees, they're a' my ain.
I am the day, and the sunshine.
Quo life, the warld is mine.

Quo daith, the warld is mine.
Your lugs are deef, your een are blin.
Your floo'ers maun dwine in my bitter win'.
Quo daith, the warld is mine.



The space between
is where the Maysie lives



Tradition is a story, learned 
from the past, told in the 
present, looking to the future

Professor Gary West
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