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Abstract
It is urgent that we learn how to motivate learners of threatened heritage languages. Motivational
theories, however, are weakened when they consider heritage languages in isolation from the rest
of the culture in which they are enmeshed. By drawing on psycholinguist Zoltan Dérnyei’s L2
Motivational Self System to analyze interviews with ten traditional musicians from Nova Scotia
with varying degrees of Gaelic fluency, we find that musical knowledge inspires and enriches their
language learning and vice versa. It is the interviewees’ holistic understanding of Gaelic culture,

as well as the culture’s links to community and heritage, that motivates them.
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Motivating Traditional Musicians to Learn a Heritage Language in Gaelic Nova Scotia
[Music brought me to Gaelic,] without a doubt. Or the music is the realization of how I
got to Gaelic, I think. It was always there in the background but . . . what really pulled me
into the Gaelic circle was the music more so than the language itself.

—Interview with Dawn MacDonald-Gillis, 20 November 2015

Of the world’s approximately six thousand languages spoken today, 50 percent will
disappear within one hundred years.! The challenge for a community whose language is
threatened with precipitous decline or extinction is to motivate new people to learn it. While
there is a voluminous literature on motivating second language (L2) learning, the majority of it
pertains to dominant global languages, especially English (Ushioda and Dérnyei 2017:451).
Utilitarian and instrumental reasons to learn English as a lingua franca are effective motivators
and are often combined with so-called integrative reasons (Gardner 1985, 2005) that promote
language learning that allows meaningful communication and a meeting of the minds across
ethnolinguistic groups who have learned a common contact language.?

Where does this leave many of today’s threatened heritage languages, languages with
which learners have familial and/or community connection and exposure and which we
hypothesized may involve unique motivational factors? Most second-language motivation
scholars offer limited recognition of the importance of a language’s relationship with other
cultural expressive forms. We, however, are curious about how a musical background—musical
development undertaken independently of language learning and without any initial intention of
linking it to language learning—might motivate musicians to study a heritage language. In other
words, might music provide the motivation to learn a language? If music has real-world

authenticity, can we describe pathways by which music in the real world—as opposed to in the
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classroom—strongly motivates language learning (Engh 2013:113)? We see music not merely as
a gateway to language learning but as an intrinsically valued pursuit inextricably intertwined
with language learning. By analyzing interviews with ten traditional musicians from Nova Scotia
with varying degrees of Gaelic fluency, we find that it is their holistic understanding of Gaelic
culture—which includes both language and music as essential, defining components—that
motivates them, as well as the culture’s link to community and heritage.

Despite extensive ethnomusicological scholarship addressing intersections and
relationships between language and music from various perspectives, and despite a growing
interest in applied ethnomusicology, remarkably little ethnomusicological attention has been
given to language revitalization. Linda Barwick (2006, 2012) has directed some of her
scholarship toward linguists documenting languages, educating them on best practices for
recording songs during linguistic fieldwork, as well as the value of songs to linguistic research.
Allan Marett and Barwick (2003) argue that songs are often the most endangered language-based
practice in a threatened language, making the case that they are significant to the revitalization of
such languages. A small number of ethnomusicologists have specifically directed their attention
at the use of music in and for language revitalization, typically focusing on one of three pillars:
acquisition planning (language learning), corpus planning (documenting the language), and
status planning (increasing the language’s visibility and positive associations). Henry Johnson
(2011, 2012, 2015) considers how song can increase a language’s visibility and elevate its status.
Jessie Vallejo (2019) assesses how music is used in Mohawk immersion courses. Morgan Sleeper
(2018) envisages new methodologies that inject musical data into linguistic analyses, including

language revitalization, in a discipline he calls “musicolinguistics.” This article, at the
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intersection of ethnomusicology and psycholinguistics, offers new understandings of how to
motivate language learning with music in a traditional culture with a threatened language.

We begin by describing the theoretical framework we deploy for analyzing our
interviews, starting with pioneering Canadian psychologist Robert Gardner’s (2005) concept of
the integrative motive and Zoltan Dornyei’s psycholinguistic L2 [Second Language]
Motivational Self System before providing a brief overview of the Nova Scotia Gaelic context.
After providing basic information about our interlocutors, we analyze our interviews according

to Dornyei’s six motivating conditions.
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Theory and Method: Motivating Heritage Language Learning

In this article, we analyze ethnographic interviews with musicians about their relationship
with the Gaelic language through the lens of a psycholinguistic motivation theory. Our
interpretation of the “self-system,” as instantiated within the musicians we interviewed, is that
music for them is best understood as integral to and not separable from language. In recognizing
the interrelationship between Gaelic language and music, we discover creative new approaches
to solving the problem of language loss.

There is no shortage of research into the motivation to learn a second or additional
language. One of the most prominent theories, formulated by Gardner, argues from a social
psychological perspective that language learning differs from learning other school subjects
because of the intricate links among language, culture, and identity. Gardner (1985, 2020)
suggests that “integrative motivation” is key to motivating L2 learning, meaning that the
language learner is open “to taking on characteristics of another cultural/linguistic group”
(2005:7). Gardner addresses the need to consider the relationship between language and its
broader context and culture. However, Gardner’s focus on language positions music (and other
cultural expressions) as ancillary to the language itself. In the case of the traditional musicians
we interviewed, their intensive exposure to a particular musical heritage implicates not only the
culture with which it is connected but also the language. Their connections to music, culture, and
language are tied to some degree of personal connections to the language in question through
their family or community. Gardner’s theory describes how learners internalize their interest in
becoming associated with valued sociocultural groups, internalizing their attributes such as

language, music, and other cultural features.
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Drawing on Gardner but refocusing core elements of integrative motivation,
psycholinguist Zoltdn Dornyei (2005, 2020) conceptualizes the L2 Motivational Self System
through which we can both understand and improve the motivation to learn a second language.
Although Gardner’s and Dornyei’s theories are compatible, Dornyei orients his theory using an
internal locus by focusing on what language learning means to one’s sense of self rather than on
how a person orients to a specific language group. The L2 self-system is comprised of three
interrelated elements. First, the “ideal L2 self ” describes an individual’s positive vision of who
they want to be. Second, the “ought-to L2 self ™ carries a sense of obligation based on avoiding
possible negative consequences of not learning. Third, “language learning experience” describes
the extent of one’s history of successes and failures with languages. The ideal L2 self component
of the theory takes advantage of a unique and powerful human capacity: the ability to envision
alternative futures. Further, the ought-to L2 self component captures the sense of obligation to
avoid an imagined but unwanted future, such as one where traditional music and language are
lost to history.

Doérnyei has identified six conditions that strengthen motivation: “(1) availability of an
elaborate and vivid future self image, (2) perceived plausibility, (3) harmony between the ideal
and ought selves, (4) necessary activation/priming, (5) accompanying procedural strategies, and
(6) the offsetting impact of a feared self ” (2009:18). Under these six conditions, the vision of
oneself takes on motivational potency, addressing deep-seated questions of what it means to be
an individual learning a language, simultaneously promoting language learning and helping to
prevent language loss. However, whereas Dornyei addresses motivation “from a whole-person
perspective” (2005:93-94), his focus is on the individual person and the individual language, not

the individual’s relationship to community and the language’s relationship to its broader culture,
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as Gardner emphasizes. Moreover, Dornyei did not develop his model specifically for threatened
heritage languages, such as Scottish Gaelic.

In another publication, we draw on both Gardner’s and Dornyei’s motivation theories to
argue for the need to consider the heritage learner’s “rooted L2 self.” The rooted L2 self is “a
heritage-oriented concept defined by strong feelings of connection to speakers of the language,
which can be tied to specific individuals (such as one’s grandmother) but more generally a
defined community (Gaelic speakers, in our case)” (Maclntyre, Baker, and Sparling 2017: 512).
The motivational intensity of the rooted L2 self is buttressed by the relative strengths of beliefs
about what the language means to me/us (heritage convictions) and strength of emotional
connection to the language, its speakers, and what it represents (heritage passions).

We analyze interviews conducted with traditional musicians with varying degrees of
Gaelic fluency by using Dérnyei’s six motivating conditions.® Our questions were open-ended
(e.g., tell us about how you learned music, what made you want to learn Gaelic), and their
answers illustrate deep and persistent thought and belief about the ways in which language and
music interrelate. Our sample size is small, not random, and we cannot say that it is
representative of traditional music or Gaelic-learning or -speaking communities. However, we
feel that this group of interviewees was able to address a number of common issues that we feel
are worth consideration and point the way toward future investigation. When we extend
Dornyei’s paradigm to include more than language, it not only holds but is, in fact, enriched and
nuanced by accounting for the relationships between music and language.
The Nova Scotia Gaelic Context

In the Nova Scotia Gaelic community, music and language are typically recognized as

being deeply interrelated. Still, music is often treated as ancillary to language learning, an
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enrichment activity that offers learners the opportunity to practice their pronunciation while
encountering grammar and vocabulary in a culturally relevant way. We wondered what we would
learn if we started with musically proficient people who either learned Gaelic simultaneously
with music or after learning music. What would they teach us about the relationships between
music and language and about music’s influence on their motivation to learn Gaelic?

Scottish Gaelic is a threatened language in Nova Scotia; the language is still spoken there
mainly by the descendants of Gaelic-speaking immigrants who arrived in the late eighteenth and
early nineteenth centuries from Scotland, where it is also threatened.* Gaelic has been declining
in Scotland since the eleventh century and particularly rapidly since the Battle of Culloden in
1746 and the nineteenth-century Clearances, when thousands of Gaelic speakers emigrated.
According to the most recent census, only 1.1 percent of the Scottish population (57,602) speaks
Gaelic with varying degrees of fluency.” However, several policies designed to safeguard Gaelic
have been enacted since the Scottish parliament devolved in 1999 (Dunbar 2005), including a
Gaelic Language Act (2005), and there is hope that the next census (2021) will show an increase
in speakers for the first time.

Gaelic-speaking emigrants flocked to Canada in no small part due to the British
colonization of the Highlands (Stroh 2016; Mackinnon 2017). At the time of Confederation in
1867, Scottish Gaelic was the third most spoken language in Canada, after English and French
(Dembling 2006). In 1901 approximately fifty thousand speakers lived in Nova Scotia alone
(Dembling 2006). But today, there are only a few hundred fluent Gaelic speakers, albeit
thousands of learners. Gaelic-speaking communities were established primarily on Cape Breton

Island and throughout nearby eastern counties of the Nova Scotia mainland.®
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Celtic culture, including Cape Breton’s famed fiddle style and step dancing, is treated as
fundamental to Nova Scotia’s provincial identity, along with the cultures of the Mi’kmaq First
Nations, French-speaking Acadians, and African Nova Scotians.” It is important to recognize,
however, that “Celtic” and “Gaelic” are not the same thing, although they are often conflated.
While Nova Scotia’s Celtic identity has been privileged in tourism, many people in the Gaelic
community feel that it does not accurately reflect a Gaelic identity, given its focus on tartan
stereotypes (McKay 1992) at the expense of a deeper understanding of Gaelic language, values,
beliefs, and practices. In a government report on the Gaelic contributions to the Nova Scotia
economy produced in 2001, Michael Kennedy documents the problematic representation of
Celtic culture in Nova Scotia over the twentieth century, largely produced by bureaucrats with no
particular knowledge of the Gaelic language or culture. When there were plans to host the 1987
International Gathering of the Clans in Nova Scotia, for example, Kennedy notes that the cultural
images used to promote the province were imported traditions from Lowland Scotland rather
than from Nova Scotia’s own Gaelic traditions: “Gaelic culture was studiously ignored, and the
language, which was its most distinctive feature, was publicly dismissed in the promotional
literature” (2001:244). Kennedy concludes that “Gaels are shut out of the major institutions of
Nova Scotian society because theirs is a minority language and culture[;] but because of the way
their culture is perceived—as a part of the dominant culture—they are also excluded from the
institutions and agencies designed to offset that sort of exclusion” (240).

While it is beyond the scope of this article to discuss the complex relationship between
Gaelic, Acadian French, and the Mi’kmagq language and the differing forces that have impacted
the vitality of each of these, we note here that each of these language communities has unique

strengths, resources and infrastructure, concerns, and priorities. Although Nova Scotia’s “Celtic”
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identity is widely celebrated and highly visible in the form of Gaelic place-name signage, the
name of the Highlands National Park, and institutions such as Colaisde na Gaidhlig (the Gaelic
College), the Highland Village Museum, and the Celtic Music Interpretive Centre (all in Cape
Breton), the Gaelic community lacks other resources available to other language communities. It
lacks, for example, the protected status of French as one of Canada’s two official languages and
the status of an Indigenous language, recognized in Canada’s Indigenous Languages Act (2015).8

The Nova Scotia government has responded to the needs and priorities of these three
language communities in different ways. Each has a dedicated unit within the government: the
Office of Aboriginal Affairs, Acadian Affairs and Francophonie, and Gaelic Affairs. Gaelic
Affairs was the last of the three to be established and has significantly less funding than the other
two.? Although Gaelic language and Gaelic social studies are currently legitimate school subjects
in the Nova Scotia curriculum, they were not always so, they remain optional, and they are
allocated minimal time (McEwan 2016). Our intent in discussing several of Nova Scotia’s
languages is not to rank them in terms of privilege or access to resources; rather, our point is to
note their highly variable and complex contexts.

Approximately one-quarter of Nova Scotians today are of Gaelic descent.!? It is difficult
to say how many Gaelic speakers there are at present, although Nova Scotia Gaelic Affairs
estimates that there are about two thousand speakers of Gaelic in the province, with varying
degrees of fluency.!! Most are learners. The Gaelic language and culture are strongest in those
areas historically settled by Gaelic speakers, namely, eastern Nova Scotia, including Cape Breton
Island.

Historically, the sung word permeated Gaelic culture. In Scotland, highly trained and

skilled bards documented clan histories and genealogies in verse. More recently, village bards
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created songs documenting significant community events and celebrating beloved community
members. Songs accompanied and facilitated all manner of manual labor. Daily life was
punctuated by frequent visits, known as “ceilidhs,” from friends and family, and these visits
typically involved song, music, and dance, as well as news sharing and storytelling.'?> The Gaelic
community is fortunate that its vast song repertoire has been extensively documented (see
Sparling forthcoming), even as the act of documenting Gaelic songs typically signaled a
collector’s belief that Gaelic culture was disappearing. In short, the connections between music
and language are pervasive and significant in Gaelic Nova Scotia.
Our Interlocutors

Of the ten people we interviewed (see table 1), all live in Nova Scotia, although one
(McDonald) is not originally from the province; all are between twenty and fifty years old; and
six are men, while four are women. Between them, they play fiddle, bagpipes, piano, or guitar or
they sing, and some are proficient on more than one instrument. Several are also respected step
dancers, significant given the very close relationship between step dancing, music, and language
in Gaelic Nova Scotia.13 All but two interviewees (Dugas and McDonald) have or had Gaelic-
speaking grandparents, while MacKinnon has a Gaelic-speaking parent. All but one (McDonald)
come from a family in which members are traditional musicians or dancers. They range in Gaelic
fluency from beginners who know a few words to fluent speakers, although all are learners (none
speaks Gaelic as a first language).'*
Table 1

People interviewed for this project
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From
Name Age NS?  Fluency* Instruments Notes
Beaton, Dawn 30s Y B Fiddler, step Sister of Margie Beaton,
dancer artistic director of Celtic
Colours International
Festival
Beaton, Margie 30s Y B Fiddler, pianist, Sister of Dawn Beaton,
step dancer marketing director at the
Gaelic College
Dugas, Kevin 30s Y B Piper Cousin of MacDonald
brothers, former
education director at the
Gaelic College
MacDonald, Colin 20s Y F Pianist, guitarist, Brother of Kyle and Keith
singer, step MacDonald, education
dancer director at the Gaelic
College
MacDonald, Helen 30s Y B Fiddler, step Sister of Dawn
dancer MacDonald-Gillis
MacDonald, Keith 20s Y I Piper Brother of Colin and Kyle
MacDonald
MacDonald, Kyle 20s Y I Fiddler Brother of Colin and
Keith MacDonald
MacDonald-Gillis, 30s Y I Pianist, step Uses some Gaelic with
Dawn dancer, Gaelic children, sister of Helen
teacher MacDonald
MacKinnon, Lewis 40s Y F Singer, guitarist Speaks Gaelic exclusively
with teenaged sons,
director of NS Gaelic
Affairs
McDonald, Chris 40s N I Singer, guitarist, Supports Gaelic usage
ethnomusicologist ~with son

Note. F = fluent, I = intermediate, B = beginner.

We interviewed our interlocutors about their experiences with traditional music and with

learning and speaking Gaelic, recognizing that while traditional music and language learning

would have historically been learned concurrently and organically in the home and community,
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both music and the Gaelic language are today typically learned separately, usually through more
formal and deliberate methods, such as language classes and music lessons. We wanted to assess
the extent to which these two areas of cultural knowledge and development overlapped in a
modern context and in what ways.

We structure the sections that follow around Dornyei’s six conditions for strong
motivation, drawing on our interviews to demonstrate how language and music interrelate for
these musicians and Gaelic learners.

Vivid Self-Image

To be motivated to do almost anything requires a vivid image of one’s future self having
mastered that thing. While L2 acquisition literature typically focuses on the learner’s image of
him- or herself as a language speaker, our interviewees articulated self-images in which
language, music, and other cultural expressive forms are integrated. Competent musicians still at
the beginning stages of Gaelic language learning, such as piper Kevin Dugas, expressed the
belief that linguistic competency will enhance their musical abilities:

I would say the biggest relationship would be between—the biggest direct relation is the

port-a-beul tradition and learning how to develop that rhythmical playing that emulates

the rhythm in the music and the puirt.'> How they used to sing Gaelic songs, puirt-a-beul,
for people to step dance. When you’re playing those tunes, you’re really trying to emulate
that rhythm. Cape Breton music is so rthythmical, and it’s a characteristic that people
know all over the world. Even when Fred Morrison, a famous piper that was here during

Celtic Colours from Scotland—he has roots in Uist—he made a comment about how it’s

just so rhythmical, the Cape Breton style of piping. I think that really goes back to the

language and that tradition. (interview, 4 December 2015)
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Kevin isn’t interested in Gaelic as a language of communication but rather because of its
connections to traditional music and traditional aesthetics. His vision of himself as a skilled
musician is one that draws on Gaelic song lyrics to inform his instrumental playing.

Those interlocutors who have already achieved competency in both language and music
tended to speak more holistically about Gaelic music and language. For them, the ideal musician
is one who speaks Gaelic, and the ideal Gaelic speaker is one who is knowledgeable about other
forms of cultural expression: “Being a Gael is more than the language. It’s more of a cultural,
familial, passing down tradition and values than it is being the ‘look at me speak Gaelic,” know
what I mean? So I think, to me, being a Gael is more about that whole package than it is being
well-versed in one aspect of a culture” (interview with Dawn MacDonald-Gillis, 20 November
2015).

There has been tension in the community around the meaning of a Gaelic identity and
whether it requires linguistic fluency. Dawn argues that being a Gael requires a diverse array of
attributes, one of which may be language, but which may also include music and other culturally
relevant practices and values. The Government of Nova Scotia’s Gaelic Affairs is careful to
emphasize that it serves to support Gaelic culture, as well as the Gaelic language
(gaelic.novascotia.ca), recognizing not only that the surrounding culture is essential to the
existence of a heritage language such as Gaelic but also that admonishing Nova Scotians to
speak Gaelic is alienating and ultimately self-defeating.

Like Dawn, Colin became a fluent Gaelic speaker after he became a musician, and he
discovered that the Gaelic language enriched his sense of his musical self:

My appreciation for the music has changed because after knowing how to speak the

language. . . . When I learned Gaelic, that was the missing puzzle piece from my own
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culture—or what I had of my culture. I had music, customs, all sorts of Gaelic culture in

there but the language— Once I put the language with it, I felt a much stronger sense of

identity. I’d say the music—traditional music and the Gaelic language together: the
dance, the storytelling, all of it. They’re all pieces to Gaelic culture. So [there’s]
definitely a relationship between the language and the music. I think they’re all

connected. (interview, 4 December 2015)

Both Dawn and Colin articulated a vision of Gaelic identity that encompasses the whole
culture and its interrelationships, not simply mastery of a single form of expression, whether
spoken language or music.

Something else that emerged in the interviews, particularly among the more fluent
speakers, was less an image of one’s individual future self than an image of the future of the
Gaelic community and culture more broadly and music’s role in that future. Dawn MacDonald-
Gillis and Lewis MacKinnon, both of whom have children, talked about the importance of
sharing the Gaelic language with them and the role that music plays in that transmission process,
which is consistent with the notion of one’s obligations to avoid a negative future in the ought-to
self.'® Lewis MacKinnon spoke about the power of music to increase the visibility of the Gaelic
language in Nova Scotia and to inspire listeners to reclaim Gaelic identities that had long been
viewed negatively: “I think earlier in my experience, music was a platform to get a certain
message across. If you look at An Seo [Here], the first CD that I did, that’s really an effort at
trying to get a message out about a people, their language and their culture. That’s how I felt at
the time about my role, particularly the role of my Gaelic singing and what I could do with it in
terms of creating a greater sense of awareness and a greater sense of understanding around Gaels

in the Nova Scotia context” (interview, 18 August 2015). Lewis’s vision of an ideal future
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expands beyond the limits of the individual described by Dornyei (2005). Lewis doesn’t focus on
himself as a fluent Gaelic speaker or as a recognized musician; instead, he focuses on the role he
can play in helping to bring an ideal vision of a Gaelic community into fruition.
Plausibility
To be motivating, one’s self-image must be plausible and achievable. One way that
interviewees recognize the plausibility of becoming a Gaelic speaker is recognizing that, as
musicians, they already have skills helpful in developing language proficiency, including
listening skills, rhythmic sensitivity, and an understanding of the need for ongoing practice and
performance to develop competence and mastery:
I like to learn [music] by ear, and I think that sensitivity is good for picking up the sounds
of languages and hearing equivalencies and so on. . . . I’'m thinking about . . . strengths in
music learning as being related, in some ways to the strengths in language learning
because language has rhythm, language has tone and inflection as does music. . . . That’s
why learning songs is so important. It activates that part of the brain that’s learning
music, but it’s also about learning a certain aspect of the language that’s not just “What is
the wording? What does it mean?” but also “How do you say it? And with what inflection
and expression do you say it?” (interview with Chris McDonald, 13 August 2015)
Musicians feel capable of learning language because they see themselves as having
learned something similar to language and having developed skills useful to language learning,
something we discuss further under “Strategies / Plan of Action.” This intuitive sense is
supported by a growing body of cognitive research on how musical training benefits language
learning (e.g., Schon, Magne, and Besson 2004; Patel and Iversen 2007; Delogu, Lampis, and

Belardinelli 2010; Kraus and Chandrasekaran 2010).
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Ideal versus Ought-to Selves

While we may have ideal visions of our future selves, we may also be conscious of
expectations others have for us: these are our “ought-to” selves. Motivation increases if the ideal
and ought-to selves are in alignment, whereas it decreases if there is a contradiction. The
question for us is how the Gaelic language and music might align in the ideal and ought-to selves
or whether they contradict one another.

There is a belief in Cape Breton that the local traditional musical style has been strongly
informed by the Gaelic language (see, e.g., Shaw 1992-93; Doherty 1996:303—7; Wilson and
Dunlay 2002). In this understanding, and as Kevin described earlier, an instrumentalist should
think of the appropriate Gaelic lyrics while performing their associated tune in order to play with
a recognizably traditional and Gaelic style.!” In short, this belief implies that traditional
musicians must speak Gaelic if they want to sound authentic. This is a form of Dérnyei’s (2005)
ought-to self, and it could motivate non-Gaelic-speaking musicians in cases where the musician
has not learned Gaelic to fluency. Alternatively, the sense of obligation brought by the ought-to
self could be in conflict with one’s ideal self in cases where the musician does not believe that
Gaelic fluency is necessary for his or her musical development. Although not all our
interviewees are fluent Gaelic speakers, they did find ways to align their ought-to and ideal
selves: “You don’t have to be a fluent Gaelic speaker [to be a musician], but I think there should
be the respect shown to the language. That this is where the music really came from before there
were fiddles and pipes to play it on: it was in people’s heads, and it was sung in Gaelic. If you
want to be a traditional player, you should at least be aware of that: that tunes don’t come from
anything other than Gaelic” (interview with Keith MacDonald, 1 October 2015). One could

argue that Keith’s view—that a mere respect for the language is enough to inform
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musicianship—might actually demotivate him to learn Gaelic. But he also says that a recognition
of Gaelic’s impact on music is a bare minimum, the least a musician should know, implying that
a greater understanding of Gaelic would have a positive effect on musicianship. History and
heritage, central to the rooted L2 self, are important here too: traditional musicians must strive to
be consistent with the tradition. The goal is not to find the fastest or most efficient means of
becoming a musician but rather to find traditional methods and techniques of developing as a
musician in order to be recognized and identified with the tradition, to take on its valued qualities
as one’s own.

For Lewis, growing linguistic fluency helped him to be both a better musician and a
better listener. It is not language competency alone that improved his musicianship but his ability
to understand and absorb what Gaelic speakers had to say about Gaelic music and aesthetics:

As I grew in language proficiency, I became much more keenly aware of how songs

actually, probably should be sung or the nuances in songs or aspects of traditional music.

... You can academically learn the language, but I think you need to learn the language

in context. I think you have to go to the tradition bearers and hear how they talked about

music and hear how they talked about stories to really get a better understanding of what
it is that you’re listening to. Otherwise, it doesn’t have any real reference point. . . . If you
listen to some people who have been around this for a while—obviously nobody’s going
to have one unanimous opinion but—sort of thinking about this and saying, “Yeah, I can
hear what they’re saying in that piece of music” or “I can hear how nicely delivered that
song was.” The singer has a command of the language. They know where the beats come

in in Gaelic and how the rhyme scheme works and this kind of thing. (interview, 18

August 2015)
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In other words, rather than divide himself between learning Gaelic and learning music,
Lewis found that his musicianship improved with increased linguistic fluency. His ought-to and
ideal Gaelic language selves are aligned with his ought-to and ideal musician selves, providing a
potent source of motivation for learning music and language at the highest levels.

Image Activation/Priming

To maintain motivation, one must constantly be reminded of one’s ideal self-image.
Language reminders can include attending classes, hearing the language spoken in the
community, or reading something in the target language. Music reminders can include lessons
and rehearsals, attending concerts, or listening to recordings. In Cape Breton, the Gaelic
language and traditional music frequently coexist, reinforcing an understanding that language
and music are mutually dependent rather than discrete competencies. Helen MacDonald spoke of
the significance of attending house gatherings and ceilidhs throughout her youth: “You’d just be
overhearing [Gaelic conversation] and not knowing what the hell they’re saying, but you would
hear it. Johnny and Sandy MacDonald, when they would have their parties—they were kick-ass
parties, in Glendale. . . . You’d hear Gaelic there for sure, at the house parties there. . . . You’d go
to the concerts, and you’d hear them sing the Gaelic songs [there too]” (interview, 23 September
2015).

Keith identified different types of events as influential, but he echoed Helen on the
importance of hearing Gaelic in music contexts: “Through music, I’ve been exposed to a lot of
Gaelic, of course. I think a big part of music in the Cape Breton scene is going to these functions
where there’s music being performed: Broad Cove Concert, Antigonish Highland Games—these

types of events. There’s a lot of Gaelic around being spoken, just all the time, everywhere you go
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to play” (interview, 1 October 2015). These contexts teach participants that traditional music and
the Gaelic language are integrally related and connected.

Priming also occurs when learners are exposed to Gaelic-speaking musicians who
function as role models, reminding learners of the ideal goal of achieving competency or even
mastery in both language and music. Chris McDonald listed his role models in traditional music,
all of whom speak Gaelic, and then observed how positive feedback from a role model serves to
reinforce his motivation to learn the language: “The best thing I’ve had [happen to me], I
performed at one of the concerts before [Kay MacDonald, a native speaker,] died and did ‘An
Innis Aigh’ [The beautiful island]. She did make a point of coming up to me and saying, ‘That
was pretty good. I understood every word you said.” That was a nice compliment” (interview, 13
August 2015). Chris explained how compliments and positive feedback help to reinforce a sense
of accomplishment, of movement toward one’s ideal self. Recognition by respected members of
the community reinforces the plausibility of attaining the ideal self-image, reinforces one’s
convictions about the value of one’s heritage, and generates positive emotional reactions that
build up one’s sense of self.

Strategies / Plan of Action

Motivation requires a clear sense of the concrete steps required to attain the ideal self.
Many of the interviewees talked about seeking out contexts where they could hear both music
and the Gaelic language, such as variety concerts, milling frolics, or house parties and ceilidhs.'®
Others sought out Gaelic language courses that incorporate song workshops. Often the strategies
for becoming fluent in Gaelic are similar or the same strategies used to become a master
musician. Chris McDonald talked about how learning a Gaelic song offers a concrete and

manageable step towards Gaelic language fluency: “To learn a Gaelic song is a goal with a clear
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end point, whereas learning to converse is a much longer process—and an unending process,
really. I’ve sometimes felt that to learn a new Gaelic song, to add to the repertoire, and to sing for
a concert of something like that is—a hill I can climb. It gives us a benchmark because you can
say, ‘I’ve learned the song, I can say all the words and I know what they mean, and I can sing all
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of the words’” (interview, 13 August 2015). Many people feel overwhelmed at the thought of
learning a whole language to fluency. Learning the Gaelic required to sing a song provides a
concrete and short-term goal that can create a sense of accomplishment.

Lewis MacKinnon explained how writing a song can be a means of testing the depth of
one’s understanding of how the language works: “I’ve written a few Gaelic songs as well. One of
the things I find interesting is, because I didn’t have the song tradition [growing up], I really have
to sort of think about how things work, like how things go together in Gaelic, because it’s a
different rhyme scheme. It’s a different structure when contrasted with English and English
songs” (interview, 18 August 2015). Lewis uses Gaelic song writing as both a measuring stick
and self-assessment tool to identify what he has learned and what he has yet to master. Others
identified concrete ways in which music and language interrelate and use those relationships to
help them to better understand how both the music and the language work. In Gaelic, vowel
length is significant to a word’s meaning—two completely different words can be produced by
simply lengthening or shortening vowel length. Keith MacDonald connected this understanding
to music:

I think that [taking your time] helps when you approach Gaelic in a learning

environment, to take time to break things down and learn. Go through the words to find

the right expression, because it’s very specific: “da da da” or “da da-da” . It’s pretty close,

and that’s as close as it is with Gaelic too. You change the rhythm slightly of one word,



MOTIVATING MUSICIANS TO LEARN A HERITAGE LANGUAGE 25

you’re messing it up. So just like attention to detail may be on a really specific, thythmic

level and remembering, so Gaelic phrases almost have rhythmic melodies. (interview, 1

October 2015)

Keith’s observations remind us of the belief some hold that musicians should have Gaelic
lyrics running through their minds as they play instrumental music in order to play the correct
rhythms and ultimately with the correct style. He offers a concrete example of how knowledge of
Gaelic impacts his musicianship. In other words, to become his ideal musician self—one who
can play with correct rhythms and style—Keith needs an understanding of the Gaelic language.

As an elementary school teacher, Dawn MacDonald-Gillis has discovered the importance
of integrating language and musical education rather than segregating them as they often are in a
formal educational context: “From a teacher’s standpoint, as someone who taught the language
especially to young children, you need the music in order for them to understand the rhythm and
the lilt and the connotations and intonations of the language. . . . One feeds off the other”
(interview, 20 November 2015).

In a survey of the literature on the use of songs and foreign language learning with
children aged three to twelve, Glenn Davis (2017) found that songs helped with vocabulary
acquisition, distinguishing word boundaries aurally, and pronunciation. In a more comprehensive
review of the literature on the benefits of music in the second language classroom, Dwayne Engh
(2013) found that songs helped with vocabulary recall and pronunciation and that music
generally helped with aural comprehension and grammar.

The Feared Self
The feared self is the potential self that one fears becoming. Efforts to avoid becoming a

feared self can augment the motivation to become one’s ideal self. Many of our interviewees
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mentioned or alluded to a sense of fear that one might be doing specific things wrong (such as
pronunciation or inauthentic musicianship), which they feared might generate a negative
reaction. They also described a general trepidation about not being accepted as a member of the
musical and/or language community as they were learning. If such reactions demotivate a
learner, especially a learner of a language under threat, the consequences may be a concern for
the community.

In a broader sense, Lewis described a feared future for the broader community. He
expressed concerns about the future of Gaelic culture, including both language and music, when
they have to be consciously and deliberately pursued outside the home instead of informally and
organically learned in the home:

I think that because the basis of the cultural expression, specifically music, the language

has been so eroded and so undermined over generations [that] there isn’t that same

organic continuation of musical—I don’t know if “skills” is the right word [or] “talent” or

just an environment where music is readily passed on in the home environment. So I

think it basically moves [music] to an outside-the-home phenomenon. Anything outside

the home, I think, is a challenge unless you’re sort of an enthusiast. You need to go
outside the home to learn songs, you need to go to a workshop, or you need to go to

immersion, or you need to do something that takes you out of your home environment. I

think that’s the fundamental challenge in the Gaelic community as well. Because of the

erosion of the language base which supported so much of that cultural expression,
particularly music and storytelling, everything becomes an outside experience where you
have to go to someone, some place, some institutional organization that basically helps

teach you or helps you learn more about your language and your culture. I think from that
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perspective it’s a bit of a challenge because it’s a disconnect. I guess, maybe I’'m making

the argument, if we’re bringing the language back, [it] actually helps put [music] back in

the home. If the language is in the home, a lot more can be done around music,
storytelling, and these kinds of things in a more organic setting as opposed to having to

go outside the home to find it. (interview, 18 August 2015)

Lewis fears that if the Gaelic language is not used in the home again, both it and the
music will remain “out-of-the-home” experiences and therefore remain an effort to learn or
encounter, reinforcing the language’s and the culture’s decline. Lewis’s comments suggest that
more fluent speakers think holistically about language and culture and also extend their concern
to the sociocultural milieu by thinking communally and not just individualistically.

The Learning Experience

In addition to the six conditions discussed, Dornyei (2005) argues that the “language
learning experience,” which addresses one’s history of successes and failures with languages,
also plays an important role in motivation. Two of the present authors recently reported survey
data that showed a strong correlation between the peak experiences of “flow” states in both
traditional music and Gaelic language (Maclntyre, Ross, and Sparling 2019). That is, a strong
motivational state seems to arise when language and music skills are optimally challenged,
leading to mutually supporting experiences between them. Unfortunately, not all experiences are
SO positive.

Whereas both music and the Gaelic language now tend to be taught through formal
lessons, classes, and schooling, learning how the two interrelate tends to be less formal, learned

informally mostly through exposure, through self-study, and by questioning Gaelic-speaking
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musicians. Keith MacDonald described the revelation that came when he began to understand
that the Gaelic language can be used to teach music and to articulate emic aesthetics:

So talking about that with Tiber was kind of my first real investigation of Gaelic in the

music in a real way. That’s where we kind of start to hear expression mimicking the

language. In certain instances, even from my last session at the Gaelic College, John

MacLean was talking about Gaelic words that were used to mimic the rhythms needed.

So tarragan was a word he used that the Curries [a famous piping family] used. . . .

Tarragan [means] “nails,” and you want to have the nails of the tune, which is how they

would explain it. Tarragan has an expression [or emphasis] on the first beat and a quick

two beats. So the first is strong and in that triplet, tarragan. So a tune might sound

something like [jigs “Am Muilean Dubh” verse ending with “tarragan™]. . . . This is a

profound musical observation within Gaelic culture, within Cape Breton. We’re just not

using Latin words; we’re using Gaelic words to get across the meaning of rhythm.

(interview, 1 October 2015)"

Keith has discovered that he doesn’t need English or Western art music theory and
notation to make sense of traditional music. Rather, Gaelic culture has its own systems and
methods for conveying music theory and aesthetics, which are difficult to know or appreciate
without some understanding of the Gaelic language. Keith’s ability to learn this tune was
enhanced by his knowledge of the Gaelic language and its relationship to the rhythm of the
melody. But this information is not documented or encoded anywhere; it is knowledge that can
only be accessed through personal relationships and integrating with members of the specific

community of musical practice.



MOTIVATING MUSICIANS TO LEARN A HERITAGE LANGUAGE 29

Lewis speaks of the other side of the coin: the power of song to create the right
conditions for learning the Gaelic language and for building community:

With a song workshop, typically . . . everybody [is] singing or doing their best to sing.

You’re kind of in a situation where a few people are struggling, but everybody [is] lifted

up with the music. I find people actually have said this to me, that the music is a real gift.

I think that’s something that gets lost on me sometimes. People really feel that,

particularly singing, there’s just something really joyful about that. It’s something

that’s—therapeutic. I don’t know if that’s the right word. There’s something that’s

intrinsically powerful that creates a social cohesion, a social connection. (interview, 18

August 2015)

Research shows that group singing can positively affect both trust and cooperation
(Anshel and Kipper 1988). In his survey of the literature on music and language learning, Engh
notes that “music lowers affective barriers and assists in making students more relaxed, thereby
more receptive to language learning” (2013:117). Community language teachers may not be
familiar with the literature, but they typically intuit the value of song and music in the language
classroom. When the Cape Breton Gaelic Society offered Gaelic classes in the mid-2000s, for
instance, language instruction took place for an hour, with classes for different linguistic levels,
followed by a half hour of socializing over tea and cookies, and concluding with thirty to sixty
minutes of Gaelic singing. The singing was done with everyone from all levels and was designed
to build social bonds while increasing knowledge of traditional Gaelic expressive culture rather
than teaching the language.

Conclusions: Applying Lessons Learned
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By drawing on our interviews, we have sought to demonstrate how traditional music and
the Gaelic language interact in each of the six domains that Dornyei believes most strongly affect
motivation to learn an L2: a vivid ideal self-image, a plausible self-image, the (mis)alignment
between one’s ideal and ought-to selves, image reminders, a plan of action to attain one’s ideal
self, and avoidance of one’s feared self. Although Dornyei’s L2 Motivational Self System was
designed to identify the factors and conditions involved in motivating an L2 learner, it does not
take into account the relationship between language and other cultural expressions as effectively
as Gardner’s integrative motive or the rooted L2 self do. The factors that contribute toward the
actualization of an ideal L2 speaking self also contribute toward the actualization of an ideal
music-making self. Our interlocutors’ ideal selves integrate, to various degrees, music and
language proficiency; to separate them is to do a disservice to the understanding of what is
actually motivating our interlocutors to learn Gaelic. We acknowledge that the integration of
music (or other cultural expressions) and language may not be significant to the motivation to
learn other languages. The integration of music and language may also be less significant for
language learners who do not also consider themselves to be proficient musicians. It’s quite
possible that considering language within its broader cultural context is most significant for
learners of heritage languages, minority languages with which learners have a cultural
connection.

Reversing the decline of thousands of languages globally is a monumental challenge. We
have few examples of languages that have successfully revitalized after a period of decline and
endangerment. Exploiting the intersections between ethnomusicology and psychology presented
here, we see our contribution as offering an alternative perspective and a possible solution. It is

clear that the Nova Scotia Gaelic community sees music as a key ingredient in culturally relevant
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language revitalization efforts. For example, Heather Sparling rarely attends a Gaelic event today
that is not framed with Gaelic song. Even a recent meeting as potentially dry and bureaucratic as
a Gaelic strategy planning meeting called by Nova Scotia Gaelic Affairs began and ended with
singing Gaelic songs. Singing achieves many desirable outcomes: it privileges language, music,
and oral traditions, all considered central to a traditional and desired Gaelic ethos; it grounds
gatherings in traditional expressive culture, reminding all those present of what must be kept at
the heart of the event; and it creates community by encouraging group singing on the choruses
and through the physical connection enacted by hand-holding and arm-swinging while singing.

Gaelic language and cultural immersion programs using the Gaidhlig aig Baile (Gaelic at
home) method—a local variant of “language nests” developed by the Maori in New Zealand and
used in Indigenous communities around the world (King 2001; Okura 2017)—invariably include
both song and instrumental music because they are linguistically focused (in the case of song),
culturally relevant, and enjoyable and calming for participants who may find complete
immersion challenging.?’ Music-centered activities are being developed to support language
learning, including a song-writing workshop at Colaisde na Gaidhlig (the Gaelic College) and the
development of “transcription frolics,” events at which archival song recording transcriptions are
crowd-sourced by bringing together fluent and advanced Gaelic learners, facilitating song and
language learning in a mutually supportive social context.?!

If we are correct that music can do more than simply enrich heritage language learning
because of music’s deep and fundamental integration with language, then we must consider how
best to maximize the motivational opportunity provided by music. Of course, there is no one-
size-fits-all solution to language decline and revitalization, and it is important that solutions are

generated from within the linguistic-cultural communities themselves to ensure relevance,
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empowerment, agency, and buy-in (Sarkar and Metallic 2009). Our hope is that this article
provokes readers to ask, What, if any, are the specific interventions that can be made in either
music or language learning contexts that can use music to increase the motivation to learn
threatened heritage languages?

Anecdotal evidence and research indicate that many language teachers recognize the
value of using music in the foreign language classroom (e.g., Mufioz 1969; Jolly 1975; Murphey
1990; Kramer 2001; Bennett 2019). By contrast, it’s far less clear that teachers have discovered
the value of drawing on language when teaching music. When language does get used in a music
learning context—we are thinking here, for example, of Keith’s recognition of how the rhythms
of specific Gaelic words can help him to execute musical rhythms on the bagpipes—it typically
happens outside the formal school system, which is perhaps not surprising, given that formal
education doesn’t typically focus on traditional music and also tends to segregate language and
musical learning. However, even music teachers who do draw on Gaelic may not do so
consistently, perhaps because so few music teachers speak Gaelic, whereas it is almost a
certainty that every Gaelic language teacher has sung Gaelic songs at some point. In other words,
if we are correct that Gaelic music and language are interrelated in fundamental ways, then the
Gaelic language can help with musical learning as much as musical learning can help with
Gaelic language learning.

Education literature typically and unsurprisingly focuses on the formal language
classroom, yet heritage language and traditional music learning typically happen outside of
formal contexts. One solution is to increase the integration of heritage language and traditional

music instruction in formal classrooms. However, given that much heritage cultural transmission
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occurs more informally and in community, can we find ways to empower community groups to

make use of the insights offered in this article?
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1.

Notes
This oft-repeated claim can be traced to Michael Krauss’s keynote speech at the 1991
Endangered Languages Symposium (1992). UNESCO offers an online atlas of

endangered world languages (http://www.unesco.org/languages-atlas/en/atlasmap.html).

We believe that all languages deserve a healthy future. Many scholars have explained
why we should care about the maintenance and vitality of all the world’s languages
(Fishman 1991, 2001; Hale 1992, 1998; Crystal 2000; Davis 2009). They counter
arguments that there are more pressing issues, that global communication would be easier
if we all spoke the same language, or that language loss is a natural process of cultural
evolution through which only the fittest survive. At the same time, we recognize the
variable circumstances that have led to the specific predicaments of particular languages
(see, e.g., Mufwene 2001, especially chapter 6, “Language Contact, Evolution, and
Death”) and the variability of resources available to support their revitalization and future
vitality. Languages around the world have been and continue to be treated inequitably.
Coauthor Heather Sparling, an ethnomusicologist and a fluent Gaelic learner, identified
all of our interviewees. While the three coauthors worked together to analyze the
interviews, we relied on Sparling’s long history of ethnographic research in Gaelic Nova
Scotia and her personal relationships with all the interlocutors to recognize references,
provide additional details to contextualize interviewees’ comments, and “read between
the lines.” Ultimately, the research and insights at the heart of this article could not have
emerged other than at the intersections between ethnomusicological fieldwork and

psycholinguistic theory.


http://www.unesco.org/languages-atlas/en/atlasmap.html
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4. For histories of the Gaelic language in Scotland, see McEwan-Fujita (2003, 2010, 2011);
Dunbar (2005); Armstrong (2013); MacLeod (2018); and Dunmore (2019). The
sociolinguistic concept of “language death” was developed in studies of Gaelic (Dorian
1981).

5. Gaelic Language Report 1, 2015 (analyzing the data from the 2011 census),

https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/documents/analytical _reports/Report_part 1.pdf.

6. A limited literature addresses the history of Gaelic in Nova Scotia and revitalization
efforts (Edwards 1991; Kennedy 2001; Baker 2005; Dunbar 2008; Dembling 2010;
McEwan-Fujita 2013).

7. Traditional music and dance are particularly celebrated and recognizable aspects of
Gaelic culture in Nova Scotia (see, e.g., Feintuch 2004, especially pp. 76—77; and
Hennessy 2015). Two of Cape Breton’s key tourism events center on traditional music:
the Celtic Colours International Festival in October and KitchenFest! in July. Parts of
Cape Breton Island have been framed in terms of music, such as “Canada’s Musical
Coast” (Cape Breton Island’s west coast tourism brand; canadasmusicalcoast.com)
(Lavengood 2008; Alexander 2014). Gaelic, Scottish, and Celtic culture are highlighted
throughout the region, evident in institutions such as the Celtic Music Interpretive Centre,
the Highland Village, and the Gaelic College, as well as in the branding of Cape Breton

as “the Celtic Heart of North America” (www.celticheart.ca).

8. Thanks to the official status of French in Canada, the provincial Acadian community has
a Francophone university (Université Sainte-Anne), an Acadian school board with
Francophone schools located across the province, and numerous French immersion

school programs. The first Mi’kmaq immersion school was created in Eskasoni in 2015,


https://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/documents/analytical_reports/Report_part_1.pdf
http://www.celticheart.ca/
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10.

11.

supported by Mi’kmaw Kina’matnewey (http://kinu.ca/), an organization dedicated to
Mi’kmaw education and language. Canada’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s
Calls to Actions (2015) call for recognition and support of Indigenous languages,
motivating calls on Nova Scotia’s government to declare Mi’kmaq an official language.
Acadian Affairs and Francophonie (AAF) and Gaelic Affairs (GA) are housed within the
provincial Department of Communities, Culture and Heritage. An officer or director of
Acadian Affairs has existed in the Nova Scotia government since 1985, although the AAF

wasn’t established until 2004 (https://memoryns.ca/nova-scotia-office-of-acadian-affairs).

According to the department’s 2018—19 Business Plan

(https://novascotia.ca/government/accountability/2018-2019/2018-2019-business-plan-

Department-of-Communities-Culture-and-Heritage.pdf), the estimated budgets for each

group were $1,987,000 for AAF and $419,000 for GA. The Office of Aboriginal Affairs
is a stand-alone unit within the Nova Scotia government, since its relationship to the
province is more complex legally (e.g., in terms of education, land claims, etc.). It does
not come under the jurisdiction of the Department of Communities, Culture and Heritage.
According to its 2018—19 Business Plan

(https://novascotia.ca/government/accountability/2018-2019/2018-2019-business-plan-

Office-of-Aboriginal-Affairs.pdf), its estimated budget was $4,411,000.

Gaelic Affairs reports that approximately 230,000 Nova Scotians are descendants of

Gaelic-speaking settlers (https://gaelic.novascotia.ca/community) out of a total provincial

population of 976,768 (https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/nl/pub/71-607-x/71-607-

x2019036-eng.htm), or 23.5 percent of the population.

https://gaelic.novascotia.ca/community.
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13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

Ceilidh (pronounced KAY-lee) is a Gaelic word for “visit.” Attendees take turns sharing
news, songs, stories, music, and dance.

There is an ongoing debate as to whether Gaelic fluency is required to play the fiddle in
an authentically Cape Breton style. This debate is traced by Sparling (2014:280-94). For
a discussion of the relationship between step dance and the Gaelic language, see Melin
(2015:56-64). The significant relationship between the Gaelic language and dance is
attested by the title of John Gibson’s Gaelic Cape Breton Step-Dancing: An Historical
and Ethnographic Perspective (2017).

We offered all interviewees the opportunity to read this manuscript before submitting it
for publication. We edited the article in response to those few instances when the
interviewees suggested changes.

Puirt-a-beul (pl.; port-a-beul, sing.; sometimes shortened to puirt or port) literally
translates as “tunes from the mouth” but is more commonly translated as “mouth music.”
Puirt-a-beul combine Gaelic lyrics with fiddle and pipe tunes. They are characterized by
simple, repetitive, and often nonsensical lyrics. It is commonly believed in Cape Breton
that musicians ought to have puirt-a-beul lyrics running through their minds while
playing associated instrumental tunes in order to play with a correct rhythm and style.
Since the time of the interviews in 2015, brothers Colin and Keith MacDonald have also
both had babies, and they, along with their partners, are speaking Gaelic with them as
well.

It is difficult to prove that knowledge of the Gaelic language or even knowledge of puirt-

a-beul lyrics affects a musician’s ability to play with a recognizably traditional or Gaelic



MOTIVATING MUSICIANS TO LEARN A HERITAGE LANGUAGE 38

18.

19.

20.

21.

style, and there are at least as many musicians who argue that Gaelic fluency is
unnecessary to play traditional Cape Breton music (Sparling 2014:280-94).

Milling frolics were originally labor activities where women beat newly woven cloth on a
table in time to Gaelic call-and-response songs that the women took turns leading.
Beating the cloth preshrunk the cloth and “fulled” the fibers so that the weave was tighter
and the cloth was both warmer and more weather-resistant. In Scotland, milling frolics
were known as waulkings. Today, milling frolics are still held across Cape Breton,
although they are now social and cultural events without a labor function, and both men
and women participate (for more, see Sparling 2019).

“Jigging,” also known as “lilting” and “diddling,” renders an instrumental tune in “non-
sense” syllables (syllables without semantic meaning). “Am Muilean Dubh” (The black
mill) is a well-known traditional tune. Significant here is that Keith “jigs” the tune with
nonsense syllables until he reaches the final word of the verse, when he uses a real word,
tarragan (nails), that corresponds to the rhythm at that point in the tune. A fiddle

rendition of this tune can be heard here

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7]8yiuRYHrs) from 1:41-2:02.

The Gaidhlig aig Baile method and activities are outlined in a Gaelic Affairs report
(MacEachen 2008).

A Gaelic song-writing workshop was held 11-12 May 2019 at Colaisde na Gaidhlig. (A

Facebook post advertising the event can be accessed at http://bit.ly/33cWKal..)



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7j8yiuRYHrs
http://bit.ly/33cWKaL
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