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38 years of music, verse, and storytelling




Girvan Traditional Folk Festival – French Project 2012
SOME BACKGROUND

Girvan Traditional Folk Festival is one of the oldest Folk Festivals in Scotland. Documented records go back to 1974, but there was certainly a small local programme of folk music song and dance which was already established for a few years before that. Over its 37 year history Girvan has attracted most of the world’s leading traditional artists, and is now a ‘target’ festival for new, as well as established performers: ‘Girvan is a “must” on the CV for a traditional singer or musician’.

The Festival runs; according to well established tradition; annually on the “May Bank Holiday Weekend” (Friday, Saturday and Sunday) and has several key features. These include Concerts, Ceilidh Dances, Sessions and Competitions.
Girvan’s location in the South-west of Scotland has led to it attracting not just artists and enthusiasts from all over Scotland but also from the North of England and from Ireland; both only a few hours journey away. It boasts a strong following of ‘regulars’ not just from Britain and Ireland, but some come every year from North America.
STORYTELLING

Girvan has always been recognized for its special focus on oral tradition, and as well as traditional song and ballads the programme has developed a strong element of traditional storytelling. It is a fact that many storytellers are also singers and musicians (some use traditional songs and ‘snatches’ in their telling) and that many traditional singers have no difficulty in ‘turning their hand’ to ‘spinning a good yarn’.

It was on that basis that the Festival has introduced a developing feature of a guest storyteller in the concert programme of the weekend. Thanks to his place in an international network of storytellers, the Festival’s ‘convenor of storytelling’ has been fortunate to attract guests from Ireland, Estonia, USA, Wales and France as well as a number from Scotland since 1999. These have been specifically chosen as particularly suited to audiences who are not normally used to stories as part of a folk concert, partly because they; in the main; also bring some musical element to the stage.

THE STORYTELLING COMPETITION
Since the beginning there has been a Storytelling Competition (arguably ‘the oldest continuing Storytelling Competition in Britain and Ireland) where the entrants compete for “the Queen’s Quaich” (presented by the management of the Queen’s Hotel 27 years ago). More recently a second trophy “the Paddy’s Milestone Plaque” was introduced for Reciting (a tradition of performing – usually epic – narrative verse still found in Scotland, Ireland and England). This was added to the competitions in 1998 as a result of a high number of entries using long poems; and recognized a different range of skills from those in telling legends, folktales or anecdotal pieces in a traditional way.
Both Storytelling and Reciting in Competition are allowed in English or Scots (or a dialect of either).

Over the years dozens of competitors have ‘taken the stage’ to compete. A complete list would certainly include some of the most important “oral tradition bearers” from Scotland and its neighbours over 2 and (now undoubtedly) 3 generations. The Competition is held in the Westcliffe Hotel on the Sunday from 11.30am. In 2011 the adjudication was presented at 3.15pm. reflecting a record number of entries.

NOW – THE FRENCH CONNECTION

The town of Girvan is twinned with Torcy near Paris. A small number of professional storytellers and creative writers from Torcy decided that it would be an appropriate way to enhance the connection by organizing a group of mainly young people to come and compete at the Competition, as well as enjoy the wider activities of the Festival weekend. In 2011 a group of 3; including the Secretary of the Torcy International Twinning Committee; visited the Festival as an ‘advance party’ for the planned group in 2012. During their visit the Torcy group were ‘hosted’ by the ‘convenor’ and, as well as attending concerts, a ‘briefing’ on Storytelling in the Tradition and the Competition; were invited to perform as special guests for the Competition audience. Their experiences have played an important part in the development of a plan for a special programme, including additional events, during their visit.

Detailed reports with photographs on the 2011 visit are available (in French) on the Torcy Twinning website:  www.jumelage-torcy.fr/11_CR_Folk_Festival_Girvan.html
STORYTELLING PROJECT 2012

Currently the Torcy group are engaged in a programme to prepare a group of local students learning storytelling skills and working on ‘competition pieces’ mainly sourced from French and Scottish folktales. They will be competing in English at Girvan. While it is intended that the visitors will have a separate competition it has been decided that the competition be open to other French people. These competitors will also be able to compete for the Queen’s Quaich.

Further discussion has led to a decision to offer an opportunity to ‘non-French learners’ to participate in another separate competition for traditional storytelling in French.

The Festival programme will also introduce additional ‘workshops’ – one in French “The Ancient Art of Storytelling”, the second in English “The Stories of the Celtic Peoples”.

The adjudicator for the Festival competitions will be the 2011 International Guest Storyteller: Marie Chiff’mine from Landujan near Rennes in High Brittany. Maurice Langlois, a respected expert and writer on Breton Folklore, once described Marie as “the Best we have”. Marie has been guest at Girvan before, and was an obvious choice for the special programme in 2012. She will also lead the workshops as well as perform in concert.   

The Festival is currently engaged in seeking partners in the two competitions; in part to identify potential competitors, including French ‘learners’ from High Schools, FE Colleges, Leisure Education French conversation courses, and from French institutions in Scotland.

The Festival welcomes contacts with teachers and tutors, especially those who may be in a position to identify potential competitors (or audience).

Ideas and sponsors are also sought for prizes for the two additional competitions.

If you are interested and can help in any way, you are welcome to contact the Festival’s ‘convenor of storytelling’ Colin McAllister at the e-address or phone number below.

For more general background information about the Festival visit the website. 

Colin McAllister:  email. bluetower@btopenworld.com    tel. 01555 851187  
Festival Website:  www.girvanfolkfestival.co.uk 
