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INTRODUCTION 

In a letter to Charles Seeger’s biographer Anne Pescatello from 1965 or 1966, Sidney 

Robertson recalled Seeger’s early instructions to her as a fieldworker: “‘Record EVERYthing!’ 

[Seeger] said as emphatically as he could. ‘Don’t select, don’t omit, don’t concentrate on any 

single style. We know so little! Record everything!’”1 It was during her time as Charles Seeger’s 

assistant for the Resettlement Administration (RA) that Robertson learned to be inquisitive about 

all types of music, to be exceedingly thorough in her documentation, and not to regard anything 

as unimportant. Robertson explained Seeger’s reasons for this statement and his greater 

methodological philosophy in this same letter to Pescatello:  

What he was trying to do was to inoculate me against contagion from the local collectors 
I was to meet, for each of them as a matter of course picked and chose items for his 
collection according to some personal standard of authenticity, or taste, or esthetic [sic] 
quality, or topical interest. Charlie knew it was important to disabuse me of any notion I 
might have that any particular part of the tradition was more important than any other. 
Nothing should be omitted!2 
 
Indeed, Seeger played a central role in Robertson’s involvement with folk music by way 

of the music projects of the New Deal. He served as both mentor and colleague to Robertson 

while she was in the field with the Resettlement Administration (a program that transplanted 

poor citizens into idealized new communities), and as an adviser to her own work with the 

California Folk Music Project for the Works Progress Administration (WPA). The relationship 

between Seeger and Robertson throughout the 1930s proved to be important and fruitful in terms 

of folk music research throughout the United States. Whereas Seeger’s own views on folk music 

changed from pointed indifference with occasional disdain, to a greater appreciation for the 

music beginning in the early 1930s, it would be improper to characterize his involvement with 

                                                
1 Sidney Robertson Cowell, “Recall,” letters to Charles Seeger’s biographer in 1965-66. Quoted in Anne M. 
Pescatello, Charles Seeger: A Life in American Music (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1992), 141. 
2 Ibid. 
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folk music as a revelation of sorts; rather Seeger had been exposed throughout his life to music 

outside of the modern “classical” music that he composed. However, his opinions about folk 

music’s importance in his life continuously shifted between acceptance and denial in many of his 

later writings. 

Seeger and Robertson were not the only researchers in folk song during this period to be 

sure; nor was the research into folk music relegated solely to the music divisions of the New 

Deal. The list of people associated with folk music endeavors during the New Deal era reads like 

a veritable who’s who of important contemporary scholars in both folklore and musicological 

research. These people include Harold Spivacke, a founding member of the New York 

Musicological Society and chief of the Music Division of the Library of Congress; George 

Herzog of Columbia University, who was associated with the Federal Theatre Project; Benjamin 

Botkin of the Federal Writers’ Project of the WPA; Herbert Halpert, a student of Herzog’s in the 

anthropology department at Columbia University, a member of the Folklore Society alongside 

Alan Lomax, Herzog, and Seeger, and later a folk song researcher for the National Service 

Bureau of the WPA’s Federal Theatre Project; and John and Alan Lomax, both associated with 

the Archive of American Folk Song (AAFS), which housed many of the folk song recordings 

made during this period.3 

Throughout the 1930s, particularly with the financial backing associated with Franklin 

Roosevelt’s New Deal, interest in folk and traditional music research reached a high-water mark. 

Federal financial backing for collecting music in the United States began many years earlier, 

however; in 1879 Congress established the Bureau of Ethnology (later the Bureau of American 

Ethnology, or BAE), which listed among its primary goals the collection and research of Native 

                                                
3 Herbert Halpert, “Coming into Folklore More than Fifty Years Ago.” The Journal of American Folklore 105 
(1992): 443-444. 
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American music. Among its earliest affiliates were James Mooney, Frances Densmore, Frank 

Hamilton Cushing, Jesse Walter Fewkes, and Alice Cunningham Fletcher. However, the 

government support provided by the New Deal allowed field researchers an unprecedented 

opportunity to record and catalog folk and traditional musics of various cultures throughout the 

United States. In particular, Resettlement Administration workers were installed in communities 

throughout the eastern and southern United States where they both collected and encouraged folk 

and traditional music making among the members of the camps. During the years of the WPA, 

the coverage of folk music collections spanned the entire nation, and though the collections 

favored Anglo-American folk songs, they also included music of Native Americans and non-

English-speaking peoples. 

In the mid-1930s folk festivals gained popularity as well, beginning with Sarah Gertrude 

Knott’s National Folk Festival of 1934 in St. Louis, which boasted support from number of 

important folklorists and writers, including Zora Neale Hurston, George Pullen Jackson, 

Benjamin Botkin, and Constance Rourke.4 Similar festivals were subsequently staged in 

Allentown, Pennsylvania in May 1935 (produced by George Korson) and in Chicago in May 

1937, which was billed as another “National Folk Festival.” Sidney Robertson attended this latter 

festival where she recorded events for the Resettlement Administration. These festivals 

showcased music, dance, and other cultural arts of various native and non-native traditions, thus 

expanding the audience for folk music. 

Furthermore, folk music became popular throughout the United States in the realm of 

politics as well. Before the Depression, many Americans sought to assimilate themselves via the 

“melting pot” ideal, which had come into currency in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 

                                                
4 Michael Ann Williams, Staging Tradition: John Lair and Sarah Gertrude Knott (Urbana and Chicago: University 
of Illinois Press, 2006), 19. 
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centuries. Often times this assimilation meant that the immigrant gave up his or her language and 

regional customs, including music, in order to fit into the greater society of the United States. 

However, the devastating effects of the Depression forced many families to leave the security of 

their common communities. With this displacement came the desire to cling to a sense of 

personal identity, not only with the loss of personal effects and property, but also with regard to a 

sense of pride in one’s regional heritage. One reason for this resurgence in national heritage may 

be attributed to a feeling that the “American” way of life had failed many of its citizens.  

Roosevelt was keenly aware of the importance of highlighting and celebrating individual 

differences of these traditions in order to promote a renewed sense of nationalism. Paul Green, 

president of the National Folk Association and supporter of Knott’s folk festival, wrote to 

Roosevelt asking for a statement about the importance of conserving of folk traditions of the 

United States. Roosevelt’s reply underscored the administration’s stance on these traditions:  

We in the United States are amazingly rich in the elements from which to weave a 
culture. We have the best of man’s past on which to draw, brought to us by our native 
folk and folk from all parts of the world. 
 
In binding these elements into a National fabric of beauty and strength, let us keep the 
original fibres so intact that the fineness of each will show in the completed handiwork.5 
 
Thus, during this time of crisis the idea of the national quilt as a model of difference 

came to supplant the homogeneity of the melting pot. Not surprisingly, it was at this time that the 

Popular Front emerged, a Leftist movement originally associated with the Communist Party of 

the United States (CPUSA). Populist thought was prevalent not only among those affiliated with 

the Communist party, but also among people within Roosevelt’s administration, as well as a 

number of prominent scholars, musicians, playwrights, and musicians. Folk music fit well into 

this progressive framework as an important representation of music of “the people” not as an 

                                                
5 Williams, 19. 
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undifferentiated mass, but as a group of individuals with their own agency and sense of identity, 

united in a common populist goal. 

Pluralism, however, was not entirely embraced by folk music collectors or their sponsors, 

who tended to focus on songs of English, Scottish, and Anglo-American traditions, such as the 

canonic Francis J. Child ballads. According to Joseph Hickerson: “On the federal level, there 

was some reluctance at first to publicize the recordings of foreign-language singers in the United 

States. Congressional philosophy was not strongly pluralistic, and the melting-pot persuasion 

was prevalent.”6 Robertson also ran into these sorts of problems during her California Folk 

Music project from her sponsors at the Library of Congress and the WPA, a matter that will be 

discussed at length later in this paper.  

Charles Seeger was enthusiastic and supportive of his former assistant Robertson’s plan 

to investigate folk music in her native California. In a letter to her written on June 22, 1938 he 

spoke of his conversation with George Herzog about the procedures she should take in her 

fieldwork and what to include in both the audio recordings and visual documentation. Seeger 

wanted Robertson to capture the atmosphere of an event in order to illuminate a culture’s 

“relation with [its] environment,” particularly when dealing with non-English-speaking groups.7 

He noted the importance of her endeavor, stating: “The bridge between folk and popular art is 

most interesting to trace. You, in California, have a chance to contribute in a unique way, for our 

scant information tells us that San Francisco figured along with New Orleans, St. Louis and 

                                                
6 Joseph C. Hickerson, “Early Field Recordings of Ethnic Music,” In Ethnic Recordings in America: A Neglected 
Heritage, ed. by Pekka Gronow, Studies in American Folklife No. 1 (Washington D.C.: American Folklife Center, 
Library of Congress, 1982), 77. 
7 Letter from Charles Seeger to Sidney Robertson, June 22, 1938, “California Gold: Northern California Folk Music 
from the Thirties,” Collected by Sidney Robertson Cowell, Library of Congress, ed. Catherine Hiebert Kerst, 
”http://memory.loc.gov/cgibin/query/r?ammem/cowellbib:@field(NUMBER+@band(afccc+@1(cor3-2))) (accessed 
June 25, 2008). The Library of Congress website will be henceforth referred to as “California Gold” website. 
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Chicago in that early history from 1890 to 1915.”8 Indeed the fact that so little folk music 

research had been undertaken in California was the impetus for Robertson to embark on an 

ambitious project in which she would ultimately record over eight hundred folk songs from an 

array of different cultures in California. Notable lacunae distorted the ethnic representation of her 

sample, though in her defense, she fully expected the project to continue in order to address these 

serious omissions. Despite the premature termination of the project, and the concomitant lack of 

representation of some important communities, however, Robinson made a rich contribution to 

the preservation and documentation of traditional musics in California.   

Robertson’s aim for this project was to create an “objective record” of what constituted 

“Californian” folk music, particularly with regards to the relatively untouched traditions that 

could be found there.9 She wrote that a “California folk song is not yet… a song (in whatever 

language) which has been sung long enough in the region to have taken on characteristics it 

didn’t have when it came here; it can only be defined at present as a traditional song surviving in 

California today.”10 Furthermore she wanted to structure her project to encompass “in the widest 

possible sense… any music—song or dance tune—which is orally transmitted and current in 

California in the year 1938.”11 

Robertson collected music throughout Northern California, ranging from cities such as 

San Francisco and Oakland, to smaller communities in the Central Valley and Tuolumne County. 

She wanted to keep the project description broad, and shied away from the term “American” 

                                                
8 Letter from Charles Seeger to Sidney Robertson, June 22, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
9 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Albert Elkus, February 21, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
10 Sidney Robertson Cowell, “The Recording of Folk Music in California,” California  
Folklore Quarterly 1/1 (1942): 8. 
11 Cowell, “The Recording of Folk Music in California,” 11. 
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traditional music.12 Her recordings covered a number of different ethnicities and musical 

traditions including Armenian, Croatian, Anglo-American, Basque, Finnish, Icelandic, 

Portuguese, Puerto Rican, Russian Molekan, Hungarian, and Italian, among others. The project 

yielded 237 acetate disks and 817 individual tracks for a total of thirty-five hours of music in 

sixteen languages. Over one-third of the recordings were in English, made by thirty-one different 

performers, and were labeled Series “E,” for “English.” The remainder of the recordings, those 

of the seventy-five foreign-language performers, were labeled Series “M,” for “minority.”13 She 

had originally intended to include Asian and Native American musics, both of which were 

important to an “objective” study of music in California, but these aspects of the project never 

materialized.14 There are many possible reasons for their omission, such the need to involve an 

anthropologist who specialized in Native American research, but the fundamental reason was 

that Robertson simply ran out of time. She had planned to remedy these exclusions had the 

project been funded beyond its initial proposal, but unfortunately it was discontinued in early 

1940.  

Aside from the audio recordings, the project also included 168 photographs of performers 

and instruments, and a number of mechanical drawings and sketches that detailed the 

specifications of some of the instruments used in the recordings. In addition to these items, 

Robertson kept extensive field notes that she sent back to the Northern California WPA office, 

commentary on individual songs, some textual and melodic transcriptions of the songs, and a 

diary of her travels. Her eighty-five page statement of accomplishment submitted in January 
                                                
12 Robertson asked Charles Seeger specifically to avoid using this term in a letter he was to write to Dr. James 
Sharp, the Coordinator of Statistical Projects for the California WPA. Letter from Sidney Robertson to Charles 
Seeger, February 13, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
13 Although this division of recordings was probably meant as a practical measure by the Library of Congress and 
the Archive of American Folk Music, it is problematic from the standpoint of race and the favoring of English-
speaking Americans. This issue will be dealt with more fully in a broader discussion of Robertson’s project later in 
the paper.  
14 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Charles Seeger, February 13, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
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1940, after her first year of fieldwork, includes an overview of the project, examples of the 

collection of materials for the California Folk Music Project, information on personnel, a cross-

section of the research undertaken during the project, and appendices that outline a checklist of 

California songs and a study in melodic variations by project assistant Sirvart Poladian.  

The collection now resides at the Library of Congress with duplicates at the University of 

California at Berkeley. A considerable portion of the materials, both written and aural, have been 

digitized and placed on a website hosted by the Library of Congress as part of the larger 

American Memory project that also included other WPA state collections and some of the work 

of John and Ruby Lomax, among many others. The Library collaborated with the University of 

California in order to acquire materials that the Library did not possess in its own collection, 

such as drawings of musical instruments. The online archive includes all of the recordings, 

photographs, and drawings; much of the correspondence; notes and field reports; transcriptions; 

and articles about the collection, some of which were written by Catherine Hiebert Kerst, 

primary editor of the online archive. 

This essay explores the relationship between Seeger and Robertson and their work in folk 

music in the United States. The first section of the essay traces Seeger’s involvement with folk 

music, beginning with his exposure at a young age while living in Mexico City; his political 

endeavors at the University of California; his relationship with Ruth Crawford, Henry Cowell, 

and the members of the Composers’ Collective in New York; his tenure at the New School for 

Social Research and the Institute for Musical Arts; and his subsequent employment for both the 

Resettlement Administration and the Works Progress Administration. The second half focuses on 

Sidney Robertson’s California Folk Music Project for the WPA through the lens of her previous 

experiences with folk music, particularly her experiences with Charles Seeger and the RA, as 
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well as her professional relationships with those involved therein, such as Spivacke, Herzog, and 

the Lomaxes. Furthermore, I will address some of the larger issues that arise from her project, 

such as the aforementioned omissions of various cultures, her process of finding informants and 

making editorial decisions in the field, as well as the problems associated with the bureaucracy 

she faced while working with the Library of Congress, the University of California, and the 

WPA. 
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PART I: CHARLES SEEGER 

Chapter 1. Charles Seeger in California (1912–19) 

In May of 1912, at the age of twenty-six, Seeger was hired as a professor of music at the 

University of California in Berkeley, its only campus at the time, by the university’s president, 

Benjamin Ide Wheeler; Seeger was the youngest full professor to be hired by the university.15 

Seeger and his wife Constance Edson moved to Berkeley that summer. He had met Constance at 

the Institute of Musical Arts (IMA, later the Juilliard School of Music) in New York, while 

serving as her accompanist, and married her the previous year. At Berkeley Seeger was hired to 

replace Bach specialist, conductor, and composer John Frederick Wolle, and was to teach theory, 

harmony, and counterpoint. Upon his arrival, however, Seeger found that the music department, 

which had been founded in 1905, had only twenty-five students, no building, and was not very 

well structured.16 Furthermore, the music history courses were not as broad as he would have 

liked; Seeger was not content to offer a course in music history that was similar to those courses 

taught in other music departments, which generally favored music before 1800. He therefore 

introduced into his courses music from the nineteenth century and beyond into the curriculum, as 

well as folk songs from around the world. He also instituted the first course dedicated to music of 

the United States. It was during these first years at Berkeley that Seeger, as a composer, began 

thinking seriously about musicology as an intellectual endeavor, and published his approach to 

the discipline in his paper “Toward an Establishment of the Study of Musicology in America” 

                                                
15 Anne M. Pescatello, Charles Seeger: A Life in American Music (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1992), 
52. 
16 Michael Hicks, Henry Cowell, Bohemian (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2002), 66. 
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(1913).17 Seeger also instituted a four-year curriculum for music in that same year, though no 

formal degree in music was offered.18 

Although Seeger had a Harvard degree in music, he felt that his education was not as well 

rounded as he would have liked. In his quest to satisfy his intellectual curiosity, he quickly fell in 

with a number of colleagues at the university such as anthropologists Albert Kroeber and Robert 

Lowie, and English professor Herbert Ellsworth Cory. Cory, in particular, became a close 

companion and helped foster in Seeger a broad knowledge of literature, philosophy, 

anthropology, and politics.19 Seeger pored over the works of Hegel, Kant, Freud, Kroeber, 

Lowie, and Bertrand Russell, to whom he was philosophically indebted. 

During his first two years at Berkeley Seeger began to question his own views on class 

difference and privilege. According to Anne Pescatello: “By the end of the 1913-1914 academic 

year, Seeger felt that he had lost the ‘anti-lower class’ attitude that he had imbibed from his 

father and from the rest of the Seeger clan.”20 Around this time, Seeger and Cory became 

involved with leftist, socialist, and anarchist thinkers. They interacted with radicals such as 

Emma Goldman and the Wobblies of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), and examined 

the writings of Katusky and Marx, though Seeger stated that throughout his life he did not feel he 

fully understood the latter.21 In 1914 UC sociology professor Carlton Parker contested Seeger 

and Cory’s political ideals, and criticized the pair as “ivory tower idealists.” 22 Parker proposed a 

trip to the Central Valley in Northern California to visit migrant workers as a challenge to their 

                                                
17 Pescatello, 55–56. 
18 Bonnie C. Wade, http://ls.berkeley.edu/dept/music/introduction.html#history (accessed January 29, 2009). 
19 Richard A. Reuss, “Folk Music and Social Conscience: The Musical Odyssey of Charles Seeger,” Western 
Folklore 38 (1979): 224. 
20 Pescatello, 62. 
21 Pescatello, 62. 
22 Pescatello, 60. 
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alleged political naïveté, a trip that profoundly affected both men.23 In 1915 Seeger gave a 

lecture to the Radical Club of San Francisco about Richard Wagner’s role in the 1848 revolt in 

pre-Germany. According to an article in the San Francisco Chronicle, the Radical Club was a 

leftist organization that was “composed entirely of Socialists, Spiritualists, Free Lovers, Woman 

Suffragists and all who by reason of their sentiments are ostracized from the society which they 

so much condemn.”24 Also that year he decided to become a conscientious objector and spoke 

openly against the war in Europe.  

During Seeger’s time at Berkeley he also met a young student who would be a colleague 

of his for many years to come. In the fall of 1914 Henry Cowell enrolled at Berkeley to study 

composition with Seeger, whom the young pianist had met through either his father Harry 

Cowell or Henry Hadley, conductor of the San Francisco Symphony, according to various 

sources.25 Although Cowell had no high school diploma—he was essentially entirely home-

schooled by his liberal-minded parents—Seeger recognized in him a kindred musical curiosity 

and eclecticism, and agreed to take him as a student. The two shared a passion for avant-garde 

music and Seeger developed a course specifically for Cowell in dissonant counterpoint.26 

Cowell’s’ lessons were largely informal, which suited the young student well. Seeger later 

encouraged Cowell to enroll at the IMA in New York after Cowell’s mother passed away in 

1916, though Cowell was not used to the sort of discipline required at such a conservative 

institution.27 Cowell and Seeger remained close throughout their lives, though at times Seeger 

was annoyed at Cowell for not giving him proper credit for compositional and theoretical ideas. 
                                                
23 Reuss, 225. 
24 Reuss, “Folk Music and Social Conscience,” 225. The Radical Club of San Francisco was a leftist organization 
that was “composed entirely of Socialists, Spiritualists, Free Lovers, Woman Suffragists and all who by reason of 
their sentiments are ostracized from the society which they so much condemn.” San Francisco Chronicle, June 27, 
1872, p.1 
25 The differing accounts of Cowell’s introduction to Seeger are examined in Hicks, 66–67. 
26 Pescatello, 65. 
27 Hicks, 75. 
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In a 1940 article in the Magazine of Art, Seeger expressed quite tellingly the dynamics of their 

relationship: “My conservative friends have always wondered why I did not teach [Cowell] to be 

a respectable musician. My liberal friends have never given me credit for teaching him anything. 

He himself swiped many of his best (and some of his worst) ‘ideas’ from me, and occasionally 

[he] acknowledges it.”28 Regardless of whether Cowell properly credited Seeger, the two men 

continued throughout their lives to share interests in a wide range of music outside of the avant-

garde modernist works that initially brought them together. 

One particular interest that Seeger and Cowell shared was field recordings of musics 

outside of the Western concert music tradition, which Seeger first encountered at the University 

of California. During a family trip in the summer of 1916 the Seegers toured Yosemite and 

Indian reservations, which sparked an interest in Native American music. He was surprised to 

find that the university had approximately 1200 wax cylinders of Californian Indian field 

recordings.29 Seeger had no previous experience with field recordings, and found within this 

collection a wealth of music he had never heard. Unfortunately the university’s collection was 

not well preserved. The first cylinder that Seeger played began to shed its wax coating. Seeger 

alerted the curator that the cylinder was being ruined, but the latter responded that it was typical 

for the cylinders to deteriorate with use. This experience infuriated Seeger, who called the 

curator a “criminal,” and led Seeger to stress the importance of duplicating field recordings in 

order to preserve them for future scholars.30 

Cowell developed his own passion for field recordings in 1931 when he received a 

Guggenheim Fellowship to study in Berlin with Erich von Hornbostel, director of the Berlin 

                                                
28 Charles Seeger, “Henry Cowell,” Magazine of Art 33 (May 1940): 288. Quoted in Pescatello, 68. 
29 Pescatello, 72. 
30 Pescatello, 72–73. 
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Phonogramm-Archiv at the Staatsbibliothek.31 The Berlin archive had been an important site of 

comparative musicological research for many years, and counted among its contributors Carl 

Stumpf, Curt Sachs, and Robert Lachmann.32 Von Hornbostel introduced Cowell to the vast 

archive of cylinders preserving musics from around the globe, an experience that spawned a life-

long hobby of collecting records of non-Western musics.33 At Cowell’s request, the New School 

provided him with $100 to purchase a copy of the Berlin archive’s 120–cylinder “demonstration 

collection.”34 He had the discs shipped to New York where they were subsequently transferred to 

aluminum negatives from which copies could be made. Cowell used much of this material for his 

series of non-Western LPs issued by Ethnic Folkways Records in the 1950s and 60s, with 

extensive liner notes by Cowell. Cowell also utilized these recordings for his groundbreaking 

courses on the “Music of the World’s Peoples,” which he taught at the New School for Social 

Research in New York and at various colleges in California (e.g. Mills, Stanford, and the 

University of California Extension.) Cowell returned to Berlin the following year and purchased, 

at the price of one Deutschmark per disc, hundreds of other recordings of world music for the 

New School, Carlos Chávez, and himself.35 Cowell’s collection of 78 rpm records numbered in 

the thousands, most of which are currently stored at the New School.36 

Seeger gradually became estranged from the university that provided his first 

employment. His political outspokenness about the war and class issues spawned opposition 

among his colleagues, and he found himself isolated. World War I in particular was of a distinct 

personal importance; he lost his brother Alan, to whom he had been very close. Seeger later 
                                                
31 Hicks, 119. 
32 Kurt Reinhard and George List, liner notes to The Demonstration Collection of E.M. von Hornbostel and the 
Berlin Phonogramm-Archiv (Ethnic Folkways Library FE4175, 1963), 8. 
33 Hicks, 119. 
34 The discs were transferred in 1959 to Indiana University. Leta E. Miller, “Henry Cowell and John Cage: 
Intersections and Influences, 1933-1941,” Journal of the American Musicological Society 59/1 (2006), 56. 
35 Miller, 56. 
36 Hicks, 119. 
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recalled, “The War had given me, as it gave to so many people, an opportunity to realize and 

express points of view with a clarity not ordinarily evoked under the conventional considerations 

of living up to that time. My opposition to the international war lost me many friends: my 

partisanship in, indeed even my recognition of, the class war alienated others.”37 

Furthermore, Seeger found himself increasingly at odds philosophically with the 

modernist compositional style that he practiced and taught, and the tonal music that was at the 

root of his musical education.38 In a conversation with his daughter Peggy in 1977 he admitted 

that,  

I had reached a point where I found out so much about the composition of Schoenberg, 
Stravinsky, Scriabin, that—and Charles Ives and Ruggles—I realized I couldn’t admire 
the music that moved me and I couldn’t be moved by the music I admired…. I found that 
I was writing passages that were interesting but had no emotional—or, as I would say—
no affective content to speak of, and then lapsing off into music that had an affective 
content but I couldn’t feel were admirable.39  
 

It was partially this sort of emotional content that attracted him to folk music in the 1930s. In 

1915, after a performance of his “The Queen’s Masque” in Berkeley, he gave up composition 

altogether.40 Although this performance might have constituted the trigger for his radical change 

of direction, Seeger did not arrive at this decision as a result of this particular performance, or 

because the work was substandard. Rather, it came as a culmination of a number of factors 

underlying his views on his compositions in general. Seeger later reflected:  

In the first place, [composition] could not afford me a living and support for my growing 
family; second, I could not reconcile the “ideals” that had dominated my composition up 
to that time with the growing consciousness of the nature of geographic and social 
struggles of large masses of people; and thirdly, my musical education had been so bad 
that a complete revision was necessary before any more composition could be done.41 

                                                
37 Charles Seeger, in Records of the Class of 1908 (Harvard University, 1933), quoted in Pescatello, 96. 
38 Judith Tick, Ruth Crawford Seeger: A Composer’s Search for American Music (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1997), 115. 
39 Charles Seeger, dictated to Penny Seeger Cohen, April 22, 1977, quoted in Pescatello, 77. 
40 Quoted in Pescatello, 92. 
41 Seeger, Records of the Class of 1908, quoted in Pescatello, 96–97. 
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Due to these increasing stresses in his creative life and career, Seeger looked forward to 

his sabbatical year of 1918 when he and his family were to travel to New York. However, at the 

end of this year he felt that he was not yet ready to return to Berkeley to resume his professorial 

duties. Seeger recalled, “The strain of the conflicts involved in these considerations led me to 

take three years off and finally to decide to abandon all artistic, intellectual, and social life of all 

kinds I had hitherto known, in favor of a back-to-the soil and tramping kind of life.”42 

Ultimately he did not return to the University of California, and in his words, considered 

that he had been fired: “I jolly well was fired by the Acting President of UC, Gayley, a dear 

fellow, but a properly chauvinistic Britisher.”43 Whether or not his failure to return was due to 

actual termination, his political views alienated him from many at the university. Although the 

Seegers ultimately planned to return to their house in California, they did not make it farther than 

Pinehurst, North Carolina where they wintered in 1920. They spent the spring traveling back up 

the East Coast and returned to New York in June 1921.44  

                                                
42 Quoted in Pescatello, 97. 
43 Letter from Seeger to Richard Reuss, June 18, 1977, quoted in Pescatello, 80. 
44 Pescatello, 85. 
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Chapter 2. Charles Seeger in New York City (1921–1935) 

Two months later, in August of 1921, Walter Damrosch contacted Seeger and invited him 

to teach at the Institute of Musical Arts in New York. Damrosch offered a violin teaching 

position to Constance as well. This opportunity seemed like a homecoming for the Seegers, who 

had been living a nomadic life since his sabbatical year in 1918. Seeger was to revise the 

curriculum for the department and included therein courses in musicology and myths and epics, 

which he believed were fundamental to an understanding of musical works. He also continued to 

champion avant-garde music, though Damrosch frowned upon this sort of music. Seeger worked 

at the IMA through 1933, though his course load was cut by two-thirds due to a personal crisis—

Damrosch was displeased at the breakup of Seeger’s marriage.45 Seeger and his wife’s 

relationship had deteriorated throughout the 1920s for a number of reasons, in part due to 

Constance’s emotional instability, but also due to Seeger as well. Not only did he believe that a 

wife’s primary role was to take care of the family, but also his immersion in his own work, his 

frequent business trips, and his occasional infidelities put further strains on their relationship.46 

To supplement his teaching load, Seeger became involved with the New School in New 

York, which boasted an innovative approach to learning that was worlds apart from his previous 

institutional associations. The music program was not bound to a traditional Western musical 

focus, and stressed contemporary, and later non-Western musics. In 1929 Seeger encouraged 

Cowell to investigate Asiatic musics during his tour of Russia.47 Three years later, in 1932, 

Seeger and Cowell taught the first course in non-Western music, and the following year they 

contributed articles on music and musicology to the Encyclopedia of Social Sciences.48  

                                                
45 Pescatello, 94. 
46 Ibid., 86–89. 
47 Ibid., 95. 
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Davidson 19 

The difference in environments between the New School and the IMA echoed the 

academic-ideological spilt that Seeger felt while at Berkeley, and he found himself once again 

becoming involved politically and socially with radical thinkers. Along with the resurgence of 

these ideals, Seeger desired to be part of musical societies where he found colleagues who shared 

his musical and ideological worldview. He joined the International Music Society, a 

musicological group founded in 1927 in Basel by a committee that was chaired by Guido Adler, 

and in 1929 he was a founding member of the New York Musicological Society, the forerunner 

to the American Musicological Society.49 Seeger, and occasionally Harold Spivacke, chaired the 

meetings of the New York Musicological Society, and Helen Roberts, Gustave Reese, and Oliver 

Strunk were among its earliest members. In 1933, along with Helen Roberts and George Herzog, 

Seeger founded the American Society for Comparative Musicology, which was dedicated to non-

European music. Seeger was also president and editor for the American Library of Musicology, 

an organization that worked alongside the New York Musicological Society in New York City. 

The American Library of Musicology, which was devoted to publishing classic musicological 

works in their original languages with English translations, as well as original musicological 

studies from the United States, survived only a few years. Before it folded in 1936 the 

organization published two editions, Joseph Yasser’s A Theory of Evolving Tonality, and Helen 

Roberts’s study of the music of Indians in Southern California.50  

In 1929 Cowell introduced Seeger to a promising young composer who had studied in 

Chicago, Ruth Crawford. He encouraged Seeger to give Crawford composition lessons. Though 

Seeger was at first skeptical (Cowell showed Seeger some of Crawford’s compositions, which he 

                                                
49 1929 is the year given by Seeger in a 1976 interview, though the first meeting was in January of 1930, and the 
constitution was not drawn up until David K. Dunaway, “Charles Seeger and Carl Sands: The Composers’ 
Collective Years,” Ethnomusicology 24 (1980): 161. 
50 Pescatello, 120, 122. 
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criticized severely), Seeger would later praise her as his best student.51 Their relationship soon 

developed into a romantic one and they married in 1932 and began a family the following year. 

Soon thereafter Crawford abandoned composition altogether in order to focus on raising the 

family and giving piano lessons, a path that Seeger encouraged. 

In 1931, Seeger became involved with a group that would later be known as the 

Composers’ Collective. That winter, Cowell suggested to Crawford and Seeger that they 

investigate a group of musicians who were writing music for protests and union meetings.52 The 

Collective, which had its own chorus and orchestra, was part of the Communist Party’s musical 

wing, the Pierre Degeyter Club, named in honor of the composer of L’Internationale. The New 

York Degeyter Club, founded in 1931, was itself part of the Workers’ Music League, a division 

of the International Music Bureau, which had branches in many major cities in the Northeast and 

Midwest of the United States.53 At its height in the years between 1933 and 1935, the 

Composers’ Collective boasted twenty-four active members, including Herbert Haufrecht, Henry 

Leland Clarke, Lan Adomian, Norman Cazden, Robert Gross, Herbert Howe, Alex North, Earl 

Robinson, Leon Charles, Jacob Schaefer, Elie Siegmeister, and Marc Blitzstein, who was listed 

as secretary of the group in 1936.54 According to Michael Hicks, Henry Cowell, though 

acknowledged as one of the founding members of the group, was never listed in any of the 

minutes of the group’s meetings.55 Other composers, such as Hanns Eisler and Aaron Copland, 

would occasionally attend meetings, and Ruth Crawford was listed as having attended two.56 

                                                
51 Pescatello, 104–105. 
52 Dunaway, 161. 
53 Pescatello, 110. 
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Some members did not wish to incur political backlash and adopted pseudonyms for their 

publications with the Collective; H.L. Clarke, for example, wrote under the name “J. Fairbanks,” 

Siegmeister published as “L.E. Swift,” and Seeger wrote music and a few dozen articles for the 

radical newspaper the Daily Worker as “Carl Sands.” His articles ranged from “the hackneyed 

clichés and fiery slogans of the propagandist to the dispassionate if committed interest of the 

professional scholar.”57 Among these articles were “Stirring Songs of Struggle in the 

International Collection” (February 1, 1934), “Proletarian Music is a Historic Necessity” (March 

6, 1934), and “The Function of the Revolutionary Music Critic” (March 8, 1934). 

The group, which met in the late afternoons in loft apartments rented by the Communist 

Party, worked in the Communist tradition of worker songs. Though many of the members, 

including Seeger, were not members of the Communist party, they were sympathetic to the ideals 

of post-WWI proletariat movements. The Collective’s primary aim was to create “good music” 

that would “inspire class struggle and uplift the musical tastes of American workers.”58 The 

Collective’s compositional aim, according to Seeger, was “to use ordinary fragments of 

techniques in an unusual way, because we thought that was revolutionary and therefore suitable 

for the workers to use.”59 Some of these “ordinary fragments” included typical harmonic 

progressions with atypical chords, or typical chords that were placed in unusual harmonic 

progressions. Seeger’s worker song “Lenin, Who’s That Guy” used traditional guitar 

accompaniment adapted for the piano with an irregular, repetitive use of a stereotypical four-

chord harmonic sequence.60 These songs mark Seeger’s first attempts at composition since 1915.  

                                                                                                                                                       
that women did not generally hold a place in Marxist revolutionary groups. Crawford did write music for the 
Collective, however, though few, in any, of the songs ever were published. Tick, 196–97. 
57 Richard A. Reuss, “Folk Music and Social Conscience: The Musical Odyssey of Charles Seeger,” Western 
Folklore 38 (1979): 228. 
58 Dunaway, 160. 
59 Ibid., 164. 
60 Dunaway, 164. 
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The music composed by the Collective tended to be in the style of European art music 

with political lyrics that criticized corporate powers such as Henry Ford or J.P. Morgan, and that 

reflected the group’s Marxist leanings.61 Seeger expressed these Marxist ideas in his article “On 

Proletarian Music,” solicited by Minna Lederman, editor of Modern Music, and published 

therein in 1934:62  

[Proletariat] designates primarily the virtually propertyless members of modern industrial 
society, especially the workers in the basic industries of production and the agencies of 
communication, transportation and distribution. These form the essential structure of 
society. But secondarily it comprises many white-collar workers and intellectuals, 
including musicians and other artists. These form the superstructure of society.63 
 

Seeger expressed the Collective’s musical goals succinctly with the statement that “the obvious 

thing to do is to connect the two vital trends—proletarian content and the forward looking 

technic of contemporary art music.”64 Richard Reuss comments, “Music, [Seeger] argued in line 

with the thought of the Communist movement in those days, ought to be revolutionary in content 

while nationalist in form, and workers needed their own music untainted by bourgeois themes or 

origins and so unique in its essence that it could never be borrowed, stolen, or imitated by their 

capitalist enemies.”65 To this end Seeger and the mostly Ivy-League trained composers of the 

Collective would compose music that would be judged by its suitability for the masses as well as 

by its overall musical technique, which was a part of their aim to elevate The People’s musical 

tastes.66  

The Collective, on the other hand, was not overly concerned with folk music and some in 

the group, including Seeger, were initially disdainful of it. In the January 16, 1934 edition of the 
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Daily Worker he argued against the usefulness of folk songs for the proletariat, stating, “Not all 

folk-tunes are suitable to the revolutionary movement. Many of them are complacent, 

melancholy, defeatist—originally intended to make slaves endure their lot—pretty but not the 

stuff for a militant proletariat to feed upon. Folk-music that shows clearly a spirit of resentment 

toward oppression or vigorous resistance to it are [sic] valuable.”67 

The group’s attitude, however, as well as that of Seeger, gradually shifted toward 

acceptance of folk music. This shift is evidenced in the gradual inclusion of folk songs in the 

three Workers’ Songbooks that the Collective published; the first, The Red Song Book (1932), has 

no folk songs; the second, The New Workers’ Song Book (1934), has two “Negro Songs of 

Protest”; and the third, Songs for the People (1935), emphasizes labor and political lyrics set to 

popular folk tunes.68 Furthermore Earl Robinson wrote the popular folk song “Joe Hill” while a 

member of the Collective and would continue to incorporate folk instruments such as the banjo 

into his compositions.69 

By Seeger’s own admission, his acceptance of folk music took a number of years.70 He 

had expressed interest in folk music as a young child, but his father told him that the only real 

folk music in the United States was the African American spiritual. He intimated to his son that 

in his own youth he had danced to fiddle tunes, but that these tunes were “real music,” primarily 

Strauss waltzes. Seeger’s mother also eschewed non-cultivated music after she underwent 

schooling to become a debutante.71 Seeger had been exposed to traditional music while living in 

Mexico City as a child, where he had learned guitar and a few Mexican folk songs, but again 
                                                
67 Reuss, “Folk Music and Social Conscience,” 229. 
68 Helen Rees, “‘Temporary Bypaths’? Seeger and Folk Music Research,” In Understanding Charles Seeger, 
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what he referred to as his “late-Victorian upbringing” precluded him from taking this music 

seriously.72 His interest in folk music did not manifest itself until well after he had completed his 

education in “real music.”  

Ruth Crawford played an important role in fostering Seeger’s interest in folk music. In 

the early 1930s, Crawford introduced Seeger to The American Songbag, an anthology of folk 

songs collected by poet Carl Sandburg, whom Crawford had met in Chicago.73 Crawford was 

one of sixteen composers hired by Sandburg to provide piano accompaniments for the songs; she 

contributed four songs to the collection.74 She also lectured on folk music in Seeger’s music 

history classes at the IMA.75 In January 1931, Seeger attended a folk song evening at a 

dedication of Thomas Hart Benton’s murals at the New School, where Seeger played “folk” 

guitar with Benton’s “hillbilly” band.76 Benton (who also taught at the New School) and Seeger 

formed a friendship based on their similar pasts and viewpoints; they both shared a modernist 

upbringing as well as an interest in the social and political consequences of the Great Depression. 

Benton, who provided Seeger with folk music recordings and songbooks, later took credit for 

Seeger’s involvement with folk music: “Charles Seeger is now one of the first authorities on 

American folk song but he found his first strong interest in them at our house.”77 

Seeger later said that gradually he “began to see the point: people make the music they 

want to make.”78 Through the Collective, Seeger met folk singer Aunt Molly Jackson who 

changed his view on the potential emotional power of folk music. Her performance cemented his 

belief that the Collective was not on the right track musically. Seeger later remarked that the 
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Collective really consisted of “professionals trying to write music for the people and not in the 

people’s idiom.”79 He also read George Pullen Jackson’s White Spirituals in the Southern 

Uplands (1933) and was exposed to shape-note singing for the first time.80 He later recalled: “I 

never heard of shaped-note hymns. And here I was an American musician not knowing anything 

about the music that was going on in the United States except what was going on in the big 

cities.”81 Seeger soon found himself at odds with his formal training and musical vocabulary as it 

related to his new interest in folk music: “I was just a split personality. I still talked the old lingo 

when I wrote, but I was already studying folk music.”82 

Also at this time Seeger was introduced to the work of John and Alan Lomax. Macmillan 

Publishing contacted Cowell and Seeger for their critical opinion of the book that would become 

the Lomaxes’ American Ballads and Folk Songs (1934). Both men were enthusiastic and 

encouraged the book’s publication, pending some corrections to the music. Seeger later stated, 

“Although the music notations were simply god-awful, the stuff put together with the music and 

the words were absolutely marvelous, and both Henry and I thought it was first-rate for 

publication….”83 

By the middle of the 1930s the Composers’ Collective began to splinter due to differing 

socio-political ideologies and compositional styles, particularly with regard to the members’ 

attempt to make avant-garde music palatable to the “common man.” This attempt ultimately 

                                                
79 Quoted in Pescatello, 135. 
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failed and led to various criticisms of the Collective’s goals and ultimate accomplishments. 

According to Janelle Warren-Findley: 

The Composers’ Collective suffered from several problems in their group attempts to 
write music for “the masses.” Almost all the members had been trained in the European 
art music tradition and thus knew little or nothing about indigenous music in America. 
They wrote “proletarian music” in the tradition of European revolutionary composers and 
thus produced music without roots in the American experience. They sometimes seemed 
to confuse an urban, working-class “proletarian music” with rural folk music which 
characterized traditional culture in the United States.84 

 

This confusion often led to an elevation of folk music materials that made them more acceptable 

to urban white audiences than the rural folk, while stripping the original materials of their 

context and identity.85 By 1935 Seeger had lost interest. Though the members of the Composers’ 

Collective did not ultimately achieve their goal of popularizing a new style of proletarian music, 

the overall experience influenced Seeger’s direction for the next phase of his involvement with 

folk music. By the time the Resettlement Administration approached him in November of 1935, 

he knew exactly what he wanted to do.86 
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Chapter 3. Charles Seeger and the Resettlement Administration (1935–37) 

In early November 1935 Seeger went to Washington D.C. to accept an appointment with 

the newly formed Resettlement Administration (RA) headed by Rexford Tugwell.87 The painter 

Charles Pollock, whom Seeger had met through Pollock’s teacher Thomas Hart Benton, had 

recommended Seeger to Special Skills Division Chief Adrian Dornbush, a painter and personal 

friend of Eleanor Roosevelt.88 Seeger initially went alone to Washington to accept the position of 

technical adviser to the Special Skills Division, leaving Ruth and the children behind. Upon his 

arrival in Washington he immersed himself in folklore; he read a number of books on the 

subject, met with folklorists in Washington, and joined the American Folklore Society.89 Among 

those he met were the Lomaxes and Benjamin Botkin, who became a close friend of the Seegers 

and in 1938 became the national folklore editor of the Federal Writers’ Project of the WPA.90  

To assist around the house, Ruth brought in Margaret Valiant, a family friend whom she 

had met on a boat trip from Europe, and who later would join Seeger’s staff in the RA.91 At the 

end of November Seeger returned to New York and moved the family and Valiant to 

Washington. The appointment could not have come at a better time financially for the Seegers, 

due to his decreased teaching load and the overall effect of the Depression on the economy. The 

family settled in Silver Spring, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, where they were to enjoy a 

period of financial stability that had been largely absent during their years in New York.92 
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The Resettlement Administration had only existed for a period of six months when 

Seeger was appointed to the Special Skills Division. In April of 1935 Roosevelt signed 

Executive Order 7027, which authorized the RA’s establishment as part of “a campaign against 

chronic rural poverty in the United States.”93 This order transferred a number of programs from 

other branches of the New Deal, such as the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, the 

Agricultural Adjustment Administration, and the Department of Agriculture, as well as six 

resettlement communities from Appalachia that were instituted by earlier New Deal agencies.94 

The three main goals of the RA were: to provide a land-use program; to offer a program of rural 

rehabilitation loans and grants to small farmers in order to help them return to agricultural 

production; and to facilitate the resettlement of destitute low-income families from rural and 

urban areas.95  

Rexford Tugwell, who was formerly a Columbia University economics professor, as well 

as a member of FDR’s “Brains Trust,” headed the Resettlement Administration.96 Tugwell was a 

political idealist who, through the RA, sought to “replace the rugged individualism of Protestant 

dogma and Social Darwinian theory with updated cultural patterns based on community spirit, 

camaraderie, and group recognition of collective interests.”97 The notion of community, in 

Tugwell’s view, “does not consist of houses, and it does not consist of houses, schools and roads 

and water systems and sewers either…. There is something else to a community besides that. We 

are trying to find out what it is if we can, and if we can bring it into being, to make it come 
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alive.”98 Tugwell formed the Special Skills Division of the RA in order to bring talented artists to 

the communities to aid in their recreation programs. Seeger recognized that the views of 

Tugwell, Dornbush, and Eleanor Roosevelt about music resembled his own. He later recalled, 

“Mrs. Roosevelt and [Rexford] Tugwell and the other people in Washington had the idea that 

music might be able to harmonize some of these difficulties.”99  

The mindsets represented by Seeger and Tugwell reflect a wider attempt by Roosevelt 

and the government to establish what scholars such as Jane De Hart Mathews term a “cultural 

democracy.” The idea of “art for the masses” that was prevalent at the time exemplified “the 

ideas and aspirations of a New Deal elite who sought to integrate the artist into the mainstream 

of American life and make the arts both expressive of the spirit of a nation and accessible to its 

people.”100 According to Mathews, this quest for a cultural democracy represented 

the fulfillment of a long-standing desire to bring together artist and people and to use the 
uplifting power of art to enrich the lives of ordinary citizens. Translated into New Deal 
terminology, this meant creating a nation of cultural consumers, for, if recovery were to 
be achieved in the arts as well as the economy, government would have to provide 
potential consumers access to the arts. Only through accessibility would people come to 
regard arts, not as an expendable luxury, but as a community asset.101 
 

Roosevelt himself embraced these community assets not only through his statement on the 

importance of folk traditions to the cultural fabric of the United States, but also through a concert 

of hillbilly music from Alabama that he hosted at the White House in 1938.102 

The resettlement communities put together by the New Deal were made up of people who 

had little prior contact with one another. Urban and rural populations were placed together 

without regard to socio-economic background or other political, social, and cultural 
                                                
98 Joseph P. Lash, Eleanor and Franklin (New York: W.W. Norton, 1971): 410. Quoted in Tick, 234. 
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considerations. Since the resettlement communities had little coherence in terms of identity (the 

residents were largely strangers), they had little reason to feel a sense of solidarity. The music 

division of the RA was developed in an attempt to join together those homesteaders and their 

disparate backgrounds. Katherine Kellock, an investigator for the RA, recognized a need for 

recreation programs within the settlement communities in order to alleviate the stresses involved 

with relocation and poverty. To accomplish this goal she developed Special Skills 

recreational/educational programs that included music and drama.103 According to Adrian 

Dornbush, “The music and dramatic activities of the Division are not engaged as ends in 

themselves, but rather as means by which larger social aims may more readily be achieved…. 

The emphasis of our day… will be upon group action, where in former days it was upon the 

rugged individual.”104  

Charles Seeger’s plans for the music program were directly in line with what Kellock and 

Dornbush hoped to achieve. Even before Seeger arrived in Washington he had a good idea of 

what the RA music program should encompass: 

By the time I had worked through the Collective, I had my program all ready in my mind 
for the Resettlement Administration. Then the invitation came in November 1935. I went 
down to Washington and was perfectly sure that what we should do would be to work in 
the vernacular: folk, popular, or mixed, whatever it was…. Not what I could superimpose 
upon people, but what they already had and which just needed to be encouraged and put 
to social use.105 
 

Seeger was careful not to repeat mistakes made by the Composers’ Collective with regard to the 

style of music that he would promote. His opinion of vernacular music had changed since his 

time in New York, and he began to realize that “people, regardless of what stratum they live on, 
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have a desire to make music in the tradition of that stratum. And the music from other strata, well 

they’ll listen to it sometimes, but they don’t want much of it. They like their own music.”106 

Sidney Robertson later recalled that Seeger, “was clear that ‘the folk’ had a music of their own (a 

fact quite unknown to professional musicians of conventional training at that time in the United 

States) and it should be put to use for bringing people together and to provide, above all, a little 

fun.”107 

Seeger was charged with the placement of three hundred trained musicians in thirty-three 

resettlement communities of up to three hundred families each, many of whom had been 

displaced from urban areas.108 However, he initially only managed to place about ten workers in 

resettlement communities throughout the South, Midwest, and Northeast, including two previous 

contacts, Margaret Valiant and Herbert Haufrecht.109 Seeger also attempted to hire Marc 

Blitzstein for the project, but failed, perhaps due to Blitzstein’s marital and other personal 

difficulties at the time.110 Seeger found it difficult to find workers who had both the musical 

background and the personal charisma necessary to work effectively within the communities (or 
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who were willing to move away from home to the resettlement communities), and he wrote an 

impassioned letter to Dornbush regarding this matter: 

I want it put on record that better men must be put in [the homesteads] if any 
approximation of our program is to be carried out in music. Where we are to find them I 
cannot say. Perhaps we will have to train them. Unquestionably, however, the items are: 
first personality. Secondly, musical ability. For me to have to make this concession is a 
contradiction of a lifetime of holding the opposite. But in RA communities there is not 
escape from it.111  
 

As the program progressed, however, Seeger was able to hire a few additional folk song 

collectors to assist in the communities, including Bascom Lamar Lunsford, Rupert Wade 

Hampton, Lawrence Powell, and Sidney Robertson, whose contributions to the RA folk song 

collection will be discussed in a subsequent chapter. Seeger himself occasionally went into the 

field, but generally only for reconnaissance, and left the actual fieldwork to his 

representatives.112 

Each employee was trained to work in a specific community. The two-week-long 

introductory training course included practical information about social and political problems 

within the homestead and explanations of bureaucratic procedures.113 The musicians assigned to 

the RA communities were to encourage music-making activities at every opportunity in order to 

foster a sense of community and alleviate social friction. Many of the RA employees gave music 

lessons to community members, and wrote music for general singing and special events. They 

also recorded folk songs from the communities, some of which were published through the 

American Folklife Center of the Library of Congress.  

                                                
111 Seeger’s statement about finding “better men” for the resettlement communities may reflect gender biases typical 
of the time. However, Seeger was well aware that some of his best workers were women, particularly Sidney 
Robertson and Margaret Valiant. Seeger to Dornbush, March 29, 1936, 2 pp. FSA/MDLC, Quoted in Warren-
Findley, “Journal of a Field Representative,” 175. 
112 Pescatello, 148. 
113 Warren-Findley, “Musicians and Mountaineers,” 113. 
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The RA musicians were instructed to act as “musical evaluators” in order to remove those 

aspects of music that were deemed “commercial” because Seeger felt that music had the power 

to convey messages of deeper social meaning.114 In his Music Manual, Seeger instructed his 

workers them on how to evaluate music appropriate for the project: 

The main question… should not be “is it good music?” but “what is the music good for?” 
And if it bids fair to weld the community into more resourceful and democratic action for 
a better life for themselves, their neighbors, and the human race, then it must be conceded 
to be “good for” that. The chances that it will be found good in technical and stylistic 
terms will probably be more than fair.115 

 
Seeger did not explicitly indicate that folk music should be chosen to accomplish these aims, but 

rather that the musical genres and works selected should be free from anything that might 

underscore class differences. Despite Seeger’s apparently simple criteria, however, choosing the 

appropriate musical styles proved difficult because the musical tastes of the homesteaders were 

as diverse as their urban or rural backgrounds. Some people viewed old-time music as 

anachronistic, whereas others preferred hillbilly music as an “authentic” representation of their 

particular background and class status. Some resettlers favored classical music, which carried 

with it notions of class and wealth, and perhaps made them feel as if they were taking part in a 

cultivated society that was unavailable to them during their economic and personal plights.  

Although Seeger wanted his workers to use music familiar to the homesteaders, his own 

biases against the “elitist” aspects of classical music became evident in his choice of which 

music to promote within the communities.116 He insisted that his workers highlight folk and 

vernacular traditions, and was displeased when one of his workers gave a recital of Italian opera 

arias, even noting that, “there was a rule against such a thing.”117 Ultimately Seeger’s 
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preferences seem to have been guided by his determination to reverse the mistakes made by 

members of the Composers’ Collective. For example, he no longer believed that music should be 

imposed on the community from the outside: 

You must use the music that the people have in them already. There’s no use pumping 
foreign music into something that’s a perfectly going concern and you can make use 
of…. The musicians I put in a community were to keep a low profile. I kept a low profile. 
I begged the Special Skills division and everybody I came in contact with, don’t be a 
publicity spreader of good ideas and good doing and all that sort of thing. Work from 
below, work from within. Bore from within. It’s the only way you’ll last. That was all 
from the Collective: I learned it there. It’s partly common sense, but we learned it 
bitterly. I took the Collective terribly seriously.118 
 

Although Seeger’s aims may have been altruistic, his single-minded insistence on programming 

folk music in the resettlement communities also formed a type of musical censorship, albeit on 

the opposite end of the cultivated/vernacular musical spectrum from his early training in the 

academic tradition of Western “art” music. In fact, his new attitude was characterized by a 

missionary zeal in terms of the promotion of the political undertones surrounding folk music that 

echoed his earlier beliefs that classical music-making was a means of reducing crime and 

promoting a peaceful society—a philosophy he had voiced in 1912, soon after his appointment at 

UCB, in a lecture marking the founding of the San Francisco People’s Philharmonic 

Orchestra.119 Interestingly, then, though the type of music Seeger saw as therapeutic shifted 

radically from classical to folk music, his underlying philosophy—that music could create a 

healthier, happier, and more productive society—remained constant. 

Seeger wanted his field representatives to integrate themselves into their respective 

settlements in order to become a part of the community, and to distance themselves from their 

ties to the government. Seeger’s aim for his workers to adopt an insider, or “emic,” approach to 

                                                
118 Quoted in Dunaway, 168. 
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forthcoming. 
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their fieldwork echoes philosophies of fieldworkers in disciplines such as ethnomusicology and 

anthropology. 

Workers should avoid bias about being a “musician from Washington,” something which 
they could not help. “From there on you’re a human being. You’ve got to make them 
trust you or else you’ll never get anywhere with them. The first thing for you to do is to 
find out what music the people can make. Then put that to the uses for which you’re sent 
to the community—to make the people in that community get along with each other, 
instead of fighting…. 120 
 
The RA music program was structured around three major goals: music education for 

children, instruction and recreational activities for the homesteaders, and performances in the 

camps that were open to local residents from around the resettlement communities. Music 

education for children was not originally part of the program, but the field representatives soon 

discovered that children’s participation in musical activities also encouraged the parents’ 

interaction with the rest of the community.121 Seeger’s desire to use music that was popular with 

the people extended to his views on music and children as well. He told the field workers that 

when they worked with music in the school that, “for God’s sake, don’t give them a songbook, 

don’t teach [the children] songs you like, but find out what songs they like to sing, and get them 

to sing them. Find out what their singing games are and encourage them to sing and play 

them….”122  

In addition to these three aspects of the residential program, the RA also created 

documents stemming from their work in the resettlement communities. For example, the RA 

published a journal that Margaret Valiant kept during her six months of work, between January 

and June of 1936, in the Cherry Lake Farms homestead near Madison, Florida. Valiant was one 

of Seeger’s best workers, and one of the few field representatives who was successful in her 
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attempt to integrate herself into the community. Her journal, which was made up of her weekly 

reports to Seeger, evidenced the skill with which she interacted with the community, as well as 

the extent to which the individuals within the community expressed differing views of their 

preferred musical style: One faction, led by a homesteader who played the violin in what was 

called an “unexciting” way, cared only for “classical” music, whereas another homesteader held 

out for “jazz.” Seeger published Valiant’s journal with minor alterations to preserve 

confidentiality—for example, changing her name to “Margaret Doe” and Cherry Lake Farms to 

“Community,” and excising internal communications.123 

Valiant’s journal and related documents shed a good deal of light on the musical 

activities in the RA communities and the difficulties encountered by the workers. Upon her 

arrival at the settlement, she was met with indifference that bordered on disdain. Seeger later 

recalled her initial meeting with the community: 

She landed in January on a cold, drizzly night in West Florida in a group of 150 to 200 
families who were living in chicken houses. On this cold, rainy night the manager of the 
project called the community together. They had a lot of business and at the end of it he 
said, “and now, folks, you know what we want from Washington. We want a couple of 
nurses, we want drugs, we want a specialist in some kind of fertilizer—what do they do? 
They send us a music teacher. Here she is.” And he walked off the stage. Well, she did 
her best to face it out and she had a little piece of paper telling them what she was to do. 
She was to present herself to the people as a human being, not as a music teacher…a 
human being with a lot of human beings who were in trouble….124  

 

Valiant was able to win over the community because of her southern upbringing, warm 

demeanor, and ability to create activities that appealed to those within the settlement. She used 

her previous experience as a clothing designer in New York to put on fashion shows for women 

that included music, and she helped produce a performance based on the stories of the settlers’ 
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lives that included square and clog dancing, storytelling, harmonica playing, hymn singing, and a 

hillbilly band.125  

Seeger used his introduction to her journal as a platform for his personal philosophical 

interpretation of the aims of the project: 

1. Music, as any art, is not an end in itself, but is a means for achieving larger social and 
economic ends; 

2. To make music is the essential thing—to listen to it is only accessory; 
3. Music as a group activity is vastly more important than music as an individual 

accomplishment; 
4. Every normal person is musical, and music can be associated with any normal human 

activity, to the advantage of both parties to the association; 
5. The musical culture of the nation is, then, to be estimated upon the extent of 

participation of the whole population rather than upon the extent of the virtuosity of a 
fraction of it; 

6. The basis for musical culture is the musical vernacular of the broad mass of the 
people—its traditional (often called “folk”) idiom; popular music (jazz) and 
professional (high art) music are elaborate superstructures built upon the common 
base; 

7. There is no ground for the quarrel between the various idioms or styles, provided 
proper relationship between them is maintained—jazz need not be scorned, nor 
professional music artificially stimulated, nor folk music stamped out or 
sentimentalized; 

8. The point of departure for any worker new to a community should be the tastes and 
capacities actually existent in the group; and the direction the activities introduced 
should take should be more toward the development of local leadership than toward 
dependence upon outside help; 

9. The main question, then, should not be “is it good music?” but “what is the music 
good for”; and if it bids fair to aid in the welding of the people into more independent, 
capable and democratic action, it must be approved; 

10. With these larger ends ever in view, the musician will frequently find himself 
engaged in many other kinds of activity, among them the other arts; this, however, 
promotes a well-rounded social function for him and ensures plenty of opportunity to 
make music serve a well-rounded function in the community.126 

 

The RA song sheet program was another aspect of the RA music division that 

documented the work of the field representatives. The song sheets were intended to represent 

contemporary traditional music—folk music that was pertinent to the times—as opposed to the 
                                                
125 Gaume, 107. 
126 Quoted in Warren-Findley, “Journal of a Field Representative,” 178–79. 
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many extant songsters that contained older folk tunes that were topically less relevant to Seeger’s 

perception of the RA’s goals. The song sheet program grew out of a trip that Seeger made to the 

community at Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania. He noticed that there was not a songbook of 

sufficient quality for the adult chorus, and proposed to Special Skills Division Chief Adrian 

Dornbush that they produce one for all of the resettlement communities. Upon Dornbush’s 

approval, Seeger selected and transcribed sixty songs for the project that he felt would address 

the program’s goals.127 The decision to produce these songs as pamphlets, rather than as a book, 

arose from both practical and financial concerns.128 The individual sheets could be mass-

produced and distributed not only throughout communities that did not have proper songbooks, 

but also to a number that did not even have musical representatives from the RA.  

The song sheets, 6 ¼ by 8 ¼ inches in size, contained twelve to sixteen bars of music, 

sometimes in the style of shape-note notation.129 Underlain beneath the melody was the initial 

verse, with subsequent stanzas provided in block text below the music. The reverse side of the 

sheet featured an artist’s drawing, generally by Charles Pollock, often depicting a fantastic, 

nostalgic, or idealized rural scene. The RA produced nine song sheets, including one that Sidney 

Robertson contributed entitled “The Dodger,” a song she recorded from Emma Dusenberry.130 A 

tenth sheet was prepared but never produced due to financial restraints at the end of the 

project.131 Seeger and Dornbush appealed to a number of outside sources for additional funding, 

such as the Civilian Conservation Corps, the Department of Agriculture, and the Federal Theater 

Project of the WPA, but their attempts were unsuccessful.132 
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Although the RA’s endeavors, particularly with regard to the song sheets, were 

undertaken to provide a social outlet for the displaced members of these communities, they also 

carried underlying political implications. Archie Green, in his study of the song sheet program, 

states, “Bringing either a singing teacher or a record player to a Cumberland Plateau homestead 

or to a San Joaquin Valley migrant labor camp was more than an act of entertainment; it was also 

an act of political commitment.”133 The RA administrators believed that the song sheets would 

encourage the homesteaders not only to engage in community-building exercises and embrace 

traditional aesthetic forms of expression, but also to become aware of their surrounding social 

conditions and the political reasons behind their marginalization.134 The songs for the pamphlets 

were carefully chosen on the basis of popularity, folk appeal, and lyrics emphasizing issues of 

class, politics, and economics, and Seeger and others contributed new verses to further 

underscore these ideas.135 These song sheets were to become exactly the sort of “community 

asset,” as described by Mathews, that were designed by Seeger and his associates in the RA to 

“use the uplifting power of art to enrich the lives of ordinary citizens,” which could then be sold 

to “a nation of cultural consumers.” Unfortunately these underlying political aims of the song 

sheet program were not fully realized. Warren-Findley outlines some of the problems associated 

with Seeger’s assumptions about the song sheet program: 

The song sheet program did not do what it set out to do among the homesteaders not only 
because an academically trained musician and intellectual radical could not sell the 
particular blend of art, music, and social change that he envisioned, but because “the 
people had other ideas. This was because Seeger, and undoubtedly many of his peers, did 
not see “the people” as other than an abstract concept, a proletariat in whose victory they 
could share.136 
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Furthermore, many homesteaders felt that the song sheets were contrived and inauthentic, 

or, in the extreme, even a patronizing exaggeration of the lives of rural people.137 Sidney 

Robertson later commented about the song sheet program that, “really, no Southern resettler 

would ever have sung about ‘the fertile soil,’ let alone Tom, Dick and Harry, etc.”; ultimately, 

she noted, the homesteaders “felt the song sheets caricatured their lives.”138 In terms of the cover 

art, Robertson worried that the sheets merely offered RA staff artists the opportunity to produce 

art, and that “our clients carried their songs and fiddle tunes with them and didn’t need song 

sheets.”139 Regardless of the settlers’ opinions of the song sheets, they did not disappear 

completely; several of the published song sheets were later reproduced in Botkin’s best-selling A 

Treasury of American Folklore (1944).140 

As Seeger had experienced previously in his teaching positions and with the Composers’ 

Collective, his program with the Resettlement Administration faced problems both 

administratively and philosophically. Perhaps the most critical mistake he (and others) made was 

the assumption that they could determine correctly what the homesteaders desired from their 

communities. According to Warren-Findley:  

Seeger and other RA administrators had assumed that the settlers would want to 
participate in a collectively based, reordered society. In fact, most of the homesteaders 
resented the attempts of government workers to force them into a cooperative mold and 
desired primarily to work and to own their own homes. Although many of them 
participated gladly in the music programs, the broader artistic and political goals of the 
RA philosophy evidently did not inspire much response.141 

 
Many of the homesteaders believed that through the resettlement communities they would be 

able to get back on their feet, and that the program would open the door to homeownership and 
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employment. Furthermore, the resentment that many of the homesteaders felt about their living 

situation was reflected in their reactions to the notions of community and cooperation that the 

RA espoused, which carried negative associations about dependency. The notion of the “rugged 

individual,” to which Tugwell was opposed, was perhaps the one idea to which the members of 

the community could cling in order to assert themselves and create a feeling of autonomy. 

Aside from the naïve, and ultimately incorrect, assumptions made by administrators in 

Washington, criticisms could be made about individual RA representatives in the resettlement 

communities. Many of the employees failed to blend into the communities, and others tried to 

implant their own musical ideas on the settlers.142 There was also a general lack of awareness of 

the musical traditions of the community, particularly when it came to the organic nature of folk 

traditions. In a letter to a colleague at the RA regarding this lack of understanding and its 

political implications, Seeger stated: “Without a knowledge of these changes our music 

representatives float along on the surface of current in RA communities…. If the music 

representatives know these songs and have an understanding of their functional use, they can get 

at the bulk of the homesteaders and their natural leaders in a manner that no other thing can give 

them….”143 In defense of the field representatives, Seeger was apparently not entirely clear about 

the wider political goals in his instructions. According to Warren-Findley, “For a number of 

[workers] such general instructions left them solely to their own devices, and the programs they 

created were music programs built on social music approaches rather than the political, social, 

and artistic integration desired, but never concretely spelled out, by Seeger.”144 
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Financial difficulties also plagued the Resettlement Administration’s programs. In the 

summer of 1936 the music program shifted from a “residential” program for field representatives 

to one in which representatives traveled among communities to organize and direct recreational 

activities in six-week intervals.145 This change in policy was due in part to financial difficulties 

faced by the RA, and ultimately served to undercut the administrators’ ultimate aims. The shorter 

time spent in the communities by the field workers meant that community-building exercises 

could not be as effective as they had been previously. 

For all of its idealism and well-intentioned endeavors, the financial and political 

problems that plagued the Resettlement Administration eventually led to its ultimate demise. In 

December 1936 Rexford Tugwell, who had been dubbed by conservatives “Rex the Red,” 

resigned amidst controversy over spending, particularly in light of a stagnant economy and 

political pressure, and was replaced by Will Alexander.146 By all accounts Tugwell was not a 

very good administrator, and drew criticism for favoring the suburban resettlement and land 

usage aspects of the RA over rural resettlement and rehabilitation.147 Although Tugwell still had 

the support of Eleanor Roosevelt, he lacked wider support, particularly of conservative members 

of Washington who felt the program was wasteful and far too liberal.148 The Resettlement 

Administration was gradually phased out during the spring and summer of 1937, due in part to 

internal conflicts between the RA and Harry Hopkins’s WPA, which was formed to replace 

FERA. Many of the resettlement communities were transferred out of RA control, and WPA 

workers replaced the RA field representatives.149 In September 1937, after the July passage of 
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the Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act, the RA became the Farm Security Administration of the 

Department of Agriculture, and by November all RA programs were absorbed into the FSA.150  

Seeger was careful to cover up the failures of the RA music program. He highlighted in 

his final report three successful ventures of the program: the song sheets, his Music Manual, and 

Valiant’s “Journal of a Field Representative.” He remained at the Special Skills Division after its 

transfer to the FSA, and was in charge of its music programs, which included a seventy-piece 

orchestra and a choral society.151 Seeger later spoke of the RA’s mistakes: 

[Resettlement Administration planners] didn’t know the country well enough. They were 
politically naïve, they were culturally naïve, and they didn’t realize that to build these 
Resettlement communities, they’d have to build them up in terms not only of the 
techniques of learning and engineering, but in terms of the folklore of the rural people 
and the folklore of the political parties that governed upwards from town to township to 
county to state to region to government. They were utterly naïve there; they learned their 
lesson in the process of being turned out of business. 

It’s something which we have still in this country to learn, that the home learning 
of the people cannot be manhandled by the technical learning of the universities and the 
educated classes.152 
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Chapter 4. Charles Seeger and the Works Progress Administration (1937–41) 

 In November 1937, after the RA program dissolved, Charles Seeger was appointed 

deputy director of the Federal Music Project of the Works Progress Administration. The WPA, 

established in April of 1935 and headed by Harry Hopkins, was designed to create work relief 

for the unemployed who had been previously assisted through dole programs.153 The Federal 

Music Program (FMP), under Nikolai Sokoloff, was part of the WPA’s Federal Project Number 

One (also referred to as Federal One), four arts projects that also included the Federal Theatre 

Project (FTP), under Hallie Flanagan; the Federal Writers’ Project (FWP), under Henry G. 

Alsberg; the Federal Art Project (FAP), under Holger Cahill; and later, the Historical Records 

Survey (HRS).154 Federal One was organized from the division of Women’s and Professional 

Projects, which encompassed the non-construction aspects of the WPA.155 It granted federal 

money to support the nation’s cultural resources, and was aimed at all social, geographical, and 

cultural backgrounds.156 In the beginning of the WPA, there were eleven regional directors who 

oversaw the program, but soon thereafter many of the regional directors were re-assigned as 

regional field representatives who acted as liaisons between the federal director and the state 

directors. Underneath the state directors were area directors (e.g. Northern California) and finally 

FMP unit supervisors.157 
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The FMP, which was first proposed in 1933, was established as a relief project in the 

summer of 1935, and was funded in early September of that year.158 Nikolai Sokoloff was 

appointed as its director due in part to his musical outreach activities during his tenure as 

conductor of the Cleveland Orchestra between 1918 and 1933.159 Sokoloff, at the time of his 

appointment, was no longer directing an orchestra and might have been one of the few eminent 

conductors in the U.S. interested in taking on this massive job (or, for that matter, one of the few 

willing to do so).  

The FMP was organized around three major branches: the administrative branch, which 

worked with WPA offices both inside and outside of Washington, handled procedures, union 

relationships, set up budgets, and determined regulations and work standards; the music 

education branch, which encompassed research activities for educators, music therapy, training 

sessions, and a social music project that was aimed both at the curriculum of the school and at 

the community at large; and the concert branch, which offered services of the performing units of 

the FMP for public performances in the communities and outlying areas.160 At its outset, the 

music project included symphony orchestras; dance orchestras; bands; chamber music 

ensembles; vocal ensembles; instrumental and vocal soloists; grand opera, operetta, opéra 

comique, and chamber opera; music education and appreciation; and various projects handled by 

librarians, copyists, binders, and piano technicians. 161 

The major aims of the FMP were to “To rehabilitate musicians, to retrain them for new 

forms of work in music and allied fields, to establish high standards of musicianship and to 
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educate the public in an appreciation of musical opportunities.”162 Sokoloff, a professional 

violinist turned conductor and thus understandably interested in concert music, questioned 

whether the FMP was the proper place for non-professional music-making activities, and 

believed that ensembles outside of the realm of classical music should ideally be relegated to the 

Recreation Division of the WPA. In at least one instance he recommended to Harlé Jervis, state 

director of the California FMP, that ethnic groups be moved out of the FMP into the Recreation 

Division in order to keep the FMP “professional.”163 In practice, Sokoloff reordered the goals of 

the FMP stated above, giving “high standards of musicianship” top priority.164 Contrary to the 

FMP’s primary aim to act as a form of unemployment relief, Sokoloff insisted that the musicians 

involved with the FMP be competent enough to pass an audition and talented enough to ensure 

that the level of the orchestras remained high. As a case in point, Sokoloff told Marjory Fisher of 

the San Francisco News, “Ours is a work project, not a relief project.”165 The emphasis on 

orchestral music presented particular problems in forming complete orchestral ensembles from 

out-of-work musicians. Indeed, under Sokoloff, the FMP allowed a number of non-relief workers 

to be hired when competent relief players were unavailable.166 The official maximum number of 

non-relief workers allowed in a given ensemble was 10 percent, though in some cases an 

exception was granted to allow for up to 25 percent.167 An extreme situation occurred with the 

Oakland orchestra under Gastone Usigli, in which nearly half of the musicians employed (47.9 

percent) were non-relief workers. Usigli charged many of these non-relief musicians to other 
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ensembles in order to meet the 25 percent rule.168 According to Cornelius Canon, “It was made 

clear at the beginning that the emphasis in the FMP would be on the employment of needy 

professional musicians and the promotion of high standards of musicianship rather than on 

community service.”169 

In June 1938, due in part to criticisms from WPA officials that the FMP was “too high-

brow and remote for real community participation,” Sokoloff reluctantly decided that more 

emphasis should be put on other types of music.170 At a New England regional meeting in 

Boston between June 22 and 24, Sokoloff defended himself against these criticisms:  

There is only one thing that I would like to have introduced a little bit more, perhaps as a 
new point of view to stress as part of our activities. That is, there is a very strong 
criticism toward our particular project. The government has felt that we have done many 
splendid things but we have failed somehow to make it more of a community 
participation. They feel we have not stressed enough what is known as “social music.” By 
social music they may mean one thing, thinking another. I believe social music in the true 
sense, is when qualified able musicians perform the works of art in such a way that it is 
made indispensable to every man, woman, or child. Furthermore, I also believe social 
music, so-called, can be developed by us, the professional people, in cooperation and in 
conjunction with the efforts of the non-professional, but I think we must demand from the 
community that they have certain standards that are on the basis of the Federal Music 
Project. I do not think it is our business to participate with every Tom, Dick, or Harry 
who has no musical ability. It is our duty to clarify in our own mind and to classify our 
communities and the efforts of the communities by the professional and the non-
professional.171 
 
In the end, however, Sokoloff relented to pressure that he should do more to integrate 

music into the wider community. “I feel we have not done all we can towards uniting in some 

special way the facilities of the professional, educational [sic], and the efforts of the community 

itself,” he stated in his speech at the Boston meeting, “to bring it about so that the whole town 
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would participate and contribute a new light on the musical life of the entire community.”172 

Sokoloff worked to emphasize folk music through the National Plan of Festival Proportions, 

which was formed to put on holiday festivals that would promote a wider interest in the FMP.173 

Some of the music programmed for these festivals included band music and Latin American 

típica orchestras alongside the concert music that was traditionally performed by the FMP.  

In the speech at the New England regional meeting, Sokoloff introduced his new assistant 

for the FMP, Charles Seeger. Although Seeger had been hired for this position seven months 

earlier, Cornelius Canon suggests “the context of Sokoloff’s speech makes it clear that Seeger 

was hired by the Federal Music Project specifically to expedite a rapprochement between the 

project and the ‘social music’ emphasis which was being pressured to the fore by the 

administration.”174 This pressure put on the FMP to promote social aims was perhaps in part due 

to conservative backlash regarding the perceived wastefulness of the arts programs in general. 

By advertising the social aspects of the FMP, Sokoloff and the administration could point to a 

definite instance of usefulness of the program. At the same time, however, these social aims also 

catered to leftist ideas of “music for the people” that could “uplift” the masses toward a common 

sense of progressive ideals—a view that was directly in line with Seeger’s own attitudes about 

the role of music in society.  

Seeger, through his position as deputy director of the FMP, was placed in charge of the 

development of folk music and recreational activities. He set out his aims for the project in his 

pamphlet for workers from 1940, entitled “Music as Recreation”: 

1. Recreation always was more concerned with the effect of work on play on the 
individual or community; 
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2. There should be leisure time pursuits; 
3. Musicians do not agree on the relationship of recreation and music; 
4. We need to know all music resources and needs in a community; 
5. The main job of the recreation leader is to get music out of people; 
6. We should see what people like by what they do more than what they say; 
7. Recreation leaders should continue all going activities, aid the weak ones, and start 

new ones; 
8. We need to recognize that two traditions are at play, oral and written, and each have 

[sic] different values; 
9. In such recreational settings, emphasis should be on folk and popular material; 
10. There is a legitimate musical activity for every social, education, economic, and age 

level, i.e. there are several “musics,” therefore music need not be a highly specialized 
activity.175 

 
Although Seeger’s statements in this pamphlet echo many of his policies from his time with the 

RA, they also reflect what he learned during that time, particularly the third point, namely, that 

musicians may have different views on how music and recreation relate.  

This pamphlet was circulated throughout the Recreation Division, but, according to 

Canon, “the Federal Music Program repudiated it to the extent that it was not circulated nor 

subsequently referred to by the Program.”176 Indeed, some of the content of the pamphlet seems 

as though it were aimed at Sokoloff himself: 

The question of recreation seldom enters the mind of the professional musician in 
connection with music. Clearly, art and recreation functions overlap. But much listening 
appears to be mere entertainment (and therefore scarcely worth the term “recreation”) 
while some is fairly hard work, demanding considerable preparation, training and 
experience…. Traditionally, the professional musician has found the problem rather 
bothersome. Most often heard, when music in recreation is under discussion is the fear on 
the part of the musician that professional standards will be lowered. What the 
professional musician actually fears even more is that other types of music than fine art 
(good) music may enter into the situation. These he usually does not understand and often 
dislikes.177 
 
Seeger was certainly aware of Sokoloff’s bias toward concert music, and in this pamphlet 

he addressed Sokoloff’s stance on what constitutes good music; Seeger was careful to state that 
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oral and written music have different values, and most importantly, that music need not be a 

highly specialized activity. Seeger’s statement is thus radically different than his own views on 

what constituted “good” music less than a decade before. “The professional musician,” he said, 

“has rather rejoiced in the removal of his own experiences from the reach of the average man and 

has considered a moderate amount of frightening of unskilled beginners as in the long run a good 

thing.”178 Instead, felt the Seeger of the 1930s, the professional musician should take it upon 

him- or herself to realize the greater social goals that music could achieve. These goals were 

similar in many respects to the aims of the Resettlement Administration. Seeger still believed 

that music had the power to uplift, and ultimately bring together, “the people” regardless of their 

social status. “It must be remembered,” he concluded at the end of his pamphlet, “that while 

music is usually regarded as one of the most highly specialized activities, it is not necessarily so. 

There is a legitimate musical activity for every social, educational, economic and age level.”179 

Although Seeger’s conclusion was ecumenical in its embrace of both “specialized” and “non-

specialized” music, it is clear that he was most concerned with the latter, which he felt had been 

largely left out of the FMP. In future years the entire Seeger family would pursue these ideals in 

many substantive ways. Both Seeger and Crawford wrote extensively on folk music and the oral 

tradition. Seeger published a number of articles including “Professionalism and Amateurism in 

the Study of Folk Music (1949), “Folk Music: USA (1955), and “The Folkness of the Non-Folk 

and the Non-Folkness of the Folk” (1966). Crawford’s own writings on folk music include 

“Keep the Song Going!” (1951) and The Music of American Folk Song, which was unpublished 

during her life but later edited by Larry Polansky with Judith Tick, and published in 2001. Their 
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children Peggy, Mike, and Pete, also held an important place in the folk music revival and 

preservation efforts in the United States beginning in the 1950s. 

 In addition to Seeger’s aim of fostering a wider acceptance of all types of music, in 

particular he sought to promote “American” music, and believed that music education was the 

ideal place to do so. In a speech given to FMP teachers in Jacksonville, Florida, in March 1939, 

Seeger addressed some of his concerns about music education and folk music of the United 

States within the FMP. 

Why is the Music Project behind the others?.... We have up to now been merely 
recreative not creative. Why not interpret the musical America? This problem faces 
instructors in public school music also. The music for public schools and bands is written 
by academic gentlemen who imitate Europeans…. There are many truly American folk 
songs. American music education is based on the classics and on the folk songs of 
European nations. Composers, critics, historians, in fact, all but teachers, have come to 
recognize American music.180 

 
In particular he lamented that the other arts projects in the WPA did much more than the FMP in 

this area. Seeger acknowledged that the Theatre Project produced plays written by U.S. 

playwrights, the Writers’ Project promoted U.S. authors and produced state guides and various 

other book and articles about the U.S., and the Art Project was concerned with representing 

America visually. “The really great problem of the [Federal Music] Project,” Seeger stated, “is to 

catch up with the other Arts Projects.”181 Seeger ended his speech with a somewhat naïve 

judgment about the place of folk music throughout the rest of the Western world shortly before 

the outbreak of World War II: “European music is killed in Europe by Fascist domination. Only 

in Russia is music still free. The real folk music is now centered in Russia and America.”182 

Seeger’s statement certainly attests to his misguided views about “freedom” in Russia under 
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Stalin (typical of many leftist thinkers in the 1930s), but more importantly it points back to his 

aforementioned social aims based upon his political ideals. Unlike the other Federal One 

projects, the FMP avoided conservative backlash within the government and managed to keep its 

budget from being slashed when sweeping reforms were made to the Arts Projects in 1939, when 

the politically controversial Theatre Project was entirely dismantled. 

In Sokoloff’s defense, it would be incorrect to infer that folk music had been entirely 

absent within the FMP. Even before Seeger’s appointment as deputy director and Sokoloff’s 

speech in Boston in 1938, folk music figured among its state programs. In 1935, for example, an 

FMP unit in New Mexico, sponsored by the Department of Hispanic Studies at the University of 

New Mexico, collected traditional Spanish folk songs of the state for archival and scholarly 

purposes.183 These songs were published as the “Song and Games Book,” with assistance from 

the FWP and FAP of New Mexico.184 In Mississippi in the summer of 1936, an outbreak of 

infantile paralysis forced the discontinuation of all music education programs. In order to keep 

the FMP workers employed, a statewide program for the collection of folk songs was devised.185 

The resulting collection contained Negro spirituals, work songs, play songs, river songs, hillbilly 

songs, and fiddle tunes.186 In Oklahoma the FMP conducted a project that recorded the music of 

five Native American tribes in the state.187 The project yielded over three hundred discs that are 

now part of the State Historical Society of Oklahoma.188 In addition, the FMP in Kentucky, in 

coordination with the American Folk Song Society, conducted an extensive study of music from 

the hill country around Ashland.189 
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 Folk music studies were not relegated strictly to the Federal Music Project, of course. In 

fact, other divisions of Federal One engaged in some of the most important folk music research 

to come out of the New Deal. The National Service Bureau (NSB) of the Federal Theatre Project, 

led by Herbert Halpert and George Herzog, was instrumental in the collection of folk songs in 

the United States. The NSB published three important studies: Folk Tunes from Mississippi 

(1937), which were collected by Arthur Palmer Hudson, and edited by Herzog with the 

assistance of Halpert; Folk Songs Mainly from West Virginia and Traditional Ballads Mainly 

from West Virginia (1939), which were collected by Jonathan Harrington Cox, and edited by 

Halpert and Herzog; and Folk Music of America (1939), by Phillips Barry. The primary purpose 

of these books was to allow the Theatre Project practical access to authentic folk music for their 

productions, which often included collaborative assistance from the FMP. Herzog, in his editor’s 

statement in Phillips Barry’s book, elucidated the NSB’s goals: “The Federal Theatre Project 

produces plays based on various aspects of American folk culture, history, and rural life, in 

which there is need for authentic and easily available folk-song material.”190  

 The Federal Writers’ Project also contributed to the collection of folk songs in the United 

States.  In 1936, Henry G. Alsberg, director of the FWP, established the Folklore Studies 

program under the direction of John A. Lomax, who served as a folklore consultant for a year.191 

According to Benjamin A. Botkin, the FWP served as “a clearing-house and central depository” 

for materials, and as “a link between various projects and between the national and regional 

committees.”192 Through this folklore program, Botkin and John Lomax collected folklore of all 
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types for the FWP’s “State Guides” and ethnic studies; these guides and studies comprise a large 

portion of the folklore archives of the Library of Congress.193  

 In order to incorporate all of the diverse research in folklore studies, including folk music 

and drama, and folk arts and crafts, as well as to alleviate overlap between the Federal One 

projects, a Joint Committee on Folk Arts was established in 1938. This committee ensured 

complete coverage of folklore studies and provided a common direction in the training of 

personnel and utilization of materials.194 According to Botkin, the Committee had four major 

aims: 

1. The effecting of cooperation among the various workers and their projects; 
2. The preparation of directives for the technical handling of folk contacts and materials; 
3. The preparation and issuing of lists and descriptions of informants, materials, 

intermediaries, technical services and equipment available; 
4. The sponsorship of publications.195 

 
The Joint Committee was composed of “technical, not administrative representatives” from 

the Federal One branches of the WPA, as well as from other WPA units such as the Education 

and Recreation Divisions, the National Youth Administration, and the Technical Services 

Library. The branches of the Joint Committee and their supervisors included Botkin, a member 

of the Federal Writers’ Project and chairman of the Committee; Charles Seeger, who was 

appointed vice-chairman; and Herbert Halpert, of the Folksong and Folklore Department of the 

National Service Bureau of the Federal Theater Project.196 Consultants for the Committee were 
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drawn from government and private agencies, and included Donald H. Daugherty, of the 

Executive Office of the American Council of Learned Societies; Ralph S. Boggs, who studied 

Spanish-American folklore and taught at the University of North Carolina; Louise Pound, an 

English professor at the University of Nebraska who studied linguistics and folklore and had 

been one of Botkin’s professors; Reed Smith, a ballad scholar at the University of South 

Carolina; George Herzog; Alan Lomax; and Harold Spivacke, chief of the Music Division of the 

Library of Congress as well as a sponsor of the music project of the District of Columbia.197  

The Committee’s first official undertaking was a three-month recording expedition 

throughout the Southeast, planned by Botkin and Seeger and supervised by Halpert. Halpert, who 

used a sound truck from the Federal Theatre Project, collected four hundred twelve-inch acetate 

recordings of folk music in Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina, Mississippi, Louisiana, 

Florida, and Georgia.198 These recordings were used for other programs as well: as other research 

material for the folk music research of the FMP, as music for theater productions, as part of the 

folklore publications of the Federal Writers’ Project, and as work within the Education and 

Recreation Divisions. All recordings, photographs, and accompanying information were filed 

with the Archive of American Folk Song (AAFS) at the Library of Congress.199 

The AAFS played a major role in the folk song collections of the WPA. Carl Engel first 

proposed the AAFS as part of the Music Division of the Library of Congress for the study of the 

“history of our own musical past,” for the development of both national consciousness and a 

national music.200 Engel was Oscar Sonneck’s successor as the chief of the Music Division of the 

Library of Congress (1922–34) and was an editor of, and frequent contributor to, Musical 
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Quarterly. In a 1928 edition of The Annual Report of the Librarian of Congress, Engel outlined 

his argument for such an archive:  

There is a pressing need for the formation of a great centralized collection of  
American folk-songs. The logical place for such a collection is the national library of the 
United States. This collection should comprise all the poems and melodies that have 
sprung from our soil or have been transplanted here, and have been handed down, often 
with manifold changes, from generation to generation as a precious possession of our 
folk.201 
 

 The AAFS was established in 1928 and its first director was Robert Winslow Gordon, a 

folklorist who made it his lifelong mission to collect the entire body of American folk song.202 

John A. Lomax replaced Gordon as the Archive’s head in 1932 and held the position for ten 

years; he retained the title “honorary curator” until his death in 1948.203 In 1936 Alan Lomax 

became the first federally funded member of the AAFS, and served as “assistant-in-charge” until 

1942.204 In 1976 the American Folklife Center was established as a result of the American 

Folklife Preservation Act, which was signed into law by Gerald Ford in January 1976.205 In 1978 

the AAFS was transferred from the Music Division to the Folklife Center, and was subsequently 

renamed the Archive of Folk Culture in 1981.206 

It was not long, however, before the arts projects of Federal One met the same fate as the 

Resettlement Administration. The budget cuts of 1937 and 1938 made it difficult for the 

divisions in Federal One to operate as they had been designed. In 1939 the WPA was renamed 

the Work Projects Administration, and administration of the projects was largely transferred 

from federal to state control, which meant that the states were required to provide twenty-five 
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percent of the budget for each project.207 Furthermore WPA regulations now required that all 

relief employees, aside from veterans, who had been continuously employed by the WPA for 

eighteen months be dismissed and removed from the relief rolls.208 This “eighteen-month rule” 

hit the FMP particularly hard, where the loss of competent musicians had the potential to 

dismantle a performing ensemble such as an orchestra.  

Three of the five directors of the programs within Federal One resigned, including Nikolai 

Sokoloff (FMP), Henry Alsberg (FWP), and Luther Evans (HRS). Hallie Flanagan was 

terminated when the FTP was dismantled during political furor over the project’s Leftist political 

productions (of which Blitzstein’s The Cradle Will Rock was the most famous example).209 

Holger Cahill of the FAP was the only director to stay on until the WPA’s own demise in 1943. 

In October 1939 the Federal Writers’ Project and Historical Records Survey combined to form a 

project sponsored by the Library of Congress for the District of Columbia, which was treated as 

a “state” under the WPA.210 In the case of the FMP, a few of the WPA orchestras continued with 

private, state, or university funding, such as the Buffalo Philharmonic Orchestra, the Symphony 

Orchestra of Utah, and the Oklahoma City Symphony Orchestra.211 

 

 

                                                
207 Pescatello, 158. 
208 William F. McDonald, Federal Relief Administration and the Arts (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 
1969), 788. 
209 The Federal Theater Project was a favorite target of the House of Representatives Committee on Un-American 
Activities, chaired by Martin Dies of Texas, which sought to root out Communists in the federal arts projects. The 
FTP was shut down in June 1939 due to criticism that it was designed to “spread Kremlin propaganda at the expense 
of the American taxpayers.” Marguerite D. Bloxom, Pickaxe and Pencil: References for the Study of the WPA 
(Washington: Library of Congress, 1982), 52. 
210 McDonald, 787. 
211 Ibid., 620-21. 



Davidson 58 

PART II: SIDNEY ROBERTSON 

Chapter 5. Sidney Robertson and the Resettlement Administration (1936–37) 

Sidney Robertson’s own work with the Resettlement Administration was conducted over 

a period of eighteen months between 1936 and 37 in twenty states, resulting in around seventy-

five recordings. Although her experience with the RA represented her first foray into collecting 

folk songs, she had been cultivating an interest in American folk song for a number of years. She 

previously had been exposed to folk music while teaching at the Peninsula School in Menlo Park 

(1926–32), and again while at the Henry Street Settlement in New York (1935–37). At the 

Settlement she was charged with organizing “social” music in the community and it was there 

that she came into contact with elderly Jewish immigrants from Central Europe.212 Catherine 

Kerst notes that Robertson, “in reminiscing about the development of her interest in folk 

music… recalled late in her life”: 

I had for some time been worrying [about] the question of folk song, like a dog with a 
bone, and particularly I was curious about American folk song: What was American 
about it? I knew only the Lomax ‘Cowboy Songs’ and a few tunes from my parents, but I 
had been so struck by the wild enthusiasm and persistence engendered among the 
youngsters at the Peninsula School by ‘Home on the Range’ that I was convinced there 
was some special affinity between the character of this song and the youngsters who went 
after it so hard.213 
 
Early in 1936, while on a leisure trip to see friends in Washington, Robertson decided to 

visit the Archive of American Folk Music of the Library of Congress. During the same trip she 

met with Charles Seeger to discuss his current work with the RA and folk music; soon thereafter 
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Seeger decided that she should become his assistant in the RA.214 Robertson decided that she 

needed to become acquainted with fieldwork and to learn how to use the Presto recording 

machines that RA employees used in the field.215 In 1936, at the suggestion of Seeger, she 

accompanied John A. Lomax on a two-week trip to western North Carolina and Alabama at the 

invitation of Frank C. Brown, a folklorist from Duke University.216 She assisted Brown with the 

recording of what Brett Topping refers to as the “unaccompanied melismatic singing” of 

residents in the mountains of western North Carolina, and helped Lomax with the recording of 

African American chain gang road camps.217  

In November 1936, Robertson made her initial trips “with around 400 lbs. of recording 

machinery in four large cases,” traveling on her own from Washington D.C. through 

Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Virginia, Kentucky, Tennessee, Missouri, and Arkansas, recording 

many mountaineers who lived in the Ozarks and Appalachia. In Arkansas, Robertson recorded 

150 songs sung by Emma Dusenberry, an elderly blind woman. Over 120 of Dusenberry’s songs 

were old English ballads; others she learned from her husband, who was familiar with the song 

and ballad repertoire of the Great Lakes area.218 In December 1936, Robertson traveled to 

Springfield, Missouri to record folk songs by various local performers including Colonel Denoon 

and Ben Rice.219  
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In the summer of 1937, Robertson began her six-month trip collecting folk songs 

throughout the Midwest in Michigan, Wisconsin, Minnesota, Illinois, and Iowa.220 In May she 

went to Chicago to record events at the Fourth National Folk Festival, which included 

Norwegian, Finnish, Swedish, Polish, and Lithuanian music.221 She went to the festival under the 

auspices of Marjorie Edgar, a folk song collector in Minnesota with whom Robertson worked 

closely, and whose advice Robertson later asked while planning her own California folk music 

project. In July 1937 she went to Ortonville, Iowa and recorded dulcimer music by a performer 

named Thomas Mann. In August and September of that year she traveled to Minnesota to record 

Finnish, Swedish, Serbian, and Gaelic songs, as well as Anglo-American folk songs. At this time 

she also went to the Rhinelander area of northern Wisconsin and made her initial recordings of 

the Ford-Walker family who possessed a large repertory of Anglo-Irish folk songs.222 Members 

of this family later moved to California and were central to Robertson’s California folk music 

project. Some of the recordings that she made of their songs while she was at the RA were 

included in her California folk music project for the WPA, particularly those songs that 

referenced California in the lyrics, or were written there, as well as their performances of 

dulcimer music, which she was afraid would not be represented in her collection. 

Robertson also gained valuable cataloguing skills during her time with the RA. Seeger 

had her visit the Archive of American Folk Songs to look for material that could be used for the 

RA song sheet program. While there Robertson noticed that John Lomax, who had been in 

charge of the AAFS during this time, had not in any sense organized the folk song archive. With 

the assistance of Harold Spivacke and Librarian of Congress Luther Evans, Robertson was able 

to obtain an assistant, a Mr, Henderson from the Historical Records Survey, in order to begin a 
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catalogue of the recordings at the AAFS. Henderson was charged with the task of playing the 

beginning and ending of each recording and taking notes on the music and lyrics included 

therein. With this information Robertson created catalog cards for the records, using the title as 

the main entry of the card. When a title was not given, Robertson used the first line of text as the 

main entry. Both Seeger and Spivacke protested Robertson’s choice of using the title as the main 

form of classification, and preferred that the name of the performer be given first priority. 

However, Robertson pointed out a number of problems with their system of classification: the 

singers were often not the authors of the songs; there were too many individuals to create a 

meaningful system of categorization; and furthermore, the name of the artist, if it had been given 

at all, was often difficult to glean from the recording. Robertson believed that although titles 

could be problematic due to the number of variants that could belong to a single song, at least the 

title or first line of text connected the songs in some significant way. In the end the Library 

accepted Robertson’s classification system, a decision that Spivacke subsequently lauded. In a 

letter published in 1989 Robertson told Catherine Kerst that as far as she knew her system was 

still in use at the Archive, a fact of which she was proud. She told Kerst that she found it 

“gratifying to claim some of the credit, particularly in view of my lack of academic credentials 

that [Seeger] sometimes offered in our disputes, instead of a logical argument. (I have only a BA 

degree in Romance Languages from Stanford University, class of ’24.)”223  
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Chapter 6. Sidney Robertson’s California Folk Music Project for the WPA 

Shortly after her trip to the upper Midwest in August and September 1937, the 

Resettlement Administration music program dissolved. Undeterred, Robertson began to search 

for a way to continue her field recordings. In the fall of 1937 she met with Luther Evans, an old 

friend from Stanford, regarding a nationwide folk music project. He suggested that she contact 

the WPA for possible funding.224 Evans put her in contact with Dr. James B. Sharp, a former 

instructor in philosophy at Stanford and current Coordinator of Statistical Projects for the WPA 

in Northern California, who suggested that a state-by-state, rather than nationwide, program 

would be a more feasible undertaking. Sharp had encouraged other music projects as well—

particularly a history of music in San Francisco series spearheaded by Cornel Lengyel, a member 

of the Writers’ Project who had worked closely with the FMP. According to Lengyel, Sharp was 

in charge of approximately three hundred WPA research and cultural projects and was able to 

present new programs to Harry Hopkins and other officials in Washington for federal funding. 

Sharp personally suggested that Lengyel undertake this San Francisco history study.225 

Robertson decided to pursue this project in California because she was familiar with the state and 

knew that no such study had been previously undertaken. Furthermore, Robertson was 

essentially guaranteed support from the WPA if she were able to come up with the necessary 

fifty percent for equipment, supplies, and rent that was required for government projects of this 

kind.226 The WPA was a work project for the unemployed, and therefore its funding covered the 

salaries of qualified workers, but did not support material expenses. She would also need to find 

three other co-sponsors who would provide funds or materials for the non-labor items, and 

                                                
224 Kerst, “The WPA California Music Project,” “California Gold” website. 
225 Cornel A. Lengyel, Selections from Memoirs: A Clockmaker’s Boy, Part One: 1915–1945, Unpublished 
manuscript, Archives, San Francisco Public Library, 251.  
226 Kerst, “The WPA California Music Project,” “California Gold” website. 
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endorsements from reputable people who could give assurances for the value of the work 

proposed.227 Sharp also stipulated that Robertson have enough work to provide employment for 

twenty to forty WPA employees in order to make the project worthwhile fiscally. According to 

Robertson: “A non-resident, non-relief person can only be employed if he or she can keep 20 

workers busy—on the famous 5% administrative cost theory.”228 Robertson wrote to many of her 

former associates whom she had met while with the RA urging them to send letters to Dr. Sharp 

endorsing such a folk music program in northern California, including Marjorie Edgar, Charles 

Seeger, Adrian Dornbush, and George Herzog, among others. 

 Robertson returned to California at the end of 1937 and immediately set out to obtain the 

necessary sponsors for the project. She contacted Harold Spivacke, acting chief of the Music 

Division of the Library of Congress and former chair of the New York Musicological Society, to 

see whether the Library of Congress would be able to provide assistance. Spivacke replied that at 

present he was not able to provide financial support, but was enthusiastic about it nonetheless 

and looked forward to her progress. Despite this initial rejection of support, however, Spivacke 

and the Library of Congress would soon play a major role in Robertson’s folk music project. 

In a letter dated February 21, 1938, Robertson approached Albert Elkus, head of the 

Music Department at the University of California, and asked if the University would act as chief 

sponsor of the program. She noted that the WPA and the Library of Congress would be in favor 

                                                
227 In a letter to Harold Spivacke, Robertson detailed the role of a co-sponsor in such a project as hers: “A co-
sponsor is usually an organization, Federal or other, which specializes in the field in which the proposed project lies 
and indicates by its endorsement its opinion of the scientific value of the project. In this instance, the Library's 
contribution might be as follows: 1) Guidance in indexing material accumulated in the course of this collection. 2) A 
minimum of 200 blank disks for recording in the field, these disks to become the property of the A. A. F. S. when 
recording is completed. (Over a period of 3-6 months.) 3) "Publication" (i.e., duplication) of disks for distribution at 
cost to research workers in folk music. 4) Blank catalog cards for card indexes, the completed index to be returned 
to the library.” Letter from Sidney Robertson to Harold Spivacke, March 19, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
228 Kerst, “The WPA California Music Project,” Letter from Sidney Robertson to Adrian Dornbush, February 21, 
1938, “California Gold” website. 
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of the project if the University were involved.229 She understood that the University might not be 

able to accommodate the problem of a space in which to work, particularly because it had 

already absorbed nine hundred WPA workers, but asked for guidance and funding for expenses 

such as office supplies and publication.230 She assured Elkus that the project would be crucial to 

the establishment of an archive of California folk music. Elkus initially showed interest in the 

project, but could only offer guidance and cordial interest; it would be a number of months 

before he agreed that the University would act as chief sponsor of the project. 

In a letter to Adrian Dornbush in February 1938 Robertson requested support from the 

Farm Security Administration (FSA), not only in terms of letters of endorsement, but also by 

sharing travel with FSA workers in California in order to become acquainted with the local 

camps. She also requested material resources such as blank disks and office furniture due to the 

space constraints at the University of California. Additionally, Robertson requested that the FSA 

loan a machine to duplicate recordings, and to allow Robertson and her staff to catalogue the RA 

recordings. 

Robertson also approached private donors, including the Society of California Pioneers; 

the State Historical Society; the National Federation of Women’s Clubs, which had folksong 

collecting as one of its national projects for the year; the California Club; the Bohemian Club; 

and the National Broadcasting Company and Oakland Public Schools at the suggestion of a Mrs. 

Kristich, who was in charge of the WPA Women’s and Professional Projects in the Oakland and 

Bay Area. For assistance in obtaining acetate blanks for her fieldwork, Robertson contacted 

Gerald Strang, the current administrator of Henry Cowell’s New Music Society while Cowell 

                                                
229 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Albert Elkus, February 21, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
230 According to Robertson, the University of California had taken on 900 WPA workers and their library was too 
congested to accommodate their project. Letter from Sidney Robertson to Harold Spivacke, March 5, 1938, 
“California Gold” website. 
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was serving a sentence in San Quentin Prison for sexual activity with a seventeen-year-old 

boy.231 The Society offered twenty blank recording disks to be used for Asian music, and 

Robertson offered to send duplicates of her recordings to the Society in return for its help. 

In addition to Robertson’s requests for endorsements from her former colleagues, she 

also sought practical advice from them. Seeger provided procedural guidance regarding the 

collection of recordings: “When a group of instruments plays get the whole thing as well as 

possible and then have a few verses or sections with the mike before each player in turn so that, 

with the rest in the background, each part could be notated in a general way in a transcription.”232 

He mentioned that she should place the microphone close to the instrument; that she first record 

the instrument’s tuning before she proceeded to the music; and that she include a great deal of 

documentation for every performance including pertinent folklore, conversations with the 

performers about textual variance and most important, lots of photographs. He noted that he 

made a mistake with the RA by not insisting upon more photographs documenting the 

employees’ fieldwork, particularly with regard to the instruments that were played. He also 

insisted that she pay particular attention to the environment of the recording, especially when 

dealing with foreign-language minority groups, and that she gather biographical information 

about each performer, as well as data for each community.233  

Although Robertson valued Seeger’s advice, she was not altogether uncritical of him. In a 

letter to Adrian Dornbush, Robertson criticized Seeger for being “extremely possessive” of his 

work with the RA, particularly with regard to his song sheet program. She also complained that 

Seeger attempted to manipulate her work: 

                                                
231 For more information about Cowell’s prison sentence, see Michael Hicks, “The Imprisonment of Henry Cowell,” 
Journal of the American Musicological Society 44/1 (1991): 92-119. 
232 Letter from Charles Seeger to Sidney Robertson, February 19, 1938, “California Gold” website. Emphasis in 
original. 
233 Letter from Charles Seeger to Sidney Robertson, February 19, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
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[Seeger] really tried very hard to maneuver me into a position of complete inaction and 
impotence where the records I made are concerned. By dint of being a trifle disagreeable 
about it, and laying myself open to the charge of being “possessive” myself, I have 
managed, I think, to make it clear that I am entitled to the ordinary courtesies extended a 
collector, among research workers; and I trust it is now understood that the understanding 
I had with the people who sang and played for me is not open to interpretation by him 
according to changing circumstances, but must be referred back to me and to the 
performers.234 
 
In a letter to Cowell, Robertson further expressed her suspicions regarding Seeger’s 

opinion of her fieldwork, and defended herself on the grounds of the financial and bureaucratic 

limitations during her time with the RA:  

 
You know Charlie was never reconciled to the fact that when I was recording for Special 
Skills I was sampling, and always in a rush, partly because there was so much ground to 
cover but chiefly because if the collecting was too long drawn out so that the per-record 
cost hit the ceiling, the recording would be stopped. He was always distressed because I 
didn't get the complete body of information about singers and instruments that would 
constitute solid research material, and as he never had any conception of the limitations 
of singers’ strength, nor the comparatively short span of their interest and their quick 
suspicion of too prompt and definite questioning, I don't think he ever was convinced that 
I was anything but a very sloppy worker. If you can hang around for days or weeks you 
can gather a lot of information, much of which you want; and if you can hang around 
even longer, you can check that information. But you can never sit with pencil in hand 
gathering data after a long session of recording; and it is only people who you’ve made 
personal friends whom you can ask questions about family history, etc. I usually have no 
trouble getting information about the song the first shot; but you don't even dare note 
down the approximate age of your singer until after leaving, since your notes are 
invariably observed. I was always in a state of data-indigestion: I always had more 
information than I had a chance to note down, and there was always a lot more 
information I wanted I had no chance to get.235 

 

Robertson believed that Seeger’s attitude towards her work went beyond a normal professional 

relationship. In the same letter to Dornbush cited above, she stated that her relationship with 

Seeger was similar to that of a child to a parent, and she even referenced a childhood incident 

with her mother. 

                                                
234 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Adrian Dornbush, February 21, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
235 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Henry Cowell, September 19, 1938, “California Gold” website. Emphasis in 
original. 
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[Seeger] reminds me of the classic family story about myself. When I was about four I 
called up from downstairs to my mother to ask if I could have something or other. She 
said no and I asked again immediately. After this had been repeated two or three times 
she got annoyed and came to the head of the stairs and expressed her negative vote 
unmistakably. Silence. Then from me, mildly, “I can't hear you when you say no!”236 

 
In a foreshadowing of recent ethnomusicological concerns about cultural appropriation, 

Robertson argued with Seeger about whether recordings made during the RA should be 

published, and, if so, whether royalties were to be paid to the informants. Robertson had told her 

informants that nobody would make money from the songs she collected, and nor would any 

publication be made by the government. Seeger, however, wanted to allow Alan Lomax to 

publish the songs.237 In a letter to Adrian Dornbush of the RA in February 1938, Robertson 

recalled her disagreement with Seeger. 

[Seeger] implied… that what ailed me was that I expected to receive a per-page royalty 
on publications! Not at all, I’ve already been paid for doing this work. But we collected 
this material with very definite purposes in mind which did not include commercial 
publication or dubbing from the records by commercial companies, but only by the 
government…. I am not willing to tell these [informants] one thing and do another…. I 
wrote [Seeger]—probably at too great length for him to grasp the point—about the 
impossibility of our allowing Lomax to publish material I had gathered; and he wrote 
back telling me not to worry, that I’d get a per-page royalty if anybody did!! and saying: 
“I'll tell Lomax, then, that he can have anything that is not under reserve.” The point of 
my dissertation was that from the point of view of such publication as Lomax does, it was 
all under reserve. I told people over and over again that nobody makes any money out of 
this collection, and that publication was to be by the government. I don’t see how we can 
get around that, do you? 

 
In the end Lomax published many of the recordings that Robertson made while at the RA 

through the AAFS. Robertson’s understanding of the importance of transparency in informant-

fieldworker relations was both forward thinking and ethically conscious, though ultimately her 

protests fell upon deaf ears. 
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Robertson’s relationships with other associates whom she met through the RA were 

certainly less complex. In a letter to Alan Lomax, Robertson explained her project and asked him 

a number of questions regarding recording procedures. She also asked Lomax whether it was 

legitimate to record traditional songs sung by people who were not necessarily traditional folk 

singers. This question reflected a problem that arose frequently with the RA, where she 

occasionally recorded “good songs for their own sake,” regardless of the performer.238 Lomax’s 

reply echoed Seeger’s suggestion that she should record everything possible:  

It is naturally preferable to record folksongs from folk-singers, but in lieu of folk-singers, 
folk songs are still important. I think you will agree with me that when one is face to face 
with the wealth of material in the field, one tends to be over-critical. I always try to 
record more than I feel is important to compensate for this false perspective….239 

  

Robertson also wrote George Herzog, whom she had met through Herzog’s former 

student, Herbert Halpert, while working for the RA. Robertson initially asked Herzog to act as an 

adviser to the California folk music project with regard to indexing and classification of folk 

song melodies based on his typological classification system. Herzog developed a system in 

which he excised aspects of a melody, such as mode, range, and final, in order to group together 

different folk songs and their variants. Herzog wrote a letter of endorsement to Sharp accepting 

the role of adviser to Robertson’s project, and stated that “my interest in the California project 

has been stimulated also by a conversation I had recently with Professor Albert Elkus, head of 

the music department of the University of California, and I am pleased to have my name joined 

to a [plan] that has the sympathetic interest of the Department of Music at the University of 

California.”240 

                                                
238 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Alan Lomax, February 14, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
239 Letter from Alan Lomax to Sidney Robertson, February 18, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
240 Letter from George Herzog to James Sharp, May 8, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
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Furthermore, Spivacke, amending his earlier response to Robertson, soon added his own 

support for the project. On April 5, 1938, he wrote Robertson that the Library of Congress would 

formally act as a co-sponsor and would provide blank catalog cards for indexing the material 

gathered. The Library would also offer guidance to the workers with regard to indexing 

procedures and would supply two hundred acetate disks that would be made available for 

duplication. The originals, when finished, would become the property of the Library.241 

However, commitments of sponsorship from the University of California and the WPA 

were not as quick to come; both parties were seemingly waiting for the other to endorse the 

project officially. Robertson expressed her frustration in a letter to Spivacke: “The Music Dept. 

was very interested but wanted a letter expressing interest from WPA on which to base its 

endorsement; and WPA wanted the University’s endorsement before it committed itself in 

writing to any active interest… and so on.”242 Robertson pressed Elkus to work with Mr. 

Pomeroy, the coordinator in charge of WPA projects at the University, in order to come up with 

a definite commitment from the University. By the end of June 1938 Pomeroy had signed the 

project description and sent it to the WPA, though Robertson would have to wait the requisite 

thirty days that it took for a University project to be approved.243 The University agreed to 

provide the guidance, funds, and material resources not covered by the WPA, with the money it 

received from the State Relief Administration.244 Furthermore, the University and the WPA 

                                                
241 The official language of the memo to Robertson is as follows: “With the approval of the Librarian of Congress, I 
am writing to tell you of our willingness to act as co-sponsor of your project to record traditional music in 
California. In this connection we should agree to the following:  1. To guide the workers in indexing any material 
which they may accumulate. 2. To supply 200 acetate discs to be used in recording folk-songs. The finished records 
will become the property of the Library. (Should additional discs be required, they will have to be applied for 
separately) 3. To make these records available for duplication.  4. To supply blank catalog cards for indexes which 
then completed, will revert to the Library.” Letter from Harold Spivacke to Sidney Robertson, April 5, 1938, 
“California Gold” website. 
242 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Harold Spivacke, n.d. “California Gold” website. 
243 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Henry Cowell, July 6, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
244 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Charles Seeger, June 29, 1938. “California Gold” website. 
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would issue jointly whatever publications resulted from the project, such as checklists of songs 

and recordings. 

Robertson informed Seeger of the University’s support and also told him of her desire to 

expand the project outside of the music department of the WPA: “We are a research project… 

and while research seems to come under Mrs. Woodward, we don't stem directly from any of the 

big Federal projects, so-called. Hence we can coop[erate] equally with music, recr[eation], and 

drama... and anybody else interested.”245 She had recently written Irma Ringe at the Recreation 

Division of the WPA in Washington, whom she met while with the RA. In this letter Robertson 

gave a detailed account of the scope and aims of the project, with the hopes that Ringe, or 

Eduard Lindeman, would write a letter of endorsement, presumably to make it palatable for the 

Recreation Division as well.246 Ringe urged Robertson to contact Sigurd B. Nylander, State 

Director of Recreation in Northern California, as well as Elisabeth Clauss, Director of Women’s 

and Professional Projects, in order to see whether Robertson could bring the music and 

recreation divisions together.247 

One of Robertson’s main concerns for the project was the question of how to keep twenty 

workers busy as per WPA regulations. She did not realize that she would be responsible for so 

many employees; she initially figured that she would have four or five other people working on 

                                                                                                                                                       
Robertson detailed the funding from the SRA in a subsequent letter to Herbert Halpert: “Our sponsor's funds come 
from the State Relief Administration via the University of California – money turned over to the University for use 
on this project at the rate of $7.50 per man month; ergo, $150 per month, about twice what I was requesting. SRA 
not unnaturally prefers this to paying $21 or so per man month on relief; but the joker is that none of this money can 
be used for travel by someone not on SRA staff. WPA is giving me a trifle of travel money by a comic process 
which consists of adding $11 to my salary and then subtracting $30 for a travel allowance so I'll have to hunt up a 
trifle more somewhere.” Letter from Sidney Robertson to Herbert Halpert, August, 1, 1938, “California Gold” 
website. 
245 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Charles Seeger, June 29, 1938. “California Gold” website. 
246 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Irma Ringe, May 28, 1938, NARA RG 69, WPA Central Files Box 0548, 216.3, 
July 37-1939. 
247 Letter from Irma Ringe to Sidney Robertson, June 21, 1938, NARA RG 69, WPA Central Files Box 0548, 
216.211, July 37-1939. 
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the project.248 Robertson was well aware that the WPA officials were “increasingly unwilling to 

allow its workers to be kept at ‘busy work,’” which, she said, seemed “attractive in itself at the 

moment, [but] fails to meet established standards in its field.”249 She asked Alan Lomax to write 

to James Sharp to let him know that he could use her recordings in the Archive of American Folk 

Song, thus extending the project’s usefulness to the federal level.250 

Robertson addressed this concern about worthy projects for her workers in many of her 

letters to her colleagues around the country. Gerald Strang, in particular, offered practical advice 

on the matter: 

Take your 20 WPA workers. Some can be used for research, some for collecting  
and comparing texts, some for dubbing, etc. You'll need an office assistant, at least a 
couple of stenographers, a couple of bibliographers, a technician or two, at least five 
researchers into the historical, racial, and musical backgrounds of the communities in 
which you work; and after you begin to get the records coming in, several analysts to 
extract and classify the texts, the tunes, the instruments. Then these will have to be 
compared with available published material, and if possible with other collected material 
by correspondence. If you can get yourself a good research director, he or she can keep 
the staff busy enough. 
 
Robertson took Strang’s advice to heart and by August of 1938 she began interviewing 

potential workers. Though she initially feared that she would not be able to find qualified 

employees, her staff consisted of many workers who proved valuable in the collection of folk 

songs. Her main assistant Sirvart Poladian, who had recently received her M.A. from the 

University of California at Berkeley’s music department, was experienced in her native 

Armenian music. Alice Lemos Avila performed and catalogued many of the Portuguese songs 

from the Azores included in the collection. Robertson also employed a Mr. Devere who was able 

                                                
248 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Charles Seeger, February 13, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
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to find her a number of contacts in Contra Costa County through his dairy route.251 The staff 

included WPA photographers J.L. Hall and John Bateman, and WPA draftsmen Joseph H. 

Handon, and a Mr. G. McCarthy. Other workers aided in the cataloguing and indexing of her 

fieldwork, as well as other research and organizational tasks such as compiling bibliographies 

and making Photostats of music from old folk songsters and California mission music 

manuscripts.252 

In September 1938, in anticipation of the beginning of her folk music project, Robertson 

wrote an article for the San Francisco Chronicle, published in two installments on the fourth and 

eleventh of that month (titled “The Songs of a Nation Collect Forgotten Claim” and “The Spirit 

of a Generation Reflected in Folk Songs,” respectively). She chronicled the rise in interest 

toward folk music in the United States that had occurred in recent decades, situated her own folk 

music project within this history, and spoke to the fact that folk music in California had until that 

time gone largely unnoticed. “Because our history in California is yet so young,” she wrote, “we 

are far more aware of our roads, our dams, our crops and our bridges than we are of those 

intangible accretions that have built up our modes of thought and of living.”253 She addressed the 

various traditions within California, the songs’ origins in other countries, and the migration of 

both the settlers and their songs to the western United States. In these articles Robertson is not 

explicit about what makes a “California folk song,” though she does make mention of songs with 

California as a topic, as well as songs about other states as sung by people who lived in 

California. Thus, she seemingly leaves the door open to interpret the scope of her project as she 
                                                
251 Catherine Hiebert Kerst, “The Ethnographic Experience: Sidney Robertson Cowell in Northern California,” 
“California Gold” website. 
252 The Photostat was an early projection copier made by the Photostat Corporation, an affiliate of Eastman-Kodak 
that utilized a large camera and developing machine to create prints on large rolls of paper. 
http://www.earlyofficemuseum.com/copy_machines.htm (accessed October 10, 2008). Catherine Hiebert Kerst, 
“The Ethnographic Experience: Sidney Robertson Cowell in Northern California,” “California Gold” website. 
253 Sidney Robertson, “The Songs of a Nation Collect Forgotten Claim,” San Francisco Chronicle, September 4, 
1938, This World section, 26. 
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wished, much as she did for her instruction manual for her workers. Each article concluded with 

a stanza or two from various folk songs, such as the Child ballad, “Lord Thomas and Fair 

Annet.” 

Robertson’s instructions to her workers reflect both her vision for the project and the 

thoroughness in documentation that she had learned from Seeger. She echoed as well Seeger’s 

own instructions for the RA and WPA workers. Both Seeger and Robertson insisted that trust 

must be developed between fieldworker and informant, and that the latter should never view the 

worker as a government or university agent. Although Robertson did not place as much 

importance on the larger social issues that Seeger tried to address, both she and Seeger believed 

that developing relationships with the informants and fostering local pride in the preservation of 

the informant’s cultural heritage were of the highest priority. 

Robertson began her manual with an outline of the scope of her California folk music 

project, which she left intentionally broad in order to allow for the widest array of performers 

that she might be able to find: 

The purpose of this undertaking is to collect and preserve the old-time music now in 
circulation in California, particularly the songs which are fast disappearing and which, for 
the most part, have never been printed or even written down, but have been passed on 
from one performer to another by rote. "California" folk music is understood to mean any 
traditional music,—song or dance tune,—now current in California; items from other 
states which deal with California life or history may be included. The investigation is not 
of course to be limited to performers whose native language is English. The minority 
groups in California have much to add that is of great interest.254 
 
Although Robertson ended up making all of the recordings herself, the information in her 

manual suggests that she initially anticipated that others on her staff would be involved in 

fieldwork as well. In the manual Robertson gave directions about how informants should be 

treated and what sorts of songs should be collected. Her detailed instructions reveal a sensitivity 

                                                
254 Sidney Robertson, Instructions to Workers, “California Gold” website. 
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to the informants that is remarkable for the time. For example, she instructed the workers not to 

mention the recording aspect of the project upon an initial meeting with an informant, but merely 

to tell the performer that the researcher came from the University of California and was 

interested in knowing about any song texts or titles that the performer might be able to 

remember. She also advised the workers to offer to make a typewritten booklet of the lyrics that 

the informant dictated. Once an initial meeting and interview had taken place, the worker was to 

get approval from a supervisor (presumably Robertson herself), to set up a recording session.  

Robertson listed four criteria for the songs that she felt should be recorded:  

• whether the song in question had been widely popular at a given time,  

• whether it had been passed down through many generations in a single family,  

• whether the a song described local history, and 

• whether the song was “good fun to sing.”  

She noted that sometimes workers would need to take down songs that were favorites of the 

performer, whether or not they were “particularly interesting,” or had been previously published, 

and therefore subject to copyright issues. Robertson believed that these songs could be useful as 

a means of comparison with published songs, or as further evidence of a performer’s particular 

style. She also emphasized that the fieldworkers should never correct a performer in terms of a 

song’s tune or text, so that variants or idiosyncrasies of a given performer/performance would be 

left intact. She also warned her workers not to judge the folk singer’s voice by traditional 

aesthetic notions of beauty. Robertson noted that the most important aspect of the song was the 

text, and that as long as the words were reasonably clear the performance would have value to 

the project. Robertson thus underscored her emphasis—already seen in her argument with Seeger 

over the cataloguing of the AAFS collection—on the importance of song over singer, which she 
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characterized as a sign of a “true folk-singer”: “It is important for the collector to realize that in 

the mind of a true folk-singer the song is of every importance, the singer of none at all. Never 

admire a performance, only the story of the song or the line of the melody.”255 

Robertson’s manual included forms that the worker was to use during his or her 

fieldwork. These forms included opportunities for the workers to document the circumstances of 

the interview, the personal history of the performer, and the text of the interview. She also 

included two forms pertaining to the study of folk and national instruments. She did not expect 

all of the questions from the various forms to be completed because she did not want the 

performer to become weary (or wary) before the performance. Robertson emphasized that the 

music was the most important factor in the fieldwork and that the interview was to be used as a 

way of gaining the trust of the performer. Furthermore, she wanted to be sure that the informants 

were not made to feel alienated by the interviews or recording session.  

Robertson also underscored the importance of cultural awareness when it came to what 

she referred to as “minority” groups, particularly because, as she stated in the manual, 

Portuguese and Spanish musical traditions had been in California much longer than any other 

music in the region. She warned her workers away from asking when a foreign performer had 

come to the United States for fear that the informant might either be an illegal alien, or otherwise 

unsure of his or her current citizenship status; rather, the fieldworker should attempt to glean an 

approximate arrival date indirectly. In dealing with “foreign” Californians, Robertson advocated 

having an assistant to the fieldworker who would act as a liaison to the performer, not only to 

facilitate the interview or recording, but also to ensure that the performer did not think that he or 
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she would be exploited.256 Overall she told her workers to consider the performers as 

“collaborators” and not to be too businesslike in their interaction; in Robertson’s view, the folk 

singer and the collector were united in a common goal of preserving local cultural traditions. 

Although the project opened officially on October 26, 1938, centered at an office at 2108 

Shattuck Avenue in Berkeley, Robertson had been collecting folk songs since March of that year. 

She continued to do so through September 1940, amassing nearly 250 acetate disks and close to 

a thousand songs, for a total of thirty-five hours of music in sixteen languages. The recordings 

were divided into two broad categories: Series E, which included songs in the English language 

or from the Anglo-Saxon tradition, comprised over one-third of the recordings by thirty-one 

different performers; Series “M,” for “minority” encompassed the other “two-thirds” of the 

recordings and included music from seventy-five foreign language performers. The recordings in 

Series M included Spanish liturgical music, Icelandic music, Russian Molekani music, and 

Portuguese music, as well as Spanish-California, Gaelic, Italian, Armenian, Croatian, Finnish, 

Hungarian, and Basque songs. Robertson’s collection is summarized in Appendix A, which lists 

chronologically the recordings included in her California folk music project. 

 

                                                
256 Robertson herself used the quotation marks around the word “foreign” when she made mention of these 
Californians. Sidney Robertson, “California Folk Music Project Collection of Traditional Music in California: 
Instructions to Workers,” “California Gold” website. 



Davidson 77 

Chapter 7. Performers and Recordings Included in Series E 

 Robertson made her first recordings for Series E on October 12, 1938 in San Jose, where 

she recorded George Vinton Graham, a Scots-Irishman who was over seventy years old. Graham 

was born in Iowa and moved at the age of six to Oregon and subsequently California, where he 

learned most of his seventy-song repertory.257 This repertory included a dozen American 

versions of Child ballads, several Forty-niner songs, Quaker and Mormon songs, and a number 

of songs about local events in California dating from twenty to fifty years before the time of 

Robertson’s recordings. According to Robertson, “Mr. Graham felt that he knew a number of 

songs that the United States government would like to know about, so he wrote to Washington 

[in the summer of 1938]… inquiring about collectors who might be interested…”; he was 

subsequently referred to her.258 Her initial recording session with Graham lasted five hours and 

yielded thirty to forty songs, nine of which were sent to the Library of Congress.259 She recorded 

him again on five subsequent dates between October 1938 and August 1939, which resulted in 

more than fifty additional songs.  

Graham was apparently a colorful character who carried his guitar with him wherever he 

went, including to the Fair at Treasure Island in 1939, where he planted himself in one of the 

courts of the exhibition and sang to passers-by.260 After he had worked with Robertson, Graham 

flaunted his new-found status to the world by having business cards made, advertising: “George 

Vinton Graham—Singer of Old Songs to the University of California and the Library of 

Congress, Esq. Composer of Pioneer Poetry.”261 Robertson described Graham as “something of a 

                                                
257 Sidney Robertson Cowell, “The Recording of Folk Music in California,” California Folklore Quarterly 1/1 
(1942): 12. 
258 Sidney Robertson, Comments on George Vinton Graham “California Gold” website. 
259 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Harold Spivacke, October 12, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
260 Sidney Robertson Cowell, “The Recording of Folk Music in California,” 13. 
261 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Harold Spivacke, October 12, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
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find in terms of quantity and variety, though his singing voice leaves something to be desired.”262 

According to Robertson, he tuned his guitar “at random” and strummed in a percussive manner 

that did not correspond with the tonality of the melody: “Mr. G.'s guitar playing was as original 

as everything else about him. He spent a long time tuning the instrument to pitches never heard 

on land nor sea, and thereafter he strummed vigorously across the strings, occasionally even 

fingering a string here or there. There was absolutely no relationship in key nor pitch (except a 

rhythmic one as from a drum) against (literally) his equally vigorous singing.”263 Robertson 

noted the idiosyncratic way in which he strung and tuned his instrument: “Mr. Graham's guitar is 

strung with 4 double metal strings (8 in all) and similarly it is tuned (theoretically!) like a 

violin—his own idea, because he once played the violin and knew the fingering. Normally he 

strums across it with a large bone pick; this drowned out his voice so I asked him to use his 

fingers instead.”264 

Robertson’s next performer for Series E was perhaps the most important contributor to 

the project—Warde Ford, who made his first recordings for Robertson’s California project in late 

December 1938. Robertson previously had recorded Warde and other members of his family 

during her time in Crandon, Wisconsin in the fall of 1937. She was disappointed that she had not 

been able to record a number of the songs in the family’s repertory during her time with the RA, 

however, and she had remained in contact with the Ford family afterwards; family members also 

sent her song texts from their repertoire in the interim.265  

In 1939, Warde Ford hitchhiked to California in order to work at the Shasta Dam, and to 

meet his brother Pat, who had been in the state for a number of years and worked on dams in 

                                                
262 Ibid. 
263 Sidney Robertson Cowell, “The Recording of Folk Music in California,” 13. Quote from Field Notes, “California 
Gold” website. 
264 Sidney Robertson, General Notes, “California Gold” website. 
265 “WPA announcement and comments about the Ford family recording,” “California Gold” website. 
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southern California. Warde Ford, who was about thirty-five years old at the time of the 

California recordings, had learned much of his repertory in Wisconsin from various members of 

his family; he learned fifty songs from his mother and father, a dozen or so of which Ford’s 

father had learned while at an Idaho labor camp around 1900. He also learned a verse or two of 

another twenty-five songs from his uncles Charles and Robert Walker.266 Warde Ford was 

popular as a musician in California, and his songs were in demand at dances and other small 

gatherings throughout Shasta County. Arthur Ford, another brother from the Ford family who 

remained in Wisconsin, had more formal education and had transcribed the remaining verses of 

the uncle’s songs for the other brothers to use in the California recordings. 

The Ford family’s repertory included over a dozen Child ballads, as well as songs that 

were representative of Wisconsin logging camps of previous generations, including sea songs, 

Irish “come-all-ye’s,” vaudeville songs, and local lumber-camp ballads.267 Robertson admitted 

that these songs technically were more representative of Wisconsin and the Great Lakes region 

than they were of California folk music, but she justified their importance to the project because 

the songs were recorded at the musicians’ migration point to California.268 

Robertson recorded the Ford family in the Central Valley during two sessions, December 

25–27, 1938 and September 3 and 4, 1939. The first session yielded well over eighty songs, and 

the second produced another two-dozen songs. Warde Ford, who possessed the widest repertory 

of any of the Ford brothers, contributed nearly seventy of the recordings from these sessions in 

the form of unaccompanied vocal songs. Pat Ford contributed both vocal selections and 

harmonica pieces. Bogue Ford did not record any pieces for the first session, but added three 

unaccompanied vocal songs for their second meeting. 

                                                
266 Sidney Robertson Cowell, “The Recording of Folk Music in California,” 14. 
267 Ibid., 14. 
268 Ibid., 14. 
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Robertson continued her relationship with the Ford family well after her California folk 

music project had ended. Between 1950 and 1954 she recorded their songs in California, 

Wisconsin, and Wyoming, many of which appear on the album Wolf River Songs that she 

compiled and released in 1956.269 In a letter dated July 28, 1952, Robertson wrote Duncan 

Emrich at the Archive of American Folk Song that she intended to re-record Warde Ford while 

she and Henry Cowell were visiting California that summer, and requested funding for recording 

expenses and informants. In this letter, Robertson articulated her long-held desire to reconnect 

with the Ford family and particularly to bring to light folk songs characteristic of logging camps: 

I have wanted for a long time to see a Ford Family collection appear: the variety is 
fantastic: fine Child ballad versions, loggers' songs, local songs, a couple of shaped note 
hymns. It would have to be sung chiefly by Warde, but there are also a few records by his 
two brothers and his uncle Rob or Bob Walker. By extending it to Ford family friends, 
you could present a fine logging community cross-section with, I think, enough variety. I 
have hesitated to suggest this, as it seems a funny subject for editing by a woman, but 
after all it is something I know very well: I spent many weeks being shown around by the 
Fords in Wisconsin, visiting logging camps and mills, and later visited a Yosemite Valley 
Logging Company above the Yosemite Valley -- no connection with Fords but a couple 
of usable -- I think -- songs, and a fantastic contrast: put-up lunches with canned-fruit-
salad, an idea given raucous cheers by the Wisconsin contingent when I told them. I 
camped with Ford brothers and their families awaiting construction jobs on the Shasta 
Dam….270 
 
Another important contributor to Robertson’s Series E was John McCready, a nearly 

seventy-year old miner in Tuolumne County, who recorded for her on July 31, August 2, and 

August 5, 1939. McCready was the son of a Forty-niner who, according to Robertson, “made a 

little pile” of money and returned to Kansas to raise a family.271 McCready and his three brothers 

moved to California at an early age and lived and mined in Tuolumne County for thirty years. 

They became famous as musicians in Groveland and Second Garotte.272 John McCready was the 

                                                
269 Topping, 5. 
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only brother who was still making music at the time of Robertson’s project. Although his brother 

Spencer knew a number of fiddle tunes, he was too arthritic to play them. Spencer was present at 

the recording session, however, and sang one song for the collection.273 John McCready learned 

many of his songs from his father, and these songs constituted an important contribution to the 

Forty-niner songs in Robertson’s project. McCready, by Robertson’s description of him, was an 

interesting character, and although he was older he still worked as a miner, though his income 

came primarily from a State pension.274 McCready insisted upon walking a long, rocky trail from 

his cabin to the Arizona Bar in Groveland where Robertson made her recordings. McCready’s 

recording sessions produced over twenty songs, all of which were unaccompanied. 

 In addition to these three major contributors to the E Series, Robertson also recorded a 

number of other singers in shorter recording sessions throughout northern California. In Alameda 

in April 1939, she recorded Mr. and Mrs. Byron Coffin Sr., for example, who had been popular 

Barbary Coast entertainers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. During their 

heyday, the Coffins called themselves “The Renos,” Byron and Pearl, respectively, and were one 

of the first groups to sing “Casey Jones” in the Bay Area; Byron’s friends referred to him as 

“Casey.”275 

In August 1939, in Columbia, in Tuolumne County, Robertson recorded twenty Anglo-

American folk songs by John Stone, who was also known as “Old Put.” Stone had been a miner 

for much of his life, and had collected miners’ songs, some of which were compiled in a series of 

songsters published by the D. Appleton Company. His name first appeared in a publication in 

1856.276 Stone had been a member of a musical group called the “Sierra Nevada Rangers,” who 
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had toured mining camps in the nineteenth century. Some of the songs they performed appeared 

in the Old Put songsters. The mine where Stone still worked at the time of Robertson’s 

recordings was a few miles outside of Columbia. According to Robertson, when Stone came to 

town to get supplies, he stayed in shacks left by the crew of Charlie Chaplin’s film The Gold 

Rush.277 

During Robertson’s session in the beginning of August 1939, she also recorded eleven 

unaccompanied vocal songs by Sam Bell, a woodcutter and handyman in Tuolumne. Bell had 

come to California from the Kansas City area in 1896 and had worked in the lumber camps near 

the Yosemite Valley.278 Robertson noted that Bell’s “pièce de resistance” was a song about 

Grover Cleveland’s candidacy for re-election, and that his style of singing was “so extremely 

personal as scarcely to be considered typical of any particular tradition.”279 Bell also performed 

“Root, Hog, or Die” at this session, a song that Robertson had recorded by two other performers 

as well and subsequently used to study textual variants. Robertson also recorded a number of 

other performers for Series E, including Leighton Robinson, Alex Barr, Arthur Brodeur, and 

Leighton McKenzie, Judge Charles Rasmussen, Virginia Meade, Charles Fulton, Leonard W. 

Jones, Ben Pitts, Sam Blackburn, Anita Dormody, Flora Earnson, and Hubert Brady. These 

performers contributed far fewer songs to Robertson’s collection than her main informants. She 

used these additional songs to widen the scope of her Series E recordings, and often recorded any 

fragment of a song that these performers could recall. 

Robertson also included fiddle tunes from the Anglo-American tradition in her E series. 

John Stone, mentioned above as a singer of English-language folk songs, recorded eight fiddle 
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tunes. John Selleck, who was sixty-six years old at the time of the recording and lived in 

Camino, in El Dorato County near Placerville, also contributed fiddle tunes. He learned many of 

these tunes from famous dance fiddlers of the Gold Rush period. He recorded over a dozen fiddle 

tunes for Robertson on October 2, 1939. His father was a well-known singer of traditional music, 

and had his songs collected by the county supervisor as a representation of Forty-niner songs.280 

Selleck was also proficient on the five-string banjo. 

Mrs. Ben Scott, of Turlock, in Stanislaus County in the San Joaquin Valley, supplied 

eight fiddle tunes to the collection. Scott was born in Sacramento in 1863, the daughter of a 

Forty-niner. She was musically illiterate, yet was able to compete “successfully with the men in 

fiddlers’ contests the length and breadth of the state.”281 Scott had learned to play as a child with 

an old violin that had belonged to the family. Robertson recalled, 

There was an old violin in the family which her older brothers encouraged her to play by 
equipping it gradually, one string at a time. When she could manage the G string, they 
saved up enough to buy her a D. When she could get around on those two strings, they 
added the A, and so on. She played on that fiddle for several years before it had all four 
of its strings, and she hasn’t yet forgotten what a great moment it was when at last her 
fiddle was as complete as anybody’s.282 
  

When Scott began playing her violin bow did not have any hair, and so she pulled hair from a 

horse’s tail to string the bow, and used pine pitch for rosin.283 Mrs. Ben Scott’s repertory 

consisted of a number of American fiddle tunes, and English and Irish tunes as well. In Turlock 

on October 31, 1939, Robertson collected eight fiddle tunes from Scott, some of which contained 

tenor banjo accompaniment provided by Myrtle B. Wilkinson. 
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Chapter 8. Performers and Recordings Included in Series M 

Robertson’s first recording session for her California Folk Music Project, on March 7, 

1938, was at St. Anthony’s Seminary in Santa Barbara. She recorded the choristers of the 

seminary, under the direction of Father Bertrand Hobrecht, a group that had been featured 

regularly on the Columbia Blue Radio Network. Robertson recorded three unaccompanied 

Spanish chants that had been found in the manuscripts in the Santa Barbara Mission archives.284 

According to Robertson, one of the chants she recorded had been “recovered several years ago 

from the singing of Fernandito, one of the Santa Ynez Mission Indians,” and had been sung “in 

the days of the Padres.”285 

 Robertson’s next session marked the beginning of her extensive recordings of Icelandic 

music in San Francisco. At the end of May 1938, Robertson recorded thirty songs from three 

performers: Mrs. Sigridur Benonys, a local saleswoman born in Reykjavik, whose brother was a 

composer in Iceland; Oddrun Sigurasson, also from Reykjavik; and John Olafson. Each 

performer contributed approximately ten unaccompanied vocal songs to the recording session. 

The performers referred to many of the songs as “rymur” (spelled “rímur”), a term with which 

Robertson was not familiar. In a letter to Henry Cowell, Robertson stated that one performer 

“sang ten or twelve songs of which perhaps half were supposed to be rymur. But I have my 

doubts about some of them, because the definitions they could give me of the rymur were so 

contradictory. One of them was a 'contemporary' song of 1902 or so.”286 In fact, it would be a 

number of months before she knew exactly what rymur were. In a subsequent letter to Cowell in 

September 1938 she wrote,  

I keep forgetting to tell you: I have finally discovered what “rymur” are. The name has 
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nothing to do with use, nor with music: It defines a verse-form, a four-line or five-line 
stanza with intricate internals rhymes. There are innumerable patterns for such rhymes; 
and the rymur-composing contests have always been a frequent form of social 
entertainment. The standards seem impossibly hard to us, for such improvisation; but 
apparently the character of the language lends itself and even suggests this sort of thing. 
One of the most difficult verse-forms for improvisation is one in which each line reads 
alike, syllable for syllable, both backwards and forwards. In general it is considered a 
stunt, though almost anybody is able to do it—like charades; and this explains the curious 
inconsequence of ideas evident when these verses are translated. I don’t know yet how 
many of these patterns are included in the definition of rymur; but there are at least four I 
know of. Perhaps different varieties have other names. They are sung to known tunes, 
hence the association with dance.287 

 
In this May 1938 recording session Robertson also recorded Passiupsalmer, or passion psalms. 

The performers assured her these pieces dated back to the fifteenth century, though Robertson 

had her doubts. She assessed that the music was most likely from the sixteenth or seventeenth 

century because the pieces were similar to Bach’s chorale writing in their form, scale, and 

rhythm.288 

 Robertson collected Icelandic music on three other occasions over the course of her 

project. In November 1939 she met with Thodur Einarson, originally from Arnessyslu, Iceland, 

who was currently working as a strong man at an American circus. Einarson performed six 

Lenten hymns taken from Hallgrímur Pétursson’s Passiupsalmer. Robertson wrote in her notes 

on the performance that “there are 50 or so of these hymns which form a sort of Passion Play, not 

staged but sung in church or one at a time at family prayers on farms, each evening during Lent. 

The words were written by Hallgrímur Pétursson, a hunchbacked mystic who lived not long after 

Luther wrote the texts to these hymns. Each hymn is a long detached narrative.”289 

 In January of the following year Robertson traveled to Carmel where she recorded two 

Icelandic pieces sung by Otto Bardarson. Bardarson’s father, Sigurd, wrote the lyrics to one of 
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the pieces that Otto performed. She subsequently recorded the elder Bardarson and another of his 

sons, Leo, in April of that year. Sigurd, who was born in Litla Hrauni, Iceland, lived in Seattle 

with Leo, and made the recordings while on a visit to Carmel. Sigurd himself performed ten 

pieces, three of which were rímur, and he and Leo recorded four more rímur together. Although 

many of the pieces were unaccompanied vocal songs in Icelandic, the rímur that they performed 

were in Old Norse. 

Although Robertson made two shorter trips into the field after her Icelandic recordings, 

her next major expedition was to the Russian Molekan Church in Potrero Hill in San Francisco in 

the middle of September of that year. Robertson initially met a Mr. Agapoff, a young member of 

the congregation who was related to two of the preachers at the church.290 Agapoff served as an 

interpreter for Robertson, facilitated her recording session, and acted as a liaison between 

Robertson and the congregation, many of who were suspicious of outsiders and technology. 

According to Robertson, the word “Molekani” translated as “milk drinker,” and the group did not 

drink, smoke, dance, or dress elaborately.291 Catherine the Great exiled the Molekani, and they 

subsequently settled near Mount Ararat (by legend, the mountain on which Noah’s ark landed 

after the biblical flood), near the borders of Turkey and Armenia. The Molekani congregation in 

San Francisco was approximately two-thirds men, who sat separately from the women during the 

service. The women wore a simple costume that reminded Robertson of the Quakers.292  

Robertson described the arrangement of the service in a detailed letter to Henry Cowell:   

                                                
290 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Henry Cowell, September 12, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
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The chief singers among the men sit on two long benches facing each other. At the far 
end is a small table with a huge Bible on it, and the chief preacher and his two aides sit at 
that facing the room. Across the near end of the two men’s benches are two other benches 
on which two rows of women sit facing the men and the table, with their backs to the 
door. Those four benches hold the “singers;” the rest of the congregation around the 
walls, women to the right, men to the left, and they act as “helpers” singing with the 
others as they can. The “singers” are self-elected. You simply join the group on the 
singers’ benches if you feel you want to sing—and can. No one is likely to think he can 
sing unless he really can, I was told.293 
 
The Molekani performed traditional Russian hymns at their service with a preacher’s 

sermon between the psalms. Robertson recorded both the sermon and the psalms, and 

subsequently, individual members of the congregation. Less than a month later, on October 7, 

1938, Robertson recorded another twelve psalms that were performed by Mr. and Mrs. J.P. 

Susoeff and Mr. and Mrs. Popoff.  

The Molekani psalms that Robertson recorded were written in four-part counterpoint. 

Men and women were divided into high and low octaves, except when the melodic range 

dictated otherwise—occasionally the women sang a fourth above while the men sang the fifth 

below, in order to reach the same note.294 One male member of the congregation would begin the 

psalm by chanting one of its lines, and another man would attach a hymn tune to the text. 

Gradually the entire congregation joined in. Robertson noted that the counterpoint was similar to 

folk hymns of the Reformation or Orthodox Russian choral music. “The counterpoint,” she 

noted, “however, is relatively free, and melodic lines weave in and out with no concern for 

harmony.”295 Women often sang at a seventh or ninth above the melody, and parallel sevenths 

                                                                                                                                                       
cream colored. Some of the younger women are beautiful, with straight brows and deep-set eyes. The older women 
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were not unusual, though Robertson noticed that parallel fourths and fifths were less evident.296 

 Robertson also observed that the Molekani raised the pitch of the music on each 

successive verse. She asked a member of the congregation if there was a reason for the shift, and 

was told that the psalms were meant to be sung fairly high in order to evoke the proper religious 

emotion. As the length of the psalms made it difficult to sustain this heightened range, the 

members would begin at a lower pitch and gradually would work up to the higher pitch.297 

Robertson noted the difficulty of this melodic shift: “One young leader who was unable to start 

the verse at the new pitch quickly enough—it must come in while the voices are singing the last 

two or three tones of the preceding verse—was smiled at by everybody present and helped out by 

some of the older men.”298 Robertson believed that with her in the room the service took on the 

atmosphere of a performance and rarely met the “heights of fervor” that the pieces would 

normally reach. Furthermore, although her discs could only contain up to five minutes of music, 

many of the psalms were nearly three times that length.  

 Robertson’s next contribution to her Series M was songs from Portugal’s Azores islands. 

Robertson noted that, in a sense, these Portuguese recordings took precedence in her collection 

because “the discoverer of California, Cabrillo, was a Portuguese citizen, although he took 

possession of California for Spain because he was in the employ of the Spanish monarch.”299 To 

aid her with this collection, Robertson enlisted one of her employees, Alice Lemos Avila. Avila 

was a performer from the Azores who also hosted music shows on the radio for the Portuguese 

community in Oakland.300 Avila gathered a number of performers for the session, including her 
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son Albert Avila and a number of other performers from the Azores and mainland Portugal.301 

 Robertson recorded Portuguese music on seven different occasions, beginning on 

December 31, 1938, and continuing through August of the following year. The sessions yielded 

over seventy songs, and included several Portuguese folk songs called fados; Christmas and 

other religious music; serenades; lullabies; and dance music. The recordings represented five of 

the nine islands of the Azores. Many of these songs had long since died out in mainland 

Portugal, but had been kept current on the islands, as well as in Brazil. Alice Avila, who was the 

largest contributor to this collection, learned many of the nearly three-dozen songs that she 

recorded from her father in Portugal. In general, the guitar, the English guitar, viola d’arame, 

triangle, and mandolin accompanied the songs. Robertson said of the music, “The Azores records 

are too swell for words, much more primitive than the mainland music—except possibly in 

remote regions in Portugal proper.”302 

 At the time of the Portuguese sessions, Robertson also began her collection of Spanish-

California songs in Contra Costa and Monterey counties. The approximately ninety songs in this 

collection would prove to be the largest group of recordings in Series M. Her main informant in 

Contra Costa county was Jessie de Soto, who was from Concord, California. De Soto recorded 

three-dozen songs, either a cappella, or with guitar accompaniment. In Monterey in January 

1939, Robertson recorded a restaurant proprietor, María García, who was born near Oviedo, the 

capital of the Asturias principality in Spain. García and her son Johnnie performed music from 

the Asturias, some of which sounded Arabic to Robertson.303 In May and August of 1939, 
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Robertson recorded Lottie Espinosa, from Pacific Grove, who performed the largest group of 

songs (sixteen in all) from Monterey County. Hilda Duarte Brown, also of Monterey, contributed 

five songs to the collection in February 1939, with accompaniment by Walter Sebree on the 

Hawaiian guitar. Robertson also included music from a Mexican wedding in this collection, 

performed by Julio Gomez’s Orchestra from New Monterey. The groom, Ben Figueroa, also 

contributed a song to the collection.  

 Beginning in February 1939, Robertson made her initial recordings of the Gaelic-

speaking community in Berkeley and Oakland, members of which were originally from the 

Hebrides Islands of Scotland. The performers of these songs included John MacPhee, from the 

isle of Harris; Mary MacPhee from the island of South Uist; Charlotte McInnes, from Dundee, 

Scotland; Donald McInnes, also from South Uist; and John Cunningham, from the isle of Harris. 

Robertson had five sessions with these musicians, the last of which was in June of 1940, and 

recorded three-dozen songs. Included in this collection were old love songs, sea songs, 

Hebridean work songs, some traditional Scottish songs that were not in Gaelic, as well as one 

song from Canada, where there was a large population of Hebrides Islanders near Vancouver. 

 During this same trip in February 1939, Robertson also investigated Italian music within 

the region beginning with Mario Olmeda, a cook from Concord who, as Robertson notes in her 

field reports, was “famous in the neighborhood for his singing.”304 Olmeda, who was originally 

from Bologna, contributed six Italian songs to the collection. She also collected Sicilian music in 

the area. In Martinez, she recorded one song by twenty-year-old Sal Lucido, whose parents were 

originally from Sicily, and three songs by a woman named Francisco Sanfilippo, who was 

originally from Palermo. Robertson had intended to record Sanfilippo’s husband as well, but 

after only a few songs he got up and left the session to go fishing. In Pittsburg, Robertson 
                                                
304 Sidney Robertson, Field Notes, “California Gold” website. 
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recorded three songs, one of which was in French by Louis Brangone, a quarry worker, and eight 

songs by Giuseppe Russo, from Isola della Femine near Palermo, who was known in Contra 

Costa County as “the singing barber.”305  

 Between April 16 and 24, 1939, Robertson visited the large Armenian community in 

Fresno. On her first session she recorded fifteen unaccompanied vocal songs from Ruben 

Baboyan, an Armenian chef at the Hotel Fresno, who came to the United States in 1913 when he 

was about sixteen. Many of Baboyan’s songs were dance songs from the mountains of Van, 

where, according to Robertson, the music had not been affected by Turkish influences.306 The 

next day Robertson recorded four songs performed by Mary and Hartop Goshtigan, a married 

couple who were originally from Constantinople. Mary Goshtigan, who was an accomplished 

oud player trained in Turkey, performed Taksim, the Turkish genre of virtuosic, free form 

improvisational pieces and Sha’ki, a piece in stricter form. The Goshtigans also recorded 

“Turkish-style Armenian city music,” and Armenian folk songs, sung either a cappella, or with 

oud and violin accompaniment.307 

 The following weekend Robertson recorded Aslanian’s Armenian Orchestra, a popular 

ensemble that was in great demand at weddings and community dances.308 The group boasted 

that they were able to play in a number of different musical styles, or as they referred to them 

“five different languages,” including Armenian, Greek, Syrian, Turkish, and American jazz.309 

Robertson commented on the group’s popularity in her field notes: 

Aslanian's orchestra… is often invited to other cities, for instance to San Jose and San 
                                                
305 http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/afccchtml/0016.html 
306 Sidney Robertson Cowell, “The Recording of Folk Music in California,” 18. 
307 Sidney Robertson, Field Notes, “California Gold” website. 
308 The members of Aslanian’s Armenian Orchestra included Jack Aslanian on vocals and violin; Bedros 
Haroutunian, a qanun and kemanche player from Varta in then Soviet Armenia; Mesrout Takakjian on clarinet; 
Archie Krotlian, an oud player who learned the instrument in America; Joe Bedrosian on the zurna; and T. Shatinian 
on the blul. 
309 Sidney Robertson, Field Notes, “California Gold” website. 
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Francisco, and Turlock and Modesto, and all up and down the San Joaquin Valley, where 
there are a great many Armenians of course, to play for weddings and funerals and 
dances generally….310 

 

The ensemble used the violin to represent the kemanche, and the clarinet to evoke the 

kirnata, and also included percussion instruments such as the def (tambourine) and the dumbeg 

(an hourglass drum). Robertson documented the tunings of the instruments including the 

kemanche, the violin in its kemanche tuning, and the qanun, and J.L. Hall, a volunteer 

photographer for the California Folk Music Project took photographs of the qanun, the saz, the 

def, and the oud, as well as the various performers of the ensemble. Robertson also made note of 

some performance practice issues raised in the recording session: “It is interesting also to note 

than in recording these pieces in which the voice comes in occasionally, the feeling of the singer 

is much like that of the people who shout out in American Square Dance bands occasionally. 

They do not feel that the voice should be preeminent, but that it should be one of a whole group 

in instruments. Therefore, when I tried to bring out the voice in the interests of transcribing, that 

is always objected to.” The ensemble felt similarly about the role of the violin, which carried the 

melody; they protested when Robertson attempted to bring the violin out more in the recording. 

Robertson made her final recordings of Armenian music at the end of October 1939, 

which included twelve a cappella Armenian and Armeno-Turkish folk songs performed by 

Vartan and Siranoosh Shapazian, a couple from Fowler. Vartan Shapazian was from Harput in 

Turkey, where he had attended the American missionary college. The couple had been in the 

United States since 1907, and Vartan had learned many of his songs from published song 

collections. 
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In May 1938 Robertson began her collection of Croatian music near the Santa Clara 

Valley, where a large Jugo-Slav population resided. Her first informant was John Botica, of 

Mountain View, who came to the United States in 1905 from an island off Dubrovnik, Dalmatia 

(Croatia).311 Botica performed Dalmatian dance music on Croatian instruments and was known 

for his playing of the misnice, a Dalmatian goatskin bagpipe that he made himself with the help 

of Peter Boro, whom Robertson subsequently recorded the following year.312 Robertson 

commented that Botica did not vary his melodies very much and wrote in her dust jacket notes 

that the music “sounds as if the needle had stuck in a groove—but the repetitions are as Mr. B. 

played them.”313 Botica also performed on the lirica, a three-stringed Dalmatian bowed fiddle 

that he also made. In their January 1939 session, Botica performed a shepherd’s dance on the 

svirala, a Dalmatian shepherd’s pipe that, according to Robertson was criticized by some people 

as a “backward,” and “mountain country” instrument, but one which Botica enjoyed playing.314 

Robertson took tunings and photographs of the instruments, which were subsequently made into 

technical drawings by Joseph H. Handon. 

A year later, in May 1939, Robertson recorded two other Croatian musicians, and Tony 

Dedo and Peter Boro, in Woodside and San Mateo, respectively. Dedo, who came to the United 

States in 1904 from near Dubrovnik in Yugoslavia, performed two versions of a Croatian folk 

song on the lirica. Boro, who came to the United States in 1926 from Lublinye in Herzegovina, 

worked in lumber camps and as a gardener in California.315 Boro performed solo pieces on the 

misnice and the gusle, a bowed, one-stringed instrument that he had made himself. He told 

Robertson that the string of the gusle was made of exactly thirty horsehairs, which had to be 
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taken from a young horse, due to the strength of its hair.316 Robertson also recorded four more 

pieces in a subsequent session, including an epic song about the Serbian battle against the Turks 

in fourteenth-century Kosovo, which Boro sang to gusle accompaniment. She also took the 

tuning of the misnice, as well as photographs of the instruments, including one she did not 

record, the dvorgrle, a double flute recorder from the Balkans. 

Robertson also recorded Finnish songs in on two occasions: the first in September 1939 

in the Central Valley, and the subsequent trip in Berkeley two months later. Her first session, 

which yielded four Finnish folk songs, was of three women from Vaasa Laani: Celia Koljonen, 

Fina Petersen, and Mary Salonen. In Berkeley, Robertson recorded ten unaccompanied vocal 

songs performed by John Soininen.  

Robertson attended a Hungarian New Year’s Eve party in Oakland at the end of 1939, 

where she recorded Mary Gaidos, Julia Reha, Elizabeth Jelenfy, Mary Drasky, Rosa Nimerfroh, 

Mr. Jelenfy, and Mr. Nimerfroh. The five songs that she recorded included contemporary songs, 

Magyar folk songs, and seasonal music. A few days later in Oakland, Robertson recorded Mary 

Gaidos, who was born in the United States but returned to Hungary at a young age to attend 

school. At the time of this recording Gaidos had been living in the United States for thirty 

years.317 This session yielded more than a dozen unaccompanied vocal folk songs, and included 

Magyar folk songs, traditional Hungarian folk dance tunes called czardas, and a bandit ballad. 

Robertson’s final recording session took place on September 11, 1940 in Fresno, where 

she sought out Basque music. Robertson had trouble convincing the Spanish Basques of Pacific 

Grove, whom she referred to as “certainly the most reserved group of folk musicians,” to make 

any recordings whatsoever. They were willing to sing for her, but according to Robertson, they 
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felt their music was “of, by, and for the Basques.”318 Robertson met Antoinette Erro, a teacher of 

Basque descent, who was able to persuade Mrs. Francisco Etcheverry and Etcheverry’s son 

Matias to record. Mrs. Etcheverry had come to the United States in 1905 at the age of seventeen 

from Misquiriz, Spain and was presently a cook in a small restaurant near the railroad station in 

Fresno. According to Robertson, once they had begun recording the Etcheverry’s “Basque 

reserve broke down… and they made many suggestions for further recording.”319 However, 

Robertson’s session yielded only six a cappella songs. 
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Chapter 9. Other Aspects of Robertson’s California Folk Music Project 

Photographs and Technical Drawings 

Robertson not only made recordings performances, but also documented the sessions 

visually, in part because of Charles Seeger’s emphatic insistence in a letter from June of 1938 

that Robertson accumulate as many photographs as she was able throughout her fieldwork.320 

Robertson charged J.L. Hall, the WPA photographer for the project, with taking photographs of 

the performers and their instruments, and developing them in the darkroom set up at the project 

headquarters. Hall was, according to Robertson, “a Welsh-American of long professional 

experience in his field.”321 In all, 168 photographs were made during the project, many of which 

are candid portraits of these colorful performers. 

In addition to the photographs, Robertson had a number of technical drawings made of 

instruments that were not widely known outside of the communities from which they came. 

Joseph H. Handon, the main engineering draftsman for the project, made many of the drawings 

and was, in Robertson’s words, “unusually competent.”322 Handon left the project in September 

1939, and a young female architect (unnamed) completed the final tracings of the drawings.323 In 

all, forty-five sketches and technical drawings were made of twenty-eight instruments, including 

those from Robertson’s Croatian, Portuguese, and Armenian recording sessions, as well as some 

instruments that she did not record, including a Chinese temple drum and two Chinese lutes. 

Robertson explained their inclusion in her status report for the WPA: “No consistent attempt to 

study Oriental instruments was made this year. These three Chinese instruments are typical and 
                                                
320 Seeger’s letter to Robertson detailing the importance of photographs reads as follows: “…taking the tuning of 
instruments on the record just before or after recording, pictures, PICTURES, lots of documentation, including the 
pertinent folk-lore, more leisurely work, more talk by the performers on the disk - before and after, checking of 
words with the performer…” Letter from Charles Seeger to Sidney Robertson, June 22, 1938, “California Gold” 
website. 
321 Robertson, “Statement of accomplishment,” 18. 
322 Ibid., 18. 
323 Ibid., 18. 
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not at all rare; they were undertaken at the start of the project because they were simple to draw 

and conveniently at hand.”324 The technical drawings were elaborately detailed and contained 

information about physical measurements as well as views from all sides of the instrument. In 

theory, each drawing would undergo four preparation stages: a freehand, generally full-sized 

sketch made in the field with measurements taken from the instrument; a pencil-drawn reduction 

of the rough sketch to scale; a finished scale drawing in pencil with complete measurements and 

applicable labels; and a final tracing in ink of the former phase with importance placed on the 

drawing’s final presentation. Not all of the drawings went through all four phases before the 

project ended, though many of the Armenian and Croatian instruments were completed. 

 

Sirvart Poladian’s Study in Folk Song Variants 

Another aspect of the California Folk Music Project was Sirvart Poladian’s study of folk 

song variants. Poladian had recently earned a Master’s degree in Music from the University of 

California, and had written her thesis on Armenian music. On the recommendation of Albert 

Elkus and Edward Lawton, Robertson hired Poladian as an assistant, and placed her in charge of 

the project when Robertson was in the field. Robertson believed that her project would need a 

system that would enable the workers to catalogue folk songs easily for use by the AAFS and 

future researchers. In a letter to Charles Seeger in September 1939, Robertson asked his opinion 

as to the value of such an endeavor: “I think a system of melodic indexing ought to accompany 

the ‘factory method’—anything esoteric, not more than the average music school grad could 

direct—and nothing that pretends to bring variants together, but something like a reduction of 

melodies to cards so they can be filed according to scale degrees or intervals.”325 Poladian had 
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already begun classifying folk songs on index cards for the project in an attempt to find a 

practical way to categorize folk songs on the basis of common traits. Robertson outlined the aims 

of the study in variants in her Statement of Accomplishment: “The broad problem which is 

uppermost in the minds of everyone working with folk songs is the difficulty of indexing 

melodies so that they may be located easily, and the related difficulty of bringing together 

scattered variants of a single tune family.”326 Poladian’s monograph was seventy-five pages long 

with ten tables and twenty-six pages of music, and was subsequently sent to George Herzog, 

Albert Elkus, and Edward Lawton for comments. 

Poladian supervised a team of employees in a study of variants of the Anglo-Saxon folk 

song tradition of the United States. They examined twelve text families through 108 tunes, 

twenty-one of which were taken from English collections, with a few from the California project, 

including some American versions.327 Poladian’s choice of repertoire was based on a 

preconceived thesis: namely, that she could find trans-Atlantic connections within the literature. 

Although she acknowledged that such geographical dispersion should be approached with 

caution, she nevertheless used this assumption as the basis of her research.328 

Poladian’s research was based in part on previous work on variants made by scholars 

such as Helen Roberts, Eduardo Martinez Torner, Hans Mersmann, Sigurd Hustvedt, Ilmari 

Krohn, Gustav Arlt, and Oswald Koller, and she examined their methodologies throughout the 

course of her study in order to come up with her own system of classification. Of particular 

                                                
326 Sidney Robertson, “Statement of accomplishment for O.P. 65-1-08-62, unit A-25, area unit serial no. 0803-1659: 
A study of California folk music,” (Berkeley, CA: Works Project Administration, 1940), 15. 
327 The text families that she examined were “Barbara Allen,” “Cruel Mother,” “The Gypsy Laddie,” “Old Joe 
Clark,” “James Harris (The Daemon Lover),” “Lady Isabel and the Elf-Knight,” “Lord Lovel,” “Lord Thomas and 
Fair Annet,” “The Nightengale,” [sic] “The Wife of Usher Well,” “The Wife Wrapt in Werther’s Skin,” and “Young 
Beichan.” Sirvart Poladian, A Study in Variants (Berkeley, California: December 28, 1939), California Folk Music 
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importance to her work was the musical typology of George Herzog, to whom she intended to 

send her study for comments. Herzog, who had recently edited a collection of folk songs for the 

Federal Theatre Project (1937), which were collected by Arthur Palmer Hudson, classified 

melodies according to type (e.g. traditional Child ballad, singing game song), final pitch, range, 

scale, structure, prosodic feet, and rhythm. He transposed all of the melodies to a common 

“tonic,” and ordered them according to their final.329 

Poladian aimed to create a large body of data that could be analyzed statistically in order 

to provide a method of filing and reference and also to serve as a basis for the work of future 

scholars. This sort of comparative, empirical study was necessary because, according to 

Poladian, without data, “no assumption can be made about elements of a tune which are constant 

and which are variable.”330 She defined a “variant” as a modified, secondary element of a tune 

that preserves its primary skeletal features, while disregarding elements such as passing tones, 

embellishments, and harmonic or modal changes. A medley of tunes, in which an unrelated 

melody was inserted into a particular song, was similarly disregarded. In order to be considered a 

variant, each tune needed to bear a similar melodic structure within its first four measures. Each 

version of a song was transcribed onto a single sheet and then placed into a stack whereby the 

researcher could look at many variants simultaneously to note similarities and differences. 

 Poladian examined a number of criteria for tune classification in previous studies, such as 

phrase finals, accented tones, index of the first four intervals, skeletal tones that represented the 

foundation of the melody, and melodic contour. Although textual variants contributed to 

differences in melodic content, they were not as highly regarded as purely musical 
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considerations. Furthermore, she found that variations in intervallic content, such as the initial 

interval of a tune, could be reconciled as a matter of individual or regional preferences, and that 

certain interval skips might merely reflect aspects particular to a given mode.331 Her initial 

conclusion as to the fundamental structural feature of variants was that rhythmically accented 

tones tended to remain fixed throughout a series of melodic variations.332 In later studies she 

modified her stance and concluded that, above all other features, melodic contour, or the 

direction of movement of each tone of the melody, was the most outstanding, as well as constant, 

characteristic of Anglo-Saxon ballads.333 She later wrote that melodic contour “appears to leave a 

lasting impression upon the human mind, surviving to a remarkable degree the uncertainties of 

oral transmission, the whims of editors, of periods and of styles.”334 

 Poladian admitted that her study contained problems in its incipient form and was merely 

a starting point for future scholarship. She did not feel this study was as original as her thesis on 

Armenian music, largely because she was rushed.335 Robertson was somewhat wary of 

Poladian’s findings as well, and acknowledged in her statement of accomplishment that more 

research needed to be undertaken.336 In a letter to Charles Seeger Robertson noted that if one 

classified melodies based on broad issues such as skeletal or accented tones, a certain number of 

variants became evident, but when one classified them through smaller structural elements, other 
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aspects of variation appeared.337 Robertson did, however, acknowledge the usefulness of 

Poladian’s method in her “Statement of Accomplishment”: 

Admittedly this will not serve to bring together all variants of a given tune since variants 
may be related through other elements than the one considered as primary here. But the 
large number of variants which can be grouped together in this way, coupled with the 
relative simplicity of the method, recommend it as a useful technique for melodic 
study…. Her conclusions as to the persistence of constant elements are suggestive but not 
final. It would seem possible to select certain elements as constant within family groups; 
but they differ widely from group to group.338 

 
In a 1974 article on previous methodological systems in ethnomusicological research, Norma 

McLeod enlarged and expanded criticism of Poladian’s system of typology because it eliminated 

culturally specific factors and reduced melody to the alignment of accented tones and melodic 

contour. McLeod also called into question the application of the term “typology,” which is 

defined as a culturally specific, multidimensional classification system in which groups are 

sorted according to a simultaneous intersection of categories. 

This work clearly demonstrated the difference in aims between a comparative system and 
a cultural description. The items Poladian extracted from her index were all context-
sensitive, and in comparative studies they are the first to be thrown out. Again, no attempt 
is made to treat music as a system nor to place it in context; rather, bits of music are 
discarded until nothing is left but series of variant phrases. The end is pure classification, 
but without the refinements of typological analysis with which archaeologists are 
cognizant.339 

 
Although Poladian did not come to a definite conclusion regarding the links between the Anglo-

Saxon ballads and their counterparts in the United States, she did devote a chapter of her study to 

the general differences that were observable between English and American variants. 

 

Photographing of Rare “Songster” Folk Song Collections 
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 Another endeavor undertaken by Robertson and her staff was the photographing of rare 

books of folk songs referred to as “songsters.” This part of the project arose because the Bancroft 

Library at the University of California would only allow Robertson access to its rare songbook 

collections if she first made photographs of them. Robertson subsequently used these songsters 

as reference materials for her folk song collection. As the project progressed Robertson decided 

to complete the file of prints of early songsters that the University owned. In all they 

photographed forty-five songsters from the Bancroft library and made a set of five-by-seven 

prints. 

 In addition to the University’s collection, Robertson arranged to photograph a number of 

other rare songbooks as well. She collected songsters from a number of libraries within the state, 

such as the Sutro Library in San Francisco and various California State Libraries. Among these 

materials were out-of-print collections of Armenian and Gaelic songs, eighteenth-century 

mission music, and a collection of songs from a library of a music teacher and fiddler from the 

1860s. The most valuable and rarest collection that the project photographed was of mission 

music that had been recently discovered in the Stanford Museum by Carlton Sprague Smith. In 

total, 117 items were photographed, resulting in over 9200 pages of material. The film from the 

collection was distributed between the Sutro, State, and Bancroft libraries.340 

 

Collation of California Songster Texts with Tunes from Printed and Oral Sources 

Robertson and her staff researched melodies that accompanied the texts found in the 

songsters that they had filmed and created a collated list of California songster texts with tunes 

from printed and oral sources. At the time of her status report for the WPA, only six melodies 

that had come from oral tradition had been matched with texts printed in songsters, with the 
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exclusion of those melodies that were available in printed versions contemporary with the 

texts.341 The list of melodies named in the songsters was nearly eight hundred, and they were 

able to locate about half of these melodies in various songbooks. According to Robertson, she 

had only anticipated to find around three hundred texts and tunes when the project began. 

Melodies of folk songs had been largely ignored in favor of their texts, and Robertson believed 

that this research would be valuable to the University, particularly as a basis for studies of 

pioneer music in California.342 

Checklist of California Songs 

Robertson also made a checklist of California songs for her project. She and her staff 

compiled a two-volume index of folk songs for the WPA and the Library of Congress that 

included her field recordings and pieces found in the songsters they had researched. The first 

volume was dedicated to early printed materials and contained an index of titles with data on 

named tunes, and another index of first lines of songs. The index separated materials gathered 

from broadsides and songsters, and included forty-nine songsters and over five hundred 

broadsides. The second volume dealt with items recorded on disks from the oral tradition, most 

likely from her own fieldwork. At the time of her status report, the checklist was being published 

in mimeographed form and a dozen copies were to be sent to the WPA. Robertson’s index was 

later included in the Check-list of recorded songs in the English language in the Library of 

Congress Archive of American Folk Song to July, 1940, that was published in 1942 by the 

Archive of American Folk Song of the Library of Congress, with technical assistance provided 

by Alan Lomax. 
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 Other aspects of Robertson’s California Folk Music Project included a collection of 

Portuguese music from the Azores. Robertson, with the assistance of Alice Lemos Avila, 

transcribed thirty-five songs from Robertson’s field recordings and translated the texts of the 

songs into English. In addition to this song collection, Robertson’s staff researched the history of 

Portuguese music and culture in California as material to accompany the songs. As of the time of 

Robertson’s status report in January 1940, the research had not yet been completed. 

 Another project that had not been completed at this time was a glossary of Spanish, 

Portuguese, and Latin American song and dance forms. Robertson and her workers gathered 

their research from articles published in periodicals from Spain, Portugal, and Latin America, 

which numbered over ninety sources, many of which had not yet been examined. Robertson 

anticipated that it would take another year to complete. In addition to this glossary, members of 

the staff made translations of folk song texts and German musicological articles that were 

relevant to the project. 
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The Demise of Robertson’s Project and Some Attempts at Resuscitation 

In January 1940, Robertson submitted her Statement of Accomplishment to her superiors 

at the WPA. She confessed that much of her research had not been completed because much 

more material had come to light over the course of her project than she had originally 

anticipated.343 She added that she planned to finish these projects by the end of the current year, 

and also that she intended to record ethnic groups that she had not yet been able to cover. Chief 

among these groups were the various Asian communities located in and around San Francisco, 

whose populations represented the largest minority groups in northern California. Unfortunately 

for Robertson, her project was not renewed, and she was unable either to record these groups or 

to finish the projects already underway. 

In Robertson’s defense, none of the extant letters from the end of 1939 gives any sign 

that the WPA planned to discontinue her project; Robertson was worried, however, about getting 

funding from other sponsors. She expressed these fears in a letter to Charles Seeger in September 

1939: 

It seems unlikely we shall survive the new year…. I expect to close around January 1st as 
sponsor’s funds—i.e., non-labor funds for rent, paper, ink, typewriter rent, etc., will not 
be forthcoming so far as I can now see. If you have any ideas as to where a grant of 
$1000 could be obtained for us, do let me know—that is all it would take…. The 
University very much wants the project to continue, but it against University policy to 
provide more than operating space and technical sponsorship—advice, etc…. I have no 
doubt of being able to get Federal funds from WPA for labor for another year; but do not 
see where the famous 5% or so for materials and rent can come from.344 

In a letter to Spivacke dated December 26, 1939, Robertson detailed the Library’s 

contribution to her project up to that point, stating that she had received 150 disks from them, 

and had returned 110. She also informed Spivacke of her plans for the following year, should the 

project be extended:  
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I am in the process of rewriting the project for another year, and if you feel you would 
like more disks from California, I should like the project to undertake to make them for 
you under the same arrangement we have now. I had intended deferring this request until 
we had been able to send you photographs and catalog cards and the complete set of 
disks; but I was ill in November and December so am obliged to rewrite the project 
before certain parts of it are complete. If you are willing to send us up to 200 disks in the 
course of another 12 months, would you be good enough to wire me to that effect, as I am 
obliged to complete my “documentation” this week if there is not to be a hiatus between 
the old and new projects. (Such a hiatus means that trained workers are scattered and that 
we lose our quarters and are obliged to pack up and move.) We have done nothing with 
the Oriental groups (Japanese, Chinese, Hindu) this year, and I am looking forward to 
that. One fine shanty singer recorded this year and has introduced me to two others; and 
the Indian Bureau has some singers on tap here which they will arrange for me to record. 
I have done almost nothing in the Farm Security Administration camps and hope to 
pursue this contact more consistently.345 
 
Spivacke sent the request for the extra two hundred acetate disks to his superiors at the 

Library of Congress—a request that was ultimately approved. In a telegram dated December 29, 

1939, Edward Waters, assistant chief of the Music Division of the Library of Congress, informed 

Robertson of the approval of the acetate disks. Waters contacted Robertson again on January 18, 

1940, and told her that her request to continue the project was under consideration. Sometime 

between this letter and one from Robertson to Waters on April 10, 1940, however, her WPA 

funding expired. She wrote in this April letter that she had moved her office from its location at 

2108 Shattuck Avenue in Berkeley into the Music Department at the University of California 

with the expectation that her WPA funding would be renewed within a matter of weeks. 

Although there were no longer any workers to assist her, she told Waters that she was “glad to 

have a chance to finish up a few things without the continual responsibility for a group of 

workers.”346 While she was tying up loose ends and attempting to secure funds for the following 

year, Robertson enlisted the assistance of some of her contacts to endorse the project on her 

behalf. 
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346 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Edward Waters, April 10, 1940, “California Gold” website. 



Davidson 107 

Several faculty members from a wide range of departments at the University of 

California went to bat for Robertson, including Albert Elkus, A.L. Kroeber, and Archer Taylor. 

They composed a strong letter, dated February 14, 1940, that underscored the importance of the 

project to the University as a whole.347 This letter, which was not addressed to any one person or 

organization in particular, was probably meant to be distributed to anyone who might have the 

authority to affect the decision about the continuation of Robertson’s project, including WPA or 

University officials. The letter focused on three main points: that the project was of 

interdisciplinary importance, that any time lost meant that valuable research would be lost as 

well, and that the University could benefit from using this folk music project to establish a 

California Folklore Society.  

The faculty members spoke to the benefits of Robertson’s project outside of music, 

particularly with regard to the literature and language departments, stating, “Those who have 

signed this letter feel that their respective departments, diverse as they are, have all a vital stake 

in the continuance of this project.”348 In terms of anthropological research, the writers made the 

point that “no study of racial culture will voluntarily ignore the light thrown upon the 

characteristic patterns and preoccupations of the folk-mind by its songs.”349 The authors also 

made a case for the project’s relevance to economics, in that folk songs were vital in pointing 

toward social conditions and pressures. 

The authors also stressed that time was of the essence in an oral tradition preservation 

project such as Robertson’s and that it would 
                                                
347 The complete list of signatories is as follows: Arthur G. Brodeur, professor of English; Bertrand H. Bronson, 
associate professor of English, George H. Guttridge, associate professor of English History; Albert I. Elkus 
professor of Music; Walter Morris Hart, professor of English; A.L. Kroeber, professor of Anthropology; Edward B. 
Lawton Jr., instructor in Music; Frederic L. Paxson, Margaret Byrne professor of United States History; Archer 
Taylor, professor of German; and Paul S. Taylor, professor of Economics. 
348 Untitled letter. February 14, 1940, Library of Congress, Materials accompanying Sidney Robertson, “Statement 
of accomplishment,” American Folklife Center (Jefferson, LJG53). 
349 Ibid. 
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not be possible to write the history of the West in its social aspects unless a concerted 
effort is made—and made before it is too late—to gather in permanent and tangible form 
the evidence of the popular cultures which [do] not create their own written memorials: 
they exist for the most part only in oral tradition; they are inevitably modified out of 
recognition in the course of time and are eventually forgotten, unless, by a foresight 
which in the past has been all too rare, investigators take the pains to make a permanent 
record of them while they are still current.350 

 
The authors devoted another paragraph that reiterated the crucial aspect of time, and noted not 

only that the project was already underway and thus would take a small amount of time, funding, 

and effort to reinstate, but also that Robertson was “unusually competent” in her guidance.351  

The letter stated that, unlike other states such as Virginia, there was no California 

Folklore Society, and that Robertson’s project could become the nucleus for such a society. This 

section of the letter seems to have been addressed directly to University officials, for the authors 

stated, “No institution could be so fitting a sponsor as the State University. If such a society were 

established, the University would desire to have an authoritative voice in its policies and 

activities. It would surely be creditable, and a meritorious service to the state, for the University 

to provide the initial impulse in its formation.”352 

These members of the University of California faculty were not the only ones to lend 

their support to Robertson’s project. In July 1940, critic Alfred Frankenstein of the San 

Francisco Chronicle wrote an article on Robertson’s folk music project entitled “Our Musical 

Resources Are Tapped by the WPA.” Frankenstein, who had come to the Chronicle in 1934 from 

Chicago (where he had been the New York correspondent for the Chicago Tribune, an instructor 

of music history at the University of Chicago [1932-34], and a clarinetist with the Chicago Civic 

Orchestra [1920-25]) was notably one of the few critics in California to embrace Henry Cowell’s 

                                                
350 Ibid. 
351 Ibid. 
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New Music Society, having written glowing pre-concert reports for some of its concerts.353 

Frankenstein apparently knew Robertson personally, perhaps through Cowell, or by way of her 

WPA project, and must have been in contact with Robertson at the time of this article because 

many of his comments come from Robertson’s own experiences in the field, and are nearly 

verbatim transcripts of her statement of accomplishment. 

Frankenstein began his article with a reference to Robertson’s gender: “They told Sidney 

Robertson that she (yes, she) wouldn’t find much in the way of folk song in California….”354 

Presumably Frankenstein was not drawing attention to the gender ambiguity in Robertson’s first 

name, but rather was trying to orient his readers to the notion that there was a woman in 

California who was out in the field collecting folk songs, a statement that probably speaks more 

to Frankenstein’s readership than to the author himself (elsewhere in the article he refers to her 

as Mrs. Robertson). This readership would probably have not been aware of female predecessors 

to Robertson in similar roles, notably Frances Densmore, Eleanor Hague, or, more recently, Zora 

Neale Hurston.  Frankenstein outlined the scope of the project and lauded Robertson and her 

staff for discovering “a Californian ‘musical paleography’ of great rarity and interest; their files 

on the folk music of linguistic minorities make up what is probably the most alive and human 

document of ‘foreign’ cultures in California that has ever been put together.”355 Frankenstein 

wrongly stated, however, that Robertson was the head of the music unit for the RA. He devoted 

the bulk of his article to the description of various performers that Robertson encountered, and 

                                                
353 Alfred Frankenstein (1906-1981) was both an art and music critic and a performing musician who was raised and 
educated in Chicago. He began his career there and held the above-mentioned positions. He moved to California in 
1932 and worked for a short time as a critic in Los Angeles, before he became the art and music critic for the San 
Francisco Chronicle in 1934. He was the program annotator for the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra, guest 
instructor at Stanford University and Mills College, and wrote for many other important music journals and 
newspapers. Cornel Lengyel, ed. History of Music Project, 7 (San Francisco: Works Project Administration, 1940; 
reprint ed., New York: AMS Press, 1972), 467. 
354 Alfred Frankenstein, “Our Musical Resources Are Tapped by the WPA,” San Francisco Chronicle July 21, 1940, 
“This World” section, 13. 
355 Frankenstein, “Our Musical Resources,” 13. 
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emphasized the richness of her project in uncovering heretofore-unknown musical traditions to 

the public-at-large. He noted that at present the project was temporarily suspended, but that 

Robertson was fighting to begin the project anew. Frankenstein ended his article on a lighter note 

regarding Robertson’s persistence as a song collector: “If you find yourself tempted to burst into 

song in a bar-room some night, watch out for microphones. If there is one, Sidney Robertson is 

probably behind it, and your lyric cocktail effort will be embalmed forever in the stately archives 

of Bancroft and the Library of Congress.”356 

After funding was discontinued and Robertson’s project came to an end, she received a 

letter from Seeger urging her to return to Washington because he needed her to assist him in 

updating and continuing the catalog of songs at the AAFS. She was not aware that this job was 

under the auspices of the WPA, and was therefore intended for people who were local to the area 

in which the job was located (in this case Washington D.C.)—therefore she was not actually 

eligible for the position. Robertson suspected that Seeger asked her to come to Washington as a 

sort of good-luck charm for saving his own position: “[Seeger] considered, with some reason, 

that I had saved his RA job for him at one time, and in his anxiety he seemed to have a 

superstitious belief that I could do it again.”357 Nonetheless, Robertson thought that this job 

might provide the opportunity for her to continue with her field research, though she learned 

when she arrived that Seeger’s position was due to be phased out. Ultimately, she never ended up 

on the WPA’s payroll and lived largely without income during her time in Washington, with the 

exception of some money that she received from Alan Lomax after she helped compile a 

bibliography of American folk songs. 
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In February 1941, Seeger was appointed director of the Pan American Union’s Inter-

American Music Center and as chief of its Music and Visual Arts Division, positions he held 

until 1953. The Pan-American Union (PAU) was dedicated to the promotion of cultural 

exchange between North and South America, and included among its members Leo Rowe 

(director-general), William Manger (assistant director), and Harold Spivacke. Seeger also 

enlisted Margaret Valiant; Ruth Crawford; Vanett Lawlor, the associate director of the Music 

Educators’ National Conference (MENC); and Gustavo Duran of the Rio de Janeiro Music 

Conservatory.358 Henry Cowell also became involved in the PAU’s activities when Seeger 

placed him on a committee of musicians who gathered as much Latin American music as they 

could find. This music was subsequently sorted and eventually sold to music and textbook 

publishing companies within the United States for use by music educators.  

Robertson herself worked for the PAU for a short time. Seeger offered her a three-month 

contract as his office assistant, beginning in June 1941, a task for which she was ill-suited: “At 

the Pan American Union I was a total loss at managing the office—partly because I never did 

have any idea what the various secretaries were supposed to be doing….”359 Her contract expired 

at the end of September, and on the twenty-seventh of that month she and Henry Cowell married. 

In 1942 Robertson published an article entitled “The Recording of Folk Music in 

California” in the January issue of the California Folklore Quarterly, which detailed her folk 

music project. After a brief history of the state of California and previous folk music research 

therein, she spent much of the rest of her article outlining her system of classification (Series E 

and M), describing the various groups of performers therein, and providing insights into these 

various groups. Robertson concluded the article with the statement that folk music research in 
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California was still in its infancy, and that there were many groups yet to be recorded, most 

notably Asians, South and Central Americans, and Middle Easterners. 

In July 1954 Robertson sketched a nine-page outline for a book tentatively titled 

“Folksong in California,” which was never published. Her notes provide insight into her broader 

goals for a survey of California folk music. Her plan for chapters followed what she referred to 

as “a kind of regional California grouping,” looking at what types of music tended to be located 

in various areas. She came to this notion of regional grouping through her belief that immigrants 

tend to settle in areas that are similar to those that they left: Hebrides Islanders tend to live near 

the ocean, Finns in northern California, and Texans in Los Angeles.360 Certainly this assumption 

could prove to have many exceptions, and fails to consider underlying economic and social 

factors affecting a community’s ethnic make-up. Seemingly though, Robertson’s point was about 

entire communities of such immigrants instead of individuals who may prove to be exceptions 

within a certain area. From this point of departure, Robertson planned to link the performers and 

their songs to their “original” source: 

Each chapter would then begin by making the connection between the place the singers 
left behind, the life there, and their location here—enough of this to lead a reader to know 
what to expect. Then would come comment about a specific group and my relation to it 
and adventures in connection with it,—followed by the songs that belong to that group, 
the singers comment on their songs if any, and/or further data on the song. Insofar as I 
can, “immigrants” from Wisconsin would be treated in much the same tone as 
“immigrants” from Iceland or Italy.361 
 

Her chapter headings for these various regions included “music from the California missions,” 

“music among California miners,” “music of sea islanders who settled around San Francisco 

Bay,” “Valley farm people” (including Basques, Armenians, and Hungarians), and “woodsmen 

and others from the north.” It would have been interesting to see her findings with regard to this 
                                                
360 Sidney Robertson, “Outline for a book tentatively titled ‘Folksong in California,” 1, “California Gold” website. 
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thesis in order to determine whether she was able to back up such sweeping regional 

generalizations. 

Robertson intended her book to serve those who wanted information about the character 

of traditional music, liked to sing, or wanted to use the material for further research. She 

acknowledged that she was not attempting to make a handbook of minority-group songs, an 

endeavor that would necessitate far more research into the cultures than she had planned to 

make. Rather, according to Robertson, “I am giving a picture of Calif. now (or as of 10-15 years 

ago) in a form that will encourage and make it seem natural for people interested in my Hebrides 

or Armenian or Portuguese songs to go to their neighbors to hear them sung and to find more of 

them….”362 She also intended to include a chapter on melodic variations in songs of the Ford-

Walker family. 
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CONCLUSION 

“Record EVERYthing!”—Some Conclusions Regarding Sidney Robertson’s Project 

While Robertson was with the RA, Seeger urged Robertson to record everything that she 

found, not to select, to omit, or to concentrate on any single style of music in the course of her 

fieldwork. Seeger intended to “inoculate her” from falling into the habit, as some local collectors 

had previously, of going into the field with preconceived notions of what to record according to 

some standard of authenticity, taste, aesthetic quality, or topical interest.363 Robertson ultimately 

applied Seeger’s advice to her own project in California. She aimed to keep her collection as 

broad as possible in order to include as wide of a variety of musics as possible. In a letter she 

wrote to Seeger in February 1938 requesting that he endorse her project to Dr. James Sharp, 

Coordinator of Statistical Projects for the WPA, she urged Seeger not to specify the type of 

music she would collect for fear of biased reactions: 

Please don’t use the term American traditional music because I am trying to keep the 
project description broad enough to include Henry’s Koreans, Icelanders, etc., and our 
Basques. Local clubs sponsoring are not crazy about “foreigners,” though, so I am 
leaving out the word “American” everywhere and hope not to get caught at it! Sharp was 
swell, when I said that of course it was difficult not to find an Iowan or an Oklahoman 
every time you scratch a California singer; and that there were a number of difficulties of 
definition you get into as soon as you start arguing as to what is “American” folk 
music….” “What do we care?” he said…. “All we're interested to know is that such and 
such a song was sung within the borders of northern California, Anno Domini 1938,”—
Of course we'll have to play up “pioneers” and “Forty-Niners” at a great rate; but that 
will have to be done from books and contemporaneous diaries and letters for the most 
part.364 
 

 Robertson’s choice of performers was similarly wide ranging. In her article for the San 

Francisco Chronicle in September 1938 she addressed the question of where one finds 

performers: “How does one find songs? They are everywhere at hand. A man changing a tire on 

                                                
363 Robertson Cowell, “Recall,” quoted in Pescatello, 141.See chapter one, page one, for Robertson’s recollections 
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Shattuck avenue in Berkeley last month sang an old ballad as he worked, and was startled by an 

urgent request to repeat it so it could be written down.”365 Indeed, Robertson had a keen ability 

to uncover folk songs, and she used whatever contacts she had to locate performers. However, 

because Robertson made all of the recordings herself, she was unable to be entirely thorough in 

her investigation into a certain regional group. Certainly, six Basque songs made by a single 

group of performers is not an accurate representation of Basque music or culture. In terms of a 

representation of California’s folk music, she had neither the resources nor the time to be 

exhaustive in her fieldwork. Consequently, the collection lacks variety within any single ethnic 

group. Given the short duration of her project and her limited resources, Robertson cannot be 

entirely faulted this problem, though had she focused on a smaller selection of musical types she 

may have been able to be more thorough. In her enthusiasm (and perhaps with a bit of naïveté) 

she intended her project to be a study of California folk music “in the widest possible sense.”366 

 Robertson’s attempt to keep the project as broad as possible resulted in a number of 

issues regarding her ability to present a representative cross-section of folk music in California. 

Her inclusion of popular tunes or those that were just “good fun to sing” brings into question the 

very notion of “folk music” itself. Seemingly, “folk music” would be limited to songs that were 

passed down through generations through oral tradition, regardless of whether they are Child 

ballads or Croatian lullabies. The inclusion of popular tunes, published songs outside of the oral 

tradition, and songs that were idiosyncratic of a particular performer raise questions as to what 

Robertson herself defined as folk music, and also call into question the elusive concepts of 

“purity” and “authenticity.” By privileging idiosyncratic songs Robertson placed as much or 

more importance on the performer as she did on the repertoire, thus distancing herself from the 
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“objective” record that she endeavored to make. Seemingly, however, Robertson was less 

concerned with these broader issues of the nature of folk music in its traditional sense than she 

was with documenting anything and everything that she encountered, regardless of style or 

content. Perhaps by her definition, folk music was not relegated to a specific stylistic genre, or 

bound to the notion of the “authentic,” but rather referred to music as it was performed by “the 

folk,” in the widest possible sense: by a man changing a tire on Shattuck Avenue, a dam builder 

who was originally from Wisconsin, or members of a Russian congregation in San Francisco. 

Ultimately, had the project continued, Robertson might well have developed more defining 

parameters for her work. As it stands, however, one detects in her writings a sense of time 

pressure—the fear that precious musical material was on the brink of disappearance. Record 

everything now. The sorting, cataloguing, defining process could then be pursued at leisure. 

 Furthermore, the extent to which Robertson’s California folk music project represents 

“California,” or more specifically “northern California,” must be questioned. She was well aware 

that it was “difficult not to find an Iowan or an Oklahoman every time you scratch a California 

singer,” and that, because of the relatively recent settlement of communities in the state, a truly 

“Californian” folk music identity did not have time to develop. Hers was a task of preserving 

“any traditional music—song or dance tune—now current in California.”367 Although she tried to 

collect songs with Californian themes, she often was left with whatever songs a particular 

performer had to offer. Beyond the issue of music that represented California, Robertson also 

supplemented her collection with music that was recorded outside the state, as in the case of the 

dulcimer music that she recorded in Iowa while she was with the RA. She included these 

recordings in order to have a representation of dulcimer music should she not be able to find a 

dulcimer player during her California project (which she did not). These recordings obviously 
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exist outside of her overly broad definition that: “a California folk song is not yet, therefore, a 

song (in whatever language) which has been sung long enough in the region to have taken on 

characteristics it didn’t have when it came here; it can only be defined at present as a traditional 

song surviving in California today.”368 

Robertson was not entirely free to make her own decisions regarding the music in her 

collection, however. Although Spivacke had been initially vague about the inclusion of foreign-

language recordings and had given her mixed messages about what music that she should record, 

it is clear that he indeed had preconceived ideas about what her project should encompass. In this 

sense, Spivacke acted in the same manner as those “local collectors” Seeger had warned 

Robertson to avoid emulating. In October 1938 Robertson wrote to Spivacke in an attempt to 

develop a clearer picture of what he wanted. At this point in her project she was making short 

trips into the field to gather material, while she awaited involvement from other sponsors, so that 

her staff would have material with which to work once the project started. She had recorded 

Icelandic music and Russian hymns, and wanted to make sure that Spivacke would find these 

groups acceptable. “If you have some policy about ‘foreign’ groups’ music, I wish you would 

define it for me,” she wrote: 

I don't know just how to plan in recording for you before the project start. From the point 
of view of the University of California, they seem to want material illustrative of 
everything to be found here as of the year 1938…. Assuming for the moment that the 
project is suspended indefinitely, and that I record for you as I can, it seems to me that 
your records should include anything in the English language which can be shown to be 
related to traditional music; but that foreign material can only be recorded when it is of 
exceptional quality and would otherwise be lost; or when it is somehow related to 
America.369 

Although Spivacke did not specifically warn Robertson away from recording foreign-

language performers, he urged her on more than one occasion to focus on songs in the Anglo-
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American tradition. In his reply to Robertson’s letter he stated that, “we have no objection to 

foreign language groups. In fact Alan Lomax has been doing some of this work in Michigan.” 

However, he followed this statement by underscoring his desire to prioritize recordings in the 

English language: “Do not forget the American songs because we have no such material from 

this state.”370 Spivacke made a similar request in May of the following year. He wrote, perhaps 

in response to her recordings of Russian hymns, “Please do not over emphasize the sacred side of 

California music and get also some of the folk-songs brought from the East.”371 Although these 

statements are not overly insistent, it is clear that Spivacke wanted her to focus primarily on her 

Series E collection. 

Alan Lomax, on the other hand, was much more appreciative of the variety of music that 

Robertson had collected. In a letter to Robertson in September 1939, Lomax applauded her 

efforts: “The fact that you seem to be making a musical cross-section of your community with 

everything from Icelandic religious songs to Barbary Coast ragtime shows the fertility of your 

approach. Some day the material will prove invaluable to historians and students of society. So 

far as I know, there is no other study of this nature being made.”372 Robertson seemingly was not 

aware that she had the support of anyone at the Library with regard to her foreign language 

recordings because in her response to Lomax she admitted that she had been worried that she 

was placing too much emphasis on her M series: “The WPA here has asked me for a statement as 

to the value of the records already sent in, and I had been hesitating about requesting that 

[statement] until I had sent in more English material… songs in English, that is to say.”373 She 
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had indeed made a number of recordings of English-language music earlier that summer, but had 

not yet sent them to the Library due to the indexing process for her recordings. 

The WPA was also not specific about what music to avoid, with the notable exception of 

Native American music, which was explicitly banned. Although Robertson noted in her final 

report that Native American music had been “resolutely excluded… on the ground that this is a 

field requiring cooperation by trained anthropologists,” the truth of the matter is that Robertson 

would have had little trouble finding a trained anthropologist to aid her with her recordings: she 

had at the University of California the support of Alfred Kroeber, one of the foremost experts in 

the country of Native American music.374 Kroeber had studied Native American music in 

California extensively, and had written the groundbreaking Handbook of the Indians of 

California, published in 1925 by the Bureau of American Ethnology. Seemingly Robertson could 

have asked his advice regarding any examples of Native American music that she may have 

recorded.  

In Robertson’s instructions to her field workers on indexing folk songs, the words “Omit 

American Indian” were placed next to the “Anthropology” and “Ethnology” headings. These 

instructions indicate that this music was to be consciously avoided. This decision about the 

exclusion of Native American music was not necessarily Robertson’s own choice, however; this 

policy was in fact promoted more generally throughout the WPA. The “Supplementary 

Instructions to the American Guide Manual for Folklore Studies,” for example, stated “Indian 

folklore falls outside the scope of the American Folklore Series, but material involving relations 
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between Indians and Whites may be submitted.”375 A letter from Robertson to Alan Lomax in 

November 1939 sheds a different light on the question of Native American recordings:  

There is talk of a combination of three departments with the music department to provide 
our funds for another year; and Anthropology wants us to do Indians and has a field 
worker who is a member of the peyote cult and will take me ‘round… imagine! I have 
kept away from Indians, partly because I know too little about them (though that has not 
deterred me with Finns and Albanians!) but chiefly because departments of anthropology 
have accustomed Indians to being paid by the hour for their efforts in behalf of science, 
and I had no money for this. 
 
This issue of payment to informants could well be one of the major reasons that the WPA 

shied away from Native American music. Ethically speaking, Robertson herself certainly 

understood the importance of paying performers if the recordings were to be published, but she 

simply did not have the budget to pay her informants to record. Robertson did record some 

Native American music for the University of California’s music department. She told Spivacke 

of these recordings late in 1939: “Recently I recorded 8 songs by an Indian from Tesuque Pueblo 

in New Mexico, and I suggested to the music department, for whom the recording was done, that 

the two disks be sent you with a request for a couple of good negro records in exchange.”376 

These recordings were never officially placed into her WPA collection, however. 

 Did the exclusion of Native American music possibly reflect in part the “face of 

America” that the RA and the WPA were trying to portray? Although the Oklahoma FMP 

recorded the music of tribes within the state, this sort of project was uncommon within the WPA. 

Asian American music was similarly avoided at this time. Robertson herself did not necessarily 

hold these biases against ethnic groups within the United States; she deemed any group worthy 

of study, as evidenced by her intention to record Korean music, a project that surely would have 
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required a cultural liaison. However, the omission in her California folk music project of Asians 

and Native Americans, two of the most important ethnic groups in the state, meant that her aim 

of creating a musical picture of California in 1938 was left surprisingly incomplete.  

Catherine Kerst, however, praises the originality and usefulness of Robertson’s project. 

“The recordings [Robertson] made are wide-ranging in character and offer a truly ethnographic 

perspective of northern California folk music,” writes Kerst. 

[Robertson] was eager to record ethnic music and her California collection is remarkable 
in this respect. In fact, before the field recordings she made in the Midwest in 1936-37 
and then in California, there are few examples of ethnographically-documented recorded 
ethnic music made in the United States that include much beyond African American, 
Native American, French, or Spanish music.377 

 

Although Robertson’s efforts must certainly be lauded, particularly with regard to the amount of 

material that she was able to amass by herself within severe budgetary and time constraints, her 

collection of materials focuses upon the music of the United States and that of Western and 

Eastern Europe. There are, in fact, no examples of non-white musics. 

Other WPA projects documented African American music, as in the case of Zora Neale 

Hurston and the Florida FWP. Robertson makes no mention of African Americans or their 

music, outside of the aforementioned reference to the “good negro records” that she wanted for 

the University’s collection, and an anecdote about a young African American man on her staff. 

She referred to him as a “musical young negro whose good humor and intelligent concentration 

upon his work have won everyone’s liking and respect,” and who was “probably the most 

popular single member of the staff.”378 In Robertson’s defense, the rest of her anecdote seems to 

assuage any overt racial bias: “A striking illustration of the lack of any racial feeling on the 

Project was provided when this young man came down the hall with his arms full of project 
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equipment: a young woman, one of our typists, caught sight of him through the glass door, and 

without hesitation got up to let him in.” This anecdote, however, does underscore the inherent 

racism, implicit or otherwise, prevalent in the United States at this time.  

 Despite its shortcomings, Robertson’s project was highly successful and valuable in 

many respects, particularly because it was the first wide-ranging folk music project conducted in 

California. In terms of Robertson’s ethnographic approach, she was surprisingly prescient about 

the manner in which fieldwork would subsequently be approached. Her instructions to her 

workers are a testament to her stance on how to interact with an informant. She had witnessed 

mistakes made by fieldworkers during her time with the RA and had learned to avoid these 

errors. Robertson’s outgoing manner was also an asset to her fieldwork. She was able to put 

performers at ease and to engage them on a personal level. In some cases she developed 

friendships with the performers, and in the instance of the Walker-Ford family, kept in contact 

with them years later. This connection between the performer and fieldworker was not without 

problems, however. In some instances such familiarity can produce biased judgments on the 

acceptability of a certain song or performance, for example. 

Although the studies made by Seeger and Robertson differed in many respects due in part 

to their individual situations, there are a number of important comparisons to be made. Both 

Robertson and Seeger were idealistic and enthusiastic in their approaches to the collection folk 

song, and both shared a common view of its value to its performers. They both faced 

bureaucratic issues throughout the course of their projects, and both of their projects were 

ultimately suspended due to funding cuts that responded to conservative political pressure and 

the need to divert resources to the impending war effort. Robertson, although not subscribing to 

the notion of the “proletariat” in her dealings with folk singers in northern California, did 
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embrace the people with whom she dealt on a personal level and afforded them a level of respect 

that was unusual and noteworthy for a fieldworker in that era. As opposed to Seeger’s 

engagement with folk music through the RA and WPA programs, Robertson’s dealings with “the 

folk” were made on the ground, in person, with a recording machine and field notes. Seeger’s 

approach, on the contrary, came from an administrative distance; his position was to implement 

policy without getting his hands dirty. Unfortunately, this distance did not allow him to fully 

appreciate the tangible problems within the resettlement communities for which he was 

responsible. Whereas Seeger aimed to establish a collective unity of the people and the elevation 

of the folk into a national identity, Robertson aimed to show the diversity of northern California 

through its different migrant and immigrant communities. Although Robertson differed with 

Seeger both ideologically and methodologically in many substantive ways, and she sometimes 

criticized him openly, ultimately she learned form him important lessons regarding fieldwork. 

The most important of these lessons was undoubtedly the view that nothing should be omitted, 

and that she should attempt, at least in theory, to record everything.379

                                                
379 Robertson Cowell, “Recall,” 141. 
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Appendix A: Chronological List of Recordings Included in Sidney Robertson’s California Folk 

Music Project for the Works Progress Administration (1938–40) 

 
Date Performer(s) Location Style Number 
December, 
1936 

Colonel Denoon, Ben 
Rice 

Springfield, 
Missouri 

English songs (vocals and 
guitar, unaccompanied 
vocals) respectively 

1, 1 
(respectively) 

July, 1937 Thomas Mann Ortonville, Iowa Dulcimer music 5 
March 3, 1938 Choristers of St. 

Anthony 
Santa Barbara Spanish hymns 3 

May 25, 1938 John Olafson, Sigurd 
Benonys, Oddrun 
Sigurasson 

San Francisco Unaccompanied Icelandic 
songs 

11, 4, 12 
(respectively) 

May 26, 1938 John Botica Mountain View Croatian music (misnice, 
lirica) 

2 

May 28, 1938 Lottie Espinosa Pacific Grove Spanish-California songs 
(vocals, guitar) 

1 

September 14, 
1938 

Russian Molekan 
Congregation 

San Francisco Russian hymns 13 

October 7, 
1938 

Mr. and Mrs. J.P. 
Susoeff 

San Francisco Russian hymns 12 

October 12, 
1938 

George Vinton Graham San Jose English songs (vocals, 
guitar) 

8 

December 3, 
1938 

George Vinton Graham San Jose English songs (vocals, 
guitar) 

13 

December 7, 
1938 

George Vinton Graham San Jose English songs (vocals, 
guitar) 

13 

December 25-
27, 1938 

Warde Ford, Pat Ford, 
Frenchy Orlet 

Central Valley Unaccompanied English 
songs, harmonica 

45, 16, 1 
(respectively) 

December 31, 
1938 

Alice Lemos Avila, 
Joaquim and Olive 
Flores, Clifford Franco 

Oakland Portuguese, Spanish-
California songs (vocals, 
guitar, English guitar) 

3 

January 1, 
1939 

John Botica Mountain View Croatian music (svirala) 1 

January 17, 
1939 

Otto Bardarson Carmel Unaccompanied Icelandic 
songs 

2 

January 18-19, 
1939 

Maria and Johnnie 
Garcia, Jessie de Soto 

Monterey Unaccompanied Spanish-
California songs 

12 

January 23, 25, 
28, 1939 

Alice Lemos Avila, Ed 
Pavon, Clifford Franco 

Oakland Portuguese, Spanish-
California songs (vocals, 
guitar, English guitar) 

13 

February 6, 
1939 

Alice Lemos Avila Oakland Portuguese songs (vocals, 
English guitar) 

13 

February 10, 
1939 

Jessie de Soto Concord Spanish-Californian songs 
(vocals, guitar) 

18 

February 11, 
1939 

Sal Lucido, Alberto 
Mendes, Francisco 

Martinez, 
Oakland, 

Spanish-Californian, 
Portuguese, Italian songs 

1, 6, 3, 1 
(respectively) 
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Sanfilippo, Mr. Franks Richmond 
February 13, 
1939 

Mario Olmeda Concord Unaccompanied Italian 
songs 

5 

February 15, 
1939 

Donald and Charlotte 
MacInnes, John 
MacPhee, 

Oakland Unaccompanied Scottish 
and Gaelic songs 

7, 3, 3 
(respectively) 

February 17, 
1939 

Hilda Duarte Brown, 
Walter Sebree – accomp. 

Monterey Spanish-Californian songs 
(vocals, Hawaiian guitar) 

4 

February 18, 
1939 

Alf Nilsson, Julio 
Gomez, Ben Figueroa, 
Mrs. Madariaga, 
unidentified musicians 

Carmel Unaccompanied 
Norwegian music 
(Nilsson), Mexican music 
(vocals, violin, guitar, 
mandolin) 

6, 2, 1, 1, 5 
(respectively) 

March 3, 1939 Alberto Mendes, Manuel 
Lemos, Mr. Franks 

Richmond Portuguese songs 
(vocals, viola d’arame, 
English guitar) 

10 

March 8, 1939 Alice Lemos Avila, 
Antonio Medeiros, 
Elzira Silva, Antonio 
Medeiros 

Oakland Portuguese songs (vocals, 
English guitar, piano) 

9 

March 10, 
1939 

Walter Harp, Charles 
Cook, Charles Powell, 
Bennie Lindsay, Junior 
Lindsay 

Brentwood Square dance calling 
(voice, guitar, fiddle, 
harmonica) 

1 

March 11, 
1939 

Giuseppe Russo Pittsburg Unaccompanied Italian 
songs 

4 

March 28, 
1939 

William T. Day Oakland Unaccompanied English 
songs 

3 

March 29, 
1939 

Giuseppe Russo Pittsburg Unaccompanied Italian 
songs 

4 

April 6, 1939 Mr. and Mrs. Byron 
Coffin, Sr. 

Alameda English songs (vocals, 
piano) 

20 

April 10, 1939 Cruz Losada, Elinor 
Rodriguez, Aurora 
Calderon 

Oakland Unaccompanied Spanish-
Californian songs 

6, 1, 4 
(respectively) 

April 11, 1939 Mary A. McDonald Berkeley Unaccompanied Gaelic 
songs 

3 

April 12, 1939 Alice Lemos Avila, 
Joaquim and Olive 
Flores, Frank Cunha 

Oakland Portuguese, Spanish-
California songs (vocals, 
guitar, mandolin) 

14 

April 16, 1939 Ruben J. Baboyan,  Fresno Unaccompanied 
Armenian songs 

15 

April 17, 1939 Hartop and Mary 
Goshtigan 

Fresno Armenian songs (vocals, 
oud) 

5 

April 22, 1939 Bedros Hartuonian Fresno Armenian songs 
(kemanche, qanun) 

6 
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April 23, 1939 Aslanian’s Armenian 
Orchestra (Jack 
Aslanian, Bedros 
Haroutunian, Archie 
Krotlian, Mesrout 
Takakjian) 

Fresno Armenian songs (vocals, 
violin, qanun, oud, 
clarinet) 

3 

April 24, 1939 Joe Bedrosian, T. 
Shatinian 

Fresno Armenian songs (zurna, 
blul) 

8 

May 7, 1939 Louis Brangone, Tony 
Dedo 

Woodside Unaccompanied Italian 
and French songs, 
Croatian songs (lirica) 

3, 2 
(respectively) 

May 7, 1939 Peter Boro San Mateo Croatian songs (gusle, 
misnice) 

6 

May 26, 1939 John Botica Mountain View Croatian songs (lirica) 1 
May 28, 1939 Lottie Espinosa, Jessie 

de Soto 
Pacific Grove Spanish-California songs 

(vocals, guitar) 
10, 3 

May 31, 1939 Sam Blackburn Concord Unaccompanied English 
songs 

3 

June 3, 1939 Virginia Meade,  Hollywood Unaccompanied English 
songs 

3 

June 4, 1939 Virginia Pico, Salvadora 
Valenzuela, E. de la 
Golsh 

Pala Unaccompanied Spanish-
California songs 

1 

June 15, 1939 Mary MacPhee, Donald 
MacInnes 

Berkeley Unaccompanied Gaelic 
songs 

5, 4 
(respectively) 

June 9, 1939 George Vinton Graham San Jose English songs (vocals, 
guitar) 

13 

June 11, 1939 Ozzie Waters, Sam 
Blackburn 

Concord Unaccompanied English 
songs 

1, 1 
(respectively) 

June 17-18, 
1939 

Aaron Morgan, Leon 
Ponce, John Selleck, 
Hubert Brady 

Columbia, 
Tuolomne 
County 

Harmonica, 
unaccompanied English 
songs, violin, 
unaccompanied English 
songs (respectively) 

17, 10, 1, 2 
(respectively) 

June 31, 1939 John McCready, Leon 
Ponce, Hubert Brady 

Groveland, 
Columbia 

Unaccompanied English 
songs 

10, 4, 1 
(respectively) 

August 1-2, 
1939 

Sam Bell Tuolomne 
County 

Unaccompanied English 
songs 

11 

August 2, 5, 
1939 

John McCready, Pen 
McCready, Walter Ross 
Ralph 

Groveland, 
Tuolumne 
County (Ralph) 

Unaccompanied English 
songs 

14, 1, 1 
(respectively) 

August 5-6, 
1939 

John Stone Columbia Unaccompanied vocals, 
harmonica, violin 

20 

August 14, 
1939 

Jessie de Soto Concord Spanish-Californian songs 
(vocals, guitar) 

12 

August 15, 
1939 

Mary Silveira, Clifford 
and Louise Franco 

Oakland Portuguese songs (vocals, 
English guitar) 

14 

August 15, 
1939 

Charles Fulton, Herbert 
Hudson Sanford 

Oakland English songs 
(unaccompanied vocals, 
piano) 

7 
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August 16, 
1939 

George Vinton Graham San Jose English songs (vocals, 
guitar) 

14 

August 19, 
1939 

Lottie Espinosa Pacific Grove Spanish-Californian songs 
(vocals, guitar) 

5 

August 19, 
1939 

Anita Dormody Carmel Unaccompanied English 
songs 

1 

September 3-4, 
1939 

Warde, Bogue, and Pat 
Ford, Flora Earnson 

Central Valley Unaccompanied English 
songs 

16, 3, 7, 1 
(respectively) 

September 4, 
1939 

Celia Koljonen, Fina 
Petersen, and Mary 
Salonen 

Central Valley Unaccompanied Finnish 
songs 

5 

October 2, 
1939 

John Selleck Camino Fiddle tunes 16 

October 2, 
1939 

Judge Charles 
Rasmussen 

Lotus Unaccompanied English 
songs 

2 

October 3, 
1939 

Ben Pitts, Leonard W. 
Jones 

Pine Grove English songs (vocals, 
guitar, harmonica) 

13 

October 30, 
1939 

Vartan S. and Siranoosh 
Shapazian 

Fowler Unaccompanied 
Armenian songs 

6, 5 
(respectively) 

October 31, 
1939 

Mrs. Ben Scott, Myrtle 
B. Wilkinson 

Turlock Fiddle tunes (violin, tenor 
banjo) 

10 

November 5, 
1939 

John Soininen Berkeley Unaccompanied Finnish 
songs 

9 

November 11, 
1939 

Thodur Einarson San Francisco Unaccompanied Icelandic 
songs 

6 

November 12, 
1939 

Leighton Robinson, Alex 
Barr, Arthur Brodeur, 
and Leighton McKenzie, 

Belvedere Unaccompanied English 
songs 

11 

December 20, 
1939 

Peter Boro San Mateo Croatian music (misnice, 
gusle) 

2 

December 31, 
1939 

Mary Gaidos, Julia 
Reha, Elizabeth Jelenfy, 
Mary Drasky, Rosa 
Nimerfroh, Mr. Jelenfy, 
and Mr. Nimerfroh, 

Oakland Unaccompanied 
Hungarian songs 

18 

April 28-29, 
1939 

Sigurd and Leo 
Bardarson 

Carmel Unaccompanied Icelandic 
songs 

13 

June 20, 1940 John Cunningham Berkeley Unaccompanied Gaelic 
songs 

11 

September 11, 
1940 

Mrs. Francisco and 
Matias Etcheverry 

Fresno Unaccompanied Basque 
songs 

6 
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