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Anne Sinclair

There is a strong tradition among the Scan-
dinavian and Celtic peoples of storytelling 
in song. Today it is still found in the Gaelic 

songs of the north and west of Scotland and 
in Faroe where history and legend appear in 
the form of ballads and are sung as the music 
for ring dances. When George Low visited Unst 
(the most northerly island in the Shetland ar-
chipelago) in 1774 he witnessed “one species 
of dance which seems peculiar to themselves—
a dozen or so form themselves into a circle, 
and taking each other by the hand, perform a 
sort of circular dance, one of the company all 
the while singing a Norn Visick.”* He also com-
ments that this dance is being superseded by 
“the reel”. In Shetland by the end of the 18th 
century the song words had all but disappeared 
and tunes became fiddle-oriented – the sing-
ing traditions had almost vanished. The voice 
was the one instrument seemingly impossible 
to silence or to drive underground – costing 
nothing, but priceless; easy to conceal but a 
force to be reckoned with when used. How 
could such an important part of our cultural 
heritage be suppressed so completely? 

Handed over to Scotland in 1468 as part of 
a dowry which was never redeemed, Shetland 
found itself under new management. The Re-
formed Church in Scotland saw education as 
the way forward in religion and morality, and 
the civil authorities consisted mainly of lairds 
and land owners who had a vested interest in 
controlling their tenants. Their combined influ-
ence had a profound effect on the language 
and culture of the Shetlanders. Kirk and school 
forbad the music of the Norse forebears; min-
isters refused to baptize children unless Scots 
names were given; in schools pupils were 
forced to read and write in English and, over 
time, much of the Norn was lost. The islands lie 
at the centre of a major sea route; in the days 
of sail they were influenced by many cultures 
and languages. In the hiatus between the old 

order and the new, a miscellany of extrane-
ous words was incorporated into the everyday 
speech of the local population. The resulting 
dialect, as the poet Vagaland so succinctly put 
it in his poem Shetlanrie, is said to be full of 
“brokken English, brokken Scots, an idder bruk 
firbye”, the old songs were no longer sung. 

By the end of the 19th century there was a 
renewal of interest in folk culture - from a Vic-
torian perspective. A few traditional songs were 
noted and preserved. New songs were written 
but those tended to idealize the Shetland way 
of life and bore little relation to reality. The 
hymns of Moody & Sankey enlivened church 
services and herring-gutting stations, but the 
traditional songs that have survived from this 
period are a mixture of the old tongue and the 
new and are, with a few exceptions, lullabies 
or nonsense songs for children. Enter the 20th 
century, the portable gramophone and mail 
order. By the 1920s an eclectic mix of musi-
cal styles was being performed – jazz, music 
hall, Gilbert & Sullivan, gospel and, most per-
vasive in Shetland, Country & Western. New 
words were written for popular tunes – humor-
ous takes on local incidents were a favour-
ite theme. Dialect written by native speakers 
was beginning to appear in poems and songs 
and some beautiful folk songs were created, 
but English was still the only option in school 
where the use of dialect in speech or written 
work was forbidden, sometimes punished, and 
always laughed at. 

In the 1960s, as a teenage singer desperate 
to trace old songs to sing, I found the lack of 
traditional song frustrating and incomprehensi-
ble. I also found that audiences preferred gos-
pel or Country & Western! Searching through 
old family jotters full of songs composed by 
my grandfather and great uncles and aunts I 
could find humorous ditties, patriotic anthems, 
hymns and exiles’ songs - some very power-
ful - but all written in English. The only song 
available to me in the language of my forefa-
thers was not even complete. Collected in Unst 
at the beginning of the 20th century from the 
singing of J.J. Stickle, the tune is evocative, 
many of the words used so ancient that a true 
translation is difficult. It is fragment of a longer 
ballad and, I am convinced, a prayer for safe-
ty at sea – it certainly sings like a prayer - a 
beautiful and potent echo from the past:

Starka virna vestilie 
Obadeea, obadeea
Starka, virna, vestilie
Obadeea, moynie
Stala stoita stonga raer
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O whit says du de bunshka baer
O whit says du de bunshka baer
Litra maevi drengi
Saina papa wara
Obadeea, obadeea
Saina papa wara
Obadeea moynie

Possible translation:

Strong west wind
Oh, let it be calm 
(Trouble our men)
Put in order and support the mast and yards
Do you think the boat will carry her sail?
We must be strong young men
(I’m pleased with that, boys)
We are our father’s sons
(Bless us our Father)

(Still used: whit says du – ‘what are you saying’ or 
‘what do you think’)

The link between song and spoken word 
cannot be ignored. Today, interest in preserv-
ing what is left of the dialect is growing. Dia-
lect is encouraged in schools and young writers 
are given every opportunity to use it. A group 
dedicated to promoting and celebrating Shet-
land dialect, ‘Shetland Forwirds’, was formed in 
2004, and they record, publish, broadcast, and 
are involved in education at all levels. Museum 
and archive collections throughout the islands 
promote a pride in Shetland’s heritage and a 
desire to learn more. A fascination for geneal-
ogy by the descendents of emigrants has had 
the unexpected bonus of returning older ver-
sions of tunes and songs to the Isles. 

Though still overshadowed by the fiddle, the 
singing voice is definitely back on the agenda. 
The various music festivals held in Shetland 
every year cover the full spectrum of musical 
genres. The Shetland Folk Festival, held every 
year since 1980 with venues in all the country 
halls and in the islands, is now one of the fore-
most folk festivals worldwide. Guests include 
instrumentalists and bands from every conti-
nent and singers, though still outnumbered, do 
feature, and their number is growing. All of us 
who have taken part in a singing session where 
nationality, language and culture did not mat-
ter, harmonies transcended all previous expe-
rience and the walls were left ringing will make 
sure that the voices do not fade away. Song is 
now recognized as a valid platform from which 
to tell a story in dialect, and there is a new 
generation of singer/songwriters who have the 
skill and talent to ensure that future singers 

have a wide range of material to draw on. Once 
upon a time we were almost silenced but the 
danger has passed. Singing is now a vital and 
growing part of the culture of Shetland.

*Norn – old Norse language spoken in Shetland
  Visick – folk song (Old Icelandic vísa – verse; Norwegian 

folkevise – ballad) 
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