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prelude to their talents being packaged for the ‘folk industry’. The topic of the 
music industry and commercialization is explored further in Leah O’Brien 
Bernini’s ‘Off the Record: Irish Traditional Musicians and the Music Industry’ and 
Janine Randall’s ‘Cape Breton “Crossroads”: Cultural Tourism and the Nature of 
“Traditional”’. 

One can’t help wondering what sort of influence months of pandemic-
induced isolation will have on these cultural expressions which heretofore have 
relied so heavily on very close, often physical, interaction between people. 
Setting those thoughts aside for a future NAFCO, this volume contains a wealth 
of thoughtful material and should appeal anyone interested in fiddle, dance, 
and related arts. 

Elaine Bradtke 
Vaughan Williams Memorial Library 
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Liam Maloy’s fascinating study looks at how 
recordings produced mainly for children contribute 
to the construction of childhood. He considers not 
only musical genres and their performance but also 
contextual factors of production, distribution, and 
reception. We learn of the shift, for instance, from 
Reith’s BBC ‘family values’ of radio and early 
television, to more progressive, child-centred 

programming in both the UK and the USA. Spinning the Child uses four case 
studies to make its argument: the children’s songs of Woody Guthrie; the BBC 
radio request programme Children’s Choice and its successors; the pedagogically 
oriented Sesame Street; and television’s Bagpuss and The Muppet Show. Maloy 
himself writes, performs, and records music for children, and so brings a 
practitioner’s perspective to his research. 

He begins by exploring the enduring musical and ideological relationship 
between folk music and childhood, promoted during the twentieth century by 
camps, progressive schools, broadcasts, recordings, and publications. Woody 
Guthrie’s corpus of children’s songs, the result of ‘creative collaboration’ with 
his own family, are presented as child-centred and connected to the minutiae 
of domestic life. Maloy suggests Guthrie’s spontaneous and fluid delivery of 
these songs is key to their impact, captured more effectively in recordings than 
songbooks which standardize and simplify the originals. 
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The radio programme Children’s Choice (and associated album compilations) 
used playlists that overlapped with those of ‘adult’ programmes, including 
repertoire ranging from hymns, nursery rhymes, and wartime songs to cowboy 
songs, music hall, and classical music. Maloy coins the term ‘music hall formula’ 
for the blend of elements that appeal to an intergenerational family audience: a 
mix of singalong music and attractive production accessible to children, 
combined with more complex themes. 

The variety show format of The Muppet Show drew mostly on already-released 
commercial recordings from a wide range of genres including music hall, jazz, 
novelty, pop, and ‘children’s’ music. The author argues that musical content in 
The Muppet Show became more child-focused as the series progressed, and this 
is part of a discussion of how such programmes attempted to address ‘dual’ 
audiences of both children and their families. By contrast, the folk music-based 
Bagpuss (performed by Sandra Kerr and John Faulkner) is seen as reflecting 
wider networks and practices of the mid-twentieth century folk revival.  

My friend and colleague Alison McMorland was one presenter of Listen with 
Mother (1950–82) who had a ‘regional’ (Scottish) accent. She recalls feeling 
uncomfortable with the ‘plummy’ BBC voices, saying, ‘the standard farewell 
words on the show were “goodbye children”. That just wasn’t me, so I’d say 
“cheerio!” instead.’ Alison was also recording and collecting children’s games 
during this period and feels passionately about the importance of making use 
of children’s own culture: ‘I really believed that you are at the emotional level 
of the kids if you are giving back to them some of their games that they can 
sing because they know it.’  

One of the strengths of this book is the range of sources and methods on 
which it draws, from investigating artefacts and archives in both the UK and the 
USA to interviews with artists and others in the present-day children’s music 
industry. Another valuable contribution to the author’s argument is made by his 
musical analysis: how words, melody, rhythm, visuals, and narrative mediate 
particular themes. Spinning the Child covers a lot of ground and one of the 
functions of such studies is to suggest possibilities for further research. I found 
myself intrigued to know more, for example, about the practitioners of children’s 
music in the UK. As I sat down to write this review, the BBC was broadcasting 
an evening of programmes from the ‘golden age of children’s television’ in the 
UK, a period that coincided with my own childhood. It was clear that producers, 
presenters, and performers have long wrestled with how to engage, entertain, 
and educate children. Recorded music for children has received relatively little 
academic attention, and Maloy makes a convincing case that music made (mostly 
by adults) for children projects what they want the child to know (or not to 
know). Ideologies may ‘construct and constrict childhood’, but ultimately, he 
contends, children can create their own response to what they hear.  

Josephine L. Miller 
Stirling, Scotland 


