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drew attention to a number of criteria that define a folk cultural unity in the

Atlantic fringes of the European continent, and he showed that this unity could
be traced from western Scandinavia in the north, southwards at least to Portugal. At
the same time he indicated important respects in which the different parts of this
discontinuous Atlantic fringe region differ from each other, reflecting either climatic
or other physical variations, or differences brought about by geographical location
relative to the areas of origin and dispersal of folk cultural phenomena *.

There has been much subsequent research along the lines indicated by Erixon’s
paper, particularly in Ireland, and more recently in Scotland. This is showing that
there was a certain cultural unity in north-west Britain and the northern and western
parts of Ireland, albeit on a more limited scale than Erixon suggested for western
Europe generally. This unity may even have been evident in prehistoric times, since
the builders of the megalithic tombs now known as court cairns (formerly Clyde-
Carling-ford tombs) were the first agriculturalists in much of this area, except for the
extreme north of Scotland. These early peoples established themselves in environ-
ments then most suited to their technology, but in the succeeding millenia these areas
increasingly became a sort of cultural backwater, partly due to social and technical
changes and partly due to climatic changes. Nevertheless, it has been tentatively
suggested that this first settlement of agriculturalists established a population stratum
that in later times was to act as a conservative element in the make-up of successive
folk cultures 2. The presence of this conservative element may have been an important
factor in the emergence of folk cultural patterns that have been delineated by recent
Tesearch.

Tt is now clear that within Ireland, for example, some features of recent folk life
in the north display greater similarities to circumstances in the north of England and
in western Scotland, than to the southern Irish province of Munster. Study of both
material and non-material aspects of folk culture has indicated this at different stages
in history. Thus there are many correspondences between the romantic tales of Ulster
and similar tales found in the Outer Hebrides 3. Furthermore, linguistic parallels have
been drawn between the dialects of Gaelic spoken in these areas within recent centu-
ries, and a dialect of Gaelic survived in the west Lowlands of Scotland into the middle
of the 18th century. There are also many connections in the dialects of English spoken
on the opposite sides of the North Channel and around the northern end of the Irish
Sea 4. Thus there need be little cause for surprise at discovering similarities in material
culture in these arcas when it is remembered that considerable numbers of west
Lowland Scots people settled in the north of Ireland in the 17th century, and that
others of them were settled first in the Argylishire peninsula of Kintyre, in the south-
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west Highlands of Scotland, whence they or their descendants were later removed to
north-east Ulster. And it was from this same Highland Scottish county of Argyll that
so many of the gallowglasses (mercenary soldiers) came to serve in Irish campaigns
in the 15th and 16th centuries, some of them ultimately to settle in Ireland permanent-
ly 5. So, if in recent research in Ulster there may seem to have been a tendency to
regard the 17th-century Plantation of Ulster as a social and cultural "watershed” of
significant proportions, the earlier connections amongst the peoples of this north-
western region in Ireland and Britain must not be overlooked. It is possible that the
17th-century planters were forced, to some degree, to accommodate themselves to
an existing cultural-geographical pattern, and that their advent to Ireland from cultur-
ally related areas in north-west Britain meant that the Plantation of Ulster as a whole
was not so revolutionary as some historians have asserted, remembering that there
were many settlers coming to Ulster also from culturally unrelated districts in England.

AN APPRECIABLE DIFFICULTY IN ASSESSING the historical depth of cultural relation-
ships throughout this region lies in the recent nature of the available evidence for folk
culture. What is known, and perhaps al! that is knowable, refers back to the early 18th
century, but seldom earlier. Much is even more recent, particularly in the field of
material culture. Nowhere is this clearer than in the evidence for peasant housing .
Many similarities have been noticed in the details of house construction and lay-out
between western and northern Ireland, and western Scotland. An example is the use
of a close network of ropes to keep the thatch material in place, a technique pre-
dominant in many coastal localities and known also in the Isle of Man and in some
parts of the eastern coastlands of Ulster in the past 7.

Pegged thatch has been known in recent times in only restricted areas in the west
and the extreme north of Ireland, and also in Argyllshire. The technique is a hybrid
between the roped thatch of the Atlantic coastlands and the Irish variant of a common
European technique of pinning the thatch material in place with slender wooden
rods, a method well known, for instance, in the reed thatching of parts of lowland
Britain, notably Norfolk. The typological position of pegged thatch is matched by its
geographical location, always in or close to the contact zones between the areas
typified by the roped and the pinned techniques ®. But because the only available
evidence for any thatching technique in Ireland is recent, it is impossible to decide if
typological hybrids such as pegged thatch are of appreciable antiquity, Nevertheless,
they are indexes of cultural change and experimentation insofar as they represent
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attempts by the inhabitants of one cultural region to come fo terms with cultural
elements from another region.

McCourt has recently drawn a similar conclusion from a study of hybrid house-
types in mid-Ulster °. In these houses two features are combined, the sleeping recess,
or niche, typical of the gable-hearth Irish house-type of the north-west of the island 19,
and the screen between hearth and door in the central-hearth house-type found in the
centre, south and east of the country, and also in mid-Ulster 1L Usually these two
features, and the house-types that they typify, characterise distinctive cultural regions,
and the hybrid types that contain both features occur where they might be expected,
in the zone of contact between the two basic housetype regions. The typological
details of the hybrid houses suggest that the north-western region accepted only
certain features of the cultural pattern of the east and south of the country. It seems
that the north-western region was able to select those elements that were capable of
assimilation into an already existing cultural pattern, implying a basic human attitude
of conservatism that has already been mentioned.

If the cultural borderland between these two fundamental folk cultural regions
in Irish folk life, and the characteristics of cultural change within it, are being defined
mainly from studies of peasant housing, similar regional polarity has been apparent
from the study of many aspects of folk culture, both material and non-material in
character 12, This polarity has been interpreted in terms of conservatism in the north-
west, and innovativeness in the south and east. However, because the north-western
area belongs to a broader Atlantic fringe area in western Britain and Ireland, it may
be that the conclusions based on the northern Irish evidence will be applicable else-
where, for example in the transition from Lowland to Highland Scottish folk culture.
The fundamental characteristics of the Atlantic fringe areas seem to be conservatism
and an ability to assimilate new ideas, without revolutionising an existing cultural
pattern. The opposite characteristics, of innovativeness and cultural replacement,
seem to have been prevalent in the eastern parts of Ireland, and possibly of Scotland
also, This total situation is essentially a dynamic one, and if ideas of folk cultural
regional identity are to be meaningful, it is possible that they must be c¢xpressed in
such dynamic terms. Thus, even though a particular element is known to have been
restricted to a given area of country at one point in time, this distribution need not
necessarily define a cultural region. Deeper examination may show how the cultural
distribution in question has developed, and how it may even continue to do so today.
To do this it may be necessary to examine a complex of material and non-material
traits — an example where this has been attempted is in the study of types of rope-
twister and the dialect names for them in the north of Ireland 13,
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IF CONSERVATIVE ATTITUDES have prevailed on the Atlantic coastlands, it follows
that archaic features of folk culture have tended to accumulate there, although it
must be noted that over the past four or five decades, continuous official financial aid
to these areas in Ireland and Scotland has tended to obliterate some manifestations
of this survival, particularly on the material side. Erixon referred to sleeping niches
typifying much of the west European region#, but in Britain and Ireland they are
confined mainly to the Atlantic coastlands. Similarly confined are crudely made
cruck-trusses used in roofing. Such trusses have only recently been confirmed in
Ireland where in the north-western counties of Donegal, Londonderry, Tyrone and
Fermanagh they are basically similar to one another 1%, and to those found in the
west Highlands of Scotland *¢. The cruck blades are generally of composite form,
consisting each of a principal roof member scarfed and pegged into an upright wall-
post, although some examples of markedly elbowed, continuous cruck blades are
known in both areas. Significantly, in Ulster, the principal exceptions, of long,
straight, or only slightly elbowed form, are from an English Plantation context, and
their inspiration may originally have derived from a north midland English source 7.
They are quite distinct typologically from the composite blades that McCourt, in a
recent paper, considered as characteristic of north-west Britain and Ireland *%.

Erixon mentioned a complex of traits that characterised our north-western
region; this included the baking of thin oaten bread on flat iron plates, suspended or
supported over an open hearth. The baking oven was unknown in this complex 1%,
Such unleavened oaten bread is still a recognised bread type in most of northern
Britain and in the northern parts of Ireland. In addition, from house studics it is quite
clear that in Ulster the oven is an alien element, known only in a very small number
of houses, all of which were built by English planters in the 17th or 18th centuries.

There was similarity in rural economic organisation over much of Ireland and
Scotland, particularly between the 17th and 19th centuries. In both countries an
infield/outfield system with common grazings prevailed 2°. Cultivation methods
within this economy, too, showed similarities between the two countries, although
there is better evidence for the use of the plough in Scotland than in Ireland 2.
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However, in the Atlantic fringe areas that are of primary concern here, spade culti-
vation often, if not always, was the norm, and the one-shouldered varieties of spade
in use in Highland Scotland and in western Ireland (the cas dhireach and the loy or
feac respectively) were essentially the same 22 Indecd, single-shouldered spades were
in use in the early 19th century in a district as close to industrialised, urbanised Belfast
as east county Antrim 23, Some lesser-known correspondernces existed in other kinds
of spade in our region also, for example, the use of a pointed-mouthed, two-shoulder-
ed spade with a fairly short shaft in east county Down and in Galloway in south-
west Scotland. Also in the south-west of Scotland and in north-east Ireland, the
lateral wing of the blade of the peat-cutting spade swecps back towards the handle
from the mouth of the blade; but farther south in Ireland the long axis of the lateral
wing is set at right angles to the side of the blade, or it may even be pointed forward
so that the extremity of the wing is set in advance of the mouth or cutting edge of the
blade.

One criterion that well exemplifies the ease of movement of ideas and objects
within northern and western Britain and Ireland is the two-wheeled Scotch cart. This
spread from Scotland into Ireland about 1800, replacing the older block-wheeled cars
that were still common in many districts late in the 19th century, especially in the
northern and eastern districts of the country. The stimulus for its introduction existed
in the rapidly growing linen industry of Ulster at that period, and specialised variants
of the Scotch cart came into existence for carting linen to and from the bleach
greens *4. Another element that arrived in the extreme east of county Down, and
possibly elsewhere in north-east Ireland, from the east of Scotland was the Scotch
scythe, an implement having a Y-shaped shaft, the extremitics of the top of the Y
forming the handles. Indeed, the scythe itself was a late-comer even in parts of eastern
Ireland, and reaping by the sickle or hook survived in many western areas into the

present century.

I SPITE OF THESE MANY SIMILARITIES in folk culture int our area it should be noted
that some marked differences existed also. A widespread article of furniture in peasant
kitchens all over Ireland is the settle-bed — it serves as seat by day, and as a bed by
night. But the scttle-bed appears not to have been known in Highland Scotland 25.
In the field of oral culture, it has recently been noticed that even in areas in the north
of Ireland like north county Donegal and south county Antrim, where there was
extensive settlement by people of Scoftish origin, the prevailing forms of folk drama
have been based on English rather than on Scottish prototypes 6. However, since it
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cannot be shown that the known Scottish varieties of folk play were in existence at
the time of the 17th-century Plantations in Ulster, they may be of relatively late
origin, a supposition supported also by the absence of the Scottish forms from the
New World, in areas where there were Scots settlers.

The problem of defining the folk cultural identity of the Atlantic fringes of
Britain and Ireland is too difficult to be solved merely from a consideration of indi-
vidual cultural elements, or of simple complexes of them. The degree of complexity
necessary before this identity becomes apparent rermains unknown. But it is now clear
that this north-western region in Britain and Ireland is emerging as a cultural province
in its own right, while at the same time partaking of the broader cultural unity of
western Europe. As Erixon pointed out, some of the features discussed briefly here
have connections with other parts of western Furope. But on the other hand there are
clements in the folk cultures of west Britain and Ireland that are unique to those areas.
This is possibly more noticeable in some aspects of oral culture, and also in the
observance of the Celtic quarterday festivals #7, although as the recent important
study of the festival of Lughnasa shows, even these had connections with countries
like France 28, The important problem that remains unresolved, however, is that of
the regional scale on which cultural unity is to be defined. As suggested earlier, it is
perhaps in culturally conditioned human psychological attitudes and motives, rather
than in the elements of material or non-material culture, that such unity is to be

sought,
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