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For as long as I can remember I have been
interested in myths and folk stories. For a
child, they offer a means of making sense of

the world. They represent a series of lessons that
work on both a practical and a psychological level.
They are fundamental to humanity and have always
been with us and we ignore them at our peril.
Quite often over the years, I have tried to find a

place where I could learn more about Britain’s rich
folk heritage, only to discover that we don’t actually
have any such institution. This is strange, really,
when we produce so much of it. Over the past 15
years I’ve become increasingly involved with the
customs themselves, not only going to witness them
but also taking part when invited to do so. They
represent a moment out of time, where the norms of
existence are bent or forgotten. While we are rooted
in the here and now, they help to put us in touch
with our past and to build community spirit, foster
an interest in where we have come from and the
things that are important to us. It was with this in
mind that I decided to look into opening the UK’s
first ever museum dedicated solely to researching and
celebrating our native customs and traditions. As yet
the project is in its very early stages and I would hope
to start fundraising in the next few months with the
idea to open the museum in approximately three
years’ time or less.
The year 2009 marks an exciting stage in the

progress toward the opening of the museum. On
April 30 this year I had a large fundraising fête to
launch the start of a UK tour. I have taken to the
roads of Britain in a converted 1976 Castleton
caravan, adapted specially to be a travelling Folk
Museum in miniature – a taste of what is to come.
I shall be touring the country to attend folk

festivals and events countrywide to raise awareness
for the project. During my travels, I will compile a
mailing list, discover what visitors to the caravan

could donate to the collection, share their oral
histories and experiences, and generally promote the
future museum via coverage in local and national
newspapers, television and radio. I will also be
looking to find a permanent home for the collection.
I see the primary focus of the museum being its

collection of artefacts, photographs, films, oral
histories, manuscripts and assorted ephemera, all
drawn from the study of our annual customs
themselves, as they exist and have existed. This
would form the main body of the archive, which
would be made available to the public for study and
research. The way in which these things could be
displayed is exciting to me as a designer, as it would
be to anyone who has visited a well-designed
museum and been given another insight into
material that they had perhaps overlooked before. I
imagine that the bulk of visitors to the space may not
have come into contact with much of the material
displayed, which is exciting in itself.

The secondary focus would be the way in
which I hope to engage the actual makers
involved in various forms of folk art – from

straw-dolly makers and well dressers to barge painters
– and then contemporary artists who make work
that deals with folkloric themes. One of the ideas for
how to show the wide variety of Morris team outfits
is to send a selection of 200 teams a blank doll which
they would then dress in their team kit. Eventually,
once all of the figures are displayed, they will
represent the individual skills of each maker and, as
a whole, this will become a piece of folk art in its
own right.
I see themuseum as filling a yawning gap within the

cultural landscape of this country and as a means for
people from all walks of life to gain knowledge of and
a deeper understanding of our unique folk culture.
Museum director Simon Costin invites readers to
become a friend of the museum at
http://museumofbritishfolklore.com/friend.html
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Set designer Simon
Costin on the
importance of being all
folked-up and why he
is founding a museum
dedicated to Britain’s
rich heritage of
vernacular culture

Lady Liza Campbell
returns to the Highlands

Robbie Burns wrote, “My heart’s
in the Highlands, my heart is
not here.”

“Scotland: where the rednecks are
titled.” I wrote that.
Although long exiled, a chunk of

my heart still lies there – on the banks
of the Findhorn, to be precise, where
the surrounding moorland dips down
to the river’s edge and suddenly the
landscape changes from bleak to
beautiful. It feels secluded, sheltered,
secret. Entering this valley is like
stepping into a Victorian
watercolour. The Findhorn snakes
sleepily over shallow rapids, a deep
coffee-bean brown. Slow corners
form shady pools where salmon
rest on their journey upstream to
spawn, yet in spate, the water can
double in volume in a matter of
hours, and suddenly looks as
though seething milk has been
added upstream. The force of
water can chew up the banks,
tear down the hazel trees that
fringe the curves, and carry them
away to the sea.
While autumn and winter

rush in, Scotland’s warm
weather is prone to diva-ish
delays. Growing up there, the
summer season was dominated
by three things: athletics,
dancing and killing. Nothing

has changed.
The arrival of parachutes from a cloudy sky

marks the launch of the Highland Games in our
local town. Canisters attached to the parachutists’
heels belch red smoke as they spiral down to a
canvas target in the main arena, while a
regimental pipe band marches around the
perimeter playing Scottish standards. The
bagpipes make the tunes blurry and subaquatic,
but when the snare drum rolls come in, they
sharpen up the sound, just as a pair of goggles
clears your vision underwater.
Throughout the afternoon there are displays of

the Highland fling in which overdressed children
in waistcoats, lace jabots and leather pumps
prance like nimble but enraged pixies in a
complex hopscotch around two swords lying
crossed on the floor. Finally, as the audience drifts
towards a collective nap, a cup will be awarded to
some grandchild of Rumpelstiltskin. Far more
exciting are the sweating, topless men – mostly
itinerant New Zealanders – competing in
shearing races. Huge, docile sheep are held
between the men’s legs as they peel away the
fleeces to reveal skimpier, balder models.
There are high-jump and pole-vaulting events

too, then the sudden appearance on the running
track of scrawny men who, unbeknown to the
crowds, have been racing towards us in a bobbing
filament from some anonymous field on the
other side of the county. Burly men in kilts heft
cabers into their cupped hands and balance them
vertically with the help of a bulging shoulder. A
few steps and then, if they can produce sufficient
momentum, the pole is flipped onto its opposite
end and into a lumbering somersault. Novices are
easy to spot: they stagger about like a drunk

making off with a keepsake from a sawmill.
Partytime is also steeped in formaldehyde.

When the young men come off the moor, they
change into their kilts and sporrans to dance with
their hands in the air in imitation of the antlers
on the stags they’ve just been stalking. Held in
chandelier-lit rooms, there are specially sprung
floors so that the whole room bounces gently
with the thud of 600 feet stepping in time.

If you gaze around any ballroom, you can see
the distinctive livery of each clan and make
the connections between brothers and sons

and cousins and uncles and fathers by matching
up the tartans of their flying kilts, and the women
by the sashes tied across their bodies.
For a beginner, highland reeling can look like

esoteric prancing, but with a little concentration,
you can soon understand the pattern repeats as
people weave themselves down the line, like a
crochet thread with a brain. When I was a
teenager, some of the bigger parties had an
unspoken etiquette to follow: no dresses above
the ankle; men may not remove their jackets, and
while they could clap and leap and holler, a girl
doing the same was viewed askance – she must
move smoothly and avoid hearty skipping;
newcomers who couldn’t do the dances were
quietly frowned upon for cocking up the flow.
The most old-fashioned of all the old-fashioned
aspects was that you had to pick up a numbered
dance card. It came with a printed running order
of reels and an attached tasselled pencil. When a
boy came up, you both noted down the booking
and then sought each other out when the
programme reached your booking. I lived in
terror of having an unmarked card and would
scribble – Cornish Pasty, Tooth Cavity, Arc


