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Foreword

HE European Ethnological Research Centre takes great

pleasure in publishing Professor Alexander Fenton’s Bibli-
ography, prepared by his colleagues here to honour and cele-
brate an outstanding scholar, inspiring teacher and staunch
friend on the occasion of his eightieth birthday on 26 June
2009.

This list of nearly three hundred publications, arranged both
chronologically and thematically, not only provides an invalu-
able resource for all with an interest in European Ethnology and
Scotland’s place within it, but also, importantly, serves to chart
a career which exemplifies spheres of activity and methodo-
logical approaches which are all of a piece with the man him-
self. It reveals the contours of the personality which lies behind
the achievement and what he himself has called that ‘interest
in folk and in their ways of doing and speaking’ which has
animated his work from the start.

The year 2009 sees several notable anniversaries: it is fifty
years since Sandy, as he is known to all, was appointed to the
National Museum of Antiquities, following work as a lexico-
grapher and editor on the Scottish National Dictionary; forty
years since a visit to Slovakia confirmed sustained European
involvements; thirty-five years since he began to engage with
university teaching; twenty-five years since he created the
Review of Scottish Culture; and twenty since the founding of
the European Ethnological Research Centre, which now has
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its base in Celtic and Scottish Studies at the University of
Edinburgh, where he was appointed the first Professor of
Scottish Ethnology.

The biographical outline sketches in the highlights of Sandy
Fenton’s career; the publications listed reveal the fruits of the
endeavours of these years. A love of language and of poetry is
a leitmotif throughout. (In fact, his first foray into print was a
poem written while at King’s College, Aberdeen.) His ear was
attuned early to the Scots of home and neighbourhood and all
that it could convey in terms of rich regional variety. He was
encouraged by his teachers to acquire other languages and he
developed a facility in this regard. University study, National
Service in Germany, his post on the Scottish National Diction-
ary and subsequent museum work with its links to the Scandin-
avian open-air museum movement drew him to the ‘words and
things’ approach. The language of gesture, communication ‘with
hands and feet’ through a knowledge of shared techniques and
implements, enabled him to communicate readily with the
country people he encountered furth of Scotland on his ethno-
logical travels and in the realm of cross-cultural comparison.

Thus there is a strong international flavour to the scholarly
journals and the languages in which his work has appeared.
Indeed there is scarcely a country in Europe where his work
has not been published and highly regarded. And not infre-
quently his range of interests and abilities come delightfully
together, as they do in the attractive volume If All the World
Were a Blackbird, translations into Scots of another ‘Sandy’,
the Hungarian poet Sdndor Weores, illustrated by his friend
the late Don Aldridge. Sandy has always felt that scholarship
should be readily accessible to those who could identify closely
with it and see their own lives — or parallels to them — reflected
in it, so articles in local and popular publications, such as ‘A
Polish Baptismal Feast’ in the Turriff Advertiser, will be found
here alongside those for the specialist.

8
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Here we find writing on food, on tools and processes, on
terminology, on vernacular buildings (Sandy was instrumental
in forming The Scottish Vernacular Buildings Working Group),
and on the development of ethnology as a subject. He has al-
ways been quick to acknowledge his mentors — among them the
late David Murison, Editor of the Scottish National Dictionary
—and he too has been responsible for encouraging so many and
for bringing them into active ethnological work in museums,
in universities and in projects such as those promoted by the
European Ethnological Research Centre, sustained by his
friendship, kindliness, his interest in others, and the model of
his writings.

This Bibliography does not include a myriad of reports,
reviews and other items produced over the years. Nor does the
heading ‘Editorial Activities’ do full justice to the immense con-
tribution this represents, from entries in the Scottish National
Dictionary to the co-editorship of the journal Tools and Tillage,
and the general editorship role in the European Ethnological
Research Centre of its Review of Scottish Culture, the Flash-
back series, Sources in Local History and the fourteen magis-
terial volumes of Scottish Life and Society: A Compendium of
Scottish Ethnology. This bibliography will be ‘out of date’ soon,
for Sandy continues to write and publish at a prodigious rate
and a supplement will be required ere long.

‘Ethnological wisdom inevitably begins at home’, he has
written, and it is fitting that the cover illustration should be a
picture of his home at Pitglassie Croft, Auchterless, painted by
May Beale around 1950. Home life has sustained him through-
out his life, the one in which he was reared and the household
he and Evelyn and their children created in Edinburgh. If a
motto were to be selected for this volume, prepared with
respect and affection for a man in whom the personal and the
professional interconnect so humanely, it could well come
from his own simple yet eloquent words about ethnology, the

9
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discipline he has done so much to further through his research,
his writing, his teaching and his example as lexicographer,
museum curator and director, and university professor:

It is an international subject, one perhaps that also bor-
rows heavily from neighbouring disciplines, but equally
it is a subject that relates to each and every one of us, as
individuals within our own environments of home and
work, and there is no one who cannot be a practitioner.
It is one in which personal roots, the home and environ-
ment within which the researcher is brought up, become
part of the research apparatus of national identity.

Margaret A Mackay

DIRECTOR

European Ethnological Research Centre
University of Edinburgh
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