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ANNIVERSARY
Royal Visit
Elphinstone Institute staff were 
honoured to meet Her Majesty 
The Queen on Monday, 20 January 
as part of an official visit to the 
University of Aberdeen. Patron of 
the Elphinstone Institute, the Very 
Reverend Professor Sir Iain Torrance, 
kindly introduced us to Her Majesty 
who then congratulated staff on 
the Institute's 30th anniversary. 
She expressed sincere interest in 
our research, teaching, public, and 
community engagement work to do 
with traditional culture in the North-
East and beyond. Her Majesty also 
told us how fond she is of fiddle music 
and she was enthusiastic to learn 
about our upcoming North Atlantic 
Fiddle Convention in 2026.

Civic Reception
The Lord Provost, David Cameron, 
of Aberdeen City Council hosted a 
Civic Reception at the Town House on 

Wednesday, 22 January to celebrate 
the 30th anniversary of the Elphinstone 
Institute, with staff, students, and 
friends. 

The Lord Provost welcomed everyone 
and praised the Institute's work over 
the past 30 years. Director of the 
Elphinstone Institute, Dr Thomas 
McKean, gave a talk highlighting many 
achievements by the Institute over 
the years. North-East Makar, Sheena 
Blackhall, recited a specially dedicated 
poem, and we had outstanding musical 
performances from Owen and Rueben 
of SC&T Youth who played traditional 
tunes to the delight of all who attended.

We thank the Lord Provost for honouring 
the Elphinstone Institute in its 30th 
anniversary year, and we were pleased 
to share the evening celebration with 
over 100 invited guests. Thanks to 
everyone who has contributed to the 
success of the Institute over the past 
30 years, especially the Friends of the 
Elphinstone Institute.

Very Reverend Professor Sir Iain Torrance, 
introducing Dr Thomas A. McKean to  

Her Majesty the Queen

Civic Reception,  
Aberdeen City Council Town House

From Accra to Aberdeen: Professor Kwesi Yankah Visits the Institute
We were privileged to welcome 
renowned Ghanaian folklorist  
Professor Kwesi Yankah to the 
Elphinstone Institute for a week-long 
visit last November. It was an unusually 
cold week in Aberdeen and our guest 
was greeted by icy, overcast skies 
upon landing, quite a contrast from 
the 31-degree weather in Accra, his 
point of departure. But a busy week, 
centring on his delivery of our annual 
David Buchan Lecture, hopefully kept 
him warm. On the Monday I brought 
Kwesi round Old Aberdeen showing 
him the sites–including a snow-covered 
King’s College Chapel–that make the 
area such a beautiful place to work and 
visit. In the days that followed, staff 
members invited Professor Yankah 
out for a Scottish meal and Frances 
Wilkins brought Kwesi to the Aberdeen 
Folk Club to enjoy traditional music. 
Our students appreciated speaking 
with Professor Yankah about his long 
career, starting with his PhD at Indiana 
University and his decades of work in 

Ghana. We also arranged for a meeting 
with Principal George Boyne, during 
which they discussed creating stronger 
connections between the University 
and Ghana. Kwesi also ensured he 
made time to meet with keen Ghanaian 
students from the University. His 
excellent Buchan Lecture, which was 
delivered in person and streamed 
live across the world, considered folk 
and official responses to global health 
crises, including AIDS and the Covid-19 
pandemic. The lecture is available 
to watch on our website and will be 
written up in a forthcoming issue of 
Folklore. When he departed, Professor 
Yankah declared that Scotland had the 
“least hospitable weather, but the most 
hospitable people”. We will need to 
arrange a summer visit one day, but in 
the meantime we are deeply thankful 
to Professor Yankah for his visit and 
kindness in sharing his expertise.

Professor Yankah has been an essayist 
and public intellectual with a large 

following in Ghana for decades and 
was more recently President and  
Pro-Vice Chancellor of major 
universities. He was Ghana’s Minister 
of State of Tertiary Education (2017–
2020), is a Fellow of the American 
Academy of Social Sciences, and is 
Emeritus Professor at Ashesi University.

Nicolas Le Bigre

Professor Yankah with the Principal, 
Professor George Boyne
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From the Acting Director
Welcome to our Winter 
2024/2025 newsletter. We are 
emerging from yet another 
busy semester, with an ever-
burgeoning public events 
programme. In 2024–25 
we have over 60 events 

organised, from storytelling to ethnographic films 
to public lectures and more. Do pick up a leaflet 
from the Institute if you don’t already have one. 
It is always good to see people at our events, and 
almost all of them are free and open to all. We 
are also opening up opportunities for groups to 
book Institute staff to give outreach talks about 
their areas of expertise, including Scots and Gaelic 
song and musical traditions, immigrant traditions, 
fire festivals, and more. Do get in touch if you are 
interested in booking one of our speakers. 

Special congratulations to Kaitlyn Woodruff, Gary 
Ching, Marie-Pier Chevrier, and Elizabeth Cook who 
graduated in November from our MLitt degree, and 
to Dr Mollie Carlyle (supervised by Tom McKean) 
who graduated with a PhD. Congratulations also to 
our incoming PhD student Morag Johnston who was 
successful in securing a SGSAH PhD scholarship. 
She joined the University in September to start 
her studies in early fiddle music composed and 
collected by Scottish women, under the supervision 
of myself and Aaron McGregor. 

Speaking of new arrivals, I would also like to 
welcome new MLitt students Taylor Palmer and 
Emma Russell, and our NAFCo festival directors 
Laura Harrington and Kirsty Clements. We are 
delighted to be running NAFCo again in 2026 and 
to have Laura and Kirsty with us to plan, develop, 
and deliver the festival. 

Visitors to the Institute this semester have included 
Professor Kwesi Yankah, Professor Emeritus in 
Linguistics and Oral Literature at Asheshi University 
in Ghana. Professor Yankah spent a week with us 
in November, gave our annual Buchan lecture and 
met with some of our MLitt and PhD students. He 
also took the time to meet with Ghanaian students 
of the university and our principle, George Boyne, 
to discuss ways in which we can forge closer 
institutional ties. 

2025 is our 30–year anniversary and began with 
a civic reception, hosted by the Lord Provost and 
members of Aberdeen City Council, at Aberdeen 
Town House. Following this, from 3–6 June 2025, 

Supporting the  
Elphinstone Institute

It is important to note the crucial role 
that donations and legacies play in the 
functioning of the Institute. Around 
seventy percent of our amazing range of 
programmes, partnerships, and projects, 
are funded by these wonderful gifts. We 
encourage anyone with a belief in the 
North-East’s internationally renowned 
and domestically treasured culture and 
traditions to get in touch to find out how 
you can help us continue and expand 
our mission to research, celebrate, and 
promote the culture of the North-east 
and North of Scotland. 

Email: elphinstone@abdn.ac.uk 

Tel: 01224 272996

we will be hosting a major international conference 
in Ethnology and Folklore. SIEF 2025 (The 
International Society for Ethnology and Folklore) 
will offer the opportunity to engage with scholars 
from across the world. We are delighted to have 
a number of a students, past and present, taking 
part in the conference. 

In terms of research, Tom McKean has been on 
study leave in the first semester, spending some 
of this time working with community groups in 
Western Guatemala. I have been continuing to 
tour the Seinn Spioradail (Gaelic Spiritual Singing) 
exhibition in the Western Isles. MLitt graduate Mary 
Stratman started work as Research Assistant on 
the project in the New Year, helping me to further 
develop and evaluate impact activities.

We have been hearing some very positive reports 
on some of our outreach activities, including the 
Polish-Scottish Song Group (administered by 
Nicolas Le Bigre) who were recently nominated 
Community Project of the Year Award at the Scots 
Trad Music Awards. Congratulation also to Laura 
Harrington for her nomination as Industry Person 
of the Year. 

Frances Wilkins
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Elphinstone News
NAFCo 2026
Welcome to Laura Harrington and Kirsty Clements (pictured right) who are  
working at the Elphinstone Institute as Festival Leads for NAFCo 2026. 
Preparations have already begun for the 25th anniversary of NAFCo 
(North Atlantic Fiddle Convention), from 24–26 June 2026, and we can't 
wait to see NAFCo back in Aberdeen where it began all those years ago 
in 2001.

Donation to University Special Collections
A 2019 graduate of the MLitt, I visited Andrew MacGregor (both pictured left) of 
the University Special Collections in August 2024, to donate a handwritten 1850 
tune book that I worked with for my dissertation at the Elphinstone. The tune book 
belonged to a Scottish fiddle player and teacher, Robert Dawson of Logie Coldstone, 
Aberdeenshire. It contains almost two hundred Scottish reels, strathspeys, and 
jigs, carefully copied down and given to his student, James Thomson of Crathie, 
Aberdeenshire, when Dawson emigrated to West Ontario in the early 1860s. Bruce 
Thomson, a descendant, gifted the tune book to me in June 2022. Before Bruce 
passed away at Crathie in early 2024, I promised him that the tune book would 
go to the University of Aberdeen Special Collections.

Mara Shea

Toulmin Prize 2024 Winner
The winner of the Toulmin Prize 2024 is Deborah 
Leslie from Inverurie with her story 'Wytin'. 
Deborah received her prize at the prize-giving 
event at the WayWORD Festival at King's Pavilion, 
King's College in September 2024. The event was 
introduced by lead judge of the Toulmin Prize, 
Richard Bennett, and the winning story was read 
aloud by Sheena Blackhall, with BSL Interpreter, 
Lesley Crerar signing the story.

Many congratulations to Deborah who is pictured in the centre of the photo above with, left to right, 
Steven Reid, Sheena Blackhall, Richard Bennett, and Martin Reid. Steven and Martin, are grandsons of 
Toulmin (aka John Reid) and sponsors of the annual event, with the prize of £500.

There were four Highly Commended stories mentioned, in no particular order, 'Locked In' by Ross 
Cook Cummings; 'Sampler' by Nicola Furrie; 'E Profeesir' by Andrew Urquhart; and 'Gibbie's Donkey' 
by Daniel Walker.

Congratulations to them all. 

The stories are available to read on the Elphinstone Institute website www.abdn.ac.uk/elphinstone/

Outreach Talks
We can offer talks on a variety of topics, including North-East Scottish Song 
Traditions; Migrant Experience in the North-East of Scotland; The Sacred 
Songs of Northern Scotland; Fire Festivals; Exploring the Elphinstone Institute 
Archives; Musical Traditions of Scotland's Northern Sailors; and the Work of 
the Elphinstone Institute.

There is no charge for the talks but we ask that any expenses are covered 
by the host organisation plus a small donation is made to the Friends of the 
Elphinstone Institute.

Get in touch to book a public talk from one of our scholars and to obtain a 
copy of the pamphlet please contact: elphinstone@abdn.ac.uk and we can 
add your name to our mailing list.
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Elphinstone News and Events
Neepie Lantern Workshop 
and Competition 2024

From left to right: Winning Neep by Gareth Dunnett, 
runners up, Naimh Cutts, and Kilian Cutts

The Neepie Lantern Workshop 2024 was very 
popular again, with participants creating some 
wonderful creepy neepie lanterns. It was a fun 
evening and some took their lanterns out on 
Halloween. The winner of the competition for 
the second year was Gareth Dunnett with his 
spooktacular design. Niamh and Kilian Cutts were 
runners up with their scary creations. It’s great to 
see the tradition continuing. Look out for details 
later in the year about the next workshop and 
competition.

What’s On
Keep up to date with all of our news and events 
by following us on:

      @ei.folklore 

      @elphinstone_institute/ 

      www.abdn.ac.uk/elphinstone

Edited by Alison Sharman

Who’s Who in the Institute
Patron
Very Rev. Prof. Sir Iain TorranceVery Rev. Prof. Sir Iain Torrance,  

Pro-Chancellor 
Staff
Dr Thomas A. McKeanDr Thomas A. McKean, Director, Ethnology and 

Folklore, ballads, custom and belief, Gaelic 
tradition, J. M. Carpenter Project

Dr Frances WilkinsDr Frances Wilkins, Senior Lecturer, Ethnomusicology, 
sacred singing in coastal communities, Scottish 
fiddle traditions in northern Canada

Nicolas Le BigreNicolas Le Bigre, Lecturer, Ethnology and Folklore, 
archives

Professor Emeritus Ian RussellProfessor Emeritus Ian Russell, Ethnology, 
Folklore, and Ethnomusicology, oral traditions, 
including singing, music-making, drama, and speech

Simon GallSimon Gall, Public Engagement Officer
Alison SharmanAlison Sharman, Administrator
Honorary Research Fellows
Dr David AtkinsonDr David Atkinson, J. M. Carpenter Project
Dr Pat BallantyneDr Pat Ballantyne, Scottish step-dance traditions
Dr Athanasios BarmpalexisDr Athanasios Barmpalexis, contemporary 

shamanic healing in Scotland
Nataliya BezborodovaNataliya Bezborodova, custom and belief
Dr Julia BishopDr Julia Bishop, J. M. Carpenter Project
Sheena BlackhallSheena Blackhall, creative writing in Scots
Dr Elaine BradtkeDr Elaine Bradtke, J. M. Carpenter Project
Dr Katherine CampbellDr Katherine Campbell, ethnomusicology, music 

performance
Dr Robert Young WalserDr Robert Young Walser, J. M. Carpenter Project
Les WheelerLes Wheeler, Scots Language, education
Dr Sheila YoungDr Sheila Young, marriage ritual during the pandemic 
Research Students
Mary CaneMary Cane, the grandmother experience in family 

life today
Lauren HossackLauren Hossack, Elphinstone Scholarship, 

literature, heritage, and the making of Scottish 
communities

Morag JohnstonMorag Johnston, early fiddle music composed and 
collected by Scottish women

Tolheishel KhalingTolheishel Khaling, Uipo (Khoibu) folk songs
Melissa La RoseMelissa La Rose, fairy belief in the twenty-first century
Robert MilneRobert Milne, composition and Doric language texts
Claire NeedlerClaire Needler, Elphinstone Scholarship, 

bilingualism in North-East schools
Máire Ní BhaoillMáire Ní Bhaoill, traditional singing among 

children in Ireland
Brenna QuintonBrenna Quinton, vernacular religion: blended 

Christian and spiritual well-being practices in 
modern-day Scotland

Edda StarckEdda Starck, landscapes of music: the more-than-
human lives and politics of musical instruments

Lorna SummersLorna Summers, community boatbuilding on the 
Moray coast

Carley WilliamsCarley Williams, safeguarding intangible cultural 
heritage (ICH) in Scotland

Chris WrightChris Wright, Elphinstone Scholarship, the role of 
traditional arts in place-based education

Support the 
Institute

The Institute relies on outside financial support 
to make many of its activities possible. To help 
establish closer ties between the Elphinstone 
Institute and communities, please consider 
becoming a Friend of the Institute (annual 
subscription is £20.00 per year). There are 
events organised by the Friends throughout the 
year.

If you would like to join the Friends of the 
Elphinstone Institute, volunteer, or have 
suggestions, please contact the Administrator, 
a.sharman@abdn.ac.uk
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