Introducing

Skye Consort

W

ith an instrumental lineup that features nyckelharpa (keyed fiddle), cello, and cittern/bouzouki; a lead
singer from Sweden with a golden voice; and a repertoire rooted in traditions that span the Atlantic, Skye
Consort and Emma Björling is a one-of-a-kind quartet.
“Skye Consort has been doing baroque and folk music fusion since 1999, based in Montreal,” says co-founder Seán
Dagher. “We’ve released a series of albums with different singers—classical and folk—and played Welsh, Scottish,
Irish, French music—always taking folk songs and giving them interesting new arrangements.
“This collaboration with Emma Björling started about two years ago. Alex Kehler, our fiddle and nyckelharpa player,
knew her from the folk music world and brought her onboard for a project we were doing with La Nef, a much larger
ensemble. Emma’s flight home was cancelled because of an ice storm in Iceland, so she spent three days with me and
Amanda [Keesmaat], our cellist, sleeping on the couch. During those three days we got the idea for a Skye Consort
project with her. We’d really enjoyed working together on the La Nef thing, and she wanted to do something in particular with cello and the soundscape it brought.”
Last year’s eponymous Skye Consort & Emma Björling is the fruit, a wonderfully varied collection of tracks, six of
them Scandinavian songs and tunes. The lilting opener, Herr Hillebrand, sets the tone with its spirited yet intricate
accompaniment of Björling’s emotionally nuanced voice.
Most of the music on the album is traditional, though Dagher wrote the two Celtic tunes, The Skunk/Thick As Thieves,
and Cast Iron Stove is a contemporary song from the pen of late Australian songwriter Harry Robertson. Other songs in
English are the comic The Old Man From Over The Sea; the usually melancholic The Banks Of The Sweet Primroses,
here played uptempo with syncopation, a touch of swagger, and a shaker; and the anthemic Scottish parting song May
The Road. La Femme Du Soldat is a lively French chanson à répondre, with finely articulated lead vocals by Dagher,
backed up by Björling, who adds a Swedish flavour.
“Usually we get things from field recordings, and avoid things done by other contemporary artists. We’re going
through songs that we’ve often known a long time but have never recorded, and finding this is the right home for
them.” The diversity of sources reflects the musical backgrounds and associates of the artists rather than their family
origins. “Emma has a couple of other projects she works with, a Swedish women’s a cappella group called Kongero and
the band Lyy. Alex plays a lot of Scandinavian music but also American and French-Canadian. Amanda plays all these
different folk styles and is the principal cellist with the Arion baroque orchestra. And I play a lot of Celtic music, also
French and Acadian.”
In March, the eclectic Skye Consort are heading off for shows in Denmark with Björling, and a tour of Nova Scotia
and New Brunswick is lined up for the fall, plus a return to Europe late this year, and more touring beyond.
“Ours isn’t a one-off collaboration. Emma is the singer we’re going to be working with for the foreseeable future, and
we’re talking about a subsequent project with her. The machine is up and running.” And it hums.
– By Tony Montague

Introducing

M

Màiri Rankin & Eric Wright

ost readers will be familiar with Màiri Rankin’s splendid fiddling with The Outside Track and Beolach and
with Eric Wright’s innovative cello-ing with The Fretless, but perhaps not with how they came together as
a musical duo.
Speaking on the phone from a snow-bound Cape Breton, Ms. Rankin is keen to enlighten us.
“We met at a music camp called Kenosee Lake Kitchen Party. We got along like a house on fire. We played together
at one of the instructors’ concerts. We just kinda let loose—it was the firestarter for the whole thing.”
Talk of recording together soon followed but busy schedules meant it evolved slowly. Finally they pitched up at a
cottage in Eric’s native Vermont to figure out which tunes would work best.
“It was a question of finding ones that made each other’s playing shine. We went through a lot of tunes—stuff I’d
tried previously that maybe hadn’t worked. When I brought them to Eric they seemed tailored to the sound we wanted.
It came together so quickly—there was magic to it.
“Maybe The Cabin Sessions is the one album I’ll ever make that will happen like that! Pairing it down for two instruments was a breath of fresh air. There’s old-time tunes, Cape Breton slow airs, Shooglenifty tunes from Scotland, Irish
ones, pipe tunes. It’s a potpourri—a big collection of tunes that really spoke to us.”
There is, of course, another fiddle and cello duo who have made a big success of that lineup.
“We were very aware of Alistair Fraser and Natalie Haas’s playing—it’s absolutely stunning—but we were consciously not trying to copy them. When Eric was at Berklee College of Music, Natalie was his teacher. Eric has a very
different style—a lot more percussive and choppy.
“We knew people would think of the Alistair and Natalie sound, but no two players are alike and so, hopefully, when
they hear us they’ll remember the Eric Wright and Màiri Rankin sound.”
However popular fiddle and cello duos may become, it’s still true to say that most accompaniment in contemporary
fiddle music is provided by piano and/or guitar.
At first blush, it might seem a bit limiting to replace them with the ‘humble’ four-stringed cello.
“Eric knows inside and out about chord progressions. I never felt I was limited in any way in what I could play with
him. Slow airs—it was eye opening how beautiful they could become. There’s the chop that is so rhythmic.
“There’s the really rich bass lines, too. He would dissect the tunes and make each part shine. It’s amazing he’s able to
get all of that out of the cello.”
All of which makes for a very bright future.
“Every night we get off stage we are super happy with the sound we’re making.”
As their recent nomination for a Canadian Folk Music Award will attest, they aren’t the only ones!
– By Tim Readman
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Dayna Manning

S

ome 25 years into her career, Dayna Manning is home again, geographically and spiritually, full circle back to
her Ontario roots and the basic motivations that got her into music.
The gifted singer/songwriter, multi-instrumentalist, producer, and mentor explains that her first solo album in
more than a decade, Morning Light, was the catalyst that brought things together.
Her song The Same Way, about salmon returning to spawn, also echoes personal sentiments.
“It sounds crazy but that song is absolutely about me, finding my way back home after exploring the music business,
and trying to pass on what I’ve learned. When you grow up in a town like Stratford, Ontario, and you’re constantly
surrounded by world-class actors and musicians that definitely inspires you. It’s that inspiration behind Morning Light.”
A chamber folk combo of cello, flute, violin, French horn, and additional guests back Manning’s crystalline vocals
and acoustic guitar and banjo for the novel sonic departure. She coaxed the Stratford Festival’s Ben Bolt-Martin to
finesse arrangements and play cello for eight original songs, three comely traditionals, and a cover of Joni Mitchell.
The cast includes her parents, too, David and Darlene Manning on trumpet and clarinet respectively, and the presence
of family and friends seeps out in the warm acoustic feel of the songs.
“It hit me that the musical director of the Stratford Festival lived two doors down. Making a folk record in Stratford in
the year 2019 is really about connecting with the people around you.”
Her songs cover a lot of territory, from tributes to her pets and long-distance love affairs to King Of The Background,
about the legacy of the late Richard Manuel, a native of Stratford best known for his keyboards and co-writing in The
Band. The beautiful opening song Charlie Lake is about seeing the northern lights at night, a remnant of five years she
spent living in northern British Columbia most of a decade ago.
Manning’s proclivity for music was evident early on but it took a while to find the right direction on her creative
compass. Raised by musician parents, she was exposed mostly to classical and pop music as a kid, taking piano and
guitar lessons. After being chosen to tour as an opening act for Burton Cummings, she auditioned for label executives
and signed a deal with EMI at age 16. They released her debut, Volume 1, which included special guests such as Sean
Lennon and Melanie Doane, garnering a nomination for Best New Artist at the 1998 Juno Awards. She found herself
touring the continent, opening for acts such as Joe Cocker and Radiohead, and played the first two years of Lillith Fair.
Clearly, Manning was on a trajectory to wider
attention but she didn’t identify with pop music.
Her second album, Shades (2002), leaned closer to
Americana and Manning says the label “hated it”. By
Folkyo (2006), she was independent again.
“I think I was always a folkie but I didn’t really
know what that meant. The path I was going down
had more to do with writing songs about my community and local stories and legends. As I get older, I’m
more inspired by Ian Tamblyn than I am by what’s
on popular radio.”
In 2011, she started an extended stint with Trent
Severn, the trio she co-founded with Emm Gryner.
Releasing three digital-only albums, managing and
touring with the group kept Manning busy into 2018.
The singer’s latest project is The Folk Army, a
Stratford-based initiative to mentor young women
songwriters. It’s all addressed in the book she wrote
parallel to Morning Light, titled Many Moons: A
Songwriter’s Memoir, tying her story to songs she
wrote over the years.
Given Manning’s wealth of experience in music,
it’s hard to imagine a better guide for beginning
artists.
– By Roger Levesque
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