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Susan McClary writes in Feminine Endings (2002) that “music does not just passively reflect 

society; it also serves as a public forum within which various models of gender organization 

(along with many other aspects of social life) are asserted, adopted, contested, and negotiated” 

(8). This study will examine how two European musicians foundational in the late 1960s/early 

1970s emerging ‘Freak-Folk’ genre reveal the very negotiation, contestation, and revision 

McClary describes, albeit in a distinct historical context. Rather than attempting a full-scale 

‘Freak-Folk’ genre analysis, I here focus on two particular female artists who most capture a 

fundamental impulse toward feminist revision which permeates acoustic freak-folk music by 

women at this particular juncture and in later years. The albums Colour Green (recorded 1970-

1973, released 2006) and Lookaftering (2005)1 by Sibylle Baier and Vashti Bunyan respectively 

will function as exemplars of this “subtle subversion” of gender inequality and patriarchy both 

within the music industry itself and beyond, which I contend to be one of the intellectual 

catalysts behind this genre of revisionist music-making. To evaluate the feminist revision of the 

folk genre present in these freak-folk albums, an overview of the folk revival and rock ‘n’ roll 

movements of the 1960s will be presented, with a particular focus on the role of women within 

these movements. Contrasting the egalitarian aura often associated with these counter-cultural 

movements, the feminist backlashes and the internal feminist crises within them will be 

                                                
1 While Lookaftering was released in 2005, the vast majority of Bunyan’s musical activity (both in the music 
industry and in the private sphere) occurred in the late 1960s/early 1970s. Lookaftering is described by Bunyan as a 
direct successor to her first record release which was a commercial failure in 1970. Therefore, I include Lookaftering 
in this analysis of 1960s/70s freak-folk due in part to Bunyan’s close association with this era, but more importantly, 
due to the fact that Lookaftering functions as an articulation of the musical ideas Bunyan attempted to realize in 
earlier decades, but was unable to do so (for reasons which will become clear).  
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examined. Once this historical and philosophical context has been discussed, I turn to lyrical, 

harmonic, timbral, and metrical analyses of Colour Green and Lookaftering to evaluate the ways 

in which Sibylle Baier and Vashti Bunyan manipulate central tenets of the folk revivalist generic 

aesthetic. I will elucidate how Baier and Bunyan manipulate common metrical practices, exhibit 

alternative expressions of vocal timbre and pitch which defy conventional female vocalizations 

of the folk revival, how they employ unconventional harmonic procedures, and how they 

construct counterintuitive lyrical patterns. I hold that these revisionary musical practices function 

as conscious or subconscious efforts to more accurately articulate the artists’ unique female 

subjectivity – a subjectivity that may have been repressed or silenced in the aforementioned 

counter-cultural movements. As McClary claims,  

It is in accordance with the terms provided by language, film, advertising, ritual, or music 
that individuals are socialized: take on gendered identities, learn ranges of proper 
behaviours, structure their perceptions and even their experiences. But it is also within 
the arena of these discourses that alternative models of organizing the social world are 
submitted and negotiated. (21, my emphasis) 
 

More generally, this discussion will demonstrate how in both their lifestyle choices, history 

within the music industry, and their alterations of folk sonic characteristics, Baier and Bunyan 

embody a mode of feminist revision that carries with it wider implications for the folk revivalist 

genre writ large.  

 To begin, it is important to outlay the intellectual concept of “feminist revision” in a 

musical setting. Sally Macarthur in Feminist Aesthetics in Music (2002) works in partnership 

with McClary’s analyses to arrive at an understanding of a musical “l’écriture feminine” (coined 

by Hélene Cixous) or “women’s writing.” Notably, Macarthur and McClary concentrate on 

feminist revision as it occurs in Western classical music, thus their ideas regarding the feminist 
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manipulation of musical norms descendant from the classical tradition (whether they be tonal 

systems, metrical organizations, or otherwise), can be applied to freak-folk and the folk revival. 

As will become clear, folk revivalist aesthetics are heavily rooted in Western classical traditions 

and too demonstrate musical norms steeped in patriarchal dominance, and these norms can be 

understood as manipulated or re-written in a feminist freak-folk setting. Macarthur and McClary 

stress that inherent within musical structures lie not neutral systems of organization, but systems 

laden with gender, racial, and class orientations. Macarthur writes, “Given that men have 

dominated the category “composer,” it is not difficult to arrive at the conclusion that the norms 

and conventions that have been established in music are male” (5). To expand on this principle, 

Macarthur cites McClary’s contention that the Western “tonal system encodes the values of the 

dominant social class, which [McClary] identifies as patriarchal” (Macarthur 13). While 

McClary focuses on the inscribed notions of gender within Western classical music, – namely, in 

cadence types, harmonic progressions, and modes – Macarthur attempts to discern feminist 

musical semiotics within women’s music. She wants “to put a name to the different aesthetic 

criteria that inform women’s music, calling it … ‘feminist aesthetics’” (Macarthur 5). These 

ideas of “l’écriture feminine,” “feminist aesthetics,” and the feminist revision of gendered 

musical norms will guide this discussion through the work of Baier and Bunyan to reach an in-

depth understanding of their subtle revisionary aesthetics.  

 Sibylle Baier of German descent and Vashti Bunyan of British descent share several 

marked similarities in their lifestyles and relationships with the music industry. These include 

initial music industry inertia and delayed audience reception of their seminal albums, a rural 

retreat from urban life, a preoccupation with family rearing, and a comparable sonic aesthetic. 

Both artists began their careers with initial recordings in the early 1970s, Baier recording at 
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home in a rural space on reel-to-reel, and Bunyan recording in a more professional, urban setting. 

Baier initially decided not to pursue a career in music and instead focused primarily on raising 

her young family. Only later were her recordings passed on to Orange Twin, a Georgia-based 

record label, to then receive delayed commercial success in the 2000s. Bunyan, on the other 

hand, began her career in the 1970s in a far more commercial stream. At the outset of her career, 

she was signed to Philips Records (a subset of Universal Music Group) and was working with 

producer Joe Boyd. Despite having significant financial backing and a qualified network, 

Bunyan’s first record entitled Just Another Diamond Day (1970) was a commercial failure. Upon 

this failure, Bunyan felt deserted and unfulfilled by London’s music scene, so she travelled 

across the United Kingdom with her partner, vanishing from urban London to later raise a family 

in rural England. As Rob Young writes in a freak-folk article published by The Wire, Bunyan’s 

“is a profoundly British tale: the yearning for a vanished past, the desire to get closer to nature 

and to immerse oneself in an almost medieval existence to escape the depredations of urban life” 

(26). Yet, to Bunyan’s surprise, Just Another Diamond Day was successfully re-released in 2000 

which provided her with the means to record Lookaftering (2005) which has now become a 

freak-folk cult classic exploring themes of rural retreat, motherhood, reincarnation, and 

introspective self-examination.  

 Before assessing the musical parameters of Baier’s Colour Green and Bunyan’s 

Lookaftering2, the freak-folk genre, of which Baier and Bunyan are fundamental parts, will here 

be elucidated. A successor of the folk revival movement of the 1960s/70s of North America and 

Western Europe, freak-folk combines folk’s acoustic instrumentation and nostalgic ideological 

                                                
2 Bunyan’s Lookaftering has been the focus of this paper more so than her earlier 1970 release due to its unique 
remodeling of the folk genre and its display of feminist aesthetics. It will become clear that Lookaftering embodies 
Bunyan’s creative desires more so than Just Another Diamond Day since the latter was largely controlled by her 
producer Joe Boyd, and the former is an exemplar of Bunyan’s autonomous musical intentions. (See page 17).  
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framework3 with psychedelic influences. The term “freak” or “psychedelic” folk likely emerged 

as a pop music category in the late 1960s following the Beatles’ psychedelic piece, “Strawberry 

Fields Forever” (1967) which Ian MacDonald argues “effectively inaugurated the pop-pastoral 

mood explored in the late Sixties by groups like Pink Floyd, Traffic, Family, and Fairport 

Convention” (cited by Young 38). Of this inauguration, Young states that “these groups 

exemplified a new modus operandi in rock, the commune leaving the city to seek revelation in 

isolation” (38).  

As Young explains in “The Primer: British Psychedelic Folk” for The Wire, British 

“psychedelic” or “freak” folk (as both terms have been used in tandem) was,  

The weirder, ivy-strangled paths that the music followed from the very end of the 1960s 
into the late 70s, when the certainties that defined ‘folk’ had largely eroded. It was an 
experimental period in British music, staking out a space between psychedelic pop, 
Progressive rock and traditional folk… (39)  

 
Artists within this movement included Pentangle, The Incredible String Band, Heaven and Earth, 

Mark Fry, John Fahey, Nick Drake, with later incarnations including Joanna Newsom, Devendra 

Barnhart, Coco Rosie, and Josephine Foster. Fundamentally, freak-folk can be understood as  

an adaptation of the folk revival’s general aesthetic coupled with the injection of pastoralism and 

rural retreat, a fantastical and ethereal displacement of reality, and a lack of commitment to sonic 

purity or “flawless[ness]” (Young 39). Several musical characteristics present in various freak-

folk recordings include instrumental influences from Early Music and Eastern traditions (Cf. The 

Incredible String Band), an emphasis on introspective lyrics and far less political engagement 

than that of folk revival music (Cf. Nick Drake and Heaven and Earth), extensive harmonic 

variation contrasting common practice harmonic behaviours, unrefined vocal timbres with 

                                                
3 As Rob Young states, freak/psychedelic folk was “not so much about turning on and tuning in, but on turning back 
and tuning in to the echoes of the past, reclaiming a state of childlike innocence” (38).  
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imprecise pitch movement, metrical inconstancy (Cf. John Fahey), the use of alternative string 

tunings, and finally, a profound use of dissonance and chromaticism (within the relationship 

between vocals and instruments, between instruments, and within chordal structures).  

 Within the nostalgic, inward-looking, alternative musical mode of expression available 

through freak-folk, I argue that Baier and Bunyan’s works, in the tradition of freak-folk revision, 

subtly challenge the traditions of the folk revival genre in order to better articulate their female 

subjectivity. Importantly, Baier and Bunyan have not described their work openly as any form of 

“feminist critique.” What will become clear in this analysis is that their unconventional musical 

organization can be understood as a mode of feminist revision, a revision that is subtle – 

stemming not from a place of conscious socio-political contention. However subtle, Baier and 

Bunyan do manipulate the musical traditions available to them to express their unique 

subjectivity. I will here discuss how the environment which spawned their initial music-making 

may have been one of inequality; one that purported egalitarianism but in reality curtailed 

women’s expression, and thus may have contributed to Baier and Bunyan’s need for revision.  

The “counter-cultural” era of the 1960s/70s folk and rock ‘n’ roll movements was far 

from the idyllic age of freedom its supporters professed it to be, which makes Baier and 

Bunyan’s subversive musical rhetoric all the more pertinent. As Sheila Whiteley describes in 

Women and Popular Music (2000), “the counter culture of the 1960s had done little to extend its 

freedoms to women, especially in terms of musical equality” (1). Further, she writes that this 

culture,  

... was itself male-dominated in its musical agenda. Women provided a fantasy escape, a 
focus for easy eroticism. The breaking down of old restraints (‘free love’) privileged a 
male sexuality and autoeroticism, confirming the traditional definitions of masculinity 
and femininity under the dubious banner of progressiveness.” (Whiteley 41) 
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Bunyan recounts herself in an interview for The Wire that being a young female songwriter in 

London’s heyday of the 1960s freedom movement, she found little acceptance and opportunity to 

release her own compositions. She recalls that,  

There weren’t many female singers who wrote their own songs. Whenever I knocked on 
doors, they were looking for people in sequins and ballgowns, not a skinny art student 
with an old jumper with holes in it and a guitar slung over her shoulder.” (cited in Young 
26) 
 

Unsurprisingly, Whiteley reveals that “there is little to suggest, then, that in terms of musical 

experience, the counter culture gave serious thought to the individuality, or indeed, the diversity 

of women” (40). Perhaps due to these circumstances, both Baier and Bunyan rejected this 

unyielding “counter-cultural” scene, retreating into anti-modern domestic displacement. 

Moreover, another emergent misogynist trope of the counter-cultural movements described 

above is that of the “subservient earth mother” (Whiteley 23) which I hold to be one of the more 

concrete ways in which Baier and Bunyan employ musical unorthodoxy to react against the 

pernicious misogyny of their time – and this will be elucidated later.  

In response to the embedded inequalities of the freedom movements (both political and 

musical, as they are often intertwined), several feminist backlashes did occur, and these are 

important to overview. As Margaret Walters explains in Feminism (2005),  

Within Western feminism – or Women’s Liberation as it soon came to be called – there 
was initially, at least, great variety, and an energy that sprang in part from anger at having 
been excluded in existing leftist groups, in part from fruitful disagreements within the 
emerging movement itself. Many younger women – in the student movement, amongst 
anti-Vietnam protesters and New Left activists – had felt they were being sidelined by 
their male comrades…. SDS women insisted that their ‘brothers… recognize that they 
must deal with their own problems of male chauvinism’. (104) 
 

Therefore, within the very social fabric of the counter-cultural movements was a reaction against 

its own perpetuation of patriarchy. In regards to the second-wave feminism emerging out of this 
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era more generally, Clara Juncker et. al. in The Transatlantic Sixties: Europe and the U.S. in the 

Counterculture Decade (2013) explain that,  

When a rising number of women in North America and Europe joined the labour force in 
the 1950s and early 1960s, they could look forward to earning approximately 63% of 
what their husbands, boyfriends, brothers, or fathers made. Still-at-home suburban wives 
and mothers felt a strange and inexplicable discontent… (99)  

 
Within this environment of inequality and disadvantage emerged the feminist activist, writer, and 

theorist Simone de Beauvoir – author of The Second Sex (1949). De Beauvoir argued that  

…woman has been denied full humanity, denied the human right to create, to invent, to go 
beyond mere living to find a meaning for life in projects of ever-widening scope… woman… 
is always and archetypically Other. She is seen by and for men, always the object and never 
the subject. (Walters 98)  

 
Along these lines, De Beauvoir maintained that “modern women” should adopt “masculine” 

behaviours, eschew passivity, take action, and claim space (Ibid.). De Beauvoir contributed 

striking theory to second-wave feminism but was not without her share of backlash and 

contention. In sum, the Women’s Liberation movement of this period forms a necessary 

historical backdrop for the analyses that follow.  

If not overtly involved in these reactionary protests, the work of Baier and Bunyan can be 

understood as a revisionist re-writing of some of the central tenets of the folk revival movement 

– an effort to exercise their autonomy and manipulate the genre to express their unique female 

subjectivity in the face of the patriarchal social undercurrents which abounded. Here I will 

discuss the folk revival movement, and its central musical tenets, to then finally elucidate the 

ways in which Baier and Bunyan transform folk’s musical parameters. On the emergence of the 

folk revival movement, Kip Lornell writes in Exploring American Folk Music (2012) that, 

By the early 1960s the revival was in full swing and the more enterprising people once 
more began marketing this music to a mass audience… Traditional music suddenly found 
itself back in demand among the general public. Younger people, in particular, exposed 
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to this music for the first time picked up a guitar or banjo and learned their rudiments in 
order to become a “folk singer.” (259) 

 
Revival activity spanned North America and Western Europe emphasizing nostalgic ideology, 

political activism, and a conscious resistance against mainstream commercialism. It prioritized 

acoustic instrumentation, unaffected and at times “pure” vocals4, and thin arrangements. In 

regards to its theoretical foundations, Michael Brocken argues that folk is strikingly indebted to 

European classical forms in terms of harmony, form, and metre, which allows the entry of 

McClary’s theories into the current analysis. Brocken maintains that,  

Folk music [is] considered part of pre-existing musical systems… So, one might propose 
that the perceptions of ‘difference’ surrounding folk music were formulated within the 
institutionalized European tone model framework of musical knowledge… Articulations 
of ‘difference’ were actually based on ‘similarities’… Dick Bradley (1992) suggests that 
folk music contained features that were not normally regarded as tonal-European… 
These differences, however, are not pronounced. (13)  

 
To contrast Baier and Bunyan’s work, I will here outlay Kip Lornell’s analysis of the central 

musical tenets of two emblematic folk songs: Woody Guthrie’s “Do Re Mi” and The Harvesters’ 

performance of “This Land is Your Land.”  Of the former, Lornell writes that it “is performed in 

major tonality… The song is structured in an ab form… [and] the melody is relatively 

conjunctive and uncomplicated” (254). Of the latter, he writes that it also “is performed in major 

tonality… A simple duple (2/4) meter is heard throughout… [and] it uses verse/chorus form” 

(261). What can be gathered therefore of the central musical tenets of the folk revival movement, 

speaking broadly, is the emphasis on acoustic instrumentation, the use of European tonal 

systems, the reliance on traditional metrical organization, and the relatively simple (often binary) 

                                                
4 On the prevalence of a “pure” or “clear” vocal aesthetic, particularly in female folk singers, Whiteley provides two 
examples. She explains that in the music criticism of Joan Baez, “her whoop to a high note confirmed her status as 
pure, untrained, unsophisticated and, by implication, non-commercial” (73). Similarly, Joni Mitchell’s vocal 
delivery was characteristically described as “distinctive and clear, with the highs and lows reflecting the imagery of 
the lyrics” (78).  
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formal structures. These central tenets, along with common practice harmonic progressions, will 

be manipulated in the songs of Colour Green and Lookaftering.  

 I now turn to the lyrical landscapes carved by Baier and Bunyan, as an entry point into 

the analysis of the albums as a whole. As previously stated, Whiteley reveals a central 

misogynist trope within the counter-cultural movements in question, namely that of the 

“subservient earth mother;” the gentle, nurturing, docile, and submissive maternal character that 

presents itself in song lyrics, album covers, and attitudes. Both Baier and Bunyan appear to be 

engaging with this trope, albeit in a complicated and counterintuitive manner. Upon examination, 

both Baier and Bunyan’s lyrical corpuses tend to deal with the themes of child-rearing, 

domesticity, passivity, and fragility. Songs like Bunyan’s “Here Before” and Baier’s “Softly” 

depict a mother’s reflections on the lives of their children. “Softly” lists several actions of service 

and care done by a mother, softly5, for her children. It reads,  

I cut the bread for them and they run 
My daughter my son, one by one 
Off and away they set out for living 
Love them if ever they come,  
Wherever they’ve gone 
My daughter my son one by one (Baier 22-26) 

 
Very little autonomy of the mother is described here, rather, her existence is determined by her 

children, and the protagonist is thus soft, light, and inconsequential, without the actions of her 

progeny. The only significant moment of action is in the narrator’s service to her children, 

namely, “I cut the bread for them.” Bunyan’s “Here Before” is also a first person narrative of a 

mother meditating on the spiritual wisdom of her children. Here again the mother’s role is 

passive, observational, and relatively unengaged. It reads,  

Once I had a child 
He was wilder than moonlight 

                                                
5 This “softness” recalls Whiteley’s observation of the gentle, light, inconsequentiality of the “earth mother” trope.  
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He could do it all 
Like he’d been here before 
Once I had a child 
She was smiling like sunshine 
She could see it all 
Like she’d been here before (Bunyan 1-8) 

 
Here the central active verbs are allocated to the narrator’s children – verbs including “do,” 

“see,” and “smiling” – while the more inactive verbs reflect the passivity of the maternal narrator 

– the sole verb being, “had.” The maternal narrator therefore has action exude from her only in 

the manner of having produced the children, whereas the more autonomous action is associated 

with her progeny. It is important to note here that motherhood, nurturing, and child-rearing was 

extremely important to Bunyan and dominated her thoughts. For The Wire, Bunyan explained 

that, regarding her first record,  

I thought I’d write an urban album, but that whole journey and the way I’d lived and the 
way my kids grew up must be so embedded, that that’s what means the most to me, 
really… I was pregnant while I was recording the songs [on Diamond Day] – I 
desperately wanted babies. I think the lullaby part of it was probably my way of 
comforting myself, to calm my own agitation. It’s partly walking pace, but it’s harking 
back to the comfortingness [sic] of childhood songs. And they do seem to work on 
babies. (Young 27) 

 
 In an effort to quantify the lyrical themes of Baier and Bunyan’s corpuses, I inputted the 

lyrics from Colour Green, Just Another Diamond Day6, and Lookaftering into a textual analytics 

tool named Voyant. It processed the lyrical content, revealing which words dominated others in 

terms of frequency. Out of these findings, emerged several lyrical themes. Out of 1,159 total 

unique words (excluding ubiquitous words such as “a”, “the”, “an”, or “and”) 35 depicted non-

urban life (with words like “land,” “hills,” “trees,” and “sea”), 40 depicted retreat and travel 

(with words like “going,” “far,” “lost,” and “left”), 52 depicted passivity and stasis (with words 

                                                
6 I include Just Another Diamond Day within this quantification exercise since Bunyan explains that the album, – 
while musically was governed by her producers – was still lyrically an expression of her thoughts and desires.  
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like “stay,” “rest,” “sleep,” “fall,” “lay,” and “lie”), 34 depicted domesticity (with words like 

“home” and “house”), and 22 depicted motherhood (with words like “child,” “daughter,” and 

“son”). Prevalent in the lyrics of these two artists, therefore, are themes of motherhood, 

domesticity, and a kind of passivity in retreat from modernity. However, these rather anti-

feminist themes are placed alongside a musical landscape that is highly inventive and divergent 

from traditional folk revival aesthetics, and it is this coupling of progressive musical autonomy 

and regressive lyrical themes that I hold is at the root of the feminist critique present in this 

music. The musical experimentation and difference, I hold, problematizes and critiques the 

apparent passive “earth mother” trope depicted lyrically. Alongside these lyrics lie unorthodox 

musical tendencies that challenge hegemonic folk (and other musical) traditions thereby 

displaying autonomy, experimentation, and resistance to hegemonic structures. 

 Now surveying the musical landscapes of Baier and Bunyan’s work, I turn to harmony 

and chromaticism. Sibylle Baier’s “Girl” presents significant harmonic deviations from common 

practice procedures, and from the kinds of harmonic systems found in the revivalist works of 

Donovan, Bob Dylan, Leonard Cohen, and other predominant folk artists. Not unlike Joni 

Mitchell, Baier here detunes her guitar to an unrecognizable tuning structure, or allows it to slip 

out naturally. The out of tune nature of the guitar increases the overall dissonant quality of the 

recording. In line with other freak-folk music, this piece is highly chromatic as well, as we can 

hear the G# in the second chord of the pattern, played against the D. Importantly, each chord 

played is not a full triad, but rather, one or two notes playing in alteration, and this denial of the 

full triadic harmony produces a feeling of unsettled spaciousness. In regards to harmonic 

progression, the most discernible progression of the fundamental phrase is I – ii – ii (with G#) – 

iii – IV – I. While ending on the tonic, the harmonic drive is more of a pull upward through 



Smith Blackburn 13 
 

semitones than it is toward a tonal centre, thereby rewriting the prevalent harmonic procedure of 

cadential closure (such a procedure may appear as I-IV-V-I). The composition on the whole 

actually ends on a ii chord (with only the D and F voiced), and thus evades any sense of 

resolution. On its own, this kind of harmonic manipulation is in itself a revision of folk practices 

and an expression of individuality, yet, taken a step further it could be understood as an example 

of uniquely feminist revision, or l’écriture feminine. This is so because the prevalent tonal 

harmonic traditions of the revivalist genre, as discussed on page 9, heavily reinstate common 

practice procedures of the Western classical model. McClary and Macarthur describe such 

procedures as exuding a significant enculturated sense of masculinity7. Therefore, in her use of 

chromaticism, unconventional tuning structures, and unique harmonic behaviours, Baier is at 

once articulating her own subjectivity as she writes against and revises the prevalent folk 

revivalist tendencies of her era, and at the same time she is articulating this in opposition to a 

heavily masculinized and patriarchal system of harmonic organization.  

 To be clear, harmonic manipulation of common practice procedures has pervaded 

Western classical music for years with artists such as Igor Stravinsky and Arnold Schoenberg 

stretching the boundaries of harmonic behaviours to their experimental limits. In their alterations 

of harmony and deconstruction of expectation, these composers were not necessarily enacting a 

feminist critique. The re-writing of harmonic tradition thus does not ipso facto spell feminist 

revision, however, Baier’s reorganization of these principles functions within the framework of 

her wider ideological and musicological setting of feminist revision. Her album as a whole, along 

with her lifestyle and ideology, exhibits a mode of retreat from patriarchal structures and a 

dynamic articulation of her own subjectivity. Even more so, the lyrics of “Girl,” set against the 

                                                
7 Common practice harmonic maneuvers, originating in male composers and a patriarchal musical arena, can be 
understood as including masculinized metaphorical structures of tension, release, climax, and resolution.  
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backdrop of the harmonic manipulation of the music, display feminist themes of maternal and/or 

sexual liberty, flight from social constraint, and strength in self-determination. These themes 

defer in part from the larger threads of passivity and domesticity within Baier’s lyrical corpus, – 

in their expression of feminist freedom – however, the themes of maternity, rural retreat, and 

stasis unite this track with the wider lyrical patterns. “Girl” reads,  

 What are you dreaming of 
 With open breast? 
 Girl 
 Where did you stay so long? 
 Girl 
 Where did you stay so long? 
 I feel strong 
 The answer she gave 
 Simply was 
 I’ll show you where the lilies grow  
 On the banks of Italy (Baier 4-14) 
 
In this ambiguous narrative, the speaker reflects on her interactions with an ephemeral, 

enlightened character – “girl.” This character, not unlike Baier, actively flees from some social 

sphere to a rural space of clarity, freedom, and stasis. The speaker asks, “Where did you stay so 

long?” which is returned by the girl’s description of her flight to “the banks of Italy.” Upon 

describing her departure, the girl dreams8 “with open breast” and declaims a sense of strength 

with the lyric “I feel strong” (this could refer to the “girl” alone or to both her and the narrator). 

In this sense, the character finds in her flight a kind of freedom from constraint where she can 

dream “with open breast.” The posture of an “open breast” may suggest the experience of sexual 

freedom, – or, since it connects with the album as a whole – the freedom to devote herself to 

maternal devotion. Emphasizing strength with “I feel strong,” the character too is able to exercise 

autonomy and self-determination. Following this reading, it can be gathered that the “girl” 

                                                
8 The event of sleep here is an identifier of stasis, lack of movement, and passivity.  
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embodies the feminist ideal of a woman who has left a social sphere that suppresses her desires, 

and has come to a place of mental and physical liberty, where she now proclaims her wisdom to 

others. This feminist narrative functions alongside Baier’s non-traditional harmonic variation, 

thereby strengthening the track’s position as a feminist critique. Baier’s manipulation of 

harmony not only counteracts the heavily patriarchal common practice behaviours of Western 

classical and folk music, but it also acts as a mode of feminist critique in its situation against a 

feminist lyrical narrative. Baier’s feminist narrative, however, is a counterintuitive one as it 

stresses (akin to Baier’s remaining tracks) themes of maternity, rural retreat, and stasis.  

The discussion will now turn to other methods by which Baier and Bunyan revise the folk 

aesthetic. The aesthetic of organic, untrained, uncultivated, non-commercial vocal timbre is not 

unfamiliar to the folk revival movement. However, female vocals in the folk genre like those of 

Joni Mitchell, Joan Baez, and Emmylou Harris are often described problematically as “clear” 

and “pure;”9 their purity signaling their separation from commercial corruption, and upholding 

some kind of controversial artistic virginity. In contrast to these idyllic vocal depictions of 

femininity, the timbral qualities of Baier and Bunyan can be described as void of clarity, more 

imprecise in pitch, and more wavering in pitch contour. “Lately,” the first track of Bunyan’s 

Lookaftering, exemplifies this contrast. Throughout the song, Bunyan’s vocals are dry, airy, and 

weak in substance; unsupported by vocal power, her pitches float and waver into chromatic 

territory. At 0:24 Bunyan audibly struggles to leap the disjunctive vocal line from G# to D. 

Further, at 1:04 on the lyric “go,” Bunyan holds the E note but, unable to sustain the note clearly, 

her E falters and breaks into dissonant fragments. This pitch imprecision continues throughout 

the piece. Similarly, Baier’s “Says Elliott” exhibits the same variety of pitch imprecision, vocal 

                                                
9 See footnote number 4 on page 9. 
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cracking, and overall lack of pitch and timbral clarity. Between 0:30-0:38 on the lyrics “Days 

keep growing short, nights too / Let us go then…” the vocal line ascends in pitch and Baier’s 

voice is discernibly unsupported, with audible pitch breaks pervading the phrase, particularly on 

the lyric “short.” These breaks inject into the otherwise innocuous track a sense of uncomfortable 

dissonance. Most evidently, at 0:50 on the lyric “burns,” Baier’s voice undergoes a dramatic 

break where the intended F degenerates into dissonant oscillations. These pitch breaks and 

timbral deviations from conventional female folk aesthetics pervade beyond the tracks “Lately” 

and “Says Elliott” to the albums as wholes.  

On one level, the wavering pitch and lack of clarity on the vocal timbres of Baier and 

Bunyan can be read as an embodiment of female frailty, weakness, or delicacy. This view would 

be far from uncommon: McClary maintains that prevailing theoretical analysis is the idea that 

“the ‘feminine’ is weak, abnormal, and subjective; the ‘masculine’ strong, normal, and objective. 

And this whole metaphysical apparatus is… reinscribed in… conventional terminology” (10). 

This inherited mode of thinking of course can be problematic, and perhaps is a way in which this 

genre and these artists in particular actually uphold problematic stereotypes of female 

subordination. However, on another level, their lack of vocal clarity and pitch imprecision can be 

read as a mode of retaliation against the expectation of purity, and ethereality in 

singer/songwriters of the folk tradition. Perhaps their vocal cracks and pitch slips inject fallibility 

(whether conscious or sub-conscious) into the trope of the pure feminine and the ethereal earth 

mother, thereby critiquing it, and humanizing it. I do not suggest here that Baier and Bunyan 

intentionally create a more fallible sounding voice in order to activate a feminist critique. I argue 

that they are simply not attempting to achieve the ideal of female vocal clarity seen in the 
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examples of the revivalist tradition, and in the absence of that attempt lies a distancing from the 

acceptable definitions of femininity. This is their re-writing. 

Now, I will turn to the metrical organization of Baier and Bunyan’s musical landscape. 

Metrical inconstancy (which I understand to be significant divergences from standard 2/4 or 4/4 

organizations, and internal shifts between meters) pervades the two albums in question, albeit 

slightly more so in Colour Green10. The seventh track off of Colour Green entitled “William” 

best exemplifies this metrical inconstancy. Baier begins her composition with an initiating 

dissonance of the second type, which Biamonte in “Formal Functions of Metric Dissonance in 

Rock Music” (2014) describes as an initial metrical organization that disintegrates once the more 

dominant meter evolves. The piece thus begins with an introductory phrase whose spacious and 

indiscernible meter disintegrates into the succeeding first verse which inaugurates a distinct, yet 

still ephemeral meter which evades categorization. Once the initiating dissonance has been 

voiced, the remainder of the piece as a whole includes local time shifts providing emphasis on 

certain lyrics (here underlined). In order to map these time shifts, I have sketched a diagram 

below.  

Baier, “William” 
 

Intro: Initiating dissonance 
 

Verse 1: free rhythm, no meter 
William was said to be a bad boy 
Met him behind the leaf of a door 
William was 
The saddest 

 
Chorus/Hook: 4mm of 4/4 (with accents on 3) 
Boy I ever saw 
Talked to me 
Talked to me 
With his invisible tears (meter disintegrates) 
 
Bridge: 5mm of 4/4 + [12] + 1mm of 4/4   

                                                
10 Bunyan’s Lookaftering likely exhibits fewer moments of metrical inconstancy than Colour Green since the former 
includes some collaboration among instrumentalists, while the latter consists solely of one performer.  
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(enjambment, phrase contrast) (embedded dissonance)  
Well, there's the heads of those 
Who turn away and those 
Who believe and believe in pure heart and hand 

 
At each local time shift, there is a jazz-inflected moment of suspense (on the underlined lyrics), 

and due to their prevalence, at no time does the composition provide a sense of metrical certainty 

or predictability. Importantly, from the 4mm of 4/4 in the chorus, the bridge emerges with 5mm 

of 4/4 + an enjambment of [12] + a subsequent 1mm of 4/4, contributing to the unpredictability 

of the piece. These sectional shifts and overall metrical dissonant quality can also be read as an 

example of the subtle subversion colouring this mode of musical discourse. The lyrics depict a 

conventional courtship (albeit, the female lead here does seem to have more agency than the 

William character), yet the free metrical play and jazz-inflected moments of suspense distance 

this work from other instances of folk revival music. “William” is starkly divergent from the 

duple meter of “This Land is Your Land” and the binary form of “Do Re Mi,” as discussed on 

page 9, for example. It is in moves like this that Baier’s music takes on a new, counter-

hegemonic, and counter-traditional stance.  

 An examination of Bunyan’s use of technological mediation in Lookaftering will 

conclude this analysis of Baier and Bunyan’s freak-folk aesthetics. The single off of 

Lookaftering, entitled “Here Before,” exhibits the use of instrumental looping, reverse pedals, 

overdubbing, and synthetic filtration. Contrasting the relatively thin, acoustic arrangements of 

folk revival music, Bunyan’s emphasis on technological intervention can be understood as a 

mode of revision – a shift in musical activity which allowed Bunyan to express her unique 

musical ideas and suppressed subjectivity. Importantly, this album was released in 2005, thus the 

now conventional tools of looping, reversing, and overdubbing are far from novel. However, 

Lookaftering is largely understood as the antecedent to the sentiment of Bunyan’s first failed 
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record released in the 1970s. The ideas present on this record are very much the ideas Bunyan 

wished to realize in her earlier years, and therefore, I am reading these uses of technology as a 

kind of experimentation, one that was just realized much later than was initially intended. In fact, 

the use of technology here functions as an exercise in feminist autonomy, for Bunyan explains 

that she was discouraged to manipulate her sound in the early years of her career. She says in 

The Wire,  

What Robert Kirby did [(a producer)] was far more what I had in mind, more classical 
associations than folk. If ever I suggested any overdubs, Joe [(another producer)] 
wouldn’t have it – he wouldn’t do anything that couldn’t be reproduced live, whereas I 
was fascinated by all that could be done in a modern recording studio. (Young 26)  
 

What Bunyan produces in “Here Before” is of her own volition and invention; a conscious 

departure from her earlier suppression. In contrast to other folk revival artists of the 1960s/70s 

therefore, Bunyan with “Here Before,” – simply in her drive toward technological manipulation 

– is highly novel, countercultural, and autonomous.  

 This analysis has set out to evaluate the freak-folk of two female songwriters who share 

significant similarities in lifestyle, ideology, and sonic aesthetic. It has sought to read select 

pieces from Colour Green and Lookaftering as feminist texts; to reconcile the “subservient earth 

mother” trope as it appears in their lyrics with the profound artistic volition exhibited in their 

musical originality and subtle subversion. On the one hand, Baier and Bunyan’s lyrics here 

depict apolitical, domestic scenes which figure motherly devotion as the pinnacle of human 

success11. However, at the same time, these artists problematize this narrative which may be 

associated with the “earth mother” misogynist stereotype by working against (whether 

consciously or subconsciously) the musical norms of their era. By writing music at times void of 

                                                
11 Baier’s “Girl” defers from this slightly as it suggests a feminist critique, however, its ambiguity and maintenance 
of the other central themes of Baier’s work (including rural retreat, maternity, and stasis) allows it to function as part 
of the lyrical corpus as a whole, as stated.   
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harmonic predictability, metrical constancy, vocal clarity, and other musical staples, Baier and 

Bunyan revise the folk tradition to better articulate their own subjectivity, a subjectivity which 

was largely silenced during the time of their initial involvement with the music industry, 

particularly in the case of Bunyan. How are Bunyan and Baier, in coupling lyrics depicting 

domestic retreat with unconventional musical tendencies, exercising their autonomy within the 

sphere of their desired maternal roles? How are they re-working the misogynist stereotype of the 

“earth mother”? 

 The ways in which these women negotiate their femininity on the site of music may 

reveal some of the internal frustrations within second wave feminism and the Women’s 

Liberation Movement of the 1960s/70s. Essential to second wave feminism has been De 

Beauvoir’s emphasis on the equality of the genders, and her encouragement of the “modern 

woman” female persona. De Beauvoir stresses that “too many women cling to the privileges of 

femininity” (Walters 99) and that the ideal “independent woman” should “be active, a taker, and 

[refuse] the passivity man means to impose on her. The modern woman accepts masculine 

values; she prides herself on thinking, taking action, [and] working” (Walters 98). This anti-

feminine and irreconcilably binary attitude pervaded the feminist discourse of this period. 

Beauvoirian principles admonished the “feminine” as a marker of containment, and coloured 

those embracing femininity (whether through retreating into the domestic sphere, focusing on 

child-rearing, or otherwise) as incomplete human beings. As Walters writes,  

Beauvoir was always opposed to any feminism that championed women’s special virtues 
or values, firmly rejecting any idealization of specifically ‘feminine’ traits. To support 
that kind of feminism, she argued, would imply agreement with “a myth invented by men 
to confine women to their oppressed state. For women it is not a question of asserting 
themselves as women, but of becoming full-scale human beings.” (99, quoting De 
Beauvoir)  
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Baier and Bunyan would appear to be on the other side of this debate. In both their lifestyles and 

music, they emphasized domestic retreat, maternal behaviour, and departure from urban, 

corporate activity. While De Beauvoir and her contemporaries would argue against the “earth 

mother” trope as it appears in the lyrics of Baier and Bunyan, due to its apparent containment of 

female potential, I hold that these songwriters both problematize and accept the earth mother 

trope in their own, unique manner. Baier and Bunyan have situated the earth mother trope of 

their lyrics within their anti-hegemonic, anti-patriarchal, and highly autonomous musical 

contexts. They have humanized the earth mother trope, revising the role to articulate their own 

progressive and (at the same time) highly feminine subjectivity. Their music, in contrast to 

Beauvoirian principles, argues that the maternal feminine existence can itself be a true 

expression of female selfhood and not a limitation. Baier and Bunyan write against the 

misogynist earth mother trope, altering it to better articulate their own selfhoods – they critique 

the earth mother, but at the same time, they push against the idea that the feminine is inherently 

limiting. In this sense, Baier and Bunyan’s work displays third-wave feminist sentiment, long 

before its time.  

 In regards to the folk revival movement as a whole (of which freak-folk is one divergent 

branch), this freak-folk music reveals a fundamental dialectic within the genre – the 

irreconcilable relationship between progress and nostalgia. Along these lines, Young claims that 

“the ideological battles that tussled over folk music in the 1950s and 60s were fought between 

the forces of conservatism and progress” (38). The folk revival of North America and Western 

Europe was predicated on countercultural political retaliation, naturalized nostalgia, and 

regression to prior purity. Baier and Bunyan embody this dissonance: retreating intellectually 

and physically from modern urban spaces, they focused on motherhood and travel among rural 
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spaces. Yet, their music embodies progression in its interplay with metrical inconstancy, 

harmonic variation, and technological manipulation. In their music, and I would argue, within 

the folk revival tradition writ large, is a cognitively dissonant desire to return, and yet go 

forward.  
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