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there’s 
something 
about the 
old songs 
that makes 
the hair on 
the back of 
your neck 
stand up’ 

 M
y work diary is always packed. 
I’m a Gaelic music singer, a 
Gaelic language teacher, a 
translator and interpreter, a 
Scottish step dancer, a Gaelic 
journalist, a Gaelic choir 

conductor … I could go on. I’m lucky I have a 
good mix of teaching and performing, a bit of 
everything, all connected by Gaelic.

my first foray into Gaelic singing was 
when I was in primary school. The Mod 
came to Oban, near where I grew up in 
Connel, and the whole school – about 20 of 
us – performed as a choir. Then I started 
solo singing with the local choir and kept 
going because I enjoyed it. I never planned 
to do it as a career.

i wasn’t sure what I wanted to do. I 
thought about medicine, and right up to fifth 
year was going to do that. Then I took sixth 
year off to go to Sabhal Mor Ostaig, the 
Gaelic college on Skye, and loved it.

everyone in my family likes music, and 

some of us are lucky enough to make a living 
from it. One of my three brothers, Andrew, is 
a classical concert pianist. He lives in 
America but whenever he comes home, I 
rope him into performing with me.

when i was little I didn’t speak Gaelic 
because my parents didn’t, but although  
the family didn’t have the language, we  
were in a Gaelic setting. We went to all the 
ceilidhs. I could sing you all the Gaelic  
songs even though I didn’t know what  
they meant.

i sing old gaelic songs rather than write 
my own music. I like when people know the 
songs and can join in. It’s nice to hear 
someone say, “I haven’t heard that song in 
years but I remember my mother or my 
granny singing it.” 

i like the beautiful but sad songs. I know 
I’ve cracked it if there’s someone in the 
audience crying. There’s something about 
the old songs that makes the hair on the back 
of your neck stand up.

my tag-line is: “Have Gaelic, will travel.” I 
have been lucky to take my work to some 
amazing places worldwide. 

i worked in Canada in 2007, spent a month 
in New Zealand in 2008 teaching Gaelic,  
and in November I’m off to Ottawa, Canada, 
to judge a Mod competition. There are so 
many Scots in these places, and in many 
ways they’re more Scottish than we are. 
They can trace their roots back hundreds  
of years.

i’ll be doing a bit of everything at the 
upcoming Mod in Caithness, including 
adjudicating the children’s singing 
competitions, doing solo singing and 
conducting choirs. It’s such a friendly event, 
and people come from everywhere in the 
world to enjoy it. n

Joy Dunlop will be at the Royal National  
Mod in Caithness, Sutherland from  
October 8-16. Visit www.joydunlop.com  
and www.caithnessmod2010.co.uk.


