
DIGITAL RESOURCES 
FOR FOLK MUSIC

Text: Bengt Wittgren, Västernorrland County Museum / Västernorrlands museum

What is accessible, what is useful and what is just for fun 
when it comes to digital resources in folk music? This text 
summarizes information from and observations in the 
sector of public archives, museums and, in some cases, 
private initiatives. They all store recordings and documen-
tation of traditional music in Sweden. The text includes 
also results from interviews with and questionnaires to 
musicians and folk music educational institutions. The 
main questions are what material is open for use and to 
what extent communities are involved in determining the 
access? Are collections available online or only on site?
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National archives in Sweden

Two national archives store a large part of the national public music archive material: Svenskt 
Visarkiv – Visarkivet (Centre for Swedish Folk Music and Jazz Research), which is part of Statens 
musikverk, and Isof – Institutet för språk och folkminnen (the Institute for Language and Folk-
lore).

Visarkivet’s “collections of sound and moving images reflect all the genres that Visarkivet works in: 
folk music, jazz, older popular music, folk songs and related genres, and folk dance.” 1 The collections 
include more than 50,000 recordings, some transferred from older media such as wax rolls, lac-
quer discs or various types of wire and tape recordings. Digitization is ongoing of both sound 
collections, folk songs, music scores and other archive material and has been so for many years. 
The material is registered and the records are accessible online. Visarkivet publish the digitized 
material on several different platforms, such as: Musik- och teaterbibliotekets webbkatalog, 
Alvin, Wikimedia Commons/Wikidata, IMSLP, Levande musikarv, Europeana, MIMO, Litteratur-
banken, Svenskt visarkivs webbtjänster, Spotify, Naxos Music Library and Apple Music.2 

Visarkivet follow the (technical) recommendations of FADGI (Federal Agencies Digital Guide-
lines Initiative) regarding quality and international standards in digitized and born digital con-
tent.3 At Visarkivet, the intention is to honour the agreements in force at the time of the original 
recordings, whenever it is possible. Visarkivet describes its mission as follows: “we have always 
thought about what we can do for those who practice.”4 The intention is “to reduce the distance be-
tween archives and practitioners” and to “highlight grassroots”.5

Isof – the Institute for Language and Folklore has a broad mission: “Isof’s mission is to collect, 
build and disseminate knowledge about language and culture in Sweden.”6 Expert fields are among 
other areas dialects, professional language and terminology, names, minority languages, “folk 
memories”/ folklore. Isof is also the organization commissioned by the Swedish government 
to coordinate and develop Sweden’s work with UNESCO’s Convention for the Safeguarding of 
Intangible Cultural Heritage.7 Predecessors to Isof are several archives that collected ethno-
graphic research material to document and preserve. Isof’s collections consist mainly of writ-
ten records and audio recordings, but also illustrations and photographs. The collections store 
interviews and memories as well as song, music and yoik.8 Approximately 15,500 gramophone 
records, just over 18,000 reel-to-reel tapes and nearly 9,000 cassettes are stored at Isof. Based 
on these figures, the total number of recorded hours is estimated at 25,000.9 
1  https://svensktvisarkiv.se/i-vara-samlingar/inspelningar/
2  https://svensktvisarkiv.se/digitisering/
3  ibid.
4  Dan Lundberg, interview April 14, 2023
5  Ibid.
6  https://www.isof.se/om-oss
7  https://www.isof.se/om-oss/om-myndigheten/vara-expertomraden/unesco---immateriellt-kulturarv
8  https://www.isof.se/ passim.
9  https://www.isof.se/folkminnen/insamling-och-dokumentation/intervjuer-och-inspelningar



In the database Hitta folkmusiken you will find recordings of folk songs and ballads displayed on a 
map. The recordings come primarily from the Västra Götaland region – from Bohuslän, Dalsland 
and Västergötland.10 Hitta folkmusiken contains approximately 16,000 records. Everything is 
searchable, some of the material can also be listened to. Many of the recordings are copyright-
ed, but the intentions are to make as much as possible available with time. All of the recorded 
material is available in special listening stations at Bohuslän museum in Uddevalla and at the 
Isof branch in Gothenburg. As a public archive, Isof’s holdings are public records. However, giv-
en the vast number of recordings and the lack of a mandate to digitize and publish everything 
of interest, much of the materials are accessible only on site in Uppsala and Gothenburg. But 
it is also possible to order and purchase digital copies of recordings from the collections. The 
recordings are delivered as mp3 files or on CD upon request. Some of the recordings have 
printouts, which can also be ordered in hard copy. 11

 
Other archives and initiatives

Beside Visarkivet and Isof there are regional and local archives and museums. Arkiv Nomad and 
the regional museums and archives in northern part of Sweden (the Aurora area) are important 
institutions and described later in this text. A few local music organisations store recordings 
and documentation, including older recordings, for example Musikdetektiverna.

Arkiv Nomad is a number of music and dance archives from many (individual) collectors most-
ly in the Counties Västerbotten and Norrbotten. The archive is situated in the City Archive of 
Umeå (Stadsarkivet), and the responsibility is shared with Stadsarkivet and Kungl. Skytteanska 
samfundet (an academic society in Northern Sweden). The collection was stored in Dialekt-, 
ortnamns- och folkminnesarkivet in Umeå (DAUM), but when a reorganisation of the national 
dialect and folklore archives in Sweden took place in the beginning of this century, the official 
archive and the recordings owned by DAUM moved to Isof in Uppsala. The library, archives on 
paper and private collections remain in Umeå at Arkiv Nomad.12 Inquiries are made to ISOF, 
[there are] agreements on retrieval with Västerbottens museum and Folkrörelsearkivet for 
items that are not already digitized.13

Arkiv Nomad have records about the archive, and the volume grows gradually. People work 
with digitisation, but on a voluntary basis. The future of the archive from an access-point of 
view is rather unclear, at this point (late 2025) there are for example no presentation on inter-
net but there are plans to publish information at the homepage of Skytteanska samfundet. 

10  Ibid.
11  https://www.isof.se/folkminnen/vara-folkminnesarkiv/utforska-folkminnessamlingarna/hitta-folkmusiken
12  Interview with Staffan Lundmark, head of Arkiv Nomad, former archivist at DAUM. May 2024.
13  Interview with Staffan Lundmark October 2025



The regional museums Norrbottens museum14, Västerbottens museum15, Västernorrlands 
museum16 and Skogsmuseet i Lycksele, store a number of recordings, films and music instru-
ments. The instruments, now and then also recordings and documents, are sometimes placed 
in exhibitions but can be listen to or browsed when visiting the archives.

The Swedish archives self-image is that “digitaliseringen skaver - digitisation chafe”.17 There is no 
national coordination regarding digitisation or storing systems in the sector. Most of the ar-
chives build their own storing systems and digitise their own collections, on demand or on own 
priority. It seems possible to overhand recordings etcetera to some of the archives, at least if 
the material has research interest or considered to be important contemporary documenta-
tion. 

A network of archives keeping music collections is upheld on some sort of voluntary basis. The 
network consists of for example Musikverket, The Royal Library, Folkmusikens hus i Rättvik, 
Smålands musikarkiv, Isof, Uppsala University Library, Skånes musiksamlingar, Svenskt Rock-
arkiv in Hultsfred and Arkiv Nomad. This is a platform for information and sometimes joint 
initiatives. If the network has the mandate to improve or outline and handle things is not clear 
but seems to be an important platform for interchange. 

Folkmusikens hus in Rättvik, Dalarna County, is the Swedish owner and developer of FIOL AV, a 
digital audiovisual archive system for folk music and dance. FIOL has its origins in a catalogue 
system created by the Norsk folkemusikksamling and developed by Norwegian and Swedish 
archives through a joint project in the 1990s (during the same period as other database projects 
in the museum sector). The latest version, FIOL AV 6, was released in 2023. As of 2025 FIOL is 
used by a dozen archives in Sweden and Norway. The public user interface, WebbFIOL, is used 
by many in the target group, the musicians, online. There is a consensus about the need to de-
velop a successor to FIOL. Folk music archives in Norway describe the situation as desperate.18

Medium-sized and larger museums in Sweden use one out of three or four established collec-
tion management systems. These collection management systems are built and commercially 
available for the museum sector. Development and renewal can therefore take place outside 
the organization, sometimes collectively. None of the museum systems are collective networks 
or systems like RISM or Libris.19

Museums in Sweden are supported and coordinated by Riksantikvarieämbetet – RAÄ (the Swed-
ish National Heritage Board) both in terms of cultural environment work and collections. RAÄ’s 
interest in collection management, however, concerns primally physical objects and buildings 
as well as storage issues, conservation and security. 
14  https://arkivsok.norrbotten.se/
15  https://samlingar.vbm.se/
16  https://www.vnmuseum.se/kunskap
17  Dan Lundberg, interview april 14, 2023
18  https://www.folkemusikkogfolkedans.no/nyheter/folkemusikk-i-ein-tynn-traad 
19  https://opac.rism.info/, https://libris.kb.se/ 



Questions about documentation and cataloguing is on the agenda at RAÄ since they undertook 
coordination of translation of international accepted cataloguing rules SPECTRUM a decade 
ago.20 The museums’ archives, to which music collections and recordings belong, are not includ-
ed in SPECTRUM, neither the obligation to handle for example sounding music, music notes 
and related metadata.21 There are no traditions in the museums to interconnect different parts 
of the collections even, if some curators can see the value of this.

This study also found that many regional and local folk music organisations store older record-
ings, often coming from members or recorded at festivals and “spelmansstämmor”. The organi-
sations seems not to know if there are options for long-term storage with access, if the regional 
archives or museums would receive the collections. The use of these collections is limited; the 
tunes are instead learned by ear and transmitted from musician to musician. The few individu-
als in the communities who use archival recordings has specific interests, like recordings of own 
relatives or of certain key persons for the traditions. In summary, learning by ear seems to be 
the main method on transmitting tunes in the communities. This is also in line with UNESCO’s 
Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage.

 
Other music sources (independent)

Folksök (https://folksok.se/) is a platform for two services: Folkwiki, a database with folk music, 
and an extended free text search in recordings at Visarkivet. Folkwiki stores as of October 2025 
about 6400 tunes in music notes. The search filter has three dimensions: type of tune, key, 
county and an open search phrase. When the user enters the wiki page it is also possible to see 
lists of related persons, groups, songs, notebooks, tune types, keys, and counties. Folkwiki has 
a crew of four persons. As other wikis this service need contributions from individuals register-
ing and adding new tunes. 

Svensk folkmusik AkkA is an internet radio station operating from the Netherlands.22 They de-
scribe the radio station’s intention on their web site: “AkkA day long! Completely free! No advertis-
ing!” In February 2025 their database store more than 33.000 tunes. The listener can search the 
database and suggest and artist, title or random text. The radio station is run by two persons 
in the Netherlands and AkkA have a streaming licence to STIM.

20  https://collectionstrust.org.uk/spectrum/
21  There are different forms of mapping between metadata standards related to archival records, https://

collectionstrust.org.uk/spectrum/mapping-spectrum/, but this is not implemented in any of the used doc-
umentation systems in museums in Sweden.

22  https://mediaserv38.live-streams.nl:2199/start/svenskfolkmusik/ 



Musikdetektiverna in Sundsvall (The Music Detectives) store a database of recordings and his-
tories related to music life in the Sundsvall area.23 The earliest recording is made 1914 and 
the oldest photograph stored is taken 1896 but for the first 20 years (1880-1900) most of the 
groups just are described in text. The database store in October 2025: 2941 musicians, 1069 
orchestras and 1030 recordings. Musikdetektiverna is a private initiative.

 
Questionnaire to folk music educational institutions on the use of archives and views on 
international conventions

During 2024 and 2025 a questionnaire was sent out to nearly 20 educational institutions with 
folk music programmes in the Nordic countries. There is one secondary school (gymnasi-
um) among the educational institutions, the rest are post-secondary educational institutions 
(“folkhögskolor” and “högskolor”). The questionnaire included open questions for describing 
goals and target groups of the educational programmes, methods, use of archives and record-
ings, and knowledge and use of the UNESCO convention, the FARO convention and Traditional 
Knowledge labelling. Do the educational institutions describe music archives and heritage col-
lections as important in the education?

A short summary of the responses received shows that they all use recordings and other archi-
val documentations in their teaching. Some uses nearby archives, other visit several collections 
to give the students an understanding about variations and possibilities in different institu-
tions. The respondents points out that they wish more activities, for example visits, from the 
archives and archivists to the educational institutions.

Many of the respondents declare that a central tool in the education is to exercise learning [the 
music and traditions] by the ear (explicitly, without musical notes). Through this the students 
learns how traditions sounds and how different music instruments and persons perform tradi-
tions. It is explained that it is not only the number of tunes or the way to play that is important, 
but also contextual aspects like where is this recorded, in what context or purpose etcetera. 

The knowledge regarding the conventions and labelling is weak in many educations. The ICH 
convention is discussed in some places but mainly unknown. One of the educational institu-
tions has one course in the subject. Just one university respond that the FARO convention is a 
foundation for educational values, while others do not know about its existence. 

One narrative appears strong in the folk music educational institutions: Folk music is mainly 
‘non written’ knowledge. Musical notes are used, but just for the memory or if old collections 
just consist of music on notes.24 In summary, the educational institutions want and need more 
collaboration, not less, with archives and other collectors.

23  https://musikdetektiverna.se/
24  This is quite interesting and will be discussed in an article about the term ‘Traditionsbärare’ coming later.



Reflections on the findings of this study

None of the interviewed public archives express to completely implement the recommenda-
tions in the 2003 UNESCO convention about intangible culture heritage, regarding involvement 
of the community recorded. This is from one point of view a little bit surprising, because the 
convention could be compared to an international standard in cultural heritage. It is not a tech-
nical standard, more a political standard. The convention is nevertheless adopted by the Swed-
ish government in 2011.25 However, there is awareness among the archivists that the archives 
need to challenge copyright legislation and similar regulations if or when they practice the 
guidelines of the UNESCO convention. Some archives have for example opened protected ma-
terial for use by students in music education. Interviewed folk music students and educational 
institutions have described interest for the archive collections, some for inspiration, research 
and exam work, some out of pure curiosity. However, the reflections from the students show 
that there are search parameters missing, for example type of tune, gender or other aspects – 
that is additional and different classifications in the records.26 

The findings in this study regarding music collections and access implicate that music archives 
are a rare group of archives and not involved in national programs, neither in the museum 
sector nor in the archives sector. This brings the often-minor institutions to find other part-
ners than the national archives and museums. All of them knows the complicated situation for 
homeless collections and archives around and try to support, but a bigger plan missing. 

The experiences and research from the last decades about storing systems in archives and 
museums show that locally built applications are not even a short-term solution but leads to 
coordination and migration problems which are costly after just a few years. This indicates that 
collectively built systems and in this case in close cooperation with the user community is the 
only way forward. Could FIOL AV be that type of solution?

But even if there are just a few big institutions (and a number of small ditto) storing music re-
cordings and music notes, many of the interviewed music students and musicians lack knowl-
edge of where to find the sources. Is it possible to overcome this situation? Svenska Litter-
atursällskapet i Finland, SLS, store collections from all of the Swedish speaking parts of Finland. 
SLS publishes archival material on the national portal Finna. Currently, audiovisual recordings 
are not published there, but the plan is to initiate publishing when copyright issues are re-
solved. However, many musical notations and handwritten records of traditional song lyrics are 
published. SLS has expressed confidence to open for more material when the DSM directive is 
accepted in the EC. Customer computers in Helsinki and Vaasa can be used to access all (except 
sensitive) recorded material.27

25  https://levandekulturarv.se/konventionen-i-sverige
26  Interviews with students during spring 2024.
27  Johanna Björkholm, interview November 2025.



Discussion and perspectives

One ethnographic perspective on museums and archives regarding collections is that the 
frame is set by the great tradition.28 The great tradition is the “learned tradition”, or what Robert 
Redfield describes as formal knowledge achieved from education, maybe academic research. 
The little tradition is associated to aspects of “folk” or “popular” culture.29 On Redfield’s scene, 
little tradition is local, oral and associated with everyday customs and rituals. An interesting 
question is if traditional music in a contemporary understanding can be categorised as the little 
tradition? Are the traditions still local like spoken dialects? Are the key persons in the traditions 
locals who adopted the music in the local community? What is the status of the local aspect? 
Is it maybe so that many of the well-known folk musicians today are educated in the academic 
system rather than in the community? If so, what does this bring to the music and to the under-
standing of the intangible culture? 

The researcher Sofia Joons Gylling discuss the ownership of a tradition and its actors with 
“academic experts” and “community experts”.30 In her model the community is the owner of 
tradition and community experts are the persons who are vehicles for the tradition. The aca-
demic experts can measure and describe what they see and hear but are they just visitors at 
an ethnographic journey.

The researcher Johanna Björkholm point out that if a cultural component, for example tradi-
tional music, will be experienced as intangible cultural heritage, the value of a cultural heritage 
must be formed - and changed - during long processes. And that performativity, establishing 
status through symbolic forms of expression, is an important part of the process.31 Björkholm 
explain the importance of performance and transmission between individuals as crucial, to-
gether with the knowing or understanding of both the process and the symbolic value which 
surrounds the music.32 At the same time the awareness of cultural heritage processes is sec-
ondary to the personal approaches to the music in the music community. The importance of 
certain actors is fundamental in the process of building ICH. These actors are not only the com-
munity experts, the academic experts, the recipients and students, but also listeners and the 
archives’ work to collect frame something as intangible cultural heritage. 

In this study, it seems that the interest of archival collections applies to only a few members of 
communities. The collecting of folk music to archives has been ongoing for a couple of hundred 
years – as part of the great tradition. It is in many cases an ethnographic study administrated by 
the academic world, even if many of the researchers from the beginning is folk musicians who’s 
interest of the topic has moved, in a structural way, to analyse contexts, beats, micro tonality 
or other aspects accepted in the academic society. 

28  Robert Redfield (1989), “Peasant Society and Culture”, 41f.
29  Redfield ibid. 
30  Sofia Joons Gylling, presentation 2024-06-04
31  Johanna Björkholm (2011) Immateriellt kulturarv som begrepp och process, Åbo akademi (diss), passim.
32  ibid.



A reflection on professional musicians is that they might change their “costume” from academic 
to fiddler when they enter the community – like the ethnographers tried to do in the second half 
of the 1900s.  A hundred years ago, the academics did not have a background in the community 
and performed as researchers even when visiting the community’s activities. Can the situation 
described be compared to the little tradition as intertwined with the great tradition? Johanna 
Björkholm describe the two positions and perspectives with terms from culture sciences, more 
specifically folklore studies, with emic and etic. The emic is the way members in a community, 
in this case practitioners, understand the world and ecosystem. The etic position is held by 
individuals outside the community who describe what is happening in the community itself, 
often by scientific interests. Björkholm notes that combinations of the two perspectives give 
the deepest and best descriptions and analyses of the studied object.33 

Has the international interest for local traditions played a role for “protection-thinking”? Björk-
holm describe the public work with intangible heritage as strongly influenced by previous 
thinking about cultural heritage i.e. the tangible cultural heritage and the concept of ‘conserved 
as found ’. Museums but also archives adopt the safeguarding of traditions as if they all were 
on the UNESCO list of ‘Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding’. However, 
this way of handling living traditions doesn’t work very well. At the same time transmission of 
traditions as safeguarding has been in the shadows. It is important to see the whole picture.34

There have been different movements passing by, like the focus on fiddle music and the old-
est tunes in the beginning of last century; the unusual idea at the time, to build a chromatic 
instrument based on the old nyckelharpa in the 1930s; the strong interest for drone instru-
ments in the 1970s and 1980s etc. Formation norms (“gestaltningsnormer”) are important in 
most communities, also in the academic world.35 To change instrument or way of playing the 
instruments, to complement the tunes might challenge the norms on stage. But one genera-
tion later the new way has become mainstream or at least normalised. Even this exemplifies 
transmission of traditions as a process.

A practicing community can give a certain type of a music a designation and define it, but so 
can also the academic society. The reasons can be many, such as protection, praise, external 
influence etcetera. The reason can also be to clarify the norms and explain the narratives in 
different communities.

 

33  Björkholm (2011), s 8f.
34  Johanna Björkholm, interview November 2025.
35  Flecks think stiles and Kuhns paradigms describe that the think collective normally have strong frames for 

that is acceptable in the community. 



To sum up, with an eye towards the future

The public archives and museums are open institutions and musicians who find interesting 
documents or recordings in the databases or catalogues can get access to the content. Maybe 
not in a digital form and online, but at least through a visit at the institution. It is important to 
hold in mind that the digital era is short, but the collecting of music to the institutions has lasted 
for more than a hundred years. 

It is not obvious in this study that practising musicians or groups rank the public archival collec-
tions as their most important source. Some musicians say it is hard to get there to the collec-
tions, or it is complicated to search in the registers or to understand their structure. The musi-
cians who dig deep in the collections have of course learned the lingo and the road forward, but 
they seem to be a minority. We shall not forget the folk music educational institutions, though. 
They express gratefulness for archives and what they can provide.

Is it possible to bridge the gap between musicians and archives, then? Easy-to-use seem to be a 
common doctrine in contemporary digitisation. We are all used to digital services being simple 
and often helping us get things. What we sometimes not notice is the work of the underlying 
code that collect what we are doing in the digital space and prepare what we see. In that regard 
all the museum or archive systems are “dumb” and need experienced or at least well-informed 
users – so far. So, the single institution has small possibilities to add smart wrapping even if AI 
seems to add possibilities.

Another way to bridge the gap between musicians and archives is to join forces in the music 
archives sector and together form new tools for the musicians.36  Already mentioned archive 
networks are a great start but need resources. The competence on archives is there, but how 
to structure user needs? Is it possible to organise and finance a main folk music network with 
the goal to support all musicians?

Traditional music may still be a part of the “little tradition”. Community experts seem to be the 
keypersons for a living tradition seen from both the “little tradition” itself and the “great tradi-
tion” in the form of academic education and the academic experts. What happens if the trans-
mission between individuals is reduced and musicians’ focus on performance is increased? 
The work with safeguarding musical heritage needs to be continued and concentrated on the 
essentials in the little tradition.

36  It is of course important to not step in to the same type of holes as Kulturnät Sverige or other similar peri-
od-typical ventures but instead say that this is a test to make a prototype possible to use in every archive 
for three years and then evaluate.


