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2 INTRODUCTION. 

though possessing all the features of real incident, and prob­
ably originating in fact, cannot now, after the lapse of many 
ages, be, with certainty, traced to any historieal source, 
publick or private. With these may also be classed that de­
scription of ANCIENT SONG whieh treats of incredible achieve­
ments, and strange adventures by flood and field, - deals 
largely with the Marvellous in all its multiform aspects,­
and occasionally pours a brief but intense glare of super­
natural light over those dim and untravelled realms of Doubt 
and Dread, whose every nook the pnt Buperstition of elder 
days has colonized with a prodigal profusion of mysterious 
and spiritual inhabitants. And in short, under this com­
prehenaive head we must include every legend relating to 
person, place, thing, or occurrence, to establish whose ex­
istence it would be vain to seek for other evidence than that 
which popular tradition supplies. 

The other class is much easier described. It embraces 
all those narrative lOngs whieh derive their origin from 
historical facts, whether of a publick or private nature. 
The subjects of these are national or personal conflicts, 
family feuds, publick or domestiek transactions, personal ad­
venture, or local incidents, which, in some shape or other, 
have fallen under the observation of contemporary and 
authentick annalists. In general, these compositions may be 
conaidered as coeval with the events which they commemo­
rate; but, with this class, as with that which has been 
styled the Romantick ballad, it is not to be expected, that, 
in their progress to our day, they have undergone no modi­
fication. of form, and these very conaiderable, from that 
in which they were originally produced and promulgated 
among the people. 













8 INTRODUCTION. 

selves in the one copy, and making these cohere as they 
best may with similar extracts detached from the other 
copy, the editor of oral poetry succeeds in producing from 
the con1licting texts of his various authorities a third ver­
sion, more perfect and ornate than any individual one as it 
originally stood. This improved velllion may contain the 
quinte886nce, the poetick elements, of each copy consult­
ed; but, in this general resemblance to all, it loses its par­
ticular affinity to anyone. Its individuality entirely disap­
pears; and those features by which each separate copy 
proved its authenticity, in the collated version, become faint 
and dubious, confused and undistinguishable. Such copies, 
however, are those which find their way readiest into OUT 

every-day compilations of such things, as well on account of 
their superior poetical merit, as of the comparative distinct­
ness and fulness of their narrative; and to readers not ac­
customed to inquire into the nature of traditionary poetry 
they thus convey very inaccurate impressions of the state 
in which these compositions are actually extant among us. 

This mode, then, of editing ancient ballads, by subjecting 
them to the process of refinement now described, though it 
be more conscientious and less liable to censure than 
another method also resorted to, is nevertheless highly ob­
jectionable, as etl'ectually marring the venerable simplicity 
of early song, destroying in a great measure its character­
istick peculiarities, and as being the means of introducing 
erroneous conceptions regarding our vernacular poetry 
which has been recovered from tradition. 

All versions of a ballad, so preserved by oral transtru. 
sion from one age to another, are entitled to be considered 
IS of equal authenticity and coeval production, one with 













14 INTRODUCTION. 

To point out what truly are the most ancient of these com­
positions cannot be attempted with any success. Though 
tradition may faithfully transmit to us the narrative unin­
jured, and unshorn of any part of its circumstance, nay, 
even give the sentiments of the poet unaltered, and pre­
serve the character of the piece precisely as at first pour­
trayed, yet it alters the language 110 completely, that not a 
word may be preserved whieh originally was there. The 
phraseology of one age, as it be.comes obsolete and strange, 
is in oral literature ever supplanted by equivalent tenns, 
which are better understood, or are in daily use; and these 
again, in their turn, at some future period, yield to the same 
inexorable law of perpetual mutation. Thus the distin­
guishing features of different ages, so far as these are 
indicated by language, become 110 thoroughly blended, that 
to fix the antiquity of traditionary song by any evidence 
which its diction supplies is a hopeless, and, at best, an 
unsatisfactory endeavour . 

.. There are in Scotland," says Ritson, .. many ballads, 
or legendary and romantick eongs, composed in a singular 
style, and preserved by tradition among the country peo­
ple. It must, however, be confessed, that none of these 
compositions bear satisfactory marks of the antiquity they 
pretend to, while the expressions or allusions occurring in 
'some would seem to fix their origin to a very modern 
date."* The opinions of a writer of eo much acuteness 
and infonnation in poetick archaiology as Ritson, however 
hastily and inconsiderately delivered, are deserving of at­
tention; but in this quotation it is to be observed that he 

.. Historical Essay prefixed to Seol'i61 &ng, London, 1794, 
p.hxx. 
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In the same way, we are informed by Mr. Smith, that 
Reciters of Earse Poems frequently accompany them with 
a prose commentary;· a practice which also obtained in 
Denmark, and which is referred to by the compiler of the 
•• Kempe Viser." t Some of the Ancient French Fabliaux 

p. 267, London, 1641, atrords another notice: -" A nd first here 
to omit the programe of him, aod his mother named Roee, 
whom Polyd. Virgilius falsely nameth to be a Saracen, when 
indeed she elUDe out of the parts bordering neere to Nonnan­
dy," &C. Though ahe came from the quarter Fox 88Y. she 
came from, that did not prevent her from being a Saracen, a 
designation as general then as heathen is at the present day. 

These notices will atrord evidence sufficient to warrllDt us 
referring the ballad to the individual now pointed out. An in­
spection ofaome of the numerous legends touching the blessed 
Martyr, Saint Thomaa of Canterbury, will probably supply 
many other interesting particulars, tending more completely 
to connect and identify them. 

• Speaking of some liberties he was obliged to take in the 
translations of poems he had made from tbe Gaelic, the Rev. 
Mr. Smith, in Iiis Gadie ./Jntiquities, Edinburgh, 1780, say.:­
.. If any apology, however, be requisite for thest! freedom., I can 
add that I have been, for the most part, guided in my conjec­
lures, and even supplied in my additions, by the traditional 
tales, or 6geuilJChd.6, which always accompany arId often explain 
the old Gaelic poems, and which often remam entire when the 
poems themselves are reduced to fragmenta." p. 129 of a DU-
6ertalitm OJI the ./Juthen/iei.ly of a •• ian '. Poerru. 

t This is still the practice in the Highlands of Scotland, in 
Ireland, the Isle of Man, and Wales; and, we believe, in every 
other country where such jroductions are preserved by oral 
tradition. "1 have prefin ," says Mr Sy", in his preface to 
the Kcempe Viler, "sDort notices to some of the ballads, and IID­

nexed such explanatory notes as seemed to be required, thua 
following in my publication the usage of tbose by whom theee 
ditties have been handed down to us, who were accustomed 
first to sin,; the ballad, and, when they had finished, to relate 
the atory, with all the circumstances connected with it, in 
prose. The explanation was called U,..kyrirtg, a word .nil 
In use in the Islandic language. This method of giving text and 
commentary tended to impre. the tale upon the memory, and 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































