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INTRODUCTION.

——

" As this compilation consists principally of Narrative Bal-
lads, there occurring in it no compositions strictly called
Songs, in the sense to which that term is now generally
confined, except a few modern pieces, the slight observa-
tions with which it has been thought proper to introduce it
are to be understood as referring exclusively to the Ancient
Romantick and Historick Ballad of Scotland.®

Under the head of RomMaNTICK, a phrase we are obliged to
employ for lack of something more significant and precise,
may be ranged a numerous and highly interesting body of
short metrical tales, chiefly of a tragick complexion, which,

® % With us, songs of sentiment, expression, or even descrip-
tion, are properly termed Soxas, in contradistinction to mere
narrative compositions, which we now denominate BaLLaps.
A similar idea is adopted by the Spaniards; and in France,
every division almost of which the subject is capable has an
appellation peculiar to it.”” See Ritson’s Historical Essay on
National Song, sreﬁxed to English Songs. The term Ballad
was at one period very indefinite ; numberless instances of its
loose and general application will readily suggest themselves
to the reader of early ¥oeu'y Some of these are pointed out
in the text and notes of the History of English Poctry,Vol.1V.,
Pp- 249, &c., last edition. Those which had an unfortunate
catastrophe were occasionally then, and still are, in our mod-
ern stall prints, called Tragedies.

VOL. I. 1



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 historical source,
publick or private. With thesc may also be classed that de-
scription of ANCIENT SoNe which 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 giant superstition of elder
days has colonized with a prodigal profusion of mysterious
and spiritual inhabitants. And in short, under this com-
prehensive 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 songs which 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 domestick 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
considered 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-
fications of form, and these very considerable, from that
in which they were originally produced and promulgated
among the people.
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This interesting body of popular poetry, part of which,
in point of antiquity, may fairly be esteemed equal, if not
superior, to the most ancient of our written monuments,
has owed its preservation principally to oral tradition.
With the exception of a very few pieces, which, more
through accident than design, appear to have found their
way into old MSS., or early printed volumes, the an-
cient Ballad Poetry of Scotland must literally be gathered
from the lips of

¢ The spinsters and the knitters in the sun,
Who use to chaunt it.”

But fragile and capricious as the tenure may seem by
which it has held its existence for centuries, it is worthy of
remark how excellently well tradition serves as a substi-
tute for more efficient and less mutable channels of com-
municating the things of past ages to posterity. In proof
of this, it is only necessary to instance the well known
ballad of ¢ Edom o’ Gordon,” which is traditionally pre-
served in Scotland, and of which there is fortunately ex-
tant & copy in an English MS., apparently coeval with the
date of the subject of the ballad. The title of this copy is
¢ Captain Care.”” We owe its publication to the late Mr.
Ritson, in whose ¢ Ancient Songs ”’ it will be found printed
from a MS. in the Cottonian Library.®* Between the text of
the traditionary version and that of the MS., a slight in-
spection will satisfy us that the variations are neither very
numerous nor very important. This is taking the MS.,
as the standard of the original text, although it can scarcely

*Ancient Songs, London, 1790, p. 137. Dr. Percy mentions
that a fragment of it also occurs in his folio MS.
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be considered as such, seeing it has been transcribed by an
English clerk, who perhaps took it down from the imper-
fect recitation of some wandering Scottish minstrel, and
thereafter altered it to suit his own ideas of poetical beau-
ty.* Could, however, there be MS. copies of other of
our ancient ballads recovered, it certainly would be a most
desirable and valuable acquisition. If any such exist, and
shall at any time hereafter be communicated to the world,
it is confidently anticipated that they will establish the fact
of tradition being, in all matters relative to popular poetry,
a safe and almost unerring guide.

Language, which in the written literature of a country
is ever varying, suffers no material changes nor corruptions
among the lower and uneducated classes of society by
whom it is spoken as their mother tongue. With them,
primitive forms of speech, peculiar idiomatick expressions,
and antique phrases are still in use, which we would look
for in vain in the literature of the present day, or in its
word-books, which are not professedly dedicated to the
¢ Restitution of Decayed Intelligence.”” It is not, there-
fore, with the unlettered and the rude that oral song suffers
vital and irremediable wrong. What they have received
from their forefathers, they transmit in the same shape to
their children ; for, as the Pardonere in the ¢¢ Canterbury
Tales *’ has justly remarked, —

* Ritson styles it * the undoubted original of the Scottish
Ballad, and one of the few specimens now extant of the prop-
er old English Ballad, as composed, not by a Grub Street au-
thor for the stalls of London, but—to be chaunted up and
down the kingdom, by the wandering Minstrels of ¢ the North
Countrie.”” gm here the Critick has fgmtuitously assumed, that
the name which appears at the end of it, as the copyist, is also
that of the author.
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¢ Lewd peple loven tales olde ;
Swiche things can they wel report and holde."

Localities and persons may, it is true, be occasionally
shifted to answer the meridian of the Reciter, and obsolete
terms and epithets be laid aside for others more generslly
in use; but what may be called the facts of these compo-
sitions are never disturbed, nor are their individual or
characteristick features ever lost. The tear and wear of
three centuries will do less mischief to the text of an old
ballad among the vulgar, than one short hour will effect, if
in the possession of some sprightly and accomplished editor
of the present day, who may choose to impose on himself
the thankless and uncalled-for labour of piecing and patching
up its imperfections, polishing its asperities, correcting its
mistakes, embellishing its naked details, purging it of im-
purities, and of trimming it from top to toe with tailor-like
fastidiousness and nicety, 8o as to be made fit for the press.
For thus remodelling ancient Song, such complacent wights
claim as their reward the merest trifle,— that of saddling
sntiquity with the sin of begetting, and the shame of main-
taining, a few of the singularly beautiful and delicate
growths of their own overproductive fancy. These perni-
cious and disingenuous practices breed a sickly loathing in
the mind of every conscientious antiquary, and would, if
not checked and exposed, in a short while, lay the broad
axe to the root of every thing like authenticity in oral song.

The almost total absence of written monuments to sup-
port the claims of Scotland to an inheritance of Ancient
National Minstrelsy enforces the stern necessity of not
wantonly tampering with the fleeting and precarious me-
morials tradition has bequeathed to these latter times.
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Hence, it has become of the first importance to collect these
songs with scrupulous and unshrinking fidelity. If they
are at all worth preserving, and no one who has an unso-
phisticated and manly taste can deny that they are so, it
assuredly must be in the very garb in which they are
remembered and known and can be proved to exist amongst
us. It will not do to indulge in idle speculations as to
what they once may have been, and to recast them in what
we may fancy were their original moulds. We may re-
gret that attention was not earlier bestowed on this neglect-
ed though interesting portion of national literature, but
the only step we are warranted in taking, to remedy what
Sir Thomas Browne has denominated ¢ the supinity of
elder times,”” is that of preventing its future dilapidation,
by now carefully and accurately gathering what of its
wreck we can yet find floating around us. The time may
come when even these fragments will also be irretrievably
borne beyond our reach.

Collections of these ballads, printed as they orally ex-
ist, will to those who succeed us prove a source of
peculiar gratification, — a record of the most instructive
and interesting kind. They convey to posterity that de-
scription of song which is peculiarly national and charac-
teristick,—that body of poetry which has inwoven itself with
the feelings and passions of the people, and which shad-
ows forth, as it were, an actual embodiment of their Uni-
versal mind, and of its intellectual and moral tendencies.
They communicate, too, another favour, which we would be
glad had been conferred on us by any authority a century
old, —that is, the means of ascertaining what in our day
were deemed ancient compositions, and what of more re-
cent or of contemporaneous date with ourselves.
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Evident, however, as the importance is of thus collect-
ing our traditionary poetry purely as it is to be found, it
unfortunately happens that this has been too often slight-
ingly and slovenly executed. With many of these bal-
lads liberties of the most exceptionable and flagrant de-
scription have occasionally been taken by their respective
editors, liberties as uncalled for as they are unpardonable
in the eye of every rigid and honest critick. Some of these
offences against truth and correct taste are of a very
deep, others of a lighter shade of criminality ; but be they
what they may in magnitude, all are alike deserving of
unmitigated condemnation.

It is, perhaps, unnecessary to mention, that, of every old
traditionary ballad known, there exist what may be called
different versions. In other words, the same story is told
after a different fashion, in one district of the country, from
what it is remembered in another. It therefore not un-
frequently occurs, that no two copies, obtained in parts of
the country distant from each other, will be found complete-
ly to tally in their texts ; perhaps they may not have a
single stanza which is mutual property, except certain
commonplaces which seem an integrant portion of the
original mechanism of all our ancient ballads, and the pres-
ence of which forms one of their most peculiar and dis-
tinctive characteristicks, as contrasted with the modern bal-
lad. Both of these copies, however, narrate tho same
story. In that particular, their identity with each other
cannot be disputed ; but in many minute circumstances, as
well as in the way by which the same catastrophe is
brought out, sensible differences exist. By selccting the
most beautiful and striking passages which present them-
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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 conflicting texts of his various authorities a third ver-
sion, more perfect and ornate than any individual one as it
originally stood. This improved version may contain the
quintessence, the poetick elements, of each copy consult-
ed; but, in this general resemblance to all, it loses its par-
ticular affinity to any one. 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 our
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 effectually 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 transmis-
sion from one age to another, are entitled to be considered
as of equal authenticity and coeval production, one with
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the other, although among them wide and iireconcilable
discrepancies exist. Indeed, the differences between some
copies of the same ballad are so important, that their exist-
ence can be accounted for in no other way than by sup-
posing these different versions the productions of so many
distinct minstrels, each of whom obtained the story, which
he versified, from a channel foreign to that accessible by his
fellow-poets. Some of these diversities, it is true, may
be attributable to the interpolations and corruptions acquired
in the course of time, through the ignorance of reciters.
Some are inaccurately committed to memory at first, and are
thus in an incomplete form delivered. Others are in part
forgotten, and the defects of the memory may be supplied
by the invention of the reciter, or the limb of some other
similar composition substituted for that which is lost. But
allowing the utmost latitude for the many mutations incident
to this species of literature, still it cannot account for all
the variations we find in these copies, several of which
ought to be elevated to the rank of distinct ballads, in place
of being regarded as mere variations from one original
text.

Under the pressure of such circumstances, then, it sure-
ly is the duty of the collector and editor of Traditionary bal-
lads to avoid the perilous and frequently abortive task of
uniting discordant and essentially incohesive texts, and to
content himself with merely selecting that one of his cop-
ies which appears the most complete and least vitiated, —
and to give it purely and simply as he obtained it, without
hazarding any emendation whatsoever.

If this comparatively innocent mode of restoring our
ancient ballads be obnoxious to censure, they are still more
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culpable as editors, who, under no authority of written or
recited copy, but merely to gratify their own insatiate rage
for innovation and improvement, recklessly and injudicious-
ly cut and carve as they list on these productions, and in
some cases entirely rewrite them. Where the narrative is
poor in incident, where it is wholly barren of imagery,
there they most thickly plant their own bastard inventions,
and strew the delicate blossoms of their own precious con-
ceit. Where the ancient song breaks forth in the earnest,
simple, and downright language of passion and of nature,
there our ballad-renovator must dilute it to the slip-slop sen-
timent of his own day, and garnish it with the artificial
brilliancies of his own style of writing; introducing
throughout a current of feeling and a tissue of allusions
(poetical, very poetical, we shall be charitable enough to
suppose they are) wholly at issue with the cast of thought,
the manners, and the modes of expression peculiar to the
age which produced the original poem. And where the
Ancient Minstrel, true in his delineations of society and of
manners to the times in which he flourished, faithfully and
vigorously sketches, ad vivam, nor hesitates, in the rush
and tide of his song, to call a spade a spade, the Modern af-
fects to shudder at the grossness and vulgarity of Antiquity,
and diligently weaves his own gossamer web of sensuality
around the nakedness of ancient simplicity, and then gloats
over his seductive handywork with the complacency of the
merest voluptuary. They who choose to stigmatize the
Muse of Antiquity as being rather ¢ high kilted ’’ do no ser-
vice either to Letters or to Morality by apparelling her in a
‘¢ trailing gown,” or giving her a *‘ syde tail” of their
own fashioning. In truth, it is by such impertinent and
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pernicious labors that the obscenities of early writers be-
come disgustingly obtruded on the publick eye. Had they
been allowed to pass uncommented on, they would never
have called a blush to the innocent cheek, or in the unaf-
fectedly pure mind have wakened one unhallowed thought.
For the curious and important knowledge, then, which en-
ables us to detect and understand the gross witticisms and
licentious allusions of our ancestors, we stand indebted to
the tasteful emendations, the delicate and minute criticism,
of these singularly sensitive and moral editors. But in
their bitter wrath and in their lachrymose exclamations
against the licentiousness of ancient song, and the times
which produced and could relish such foul dainties, and in
the pains they take to detect the presence of indelicate innu-
endo, though never so cunningly wrapped up in some dark
allegory, and in the skill they show for its purification
by kindly paraphrasing every objectionable passage, these
well-meaning individuals not unfrequently manifest a lurk-
ing affection for their task, and a perfect acquaintance with
its subject, seldom to be found in conjunction with that un-
spotted purity, and extraordinary refinement, and maiden-
like delicacy which they profess.

There is yet another description of old song editors,
whose mischievous and dishonest propensities cannot be too
severely reprobated. It consists of those gentlemen who
deem themselves fully better poets than ever earlier times
produced ; but who cannot persuade the publick to think so,
or even prevail on it to read their compositions, till they
have given them a slight sprinkling of olden phraseology,
and stoutly maintained that they were genuine specimens
of ancient song. Some trash, accounted as ancient, they
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have, by sheer impudence, thus succeeded in forcing down
the throat of a credulous and gaping publick ; but sooner
or later these paltry forgeries are laid bare, to the shame
and confusion of the utterer. The attempt to poison the
sources of history, and to confound truth by such fabrica-
tions, is despicable and unprincipled. It is much to be re-
gretted, however, that some men of undeniable talents
have occasionally lent themselves to such ignoble ends, and
bartered an honest fame for a worthless and shadowy tri-
umph. But with all their ingenuity in the manufacture of
these antique gems, they can at best only gull the rab-
ble, a poor and mean gratification, while on every hand
they encounter the risque of being roughly handled by
those who know the studies in which they traffick much bet-
ter than themselves, and who by a solitary scratch of their
pen can dissipate the idle fabrications thus painfully reared
on falsehood and imposition, and expose their authors to the
contempt and derision of that publick whose credulity and
confidence they have abused.

When we look around us and find so voluminous a body
of Vernacular poetry traditionally preserved among the pa-
triotick children of an ancient and heroick race, for a period
of time to which imagination can assign no definite limits,
but whose origin seems as remote and involved in as much
darkness as the early history of the people themselves,
—a body of poetry, breathing at one time of ¢ high erected
thoughts seated in a heart of courtesie,”” and at another,
overflowing with pathos and tenderest feeling; at ome
time swelling into all the pomp of chivalrick circumstance,
snd full of unmingled joy and triumph, at another moment
narrowing itself into the intense interest of the deepest




INTRODUCTION. 18

tragedy, — a body of poetry as various in its subjects as
those Armorican lays which
¢ Ben yfounde of ferli thing,
Sum bethe of wer and sum of wo,
Sum of joie and mirthe also,
And sum of trecherie and of gile,
Of old auentours that fel while,
And sum of bourdes and ribaudy,
And many ther beth of fairy ;
Of al thinges that men seth,
Maist o love forsothe thai bethe,"” —

a series of compositions, terse and unlaboured, but supply-
ing in their details satisfactory and striking illustrations of
the manners, habits, feelings, superstitions, and prejudices
of days deep hidden in the gloom of hoar antiquity, and
whose peculiarities of style so completely distinguish them
from those productions of more recent times which em-
brace a similar range of topicks ; — and when we find this
curious and interesting species of national literature trans-
mitted even to the present day, with a copiousness and
fidelity almost rivalling the certainty and authenticity of
written monuments, — we are naturally led to inquire, not
only into the causes which have so linked it with the affec-
tions of each succeeding race, but our attention is also di-
rected to the times which first cherished so remarkable a
class of compositions, and to the poets by whom it was
produced. Ample though such a field of inquiry he, it
nevertheless is one wherein little progress can be made,
with any degree of historical certainty ; and, in an investi-
gation whose object is professed to be the elucidation of
truth, it would be idle to substitute conjecture for facts.
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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-
scrve the character of the piece precisely as at first pour-
trayed, yet it alters the language so completely, that not a
word may be preserved which originally was there. The
phraseology of one age, as it becomes obsolete and strange,
is in oral literature ever supplanted by equivalent terms,
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 so 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.

¢t There are in Scotland,”’ says Ritson, ‘ many ballads,
or legendary and romantick songs, composed in a singular
style, and preserved by tradition among the country peo-
ple. Tt 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 so much acuteness
and information 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

‘;xl-xlimricd Essay prefixed to Scoltisk Song, London, 1794,
p ’
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only refers to the ¢ expressions and allusions”’ interspersed
through the ballads he had an oppertunity of studying, not
to their general structure and to those commonplaces and
curious burdens they frequently have, which serve as land-
marks, and helps to the memory of the reciter, while they
secure the stream of the narrative from being broken or in-
terrupted by the innovations of time and the mutations of
language. It is granted at once, that the ¢ expressions and
allusions ’’ of these compositions fluctuate, and that fre-
quently, but these changes never alter entirely the venera-
ble aspect of the whole ballad. It is like repairing gradu-
ally the weather-worn face of an ancient cathedral, by the
insertion here and there of a freshly hewn stone, as need
may require. The outline of the building and the effect of
the whole remain unchanged. Though the comparatively
modern look of ballad phraseology, so far as dependent on
certain allusions and expressions, is admitted to greater
latitude than what is truly the fact, it is well known to
those acquainted with the subject, that they still retain
many qgureat termes, siruck .in the mint of the olden
time, amply sufficient to vouch for their remote extraction
and gentle blood, even were there no other evidence at
hand of a less questionable and suspicious kind. That
evidence is contained in the bosom of the ballads them-
selves. They enjoy peculiar features, which not only dis-
tinguish them from the like sort of compositions produced
in more recent times, but certain characteristicks which sep-
arate them from the written poetry of their own day, and
identify them with each other as belonging to one body
and family of National Minstrelsy. These features, it will
be found, are common also to the early traditionary poetry
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of the Seandinavian provinces of Europe ; and constitute, in
fact, the bounding line which exists between what is the
Oral and what is the Written poetry of a people, or of that
poetry which is equally intelligible to the unlettered as to
the learned. We shall endeavour partially to sketch some
of these distinctive and unalterable features of the ancient
traditionary ballad of Scotland, although we feel that to do
complete justice to the subject is neither in our power, nor
is it compatible with the limits of this essay. Besides,
there grows up an intuitive and auxiliary sense in all who
are familiar with this study, which enables them at once,
without any laboured process of induction or critical analy-
sis, to discriminate between what is ancient and what is
modern, or the imitation of the ancient; but this kind of
intuitive perception cannot be communicated by words to
another ; and it is now merely mentioned to obviate any ap-
pearance of dogmatism, if, in the course of our observa-
tions, we should at any time call this old or that new, this
genuine or that a forgery, without condescending to detail
the grounds upon which such brief censures are founded.
The first thing that solicits our notice, in the Romantick
ballad, is the almost uniform dramatick cast of its structure.
The action of the piece commences at once. It does not,
like the metrical romance, proceed, after craving the atten-
tion of lord and lady, and invoking the aid of the Virgin
Mary, &c., to give a sketch of the parentage, education,
and promising qualities of the doughty knight or gentle
squire who is to figure in it. There i8 no pompous an-
nouncement of the exquisite enjoyment to be derived from
the carping of such noble gestes. If such particulars are
at all alluded to, they are noticed merely incidentally, and
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dashed off perhaps in a single line. The characters and the
destinies of those who form the subject of such tales are
learned from their actions, not by the description of the
poet. They generally cpen with some striking and nat-
ural picture, pregnant with life and motion. The story
runs on in an arrowlike stream, with all the straightfor-
wardness of unfeigned and earnest passion. There is no
turning back to mend what has been said amiss, to render
more clear that which may have been dimly expressed or
slightly hinted ; and there is no pause made to gather on the
way beautiful images or appropriate illustrations. If these
come naturally and unavoidably, as it were, good and well ;
but there is no loitering and winding about and about, as if
unwilling to move on till these should suggest themselves.
The charm of the composition lies in the story which it
evolves. Strained and artificial feeling has no place in it,
and rhetorical embellishments are equally unknown. De-
scriptions of natural scenery are never attempted, and sen-
timent i almost unheard of. Much is always left for im-
agination to fancy, and for the feelings of the auditors to
supply, roused as they cannot‘fail to be by the scenick pio-
ture rapidly and distinetly traced before the mind’s eye. In
his narrative, the poet always appears to be acting in good
faith with his audience. He does not sing to another
what he discredits himself, nor does he appeal to other
testimony in support of his statements. There is no refer-
ence to * as the boke tells,’’ or ¢‘ as in Romans I rede,”’ for
a corroboration of what he affirms. He always speaks as
if the subject which he handles were one quite familiar to
those whom he addresses, and touching which nothing
but a perfectly honest and circumstantial statement of facts
VOL. I. 2
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could be relished. If fifteen stalworth foresters are slain
by one stout knight, singlehanded, he never steps out of
his way to prove the truth of such an achievement, by ap-
pealing to the exploits of some other notable manslayer.
If a mermaid should, from a love of solitude and the pictu-
resque, haunt some lone and lovely river, and there, while
kembing her yellow locks, peradventure fascinate some un-
happy wight, the poet never apologizes for the appearance of
the waterwoman, by covertly insinuating how marvellous be
the inhabitants of the ocean. And though an Elfin knight
should unceremoniously adopt for his paramour some young
lady whom he meets of a summer’s evening, while rambling
through the gay greenwood, and whose taste for the loveli-
nesses of nature is certainly more remarkable than her
prudence, he never betrays any surprise at the circum-
stance, but treats it as a matter of every-day occurrence
and historical notoriety. Should an unhappy ghost wander
back to earth, the poet is perfectly master of the dialogue
he holds with the maid he left behind him; nor is he at a
loss accurately to describe how the fiend can, with a single
kick of his cloven foot, sink a goodly bark, although rea-
sonable doubts may well be entertained how such facts
could have transpired, seeing none of its crew ever reached
the land to sing of such an ‘¢ unhappy voyage,’’ more ter-
rifick by a deal than that performed under the melancholy
auspices of that ‘‘ brisk and tall young man,’’ hight ¢ Wil-
liam Glen,’’ who was bound for, but, alas! never returned
from, *‘ New Barbarie.””

But be the subject of the narrative what it may, whether
it be of real life fraught with an interest deeply tragical,
or one of wild superstition and romantick incident, it will
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ever be found clearly, succinctly, and impressively told.
There is no unnecessary waste of words,— no redundan-
¢y of circumstances, nor artful involution of plot,— and no
laying of colour above colour, to give a body and brilliancy
to the picture. It stands out in simple and severe beauty, —
a beauty arising, not from the loveliness of any one in-
dividual feature, but from the perfect harmony and whole-
ness subsisting among and sustaining all.

From the dramatick structure of these songs, we are
natarally led to infer, that, when the singing or recitation of
them was the business of Minstrels, they were prefaced
with some account of the previous history of the several
individuals whom they respectively commemorate; and
that many minute circumstances elucidatory of them were
detailed, not only for the purpose of interesting their hear-
ers, but likewise to make the abrupt transitions occurring
in,eome of these ballads more easy of apprehension to
such as were strangers in the company. That this was the
fact admits of little doubt. Traces of such a custom still
remain in the Lowlands of Scotland, among those who have
stores of these songs upon their memory. Reciters fre-
quently, when any part of the narrative appears incomplete,
supply the defect in prose. Where the ballad naturally
terminates, they can tell what became of some inferior or
subordinate character mentioned in it, whom the minstrel
has passed over in silence, as interfering with the interest
which should be exclusively concentrated around the prin-
cipal personages. Some pieces, too, are prose and rhyme
intermixed ; the dialogue and those parts purely lyrical are
in metre, while the narrative and descriptive portions are
given in such humble prose as the reciter can furnish. An
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instance of this kind Mr. Jamieson has given in ¢ Illustra-
tions of Northern Antiquities,’”’® and many similar cases
could be produced, were it necessary. Thus, I have heard
the ancient ballad of ¢“ Young Beichan and Susy Pye ”’ di-
lated by a Story-teller into a tale of very remarkable di-
mensions, — a paragraph of prose and then a screed of
rhyme alternately given. From this ballad I may give a
short specimen, after the fashion of the venerable authority
from whom I quote: — ‘“ Well, ye must know that in the
Moor’s Castle there was a Massymore, which is a dark,
deep dungeon for keeping prisoners. It was twenty feet be-
low the ground, and into this hole they closed poor Beichan.
There he stood, night and day, up to his waist in puddle
water ; but night or day, it was all one to him, for no ae
styme of light ever got in. So he lay there a lang and
weary while, and, thinking on his heavy weird, he made a
murnfu’ sang to pass the time ; — and this was the sang
that he made, and grat when he sang it, for he never
thought of ever escaping from the Massymore, or of see-
ing his ain country again :
“ ¢ My hounds they all run masterless,

My hawks they flee from tree to tree ;

My youngest brother will heir my lands,

And fair England again I 'll never see.

¢ Oh, were I free as I hae been,
And my ship swimming once more on sea,

* Rosmer Half-man, or the Merman Rosmer, p. 379. The
legend there given still exists in the Nursery ; but it has now,
I gclieve, freed itself of all its metrical portions. The chance
is but small that it will ever be recovered in a more perfect
shape than what Mr. Jamieson's memory has enabled him to
present it.
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I °d turn my face to fair England,

And sail no more to a strange countrie.’
w the cruel Moor had a beautiful daughter, called Susy
e, who was accustomed to take a walk every morning in
r garden, and as she was walking ae day she heard the
1gh o’ Beichan’s Sang,* coming as it were from below
3 ground,”’ &c. &ec.

* This popular ballad, which is apparently an English pro-
ction, exists in many different shapes in SY:otlnnd. It is of
questionable antiquity, and the young Beichan or Bekie,
1088 captivity, sufterings, and subsequent marriage with his
liverer it records, is no less a personage than the father of
» celebrated Thomas & Becket. In The Life of Thomas
cket, quoted in Warton's History, Vol. L., p. 19, occurs this
tice :

"her was Gilbert Thomas fadir, name the trewe man and gode,
le loved God and holi cherche setthe he witte onderstode ;
'be cros to the holi cherche in his zouthe he nom,

.... myd on Rychard that was his mon to Jerlem come,

‘her hy dede, here pylgrimage in holi stedes faste,

o that among Sarazyns hy wer nom at laste.”

ben 80 nomed, it is probable the Saracen lady fell in love
th him. Gilbert Becket must have been a distinguished in-
ridual in his day. He appears to have been Portgrave of
mdon, a title now changed to that of Mayor. See A Brig
wonicle of the Success of Times, Loundon, 1611, p. 574.
st he was a person of great estate, Langtoft bears witness :

Ther was his chancelere, Thomas of London born ;

Saynt Thomas fader I fynd hight Thomas (Gilbert) Beket;
[n London of noble kynd and moste of alle was let,

A riche man he was, mot spend thre hundreth pound.”

Langtoft's Chromicle, apud Hearne, p. 128. Hollingshed,
saking of the Saint, sa np:—“ This Becket was borne ins.Lon-
o, his father hight Gilbert, but his mother was a Syrian
m, and by religion a Saracen.” To the same effect Baker : —
Che man was Thomas Becket, born in London ; his father,
» Gilbert Becket; his mother, an outlandish woman of the
try of Syria.” Fox, in his Acts and Monuments, Vol. 1.,
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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
¢ Keempe Viser.””{ Some of the Ancient French Fabliaux

p- 267, London, 1641, affords another notice : —* And first here
to omit the programe of him, and his mother named Rose,
whom Polyd. Virgilius falsely nameth to be a Saracen, when
indeed she came out of the parts bordering neere to Norman-
dy,” &c. Though she came from the quarter Fox says 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 afford evidence sufficient to warrant us
referring the ballad to the individual now pointed out. An in-
spection of some of the numerous legends touching the blessed

artyr, Saint Thomas 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 the Gaclic, the Rev.
Mr. Smith, in his Gaelic Antiquities, Edinburgh, 1780, says : —
¢ If any apology, however, be requisite for these freedoms, I can
add that lP have been, for the most part, guided in my conjec-
tures, and even supplied in my additions, by the traditional
tales, or sgewlachds, which always accompany and often explain
the old Gaelic poems, and which often remain entire when the
poems th Ives are reduced to fragments” p. 129 of a Dis-
sertation on the Authenticity of Ossian’'s Poems.

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 productions are preserved by oral
tradition. 1 have reﬁxed}:" says Mr Syv, in his preface to
the Kempe Viser, “ short notices to some of the ballads, and an-
nexed such explanatory notes as seemed to be required, thus
following in my publication the usage of those by whom these
ditties have been handed down to us, who were accustomed
first to sing the ballad, and, when they had finished, to relate
the story, with all the circumstances connected with it, in

rose. ‘.‘he explanation was called Urskyring, a word still
1n use in the Islandic language. This method of giving text and
commentary tended to impress the tale upon the memory, and
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appear likewise to have been partly intended for recitation
and partly for being sung.®

That many of these ballads had certain frames in which
they were set, and which, like the chorus of the Ancient
Drama, discussed the motives of the characters, or entered
more minutely into their history than was consistent with
the limits and action of the metrical piece, derives corrob-
oration from the fact, that a few of them still retain in
their Initial Stanzas matter of an explanatory description.
And, acting upon this principle, it would appear that the
writers and printers of our modern ballads have, in the in-
troductory verses of these ditties, or in the formidable titles
with which they are prefixed, endeavoured to communicate
to the reader that information which the Ancient Minstrel in
all probability announced orally to his audience before he
smote his harp with the hand of power.

There is another feature which the ancient ballads have
in common with each other, and which constitutes a mate-
rial distinction between them and those written purposely
for the press. They are much more licentious and incor-
rect in their metres, according to the present standards of
taste in these matters: the accent not unfrequently falls on
syllables at variance with our present mode of pronuncia-
tion ; and they have throughout the marks of a composition
not meant for being committed to writing, but whose musick

facilitated the traditionary preservation of these relics; and it
is to such materials, handed down in this manner from one to
another, that we are indebted for the historical labors of Adam
of Bremen, Snorro Storleson Saxo, and Bishop Absalon.” See
foot note in Introduction to Populur Ballads, in Illustrations of
Northern Antiguities, Q’ 239.

* Way's Fabliauz, Vol. 1., p. 151. London, 1815.






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































